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ONE

 The sky was still black, the stars were still out, and dawn was nothing more than a thin, red ribbon along the horizon when the sirens went off, wailing rudely across the vast army camp. As one man, the army of black warriors awoke—there were no dawdlers, no one who dared to slumber beyond reveille. The desert rattled with the slap and clatter of a thousand hands grabbing a thousand rifles. The soldiers leaped to their feet and burst from their tents, dashing across the sand, lining up in long, even rows on the flat desert. They stood at attention, rifles ready, eyes straight ahead, primed for battle.

Field Marshal Idi Nkromo was already awake and strutting about at the front of the camp, watching his army come to life. He was a heavy-set, marbleeyed man with medals and ribbons adorning his chest—most were of his own design, and most he had awarded himself. He scowled; he glared; he growled orders to his lieutenants, his hand always on the gleaming saber that hung at his side.

He nodded approvingly to himself. Yes, this would be the moment, the final engagement, the ultimate display of his power. After this day, his rule over the tiny African nation of Togwana would be complete and absolute. After this campaign across the desert, no one would dare to . . . he became distracted by a muttering, a buzzing among the troops. Nkromo was displeased. Why were they not all standing rigid and silent? Hadn’t enough soldiers been beaten or shot to enforce discipline? The light of dawn was just now revealing their faces, and they were staring anxiously toward the desert, exchanging worried glances with each other and whispering through the ranks.

Nkromo drew his saber and bellowed, “Order!”

The soldiers stiffened at attention, but there was still a stirring, and their faces held wide-eyed fear.

“Mobutu!”

“Sir!” Mobutu, a younger, thinner man in a khaki uniform, came on the run.

Nkromo pointed his saber at his army. “Find out who’s causing this disturbance and drag them out to be shot!”

Mobutu didn’t respond.

Nkromo shot a deadly glare his way, but Mobutu wasn’t looking at him. The thin lieutenant and chief secretary was looking toward the desert—the same direction the army was looking. He appeared stunned, his mouth hanging open, his eyes wide with horror.

“Mobutu!”

Mobutu pointed toward the desert. “Sir . . . if you would look . . .”

Nkromo never took advice. “Mobutu, maintain order in the ranks.” Then, as if it were his idea, he added, “I think I’d like to survey the desert.”

Nkromo turned with a deliberate casualness and looked across the barren expanse rimmed on the north and south by towering, rocky crags, just becoming visible in the light of dawn.

The saber fell from his trembling hand and clattered on the stones and sand.

THUNK! Jay Cooper, fourteen, strong, wiry, and sweating in the sun, swung a sledgehammer and drove the last wooden stake into the ground. Then he wound the end of a heavy rope around it and tightened it down with a few more whacks from the hammer. He had driven several stakes to hold the ropes tied around the base of a huge stone pillar etched with ancient relief carvings, hieroglyphics, and, near the top, the faces of Greek gods. The pillar was massive, at least three feet thick and thirty feet tall. It stood in the center of a vast excavation, the unearthing of what used to be an ancient Greek temple on a high bluff over the Mediterranean.

Dangling like an acrobat by a rope and harness, Dr. Jacob Cooper struggled to tighten a loop of cable around the crown of the pillar, being careful not to mar the chiseled face of the Greek god Zeus.

“Okay, Lila,” he called, “more slack.”

Lila Cooper, thirteen, was perched on the ancient temple wall, her eyes alert and her long blond hair tied back for safety. She was operating a sizable gas-powered winch and feeding more cable to her father. This precarious perch was making her a bit nervous. The excavated floor of the old temple wasn’t that far down, only twelve feet or so, but just outside the wall she sat on was a steep cliff dropping several hundred feet to the sea. She could see the barge from the museum floating close to the shore, ready for loading; it was almost eighty feet long, but from up here it was the size of a postage stamp. She tried not to look that direction and pushed the lever to release more cable.

Dr. Cooper edged his way around the face of Zeus like a skilled rock climber, his muscular arms groping for any handhold he could find. When he finally got the cable secure just above Zeus’s head, he exhaled a sigh of relief. “Okay, tighten her up.”

Lila pulled the lever and the big drum of the winch turned, winding in the cable until it was tight.

Dr. Cooper climbed to the very top of the pillar and sat there like a seagull atop a flagpole. He removed his wide-brimmed hat and brushed back his blond hair, now slick with sweat. Looking thirty feet straight down, he could see his son, Jay, had the bottom of the pillar staked and secured with ropes so it wouldn’t kick out when they tipped it over; looking toward the sea he saw his daughter, Lila, on the temple wall, ready to start lowering the pillar with the main winch. On the other side of the temple, Dr. Cooper’s two crewmen, Bill and Jeff, were just getting ready to ease a long, flatbed trailer down a dirt ramp to the base of the pillar.

“So far so good,” Dr. Cooper said to himself.

The plan was to secure a few more cables to the pillar, carefully lower it onto the trailer, and then haul it down an access road to the sea. A crew was already waiting there to load the pillar onto a barge and transport it to the Museum of Antiquities in Athens. Barring any disasters, Jacob Cooper and his crew might finish this project today.

Dr. Cooper waved at Bill and Jeff and called, “All right, bring the trailer down.”

Bill, a big, mustached man with a southern drawl, climbed into the cab of the old diesel truck while Jeff, limber and usually nervous, stood on the dirt ramp below to give hand signals. The starter growled, then the engine rumbled to life, black smoke bursting from the old stacks above the cab.

Jeff waved and called, “Okay, ease her back . . .”

Bill ground the old beast into reverse and slowly let out the clutch. The truck and trailer started inching down the steep dirt ramp toward the base of the pillar.

Dr. Cooper watched their progress from his lofty perch. The dirt ramp seemed to be working okay although it might be a little steep for that old rig. “Hey . . .” he started to say, “slow up, you’re—”

“You’re going too fast!” Jeff hollered.

Bill stomped on the brake pedal. Something snapped and the pedal went clear to the floor. The trailer started rolling down the ramp, picking up speed, pulling the truck backward.

“Slow up!” Jeff yelled. He jumped out of the way, rolling in the dirt, as the trailer rumbled and bounced right past him.

Bill tried to pull on the parking brake. It broke off. He killed the ignition. The ramp was too steep, the trailer too heavy. The truck only slid backward down the incline, its rear tires slipping, growling over the dirt.

The flatbed was heading right for the base of the pillar.

Jay ran to get clear and hollered, “Dad!”

Dr. Cooper could see it coming: a big disaster. Maybe they wouldn’t finish this project today.

CRUNCH! The trailer crashed into the pillar. Dr. Cooper could feel the pillar quiver under him.

Then he could feel it moving. The cable from Lila’s winch went slack.

The pillar was falling right toward Lila!

“Look out!” her father yelled, holding on for dear life.

Lila screamed and dashed along the wall to get clear. Jay scrambled to safety as the base of the pillar began to tear loose. PING! POP! The heavy ropes plucked the stakes from the ground like rotten teeth.

The pillar picked up speed, falling like a big tree. Wind whistled by Dr. Cooper’s head, and his hat went sailing. Then he saw the temple wall pass under him. The top of the pillar was carrying him out over the cliff, over the sheer drop to the sea far below!

THUD! The middle of the pillar hit the temple wall and Dr. Cooper was knocked free by the impact, tumbling headlong toward the ocean.

OOF! The harness he was still wearing came to the end of its rope, and he snapped to an abrupt halt in midair, dangling from the pillar like a puppet on a string.

The base of the pillar began to rise. Bill, Jeff, and Jay grabbed the ropes dangling from it, hoping to hold it down and keep the pillar from flipping over the wall entirely. All three were lifted off their feet, but they hung on anyway, hoping, praying.

Up went their end of the pillar, higher, higher, as Dr. Cooper’s end lowered him toward the sea.

Then, with not a man, not a pound, not a single ounce to spare, the pillar came to rest on the temple wall with each end suspended in air, perfectly but precariously balanced: Dr. Cooper dangling from one end, Bill, Jeff, and Jay dangling from the other.

“Oh man,” Bill drawled, “now what?”

“Hang on,” Lila screamed. “Just hang on!”

There was a low, grating noise. The pillar was beginning to roll along the wall like a big rolling pin, reeling in the ropes from which Jay, Bill, and Jeff were hanging, along with the harness that still held Dr. Cooper.

Dr. Cooper looked below and saw nothing but ocean waves and a tiny, distant barge; he looked above and saw the face of Zeus coming around, then coming around again, much closer, as the pillar kept rotating and reeling him in.

As Lila stepped hurriedly along the wall, approaching the pillar even as it rumbled and rolled slowly toward her, she looked for a stone, a stick, anything large enough to jam under the pillar to wedge it to a stop.

Dr. Cooper ran out of rope. “AWWW!” He was hauled over the top of the pillar as it turned, held fast by the harness around his body and feeling like a roast pig on a spit. If only he had a knife!

Then Bill’s rope ran out and the rough surface of the pillar broke his grip. With a cry of pain, he fell to the temple floor.

Out of balance! The base of the pillar began to rise, the top began to sink.

Lila hopped onto the pillar, step-step-stepping as it rotated under her feet, inching her way out from the wall and toward the base where Jay and Jeff were getting tangled in the ropes. No good. She wasn’t even half Bill’s weight. The pillar was still rolling and tilting toward the sea.

CHUNK! Somebody jammed a stone under the pillar, and it stopped rolling. A man leaped from the wall to the lower end of the pillar, and it sank under his weight.

Back in balance!

“Lila!” Dr. Cooper hollered. “Bring your knife!”

The stranger, a man with blond hair, nodded to her. “Go ahead. I think we can keep it in balance now.”

She stepped carefully along the pillar, balancing herself, until she reached the wall. She could see her father, one hand clinging to Zeus’s eye and his foot planted in Zeus’s mouth, struggling to free himself from the harness. She looked back. The stranger was helping Jay and Jeff untangle themselves.

She stepped out on the pillar, nothing but a sheer drop to the ocean below her, and inched her way out toward her father, the knife in her trembling hand.

The stranger had his own knife and cut away the ropes that had tangled around Jay and Jeff. With his help, they climbed on top of the pillar and sat on it.

“Just like a teeter-totter,” said Jay.

But Lila was still edging toward the other end, toward her father.

“Uh . . .” Jay asked the stranger, “how much do you weigh?”

“About one-sixty,” the man replied.

Jay looked down at Bill, who was still dusting himself off after his fall. “Bill? How much do you weigh?”

“Two thirty,” Bill replied.

The stranger asked Jay, “How much does your sister weigh?”

“Enough,” was all Jay answered as their end of the pillar began to rise.

Dr. Cooper took the knife from Lila’s hand as he felt the pillar pitch down toward the ocean again. “Lila! Get back! Get off the pillar!”

She spun around and tried to run back. The pillar pitched some more and she slipped. Her fingers dug into hieroglyphics and her foot came to rest on Zeus’s beard as the pillar sagged and rocked and the stones in the wall started crumbling.

Jay, Jeff, and the stranger moved as far back as they could, but the pillar was beginning to slide through the wall and there was no stopping it.

“It’s gonna go!” Jeff hollered.

Dr. Cooper sliced through the harness rope and got free. “Go, Lila, go! ”

She crawled, scrambled, and made it to the wall. Now the pillar was sliding past her, bucking and scraping over the stones.

Dr. Cooper grabbed at Zeus’s beard, then some hieroglyphics, then some relief carvings, climbing up the downsliding pillar and getting nowhere until he ran out of pillar to climb on. A hand reached out to grab his just as the pillar slid free of the wall and plummeted toward the seashore below. In an instant, Jay, Jeff, and the stranger yanked him to safety atop the wall.

The pillar dropped silently, as if in slow motion, growing smaller and smaller, until it dove into the sandy beach like a spear, making the ground quiver—and making Dr. Cooper wince.

It teetered there a moment then tipped like a big tree toward the ocean . . . directly toward the waiting barge as the barge crew dove for the water.

KAWHUMP! The barge bucked, rolled, and almost capsized from the impact. A mighty wave washed up on the shore.

Lila shut her eyes. They all held their breath. They could hear the last mist from the huge splash hiss down upon the surface of the water.

And then . . . it was quiet.

“Well whaddaya know . . .” Bill muttered.

Lila ventured a peek and saw the barge rocking a little but still afloat. The pillar, with Zeus glaring up at them, was lying in the barge a little crooked and with one end hanging out, but none the worse for wear. The barge crew paddled around in the water, wide-eyed and upset, but safe.

Dr. Cooper started breathing again. His kids, his crewmen, and the stranger could only sit there on the wall, shaken, dusty, thankful to be alive, and totally amazed.

At last Dr. Cooper found his voice and said, “Well . . . we got it on the barge.”

Silence. Somber faces.

And then Bill cracked a smile. Jeff snorted a laugh through his nose. Jay burst right out laughing. Dr. Cooper allowed himself a smile, then a grin, then a laugh, shaking his head in amazement. When Lila saw her father laughing, she figured everything was okay and began to laugh too. They all started hugging and shaking hands, happy to be alive, happy with success.

“I don’t believe it!” said Lila.

“God works in wondrous ways,” said Dr. Cooper.

“Boy, doesn’t He!” replied the stranger, shaking Jacob Cooper’s hand.

Then, looking at the man directly for the first time, Dr. Cooper recognized him. “Brent! Brent Anderson!”

Brent Anderson smiled broadly. “Hi, Jake. Working?”

“Can’t you tell?”

They both laughed and then embraced like old buddies.

“What in the world are you doing here?” Dr. Cooper asked.

“I came to find you.”

“Jay! Lila! Meet an old friend of mine, Brent Anderson! He’s a missionary to Africa.”

“Was,” said Brent, shaking hands with Jay and Lila. “And, hopefully, will be again.”

Dr. Cooper could hear trouble in Brent’s voice.

“What’s happened?”

Brent’s face became grim. “Idi Nkromo and his revolution. He and his military have taken over most of the country of Togwana.”

Dr. Cooper nodded with recollection. “He’s been in the news lately. A rather dangerous character, I understand.”

“Oh, he likes killing anyone who stands in his way, or questions his actions, or doubts his power— and mostly, he hates Christians. He’s ordered the churches closed; he’s killed and imprisoned believers. Sandy and I barely got out of the country alive.”

Bill and Jeff could sense a serious conversation coming. “Uh, Jake, we’ll start stowing the gear,” said Bill.

“Thanks, guys,” Dr. Cooper replied.

The two men made their way back along the wall. Jay and Lila got up and were about to leave them alone, too, but their father said quietly, “Stick around.” They sat back down on the wall beside their father.

Dr. Cooper’s voice was quiet and compassionate. “You got out all right? You and Sandy and the kids?”

“Yes, we’re fine. They’re back in the States now. I’m on staff with the mission board until . . .” Brent smiled wistfully.

Jacob Cooper knew his friend. “You’re thinking of going back to Togwana?”

Brent nodded. “I’m not finished there, Jake. There’s one last tribe of people who live across the desert who have never heard the gospel. Rumor has it they’re a deadly bunch, headhunters and cannibals who would just as soon eat strangers as welcome them. But God wants me to take the gospel to those people, and I believe I will, Idi Nkromo or no Idi Nkromo. It’ll happen, Jake.”

Dr. Cooper admired faith like that. “I’m sure it will.”

Now Brent looked his friend in the eye. “Good, because you just might be a part of it.”

Jacob Cooper raised one eyebrow and then exchanged a glance with his kids. “Is this going to be dangerous?”

Brent nodded. “It might be.”

“Count us in,” said Jay, which brought him a corrective look from Lila.

Dr. Cooper wanted to hear more. “How can we help?”

Brent Anderson looked over his shoulder, and they all followed his glance across the excavation. There, looking almost ghostly in long, wraparound garments and intricate, bone jewelry, stood two Africans, apparently men of high office in their country. They were both tall and powerful, with eyes that could bore holes right through you.

“Strange things are happening in Togwana, Jake, things that no one can explain, and that’s why I’m here. These men were sent by the Chief Secretary of the Republic of Togwana.” Brent gave Dr. Cooper a probing look. “They came to find a spiritual man, a man close to God with wisdom to solve great mysteries. They first came to me in America, but I’ve brought them to you.”

As Jacob Cooper looked into the burning eyes of the two towering visitors, he had a feeling he and his kids would soon be going to Africa.



TWO

When their plane finally landed in Togwana, the Coopers saw military jeeps and trucks parked near the tiny airport terminal. Soldiers were standing about in khaki uniforms and black berets, and even two weather-beaten Russian MIGs were parked under some palm trees. Obviously, a military government was in charge now—in charge of everything.

As she looked out the airplane window, Lila couldn’t help wondering aloud, “What are we walking into?”

“A brave new world under Togwana’s new dictator,” answered an attractive African-American woman in her late thirties sitting in the seat directly behind them. She immediately extended her hand. “Dr. Jennifer Henderson, Stanford University.”

Dr. Cooper gripped her hand. “Uh . . . Jacob Cooper, and this is my son, Jay, and my daughter, Lila.”

“I suppose you were invited by Bernard and Walter back there?”

The Coopers shot a discreet glance toward the rear of the plane where the two somber gentlemen from Togwana were sitting. They’d given their names as Bernard and Walter.

“They wanted somebody who knows rocks,” Dr. Henderson explained, “and that’s why they invited me. I’m a geologist. How about you?”

“I’m an archaeologist,” Dr. Cooper answered. He could have mentioned that he was founder of the Cooper Institute for Biblical Archaeology and specialized in ancient civilizations of the Bible, but he said no more than necessary. The Coopers couldn’t be sure who this woman really was; they didn’t know if she could be trusted.

“So they want at least two professional opinions regarding their little mystery,” said Dr. Henderson.

“I’ll be interested to know just what the mystery is,” said Dr. Cooper. “The letter from the Chief Secretary was rather vague.”

“The Chief Secretary is supposed to be meeting us with a car—and some more information, I hope.”

Bernard and Walter helped carry their luggage and led them to a gate that passed through the airport security fence. It was there that they met a quickstepping, uniformed man with braids on his shoulder and medals on his chest. He smiled broadly and beckoned to them with fluttery little waves from both hands. “Hello! Doctors Henderson and Cooper, yes?” He offered his hand in greeting. “D. M. Mobutu, Chief Secretary of the Republic of Togwana!”

Dr. Cooper shook his hand. “Dr. Jacob Cooper, at your service. These are my children, Jay and Lila.”

He shook their hands vigorously, almost comically.

Then he came to Dr. Henderson and had a special greeting for her. “Ahhh, Dr. Henderson, I have looked forward to this moment.” With a graceful flourish, he took her hand and kissed it.

She stuck to business. “And I’ve looked forward to the challenge of the work we’re here to do. How soon can we get started?”

Mobutu surveyed the sky. “The weather is improving. You may get your first glimpse of our little problem on the way to the presidential palace.”

Dr. Cooper was puzzled. “I’d like that. We’re all eager to hear the details of your situation—”

“Come! We have a car waiting!” He called to the two escorts, “Philip! Thomas! Bring their bags!”

“Don’t you mean Bernard and Walter?” Dr. Cooper hinted.

“Oh, yes,” Mobutu quickly agreed, “Bernard and Walter. Yes!”

Instead of going through the small terminal, they hurried down a narrow walk under a thick canopy of trees and out to a side street. Waiting there was a long, white limousine with tinted windows. Bernard and Walter loaded the luggage into the trunk while Mobutu opened the big passenger door.

“Air conditioned,” he said proudly.

The American guests were ready for that and got inside. Bernard and Walter, their mission completed, hurried up a trail into the jungle and were gone.

When the driver hit the accelerator and the limousine lurched away from the curb, it felt like a getaway.

Mobutu sat with them, trying to maintain his cordial smile but looking nervous. He peered out the windows as the limousine raced along the narrow road, first through green jungle then past crude farms and small, mud homesteads.

Dr. Cooper tried to get a conversation going.220; So . . . you work for President Nkromo, is that correct?”

Mobutu smiled broadly. “Oh, yes. As chief secretary, I am quite close to the president. I am his special assistant.” Then he added with emphasis, “And our new government is working very well. The president is powerful. He has brought order to our country!”

Dr. Cooper simply nodded and smiled. He could sense that Mobutu was having trouble believing his own glowing boasts.

The limousine entered the ragged, unimproved outskirts of Nkromotown, still mostly small homes, barns, and chicken coops made from mud brick, and occasionally, concrete. People and pigs, children and chickens, cattle and oxen wandered freely in the fields, thickets, and side streets.

“You should know,” Mobutu suddenly blurted, “that bringing you to Togwana was not the president’s idea.”

Instantly, all their eyes were upon him.

Mobutu continued, visibly nervous. “I must tell you, the president has little use for outsiders, and even less use for advice, even from those close to him. He does not wish to appear weak or in need of help from anyone.”

Dr. Cooper exchanged a glance with the others and then asked, “Is this the reason for the secrecy? Avoiding the airport terminal, racing away in this car, and calling your two men Bernard and Walter?”

Mobutu nodded. “Bernard and Walter do not wish their real names attached to this enterprise in case it should . . .” he had to wrestle the words out of his throat, “in case it should fail.”

Dr. Cooper’s voice was firm. “Mr. Mobutu, is the president even aware that we’re here?”

“Oh, yes,” Mobutu replied with an emphatic nod. “Yes, he knows you’re here, and he does not disapprove. It’s just that . . . ” Mobutu’s eyes dropped, “he consented grudgingly and warned me that no one should know about it.” Then he leaned forward and spoke in a lowered voice, “But you should know, I offered to bring in a geologist and an archaeologist. I did not tell him I would bring in someone with . . . uh . . . spiritual credentials as well.”

Dr. Cooper began to ask, “Are you referring to the fact that I and my children are—”

“Shh!” Mobutu held up his hand. “Do not speak it. Do not even think it while you are in this country. President Nkromo has already banished thousands who are of your . . . religious persuasion. Those who did not leave were arrested, put into forced labor, and some . . . were executed.”

Jacob Cooper’s voice had a sharp edge as he asked, “And yet you brought us here anyway, knowing it could endanger our lives?”

Mobutu bowed a little, acting humble. “Dr. Cooper, this problem we have will take more than a mere scientist to solve.”

Jennifer Henderson raised an eyebrow at that remark, but Mobutu continued, “It could require someone with eyes to see beyond what is visible.”

Dr. Cooper’s eyes narrowed as he replied, “Mr. Mobutu, you have much to explain.”

But instead of explaining, Mobutu leaned close to the window, looked at the weather, and then rapped on the glass panel that separated them from the driver. The driver looked back, Mobutu shouted some instructions, and almost immediately the driver took a hard left turn off the main road, up a steep, winding road into the hills.

“We’re not going into the city?” Dr. Cooper asked.

“No,” Mobutu replied, “not yet.”

“Where are you taking us?”

“You need to see the Stone first,” Mobutu answered, “and then we will talk further.”

“The . . . Stone?”

Mobutu added quietly, “We call it a baloa-kota, which means an omen, an evil sign. It is why we brought you here. Many, including the president, believe the Stone is magic.”

Dr. Henderson was dismayed. “You brought us all the way to Africa just to look at a rock?”

Mobutu only smiled at her. “This is your profession, yes?”

A few minutes later, the limousine reached the top of a hill, swerved off the road into some gravel, and lurched to a halt. Then the driver, in his neatly pressed uniform and his cap squarely in place on his head, got out, walked back, and swung the door open with a flourish.

Mobutu stepped out and waited courteously by the door. “Please,” he beckoned.

Dr. Cooper, still unsure of the group’s safety, ventured a look outside, then stepped out. “It’s all right.”

The others followed.

They had parked on a lofty bluff overlooking the city and the rolling, jungled hills stretching to the east. The clouds were dissolving away in the afternoon sun and the view was wide, sweeping, and beautiful. Nkromotown was a small city of white stone, gray concrete, and red tile. Dr. Cooper could see a cluster of large stone buildings in the center of the city, most likely the presidential palace and parliament hall now occupied by Nkromo and his military leaders.

“A beautiful city, Mr. Mobutu,” he said, turning to look at the Chief Secretary, then turning some more, trying to find him. “A beautiful country, and—”

The sentence died on his lips as he looked toward the west across the vast, rugged drylands. Mobutu was standing on the edge of the bluff with Jennifer Henderson, Jay, and Lila, looking toward the west and then back at him, obviously wanting to see his reaction.

Dr. Cooper didn’t know how to react. He didn’t even know what to believe. He blinked, then rubbed his eyes. I can’t be seeing what I think I’m seeing, he thought.

“Dad . . .” said Jay, his voice a hushed whisper. Apparently he was seeing it too.

“What . . . is that?” Lila asked. “How does it—”

“Is this a mirage?” asked Dr. Henderson.

Mobutu shook his head. “No mirage, Dr. Henderson. What you are seeing is really there.”

The clouds continued to thin out, unveiling . . . a wall? A sheer cliff? A towering plateau?

Whatever it was, it totally filled the gap between two mountain cliffs to the north and south, and stretched from the desert floor to a height above the clouds.

“How far away is it?” asked Dr. Cooper, certain his eyes were being deceived.

Mobutu estimated, “From this point, about eighteen kilometers.”

“Ten miles!” Dr. Henderson exclaimed.

“Then it’s as big as it looks,” concluded Dr.

Cooper.

“It’s a mountain!” Lila said, her voice hushed with awe.

The sun was moving toward the west now, so the surface details were in shade and hard to discern. But the shape was stark against the sky, obscured in only a few places by high, fluffy clouds: a rectangle of stone, a huge block, square at the corners, sheer and vertical at either end, and, as far as they could tell, perfectly flat on top. And Lila was right: it was nothing less than a mountain.

“How . . .” Dr. Cooper had trouble finding his breath. “How tall is it?”

“Nearly four kilometers, as close as we can tell.”

“That’s over ten thousand feet!” Jay exclaimed.

“And we figure it’s at least eight kilometers long and two kilometers wide,” Mobutu added.

“How long has it been here?” Dr. Cooper asked.

“Just a few weeks, doctor,” Mobutu answered. “From here we used to be able to see past those mountain cliffs and cross the flat desert. Now the entire western half of Togwana is hidden from view.”

Dr. Henderson actually sank to the ground, overcome by the sight. “Stone? It’s of stone?”

“We think it is.”

“But how did it get there? What caused it?”

Mobutu frowned. “Dr. Henderson, we hired you to answer such questions.”

She only shook her head. “But this is . . . this is impossible. Nothing of this size and shape has ever occurred before in nature!”

“And so we call it a baloa-kota,” Mobutu said somberly. “A dreaded curse, a plague sent upon us! And now you see it with your own eyes: the Stone of Togwana!”

In the presidential palace, a young butler in a green tuxedo swung open the huge, mahogany doors and announced, “Your Excellency, the Chief Secretary with his honored guests!”

They entered the presidential chamber, a room that resembled a cathedral with a high, arched ceiling, stained-glass windows, and pillared, marble walls. At the far end of the room, at the end of a long avenue of red carpet, His Excellency, President and Field Marshal Idi Nkromo, sat behind a desk the size of a battleship. The medals on his chest glittering like a Christmas tree, Nkromo glowered at them, his eyes big and bulging with anger. On the exquisitely paneled wall behind him, a ten-foot high portrait of himself glared with the same angry expression, only twice as big

.“I am Oz, the great and powerful!” Jay whispered, and Lila gave him a corrective poke.

They marched forward, Mobutu at the head, then stood shoulder-to-shoulder in a straight line before His Excellency.

“Your Excellency,” Mobutu announced, his spine straight as a rod, “I present to you the scientists from America: Dr. Jennifer Henderson, geologist; and Dr. Jacob Cooper, archaeologist!”

Nkromo gestured toward Jay and Lila, his eyes sending the question to Mobutu. “And . . . ?”

Mobutu blurted, “And Dr. Cooper’s two children, Jay and Lila.”

Nkromo looked at Dr. Henderson, then Dr. Cooper, then Jay and Lila, his face betraying not the slightest hint of favor at their presence. Then, at long last, he spoke, his voice deep, loud, and intimidating. “I welcome you to the Republic of Togwana! We will do well for each other, yes? You will remove the Stone, and I will pay you well.”

“Yes,” Dr. Henderson ventured, “we do need to discuss our fee before we—”

“How long will it take?” Nkromo interrupted.

They had no answer; they weren’t sure they had even grasped the question.

Dr. Cooper gave a slight bow and said, “Your Excellency, we have only just arrived and know very little about the Stone. If it pleases you, we need to venture into the desert and study it closely to learn what it is and where it came from.”

“And how to make it go away, yes?”

Dr. Henderson picked it up from there. “We’ll need vehicles and equipment, food and water—”

Nkromo waved her off and declared, “Mr. Mobutu will see to that. Whatever you need, he will supply it.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Dr. Cooper.

Nkromo rose from his chair; Mobutu took one step backward and the four guests did the same. Then the president patted his big belly and admired the towering portrait of himself. “If I want something done, it will be done, you see? I had ten witch doctors, but they could not make the Stone go away. They could not move it. They could not even make it smaller.” He shook his head with regret. “So I ordered their heads smashed in with stones.”

Lila gasped. She didn’t mean to, it just happened.

His Excellency was pleased at that response. “So, you will not fail, I know. You are scientists from America! You know about rocks! You will please me, I know.”

Dr. Cooper tried to keep his voice even as he asked, “Are we to understand, sir, that you expect us to remove the Stone?”

“Yes! Take it away!” Nkromo bellowed with an angry wave of his arm. “Remove it far from here, I don’t care where! It must not remain in the path of His Excellency!” Then he raised his hands toward them as if to grant a blessing, but the tone of his voice sounded more like a threat. “May you have success!”
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