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�ction but it is hard to deny this is as much the reality of yesterday and today's 
Nigeria. Othuke has gifted us a gem, one that'd entertain and educate but most 
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greedy mind and a weak soul. It's an intact story that will leave the reader unable to 
avoid turning the next leaf.”    

     – Kamikazi Fiona Rutagengwa

“I have spent most of my reading life waiting for Robert Ludlum to write our story. 
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“Once again Othuke breathes life into his characters so uniquely and beautifully 
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A Conspiracy of Ravens is more than just “a good read”. As his characters race against 
time and tidal politics, we realise that their emotions are a familiar re�ection of 
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most important elements of Nigeria's story – oil from the Niger Delta and its 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE
n the course of writing this work, I took what was real and interplayed it Iwith what wasn't, blurring the �ne line between �ction and non-�ction. 

In the process, I took some liberties with my creative licence, a great extent 
of which you will come across in the book. But, this was done solely to 
realise the  in the high-octane plot I had in mind when I set emotional truth
out to pen this  story of the Niger Delta people and of the vagaries of untold
my beloved country.  

     Othuke Ominiabohs
     September 1, 2016
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Prologue

OAU SECRETARIAT, ADDIS ABABA
FEBRUARY 28, 1982
6:42 PM

he bearded man blended effortlessly with other waiters who Tbusied about the kitchen. Chefs in chef whites, toques and 
stained gingham aprons dished food from steaming pots that sat on 
patinated burners. Sizzling fumes of over-spiced, exotic meals made 
eyes to water and noses to sniff and sneeze. Two more steps and he 
came face-to-face with a heavy-set, matronly woman with stress-
induced wrinkles etched all over her plump face. 

“Where the hell have you been?” she bellowed, arms akimbo, 
eyebrows climbing up her forehead to reveal wrinkly bags beneath 
her eyes. Her hair was hidden behind a pale yellow scarf with a white 
cruci�x painted on it, like one of those types women tied on their 
heads during revivals or crusades. Her brows furrowed. Her eyes 
narrowed. “Are you new?”

e man mumbled a reply but was cut short by a loud call for 
waiters in the banquet hall.

“Never mind,” the woman said with a wave of hands. “Over here . 
. . Move your feet!” 

e man scanned the kitchen, soaking in every detail at a glance. 
Attendants attired in clothes no different from his – the customary 
black jacket, white shirt and red tie – glided smartly to and fro the 
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kitchen, ful�lling the requests of the various dignitaries in 
attendance. e large-boned woman, whom he deciphered as the 
maître d' thrust a tray containing three champagne �utes and a bottle 
of champagne in an ice bucket into his arms. 

“Your tie isn't properly done,” she said as he turned to leave. He 
dropped the tray at the edge of a cluttered kitchen table, nodded his 
thanks and �xed his tie. He noticed the peculiar way the attendants 
carried their orders and learnt quickly, deftly balancing the tray on 
the palm of his right hand and placing it expertly on his right 
shoulder. He edged his way out of the crowded kitchen and walked 
through a small corridor that led out of an open doorway.

High cream walls and a vaulted wooden ceiling with brick-red 
tapestries hanging down, met his eyes. Next was the blast of cold air, 
and the intoxicating fragrance of expensive, men's cologne. Johann 
Pachelbel's Canon in D Major �owed sonorously from unseen 
speakers, a soulful whisper below the mild but tensed laughter and 
high-pitched voices. Picture windows, tucked into sculpted arches 
lined the walls of the banquet hall, giving the guests a wondrous 
nighttime vista of Ethiopia as the city gradually �lled up with 
pinpricks of light. Occupied tables and chairs and many unoccupied 
ones too, elegantly dressed in blue and gold sashes were arranged into 
columns and aisles. A thick red rug cushioned the entire length of the 
hardwood �oor.

e arguments coming from the dignitaries not surprisingly, 
sounded heated the voices angry. e thirty-eighth ordinary session 
of the OAU was ending with a dinner organised by the chairman for 
the dignitaries who had come from all �fty-one sister nations to 
discuss the resolutions of several matters arising in the union. Of 
particular importance, albeit expectedly, was the inclusion of SADR 
in the union. 

“Geographically or institutionally, SADR is not a recognised state 
and should never have been admitted into the OAU in the �rst 
place.” e waiter heard the puffy-faced Liberian ambassador 
protesting to his comrades. 

Crystal chandeliers poured white light, casting a glossy sheen on 
their faces, sparkling off the edges of the golden cutleries and plain 
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white Italian chinaware. e waiter moved briskly through the �rst 
aisle, scanning tables. He had heard all about the fallout in the OAU 
following the admission of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic 
into the organisation. It came as no surprise that the hall was half full; 
most of the diplomats had left in protest. He turned his attention to 
the last table on the row. e man he was looking for wasn't there. 

A diplomat with a clean-shaven chin and intelligent eyes neatly 
attired in a navy blue suit and a gold tie was saying, “If SADR has 
been recognised as a sovereign state by more than half of the member 
nations, including Spain, then it follows that the secretary general is 
right. e minority has no right to demand their ejection.” He 
spread manicured hands on the table, staring his companions in the 
eyes.

“e Sahrawis aren't even independent yet,” said another. 
“ey don't have a distinct landmark, instead they are scattered 

all over Morocco, Mauritania and majority of them live in refugee 
camps in south-western Algeria or in exile in the West. No, they can 
never be one of us. e admission is not only procedurally illegal; it is 
also in direct contradiction of the 1981 summit guidelines.” A 
moon-faced diplomat with a loud voice and the weathered face of a 
veteran, made his stand in another table where four more overfed 
men like him sat. ey cast disapproving glances at the table where 
the lean-faced representatives from the Sahrawi Arab Democratic 
Republic were seated.

e waiter recognised most of the faces in the room. He had read 
about them in newspapers, seen them in the news and even knew a 
few of them personally. None of them seemed interested in the 
steamy food bowls placed before them. ey drank in large gulps, 
and argued in louder tones. e bearded man moved down another 
aisle crammed on both sides by gaudily-dressed, beer-bellied 
generals and ambassadors. He scanned the tables. He should be here. 

“Waiter!” Someone called to him. 
He hurried on – he was running out of time. 
ere!
At the far end of the hall on the third aisle, he found the man he 

was looking for. General Ifeanyi Nwogazi, dressed in the ceremonial 
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attire of the Nigerian Army, was seated with two other generals, and 
two beer-bellied elder statesmen. He was on the big side, but not 
fatty big; thick, dark-skinned with a well-toned physique, a no 
nonsense gaze and a deep rumbling voice.

e waiter headed straight for him. He placed the tray on the 
table, gently dropping the �utes. en he grabbed the bottle of 
champagne from the ice bucket and took a step back to unscrew the 
cork.

“Now, Morocco has pulled out of the union,” said a dusky-faced 
elder statesman with greying hair, one of the two seated at General 
Nwogazi's side. “At this rate, Morocco's allies might do same. Is the 
inclusion of SADR into the OAU worth this trouble really?”

General Nwogazi's powerful gaze bore down on the grey-haired 
elder. “Haven't the Sahrawis suffered enough? ey've been 
attacked, slain and driven from their lands. Now they live in camps 
in the desert, exiled because of Morocco's pride. e minute SADR 
gets recognition from the UN, even Morocco will be powerless to 
stop them from joining the organisation . . . and that day will come!” 
He said with a note of �nality emptying his glass of wine and 
dropping it on the table with a little more force than he must have 
intended. 

e waiter discreetly but carefully turned the ring he was wearing 
on the middle �nger of his right hand so its pointed tip was facing his 
open palm. He �ipped back the covering on the hidden needle in the 
ring and moved to re�ll the glasses. He stumbled, spilling 
champagne on the general's hands. All heads turned his way for an 
instant and then the guests continued their heated talks as if nothing 
had happened. 

“Are you drunk?” General Nwogazi eyed the waiter with quiet 
rage.

“Sorry sah, I'm very sorry sah.” e waiter clumsily grabbed the 
napkin on his tray and wiped the general's hands.

“Get away from m— ouch!” General Nwagozi snatched his hand 
away. He thought he had felt something prick his skin, but the 
sensation was gone before he could make any sense of it. 

“I'm so sorry sah.”
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“Get out! Get out!” e general said with an impatient wave of his 
hands. 

At the same time the waiter turned to leave, he started his 
stopwatch.

Two minutes �fty-nine seconds. 
He hurried back up the aisle to the kitchen, grabbed two 

expensive bottles of wine which he hid beneath his arm and covered 
with his jacket. He headed for the door marked Exit.

One minute forty-six seconds.
“You, where are you off to?” e taller of the two guards securing 

the kitchen exit stopped him. “What do you have there?” 
He stopped cold in his tracks, knees trembling where he stood.
“Let me see.” e second guard stepped forward.
Cowering, the waiter brought out the two bottles. He swallowed 

and blinked.
Fifty-nine seconds!
e guard yanked the bottles from his grasp. “Get out of here 

before we lock you up for theft!”
Shoulders hunched and head slightly bowed in gratitude, the 

waiter ran down the steps.
“Stop!” e guard's voice cracked through the air like a whip.
He froze.
He blew air from his lips, slowly reaching for the knife concealed 

in his sleeve as he turned around.
“ank you for the drink,” said the guard, and together with his 

companion, they burst into laughter. 
He stitched an idiotic smile on his bearded face and continued 

down the steps, exiting the building. Once outside, he broke into a 
run.

irty-three seconds!
e new born night lay drowsing, barely awake and utterly silent. 

Street lamps lit up the road, casting cones of light beneath each lamp. 
Trees, well manicured and leafy, dappled the sidewalks in inky shade. 
e air was soft and cool, as yet innocent of the biting cold that he 
knew would come any moment now. 

Less than twenty yards from the entrance of the magni�cent 
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OAU building, in a side street, sat a black van idling by the kerb. He 
approached it and jumped into the driver's seat.

Five seconds!
He turned on the ignition. From where the van was parked, he 

could see the general and several other diplomats framed against the 
glass windows.

Now!
His wristwatch let out a low beep at about the same time, General 

Ifeanyi Nwogazi slumped in his seat. e men at his table rushed to 
his side. e fear on their faces as they mouthed calls for help, 
con�rmed the kill. ere would be no trace of the poison in his blood 
if ever an autopsy was carried out. He would have been found to have 
suffered a stroke and had simply died of a heart attack.

Carefully reaching into his eyes, the assassin removed the contact 
lenses that had softened his looks. He took off the red tie and kept it 
on the passenger seat. e ring, he carefully took off and placed in a 
small black box which he slipped into his pocket.

He engaged gears and the van lurched forward. It climbed on a 
tarred road and picked up speed. The road was surprisingly devoid of 
traffic at this time. ere was no moon as such to speak of, only the 
eclipsing darkness of night; thick, suffocating and foreboding. Bole 
International Airport was a few minutes away. His plane ticket for 
the nine o'clock �ight to Lagos had been purchased a week ago. He 
pulled out the pads that stuffed his cheeks – which had only 
moments ago, given him a semblance of youth – and �ung them out 
the window, down the perilous slope that bordered the highway. He 
reached for the beard and yanked it off, sending it down the slope. 

Wind tugged at the collar of his shirt but it brought him no 
comfort. All week, he had sensed a persistent shadow lurking, 
lingering stubbornly like a toothache. But he could neither �sh it out 
of his consciousness, nor ignore it no matter how hard he tried. 
Maybe it was guilt, he concluded now, undoing the last button on his 
shirt. His mind churned with divergent emotions he tried 
unsuccessfully to keep at bay. He had single-handedly carried out 
Blackrose, a mission which, if ever the world where to �nd out, would 
make him a traitor among his own people. 
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e city fell behind him into the waiting arms of shadows. He 
peered ahead. His headlights ate up the inky blackness as the van shot 
forward, tearing through the night like a sinner �eeing from hell's 
demons. His eyes softened. 

e thought of meeting his grandson �lled him with a 
maelstrom. Overwhelmed by a wave of melancholy he hadn't had 
the luxury of feeling in recent years, he broke into violent sobs that 
made him bounce up and down in his seat. And then, quite abruptly, 
he burst into laughter. Tears streaked down his cheeks. He sobbed. 
He laughed. Lifting his left arm, he wiped his face. He let the air out 
of his lungs with a whoosh: at last, redemption for him was yet 
within reach.

Soon, I'll be with you, and I will make everything right again. 
Anxious to get to the airport in time so he could be in General 

Adebayo's presence by dawn, he gripped the steering wheel and 
�oored the gas, needling his speedometer till it was reading over 160 
miles per hour. Not even a minute could go to waste – he had to see 
the boy at once.

Up ahead, the road took a sudden jarring bend. He crowded on 
his brakes, but nothing happened. e van continued to hurtle 
forward at terrifying speed, careening towards the vast blackness 
beyond the tarred road. He grappled with the steering wheel and 
veered it sharply left and then right after the winding road. But at 
that speed, there was no way he could have gotten away with such a 
manoeuvre. He groped frantically for the seatbelt, found it and 
fastened it. Somehow, he understood what had happened: he had 
been betrayed. e music in the banquet hall, Johann Pachelbel's 
Canon in D Major began to play like a dirge in his head, mournful as 
the cry of a lost child. e van overshot the kerb, soared into the air 
and began its ungainly descent down the steep slope, colliding with 
rocks and boulders as it made its way to the darkness below. It hit 
bottom and a few seconds later, erupted in a deafening boom! 

Several cars pulled over to the kerb. Drivers and passengers jumped 
down, helplessly watching the infernal �ames and thick columns of 
black smoke spiralling upwards.
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Among the drivers who stopped to watch the inferno was a young 
albino man barely in his twenties, with blond hair, reddish-brown 
eyes and a freckled face. He peered down the slope, shielding his face 
from the heat of the erupting �ames with his arm. He stepped back 
into his car and almost at once, turned up his nose. e �at, metallic 
smell of stale oil and brake �uid assaulted his nostrils. He looked 
down at the implements he had used to sever the brake-line of the 
black van and grimaced. He turned on the ignition, wound down all 
the windows of the car and then he engaged gears. His eyes caught 
the tattoo he had gotten barely a week ago, etched inside the wrist of 
his left hand. He raised it up to the beam of headlights coming up 
behind him and smiled – it was the head of a raven.
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Part One

NIGERIA, AUGUST 2012





Chapter  1

AUGUST 2
4:00 AM
SOMEWHERE IN KANO

asheed Shamsudeen stirred and woke with a start. He peered Rinto the darkness surrounding him, head cocked to the side, 
listening. Instincts bred from many years of escaping from his 
enemies and surviving by a hair’s-breadth warned him to the sharp 
scent of danger – he was not alone. 

He reached under the pillow for his gun. It wasn't there.
Hafsah!
Moving, but appearing still, he turned around to wake the girl he 

had picked up from a nearby village the previous evening. But 
Hafsah – at least that was what she said her name was – was gone. 
Had she sold him out? Not likely. She probably didn't even know 
who he was. 

en where was she?
And where the hell was that damn sound coming from?
rough the open window of the cheap motel room, Rasheed 

could see that the night was without stars. Behemoth clouds 
gathered around the moon trapping what little glow it shed.

Another sound. 
From towards the door!
. . . Like laboured breath.
He swung his legs off the bed and reached for the light switch. 
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“I wouldn't do that if I were you.” A deep voice spoke from the 
gloom beyond the bed. It sounded relaxed, patient. Chilling.

Rasheed �ipped the switch and spun . . . there was a pop sound 
and a dazzling �ash of light followed by a rain of glass shards. en 
darkness: total and blinding. e bulb was shot out before it even 
came on.

Hands held out in front of him, palms downward, slowly patting 
the air in a gesture of peace, Rasheed measured his words. “Whatever 
it is you want, I can assure you, you've got the wrong person.”

Someone else, also in the shadows laughed. “Are you not Rasheed 
Shamsudeen, unsung leader of the infamous group known as Boko 
Haram?” Or was it the same person with the gun? 

“Who are you and how did you �nd me?” Rasheed's voice 
thickened, almost like the low growl of a trapped animal. Propelled 
by mankind's primitive instinct for survival, his mind and eyes fused 
as one: searching, probing, plotting a way out.

“Who I am is of no consequence. How I found you? Doesn't 
matter. What matters is what I represent,” said e Voice.

e voice was de�nitely not the same as the shooter's, not if he 
wasn't an asthmatic old man with a sore throat or a ventriloquist. 
e voice came from his left, embedded deeper inside the gloom. 
Rasheed tried to reorient himself with the layout of the motel room 
as he remembered it from the previous evening. He was standing 
beside the squeaky spring bed, a dirty wall behind. A window and a 
broken AC occupied the wall to his right. A small wardrobe to his left 
couldn't hide a dwarf even if he were to starve for days. Beside it, a 
door facing the window led into a tiny bathroom with a broken 
shower, a leaking sink dripping its rust into an ever widening patch 
of corroded vinyl �oor tiles, and graffiti-stained walls – with a barred 
window half the size of a pillow. A grime-paled armchair was by the 
wall to his front-left, two feet away from a wooden door that led into 
a narrow corridor and the rest of the motel. e only window in the 
room was barred with iron rods, a sheer drop of two �oors. He 
doubted he would have risked it even without those odds, not with 
the shooting he just witnessed. He'll be dead before he had his foot 
on the sill. He had to �nd another way.
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 “Whoever you are, if you are here to kill me, you are in luck. Get 
it done already,” he said. “But be sure my men will hunt you down to 
the ends of the earth.”

A cough. Silence. 
“I am sorry for intruding on you like this, but you are no easy 

gentleman to book an appointment with,” The Voice said.
“Where is Hafsah?”
“Your whore is �ne. I asked her to run along. I hope you don't 

mind?”
Rasheed snorted.
“I represent an affiliation,” said e Voice, �rmly now, with the 

kind of moneyed authority Rasheed was all too familiar with, having 
spent a good part of his life dealing with powerful politicians, 
business tycoons, revered and feared religious leaders and many 
more men of similar ilk.

“What kind of affiliation?” Rasheed sat on the bed, hands held 
stiffly at his side, careful not to make any sudden moves that'll excite 
the shooter. 

“One that could mutually bene�t you and I,” said e Voice. “I 
know all about you, Rasheed Shamsudeen. I know all about your 
cause and your association with the men from the West. I also know 
that money is never too much for a man with an organisation like 
yours.”

“What do you want?” 
e gunman glided out of the shadows and dropped a sealed 

envelope on the bed. Rasheed tried to get a glimpse of his features 
but the man was wearing a wide-brimmed hat that covered most of 
his face. He retreated into the shadows just as noiselessly as he had 
appeared.

“I want the same thing you want, but with a little modi�cation 
and some sense of expediency,” said e Voice. “Everything you need 
to know is in the envelope. And here is an assurance of good things to 
come.” A briefcase slid out of the shadows and the owner of the voice 
stood up. Rasheed glimpsed a tall �gure that leaned on a cane as he 
moved towards the door. “Its combination is 2-0-1-5. Five million 
naira will be wired into your account for every job well done. 

23

A CONSPIRACY OF RAVENS



Rasheed picked up the briefcase, held it up to the window where 
he inspected it. He keyed in the combination and the lid swung 
open. Moonlight fell on crisp one hundred dollar bills, stacked 
neatly.

“I-I don't even know who y-you are.” Rasheed looked up, but the 
two �gures were already gone.
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Part Two

NIGERIA, DECEMBER 2014





Chapter  2

DECEMBER 1  
8:00 AM

he group managing director of the Nigerian National TPetroleum Corporation barged into his office. He had about 
him the harried looks of a deeply unsettled man: uncombed hair, 
straggly beards, a rumpled business suit and a pair of unpolished, 
half-laced shoes. One look at his desk had him gasping in relief. 
Everything looked exactly as he had left it a week ago. He dashed 
forward and pressed his buzzer, summoning his middle-aged, always 
conservatively dressed secretary. 

“Did you let anyone into my office while I was away?” He blinked 
hard and scratched his beard. His accent, though British, was tinged 
with a strong northern in�ection, just like the accent of many other 
Northern highborn who, like him, had bene�ted from the British-
Northern affinity where most of them were sent to school in Britain 
during the colonial era. 

“No, sir,” she said.
“Get me security.” 
“Yes, sir,” she mumbled, quietly exiting.
e director turned to the branded HP computer on his large 

mahogany desk and turned it on. While he waited for the system to 
boot, he walked to the window, opened the blinds and glanced 
outside. e black sedan that had been following him for the past 
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month sat by the kerb. He knew the same two DSS agents with blank 
expressions on their brick faces were seated inside, watching his every 
move. ey were probably acting under the president's orders hence 
they made no effort to make their surveillance covert.

e phone call he had received at about �ve that morning 
frightened him – a whisper of a voice claiming to know his secrets 
and asking for ten million dollars for his sworn silence, 'to turn a 
blind eye to the director's crimes.' e voice had referenced details 
contained in a very speci�c �le, which no one but him had access to. 
And the only copies of that �le were in this very room.

He faced the glowing screen, clicked on the passworded �le and 
keyed in the set of codes that secured his existence. While it loaded, a 
sturdy young man whose broad shoulders stretched the fabric of his 
bespoke suit, stepped in.

“You sent for me, sir,” said the guard.
“Did anyone break into my office?”
He plodded about, agitated, searching the door and windows for 

signs of forced entry. ere were none.
“No, sir,” he said.
e director eyed him with disgust. “Get out.” He absent-

mindedly watched the door swing close, shuddering as he recalled 
the alarmingly outrageous accusations of the caller.

e computer beeped. e �le popped open.
It was empty.
A sharp pain shot through the director's chest; he lost his breath, 

unable for a moment to �nd it. He grabbed his desk, struggling for 
control. He raced to the wall safe. Leaden �ngers punched the 
combination. He stared into the safe and wiped his face. Everything 
else but the �ash drive was intact, exactly as he had left them! 

Impossible!
He thrust his hand into the safe and emptied its content on the 

�oor in one sweep, eyes and hands rapidly scanning and shuffling 
through each wad of dollar bills, each document, and each collector's 
item that now looked and felt worthless. 

No! No! No! He lunged for the telephone on his desk, punching 
the digits of a number he had burned into memory a long time ago.
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“Hello! Hello!” Where was he to get that kind of money from?
“Why are you calling me on an unsecure line?” came a hollow, 

raspy voice from the other end of the line.
“e �les are gone!” 
“What �les?” 
“Everything! ere was a �ash drive. It-it's not here, I mean I 

can't �nd it. It's gone. e records . . . they were—”
“Enough! Meet me at Eldorado in thirty minutes.”
e director replaced the receiver. He wiped a clammy hand 

across his face. He had been warned to delete the documents, to burn 
all pertinent �les relating to their backdoor deals. But he had held on 
to them as some sort of insurance policy to protect himself from the 
man who was known but never seen, who knew all and saw all, the 
man who went by the dreadful name – e Fixer. A ripple of dread 
seized him. 

How anyone could successfully permeate the securely guarded 
Twin Towers of the NNPC, bypass his computer network �rewalls 
and intrusion detection systems, and break into his safe; all in one 
swift motion without the slightest hint of a trace was completely 
beyond his imagination.

He banged his �sts on his desk, an act that sent the telephone, the 
name plaque, and the picture frame of his wife and daughter, 
careening to the �oor. A sharp pain electri�ed his jaw, jolting his 
drifting mind. He fought for focus but felt himself losing; the office 
swirled in shades and colours, taunting his senses. He closed his eyes 
and dragged in a deep excruciating breath and slowly exhaled, trying 
to draw the panic away from his pounding heart. But the warning 
signs persisted. Stumbling wildly forward, he peered desperately 
around for his brown leather briefcase, for the solution to this 
imminent crisis.

“ese complaints are all symbolic of the condition, sir. You must not 
let them persist. . .” The droning voice of his doctor rang in his ears as 
if from a long forgotten time. 

ere it was, on his couch, the briefcase containing the 'Bayer's 
Edible' or whatever the medicine was called. He urged his stony 
limbs to move, to reach it. He took a step forward but his left foot got 
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caught in the dangling telephone cord, upsetting his balance. He 
landed with a thud within a few feet of the briefcase, his body 
sprawled helplessly across the hardwood �oor. 

Dr Bashiru Abdulazzez, group managing director of the NNPC, 
stared with eyes wide open but he saw nothing. Darkness and white 
light replaced familiar images until they began to dim into a hazy 
blur that faded into nothingness. 

DECEMBER 1 
8:10 AM
SOMEWHERE IN THE NIGER DELTA
Anthony Clarke, chief executive of e Mobef Group of Companies 
was a small fellow with a shrewd demeanour and a lean face. His hard 
glassy eyes were always hidden behind a pair of full-rimmed, black-
framed glasses. A rough guess would have placed his age somewhere 
between �fty-�ve and sixty-�ve. His hair was thinning out on his 
forehead and most of what was left, turning grey. He looked at the 
crowd, wearing his most charming smile. He dusted lint off the lapel 
of his Savile Row single-breasted charcoal suit – black suits and white 
Niger Delta themed native attires were his favourites – and adjusted 
his glasses. 

He raised an arm and the multitude fell silent. He adjusted the 
microphone stand in front of him so it was level with his lips. 

“My people!” He had a surprisingly loud voice for a 'small man'. 
“I am overjoyed to see how happy you are today. is. . .” he said, 
turning to the newly completed block of classrooms behind him, “. . 
. is just the beginning of great things to come.”

e crowd cheered, clapping.
“It is a token from my heart, a token for my people. God has 

blessed me, and I share my blessings with you. No longer shall our 
children be uneducated. No longer shall they go to schools whose 
classrooms have no chairs or roofs to keep out the rain or the sun. I 
will go to the ministry of education and get your schools all the 
teachers they need.” He paused, enjoying the loud silence that 
followed his words and then he continued: “Since the government 
has decided to leave us to our fates, we must learn to stand up as one, 
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take our destinies into our own hands. Be you Ijaw, Ogoni, Urhobo, 
Isoko, Itsekiri or any of the other tribes that make up the Niger 
Delta, we must join hands and �ght for the preservation of our 
children's future. I cannot do it alone. We do not need guns to �ght 
this scourge. All I ask is that we stand united. Let us show our leaders 
that in the face of our seeming hopelessness, we will not and can 
never be broken.”

“Yes!” Someone in the crowd shouted.
“Join me and let us free the Niger Delta people from shame and 

suffering. Let us show the world the strength of our unity and the 
quality of our resilience and courage. e people of the Niger Delta 
must be free! Free from hate, free from ethnic chauvinism, free from 
marginalisation and free from the shackles of our oppressors!! 
Freedom!!!” 

Someone else from the crowd, a balding middle-aged man, 
chanted: “Freedom to the Niger Delta!” 

“Freedom!” e crowd responded in one voice. “Free-dom! Free-
dom! Free-dom!” 

Anthony Clarke stepped down from the podium. His work here 
was done. e crowd cheered him as he walked to his entourage, 
�anked on both sides by his bodyguards and the town's council of 
elders who muttered endless strings of gratitude to their God-sent 
benefactor. His face radiated pride and his ramrod back arched 
�rmly upright, evidence of strict compliance to a rigorous exercise 
regimen which kept the fat threatening to overtake his mid-riff at 
bay.

 A stiff-necked bodyguard yanked the car door open for him. 
Anthony Clarke turned around, shook hands with the elders and 
waved at the people before climbing in.

Seated in his chauffeur-driven Range Rover SUV, he managed a 
tired smile. His entourage cruised through the narrow path created 
as the villagers parted to either side of the road to let him through. 
He took off his glasses and massaged his eyes with his �ngertips. He 
looked out the window, at the excited villagers now dancing to their 
homes. He looked beyond them towards the dense rain forest that 
surrounded this part of the town, mopping sweat from his brow with 
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a linen handkerchief he got from his breast pocket. He stuck the 
glasses back on his face and sighed. e wind of change was blowing 
faster than he had anticipated. In less than twenty years he had 
brought so much hope to the people of the Niger Delta: a hospital in 
Nembe, Patani and Yenagoa; schools in over twenty villages, a 
factory in Ughelli, Oleh and Gokana and several other projects, 
earmarked to make life better for his people. 

His cell phone rang.
“Hello?” 
He nodded rapidly in quick succession and then terminating the 

call, he dialed another number. 
“Driver, head for the airport. Now!” He squirmed in his seat as he 

waited for his call to connect.
As soon as he heard the raspy breathing on the other end of the 

line, he said, “We have a problem.”
In short but precise words he relayed his information.
“So what do we do now?”
e breathing at the end of the line grew strained and laboured. 

ere was a long pause and then the words, “We wait,” crackled out 
of the device.
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Chapter  3

DECEMBER 1
8:20 AM

organ Slater had not felt this good in such a long time. He Mmerrily whistled Oh Happy Day from Whoopi Goldberg's 
'Sister Act' as he bathed, enjoying the cold rush of water spraying on 
his skin. He had seen the movie for the fourteenth time the previous 
evening, over a dinner of cold chicken wings and fruit salad. He 
stepped out of the bathtub. Still whistling, he shaved and applied his 
aftershave and body spray. en he proceeded to his wardrobe, 
picked out a pair of dark blue jeans and a red sweatshirt which he 
donned. e weather was cold and out in the sea where he worked, it 
would be freezing. Morgan picked up his hair brush,  stood before 
the full-length mirror in his bathroom and commenced the ritual of 
enforcing some semblance of sanity into his mane of brown hair.

For a man who supervised others on an oil rig, Morgan was quite 
shy; hence he paid a lot more attention to his looks than most of his 
colleagues thought necessary. He was �ve nine, with the sharp, 
striking features notable among Hollywood movie stars. Years of 
working under the Nigerian sun had toned his skin into a golden 
brown, adding to his rugged manly appeal which likened him to the 
Sharukh Khans of the world.

He waltzed across the �oor to the window, pushed aside the 
�owing lemon-green curtains with cream stripes, and peered out. He 
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frowned. He counted seven fully armed soldiers patrolling the 
perimeter of his compound. His privacy was being violated by these 
armed men. But he wasn't going to let their presence dampen his 
spirit. Not today.

He turned away from the window, picked up his laptop and 
shoved it into a rucksack, and then he stepped out of the front door, 
and quickly raised his hand to his face to shield his eyes from the 
awakening rays of the morning sun.

His driver, a dusky-faced man with a name Morgan could never 
quite pronounce correctly, ran to his side, taking his bag. 

Morgan nodded curtly to his greeting. “Nice weather, innit?” 
“Ah. Yes, sir.”
He climbed into the backseat of the black GMC SUV parked in 

the driveway, its engine already running. e driver got behind the 
wheel and drove out of the compound. Through the guarded gates of 
Shell Quarters, he joined the tarred road leading out of Ogunu, 
Warri. 

“Who is that?” Head titled slightly backwards, Morgan observed 
the black sedan that pulled out of the estate after them.

e driver glanced at his rear-view mirror. “Our new security 
detail, sir,” he said.

Morgan made an exasperated sound.
Without giving the unmarked car a second glance, the driver 

manoeuvred his way into light traffic. Morgan picked up the 
newspaper kept on the seat for him and stared at the coloured front 
page.

His mind strayed to Brooke. She was �nally coming to Nigeria. 
For months, he had begged her to come to Africa, but she had 
refused saying the climate was too hot and her schedule too tight. 
Although she was not coming because he had asked, it made no 
difference to him. ey would �nally be together. e thought of 
having her in his arms sent his heart beating wildly. She should be 
touching down any minute now, he thought, checking his watch. 

He glanced at the newspaper headlines. 
e lead story read:
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NIGERIAN AMALGAMATION EDICT TO EXPIRE:
WILL THE CENTRE HOLD OR WILL THINGS 

FALL APART?

Morgan scanned through the news of the amalgamation edict and 
the prediction of a possible break-up of Nigeria. He turned his 
attention to yet another headline whose discourse had the world 
media, agog. 

#BRINGBACKOURGIRLS: 
232 DAYS LATER, KIDNAPPED CHIBOK 

SCHOOLGIRLS STILL MISSING.

Morgan read the brief excerpt of the arcane story and leaned back on 
the headrest. He couldn't quite put his �nger on the Chibok tale. 
But he could tell there was something off about it. Over two hundred 
girls cannot just varnish into thin air for so long. ere was 
something the press wasn't saying, he was sure of it. e alternative 
was to think the worst of the country's leaders. He raised the paper to 
his face and continued reading. e news of Vice President Gobir 
Dasuki's failing health and his con�dential cum emergency 
departure to the States to seek medical help earned a small corner of 
the front-page, so did an article predicting a fall of the naira against 
the dollar, in coming months. 

Another small headline announced the commissioning of twelve 
factories by the philanthropist and CEO of THE MOBEF GROUP, 
Anthony Clarke, yet another one of his agendas in the Initiative for 
the Eradication of Poverty and Unemployment in the Niger Delta 
(IEPUND). e president's speech on the �ght against corruption 
also made front page news, as well as news on some bombed 
churches in Kaduna, with a death toll of over a hundred.

Morgan was about to open to the page that had the story of the 
philanthropist when a piece tucked in a corner caught his eye:
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BRITS AND AMERICANS IN THE NIGER DELTA 
URGED TO LEAVE.

                               
He �ipped through the paper to the page that held the body of the 

article. Under the heading, it read:

Owing to recent attacks by militants from the Niger 
Delta region of Nigeria on oil platforms, the American 
ambassador in collaboration with the British Foreign 
Office has urged all foreign citizens to leave Nigeria as it 
has become unsafe to stay. 

e Niger Delta militants also known as the 
Avengers who have been on rampage for nearly two 
decades, storming oil rigs and disrupting oil 
exploration, have now taken to kidnapping expatriates 
to further express their dissatisfaction with the Nigerian 
government.

Following a hint from. . .

Morgan dropped the paper and brushed his hair with his hands. It 
baffled him why anyone would want to destroy their own country's 
livelihood. It made no sense.

e driver slowed the vehicle to a crawl to navigate a bad stretch 
of road. Morgan looked outside the window at the hungry-looking 
vendors with earth-soiled feet and sun-blackened, greasy, sweaty 
faces, always on this stretch of road selling drinks, bottled water, 
fruits, car accessories and many more wares. ey came like a hive of 
honeybees to windows of passing vehicles, holding up these wares 
and mouthing words Morgan couldn't discern. at was when he 
saw him, the dirty young bloke who always ran after the GMC in this 
particular spot. 

Somehow, Morgan only noticed him. Maybe it was the 
innocence that still lingered in eyes now hardened like marble, or the 
way his gaunt face broke into easy smile or laughter, even in the chaos 
that accompanied his rivalled chase of the jeep, like it wasn't him in 
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the tattered clothes or the bruised limbs. Or maybe it was guilt that 
made Morgan to always look out for him because he had noticed the 
boy once chubby and clothed neatly, a tray of groundnuts balanced 
on his head, looking confused among the lot, the very �rst time he 
had appeared here. Today, he ran forward as usual to Morgan's 
window and waved, exposing brown teeth in a sunny smile. Morgan 
waved back. He looked away and with a shrug, brushed off the 
uneasy feeling creeping up on him. Whatever happened here, in this 
backwater where he worked, was none of his business.

Liz Parker emerged from the bathroom with a white towel tied across 
her chest, to meet her husband dressed and battling with the lace of 
his left shoe. She leaned on the door frame, taking in his mass of 
lustrous white hair. It blended beautifully with his neatly trimmed 
white beard, giving him an undeniably aristocratic look. She had 
always thought Andre was much more handsome than the British 
actor, Sean Connery, even though they could have passed for 
brothers. She stared at him for a while and then strode into the 
bedroom.

“Andre, why are you all dressed up, where are you going?” She sat 
on the bed, beside him.

“To work.” Without looking up, Andre continued to battle with 
the shoe-lace.

“I thought we talked about this.”  
“I'll be alright,” Andre said, pausing to look at his wife. “ere's 

this reporter �ying in from London. She'll be arriving at the rig 
before noon. It's a perfect opportunity for us to cry out to the world 
against these militants. I have to be there to in�uence her narrative 
anyway I can. It might be good publicity for the company too.” 
Andre added, �nally succeeding with the lace.

Liz �ung back a silvery-blond forelock. She wrapped a slim arm 
around his waist. “I don't feel good about this. ere are so many 
workers you could delegate to handle the reporter. Why are you 
putting yourself in harm's way? We shouldn't even be here, not now, 
not with all that's been going on. You promised we would go back to 
Houston once the children are all grown up and settled. ey grew 
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up a long time ago.” She snuck her chin on his shoulder. “I have a bad  
feeling about this place, and these last few weeks, that feeling has 
worsened. It's high time we left. Please, Andre.”

Andre shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “Let's talk about this 
when I return. I'm already running late,” he said.

Liz withdrew. She wrapped her arms around her chest as if 
warding off an icy wind only she could feel. “Please don't go. Not 
today. Stay with me.”

Andre got to his feet, reached for his gold cane and leaned on it. 
“Honey, we both know that's not going to happen. I must be at the 
rig today. But I tell you what, I'll be back before you know it.” 

Liz stood up and straightened his tie. Its colour was a re�ection of 
his steel blue eyes.

Andre drew her into his arms and planted a kiss on her forehead. 
Gestures like this meant the world to Liz; they were the little things 
age had not stolen from him. 

“Let me get your medicine.” She moved away from his arms and 
walked out through an adjacent door. She returned with a bottle of 
water and a handful of medications.

Andre took the pills and gulped them down with a mouthful of 
water. She rolled up his sleeve, brought out a hypodermic needle 
from a medicine cart nearby, and �lling it with �uid from a glass vial; 
she injected the liquid into the upper arm of his left hand.

“Use this, if you feel funny,” she said, handing him a syringe and 
another small glass vial of insulin. “And your hand sanitizer, 
remember to always use it after you shake hands.”

“I will.” He took the syringe and insulin, tucked them in his 
pocket. 

“Be safe.”
He nodded, stepped out of the room and headed out the front 

door. irty-two minutes later, Andre Parker's entourage drove into 
the parking lot of the helipad at Osubi Airport.

Jumping down from his dark green Ford SUV, he murmured his 
thanks to the driver and headed for the brie�ng room where he was 
handed the customary headset and then he moved onwards to the 
helicopter that awaited him and several others on the tarmac.
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“Morning, Mr Parker,” Morgan called out, quickening his pace to 
catch up with the Shell director. “You didn't say you would be 
visiting.” 

“Morgan, how are you today?” Andre paused long enough to let 
Morgan fall in stride with him and together they continued the short 
walk to the copter.

“Fine, sir, thank you.”
“Beautiful day, isn't it?”
“Indeed it is, sir.” Morgan wore a �aming smile. After all, Brooke 

Cochlain didn't �y to Africa every other day. Neither did his boss 
ever go offshore, especially not since the troubling news of militant 
unrest. Today was going to be beautiful. Of that, he had no doubts.

DECEMBER 1
12:45 PM
e �ight from Heathrow, London had seemed as if it would never 
end. Exhausted passengers �led into the airport terminus marked 
ARRIVALS dragging baggage of different shapes and sizes. ey 
made their way through a bustling customs checkpoint and out to 
waiting taxies and family. All, except one. 

Brooke Cochlain stood in the arrival lounge of the Murtala 
Muhammed International Airport, waiting. She had not waited for 
long when a rich, thickly textured male voice cooed her name. She 
turned. Standing before her, hands outstretched was a tall, carefully 
dressed man. He couldn't have been more than forty, Brooke made a 
quick guess, studying his features: dark skin stretched tautly over 
brow and high cheekbones, beady eyes that looked smaller than they 
really were, a sharp pointed nose that was quite unusual for a black 
man and thin lips that were currently wearing a cocky smile. 

“I'm Michael Oni, your liaison.” 
Brooke took the extended hand. It was �rm. She liked that. 
“Call me Michael,” he said, widening his cocky smile.
“Brooke Cochlain,” she said, not minding he already called her 

name. 
“It's an honour to �nally meet you,” said Michael. “I have read 

quite a lot of your work, and I must say you are one hell of a 
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journalist. I was particularly impressed with that piece you did on 
the ongoing con�ict surrounding the exploitation of oil resources in 
the Abyei region of Sudan.” Michael rubbed his palms together as he 
spoke.

“You �atter me.” e corner of Brooke's eyes crinkled in a 
lacklustre smile. She noticed his silver suit was neatly pressed, his 
black tie, impeccable. He looked more like a businessman than a 
reporter. Brooke did not approve. In his favour, his hawk-like pro�le 
was softened by his re�ned, easy manner and the sweetness of his 
tone.

“I speak the truth and nothing but the truth. is is no �attery. 
You are the future of investigative journalism.”

“ank you, Michael. So when do we leave for the creeks?”
“e creeks? Jesus, no! We are not going to the creeks. We are 

going to a secure Shell facility sited on the deep waters off the 
Nigerian coast, where you will interview the workers. From there we 
would head on to Chevron's facility in Escravos and also to the LNG 
Gas Plant in Bonny.”

e reporter's brows lifted. “You aren't by any means trying to 
change my schedule, are you?” 

“No, no, madam,” Michael quickly cut in. “You wouldn't come 
out alive if you ventured into those swamp lands. I am sure by 'creek' 
you meant the oil exploration rigs, right?”

Madam? She wasn't that old. “Yes.”
Michael exhaled. “Exactly. e rigs on your list are not in the 

creeks. ey are sited in much more secure locations. And according 
to the itinerary you sent me, the �rst of these rigs you wish to visit is 
the Shell offshore Floating Production Storage and Offloading vessel 
called the Bonga FPSO.”

“So how do I get to this facility?”
“You mean how do we get to the Shell facility?”
“Oh yes. How do we get there?” Brooke ran her �ngers through 

her hair. She looked around at the passengers and airport workers, a 
restlessly heaving �ow of people moving forwards and backwards 
like teeth in a mill.
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“Follow me.” Michael grabbed her compact luggage and headed 
out of the airport lounge. He walked briskly, leading her out the 
swing doors and into the sun, down a cobbled path to a black BMW 
illegally parked by the sidewalk. He opened the passenger door for 
her, threw her luggage into the backseat and jumped into the driver's 
seat. 

A few minutes later, he pulled up in another part of the airport, in 
front of a modest stand-alone, white building with the words 
CAVERTON printed in bold blue letters on the topmost part of the 
hangar. With the foreign journalist on his heels, he stepped in. He 
�ashed an ID to a hard-faced guard and hurried through a glass door 
into a small room where they were routinely briefed on safety 
measures of a helicopter �ight by a harried looking middle-aged 
attendant who looked like she would rather be any place else but 
there. Done with her brie�ng, the attendant handed them a headset 
and life jacket each, and led them out to the tarmac. She bade them a 
perfunctory, “Have a safe �ight,” and disappeared.

“Wait.” Brooke called out to Michael who was hurrying ahead. 
She felt the �erce heat of the sun on her neck. She cringed. 

Michael halted. 
“Where is my cameraman?” she asked, donning her life jacket.
“Right here.”
“Where?” She ran her eyes over the mini tarmac dotted with 

helicopters of different sizes in white colours and blue stripes. 
Somewhere up ahead, the engines of a chopper roared to life, �lling 
the air with a loud whooshing sound. 

“Me. I am your cameraman and photographer.” Michael shouted 
so his voice would be heard over the loud noise made by the rotors of 
the outbound aircraft. “My equipment is in the helicopter.” He 
stabbed the air in front of him with a �nger and continued moving.

Brooke hunched her shoulders as if hiding from the sun and 
hurried after Michael. ey climbed aboard one of the helicopters, 
uttered brief words of greeting to the pilot and lifted off.

Michael wore his headset, got a newspaper from his briefcase and 
commenced reading. Brooke stuck her face to the window, 
mesmerised by the fast receding sights. Lagos, the notorious African 
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city she had both heard and read so much about was spread out 
before her wandering gaze, a colony of rusted brown roofs 
interspersed with greens, reds, blues, blacks, and silver; a million 
square chocolate boxes on a child's playground. After a few minutes 
had gone by, and all signs of habitation had all but faded into tiny 
dots, she cleared her throat, breaking the silence.

 “What exactly is going on in your country? I mean with the 
killings and bombings in the northern part, the missing Chibok 
girls?” Above the noisy rotors of the copter, Brooke quizzed her 
liaison.  

Michael looked up from his paper and shouted back so his voice 
could carry his words. “A group of fanatics who call themselves Boko 
Haram have been on rampage. No one seems to know their true 
motives but I suspect they are �ghting a Jihad,” he said. 

“A Jihad?” Brooke shook her head. “I'm not so sure you are 
dealing with a group of jihadists. In plain sight, it all looks tribal to 
me; divergent factions set on chaos for economic, political or even 
spiritual dominance. But on the other hand, I have learnt that chaos 
most times is the perfect tool for distraction, misdirection from the 
execution of a strategically designed plot. But tell me, what makes 
you think Boko Haram is �ghting a holy war?” Brooke asked.

“Well, considering the fact that they attack mostly churches in 
Northern Nigeria, I think it's pretty obvious that this is another one 
of those Muslim attacks against Christians and those they also 
consider unworthy Muslims, a cleansing you can call it.”

“You may be right. But you are wrong about the extremists 
attacking only churches. ey bomb mosques too, and markets and 
schools. No, I don't quite agree with you. I have another theory.” She 
paused and studied Michael, deciding whether to let him in on her 
theory or not. She decided not. “Are you a religious man, Michael?” 
she asked.

“Yes, I am. I'm a Christian.” 
“Do you have a family?”
“I've got a beautiful wife and two kids, twin boys. My wife just 

gave birth a week ago – my �rst time of being a parent.”
“Wow! at's beautiful. You shouldn't have left her side so soon.”
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“It's okay. We should be done in a few days, three at the most. She 
understands.”

“Blimey! Twins! Have you got pictures of them?”
“Yeah.” Michael got out his cell phone, scrolled through and 

handed her the device.
“Awww! So cute. I'm sure you'd make a great father.”
Michael grinned and took back his phone.
“Which of the tribes are you from?”
“I'm Yoruba – Ekiti State.”
“Do you believe violence solves anything? I ask this with respect 

to the ongoing militant attacks.”
He was silent for about a minute and then he cleared his throat 

with a grunt. “ough I have only read about their pain from the 
lifeless pages of newspapers and social media platforms, I believe 
there is some truth to their claims,” he said. “e Niger Delta region 
is one of the most undeveloped regions in this country. I was there 
once on an assignment and I could tell that their counterparts in 
some non-oil producing states are well-off. I also feel there are better 
ways other than violence to drive home their point, but in a country 
like mine, where corruption is the order of the day, one wouldn't be 
so quick to condemn the approach these militants have taken.” 

“Why don't they face their government instead and leave the 
companies alone?” Brooke asked.

“Oh, they do. Just last week, the self-styled 'Avengers' bombed 
the Oil Export Terminal in Lagos. at was de�nitely a strong 
message to the government. ey hassle the investors because they 
believe the white man has connived with our government to drain 
their land and deny them their rights.” With a change of tone, 
Michael said, “We'll be at the facility within the hour, Miss 
Cochlain.”

Brooke nodded, turning to the window.
Michael picked up his newspaper and continued reading. 
Amoebic clouds �oated backwards across the sky like a weary 

army retreating. e bluish-black sea stretched endlessly over the 
landscape, sparkling, mirror-like beneath them. She rubbed the gold 
ring on her middle �nger and smiled. Morgan had proposed at a 
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beach in Seychelles where they had gone on a vacation two summers 
ago. ey had met two years earlier in a gala organised by the BBC. 
Morgan, gorgeously dressed in a tuxedo had been in the company of 
Susan Meyers, the reputed �irt of the BBC. ey had got talking 
when Susan left the shy, uncomfortable Morgan for the company of 
another man with whom she quickly disappeared. Brooke, wearing 
her stoned, �owing red Versace gown and silver stilettos that made 
her seem taller than her �ve-foot eight inches, had been drawn like a 
magnet to Morgan's unease. He kept glancing at his wrist – there was 
no ring on his �nger – and pulling his tux around him, unable to 
make eye contact. She thought he was cute and had sashayed to his 
table. Introductions were brief and they got talking; about his work 
in Nigeria, her job as a journalist, the future. ey talked about 
politics, their favourite countries in the world, books, movies. e 
conversation had moved swiftly from one topic to the next. It was 
love at �rst chat. 

She hadn't seen him in such a long time. She wondered how lean 
he would have become especially with the looming threats of the 
militants hanging over their heads. She was the one person who 
knew just how fragile he was. Her smile became smeared by �ne lines 
of guilt and shame. She could swear that Morgan had been more 
than faithful to her, unlike herself who had extravagantly given in to 
her mortal foibles.

e �ing she had with Mark Olson, the American reporter she 
had worked with while covering the war in North-West Pakistan, left 
a bittersweet taste in her mouth. Morgan had been too far away and 
she had needs of her own. Mark, a sick though romantic egocentric, 
had lured her into a scintillating web of seduction, one that many 
months of living without Morgan had not prepared her for. Unable 
to resist his charm, she had let him eat into her like a cankerous 
worm. ankfully, it was over, but she dreaded the moment she 
would face her �ancé. Morgan might be soft, but he was no fool. 
One look at her guilt-ridden face would tell him everything. 

“Are you alright?” Michael peered out of the edge of his paper.
“Yes, yes, I am. ank you.”
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“Well, don't let me interrupt your thoughts.” Michael faced his 
newspaper.

Brooke pinched her thigh. When did you become such an easy read? 
Arms held around her, she looked out the window again.

“I think we're here,” she said.
Michael craned his neck to look.
“Yes, we are.”
Spread out beneath them was a small red dot that looked like a 

stain on the sea. A huge vessel with a cherry red hull loomed larger 
and larger till it completely hid the sea. Brooke made out huge metal 
derricks and silver pipes crisscrossing a vast deck. Bright yellow �ares 
accompanied by black wisps of smoke blazed into the atmosphere 
from a derrick leaning upwards and away from the vessel. Nigerian 
soldiers armed with big guns stood at strategic positions, eagle-eyed. 
ey stiffened at the sight of the helicopter, re�exively holding their 
weapons closer to their chests. Workers dressed in blue, red and 
yellow coveralls and helmets dotted the busy platform.

Brooke scanned the rig. Her eyes darted, paused then shifted 
again in search of him. She found him standing at the edge of a 
helipad, beside another helicopter, an all too familiar boyish smile 
plastered on his face. All at once, she felt light as air. Watching his 
hair bob up and down with the wind made her want to rush into his 
arms. But as the helicopter touched down, Brooke's euphoria was 
replaced by a sudden sense of premonition. 
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Chapter  4

DECEMBER 1
2:00 PM

n the shanty dwellings built in the heart of the creeks, Tari IKemeasuode observed the three men gathered around him. ey 
were his most trusted lieutenants. Inemo was tall and rail thin, like 
one who suffered a terminal disease, but Tari knew he was also the 
best marksman in the camp. Filatei, tall and thickset, was a reservoir 
of energy, speed and stamina. Oti was of average height and had the  
build of a heavyweight, with a dent on his face that ran across his 
lower lip, disappearing into a bearded chin. Scimitars of sunlight 
�ltered in through the netted windows, making soft shapeless 
patterns on their scarred faces. e room was bare save a table and a 
few white plastic chairs.

“Where is Danny?” Tari marked an X on a spot in the map spread 
out on the table before him.

e door �ung open and in stepped a barrel-chested, dark-
skinned man with the watchful eyes of a snake. He was dressed like 
the others, in fatigues, a red bandana tied across his head. ough 
endowed with a towering six-foot �ve frame which completely 
dwarfed the commander and everyone else in the room, his boyish 
features indicated that he was indeed much younger than the 
commander. He spat the gum in his mouth on the concrete �oor and 
reached into his pocket for a fresh one. He rolled back its shiny wrap 
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revealing the bright pink, strawberry-scented gum. He threw it into 
his mouth and continued chewing.

“Where have you been?” Tari asked, marking two more X spots 
on the map.

“Double checking the weapons,” Danny said.
Tari looked up and faced the other three. “Do you remember 

what these marked spots mean?”
e men nodded.
Tari's eyes fell on Danny. “You will lead. Destroy their radar 

detection systems, and clear the way for our arrival. You will have less 
than twenty minutes to render them defenceless from within before 
the arrival of the others.” 

“Yes, commander.” 
“Are we all clear?”
“Yes sah!” chorused the men. 
“at will be all.”
ey exi ted the room and made for  their  var ious 

accommodations. Tari stepped out and stood in the clearing. He 
inhaled deeply, listening to the lofty music made by the subtle dance 
of leaves to the generic humming of the midday breeze. A handful of 
his men were about, their faces resolute in their shared conviction. 
He looked up at the clear blue sky, and said a silent prayer for 
sustenance, protection and guidance to Egbesu, the god of war who 
had brought them this far. 

“Everytin don set?” A cracked voice, strained and roughened as if 
by thirst, spoke from behind the commander. 

Tari turned around to see his second-in-command standing a few 
paces from him.

“Garruba, I wasn't expecting you back so soon. How did it go?”
“We �nish work, Bros. We scatter the pipeline, destroy 

everywhere,” the short man called Garruba, said. He was dressed 
unlike the others, in a bright yellow �shnet singlet, camo shorts and a 
pair of black leather boots that looked too big for his feet. His yellow 
teeth, his bloodshot eyes, his guttural voice and his crass manner 
completely erased whatever sheen of urbanity must have shined 
through at some earlier point in his life.
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“Have you made preparations for tonight?” 
“Yes, Bros,” he said. “I still tink say I for come wit you on dis 

operation oh.” He wiped sweat from his brow with a �nger, shook 
the �nger in the air and then wiped it on his thigh.

“I cannot risk it. If anything happens to me, I need you here to 
lead. Besides, there's no one better to lead the Escravos attack.”

“I get you, sha. Wen you dey remove?”
“In a few minutes.” 
“Good luck, Bros.”
“Good luck to you too, Brother.” 
ey shook hands and the commander headed for his quarters. 
Diseiye’s face lit up as she heard the door knob turn. Tari stepped 

in. e camp was off-limits to women and children who were not 
hostages, but as the General Officer Commanding, Tari was the only 
person allowed a female companion.

“Hey soldier.” She minced up to him.
“I am not a soldier.” Tari dropped his cell phone and his gun on 

the table and turning the only chair in the room to face her, he 
slouched into it, sti�ing a yawn.

“Relax, I was just teasing.” She arched a sly brow and slowly rode 
up her short denim skirt with the frayed, heavily threaded edges, 
revealing velvety smooth, coffee-coloured skin.

“Not now, babe, I've got a job to do.”
e commander's room boasted of a huge mattress laid neatly in a 

�oral-patterned blue and pink bed sheet, a makeshift wardrobe, a 
chair and a table which held a chess board without its pieces and a 
few books ranging from Sun Tzu's Art of War, Robert Greene's 48 
Laws of Power to Tolkien's Lord of e Rings. e only window in the 
room was draped with diaphanous curtains, their original colour 
now faded into a bland grey. Two doors just after the window led to a 
small kitchen and a restroom. 

Diseiye knelt at his feet and played with his toes. “Why don't I 
help massage those stiff shoulders of yours?” she said, looking up into 
his eyes. e wolf-life amber of his right eye and the reptile green of 
his left iris never failed to fascinate her. 

Tari grunted. “I don't think that's a good id—”
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Without waiting for him to �nish, Diseiye stood up, walked to 
the back of his chair and took off his shirt. She dug soft hands into 
stiff �esh and moved her �ngers in slow circular motions that made 
him lean back and close his eyes.

“Don't you think you should eat something before moving out?”
“I'm not hungry. Maybe later.”
“I'll have a meal prepared for you then, so you don't faint when 

you return.”
Tari laughed. It felt good. He laughed some more. He took her 

hand and wheeled her around to sit on his lap. With the tip of his 
�ngers, he traced her round forehead down the bridge of her nose. 
She was beautiful; this girl he had rescued from Odi after the village 
was razed by the hell�re planes of the Nigerian Air Force. Her smoky 
black eyes were large and slightly up-tilted, her mouth was generous 
and full-lipped. Her nose was prominent, like it was framed to 
protect her face from life's toughest blows, and her mouth exuded a 
sensuality bordering on the erotic. She was very much aware of this 
quality and she used it without thought of consequence, baring it all 
for him. Tari tried hard to care about her, but emotions were a 
liability. ey were never to be relied upon. 

“Something wrong?” Diseiye asked, quick to notice the frown 
that appeared on his face.

“I was just wondering what I'll do without you.” He smoothened 
her rough cornrows, took her dainty hands and kissed them.

“How about commanding your men? Oh, I forgot, you do that 
without me already.”

He laughed. 
ough she kept a straight face, Diseiye's joy knew no bounds. 

Getting Tari to laugh was no small feat. He was always so hard, like 
granite, so unreachable. e shrill ring of his cell phone broke her 
chain of thought. 

Roughly shoving Diseiye aside, Tari jumped up and scooped up 
the device from the table .

“Hello? Hello? Hello?” e network reception in the creeks was 
poor. Phone calls barely came through, so an antennae strategically 
anchored to boost the telecommunications signal had been devised. 
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Tari plugged the phone to the booster.
“Can you hear me? . . . Hello?” He walked into the privacy of the 

bathroom with the booster cord trailing behind him. 
Diseiye picked herself up from the �oor and sat on the bed. Tears 

came but she quickly banished them, stood up and began 
straightening the non-existent creases on the bed. Crying would 
only irritate Tari. To live in his world, she had to appear stoic; she had 
to learn to �ip her emotions to suit his mood. And now was not the 
time to be emotional. 

Seconds later, Tari stepped out of the bathroom. Diseiye watched 
him dress up and leave without saying a word. 

“Please, don't die,” she whispered after him. Only then did the 
tears begin to patter down her cheeks like raindrops sliding down 
cracks on a wall.

Two gunboats, each ferrying eight commandoes of the Federated 
Niger Delta Ijaw Communities (FNDIC) Army sped towards the 
Shell offshore rig. 

e commandoes looked grim and uptight. Too anxious to sit, 
most stood, observing the water as it parted for the sharp noses of the 
furious boats. e sea surged with preternatural vitality, stretching 
out at the initial stage of the journey to join several estuaries of 
smaller creeks that littered the horizon like a ten-tailed beast. Now, 
there was nothing in sight but an impossible body of water, an 
endless stretch of a disarming blue sky and seagulls that screeched in-
between, circling the men, most likely searching for food.

Tari pulled out a �ask from his haversack and gulped a mouthful 
of water. e reports brought back by the two scouts he had sent out 
yesterday were disheartening. e rig was crawling with soldiers. 

So much was riding on a plan that was as reckless as it was 
audacious. ere were too many variables. So much that could go 
wrong. But there was no going back now – he was at the Rubicon of a 
long-term goal. 

He gazed at the brave Ijaw youths, his men. ey stared ahead, 
fearless. He would not be the one to let them down. He remembered 
his father's words: learn to master your warriors, know them like you 
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know yourself for one day, that knowledge would save your life. Full of 
wisdom, his father had taught him all about the world and the 
vagaries that led to the greatness or downfall of men. A young Tari 
grew to understand and completely relate with Friedrich Nietzsche's 
provocative and paradigm-incinerating ideas from us Spoke 
Zarathustra and Twilight of the Idols. He found most of Machiavelli's 
principles in e Prince, too brutal and heavy-handed. Men should 
never take to killing other men for power or sport; neither did they 
need to be unscrupulous, cunning and scheming to achieve results. 

From an early age, his father made him study the great generals: 
Alexander e Great of Macedon, conqueror of the known world; 
Napoleon Bonaparte of the French Revolution; Genghis Khan of the 
Mongol Empire, conquered only by death; Julius Caesar of Rome, 
brilliant tactician who could encourage his men to do anything short 
of moving a mountain. en, there were the liberators, honourable 
men who had fought for the freedom of their clans: Shaka Zulu of 
the Zulu Empire, Nelson Mandela of apartheid South Africa and 
many more brave bloods. He had studied them all. But in his study, 
he learnt a vital lesson: the tragic �aw that ultimately led to the 
downfall of most men was the mundane belief in their own 
invincibility that grew out of foolish pride and tenuous arrogance. 

e men around him, he knew well. He had trained them himself 
in preparation for this day and he knew, better than anyone else just 
how dangerous the mission was. He was no general, but a man with a 
vision. And he was quick to realise that a vision, like a dream was akin 
to warfare, the same principles applied. Only the brave, ruled by an 
iron-clad will and inexorable conviction in the cause, triumphed. e 
Prince was right though, when he said, never was anything great 
achieved without danger.

He closed his eyes. is is for you, father.
With an inner serenity he donned his bullet-proof vest, got out 

his switchblade and stuck it into his socks. Seeing their commander 
suit up, prompted the men to do same. ey wore fatigues and black 
boots, wielding weapons Tari was quite sure most of the soldiers 
guarding the rig had never seen: snub-nosed sub-machine guns, 
rocket-propelled grenades, tripod-mounted belt-fed .50 calibre 
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general purpose machine guns whose bullet-belts hung round their 
necks like gold-plated snakes, Bulgarian Kalashnikovs, M4 carbines 
and a handful of high grade sniper ri�es. 

e men in the commander's boat gathered around him. He 
made a hand signal to the other gunboat that trailed behind. Both 
engines groaned to a halt. Only a slight wave rocked them to and fro 
the rising and falling swells of the sea. Four commandoes dressed in 
wet suits, each with a haversack strung to his back, dove into the 
water. ey vanished out of sight, ominous ripples trailing their 
wake. 

 “Good luck, my brothers.” Tari caressed the old pendant he wore 
around his neck, raised it to his lips and kissed it.
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Chapter  5

DECEMBER 1
4:00 PM
THE BONGA FPSO,
THE GULF OF GUINEA, 
OFF THE NIGERIAN COAST

re you all right?” Morgan stood awkwardly beside her. A lone Alight bulb hung from the ceiling, pooling around them like the 
room was a lighted stage and they were estranged lovers in a play.

“I've been better,” Brooke said looking everywhere but at his face. 
She had spent the last hour interviewing some of the workers on the 
rig.

From her interview with Andre Parker, the executive director of 
Shell, Brooke had been able to surmise that he had been appealed to 
by the president to stay back in the country and personally oversee 
Bonga – one of Nigeria’s major sources of hydrocarbons – as a morale 
booster to his workers. Hence the heavy presence of Nigerian troops 
on the rig. With the projected drop in the naira against the dollar, 
plummeting production rates of crude oil as more oil installations 
got vandalised, expatriates �eeing the country for safety, and most 
importantly with crude oil being the country's major source of 
revenue, it seemed to Brooke that President Rufus Sylva was getting 
desperate.

“How was the �ight from London?” 
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“Really long. I'm knackered.” She moved away from him to the 
bed, a metal bunk similar to those commonly found in prisons. She 
sat on it and ran her �ngers through the cotton fabric of the plain 
white bedspread. Her crimson painted nails sparkled. “And Nigeria 
is so damn hot.”

“You'll get used to it. How is Tod?” Morgan asked, coming to sit 
by her. 

She stood up and stepped once more into the pool of light. “You 
know Tod, he's bossy as ever.” 

ey were like strangers; neither of them knowing what to say or 
do to pull down the mountain of frost that had crept between them 
over the past months. In the dearth of words and vividness of their 
minds, they sparred with the frost mountain, and victorious; they 
hugged and kissed and conversed as would lovers kept apart for so 
long.

“Let's get you sorted out,” Morgan said, but made no move 
towards her.

Brooke looked around the room. A desk strewn with papers sat in 
a corner to her far right by the wall. A matching chair stood in the 
centre of the room. For want of something to do, anything but just 
stare and �ddle with her �ngers, Brooke took the chair back to where 
it belonged. A pair of safety boots leaned against the wall below two 
pairs of blue, hard worn coveralls and a white helmet hung from a 
wooden rack. She picked up the picture frame on his desk. Morgan's 
smile was all teeth, and she had been equally as happy too. It was one 
of the many pictures they had taken in Seychelles, right after Morgan 
proposed. 

“What a place you've got here,” Brooke said, her back to him, 
studying a picture frame on the cream-painted wall. Morgan and 
four other men she did not recognise were in coveralls, grinning like 
a bunch of school children. From the look of it, she guessed it was 
taken on the rig.

“Yeah, what a dump,” Morgan said knowing his �ancée would 
never approve of such an austere abode. He stood up and took 
tentative steps toward her.

“Brooke. . .”
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“I've missed you.” Brooke turned to him, breaking the incipient 
ice. Forced by primal need and suddenly overcome by a whirlwind of 
all the churning passions that came with such a reunion, she ran into 
his arms, face �ushed scarlet, eyes glistening. “I've missed you so 
much, Morgan.”

“I've missed you too, darling. Every day. Every hour. Every 
second.” Morgan crushed her to him. He ran his �ngers through her 
brunette hair, pushed loose strands away from her face and then he 
kissed her. She tasted like a mixture of crushed date palms and honey.

She responded with an urgency that rose in tempo as she toured 
the all too familiar spaces of his mouth with her tongue. He undid 
her denim jeans and hastily stripped off the rest of her clothes, piling 
them at her feet. He inhaled her musk. Jasmine. en he took her 
breasts in his hands and gently squeezed. She let out a low moan. Her 
�ngers deftly unbuckled his belt, pushed down his trousers. Her 
arms circled his neck, drew him to her lips. He lifted her by the 
buttocks and her legs swung around his waist. She reached down and 
slid him hotly into her, her eyes �ying open then closing 
languorously as she moaned deep in her throat and tightened her 
arms around his neck. He pushed her back to the wall as they began a 
slow rhythm that grew urgent, heralding loud grunts and feverish 
moans. She shivered and trembled, eyes closed, her belly rippling, 
the muscles of her thighs and buttocks clenching.

“I love you, Morgan,” she said with feral urgency. “So much!” 
 Morgan moved her away from the wall to the table, her heels 

bouncing against his buttocks. He placed her on the tabletop, 
violently displacing everything on it.

“No! No! Bed! e bed!” she moaned. 
On the bed, she pushed Morgan on his back and climbed on top 

of him. She took his hands and placed them on her breasts and she 
began to ride him. She tilted her head backwards, �air of auburn hair 
spilling behind her; eyes glazed, lips slightly apart, letting out urgent 
moans from her belly. She dug her �ngers into his outstretched arms, 
cried out in a thin parched voice and like a farmland plucked by a 
storm he was brought along with her. She lay limply on him, 
panting. He pushed aside wet strands of hair from her sweaty brow. 
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en he stared into her eyes. “How have I survived these long 
months without you?” he asked, his voice roughened by sated need.

Brooke's lips eased into a smile. He had survived, and that was the 
most important thing. She still had her Morgan, but for how much 
longer? Keeping secrets from him wasn't exactly her forte. She 
touched his face and watched his smile widen. A tight knot began to 
form in the pit of her belly. She looked away. He had to know. She 
parted her lips, let out a long sigh and was about to tell him of the 
affair when the sound of sprayed bullets suddenly rent the air.

While the British reporter and the offshore installation manager 
walked away, Michael, Brooke's cameraman, wandered about the 
deck. e soldiers guarding the rig stepped out of his way, 
acknowledging his nods with stolid, unsmiling faces. He moved 
from one group of workers to another, asking questions, curious as to 
how the rig functioned. He encountered some expatriates; mostly 
Americans and Britons, but there were also Asians, Germans, 
Indians and Chinese too. He climbed to a lower platform. Here he 
saw larger, more formidable machinery. 

He stopped by six men struggling with a machine that resembled 
a trident, beads of perspiration on their black faces. eir coveralls 
had grease stains and their safety boots looked badly worn. He was 
turning to leave when he saw four men emerge from a lower platform 
carrying haversacks. ere was something odd about them, but they 
disappeared from sight before he could register the anomaly.

Impressed by the magnitude of the platform, Michael touched a 
bit of here and there, north, south and west – the east was out of 
bounds – taking pictures and moving on to someplace else. e 
vessel was alive, breathing and pulsating like it had a heart and lungs 
of its own. He could feel its blood racing through metallic veins, and 
in some places, the juddering of its heartbeat through the soles of his 
shoes. He had read somewhere that the Bonga vessel was the size of 
three football �elds, had the height of a 12-storied building, carried 
tons of production equipment and still managed to remain a�oat in 
one spot – a sure wonder of engineering. He looked out to sea, 
fascinated by the water's solemn calm. It glittered in sunlight, silvery 
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and thick and full of secrets, like an ancient serpent rocking forward 
and backward. 

He turned his attention to a huge American, barking orders at a 
group of black workers. But like �sh to bait, his gaze drifted back to 
the particular spot from whence the strange men had emerged. 
Unable to hold his curiosity, he strolled towards the catwalk, 
whistling the murdered lyrics of Amazing Grace, under his breath. 

His cell phone rang and he stopped inches short of the opening to 
take the call. “Hello? Hello?” He could barely make out his wife's 
distorted voice in the crunch of static that came through the line.

“Damn network.” He ended the call and held up his phone, 
waving it slowly in the air, hoping to get some network bars into it. 
He then redialed the number and held the device to his ears. He gave 
an exasperated sigh and shoved the phone into his pocket. He 
stepped forward and felt the hairs on the back of his neck bristle. 
ere was no deck below; only a metal ladder leading into the sea.

He turned back abruptly and like a ray of light slithering into a 
dark room, it came to him – he knew exactly what had been off about 
those men: their coveralls, unlike every other worker on the rig, 
looked brand new and their boots were slightly different. He had 
seen those exact boots only recently – on the soldiers guarding the rig! 
If truly those men where who he thought they were, then he had to 
alert the soldiers on the upper deck at once. He broke into a run and 
at the same time, opened his mouth to scream a warning to the 
workers. But the distinctive spit of automatic �re drowned his voice, 
forcing him to the ground, �at on his stomach, eyes tightly shut, 
arms and feet spread out wide. A crippling panic seized him and with 
it, came the terrifying con�rmation of his �ve-odd seconds 
assumption: they were under attack. 

With the help of his gold cane, Andre Parker managed to conceal the 
slight limp on his left leg. He moved around the rig quite like 
everyone else, watching the workers toil away at their chores. He 
gazed beyond the vessel to sea. He had always known that the relative 
peace they enjoyed in the Niger Delta would one day come to an 
end. Despite the mounting odds and endless protests by the 
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community youths, Shell had carved billions of dollars off the 
region. Andre was well aware of the effects of their explorations but 
since they paid the communities heavily, he felt he could still buy 
some time and work in peace, but from all indications, that time was 
most likely over. He had voiced his thoughts and some of his worries 
to the British journalist with the hopes that they could buy the 
company some goodwill.

Liz was right. It was time to go back to Houston, where he had 
built a nice villa for just a time like this. It will probably take a month, 
maybe two to clean up his desk and tender his resignation letter. He 
owed it to Liz to make her happy and if going back to Texas was all it 
took, he would gladly return. 

With his mind made up, Andre Parker headed for the upper deck. 
He had barely taken three steps when a rapid burst of gun�re made 
him halt and clutch at his chest, temporarily immobilised.
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Chapter  6

DECEMBER 1 
4:10 PM

anny and his men surfaced below the rig. ey climbed up one Dof the metal ladders attached to the ship's hull till they came 
upon a scaffold by the side, which had been used by a maintenance 
crew the day before and had been deliberately left behind for them. 
ey climbed onto the scaffold and wore their coveralls over their 
diving gear. Reaching again into their waterproof haversacks, they 
completed the disguise by donning white helmets and replacing 
their �ippers with combat boots. With haversacks bulging behind 
them, they continued up the ladder and sneaked into the lowest 
platform. They ducked into a narrow corridor, took a short left and 
came upon two metal doors. Danny started his stopwatch. He 
rapped twice on one of the doors and acknowledged the voice from 
within with a clipped response. e door creaked open an inch. The 
drawn face of an irritated Indian peered out. 

“What is it?” he asked. He looked middle-aged, wavy brown hair, 
bronzed skin that looked in dire need of sunlight. He had 
MINHAZ, boldly written on the name tag hanging from his neck.

Oti, a silencer screwed to his pistol, �red a shot into Minhaz's 
head at point-blank range. ey crossed the prone body now 
bleeding on the black vinyl �oor and stepped into a room awash with 
eerie lights, �lled with weird-looking machines intermittently 
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rattling off beeps and pauses. Screens and consoles took up most of 
the space and the little room left was taken up by four men wearing 
headphones, who sat as if planted in front of the screens. Sensing the 
intrusion, the men turned around to meet quick painless deaths as 
Oti's weapon coughed a few more times. While the others stripped 
off their coveralls to don military fatigues and also began to assemble 
their weapons, Danny approached the largest console and keyed in a 
set of codes he had memorized, initiating an emergency shutdown 
sequence. A progress bar appeared on all the screens and slowly 
began �lling up from zero percent. At a hundred percent, the 
machines let out long whining beeps and one by one, the screens 
went blank. He walked to the wall and pulled out the plug-ins, 
abruptly cutting off the vessel's entire communication system 
including the CCTV cameras and the radar detection system. He got 
out a two-way radio from his pocket and depressed a blue button. 

“We are in,” he said amid cracks of static. He turned it off and 
threw it into his haversack. He looked at his stopwatch and muttered 
something under his breath.

Having all worked in the vessel for a three-month period doing 
non-skilled jobs, the four men knew every square inch of the 295 
meter long platform and they were exactly where they needed to be. 
Dressed and armed, they made for the upper deck. 

Danny sneaked up on a soldier and plunged a hunting knife 
behind his neck and into his throat, silencing his vocal cords 
permanently. With precise hand signals, he ordered Filatei to action. 
e tall, thickset man disappeared behind the massive machinery to 
his right.

ey made their way to a second platform. Here, Danny signalled 
Oti to stay behind and the militant with the scar disappeared behind 
a cluster of umbilical pipes. Armed with Uzi sub-machine guns and a 
sniper ri�e, Danny and Inemo advanced through another set of stairs 
to the topmost platform. Hidden behind pipes and machinery, 
Inemo, who had always wanted to wear a mask over his face like he 
had seen bad guys do in action movies, drew down his balaclava.

Danny pointed him to a short distance north of where they hid. 
e lanky youth disappeared, but he didn't have to go far. He located 
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