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Once again


to


my own Cole










 


 


 


 


 


 


Those with a detailed knowledge of northern Madagascar will notice I have taken certain liberties with the geography – this has been for the sake of the narrative. For the same reason, I have simplified the tussling array of organisations, departments and individuals the Nazis would have employed to run their ‘Madagaskar Plan’. I hope experts in both fields will indulge this licence.










 


 


 


 


 


 


I hope the concept of the Jews will be completely extinguished through the possibility of a large emigration to Africa or some other colony


 


HEINRICH HIMMLER


Memorandum to Adolf Hitler, 25 May 1940 


Despite the Führer’s ideological misgivings, it is my belief that this weapon can deliver us the final victory in Africa


WALTER HOCHBURG


Top secret communiqué to Germania, 22 March 1953










 


 


 


The World 1940–52


 


For a few hours in May 1940, it was hoped that British forces at Dunkirk might escape. Then Hitler gave the order to destroy them.


The disaster that followed saw thousands of British troops killed and quarter of a million taken prisoner. Prime Minister Churchill resigned. He was succeeded by Lord Halifax, who judged the public mood of dread and sued for peace. In October that year, Britain and Germany came to terms, signing a non-aggression pact and creating the Council of New Europe. The occupied countries – France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark and Norway – were granted autonomy under right-wing governments and took their place alongside Italy, Spain and Portugal. Although weakened, Britain’s empire continued to span the globe.


With his western borders secure, Hitler launched a surprise invasion of Russia in 1941; two years later the Soviet Union was no more. The Reich now extended from the Rhine to the Ural Mountains; its capital was renamed Germania. Those around the Führer began calling for the reacquisition of the colonies Germany had lost after the Versailles Treaty. ‘On the day we’ve solidly organised Europe,’ Hitler told an expectant SS audience in response, ‘we shall look towards Africa.’


The armies of the Reich marched to the equator, conquering a vast swathe of land from the Sahara to the Belgian Congo. As this new territory edged nearer the borders of the British Empire, Hitler and Halifax agreed further peace accords guaranteeing the two countries’ mutual neutrality. The culmination was the Casablanca Conference of 1943 during which the continent was divided – Churchill said ‘cleaved’ – between the two powers. Britain would retain its interests in East Africa; Germany would take the west. Other negotiations granted Mussolini a small Italian empire while Portugal kept its colonies of Angola and Mozambique.


Throughout these upheavals the United States remained staunchly isolationist.


Germany’s African empire was divided into six provinces. Gradually civilian and military administrations were replaced by SS governors, answerable to Himmler but semi-autonomous and with almost unlimited power. The most ambitious was the govern­­or of Kongo, Walter Hochburg. Builder of gleaming new cities and an African autobahn network, Hochburg ruthlessly exploited the continent’s natural resources to ‘stiffen the sinews of Europe’. He was also responsible for the wholesale deportation of the black population to the Sahara, and a fate few dared to question.


Despite a decade of peace and prosperity, Hochburg remained restless: he wanted the swastika to fly over all of Africa. In 1952, he attacked Portuguese Angola and began preparing an invasion of British Northern Rhodesia. The Colonial Office in London, along with elements in Germania who feared Hochburg’s growing power, decided to move against him. They arranged a botched assassination attempt to provoke Hochburg into invading Rhodesia prematurely, forcing him to fight on two fronts and overextend himself. Defeat would mean the end of his ambitions.


On 21 September 1952, even as the German army was bogged down in Angola, Hochburg ordered his panzers into Rhodesia. He assured Hitler of a swift victory . . .










 


Hampstead, London


4 October 1952, 01:15


There had been no news since the morning they parted. No telegrams, no letters, no breathless messengers arriving with the dawn. Not a word from Burton in five weeks and a day, only radio reports she didn’t want to hear: war in Kongo and thousands slaughtered. She had struggled not to count every single hour.


Madeleine Cranley lay on her side, sheets wrapped around her, and tried to sleep. Her long dark hair spilled over the pillow. Inside she sensed the fluttering of the child she was carrying. She was five months now, the baby due in February. Whenever she ate with her husband she made a display of gorging herself, hoping the extra weight would disguise her belly. Her throat was constantly stuck with unwanted food: cakes and puddings and gravy churned with acid. Her jaw ached from grinding.


In the hallway the clock chimed the half-hour, then two o’clock. Madeleine flickered in and out of consciousness; at some point she reached over and switched off the light.


The tension in her face began to slacken, warmth enveloped her . . . and as dreams offered their respite she heard distant footsteps. She imagined they were Burton’s. He had gone to Africa to kill the SS governor of Kongo, his heart unshakable with revenge; she’d pleaded with him not to. Now he was back . . . sliding into bed like he did on their rare nights together, his body cold and welcome, smelling of musk and woodsmoke. Before she relented to his arms, she wanted him to know how furious she was with him, how he had driven her almost insane with worry. He whispered an apology – but she no longer needed it; to have him home was enough. They were going to spend the future together.


A guttering breath escaped her: Burton would never come here.


Her mind roamed over the other possibilities of the household. She didn’t recognise the familiar pad of the servants, and it couldn’t be her husband: he was away tonight on business. Nor did the footsteps belong to her daughter, Alice. They were too clodding, too cumbersome.


There was a stranger in the house.


Madeleine turned on the lamp and strained to hear. The house creaked quietly. Had she imagined the footsteps? For years after she’d arrived in Britain as a refugee, boots on stairs fractured her dreams.


She thought she’d heard them come from the floor above, pass her door and go down the main staircase. Thick soles muffled by carpet.


Madeleine untangled herself from the bedsheets and, mind still fuzzy, went to the landing. The light was on though the house should have been in darkness. She climbed the staircase, aware of the unwieldy weight of her stomach. There were two levels above her: at the very top the servants’ quarters, below them the floor where guests stayed and Alice’s room.


She opened the door as silently as possible in case she’d been dreaming all along. Her lungs tightened. Alice’s bedside lamp was on, illuminating the tumble of her daughter’s room – but the bed was empty. Madeleine slid her hand beneath the covers: the mattress was baby-warm.


‘Elli?’ It was her pet name for Alice. ‘Elli?’ For some reason she was whispering.


There was a connecting door to the playroom. Madeleine opened it: nothing but darkness and the glint of rocking horse eyes. Fog pressed against the window. Back in the bedroom she checked the wardrobe. Sometimes Alice would stow away beneath piles of blankets and teddy bears. It too was empty. She thought of the time Elli had gone missing on Burton’s farm. Don’t worry, he’d said, we’ll find her. His tone was so confident, so settling.


Madeleine returned to the floor below and hung over the balustrade. ‘Elli?’ she called.


The housekeeper, Mrs Anderson, appeared: black dress, hair in a tight black bun. She possessed a servility that made Madeleine tense, aware that as the mistress of the house she was more foreign than the Polish gardener.


‘Have you seen Elli?’


Mrs Anderson let a rare smile shrink her lips. ‘Alice,’ she enunciated the syllables, ‘is with us downstairs.’


‘What’s she doing?’


‘Nothing you need concern yourself with, Mrs Cranley.’


‘It’s the middle of the night! My daughter should be in bed.’


‘As should you.’


‘What did you say?’


Another smile tautened Mrs Anderson’s face, then she was gone.


Madeleine strode to her room to fetch dressing gown and slippers; she wanted her toes covered before confronting the housekeeper. She pushed through the door and stopped solid. Her arms clutched her belly.


On the bed was a suitcase. The battered suitcase she had fled Vienna with fourteen years earlier, after Anschluss when the Nazis took over the country.


‘I thought I told you to throw this away. Yet Mrs Anderson informs me it’s been hidden in the cellar since you moved in.’


It was her husband, Jared.


He was a senior civil servant at the Colonial Office and dressed in his uniform of charcoal-black pinstriped suit and waistcoat; the smell of the night lingered on the cloth: autumnal, damp, penetrating. Brilliantine darkened his blond hair. His eyes looked rheumy as if he had recently wept. He was packing the case.


Madeleine said, ‘I thought you were away tonight.’


‘I had some good news: rushed back to share it with you.’


‘Is that why Elli’s downstairs?’


‘You really mustn’t call her that. It sounds too German. People talk enough as it is.’


Jared continued to pack. There seemed no logic to the items he chose: summer dresses, woolly stockings, her favourite cardigan. He reached for a silk camisole, scrunching it in his fist. ‘I don’t remember buying this. It looks cheap.’


Madeleine recognised it as a gift from Burton. Heat prickled her cheeks. In the past month there had been plenty of such innocent provocations. At breakfast Jared had taken to reading aloud headlines from The Times – ‘NAZIS BEATEN BACK TO KONGO BORDER’; ‘SIEGE OF ELISABETHSTADT BEGINS’ – and asking what she felt about so many soldiers being butchered in Africa. But he couldn’t know. How could he sit there eating toast, sipping his Darjeeling, in the knowledge that across the table his wife was pregnant with another man’s child? Exhaustion was making her paranoid.


She made her voice as sweet and light as sponge. ‘Are we going somewhere?’


He ignored the question and buried the camisole deep in the case. Unsure what to do, Madeleine waited in silence for her husband to finish, hands continuing to protect her abdomen, her bare feet growing cold. Finally he threw in some bottles of perfume, snapped the lid shut and lifted the suitcase to test its weight.


‘We don’t want it too heavy.’ He looked her in the eyes. ‘Not in your condition.’


Madeleine felt the press of her bladder. She forced a laugh. ‘What condition?’


Jared let the case drop and crossed the room until he was looming over her. She wanted to take a step back – but refused.


He reached for her pyjama top. She’d bought three new pairs recently, all a size too big with Empire lines to hide her waist. He teased the ends, then began to undo the buttons. His movements might have been seductive if it wasn’t for the rawness of his eyes. His smooth, manicured hands encircled her stomach, only a thin barrier of skin separating his splayed fingers from her baby.


Madeleine couldn’t help herself: she retreated.


In response he leaned forward as if to kiss her ear and whispered something. It was so soft, Madeleine could hardly catch it.


It sounded like, I know.


 


From somewhere the bitter tang of cigarettes. Madeleine took another step back and found herself against the door. The fingers ensnaring her belly pressed harder till the pressure rose into her ribcage. The baby kicked.


‘Jared, please, you’re hurting me.’


He spoke again: this time a declaration. His face was like cold wax, all the nonchalance of the previous weeks gone. ‘I know about you and your lover—’


A rushing in her ears, simultaneously high-pitched, deafening, a low rumble. She needed to sit down.


‘—the farm. The little life you were planning together. I’ve known since the spring.’


Madeleine shook her head.


‘Everything I gave you,’ he continued, ‘and this is my return.’


For a long time she’d known this moment would come and had rehearsed her response. She wanted to recriminate him for the way he had shrunk her world even as it expanded to ball-gown dinners and hotel suites in the capitals of Europe. The way he told her not to eat as though she were a navvy, or his disapproval if she smiled too graciously at a doorman. Everyone should know their place, Madeleine. How she had spent years playing the part of a wife – gladly at first, sincerely – without believing his role as a husband. Madeleine felt no urge to justify, only explain. Burton wasn’t the cause of their estrangement; he simply offered her the life she wanted. But now, seeing Jared’s eyes ringed with tears, the remorse welled in her.


‘It was never like that.’ More than once the guilt had made her spurn Burton. She reached for her husband, grazing the dark fabric of his jacket. ‘I’m sorry, Jared. I . . .’


He snatched his hand away, showed his back. His shoulders gave a slight judder. For a long moment neither spoke. Madeleine thought she heard someone behind the door, listening in on them; that hint of cigarettes again.


‘I shall give you a choice,’ said her husband. ‘You can either leave tonight or,’ he swallowed, his throat clicking as if the next words were rancid, ‘or I’ll forgive you everything. We can continue as before. A termination would be best, but if that’s too much I’m prepared to raise the child as my own. No one need ever know.’


Madeleine found herself dumb.


‘Well?’


‘Jared, I . . . I . . .’


‘Choose.’ When she didn’t reply he repeated himself; this time she heard something creep into his tone. Contempt, brutality.


She stepped forward and reached for the case. ‘I need to get dressed.’


‘You’d really choose him over all this?’ He motioned to the room. Madeleine followed his hand, held open like an emperor’s: the Spink & Edgar bed, linen from Peter Reed, wardrobes choked with this season’s fashions, drawers that hid the diamond rings and pearls she’d never cared for. She thought of the draughty, bare rooms of the farmhouse and how comfortable she was there.


‘I’m sorry, Jared. I love him.’


‘Did you ever love me?’


‘I can’t remember any more.’


He removed the case from her grip, set it down. ‘There’s one other thing. Before you make your decision—’


‘It’s too late for that.’


He produced an envelope from his jacket and placed it in her hands. ‘I told you I’d rushed home. I’ve been expecting this for weeks and couldn’t wait to share it.’


The seal had been broken. There was a covering letter and a dozen typed pages of names.


‘I don’t understand,’ said Madeleine.


It was a communiqué from the Admiralty about a British warship in the Gulf of Kamerun. HMS Ibis. Sunk, presumed torpedoed by Kriegsmarine, the German navy. The Ibis: it meant nothing to her and yet there was a stirring in Madeleine’s gut that wasn’t the baby. Thirty men had been pulled alive from the water. All other hands were lost.


She looked up at Jared.


‘The second sheet,’ he said. ‘A list of the deceased.’


Madeleine turned to the page, scanned the names. It was at the bottom: Burton Cole.


Suddenly the whole world was sliding to one side, as if she were on the stricken ship herself. The papers tumbled from her hand, floating across Cranley’s shoes. She struggled to breathe: each lungful shallow yet needing all her effort.


‘Everything went wrong in Kongo,’ said her husband, the tiniest shard of delight to his words. ‘He had to flee – to Angola. And then a ship back home. Or so your lover thought.’


‘Kongo.’ She could barely speak. ‘How do you know about Kongo?’


‘Who do you think sent him there? Planned his reunion with Hochburg?’


‘You?’


‘Cole was the perfect tool for the job, though kept unawares about the Colonial Office. He snared Hochburg into our trap of invading Rhodesia, and once he’d served his purpose was left to die.’


She was shaking, almost doubled over, seeing the man who had been her husband for the first time. It was like that one occasion he had lashed out. A single blow to the stomach that put her on her knees; she couldn’t even remember what she’d done. Afterwards Jared apologised for his lapse in control, swore it wouldn’t happen again as he filled the house with enough lilies to make her nauseous. She never told Burton about it.


‘It should make your decision easier.’ His tone was businesslike, the civil servant briefing his minister. ‘I presume you’ll be staying. I’m sure we can put this silly little affair behind us—’


She leapt at him, clawing his face. Her nails came away red.


Cranley shoved her back. Madeleine stumbled and fell; the baby bounced sickeningly inside her, like a stone.


Her husband stepped forward, treading on the lists of drowned sailors. His fingers bunched into a fist. She caught a glint of his wedding ring: it would break her front teeth.


‘All the scorn I endured for you,’ he said. ‘Jared Cranley, the man who could have had any woman he desired, yet married a Jewish domestic. Did it for love.’ He reached for his handkerchief, let out a snort. ‘I’ve heard it said I’m the most romantic man in London.’


With a sob, Madeleine stood up, grabbed the case and opened the door. She’d find Alice, flee to the farm.


‘This is Mr Lyall,’ said Cranley.


A man with a squashed nose and thick beard barred her way. He was dressed in a black suit that looked as if it had been slept in. The stench of cigarettes around him was enough to make her wince.


She tried to pass but he blocked her path. Tried again, this time swinging the case at him. The clasp came loose, showering the room in clothes. Madeleine shoved past—Then was on the floor, the small of her back stinging. She had no strength to stand up; she was crumbling inside with grief.


Lyall brandished a truncheon. He prodded it against her mouth.


‘You always had a beautiful smile,’ said Cranley. He looked at the garments strewn around the room. ‘Forget the case,’ he said to Lyall. ‘I just want her gone.’


As Madeleine was yanked to her feet, she heard her pyjamas rip. ‘What about Alice?’ she asked.


‘She’ll have everything she needs: a beautiful home, a doting father. I know Mrs Anderson will make a first-rate governess.’


‘Promise?’


‘You might be a Jewish whore, but Alice is still my daughter.’ He dabbed the blood on his cheek with the handkerchief. ‘It would be better if there are no hysterics as you leave. I don’t want her upset.’


‘And me?’


His tone brokered no reasoning, no pleading. ‘Better than you deserve.’


‘Come on, Mrs Cranley,’ said Lyall, gripping her arm.


He dragged her into the hallway. At the bottom of the stairs the front door was open to the fog outside. Waiting below, also in a black suit, was a podgy man pacing back and forth. Over his arm was one of Madeleine’s fur coats; in his fist, a revolver.


‘Where are you taking me?’ she asked.


A memory shrieked in her mind: the time the Nazis came for her father in Vienna. The pounding on the door, the house swarming with uniforms and weapons. Her mother had asked the same question. Just some forms to fill out, soothed one of the Brownshirts. Papa returned two days later, his tie missing, shirt filthy, unable to stop shaking.


‘It’s all arranged,’ said Lyall. His voice was like a pantomime dame’s. ‘Won’t take long to get there.’


Madeleine dug her feet into the carpet. Made her legs rigid.


Lyall forced her to the edge of the staircase. ‘My wife had a miscarriage once, silly old dear. Fell down some steps.’


She struggled a moment longer, then went limp and hugged her stomach. As Madeleine was led away, she twisted round for a final look at her husband.


Cranley was framed in the doorway of her room. He glanced at her for a second, then went back to examining the blood on his handkerchief. At his feet were the names of the dead.


 


 










Part One


Britain


All that he held dear – hearth and family, belief and belonging – had been taken from him


eleanor cole


Letter to her sister, 1930


 


 










Chapter One


Schädelplatz, Deutsch Kongo


26 January 1953, 06:30


Panzer crews called it Nashornstahl: rhino-steel. It was supposed to be impregnable. A girder of it had been welded across the entrance.


There was a crackling boom, like thunder heard from within a storm cloud, and the door exploded. Shards of metal and flame flew down the corridor. Before the smoke cleared Belgian guer­rillas poured through the barricade, kicking aside the mangled girder. Among the Europeans were black faces.


Oberstgruppenführer Walter Hochburg felt a shudder of in­­­credulity. Then the fury swelled in him, his black eyes glittering.


No nigger, no breathing nigger, had ever set foot in the Schädelplatz, his secret headquarters. He raised his rifle above the sandbags – it was a BK44, the one Himmler had awarded him – and lashed the trigger. Waffen-SS troops fired alongside him.


More guerrillas surged into the passageway.


‘Stand your ground,’ roared Hochburg. His voice was a raw baritone.


On either side of him, men were retreating to the next redoubt. Hochburg followed with a slack stride, certain of his own invincibility, his rifle searching out dark skin. He reached the second wall of sandbags and dipped behind them to reload.


‘Oberstgruppenführer!’


Before him was his new deputy, Gruppenführer Zelman: flat-faced, blond, unblinking. The buttons on his uniform were as untarnished as virgin silver. He had emerged from a side passage.


‘What news?’ asked Hochburg.


Zelman huddled low. ‘A thousand guerrillas, maybe more, including artillery. The main entrance and southern walls have been breached. We can’t hold out much longer.’


‘Where are my helicopters?’


‘You must leave, Oberstgruppenführer. Immediately. Your bodyguard are waiting to escort you to Stanleystadt.’ Stanleystadt: Kongo’s great northern city.


‘And have the blacks in our sanctum? Never.’ There shouldn’t be a single negroid within a thousand kilometres of the Schädelplatz. Hochburg slammed a fresh magazine into his BK44. ‘Get a rifle in your hand and fight. You, the auxiliary staff, kitchen porters, every last man.’


‘I didn’t come to Africa to die, Oberstgruppenführer.’


‘Then you have no right to be here.’


Not for the first time Hochburg regretted dismissing Kepplar, his former deputy. Whatever his failings, there was a man who would have relished defending the Schädelplatz. Zelman was a cousin of Heydrich’s wife and had been assigned to him after the invasion of Rhodesia faltered. To keep an eye on me, Hochburg told him the day he arrived.


A grenade landed between them.


Zelman grabbed Hochburg and yanked him into the side passage. The blast turned the entrance into a cascade of bricks.


‘I would have thrown it back,’ said Hochburg as he got to his feet, swiping away the dust. When the attack woke him he had put on his black dress uniform, the material straining against the brawn of his shoulders; now it was floured and torn.


Zelman led the way through the stone corridors of the Schädelplatz, till they turned into the main thoroughfare. He stopped abruptly.


Hochburg had been here fifteen minutes earlier, demanding the base at Kondolele get his gunships airborne. There should have been sentries by the door: instead only the smell of the wind. He pushed his deputy to one side and stepped into the command centre. The cloud-riddled dawn shone down on him, wands of orange and coral-pink light.


Hochburg felt a shifting inside himself. ‘It can’t be . . .’ he said. It sounded like his jackboots were treading on snails.


The command centre had taken a direct hit. In the middle of the room the table-map of central Africa was broken in two; above it, jigsaw pieces of sky. The black triangles that represented units of the Waffen-SS lay scattered on the floor. Hochburg stooped to pick one up, rolled it in his fingers as if it were a divining stone. Bodies were strewn on the floor, cables sparked. Only the telex machines seemed unaffected: they continued the merry chatter of war. By now he should have been the master of Northern Rhodesia, its copper mines serving the Reich, its cities and dusty plateaux cleansed of the negroid threat. His panzers had invaded the previous year and found British forces waiting for them. The swift victory he’d promised became a protracted retreat, the British eventually crossing the border and encircling Elisabethstadt, Kongo’s third city. A pendulum siege of attack and counter-attack had lasted ever since. With Hochburg’s army engaged in the south, the remnants of the Belgian Force Publique took advantage of the situation and launched a full-scale guerrilla war in the north. The Belgians, the previous rulers of Kongo, had been fighting an insurgency since the swastika was raised over the colony a decade earlier; now they were emboldened.


A female radio operator was beseeching her mouthpiece. Hochburg buried the black triangle in his pocket and placed his hand on her shoulder. Her hair was thick with dust, the right side of her face burnt. ‘Any word on the helicopters, Fräulein?’


‘We lost the line to Kondolele, Oberstgruppenführer.’


‘Reinforcements?’


‘Stanleystadt reports a new offensive started against the city an hour before dawn. They can’t spare any manpower.’


‘You must leave,’ said Zelman.


Hochburg scraped his palm over his bald scalp. ‘No.’


‘With respect, Oberstgruppenführer, if you’re captured, they’ll parade you in the streets of Lusaka—’


‘You think I care?’


‘Germania* might, especially when you stand before a negro court.’


Hochburg sighed. ‘You would be more convincing, Zelman, if you weren’t so desperate to save yourself.’


‘You can’t command a counteroffensive from here. Stanleystadt is your better hope.’


‘This place is my home.’


‘There are no helicopters, not enough men. It’s already lost.’


The radio operator put up her hand to speak. ‘The Schädelplatz is more than the walls around us. It is an ideal. A beacon for our hearts.’ She was too shy to look at Hochburg. ‘As long as you survive, Oberstgruppenführer, so will it.’


‘The girl’s right,’ said Zelman. ‘We don’t have to die.’


Hochburg considered her words, unwilling to admit the truth. He patted her gently. ‘There’s nothing more you can do. Come with us, you’ll be safer.’


‘I shall stay, Herr Oberstgruppenführer. I’ll keep trying to reach the helicopters.’


‘You see, Zelman. Give me a battalion of girls and this war would already be won.’


He stormed from the room, his rifle held ready.


‘Where are you going?’ Zelman called after him.


Back in the passageways the lights flickered above Hochburg. There were sporadic snorts of gunfire; the shouts of Belgian guerrillas echoed along the walls. He was disappointed not to cross any as he made his way to his study.


The Leibwachen – his personal bodyguard – were waiting outside. He had dismissed them earlier as, goaded by Zelman, they fretted over his every move. All were dressed in dark combat fatigues with BK44 assault rifles. One held Fenris – his Rhodesian Ridgeback – on a leash. Hochburg cupped the dog’s face in his hands, inhaled his gamey breath.


The French windows of the study had been blown inwards, showering the floor with glass. A spectral smoke clung to the air. ‘Bring me some gasoline,’ said Hochburg, casting his eyes over the walls of books. ‘Then get down into the square and secure the area. Somebody carry the dog.’


He flopped down at his desk, unlocked a drawer and took out a piece of tightly bound sacking. Inside was a knife. There was a blink of silver as he withdrew it. This was the blade Burton had wanted to drive into his heart.


Burton Cole.


He was to blame for the death of Hochburg’s great love: Eleanor. Burton’s mother. She had chosen her son over him and in doing so condemned herself to a savage death. Hochburg would never forgive Burton. All these years on, his grief for Eleanor remained as raw as his need for retribution. His desire to watch her son burn – literally burn; to luxuriate in each crackling scream – quickened his blood more than ever. It was the itch of a phantom limb, beyond relief. Burton was dead: torpedoed and drowned off the coast of West Africa. Hochburg had issued the order himself. It was a decision he had come to lament.


As the war in Rhodesia spread back across the border to Kongo, he spent his nights imagining Burton’s final seconds. The boy’s panic as the ship began to list and fill with flames; the dilemma of surrendering himself to the fire or waves. A man would always throw himself overboard: the virulence of the human organism demanded it preserve itself, if only for a few minutes longer. Inevitably, Burton would breathe salt water: that was the moment Hochburg regretted.


He had been cheated of his final look into the boy’s eyes, its exchange of triumph and failure. Then Burton would descend into the darkness and oblivion, a release Hochburg had been denied. He knew who suffered the most: Hochburg lived with the pain of losing Eleanor every day.


A Leibwache entered carrying a canister that sloshed with fuel. Behind him Zelman stumbled into the room. ‘They’ve reached the command centre. We’ve only minutes to spare.’


‘What happened to the radio operator?’ asked Hochburg.


His deputy went to the portrait of the Führer and flicked the switch hidden in the frame, doing so with a familiarity that made Hochburg bristle. The painting swung open to reveal a secret chamber. In the ground was a trapdoor that led to an underground passage out of the Schädelplatz.


‘I’m not slinking out of here,’ said Hochburg, sheathing the knife.


‘Oberstgruppenführer,’ implored Zelman. ‘We must go now.’ His voice was sucked into the passage.


Hochburg turned to the Leibwache with the petrol. ‘The books,’ he said. It may have been too late to save the Schädelplatz but his enemies would not make spoils of his precious volumes. He supervised the dousing of his library, then ordered Zelman to burn them; striking the match himself would be too heartbreaking.


He stepped to the veranda. Below, the square was empty except for his men creating a perimeter. Streaks of light blazed on the hallowed ground as the bombardment continued overhead. There was one final object he had to save.


The most prized thing of all.


 


Beneath his boots was an expanse of human crania. Twenty thousand nigger skulls, as Hochburg thrilled to tell visitors. This was the place that gave the Schädelplatz its name: the ‘square of skulls’, the ground cobbled with bone.


In the rosy dawn mist, he allowed himself to savour the square one final time. It was the fortress of his heart: a vast quadrangle, the perimeter covered by cloisters, with guard towers on each of the corners from which soldiers were firing into the jungle beyond. The northern wall was obscured in scaffolding where they were repairing the damage wrought by Burton and his team of assassins the year before. Burton had been hired by a cabal of Rhodesian industrialists and British intelligence; when he failed, Hochburg used this attempt on his life to justify his attack on Rhodesia. Flanked by Leibwachen, Hochburg ransacked the building-works for a tool, then strode into the centre of the square. Fenris bounded after him.


Hochburg raised the pickaxe above his head and brought it crashing down – once, twice – spitting mortar and chips of skull.


One of the guard towers vanished in a balloon of fire. There was a second blast and a section of the wall was punched wide open. A tank rumbled into the square. Behind it came Belgian fighters, one of them carrying a banner of yellow stars against a peacock-blue background: the old flag of Belgian Congo and now a symbol of resistance. They wavered as they saw the ground.


‘Where does a guerrilla army get a tank?’ said Hochburg. It was an old British Crusader from the desert war against Rommel.


He redoubled his work, swinging the pickaxe with a fury, vigilant of the skull at the dead centre of the square. The tank swivelled in his direction, fired, the shot reducing his study to a smoking wound. More SS troops emerged on to the square.


Zelman appeared at his side, clutching a Luger that reeked of packing grease. ‘Oberstgruppenführer, there’s no time for this.’


Hochburg shoved him away. The Leibwachen were a corona of gunfire around them. The pickaxe struck the ground again – and the skull at the centre was free.


Fenris edged forward and sniffed as Hochburg carefully picked it up. He brushed flakes of cement from it, never believing it would be disturbed, and stared into the hollows of its eyes. After Eleanor had chosen Burton over Hochburg she’d fled into the jungle and been murdered by savages. Hochburg had hunted them down. The skull in his hand belonged to the first black he’d killed, a deed that saw the beginning of his mission to transform Africa. He had laid the square in Eleanor’s memory.


His dreams, his ambitions for the continent weren’t supposed to end like this.


Hochburg wrapped the skull in the sack he’d taken from his study. He would defeat these insurgents, drive them into the jungle till the trees dripped scarlet. Then raise a new Schädelplatz, grander, more awe-inspiring than anything before.


The square was being overrun by Belgians.


‘My garden,’ said Hochburg. ‘That can be our escape.’ He made a chivalrous gesture to his deputy. ‘Show us the way, Gruppenführer.’


Zelman remained within the huddle of Leibwachen, unblinking.


Hochburg ran from the centre of the square, Fenris at his heels, the Leibwachen struggling to keep pace. They reached the cloisters as another tank broke through the far wall. It trundled towards them, shielding more guerrillas, the Belgians concentrating their fire on the small band of Nazis beneath the colonnade. Hochburg’s Leibwachen were falling around him. He fired his BK44.


‘Save a bullet for yourself,’ said Zelman. ‘You mustn’t be taken alive.’


Hochburg ignored him: his final rounds would be for blacks. He grabbed Fenris by the leash and raced towards the garden gate. Close behind he heard the slap of Zelman’s boots.


The second Crusader was armed with a flame-thrower. A jet of orange and ebony roared through the quadrangle. Skulls gathered from all six provinces of German Africa were reduced to cinder.


Shielded by the cloisters, his lungs shaled, Hochburg reached the archway that led to the garden. It was his sanctuary. He tended it personally: dug the soil till his back ached, propagated every plant with his own fingers the way Eleanor had taught him.


Now it writhed in flames.


He barely registered the intensity of the heat. Fenris broke free of the lead and galloped through the foliage to where cultivated land and jungle merged. For a long moment Hochburg stood motionless, his jaw listing and feeble, then he chased after the dog into the inferno.


 










Chapter Two


Suffolk, England


28 January, 15:30


‘Stop the car.’


‘We’re not there yet.’


‘Just stop!’


The taxi driver braked sharply.


‘Now back up. I saw something.’


The driver went to reply, then thought better of it. He put the car in gear and reversed down the empty lane. On either side was a wall of dank woodland: oak, ash, elm. Fading sunlight cut through the bare canopy.


‘Here.’


The car came to a halt again.


Burton Cole climbed out and stared at the gap in the trees. He felt a tightening in his throat. Above him branches creaked in the wind. He never should have sent the telegrams.


‘It’s well hid,’ said the driver, following his gaze. ‘Yours?’


Burton shook his head. He had wheat-blond hair and eyes the colour of an autumn afternoon, calm but alert; hard as a rifle butt. Concealed among the trunks was a black Riley RME. He put his hand – his right hand, his only hand – into his pocket and pulled out a banknote. ‘You can drop me here,’ he said, offering it through the window.


‘No way I got change for five bob.’


‘Take the rest of the day off, buy yourself a drink. And if anyone asks, you never came out here. Or saw me.’


‘Is it the law?’ The driver looked uncertainly at the money.


‘Jealous husband,’ answered Burton with a forced wryness.


The driver gave an understanding nod and crumpled the note in his hand. ‘Couple of pints and I can’t remember a thing.’


Burton lifted out his haversack and shut the door. He was unshaven, wearing a sheepskin jerkin under a second-hand suit. The trousers and jacket were cut from scratchy brown rayon; sweat from a stranger’s body lingered in the cloth. When Hitler had returned the Dunkirk POWs to Britain, rather than sending them in uniform, he ordered quarter of a million of these ‘dove suits’ hastily made. Few of the homecoming prisoners wanted their new clothes. They were to be found heaped up on rag-and-bone stalls; promised to clothe generations of vagrants.


The taxi made a three-point turn and accelerated away in the direction of the railway station where Burton had arrived earlier that afternoon.


Moments later – silence.


As soon as he was alone, Burton reached into his haversack. He took out his Browning HP pistol, inserted a clip then secured it in his waistband. He was less than a mile from home and knew this spot well. Before he bought the farm he’d parked here with Madeleine on several occasions. It was a discreet place to leave the car while they vanished into the trees to feel a bed of leaves beneath them. Perhaps the Riley belonged to a couple looking for some privacy.


He crossed over to it and touched the bonnet: the metal was cold. Peering through the window revealed nothing except an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts. All the doors were locked.


Burton tugged the collar of his jacket around his neck; his breath smoked the air. This was no weather for lovers.


The mud showed footprints – two pairs, men’s – that led away from the car and joined the road heading towards the farmhouse. Burton followed them, his pace soon quickening, boots drumming a lonely sound. They were the ones he had acquired in Angola, taken from the feet of a dead man, the laces badly tied. He’d never imagined how difficult it would be to do one-handed.


He had been a fool to send the telegrams.


The first was from Cape Town, before he was admitted to hospital, when he was delirious with exhaustion and self-recrimination. The message had been dispatched to Madeleine’s house in London, all caution abandoned. Her husband had sent Burton to his death in Kongo, what might he have reaped back in England? YOU ARE IN DANGER, it read. LEAVE IMMEDIATELY! ON MY WAY BACK TO YOU. Even in his fevered state he changed the last word before it was tapped in: ON MY WAY HOME. He sent another from Mombasa and a third from Alexandria on Christmas Eve, the words identical, each message more desperate. It was probably too late but he couldn’t bear any more days of unresting seas creeping by while he was impotent to help; he didn’t dare to think what might have happened. There were no replies.


Woodland gave way to open fields. Ten minutes later Burton was staring at a weather-beaten sign: Saltmeade Farm. This moment had sustained him on his long journey. He’d clung to the image of the windows burning bright, the smell of apple wood curling from the chimney; Maddie opening the door in her cornflower-blue dress, her belly swollen with the baby she would soon have. Their first child. He would clasp her and sink to his knees, beg forgiveness for leaving her to kill Hochburg in order that he could forgive himself.


The sign brought neither relief nor welcome, only anxiety and the anger that had throbbed inside him since he’d left Africa.


Five hundred yards of potholed driveway led to the farm; from here the house wasn’t visible. He hurried on, assuming it must be a trap, but the murmurings of hope were too strong. That’s why he’d come to the farm first.


‘Please, God,’ whispered Burton to the empty heavens. ‘Please.’


He hadn’t prayed since he was a child. Not after Hochburg took his parents, not at Dunkirk when German artillery turned the coast to offal. Not even when he lay trapped in the consulate in Angola with no hope of escape. Now the words tumbled from his lips, pleading for this one moment of grace. If only he had enough faith, Madeleine would be waiting.


A gust of air shrieked down the driveway. Nearby Burton heard the shimmer of a wind-chime, its sound thin and mournful.


Suddenly he felt exposed: a man walking into the sniper’s sights. Burton stepped away from the drive. He would reach the house from behind, screened by rows of apple and quince trees. It took several minutes to make his way there. Once he slipped on the grass, almost fell; close to the ground he smelled the night’s frost gathering in the soil.


Rows of hawthorn created a natural barrier around the orchard to protect the fruit from the wind. As he approached, Burton sensed something different, something unnatural. It was as if the lie of the land had been distorted. He squeezed through a gap in the hedge and caught sight of the house: the windows were full of shadow, the chimney lifeless. But it wasn’t the farmhouse that absorbed him; instead his eyes took in the scene around him.


The breath died in Burton’s throat.


He swayed, the haversack toppling from his shoulder. Then his legs sagged and he dropped to his knees.


 


Cranley.


Only Cranley could have done this.


Burton had to look away. It was as if he’d taken a blow to his chest, its ferocity deadening his whole body. Two ravens watched him, like sentries in sleek black uniforms.


He had discovered the farm two years earlier. It had been April, he remembered that because of the morning’s news: the Duke and Duchess of Windsor had accepted an invitation to the Führer’s birthday festivities in Germania. People didn’t know whether to be outraged or keep their heads down. Madeleine was at the fam­­ily’s second home on the Suffolk coast for a few days while her husband and Alice remained in London. Burton picked her up and they had driven inland where there was no chance of meeting someone she knew. They went walking, exploring woods and meadows, stopping for lunch by a tumbledown wall that overlooked the farm. As they ate cheese and chutney sandwiches, they daydreamed about living in a place like this. It became one of their regular spots. They were both drawn to the farm’s isolation and weary, dilapidated state. It was a place that yearned for renewal.


Then, the same week they had agreed to make a life together, a ‘For Sale’ sign appeared.


‘I don’t believe in coincidence,’ said Madeleine, struggling to contain a smile as they drove past.


‘Good,’ replied Burton, ‘Neither do I.’


The owner’s son had shown them around, apologising for how ramshackle everything was. He explained that his father had recently died, that he himself had no urge to stay on: the work was too hard, the profits meagre, all the more so given Germany’s agricultural policies. With the vast fertile plains of Russia and endless bounty of Africa, Hitler had achieved his goal of autarky. Thereafter Germany began exporting food, undercutting British farmers.


‘Of course there are the orchards,’ said the son. ‘That’s a good business. People will always want English apples.’ He led them to the fruit trees; the branches were ablaze with blossom.


‘These are quinces,’ said Madeleine, gulping down the scent.


‘We have apples and quinces,’ said the son. ‘Pears, plums, damsons, cherries.’


‘Quinces are my favourite.’ She slipped her arm through Burton’s. ‘Do you know what they represent?’


‘Eve took one,’ he replied, thinking back to his childhood; his parents had been missionaries. ‘In the Garden of Eden.’


‘I don’t mean fairy tales. In ancient Greece they were eaten by the bride and groom on their wedding night.’


‘Really?’ He loved the way her mind was a trove of a childhood spent in books. ‘But we don’t believe in coincidences.’


Three months later, after Burton had borrowed a fortune from his aunt, the farm and orchards were theirs. Sometimes Burton wondered if he’d done the right thing: the call to adventure was impossible to silence completely, no matter what he said to re­­­assure Madeleine. There was more work to be done than he had realised; he discovered he was less good with tools than weapons. But it was the first home he’d had since childhood and there were moments – repairing a patch of roof, the aroma of burnt toast in the kitchen, Maddie’s slippers nestled by their bed – when he felt a satisfaction he’d never known. A belonging life had denied him.


The grass was soaking into his trousers. Burton stood, his face hot, and startled the ravens. They took to the air, croaking with laughter, and soared into the low, red sun. Burton headed in the opposite direction, walking through the orchard.


Cranley had taken an axe to the trees, hacking them down. Trees that cropped showers of golden fruit, that had built their rings over decades, were reduced to stumps. It had been done some time ago, guessed Burton, before the winter: the exposed wood was blackened with frost. Split bowers lay strewn across the ground like bodies gunned down on a battlefield.


The act itself looked frenzied, as if Cranley had been unable to control himself. Burton heard him in his head: the terrible chopping sound, trunks cracking as they tumbled. Cranley howling. Not all the trees had been felled. Some showed gaping wounds but were still standing, others remained untouched altogether. Burton reached out for an intact one. Needed the reassurance of the bark against his palm.


Acid was swilling in his gullet, he wanted to vomit. And with it a fury to surpass Cranley’s, a fury that had been growing inside him for months.


He climbed over a trunk and continued to the house—


Stopped immediately.


He’d seen someone in an upstairs window. A face in the gloom; the outline of a white shirt and tie. Then the figure was gone, only the sway of the curtain suggesting a stranger in his home.


Burton surveyed the destruction in the orchard. They were waiting for him. Maybe Cranley himself.


Good, thought Burton, the rage leavening in him. Good.


He reached for his Browning, tugging it from his belt, and strode towards the farmhouse.


 










Chapter Three


 


 


From inside he heard a voice. A familiar, impossible voice. ‘Africa has the shape of a pistol,’ it intoned, ‘and Kongo is the trigger . . .’


Someone had forced the back door open, the old frame standing no chance against a crowbar.


Burton pushed it inwards with the stump of his arm. His left hand had been severed during his escape from Angola. In the months since, he’d learned to quell the anguish when he glanced at his empty sleeve but the lack of weight beyond his wrist continued to feel unnatural. Keeping his gun in front of him he stepped into the kitchen.


He was expecting that homely smell of must and apples; instead the stench of tobacco hit him. Fading daylight washed the walls and cabinets in a crimson gloom. Burton tried the light switch. Nothing. On the table was a heavy-duty rubber torch. Next to it a half-cut loaf of bread and a mess of crumbs; a jar stood open, beside it a spoon leaked jam. Cigarette ends had been stubbed out on the wood leaving a score of burn marks.


The fury fluxed in Burton again. It wasn’t the intrusion, it was the slovenly indifference of it, the act of someone who didn’t care if they were discovered. He thought of the regimented order Cranley insisted upon in his house. Madeleine found it stifling.


The voice was coming from the hallway, it had been intentionally amplified. He crept towards it, straining to hear over the jowly intonation anything that might indicate where someone was hiding: the creak of a floorboard, a suppressed cough.


‘. . . We must not allow the continent to become a German dominion,’ declared Churchill. In the background a crowd was split between applause and jeers. ‘I therefore urge the Prime Minister to reconsider the clever, shameful compromise of his Foreign Secretary . . .’


The hallway was empty, doors opening off it on to sunless rooms. Burton glanced up the staircase: there was no face peering through the banister. On the side table was a Grundig transistor radio, one of those new portable devices from Germany that everyone seemed desperate to own and that neither Burton nor Madeleine were interested in.


‘. . . to appeal instead across the Atlantic to the new president. The Nazis will only be contained with the assistance of the United States—’


He flicked the off-switch with the muzzle of his Browning. Africa was the land of his birth, where he’d spent most of his life: first in Togo then, after his parents’ death, in the Sahara as a soldier of the French Foreign Legion. During the Nazi conquest he’d fought across the continent as a mercenary. He hoped never to hear of the place again.


Burton sensed a rush of air. He lurched backwards as a crowbar smashed into the wall. It swung a second time, wielded by a man in a suit who glided silently across the floor. Iron thumped Burton’s shoulder. He dropped his Browning, watched it clatter past his assailant’s socks: he wasn’t wearing shoes.


Burton stamped on his foot.


The man tumbled forward, grabbing him. They both crashed into the table, then the floor, knocking over the radio. Churchill’s voice boomed out – ‘Britain is weaker than we admit, we need American might’ – followed by a rainstorm of static.


Burton was on his back, a chubby weight on top of him, fists blurring his vision. He scooped up the radio and smashed it into the other man’s head. His hand came away full of bloody transistor parts.


Upstairs a door opened. Floorboards groaned.


In the hallway, the suit was on his feet. He kicked Burton and sent him sprawling. Burton landed hard, something digging into his back. Through his jacket he could make out a metal L-shape; he reached for it.


The man in the suit towered over him, wagging the crowbar. ‘Lyall,’ he shouted up the stairs. ‘I got the bastard.’ He turned to Burton. ‘You broke my fucking radio. You know how much it cost me?’


Burton shot him in the kneecap.


The man dropped, clutched his spewing leg.


‘Where’s Madeleine?’


‘Lyall!’


‘What did you do to her?’


A hiss and nick of plaster as the wall behind him exploded. Lyall was at the top of the stairs, a revolver in his hand. He wore an identical black suit and dainty, slip-on shoes, his lips and chin masked behind a thick beard. Burton aimed the Browning and let off two blasts before charging after him.


By the time he reached the landing, Lyall had vanished; all the bedrooms were shut. It was like a game he’d played with Hochburg as a child: the three doors of the washhouse, Onkle Walter reducing him and his mother to terror and giggles as he burst from one with his lion roars. Burton’s father had been a trusting doter to let Hochburg into their lives. Burton checked Alice’s room first, pistol raised: it was dank, stripped bare except for a sleeping bag that didn’t belong here. Through the window the fields were growing dark grey. He wondered what lies Cranley had told Alice about her mother.


Burton moved to the next room – also empty – then the master bedroom. The axe that savaged the orchard had been at work here.


There were gashes in the walls and wardrobe, one of its doors hanging from the hinges like a broken jaw. The bedsheets had been ripped off and the mattress slashed open. Burton’s clothes were strewn across the floor; they stank of urine. The Browning faltered in his grip.


In that moment a revolver was pressed into his cheek, squeezing the flesh against his teeth. ‘Drop the gun,’ said Lyall. His voice was gravelly like an old woman’s.


Burton let the Browning slip from his hand. Clunk.


‘Hands on your head. Turn round.’


He was marched out of the room, the revolver against his skull, and guessed at once where he was being taken.


If Madeleine cared for one luxury it was bathing. After fleeing Vienna, she told him, she’d gone years without a proper bath, instead scrubbing herself clean with a flannel from a bowl or sharing the facilities, and sometimes grey water, at the public bathhouse on Merlin Street; for hygiene reasons Jews were allowed only on Thursday evenings. She could spend hours up to her chin in hot scented bubbles. The one time Burton had seen her bathroom in Hampstead – the swirls of Italian marble, taps that glittered – his mood slumped; he wanted to give her the same. No, better. When he learned the farm had indoor plumbing it was another reason to buy the place.


‘Open the door,’ said Lyall.


They went through to a white enamel tub, toilet, washbasin and mirror. The walls and floor were tiled, but crookedly. Lyall had prepared heaps of towels to make it easier to mop up after they’d finished with him.


‘On your knees.’


Burton hesitated until the revolver was prodded more forcefully against his head.


‘You’re Burton Cole,’ said Lyall. It was a statement rather than a question.


‘No.’


Lyall reached into his jacket to retrieve something; the whole time the revolver stayed against Burton’s skull. ‘Who are you then?’


‘I heard the place was empty; I thought I’d break in, see what I could find.’


‘Most burglars don’t carry Browning HPs.’


‘It’s from my army days. I haven’t taken anything. You can let me go.’


Lyall found what he was looking for and tutted. He thrust a card in front of Burton.


It was Burton’s military record; Cranley must have retrieved it from the War Office. On the inside was a photo taken against a white backdrop. It had been snapped a decade earlier when he had signed up and immediately been demoted: his Legion service counted for little with the British Army. He hadn’t cared; he wanted to fight the Germans. Burton looked at his younger self. My God, he thought, what happened to that boy?


‘You were captured at Dunkirk,’ said Lyall, pinching the shoulder of Burton’s dove suit.


‘No. I got out.’


‘Lucky bastard.’ More than twelve years on, his voice bridled. ‘I spent six months in a POW camp, and Halifax* called it a victory.’ He cocked the Webley.


‘Wait,’ said Burton. ‘There was a woman. Madeleine.’


‘You mean the Jew?’


‘I came back for her. What happened?’


‘Russell dealt with it. He was very keen. You know how it is with those kids who missed the war.’


‘Russell?’


‘Mr Russell. The little terrier downstairs. The one who’s going to walk funny from now on.’


‘What did he do to her?’


No reply.


Burton twisted round. There was an unpitying expression in Lyall’s eyes. ‘What did he do?’


Another prod of the revolver. ‘Keep forward.’


Burton’s gaze came to rest on the tiles in front of him. He’d been laying them the afternoon before he left for Africa, remembered the sound of Alice playing outside. He couldn’t get the lines straight, no matter how hard he concentrated: as the tiles went beneath the bathtub they became more and more askew. In the end Maddie said she would redo it.


‘You married?’ asked Burton.


‘I was.’


‘What if it was your wife? You’ve got to tell me. You owe me that at least.’


‘Four weeks we’ve been waiting for you. Four weeks in this shithole, Christmas cut short. No heating, no decent food. There’s not even a pub nearby.’ A blast of stale tobacco breath. ‘I don’t owe you anything.’


Burton was still looking at the tiles. There was a stack of them under the bath where they had been lifted. Madeleine must have started it while he was in Kongo, using a chisel to prise them up, ready to be laid again, straight as a German road this time.


He could see the handle of the chisel, almost hidden from view beneath the belly of the tub.


‘You’ve never killed before,’ said Burton.


‘Don’t be stupid.’


‘Then why aren’t I over the plughole?’


‘What?’


‘There’ll be less mess. You can wash it straight down.’


There was a long pause. Downstairs Russell was bawling. Finally, Lyall grunted, ‘Go on then.’


Burton shuffled forward on his knees, feeling the pressure of the revolver ease against his head. In the orchard, acid had swilled in his throat, now he let it overflow. He snatched Lyall’s ankle, yanked it upwards, sent him tumbling. There was an ear-bursting blast from his revolver. Burton reached under the bath, grabbed the chisel. Buried it into Lyall’s groin.


Lyall shrieked, swinging his revolver. Another bullet sparked against enamel.


Burton spun round, found a fistful of Lyall’s hair and smashed his face into the washbasin. He yanked his head back up and this time drove it into the mirror. Once—, twice—, then in a frenzy. Glass cascaded everywhere. The fury that had burrowed inward since Africa was free; it came out howling. He thought of his failure to avenge his parents and slay Hochburg. He thought of all the men under his command in Africa who died; Patrick, his oldest friend, had been killed in Angola. He thought of Madeleine, and Russell manhandling her. Had she cried out for Burton? The tendons in his neck were rigid. He smashed Lyall’s limp body harder, a piston against the wall.


Then he stopped, chest heaving.


He let Lyall slither to the floor and put his stump out to steady himself, nausea rising. Around his boots was an archipelago of silver fragments. Burton caught crazy, distorted images of himself: his blood-flecked face; sleepless eyes that were darker than he ever remembered. A laugh escaped him. He imagined what Patrick would say, shaking his head at the pieces of broken mirror. That’s a barrel of bad luck, boy. He chased away the voice: the guilt was too intense.


Downstairs, Russell had left a trail as he dragged himself towards the front door. It was almost nightfall. Burton stood over him and demanded to know what he had done to Madeleine.


When there was no reply, he pressed his boot against Russell’s leg and relished the scream. He asked again before squatting by him, placing his Browning inside the hollow of Russell’s good knee.


Russell struggled briefly, then sagged, nodding his fleshy head. ‘We took her,’ he said. ‘From the house.’


‘You mean in Hampstead?’


He nodded once more, forehead studded with sweat.


‘Where did you go?’


‘It was the governor’s orders. I was just doing my job.’


Burton screwed the muzzle of the Browning into Russell’s knee. ‘Where?’


Russell seemed in a daze, whispering something over and over. Burton couldn’t make it out; he leaned closer to hear. The face below him turned to a snarl.


There was the flick of a switchblade.


Scalding filaments flared along Burton’s shoulder. Russell withdrew the knife and went to thrust again. Burton fired. At such close range the bullet whipped the fat man’s body over. Burton rolled him back – his chest was a quagmire – and clamped his hand on the wound to stem the flow. Russell was convulsing, disbelief in his eyes. He sucked in sodden gulps of air.


‘Where did you take her?’ begged Burton. He applied more pressure to the wound and put his mouth against Russell’s, desperately trying to breathe life into him. ‘Where?’


The blood between his fingers slackened and stilled. Russell stared through him, his lips locked in a cruel, self-satisfied rictus.


Burton sat up, wiping the dead man from his mouth, then reached round to check the gash in his shoulder. His shirt was sopping; pins and needles teemed the length of his arm to his stump.


‘If it still hurts,’ said Burton, flexing the elbow, ‘it’s not that bad.’ One of Patrick’s sayings: the wisdom of the Legion. Patrick had been his commanding officer.


He returned his attention to Russell, checking his pockets for any indication of Madeleine’s fate. Inside his jacket he found a money clip (four crimson-moist notes) and what felt like a wallet. He flicked it open and found himself staring at a photo of Russell. Opposite was a badge: Metropolitan Police, Special Branch.


 


Burton dragged the two bodies out to the septic tank and dumped them, watching their faces as they were sucked into the shit. The violence had purged him: he felt calm, focused, the howling anx­­iety held at bay. He returned to the house and searched it by torchlight. Every room was the same.


It was as if Madeleine had never been here.


Her clothes were gone. Clothes, coats, shoes and stockings, woollen scarves, her toiletries, the bottles of nail polish, toothbrush, the hot-water bottle she kept in the airing cupboard and nicknamed Clarissa. All the things she was gradually moving in, ready for the day she left her husband. Her books were no longer on the shelves, each volume removed individually, leaving only Burton’s: the bookcase looked like a smile smashed by a knuckle-duster. In the sitting room there should have been a painting of the synagogue where her parents had married, one of the few possessions Maddie managed to bring from Vienna. A lack of relics from the past was something she shared with Burton. Cranley disapproved of the picture, so Maddie had brought it to the farm. Burton skimmed his hand over the wall: whoever had taken the painting had also removed the nail that held it up.


He grew more frantic, needing to find some proof they had shared this house. Even the Weetabix she ate in the morning with spoonfuls of white sugar was missing. Burton tried the cloakroom under the stairs. There was a long oval mirror on the wall where Madeleine combed her hair, the area beneath it always patterned with dark strands. Burton got to his knees and shone the torch the length of the skirting board. Someone had swept the floorboards dustless.


He traced the smooth grain of the wood, hoping to discover a stray hair, then rushed upstairs to the main bedroom, lifted the bedstead and heaved it over. The sound reverberated through the silent house. The effort made him wince: the pain in his shoulder was spreading. In the gloom his fingers followed the grooves between the floorboards until he found the loose one, prised it up and reached into the cavity below. Cobwebs brushed his hand. Out came the jewellery box; this is where he hid his gun when Alice stayed. He opened the box.


Inside was a pouch of diamonds: the initial down payment to assassinate Hochburg. When he accepted the mission he had no idea that Cranley was behind everything or that it would provoke a war. He shook the pouch and heard the stones rattle against one another before shoving them into his pocket. He dipped into the box again and this time pulled out something much more precious.


In the torchlight the yellow looked jaundiced. It was Madeleine’s Star of David armband, the one she’d been forced to wear in Vienna. He lifted it to his nose hoping to inhale her scent. Nothing but an ancient mustiness.


‘Oh, Maddie,’ Burton whispered. ‘What happened?’ He slipped the band into his waistcoat, wanting it close to his skin. ‘Where are you?’


But he was kidding himself. The final look on Russell’s face had told him everything.


 










Chapter Four


Stanleystadt. Kongo


28 January, 12:30


Everywhere Hochburg went a single, detested word was only a breath away.


It was on the lips of the citizens; half-spoken by soldiers as they hunkered down in preparation for the Belgians’ next attack. Worst of all, his generals were beginning to murmur it, the same generals who four months earlier had been poised to conquer Rhodesia and then all of southern Africa.


Surrender.


‘Oberstgruppenführer: they’re coming!’


Hochburg raised his binoculars and scanned the far shore: it was the Otraco district, the undeveloped part of Stanleystadt with its rotting cathedral. He was on the opposite embankment of the River Kongo, in one of the gun emplacements hidden among the palm trees. Around him the city boomed and shook. The thunderclap of artillery hadn’t left his head since he’d escaped the inferno of his garden. Combat fatigues were his uniform now, the material streaked like green tiger fur. Through the smoke he glimpsed a dozen inflatables laden with men, the same melange of Belgian and negroid faces he’d seen in the Schädelplatz. The boats were marked with SS runes.


‘The order was for everything – everything – to be destroyed on the far side.’


‘They took us by surprise,’ said the Hauptsturmführer next to him. ‘There wasn’t time.’


‘These guerrillas have nothing. If they defeat us, it’ll be because we gave them the means.’


The air stank of tar and petrol. Hochburg wondered if the men in the boats could smell it. They were almost across the river, the sluggish current drawing them towards the wreckage of the Giesler Bridge, the city’s main crossing. Hochburg had ordered it dynamited the previous night; only stumps of concrete were left above the waterline. He’d always thought it too small: they’d rebuild with six lanes instead of four.


‘Now?’ said the Hauptsturmführer. He held an MG48 machine gun in a tight embrace.


‘You see that?’ said Hochburg, pointing to a wrecked kiosk. Only weeks before it had served pretzels and lebkuchen to Stanleystadters strolling along the embankment. ‘Inside are en­­­gineers. They await my signal.’ He revealed a flare gun. ‘Not a single shot is to be fired until then.’


‘But if they land—’


‘You’re eager to kill, Hauptsturmführer. That’s a welcome change. But wait for my command.’


A shell burst farther along the embankment. Palm fronds quivered above them.


Hochburg didn’t need his binoculars now. He could make out the faces on the boat: the wild-men eyes and ruffian brows. Those Belgians with any wealth had fled abroad before the German invasion of 1944; the guerrillas mostly consisted of miners and stevedores, men with little option other than to stay and resist the Nazis. They had endured years of hardship in the jungle fighting an insurgency. But then it was those with the least who made the most tenacious warriors. That was the lesson Hochburg was learning. It had made the Belgian guerrillas strong, while the new German population – with their air-conditioned apartments, refrigerators and shiny Volkswagens – had become complacent.


The first of the inflatables ran ashore. Boots hit mud, then slipped on a slope of oil.


Hochburg reached for the flare gun. The Belgians’ expressions were a jumble of relief and suspicion that they were landing unopposed. He let the insurgents struggle halfway up the bank, their trousers weighed down with sludge, before he fired the flare. At his sign, the entire shore exploded in flames. The shore, the steps leading to the embankment, even the river itself with its film of gasoline.


Hochburg stood mesmerised, the skin on his bald scalp wrink­ling with the heat. The fire towered over Stanleystadt: it had a holy, shimmering quality. And as he watched it burn, a notion seized hold of Hochburg’s mind.


If only he had the means to engulf the whole city. The whole of Kongo.


 


Hochburg’s jeep weaved through the streets, the driver spinning the wheel to avoid piles of rubble. Hardly a window had survived anywhere in the city. Chains of tattered lanterns festooned the buildings; serpents of tinsel, now clogged with brick dust, were coiled around lampposts. The battle of Stanleystadt had begun with a surprise bombardment the night before Christmas, or Julfest as Nazi Party ideologues insisted it be called.


He returned to SS headquarters on Eiskeller Strasse and was met by Zelman. Even in the gritty smoke his deputy’s eyes remained unblinking. Sometimes Hochburg wanted to snap his fingers in front of them or find Zelman’s wife and have her shot while he was forced to watch – anything to elicit a bat of the eyelid.


‘Are my generals still here?’ demanded Hochburg as they strode into the vestibule.


The space was dominated by von Kursell’s portrait of Himmler: twenty-eight square metres of oil on canvas. His face was askew, and peppered with shrapnel as if he were suffering from shingles. Despite the Reichsführer’s eyes being in every public building, Hochburg ran Kongo with limited interference from Germania. So long as boats brimming with minerals, timber, cotton and green bananas continued to flow to the Reich, Hochburg administered the colony as he saw fit, even if that meant war. To extend the borders of Kongo farther into southern Africa was Germany’s right, he told Himmler. Its destiny.


Zelman handed Hochburg a damp towel. ‘The generals are waiting in the conference room.’


‘No tactical withdrawal to the bunker then?’ he replied, mopping his neck.


A weak smile. ‘If you recall, Oberstgruppenführer, you locked them in.’


The lift wasn’t working. Hochburg bounded up the staircase, past bandaged soldiers slumped on steps.


Zelman continued his update. ‘Insurgent units have surrounded the entire city. Every district reports heavy shelling. All roads out are blocked.’


‘And elsewhere?’


‘Elisabethstadt says the siege is worsening. By the hour. They can’t hold on much longer.’


‘What about the Reichsführer? Have you made contact yet?’


‘We’ve opened a line to Wewelsburg, but communications are proving problematic.’ Wewelsburg: Himmler’s castle in Westphalia, the spiritual headquarters of the SS. ‘We’re still trying to connect.’


‘I want to know as soon as you have his office on the phone,’ said Hochburg.


He continued his rapid ascent with Zelman struggling to keep up. Occasionally the building shuddered. On the seventh floor he stormed into the conference room. The blast-curtains were drawn, leaving the room in a murky light. Most of the generals were huddled together over a map. Shaking heads, murmuring. They straightened their backs as he entered. In the corner was a dec­­orated fir tree that no one had bothered to remove; beneath it lay Fenris dozing with one eye half open.


‘I hope you put my absence to good use,’ said Hochburg, taking his place at the head of the table. He gestured for everyone to sit. ‘What plans for the counter-attack?’


Nobody replied.


Hochburg scanned the faces in front of him. The air-conditioning had stopped working. They all glistened, the collars of their uniforms wet. Outside: the relentless beat of artillery.


It was General Ockener who finally spoke for the group. He had a hewn face and thinning white hair atop a beach-resort tan. ‘Hochburg, we feel this is unacceptable.’ He spoke with the measured tone of a man who wanted to scream. ‘To leave us in here with no refreshment, nowhere to relieve ourselves—’


Hochburg smelled urine. ‘It would appear one of you can’t control his functions.’


‘You locked the door,’ shrieked a voice from the other end of the table. ‘This is the biggest target in the city. We could have been killed.’


‘If I hadn’t, you would have fled. What example is that?’


‘I will be reporting this matter to the Führer.’


Hochburg was on his feet. ‘Then you can also tell him this.’


He wrenched open the blast-curtains, flooding the room with furious light. The city was pockmarked with columns of smoke. Otraco was obscured behind a convulsing orange barrier that followed the bend in the river.


Hochburg gave an exultant sweep of his arms. ‘Guard!’ A sentry appeared. ‘The Brigadeführer here—’ he pointed to the end of the table ‘—wishes to leave. Escort him outside. To the street.’


‘I am a general in the Waffen-SS. I will not be treated like—’


‘You can leave through the door – or the window, I don’t care which.’


When he was gone, Hochburg flopped in his chair and rotated it towards Ockener. ‘You were saying, Herr General.’


Ockener had been decorated at the Battle of Smolensk before chasing mass graves and medals across the Russian steppe; later he transferred to Africa and earned the nickname ‘Der Schnittner’. The reaper.


‘Your fire won’t burn for ever, Oberstgruppenführer. Meantime, the enemy’s guns can strike anywhere.’


‘How did the dregs of Belgium’s army come to surround an entire city?’


‘Their ranks have been swollen by the Free French* and blacks who escaped deportation.’ Ockener was playing with a bauble taken from the tree. ‘We don’t have enough soldiers to contain them. Too many were sent to Elisabethstadt. On your orders.’


To relieve the siege of Elisabethstadt, Hochburg had sent contingents from the north of Kongo to the south. When they proved insufficient he commandeered troops from Kamerun, Aquatoriana and Madagaskar until the governors of these col­­onies complained that their own security situations were threatened. The Afrika Korps in Angola, whose commanding officer was mysteriously lost and whose soldiers were caught up in their own siege, was unable to offer support.


Ockener put down the bauble and glanced at the other gen­­erals. Hochburg noted their tacit nods.


‘The position is clear, Herr Oberstgruppenführer.’ A pause. ‘We cannot continue to fight.’


From the streets below came shell bursts of German artillery. To Hochburg they sounded like the heartbeat of a dying lion: inconceivable, dwindling, full of fury.


He leaned back in his chair till the leather cracked. ‘There was a time, not long ago, when the Waffen-SS was feared,’ he said. ‘Now I have generals like you.’


‘Give me a BK44 and a sack of grenades, and I’ll gladly fill the drains of this city. The problem is the ranks.’


‘How dare you say that while you sit here. They are true white men.’


‘Half our numbers are ethnics. The rest, the pure Germans, too many of them don’t want to fight.’


‘Nonsense.’


‘You promised them a swift victory.’


‘It’s been four months. You’re telling me that’s all it’s taken to blunt their spirits?’


‘They are a generation of conquerors. They have never known attrition, or the possibility of losing.’


‘We fought for a year to take central Africa,’ retorted Hochburg.


‘A mopping up operation,’ said Ockener, ‘of colonies whose European masters had been defeated. It was also a decade ago. All the fighting was a decade ago.’


‘Meaning?’


‘The ethnics are here because the alternative is herding goats in Ostland. The Germans just want a plantation, an obedient wife and enough workers so they don’t have to get off their arses.’


‘It’s the same in the East,’ muttered someone.


The Soviet Union had been defeated in 1943 with Moscow razed to the ground and scattered with meadow seed. Despite that, a guerrilla war churned like a meat-grinder on the shifting eastern fringe of the Reich. An intractable conflict stretching from the Ural Mountains deep into Siberia that the Russians couldn’t win and the Germans were weary of. But Africa, Hochburg believed, Africa was different. It wasn’t a battle of political ideology; the clash of races was as stark as the midday sun and dead of night.


‘Perhaps one day,’ continued Ockener, ‘we will have the means to wage war without men. Such an army would be eternally vic­­torious. Until then, we’ve grown soft on peace.’


‘The British, yes,’ said Hochburg. ‘Mired in imperial weakness. But not us.’


‘The same British whose grip around Elisabethstadt we’ve been unable to loosen? Who are supplying the Belgians with tanks and artillery? Their blood is up. You have underestimated them.’


‘You sound almost admiring, General.’


‘Then there’s the matter of civilians. While you were away on your riverbank “adventure”, the Belgians took the water treatment plant.’


‘And while they took it, you were in here. Or did a simple door lock flummox the cream of the Waffen command?’


‘The sewage system is also damaged. In a few days dysentery will be rife. Cholera will follow, typhoid.’


‘What would you suggest then, Herr General?’


Ockener lowered his voice. ‘Surrender.’


‘Those who do not want to fight in this world of unending struggle do not deserve to live,’ replied Hochburg, citing the Führer’s book. The quote should be well known round the table.


‘A ceasefire then. A truce.’


‘No.’


‘At least some form of negotiation.’


‘No.’


An exasperated ach. ‘Then a squadron of Heinkel bombers to flatten the city.’


Hochburg roared with laughter. ‘There’s hope yet.’ He swivelled his chair to gaze out across the city. The wall of fire was beginning to ebb. ‘Every soldier is to fight,’ he said. ‘Street to street. If they lack the guts for it, we shoot them where they stand.’ He spun back. ‘It’s a matter of reasserting discipline. Punish the worst cowards and the rest will fall into place. If needs be, we can start in this room.’


Hushed words flitted round the table.


‘It is not my wish that the civilian population suffer,’ continued Hochburg, ‘but it must also be mobilised. Give a rifle to every last man and woman. Remind the fair maidens of this city that these guerrillas, and the blacks among them, have the most base of needs, needs that will have been unmet in the jungle.’


‘And the children?’ said Ockener. He was toying with the bauble again.


‘Teach them what milk bottles and petrol can do.’


‘The civilians should be allowed to leave. They are German citizens.’


‘Who have been indulged enough. Most have lives better than anything in Europe. In Germania all they’d get is forty-four square metres of living space. Here they have sixty. They enjoyed the abundance of conquest, now it’s time to endure for it.’


‘They may not wish to die for sixteen metres—’


The door opened: Zelman slid in, unblinking as ever.


‘I have the Reichsführer’s private office on the line.’


‘This city will rise!’ said Hochburg, reaching for the phone on the table. ‘That will be all, gentlemen.’ Nobody moved. ‘Five minutes ago you were complaining about locks; now you won’t leave? Zelman, get them food and drink. They have long days ahead.’


As soon as Hochburg was alone he lifted the receiver and found some blossom in his throat. ‘Heinrich, it’s Walter. How are you?’


The connection crackled and fizzed. ‘This is Fegelein.’ Hermann Fegelein: Himmler’s Chief of Staff.


‘I want to speak to the Reichsführer.’


‘He’s at lunch.’


‘At lunch . . . Is he aware that the Schädelplatz was attacked?’


‘Yes.’


‘That it has been lost.’


‘This he also knows,’ said Fegelein.


‘And he has no response?’


The line squeaked: six and a half thousand kilometres of static.


‘The Reichsführer has always approved of your methods, Hochburg. Your thoroughness, your grasp of the “biological” issues. But your pagan square is far from his only concern. He’s preoccupied with the Jews again. In Madagaskar. Surely you know about this?’


‘I’ve been preoccupied myself.’


‘We may have another full-scale rebellion on the island. Poor Globus is struggling to maintain control. He blames you for everything.’


Globus: Odilo Globocnik, the SS governor of Madagaskar.


‘That drunken satrap,’ said Hochburg. ‘Is he still whining about the men I commandeered?’


‘It was an entire brigade,’ replied Fegelein. ‘He claims if they hadn’t been sent to Kongo – to “shore you up” as he tells the Reichsführer – the Jews would be in their place.’


‘And as I like to tell Heinrich, half a million tonnes of copper was shipped from Kongo last year. What does Globus give the Reich? Fucking canned meat.’


‘You miss the subtlety of the situation, Oberstgruppenführer. Globus keeps us Jew-free. That is worth a thousand years of minerals.’


‘I wonder whether Germania will feel the same if Kongo is overrun by niggers.’ His tone became emphatic: ‘I need more men. If not from Africa, then spare me a division from the East.’


‘I doubt they’d make a difference now.’


Hochburg’s fingers tightened round the receiver. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You’ve not heard?’


‘No.’


‘Unreliable things, telex machines,’ said the Chief of Staff as he went on to detail events. Even across thousands of kilometres of wire, the gloating was apparent in Fegelein’s voice. The SS was riven with jealousy and petty rivalries: between Europe and Africa, between one governor and his neighbour, all kept simmering by Himmler to make sure no one challenged his position.


Hochburg listened in silence, his throat thickening.


‘I hope the Reichsführer enjoys his lunch,’ he said when the conversation was at an end. He couldn’t bear the gilded dining room at Wewelsburg, nor the fleshy droop of Himmler’s lip as he chewed. He set down the receiver and listened to the funnel of his breath. A shell landed near the base of the building. The decor­ations on the Christmas tree tinkled, waking Fenris.


Hochburg leapt up and grabbed the telephone.


Hurled it at the window.


It bounced off, the wire yo-yoing it back into the room. He threw it again, this time with such ferocity the glass cracked. Outside, the burning river was reduced to billows of smoke.


‘Come, dog,’ he said and strode from the conference room.


The corridor was empty except for Zelman.


‘I need a plane,’ said Hochburg, heading to the stairs.


‘Technically,’ replied Zelman, ‘Stanleystadt is part of the no-fly zone.’


Hochburg stopped at the edge of the steps. He fixed his deputy with his black eyes till Zelman averted his gaze. ‘I expect it fuelled and ready to leave in fifteen minutes.’


‘At once, Oberstgruppenführer. What is your destination?’


‘Elisabethstadt.’ Hochburg began to descend. ‘I have a firing squad to arrange.’


 










Chapter Five


 


 


From Stanleystadt to Elisabethstadt: fourteen hundred kilometres. Hochburg chose to pilot the plane himself, flicking away the concerns of Zelman and the ground crew: ‘How can a man rule the earth if he can’t command the heavens?’ He had learned to fly when he was the governor of Muspel,* soaring alone over the dune seas.


The plane was a Focke-Wulf Fw-189, a twin-engine propeller aircraft, nicknamed ‘Le Chambranle’ (the window frame) by the Belgians because of its fishbowl cockpit enclosed in bands of metal; its primary function was reconnaissance. Hochburg dismissed the captain, kept the co-pilot and dorsal gunner. Fenris squeezed behind his seat and bedded down. The Focke-Wulf lifted off into a mesh of ack-ack fire, broke through, then turned south into empty skies. Hochburg kept his eyes on the sun: it was too distressing to look back.


Following the outbreak of war in central Africa, Prime Minister Halifax had requested an audience with Hitler. To his surprise the Führer issued a statement detailing how there was no need to intensify hostilities after so many years of peace: ‘If we say we are fighting the British Empire to the death, then obviously we shall drive even the last of them to arms against us.’ He did not, however, leave his palace in Germania. Rumours bubbled: the Führer was ailing, had been incapacitated by a mystery illness; refused to sign any document because he planned to pulverise Rhodesia from the sky. Some said that at sixty-three and master of the world he was simply bored with the diplomatic chase. Instead he sent Himmler’s deputy, Reinhard Heydrich, Chief of Reich Security and now, it appeared, also its highest negotiator. Heydrich met Halifax’s Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, and a number of points were swiftly announced.


The conflict was deemed ‘local’: a colonial border dispute confined to Kongo and Northern Rhodesia. Renegade British elements had provoked it, they did not represent official government policy. There would be no escalation. No reinforcements were to be sent from Europe or any other African colonies, with the exception of support personnel; Churchill quipped that the Waffen-SS had more cooks in it than any army in history. To protect economic infrastructure, and as a secondary concern civilians, a no-fly zone was to be established between the first parallel north and sixteenth south. In the meantime Germania and London would work to a negotiated settlement. Both sides agreed that the war in Angola was a separate matter and that Portugal (a small European country with disproportionately large African colonies) should come to terms with the Reich immediately. Word of the Führer’s approval was passed on from his palace: for now the Heydrich-Eden Pact was a mutually beneficial stalemate.


The Focke-Wulf stopped to refuel at Tarufa.


Hochburg left the aircraft and paced the landing strip to waken his legs and allow Fenris to drain his bladder. Dust rose from his boots. Deep in the cotton-growing region of Kongo, Tarufa was untouched by the war. A gaggle of boys had hurried to the perimeter fence when the plane touched down, hoping for some action. They quickly grew bored and were now playing baseball, a craze that had spread through the colony from American prospectors working with the SS Oil Company; some fretted it would prove a greater threat than British tanks. One boy sat away from the others, his back to the fence. He appeared to be sawing something in his lap.


‘You’re not joining your friends,’ said Hochburg.


The boy made a show of being startled. He had the same unkempt black hair Hochburg had as a child. There was a familiar ravenous look in his eyes as if he wanted to consume the world.


‘They hate me,’ he replied, before adding, ‘but I hate them more.’


‘You’re in the JVA?’ Jungvolk Afrika: the continent’s youth movement for boys between ten and fourteen.


‘Everyone is; you have to be. I prefer being alone.’


‘But you enjoy it?’


‘It would be better if they allowed girls.’


A smile tightened Hochburg’s face. ‘And what is in your lap?’


‘I killed it myself.’ The boy lifted up a headless snake with yellow scales, the tail twitching. Hochburg recognised it as a puff-adder; its venom could kill a man in minutes.


‘Does your mother know you hunt snakes?’


‘She’s dead. So is Papa. Malaria.’


Hochburg wanted to comfort the child. ‘I lost my own parents when I was younger, my brothers too.’


‘Who looked after you?’


‘Someone special. I was older than you, already a man, and lucky to find her.’


‘I live with my aunt now. She worries a lot.’ The boy snorted as if blowing a fly from his nostril. ‘Did your parents get malaria too?’


‘No. They were killed.’


‘How?’


‘Butchered, by tribesmen.’


Hochburg had been the sole survivor of his family. Afterwards, sick with grief and nightmares, he was taken in by Eleanor and her husband. They were missionaries who ran an orphanage in Togoland; Burton was eleven when he first arrived. Hochburg had sobbed in Eleanor’s arms and shared the horrors he’d witnessed; piece by piece she made him whole again. Later they became lovers and eloped (Eleanor revelled in the romance of the word, perhaps because it obscured the reality of abandoning her husband and son). The two years they spent together were the happiest Hochburg ever knew. They lived simply, glutting in each other’s love, until the regret began to trickle into Eleanor and she looked back guiltily to the life she had discarded. This time it was Hochburg she abandoned, fleeing into the jungle to Burton and her death. That Eleanor met the same fate as his parents could only be a calling. A portent.


‘You must be very old,’ said the boy. ‘The niggers are gone.’


‘Alas, not all.’ Hochburg thought of the faces in the Schädelplatz. ‘What would you do if you saw one?’


The boy pondered the question, then held up the two bloody pieces of snake.


‘Oberstgruppenführer!’ The co-pilot beckoned to him. ‘We’re ready.’


Hochburg drew his pistol and unlocked the clip. He freed a bullet and passed it through the link fence. The boy dropped his snake and took it with red fingers.


‘Use it wisely, my child.’


The Fw-189 lifted into the sky again. Two and a half thousand metres below, savannah drifted past: blots of jade and khaki like the camouflage pattern on an SS combat jacket. The sun beat through the glass cockpit. Sleep had been a snatched indulgence for Hochburg these past nights, drowsiness crept over him.


‘How long till we land?’ he asked the co-pilot.


‘Another hour. Assuming we get through the British air defences.’


‘Take control,’ said Hochburg, relaxing his grip on the lever. ‘Wake me in twenty minutes.’ He yawned, studding his eyes with tears, and let his head recline. Elisabethstadt filled his half-dreaming thoughts.


Before the siege it had been the mining capital of Kongo with its rows of prim bungalows, world-famous botanical garden, ice factories and railway hub that whisked Germans as far south as Cape Town or to the pleasures of Roscherhafen. As with other conquered cities, Hochburg had planned to rename it; to do so was part of the psychology of victory. It affirmed the Reich’s dominance as trenchantly as jackboots stamping the boulevards or the flutter of red, white and black. For years he knew what to call it, he even had the approval of the Führer, who foolishly claimed to understand the Homeric allusion.


Then Hochburg’s pen hesitated over the document that would have made it law. He looked at the city’s new name stamped on the thick, lion-coloured paper of official documents. Above it was the eagle-and-swastika seal. He meant it as her memorial:


 


Eleanorstadt


 


Minutes passed. A drop of ink ran down the nib and splashed the paper. Hochburg laid down his fountain pen, folded the sheet in half, quarters, eighths; later he burned it. When the bureaucrats puzzled over the change, Hochburg fended them off: George VI won’t always be on the throne. In the years ahead the British will be reassured to hear their monarch’s name so close to the border.


He would offer Eleanor more than Elisabethstadt.


The whole of his Africa Reich would be her immortalisation: every stone that was laid, every garrison, town, city; the ports, the white roads cutting through the jungle, the babel of a million copper threads connecting the continent. A mausoleum of such glory that her name need never be written on it. That’s why he’d been so impatient to invade Rhodesia: to consecrate more lands for her. Of course, they understood none of this in Germania. To the ministries on Wilhelmstrasse, Africa was a trove of mines and timber forests, its plantations existing solely to fill the bellies of the German hordes. But to Hochburg, Africa was a kingdom of temples. The only way of keeping Eleanor present. So long as his heart drummed, the British and their ragtag allies would never prosper.
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