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  Whenever I take up a newspaper

  I fancy I see

  Ghosts between the lines.

  There must be ghosts all over the world . . .

  And we are so miserably afraid

  Of the light,

  All of us.

  Ibsen, Ghosts
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  By Way of Prologue

  ONE OF THE Persistent mysteries of the Second World War concerns the plan of a group of high-ranking German generals to assassinate Adolf Hitler in 1944. This attempt, now known as the July 20th Plot, failed by the thinnest margin, injuring rather than killing Hitler. The results were the barbaric executions of the conspirators by torture, a purge of many innocents, and the continuation of the war to its savage, destructive conclusion.

  The question that remains unanswered is why Allied intelligence agencies, secretly appealed to by the generals, refused to give substantial aid to this effort that could have brought the war to a rapid conclusion and avoided further devastation. The reasons were undoubtedly many and complex. A fundamental concern was the integrity and intention of the conspirators. In that regard, Allied intelligence sought the advice of an elderly gardener living in humble quarters in the German countryside. His reply was firm, decisive—and negative: let Germany suffer the full penalty for the Nazi nightmare it had unleashed on the world.

  Who was this obscure man? Why was he so trusted and respected? He was known to Winston Churchill as Paul Lettow, formerly a German military commander. He had been one of the most dangerous adversaries ever to confound the British. Their regard for him came not from the Second but from the First World War. His extraordinary character inspired this novel, and his fascinating actions from 1914 to 1918 form its historical foundation.


  Part One

  The Cannon Blooms
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  From a dispatch in The New York World by a special correspondent with the British fleet off the German East Africa Coast, November 1, 1914:

  
    Aboard H.M.S. Goliath.

    During a briefing today, a staff aide of the English military command released this statement:

    “There are persistent rumors that the German army commander will oppose the landings by the British Imperial Forces ordered to peacefully occupy this German colony. The commander is reported to be training thousands of native askari soldiers in defiance of the Governor, who accepts the belief of all the colonial powers that blacks, once trained and armed, will develop a dreadful capacity for killing white men and in time will plunge the Dark Continent back into bestiality and ignorance. Since the European war broke out three months ago, white settlers in both English and German colonies had avoided becoming embroiled in the conflict on the very grounds that nothing must shake black respect for white superiority. . . .”
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  THE TRAIN burst from the gorge with an explosion of black smoke and glowing cinders, galvanizing hundreds of gazelle whose arched leaps were etched against the golden morning sky and the purple massif of Mount Kilimanjaro.

  The Kommandeur sat on a box of ammunition in the last flatcar. His bush shirt carried no badges and had been crudely dyed khaki, the fashionable new military color, which matched the thick dust sculpting his face into the mask of an eagle. One blue eye nestled in scar tissue. The other was guarded by a monocle. His sandaled feet rested on a worn cavalry saddle. It carried his needs: a rolled poncho, a ration of dried meat called biltong, a knife, and a battered dish in which he washed and cooked.

  His name was Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, known as Lettow, a lieutenant colonel of the German Imperial Army who had had twenty years of active service. He was accompanied by black soldiers, askaris from his Schutztruppe, the Protective Force of German East Africa. They walled the flatcars, their rifles slanting out over the Masai plain dotted with thorn trees. The askaris wore crowns of feathers woven into their tight black curls for camouflage. Like the Kommandeur, they were spare, no more than skin on muscle on bone.

  The engineer, a bearded Sikh, swayed with the train as a naked African fed logs into the firebox. Two more blacks were braced to relieve the fireman if he faltered.

  The engineer’s mouth fell open, and a betel-stained grin split his beard. He hauled on the brake to pace the horseman who galloped alongside.

  The Kommandeur jumped at the first snatch of brakes and replaced the monocle with a black eye patch secured by an old shoelace and previously hidden in his reddish-blond hair. He leaned out beyond the flatcar, two askaris bracing him, their hands like talons on his thighs. The horseman swerved and, with Lettow to steady him, fell sideways into the flatcar. The driver let the riderless horse run clear of the track and then inched open the throttle until the pistons thrust the train back into the pounding rhythm that had drummed in the ears of the Schutztruppe since midnight.

  “Orders from Governor Schnee,” gasped the horseman, a big red-bearded settler. “You’re to stay on Kilimanjaro.”

  “Only the Kaiser gives me that order.”

  “Then you’ll fight?”

  “If the English invade, I fight.”

  A light, brilliant on the horizon despite the rising sun, blinked worriedly. Lettow pulled a canvas-backed notebook from the pouch slung around his neck. An old black turned his back and leaned forward to make a desk for the Kommandeur. A silver-gray monkey, perched on the old man’s neck, watched. The horseman shifted his bandoliers. They all waited for the distant heliograph to stop its bursts of Morse.

  “The Governor appeals to all settlers to keep the peace.” Lettow snapped shut the notebook. “That includes you, Prinz.”

  “I’m at war.”

  “Not according to the Governor.”

  “Confound the fool! The war’s three months old in Europe. Already they call it the first war of the world.”

  “Not here. Not yet. Your job’s protecting your farm against the tribes—”

  “And against the Uganda Railway Volunteers.” Prinz spat. “Bloody Americans, most of ’em. As a reservist, I claim the right to fight!”

  “And destroy your own empire?”

  “It’s not mine anymore,” Prinz snapped in reply. He glanced back at the ghost of Kilimanjaro along the horizon. Tom von Prinz had been born an Englishman, Thomas Prince, and he had been raised on a farm on the English side of the mountain. Then Queen Victoria gave Kilimanjaro to her first grandchild, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, throwing Tom Prince’s loyalties in doubt. The English army had rejected him, and in anger he had joined the German army to fight in the Kaiser’s colonial wars. For his savage victories, Berlin had teutonized his name and awarded him the ennobling “von.” With clear military logic, Prinz believed the Germans should occupy the sixty-mile stretch between Kilimanjaro and the Uganda Railway so they could move up the railway to seize Uganda and gain some strategic advantage over England’s vital sea lanes, her jugular vein passing through Suez.

  The Kommandeur guessed what might be in his old friend’s mind. Lettow’s own thoughts had already moved in the same direction. The burgeoning war in Europe was, for him, a diversion. He had watched from a distance the slow escalation: an archduke assassinated in the Balkans; the Austrian Empire demanding German help when Russia stepped in; then suddenly England, France, Belgium, Serbia, Italy, Japan, and Russia declaring war against the Kaiser’s Second Reich. By August 1914, the long-awaited world war had started, with only the United States still uncommitted. Lettow’s own battleground, equal to all of western Europe in size, was German East Africa, a few degrees south of the equator. It rose from a sweltering coast to cold highland mists to mountain ranges and great inland lakes as treacherous as the broadest ocean.

  Lettow, military commander of this vast area, led fewer than three hundred professional white soldiers and three thousand black askaris to control forty warrior tribes numbering six million men, women, and children. The freedom of these black Africans was the Kommandeur’s fundamental, although officially unvoiced, concern. The Governor of German East, in complete contrast, had signaled his agreement to let an English armada land an expeditionary force to “pacify” the tribes. Thus the pride of England’s Indian empire had been shipped across the Indian Ocean to land its best fighting regiments at Tanga.

  The little potbellied locomotive trailed an arc of wood sparks. Along the sides of the flatcars rippled torn banners proclaiming the Great Imperial German East Exhibition, which ironically had coincided with the outbreak of the war in Europe. It was to preserve the great accomplishments celebrated by the exhibition that Governor Schnee declared, “There’s no war here!”

  The American girl, Kate Truman, stood in the Customs shed at Tanga, waiting impatiently for a grubby German official to finish his lengthy examination of her travel papers.

  “You were studying tropical medicine in Berlin?”

  Kate nodded.

  “Why not stay in Berlin? All we’ve got in Africa are the diseases.”

  “The research clinics here are the best, it’s said.”

  The Customs man grunted. “You liked living in Germany?”

  “Very much.”

  “Remember that—if your President tries to get into the crazy war there.”

  “I’m sure Mister Wilson would never dream of such a thing.”

  Kate raised her eyes at a sudden commotion at the far end of the shed. The crowd there seemed to be testing the barriers. The Customs man looked at the gathering mob with obvious annoyance. Then he glanced back and asked, “Are you related to Major Truman?”

  Kate nodded again, fear catching her by the throat.

  “Mein Gott!” Sympathy spread over the fat perspiring face. “His execution is tomorrow, no?”

  “No! That’s not possible!”

  “Anything’s possible with that Prussian pig who runs our army,” retorted the Customs man, his attention abruptly turning to the onrushing figures in white dhotis and yellowing nightgowns. “I’m sorry, Fräulein. There are rumors of an English invasion. Go that way—” He shooed her agitatedly behind him.

  Kate moved against a tide of panicked Asians and Arabs seeking passage on what they believed would be the last steamers out of Africa. She brushed aside pleas for money or for any token of American or Swiss connections that these traders and their families might barter for an exit permit. More traders broke away when they spied her. A man in a white turban and with daggers in his belt screamed at her. An Indian babu clerk, clinging to respectability in white suit and Panama hat, began suddenly berating a Moslem woman covered from head to foot in black. Slipping beyond this melee, Kate escaped to the sunshine outside the shed. The blinding glare and the heat struck her like hammers. The cloying smell of cloves mingled with the sweaty aroma of the homali-cart pullers who were too poor to consider escape. Now she felt she was back in Africa.

  She raised her green parasol and surveyed the railroad station of glass and girders draped with banners announcing in gothic letters of red and black the great exhibition of last August. Since then, German armies had driven back the French and Russians on two fronts. Europe was aflame. How sad now seemed that exhibition of such great promise.

  She stood at the dockyard gates, a pretty young woman in a long white cotton dress that concealed any evidence of breasts or ankles. Her raven-black hair was cropped unfashionably short. Her blue eyes summoned a near-naked black pedaling a bicycle to which was attached a basket chair on wheels.

  “Wapi?” demanded the pedicab boy, and Kate replied, “Kaiserhof,” the only hotel she knew by name. She settled beside her bag in the wide seat and tried not to stare at the long black muscular back bent over the handlebars. Lifting her gaze above the rhythmically swaying shoulders, she saw the land rise and merge with the sky. Nowhere but in Africa had she seen such shades of color. Flametrees threw umbrellas against the torrential light. Jacaranda tossed down a drift of ice-blue blossom on the pink crushed sand of the washboard road. She wiped her brow and lifted her skirt to let the breeze cool her moist thighs. Despite her outward calm, tremors of excitement vibrated through her body. She seemed to see Mount Kilimanjaro’s foothills, a hundred miles away, lurking like purple ghosts in the haze between earth and heaven.

  That was where her brother was reported to be imprisoned. Chuck, older by a year, was supposed to go on trial for his life. But the Customs man had spoken of immediate execution. It was absurd. She fumbled inside her cloth holdall and carefully extracted the photograph with its inscription: “In the event of hostilities, this identifies the holder as Catherine Truman, who is to be given the protection of forces under my command.”

  The signature was as spiky as the man. In Berlin her friend Helen Lange had warned that the Kommandeur—Colonel Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck—was in disfavor. Helen wrote for Die Frau, the daring feminist magazine. “You’ll be invading a man’s world,” Helen had cautioned. “You’ll have to cater to a Prussian soaked in the tradition of a military elite.” She had quoted Marwitz: “They renounce all personal advantage, all gain, all comfort, all desire. They sacrifice everything for the honor of Prussian weapons!”

  “This is not an invasion,” repeated General Ha-Ha Splendid Aitken, supreme commander of the British Imperial Expeditionary Force B. “It’s a peaceful occupation.”

  “So you say, sir,” retorted a junior Black Watch army captain. “The Kommandeur of German East might take a different view.”

  The bridge of the English warship Goliath seemed awash with generals and admirals. Their heads turned to see who the impertinent intruder might be. His name was Myles Hagen.

  “Who is this Kommandeur?” rumbled an admiral, looking not at Hagen but at the supreme commander.

  “Some Hun with a bunch of armed niggers,” huffed General Aitken.

  Hagen corrected him, undeterred by the hostility on every side. “The Kommandeur’s a bush commando. He learned peasant warfare in China and guerrilla tactics against us in South Africa.” He wanted to add that the Kommandeur was in league with black Bolsheviks and Zionist Jews. But Hagen was accustomed to being ignored. As an intelligence officer, he was lower than a gunpowder monkey when flag commanders got the smell of battle in their nostrils. Biding his time, he clasped his hands behind his back and joined the others in gazing at the armada of troopships and escorts rolling in the oily swell.

  It was the morning of Sunday, November 1, 1914. It had taken Force B three weeks to stagger across 2,500 miles of ocean from Bombay. “A mere couple of inches,” the Viceroy of India had said, looking at the chart of the hemisphere. None of Force B’s commanders had maps of inland Africa. None of the troops had ever laid eyes on Africa; nor were they seeing it now, being occupied in heaving their guts up in the black ovens ’tween decks.

  General Aitken was supremely confident. England’s war minister had wirelessed the grand design, signing himself Horatio Herbert, Lord Kitchener. “If the Germans should resist, the full might of the empire will be mobilized to crush them. This piece of Africa is vital to the plan to pulverize the Second Reich.” When Kitchener spoke like that, his generals listened, for this was the soldier who had fought his way up from ambulance boy; the inventor of concentration camps; the legendary British agent in Egypt.

  While General Aitken meditated upon the manner in which he should enter Tanga (on a white horse, like Kitchener at Khartoum?), another general was saying to Hagen, “If this Kommandeur fella disobeys the Governor and fights, get rid of him!”

  “I might have to do that,” said Myles Hagen. “Or you’ll still be hanging around Tanga when your ‘Hun’ has bled the empire dry.”

  The general gave a derisive snort. There would be no struggle for Africa. Lord Kitchener and the Viceroy had said so, speaking for the King, Emperor of India and the Dominions Overseas, Ruler of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, Defender of the Faith.

  Four hundred kilometers south of the English armada, the svelte 375-foot cruiser Koenigsberg crept into the Rufiji River, between petrified forests where century-old crocodiles mimicked driftwood in their ancient war with man and his ancestors. The Koenigsberg had been last glimpsed by English spies during the Great Imperial German East Exhibition, when all white settlers in Africa were invited to see the progress made by Germany in her civilizing mission to enthrone Kultur among the heathens.

  The Koenigsberg had vanished from harbor when the code word EGIMA warned all German vessels of the outbreak of war in Europe. She had sunk an English cruiser and raided English convoys despite the Governor’s wirelessed pleas not to provoke the English. So far as the Koenigsberg’s captain, Max Looff, was concerned, there were no geographical limits to war at sea. No damned German colonial administrator was telling him where to wage it. Nevertheless, he had taken refuge in the Rufiji. Now he stared expressionlessly at the narrowing channel as the cruiser with silenced engines glided near a mud bank where hippos thundered into the chocolate waters with shovel mouths gaping, tails slapping the water with machine-gun thuds.

  Strange sounds drifted over the stilled warship: wild echoing cries of unfamiliar beasts and birds of prey. All three hundred sailors were aware of the trap Looff had voluntarily entered. Here they must lie, baked by the sun, breathing pestilential vapors in an eerie landscape, vulnerable to all the enemies of man until summoned into action again by Looff’s old comrade, the Kommandeur.


  3

  
    

  

  KATE TRUMAN had glimpsed the warships of Britain’s Cape of Good Hope squadron searching for the Koenigsberg, and even some rusty tubs of the invasion fleet escorted by the formidable Goliath, during the voyage to Tanga. The spectacle now seemed remote as the warfare in Europe. In the sweltering lobby of the Kaiserhof, she faced a desk clerk who parted new veils of polite hostility.

  “We cannot accept non-German guests.”

  “I know the ban exists in Germany,” Kate protested, “but you’re not at war here.”

  “A state of apprehension of war exists.” The clerk looked more closely at the Deutsche Ost-Afrika steamship line’s papers of recommendation. “The ban,” he added slowly, “especially applies to relatives of Jewish spies.”

  He obviously recognized the family name, although she had never before heard her brother identified as Jewish. She did not stop to argue. She had no recollection of marching through the lobby back to the waiting pedicab.

  A man in a starched white suit twinkling with brass buttons ran after her, caught up with her at the hotel’s entrance. She saw a weathered face under a cork helmet with a sweeping stern like an otter’s tail. He bowed stiffly.

  “That rudeness was unforgivable. Accept my apologies. Major Wolfe, ma’am, at your service.”

  “At my service? That’s rich.” She hesitated. “You could tell me where to find the Governor.”

  “He’s normally in the capital—Dar es Salaam.” Wolfe looked away and then back at Kate. “However—”

  “Well?”

  “His Excellency is here in fact, negotiating to save us from the horrors of war. You will find him at the old fort, conducting a day of punishment. He does not believe, ma’am, in neglecting his duties.”

  “Would you instruct this man?”

  “Of course.” Major Wolfe spoke in Swahili to the pedicab driver and then helped Kate into her seat. The physical contact brought a blush to his cheeks, darkening the tan. “Forgive me, Miss Truman. I claim an artist’s and a poet’s privilege. I should have known you would be beautiful—”

  “How did you know my name?”

  He straightened. “Your brother has been in our custody.” He raised a hand quickly. “There is no cause for alarm. He is safe with the army.”

  Kate rose from her seat. “These stories—”

  “Don’t listen!” Wolfe began to back away.

  “They say he’s to be shot.”

  “Please. The trial has not started yet. You should not be seen talking with me. While we have jurisdiction, your brother will never come to harm.” Wolfe was watching a group of men at the top of the hotel steps. “Trust me!” He saluted and ran up the steps.

  Frightened by Wolfe’s sudden agitation, yet oddly reassured by his words, Kate motioned the driver to set off. Major? He talked like a romantic and called himself a poet. Kate compressed her lips, remembering how her romantic imagination had also led her astray about the Kommandeur. Perhaps it was because she had learned to call him Paul as if he were an ordinary man with ordinary tastes.

  A year ago, during her first voyage to Africa, on the steamship Praesident, Kate had considered him the most intriguing man she had ever encountered. He kept aloof from the German and English settlers returning to the colonies of East Africa and spent his time pacing the deck or whittling chunks of wood while sprawled in a chair. He walked stiffly with his left side hunched forward as if to protect his damaged eye. Over this right eye he usually wore a black patch.

  Her chance to learn something about him came after the ship rounded the cruel spear of land that points out of northeast Africa toward Asia. The appalling heat of Suez and the Red Sea drove passengers to sleep on deck. Kate placed her mattress close to his.

  About five every morning, Kate had noticed, the ship swung its bow. The engine stopped, then started, and the vessel resumed course. During one of these early morning maneuvers, Kate found herself standing at the stern rail beside the mysterious German. She asked him what was happening.

  “It’s supposed to be a secret.”

  “I’m accustomed to secrecy,” said Kate with some asperity. “My father’s with the American embassy in Berlin.”

  He had smiled at this naive guarantee of her discretion. “There’s bubonic plague among the lascar sailors. Those who die are thrown overboard”—he corrected himself—“are, ah, committed to the deep before anyone is awake. The ship turns to save the bodies tangling in the propellers.”

  “So far as plague is concerned, I’ve avoided rats and I drench myself in Keating’s Powders.”

  Surprised by her apparent callousness, he said, “You must have been to Africa before?”

  “No, but I was warned.”

  “If the English in Mombasa heard of a plague, they would keep us in quarantine for weeks. The owners can’t afford that, so they keep the secret.”

  “So shall I,” said Kate.

  “What’s your reason for keeping it?”

  “Silkworms.”

  The man had laughed then. Laughter transformed him; he seemed rather like a schoolboy. He ran fingers through his thick reddish-blond hair and peered at the green band along the horizon where the sun would shortly rise.

  “I’m afraid the cocoons will hatch in my cabin,” said Kate. “I don’t want silkworm grubs running all over the ship. If we keep to schedule, they’ll still be cocoons when I give them to my brother.”

  “He’s going into silk, eh?” The German seemed on the point of making some other observation. Finally he said, “Well, in Africa we’ll try anything to stay alive.”

  During that first voyage in 1913, the ship had touched land at Mombasa. The English port came as a shock after the dreamlike passage south along a coastline of untamed shrubbery and golden endless beaches. Suddenly Africa swarmed up the gangway with a noise and glitter that was frightening. Beaded women waved woven baskets of gaudy fruit. Naked boys dived for coins, their bodies flashing and glittering like flying fish. Mothers chased fractious children while red-faced fathers twirled their handlebar mustaches. Half of these settlers would be dead in a year from disease or fangs. They would ride the Uganda Railway to wherever land had been allotted them, in tsetse fly or malaria belts or among lions turned into maneaters by a diet of Indian rail workers. Or so the German had told Kate.

  The ship left Mombasa on a night tide when firelight flickered like a snake’s tongue over bronze bodies squatting silently on the wharves. Aroused by the rattle of anchor chains, Kate made her way to the stern where her German stood quietly smoking. A sweetish smell mingled with the tobacco smoke. She wondered if it was opium. For days she had speculated about his profession. Could he be an addict, a Catholic missionary whose only relief was opium? A Catholic priest could not marry. Now what had put that idea in her head?

  The ship shuddered as the engines fell into a pounding rhythm. The air was perfumed with nutmeg and cattle-dung fires, a sweetness and pungency that swept the senses.

  “My name’s Lettow,” he had said abruptly. “I’m known as Paul.” It seemed a strange, delayed introduction, almost as if he thought she knew it already. He hurried on to comment about the anchored dhows whose lateen sails were brushed by a ghostly light. His voice was almost lost in the swirl of water under the stern. He spoke of the tyrants who had swept down this coast out of Arabia, leaving the ruins of forts and cities. For the black men, the Zinj who were now the black natives of Africa, there had been thirteen hundred years of unspeakable cruelty. Their shackles had been loosed for less than a century. The blacks had a lot of lessons still to forget, said Paul. Their women still made themselves ugly, as their elders had done, to escape the slavers and buccaneers. They still stretched their necks and mutilated their breasts and submitted to circumcision even when the original causes were all but gone.

  Kate was entranced. She thought of a German word to describe him: sanft. She defined it as hard but gentle, a kid-glove smoothness drawn over a core of penetrating resolve. She was not innocent in matters of sex, and the undeniably phallic image made her blush. She remembered what he had said about female circumcision. Was he a missionary, one of the harsh ones of Presbyterian vision who discouraged any doglike copulation and taught the heathen women to lie on their backs in submission? He didn’t seem prudish. It was when she gave voice to certain of these questions that an abrasive note was struck.

  “I’m a student of nature,” he had reluctantly responded at one point.

  “Africa’s the place for that!” she said teasingly.

  “Of human nature.”

  “Are you, then, one of these Social Darwinists?”

  He seemed to turn cold. “Using Darwin to justify the concept of supermen? No!”

  “The most daring new thinkers in Germany hold such views.”

  “Dangerous views they are! You share them?”

  Now Kate matched his evident anger. “Why would you suppose I do?”

  “Anyone acquainted with such lies about racial superiority must be—how do you say?—in the swim? Young people in the swim parrot what’s in vogue. Your kind interpret Darwin to say man grows through wars and violence into superman.”

  “Not my kind! I have my own interpretation.”

  Whatever this was, she had never explained it. The captain had interrupted, and the threatened altercation was averted.

  She passed the rest of that day with the remaining passengers. They were mostly Germans with narrower vision than Lettow. They planned to grow coffee or sisal, and their enemies were “the natives” and Jewish Zionists who sought the promised land in Africa. Such enemies, they said, made brothers of all colonists, German and English. They were confident of their ability to keep out of the lunatic rivalries in Europe. If conflict came, they would be safe here. They felt themselves to be rebels against the warmongers of Berlin.

  Lettow dodged any further personal discussion, which for Kate was tantalizing. Her father, feeling his task as an American consul should include ferreting out the facts of German military preparations, had encouraged her to flirt with the men likely to possess privileged information. The German Crown Prince had described Kate as having cat’s eyes; while looking into them, he had spilled navy secrets. Prince Henry of Prussia talked about the massive transfer of armies by rail just for the privilege of studying her shell-like ear. The Dutch aviator Fokker confided his design for a German army bomber. But her shipboard quarry evaded her by whittling wood.

  She would have one last chance to invade his privacy at dinner before she left the ship next day at Zanzibar. Now the ship moved so slowly and so close to shore that Africa could assault her senses with colors like none she had seen before, with sights and sounds to tantalize her imagination. The mystery of man’s origins had seemed in Berlin an academic puzzle. Here she could see, or thought she could see, the conflict between good and evil at an animal level. Man had descended from those apes she saw tumbling across a golden beach. Suddenly she was less certain that man’s destiny lay onward and upward. She smelled, or believed she could smell, the rank odor of wild beasts mingling with wild coffee and clover and geraniums. She felt the presence of elephants moving with saintly tread between the galleries of trees, the leopard gathering itself without stirring, the bat-eared fox peering from mossy rocks pricked by violets and yellowstars. The lemon dove whispering shyly from the pepper tree was not like y to be heard above the wash of the sea, but she believed in it, as, indeed, she believed she saw her first jackal hunching to spring, or kestrels and owls and cape rooks and sky cuckoos nestling in a giant fig tree fifty meters wide at the base and said by the captain to be old when Moses crossed the Red Sea.

  There was no sign of Paul Lettow at dinner. Kate had wheedled an invitation to join the captain’s table, where Lettow usually sat. She put aside all pretense and asked if he would appear later. The captain gazed at her doubtfully and said, “The Kommandeur has left to join his men.”

  “Kommandeur!” Kate dully repeated the military title.

  The captain fished in his wallet and pulled out a photograph. “He said you might need this.”

  Kate stared at the picture. He looked, well, fortyish. Really, much too old! Her impulse was to tear it up; then she read the request that she be given Schutztruppe protection. Of course! An African soldier who could not read would recognize his commander’s photograph and take it to his white officer. Nevertheless, she positioned her hands to tear the photograph.

  The captain was startled out of his habitual calm. “My dear young lady, you really may need it!”

  “I am visiting my brother for Christmas,” Kate said. “Then I return to Germany. I cannot imagine a reason for coming back to Africa.”

  “Few of us ever can,” the captain had sighed.

  Now, back again after the year’s interval, Kate thought lazily how much she had grown up since then. Her pedicab tottered between tipsy Arab houses with fretted balconies. She heard the wail of a muezzin among the minarets and the chants from a dazzling white Hindu temple. Women squatted, black-cloaked and hooded, eyes flashing behind crocheted slits; they contrasted strangely with the bare-breasted black women harnessed between the shafts of trolleys, their sex glistening wetly between partings of their bustled reed skirts.

  The pedicab rattled through an arch in the fortlike wall at the top of the town. Kate gasped. She saw a platform and on it a gibbet against a blazing sky. A black man stood above her with his head in a noose.

  The pedicab driver swung down from the saddle and grinned back at her as if to say, What luck! We’re just in time. An execution!

  The courtyard inside the fort was packed with a silent crowd facing a marquee and ignoring the man on the gallows. He stood curiously at ease, the rope loose at his neck. On the far side were men, powdered and starched, dignified by tricorn hats.

  Governor Heinrich von Schnee was finishing a speech. “The natives are ignorant. They are unclean. They are savage. Our task is to save them, not to teach them war. The provocation of wars in which black would fight white must stop! We must not use blacks to fight white wars. Germans and English must cooperate in teaching the natives to obey!”

  A line of Africans shuffled across the square. Kate had a sickening impression of blacks stripped and stretched over a wheel to receive the lash. She heard the crack of a whip, the victim’s grunt, the sigh of the crowd.

  An interminable, rising whine filled the square. A girl fell back from the wheel. The ground trembled and the marquee swayed.

  “That’s a shell,” thought Kate, and the delayed crump fanned her cheeks. Smoke billowed through the fort and brought into sharp relief the man on the gallows. He was shaking his head to free the noose. Togaed tribesmen sprang to the scaffold and slashed the cords binding his wrists and ankles. Out of the confusion and smoke emerged a bearded European hustling the condemned native toward her.

  There was only one route of escape, down the crooked lane into the warrens of the town. The pedicab driver was gone.

  “Get in!” Kate ordered the European.

  The man stared. He looked like a rabbi in his black kupa hat and black cotton suit. The released man was restoring circulation, dancing and swinging his arms. “She’s right, Jacob!” The big arms made circles in the dusty air. “You’ll help us, missy?” The accent was unexpectedly from the American South.

  “Yes!” said Kate. “For pity’s sake, hurry.”

  “Bless you,” said the European, climbing into the basket seat beside Kate. “I hope you know what you’re doing! You know who and what he is? Cornelius—?”

  “Yes,” lied Kate. She could hear shouted orders and boots crashing through the smoke screen. “Please do make him hurry.”

  The black took the handlebars and wheeled the pedicab to face downhill. He no longer looked like a convict who should be twitching at the end of a rope. He began to pedal, slowly at first so that guards running out of the fort ignored him, seeing only an elderly bearded European with a respectable young woman in a Tanga pedicab.

  “Thank God for the stupid English,” said Jacob as the vehicle gathered speed on the downhill descent. “Though why they should start shelling their best friend, the Governor, only God knows.”

  Kate caught him staring curiously at her bag. She said in explanation, “I just arrived,” then added, without knowing why, “They turned me away at the Kaiserhof. They said I was Jewish.”

  “And are you?”

  “Not really,” Kate replied.

  There was a short silence. Then the man said, “I’m Jacob Kramer. I’m not a rabbi, despite my kupa, but I’ve been known in Africa for more years than I care to tell as Jacob the Jew.”

  Further talk was made impossible by the growing surge of noise bouncing from the coral-rag walls of the narrowing streets. Kate clung to the side of the wheeled chair and heard Jacob shout to the man he had called Cornelius. She was fascinated by the ripple of powerful muscles under the dark, glistening skin. He had the build of a Masai, hardly a student from a Southern Baptist seminary. Yet, from his speech, she was sure he came from one.

  The shelling had stopped, but the crooked lanes buzzed like an angry hive. Kate recognized the dock area. She would have asked to leave, suddenly aghast at the jeopardy in which she might have put her own mission—to save her brother. But Jacob forestalled her.

  “You must come to the military hospital. It won’t be safe for whites here, not after those shells.”

  “Who fired them?”

  “English warships. Reminding the Governor to cooperate.”

  “Isn’t shelling an act of war?”

  “Whoever holds the gun makes the rules.” Jacob laughed bitterly. “The might of the British Empire lies out there.”

  The pedicab was bouncing over sunken railroad tracks. Above the noise from the freight yards rose a spine-chilling chant. She looked past Jacob, along the steel rails glimmering toward the station. The deep-throated singing of men on the march grew louder. She saw askari soldiers coming down the track, many with plumes and feathers in their hair, some dignified by loincloths, others pathetic in torn jackets. They marched barefooted with rifles reversed. Their voices drove down like hammers on the hard consonants of the words they sang, underlined by snare drums and punctuated by dented bugles:

  
    Tuna-kwenda, tuna-shinda,

    Tuna-fuata Bwana Kommandeuri.

    Askari wana-endesha,

    Askari wana-endesha,

    Tuna-kwenda, tuna-shinda.

  

  Jacob said quietly, “That’s the askari marching song, the ‘Heia Safari.’” He translated:

  
    We go, we win,

    We follow the Kommandeur.

    The soldiers drive on,

    The soldiers drive on,

    We go, we win.

  

  “The Kommandeur’s soldiers!” exclaimed Kate in disgust. “What right has any white man to lead them into wars?”

  “If they don’t fight with us, they would fight each other. Better some good should come of it.”

  “What possible good—” began Kate. She saw Jacob’s face close tight. The chanting had become louder and the rhythm made her sway. She heard Jacob speak from a long way off. The pedicab stopped. The marching columns passed on either side.

  “You look faint.” Jacob was holding her arm. The voices had receded.

  “I’m all right. A touch of sun.”

  “Or of fright?” suggested Jacob.

  “I thought I saw men riding across a plain.” She was surprised by her own words. “Some were dangling in the stirrups. The column wound on for miles, skeletons marching. It must have been the chanting.”

  “The marching songs of soldiers all give rise to nightmares,” said Jacob. “I, too, have visions, child. A massacre such as the world has never seen. If poor natives must be sacrificed to stop such a catastrophe, that is the good that will come of it.”


  4

  
    

  

  KATE TRUMAN sat on a cot in the military hospital and watched the moon swell out of a misty sea. A train clanked along the dockside. Men with guns were outlined along the veranda outside her window. She tried to suppress a rising sense of hysteria.

  The matron who had put her in this cubicle had been eager to talk. Magdalene von Prinz. A pretty name. But they had not talked. Kate had been overwhelmed with fatigue and she must have slept several hours, as if the fear and uncertainty were too much. Now she felt the panic rising again.

  She jumped at a sudden clatter of freight cars shunting along the harbor. She heard a woman cry out in pleasure. Along the veranda, askaris padded to positions behind the posts, crouching and scanning the moonwashed sea. A huge man in jackboots, bandoliers crisscrossing his tunic, crashed past with an arm around the waist of a woman whose head was thrown back in laughter. There was, in the way the man held her, a tension that Kate had seen too frequently in Europe since the slaughter began.

  Another man passed, his face sharp in the cold moonlight. She had known it was Paul Lettow before she picked out the features. She was shaken by the way she responded to his presence after almost a year.

  She heard him say, “I’ll see Cornelius alone, Tom.”

  “As you wish.” The other man disengaged from the woman.

  “How is he?” asked Paul.

  “Calm. And grateful,” replied the woman. Kate recognized the voice of Magdalene von Prinz.

  “The Governor suspects nothing?”

  “Nothing. He’s too busy scraping the mess out of his pants from the shelling.”

  “Did it do much damage?” persisted Paul.

  “To property, a lot. To human beings, not much.” Magdalene’s voice became sarcastic. “We’ve put some wounded natives in a ward. Nobody white got hit. The English will turn you into a general yet.”

  The voices faded, but soon Kate heard the scraping of chairs in the adjoining room. The wooden walls were thin and perforated for ventilation. She heard Paul speak and responses from Jacob and then Cornelius.

  “I come in response to your message. The Governor arrests me. Are you surprised I suspect betrayal?” asked Cornelius.

  “You were arrested by the Governor,” Paul said quickly. “Not by my wish.”

  “Then who governs?”

  “I do, from the moment the fighting begins. I’m sorry if the English failed-to stick to schedule. I was not expecting this fraudulent offer of ‘peaceful invasion.’”

  The voices were lost in the crash of freight cars. When quiet returned, the voices had gone. Perhaps the speakers had feared they might be overheard, Kate thought.

  The door to Kate’s room opened. Magdalene von Prinz said, “My Lord! I nearly forgot you. You were sleeping so soundly, dear. Half the staff has run away.” The words came in a rush. Magdalene turned. “Tom, this is the American who helped the escape.”

  Prinz leaned awkwardly forward, wriggling his massive shoulders to shift the ammunition belts. “You? Such a dainty to rob the gallows.”

  “I happened to be there—”

  “She was heroic,” interrupted Magdalene.

  “I’m not sure we’ll thank you two or three years from now,” growled Prinz. “Hanging’s too good for Bolsheviks like Comrade Cornelius.”

  “Tom!” His wife pulled away. “He’ll hear you.”

  “He’s gone. Struck a good bargain and wants to spread the word.” Prinz clowned, cupping a hand to his ear. “You probably hear the tom-toms now. The only reason I go along with these black revolutionaries is the Kommandeur made the deal. If he made a pact with the devil, he’d wind up the master of hell.”

  “That ‘devil’ influences my tribes, Tom!” The soft voice from the unlit corridor was Paul’s. As he walked in, his features in the yellow light from the single oil lamp seemed a demonic reddish-black from the dust of the journey. He stopped when he saw Kate.

  “You!” There was an awkward pause. “An unexpected honor.”

  “Not intentional,” said Kate curtly. “My bro—” She was stopped by Paul’s sudden grip on her arm. With his other hand he adjusted the black patch over one eye, then groped in his dirt-caked shirt for his monocle.

  Tom von Prinz knew the gesture. Gently, he led his wife out and closed the door.

  “Do they know who you are?” asked Paul.

  “I don’t think so,” said Kate. “Does it matter?”

  “Yes, very much.” Paul stood away from her. “Please sit down. I—this is a shock.”

  “I expect it is,” she said drily.

  “You introduce an element that complicates things dangerously.” Paul slammed a fist against his side. “You must be the woman I was told about—”

  “Who helped Cornelius? Yes. I was looking for the Governor to appeal for my brother.”

  “Don’t go near the Governor! Don’t leave this room until I’ve had time to think. Give me your word.”

  “No,” said Kate.

  “I’ve no wish to surround you with my Schutztruppe.”

  “Then give me word of my brother.”

  Paul regarded her closely. “He’s safe with me—”

  “Safe with a military tyrant? You don’t even have to go through the mockery of a trial.”

  “A trial is what he has most to fear! Schutzengel! That’s the word the Governor uses for you Americans. Guardian angels of the English.” His voice softened. “Please, Miss Truman, get some rest. Things are seldom as bad as they seem.”

  She was stunned by the spark of excitement she felt when he touched her cheek. She watched him leave. She felt angry with him for generating the current of sexual attraction she called zuetzzuetz, but angrier at herself for having recognized it.

  Magdalene slipped back into the room. “I’ve never seen our Kommandeur so agitated. He knows you, then?”

  The question was posed so prettily that Kate could not take offense. Magdalene von Prinz looked about half her husband’s age, with her glossy black hair tucked inside a white nursing cap. The temptation to confide in her was strong, and Kate was relieved by the interruption of Jacob Kramer.

  “Mazel un b’rachach!” he said in Yiddish. “Good luck and prosperity! Take my word. It will go well with your brother.”

  Kate shot him an agonized look and he stopped.

  “Brother?” echoed Magdalene.

  “Have I said too much?” asked Jacob. He seized Magdalene by the arm. “Forget those words, my dear. All will become clear, no doubt. They have need of you, the orderlies, and I must be off, too.”

  Long after they had gone, Kate remained standing by the window. Why had Jacob presumed she would understand the Yiddish phrase?

  Paul inspected the racks where Tom von Prinz and the other reserve officers parked their bicycles.

  “You can’t pedal to an audience with the Governor!” protested Prinz.

  “Why the devil not?” Paul selected a Krupps Fahrrad. “I might want to spy out the land later. I’ve a hunch the English will land scouts before daybreak.”

  He bicycled to the mansion that automatically became the Governor’s palace whenever Schnee visited Tanga. Black servants in white gowns ran down an imposing curved staircase and caught the cycle. Paul mounted the steps two at a time, wondering about the blaze of ceremony at such a late hour. Flares sputtered outside the main hall. The Governor stood by a Grecian urn, flexing a swagger stick between plump hands.

  “You disobeyed my orders, Colonel!”

  “I discharge my duties, Excellency!”

  “Duties? Your duties are protection of property, not inviting trouble from good English neighbors.” Dr. Schnee clipped pince-nez on his button nose in his fury.

  Paul clenched his fists. Only then did he see the Governor’s wife and, standing beside her, a figure in English military uniform. Ada von Schnee moved quickly forward.

  “This is Captain Myles Hagen. He is here to lay down the terms of occupation.” Ada’s voice was harsh.

  “Not occupation, madame. Cooperation. We wish only to land troops to help put down rebellion.” Hagen turned and flashed Paul the frank smile of treachery. “We meet again, Colonel.”

  The Governor pirouetted. “Again? You’ve met?”

  “After a fashion. We fought,” said Paul.

  “Fought?” echoed Schnee. “When?”

  “When chivalry and honor flourished,” Paul said. “South Africa. Boers against English.”

  “When the Kaiser saw fit to become involved where he wasn’t concerned!” added Hagen, turning away and following Ada inside.

  At the entry to the reception room, Ada swept round quickly. “He’s here to drive the wedge.” She fixed her periwinkle eyes on Paul. He had learned to trust Ada since she had advised him to heed the settlers who resented bureaucrats like her husband. Ada knew those settlers intimately—too intimately, some thought. English-born, bred of imperial rulers, she had married Schnee while he was fresh out of Berlin’s oriental seminary. Now, while he drank to keep pestilence at bay, she consoled herself with the farmers. She would crudely boast of “muscles hardened on my back and on my horse,” for she would ride miles in search of a friendly bed. The tropical heat that drained most European wives inflamed her. The vivid red long since drained out of her hair by years of stress in hot climates, she was still so vibrant with energy that Paul felt the sexual tension in her as he brushed past.

  “Our offer,” Hagen was saying, “expires in two hours.”

  “What damned offer?” demanded Paul.

  “His Excellency has the samples,” Hagen replied. He drew some papers from his pocket after a moment’s hesitation, implying that he was conferring a favor on the Kommandeur by letting him see them too. “These leaflets were scattered this evening over your German settlements.”

  “Scattered. By what means?”

  “By aeroplane, Colonel.”

  “This machine has flown over my territory?”

  “As part of the peace-keeping effort.”

  “I’d call it aggression!”

  “As you please.” Hagen shrugged. “Our English flying corps wished to convey an offer of help to your isolated communities in view of the native uprisings.”

  “So now the single aeroplane becomes a flying corps! Captain Hagen, I consider a state of war exists between us.”

  Schnee’s pince-nez quivered. “You forget yourself, Colonel! I am commander-in-chief—”

  “In peacetime, yes, Excellency,” snapped Paul. “Captain Hagen has just given further evidence we’re no longer at peace!”

  “We do have a gentleman’s agreement,” murmured Hagen. “The Governor, who represents the Kaiser, agrees that peace-keeping operations may be conducted against any force disobeying him. Our offer depends upon you withdrawing all native troops from Tanga. Immediately.”

  Paul returned the Englishman’s insolent stare. “There will be no withdrawal.”

  “Then you disobey your Governor. We must treat you as a lawbreaker, your soldiers as bandits.” Hagen nodded curtly to Paul and saluted the Governor. “I beg to take leave, Excellency.”

  “I will see you to your transport,” replied the Governor, his face drained of blood.

  Ada walked with them as far as the top of the steps, then returned to Paul. “You’ve given Hagen the perfect excuse to hunt you down like a common criminal.”

  “He’ll do that anyway. The man’s full of bluff. He speaks for nobody but himself.”

  “He came as spokesman for the biggest invasion fleet in his empire’s history.”

  “Whose commanders will disown him tomorrow if it suits their purpose. Your Heinrich’s a fool, Ada. Never conclude an agreement with a spy!”

  Monocle in place, Paul read the English leaflet. “Listen. ‘German colonists! White must unite with white. Protect our racial superiority ! The black children of Ham were directed by God to hew wood and draw water. Do not give them arms! Reject your Kommandeur’s proposal to place weapons in black hands! March with us against those who would subvert the Bible!’” He crumpled the paper and shoved it into his pocket. The grit on his hand made him aware for the first time of how dusty he was. He wiped a film of dirt from his face, then grinned. “No wonder Hagen addressed me like an outlaw. I look like one.”

  “An impression you’d do well to encourage. Let the English think you’re harum-scarum, a ragamuffin.”

  “Hagen knows better.”

  In the garden Hagen whistled for his horse-drawn gharry. He turned in surprise when the Governor asked, “You are familiar with the book by Norman Angell called The Great Illusion? And the Jewish conspiracy?”

  “The book is not unknown to me.” The Jewish conspiracy was anti-Zionist nonsense, and the book argued that war in the twentieth century was impossible. In both England and Germany movements had sprung up to propagate the latter faith. “I believe the author might be correct in theory.”

  “Do you?” asked the Governor eagerly. “Let me confide. So does the Kaiser! He fears the Zionists here, too.”

  Hagen pretended to be distracted by the arrival of the gharry. Was it possible the Kaiser regretted starting the war in Europe? It would be like the posturing idiot to put out peace feelers in this way.

  “Even today the Kaiser is wrestling with a military clique whose idol is General von Bernhardi,” said Schnee.

  “Who preaches the manifest destiny of the German race is to rule the world,” Hagen added.

  The Governor coughed. “Too much importance is attached to that. Bernhardi has explained that is not quite what he meant. Now, Captain Hagen, I am certain if I transmit a full account of our talks directly to the Kaiser we shall receive a reply satisfactory to us both.”

  “A direct order from His Imperial Majesty?”

  “Precisely as you propose. Neutrality in Africa.”

  Hagen fingered the outline of a cigarette case in his breast pocket, his senses abnormally sharp. He was enormous in presence as well as size, and the cigarette case was mute testimony to his indomitable will. Inscribed inside the heavy metal case were the words “Never surrender.” Hagen, said his friends, was suicidally heroic. To stop the bullets and spears that must otherwise someday pierce his vitals, they had given him the cigarette case to carry over his heart. Already it bore the marks of many missiles. Too often, though, he went almost as naked as the savages he fought. Bandits pursued by Hagen through Malay jungles had likened him to their own hogs wallowing in red mud. He seemed covered in red, from his red thatch of hair running into buggers-grip sideburns down to the red pelt of belly and groin. His redness had been striking awe in mutinous subjects of the empire for eighteen of his thirty-eight years. He had split men’s skulls, slit gizzards, choked tribal chiefs with his hairy-backed hands. He spoke strange dialects. He had been trained to rule in an English world where the King of Burma could be dethroned because the emperor in London disapproved of his drunkenness. Hagen, said his enemies, would bend over for a sodomizing maharaja or go down on a nigger queen if doing so would enrich the empire. What the Governor had just revealed unwittingly to this politically sensitive soldier was that Paul was still a formidable political obstacle.

  With sudden insight Hagen said, “The Kommandeur made no mention of today’s unfortunate shelling.”

  “The Colonel came from Kilimanjaro. You saw the state of his clothes, the mud plastering his face. A fine example, I must say, to his men.”

  “Don’t bluster, Excellency.”

  Schnee sighed. “Your admiral signaled apologies and said his captains thought they had seen the masts of the Koenigsberg in the inland basin. What they did accomplish was the escape of a criminal about to hang. A dangerous revolutionary, well known to your Nairobi political intelligence. An American Negro who passes himself off as a Masai. A ‘sport’ or mutation, a genetic deviation from the norm.”

  “Ah!” said Hagen before the Governor became intoxicated by his own rhetoric. “Cornelius!”

  The Governor read outrage in Hagen’s voice. Reassured, he said slowly, “I could, I suppose, get the Kaiser’s support in a joint Anglo-German operation to put him back on the gallows.”

  Hagen cocked his head, more alert now than ever. He heard the click and croak of life in the nearby mangrove swamp, the hysterical laugh of hyenas, the clear chime of the clock he had glimpsed in the house. The clock was a seventeenth-century Thomas Tompion. With luck he would liberate it very soon. He said softly, “May I respectfully submit, Excellency, that what we are really talking about is the execution of someone else? Someone whose fate will show who runs German East? In peacetime you are supreme military commander and the Kommandeur takes orders from you. In war he takes military command. He says we are at war now. You say no. There is a quick way to get rid of him.”

  “What are you suggesting, Captain Hagen?”

  “Request from the Kaiser a clear instruction that the trial of Major Chester Truman is to be placed under your jurisdiction. Then make it a show trial and demonstrate that the American was conspiring with Jews and black rebels to subvert white authority in Africa. See that all the names come out in evidence—Cornelius, Jacob the Jew— and force Major Truman to reveal their connections with Colonel Paul von Lettow, a traitor to Germany.”

  “I need time,” said the Governor. “Can you delay the landings?”

  “No. The less time your Kommandeur has to pack Tanga with troops, the better chance we have of avoiding bloodshed.”

  A disturbance at the top of the staircase made the Governor look up with a guilty start. He heard the muted voices of Ada and Paul. He shook Hagen’s hands and said piously, “Whatever we do must be with the interests of English and German colonists at heart, and in the Christian knowledge that we have our black brothers in our care.”

  “Of course,” said Hagen.
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  “Adui tayari! The enemy is ready!”

  The ancient Swahili call to battle sent a thrill of apprehension through the Tanga hospital where Paul had concentrated his defenses.

  “The enemy is ready!” echoed an old askari, standing in the doorway of the medical director’s office.

  “Enemy’s ready when you are,” relayed Major Wolfe, his sense of humor stimulated by the prospect of action. He watched Paul scramble from his bed.

  “Blast Hagen!” Paul said cryptically. “If he controlled their operations, this wouldn’t happen yet.”

  Wolfe blinked. “Cornelius holds a line across the peninsula with his tribesmen. If the English land where you predicted, he’ll keep them confused all day.”

  “What time is it?”

  “Four in the morning.”

  Paul buckled on his gun belt. “Make a note in the war diary. A prophecy for tomorrow, Major. Tuesday, November third. By this day the black man will have smashed the myth of the Great White God.”

  Wolfe shuffled papers and said sarcastically, “These telegrams of support came in. None seem to be signed Black Sambo.”

  Paul riffled through the colonists’ messages. So! Some civilians were all for a fight. They were the Boers and the army veterans. How many would stand the ultimate test of a prolonged campaign, only their wives and children would decide. He hefted the bandoliers and felt the sinking sensation that, for him, preceded African warfare: the sense of evil in everything, the sun remorseless and inescapable, the mist dripping in forests, dark and humid, where every mortal being moved in fear and turned against another in self-preservation. He lit a cigarette, and the sweet smell of opium was enough to calm the twitch in his scarred cheek.

  “That American girl, the sister of Truman—” began Wolfe as Paul walked to the door.

  “What about her?”

  “Don’t jump down my throat;” protested Wolfe.

  “I want her presence kept secret,” warned Paul.

  “The place is buzzing with rumors.”

  “You know how clever the English are with rumors. They started one that Truman was being shot tomorrow.”

  “And scared her out of her wits,” said Wolfe, unprepared for the ferocious way Paul thrust his face back into the lamplight.

  “So you’ve taken a squint at her, Major? Your English grandfather lost his head for sticking it in the wrong place! King Charles might have enriched your royal Bavarian blood, but he’s not an example I’d like you to follow.”

  Major Wolfe stared into the empty space vacated by the Kommandeur and blew out his cheeks. On his desk was a sketch pad on which he had penciled from memory a portrait of Kate. He covered it quickly as Paul came banging back through the kus-kus tatties hanging in the doorway to cool the sticky night air. “Well, what about her?” Paul demanded.

  “Shouldn’t we hand her over to the English before there’s any fighting?”

  “You really think she’d go?”

  “No,” sighed Wolfe.

  “Put her to work with Jacob analyzing English forces. His head’s full of information, but it’s no good to us stuck underneath his hat. Can she nurse? The casualties will be heavy. Can she use a gun?”

  “Hold on, sir—”

  “She’s compromised already, Major. She’s safer with us. And if she’s with us, she’d better learn to fend for herself. Maybe she looks a butterfly to you, Major. Perhaps she’s got whalebone in her corsets. But if I’m any judge, there’s steel in her spine.”

  This time Wolfe followed his commander to the kus-kus and rested a hand against the freshly drenched mats of woven roots. The passing wind cooled his burning cheeks and he concentrated on finding a phrase to rhyme with “steel butterfly.” He sometimes found the Prussian’s armor quite impenetrable.

  Paul moved swiftly along the darkened veranda. The hospital had been built on stilts beside a beach extending along the Tanga shoreline for two miles to the peninsula of Ras Kasone, the place where Skaramunga said the English were landing.

  It was Skaramunga—“God’s Soldier” in Swahili—who had reported the enemy’s readiness. The old askari was Paul’s gun bearer, cook, guide, valet, and bodyguard. He had come running straight from Cornelius, concealed with his men in the Ras Kasone swamps. Now, with the silver-gray vervet monkey perched on his shoulder, Skaramunga padded barefoot behind the Kommandeur. The monkey was not, as many thought, an indulgence. Paul used it to spot the enemy. This it could do with greater speed than a native tracker. Many misunderstood such idiosyncrasies on Paul’s part. They thought of him as a Prussian, and they thought in cliches about Prussia. War was Prussia’s national industry. Prussia was hatched from a cannonball. Prussia demanded Obrigkeit, slavish obedience, and Kadaverge-horsam, submission of the mindless body to degrading military drills. One Englishman knew from experience not to believe his own propaganda about Prussians, and that was Myles Hagen. Now Paul needed to know if Hagen was masterminding the invasion. If he was, the danger to Paul was greater than losing this single battle.

  One of Paul’s junior officers waited near the steamer wharf. Lieutenant Wiedemann had not been happy at being sent to German East for attachment to what his brother Fritz jeeringly called the Ministry of Tourism. Fritz, fighting in the trenches of Europe, thought of the Schutztruppe as a glorified police force, of German settlers as war dodgers, and of Africa as corrupting. Lieutenant Wiedemann saluted Paul and reported that seven hundred German askari had taken up positions within Tanga, his tone implying they would be better occupied seeking out the enemy in the bush instead of skulking inside houses. He was silently critical of the way the Kommandeur dressed like a poor peasant. Even in the pale sea glow, the lieutenant could see Paul’s face smeared and the steel of bayonet and rifle covered in grease. Disgusting!

  Paul had to repeat an order, delivered so casually that Wiedemann pulled himself up with a jerk. “Capture their machine guns?”

  “That is your task,” Paul said patiently. “I need at least one working model of their Mark I Vickers. You’re familiar with the Vickers?”

  Wiedemann recited, “Fires five hundred rounds per minute on recoil with gas boost—”

  “The point,” Paul interrupted drily, “is that it requires two men to carry it. So make sure you have at least someone else with you.”

  “Yessir.”

  To ease the formality, Paul said, “The Vickers is formidable, but there’s no such thing as an ultimate weapon.”

  Wiedemann stared. Did the Kommandeur really believe he was fearful of English weapons?

  “When I was young like you,” said Paul, taking over a bicycle brought up by Skaramunga, “I spoke with the inventor of the machine gun, Maxim.” Paul took a tin of blacking from the askari and began daubing the bicycle’s frame with it. “I said to Maxim the machine gun was inhuman, it cut men down like a scythe. Maxim laughed. Know what he replied?”

  Wiedemann, still at attention, regarded his commander with unbelieving eyes. “No, sir.”

  “Maxim said, ‘The gun’s so terrible, it will make war impossible.’”

  There was a pause. Wiedemann gave a polite laugh. Paul sighed and straightened up from the bicycle. “Take this, Lieutenant, and don’t look aghast at the boot blacking. It might save your life by masking the glint of moonlight. I know you were trained for cavalry, Lieutenant, but don’t look down your nose at the bicycle. It’s swift, silent, and surprising to the enemy. In my kind of warfare, bicycles are worth more than horses. And in my kind of fighting, I’ve no room for spit and polish. Now, if you’ll endeavor to bend your knees and elbows, perhaps you’d black out my bicycle in the same fashion?”

  The tows had been slipped too soon, and the English lighters grounded a distance from the beaches. Myles Hagen was in the first boatload. His sense of grievance might have been greater if the supreme commander of Force B were not sharing the risk and discomfort with him. General Ha-Ha Splendid Aitken had overridden Hagen’s objections to landing along the peninsula.

  “For the love of Pete!” Hagen saw English officers rocking another flat-bottomed barge to make the occupants jump out. The fading moonlight glinted on steel. Turbaned heads clustered in resistance to muted orders.

  Hagen turned and saw a Malay trooper from Malacca peering saucer-eyed at the gently lapping waves. “The water is warm and cannot harm you,” hissed Hagen, catching the man off balance and tumbling him in. “Follow the example of your brave brother,” he whispered hoarsely to the remaining men.

  “But our brother is drowning,” observed one.

  “Not at all.” A corporal’s round nut-brown face rose above the gunwale. “He is bathing, silly fellow. Laksum, this is no time for taking bath-la!”

  General Aitken waded ashore, making himself a solitary target. He threshed back again and glared at the men, who were unmoved. They spoke so many different dialects, thought Aitken helplessly. They followed so many damned silly taboos. Which was it started the Indian Mutiny? Hindus, offended by cow fat to grease the cartridges? Or Muslims, inflamed by pig grease? They were all foreign to his experience.

  Pinggg! A bullet skated across the bay. Ratatatat! Hagen flopped into the water and ducked his head at the opening bars of battle, thinking some trigger-happy Rajput had let fly with a machine gun. An eerie green flash split the horizon, and the swift false dawn illuminated men sliding down the sides of the grounded lighters.

  Everything smelled of disaster to Hagen. Men were running into the swamp, jabbering like monkeys. They were Nepalese mountain gunners, Bombay grenadiers, Kashmiris, and Gurkhas. Deadly fighters in familiar terrain. But Africa was not familiar.

  After leaving Schnee, Hagen had returned to the Goliath’s wardroom to find the Force B commanders ready to go. He had expected opposition to his proposal for speeding up the invasion. Instead, the commanders were ahead of him. Much too far ahead.

  “Our scouts report the peninsula totally undefended,” Aitken had said. “Before the Hun gets wise, we’ll have occupied it. With a firm base, we can put down any resistance from this Kommandeur.”

  “Don’t do it!” said Hagen. “If I know Lettow, he’s packed the territory with bush-wise tribesmen.”

  “We’ll walk over any bunch of niggers,” said a voice.

  “For God’s sake,” Hagen insisted, “remember New Orleans.”

  “Where the wine grapes grow?” asked Aitken.

  “New Orleans. America. We landed the flower of the Peninsular armies there after they thrashed Napoleon. They were going to walk over the natives, too.”

  “Make your point,” barked one of the admirals.

  “We lost four thousand men in the first ten minutes. The Americans lost eight.”

  The silence was broken by General Aitken. “We’ll meet for lunch in the Kaiserhof. Tiffin in Tanga! Splendid!”

  By lunchtime Hagen was stuck with the General among mangrove roots as big as bear traps. The swamp echoed to the grunts and groans of bewildered men. Most of them were insanely costumed: turbans, short cutaway open-fronted Indian jackets, white shirts, cummerbunds, knickerbockers, and puttees. Nearby squatted a Sikh staring stupefied at an old crocodile, belly down in a tidal channel, the teeth in its gaping man-length jaws gleaming in gums oozing pus. The Sikh wore a blush-rose turban, white pajamas, and Persian shoes of crimson leather. He was a picture of oriental elegance and ease, and how he had come to this particular spot, Hagen could not imagine. But he had no doubt about the intentions of the eighteen-foot crocs slithering down the muddy banks. To shout a warning would invite a bullet from the German askari snipers hidden in the trees, already armed with Lee-Enfields seized from the unguarded arms stockpiled on the beaches.

  A young English subaltern had groped through the sodden embrace of vegetation toward the edge of the rubber plantation at the neck of the peninsula. Hagen, using glasses, winced when he saw the youngster’s brass buttons with Zulu shields and crossed swords twinkling in the sunlight that fell through the trees. A Maxim gun chattered and the top half of the subaltern flew high in the air, and his pelvis and legs squirmed among the fleeing sepoys.

  It would be a feast day for the crocodiles. Hagen swallowed bile but continued to watch as part of the subaltern’s torso struck the brackish water. A six-foot tail of bone and armor smacked the torn head and sent it flying. Other crocodiles drifted astern, jaws open, throat membranes closed against the water.

  An angry buzz drove the running English sepoys to the serpentine creeks. German sharpshooters were picking off hollow cedar logs hanging in the trees and put there by native beekeepers. Whipped into fury by the fusillade, the wild bees swarmed out and sought the nearest victims for their rage and venom. Bees settled on bare limbs and men cried out in sudden agony and fear. A young officer of the Loyal Lancashires ran screaming with his arms around his head, his eyes black with seething bees, and threw himself into a creek. The water erupted and crocodile jaws clamped tight around his thighs, leaving a flesh-pink froth.

  “Sound the retreat!” ordered General Aitken.

  “In the face of a few hundred enemy rifles?” demanded Hagen in a sudden and perverse fury.

  “My estimate is three thousand.” A bullet whistled away the General’s outraged dignity. “Back to the beach!” he shouted and wriggled backward into a clump of elephant grass.

  Hagen followed the withdrawal in disbelief. There would still have been time for a late lunch at the Kaiserhof.

  Kate had been awakened by the sound of gunfire. She stared uncomprehendingly at the rafter poles above her cot. She felt stifled by layers of hot air. She was still gathering her wits when Magdalene von Prinz burst into the room.

  “I need an extra pair of hands to help my nurses.”

  “At once. I’ve worked in hospitals before.”

  “Good!” Without ceremony, Magdalene dragged her off.

  The wounded began to trickle in toward noon. Kate was appalled. She worked alongside Magdalene, bandaging, making splints, cutting with scissors and knives. She felt inadequate, but whenever she looked up, she saw in the eyes of the black nurses an astonishment and trust that made her go on.

  An askari lay on the floor of the main ward. Half his stomach had fallen out of a ragged tear between his navel and groin.

  “Dum-dum,” she heard from the bearlike man bending over him. “The bastards!” The big man wore a white soutane, and his head was crowned with a mane of white hair. His hands were at the wounded man’s neck, gripping it with thick claws, thumbs pressing inward beneath the angles of the chin. The askari’s eyes rolled and the head fell limp.

  A young Englishman on the adjacent mattress said, “My God, murdering your own men!”

  “Dum-dum,” repeated the white-haired man in the gown. “Is that the way you English fight?”

  “Cowards and Boers, perhaps,” said the Englishman, raising himself on one elbow. “But not us.”

  Kate looked in horror and disbelief at the dead askari. “But you’re a priest,” she said to the man who had broken his neck.

  “I’m also a doctor. Neither calling would cleanse my conscience if the poor fellow were left to die in agony.” The man got up heavily.

  “Count Kornatzki, look here.” Calling from across the aisle was Tom von Prinz, probing the purple coils and yellow layers of fat issuing from another dead askari’s belly. “It’s a dum-dum did this.”

  Kornatzki lumbered to his side. Prinz was bellowing at the wounded Englishman that he knew dum-dum bullets when he saw them—regular English cartridges with the steel point snipped off so the bullet ripped and tumbled through the victim’s body. The Englishman was shouting back.

  Kate saw men with murder in their flaming eyes. Outside on the battlefield homicide was legal. Here they could only scream at each other. She turned and fled into the dispensary.

  A black woman was lifting her arms to hang up a native kanga robe, and the muscles in her breasts tightened as she turned to look down at Kate. Four black girls in white uniforms swiveled big oval eyes in Kate’s direction, their hands still moving methodically between pans of water, enamel dishes, surgical instruments, and bandages.

  “What the hell difference does it make?” asked Kate. “Blunt bullets. Sharp bullets.”

  The four black nurses paused. They were Chagga from the slopes of Kilimanjaro. They had come with their men. One askari sat with his bleeding head between his hands, patiently waiting for treatment. Beside him was the baby of his bibi, his woman. He looked up when Kate lurched threateningly in the infant’s direction. The injured soldier sprang to his feet.

  The nurses froze. The tall woman dropped her kanga and moved swiftly to intercept Kate. She had striking gold-flecked eyes, was still naked from the waist up, and her breasts jutted in a beam of sunlight as she drew back an arm and slapped the white girl.

  Kate groped for a chair and sat down. The Chagga girls and the askari gazed awestruck at this black woman who had the audacity to hit a white. She stood in front of Kate, took Kate’s head, and held it against her hard, flat belly. She stroked Kate’s hair.

  Kate closed her eyes, comforted by the strong earthy smell of the woman’s body. Bewildering images of the past few days burst across her vision. She shuddered and recovered her self-control. She felt the woman’s body relax, and she looked up the long slant of the light-brown breasts and the graceful neck into a face of haughty beauty.

  “I’m Lanni. You understand—I had to stop any panic.” The eyes glanced across at the Chagga girls, and she said something quickly to them in Swahili. The girls became all dutiful attention again. “If Kornatzki sensed any failure of discipline, we’d all be out of here in a flash.” The woman picked up a triangle of white cotton and flung it over her shoulders, knotting two corners in front.

  “Kornatzki? The priest?”

  “Count Kornatzki. Our medical director. He might have been a dedicated missionary once. Even he may have forgotten.”

  “I forget nothing!” It was Kornatzki who came charging into the dispensary. He lifted his white soutane and examined his black boots, gleaming wetly. His skirts were stained rusty-red. He sat down suddenly and began to remove the boots. “Young woman, what did you mean, invading my wards—?”

  Lanni said quickly, “She’s the sister of Major Truman.”

  Kornatzki paused in the act of handing one boot to the black orderly with him. “So! You rescued Cornelius?”

  “Yes,” whispered Kate. She saw Lanni’s eyes widen.

  “Brave thing to do, lass. You’ve got nerve. Why break down over blood and guts, then? All right, I know. Being a spectator’s not the same as taking part, is it? Lanni! Put her to work! And no more hysterics, please! Not in my hospital. I don’t want my old auntie nagging me now.”

  Lanni led Kate back to the wards. “His old auntie,” she said, “is the Kaiser’s mama.”

  Count Kornatzki took from a cupboard the striped knobkerrie he called his “Never-Love-Thine-Enemy” club. It had been the weapon of countless Uganda kings until a benign old monarch introduced more democratic methods and used it as a speaker’s gavel. A rival had brained him with it. The savage successor had been killed later by Kornatzki, who kept the club as a reminder of the realities of life.

  With the club hanging from his wrist, the medical director moved into the adjoining clinic where Paul was entering by way of a window. The Kommandeur swung his other leg over the ledge and dropped inside the room.

  “Unorthodoxy can go too far,” growled Kornatzki.

  “The most orthodox rule I know is that the shortest distance between two points is a straight line.” Paul dropped his rifle on a table. His face was streaked with black powder and blood, his jacket dark with sweat. “We’ve pushed back the first wave.”

  “I suppose this is siesta?”

  “In England they call it the tea interval.” Paul looked over his commandeered desk. “Where’s Major Wolfe?”

  “He went an hour ago. Left a pile of messages brought by runner from the Koenigsberg.”

  Paul had unlocked the war diary, a brass-bound volume kept inside a padlocked ammunition box. Kornatzki coughed and said, “Colonel—?” He coughed again, and his gravelly voice dropped to a more intimate level. “Paul, my boy, why exactly is the Truman girl here?”

  Paul lifted his head sharply. “What’s she done now?”

  “Nothing. Except.” Kornatzki stopped. “This is hardly the time to share my thoughts about militant feminists, but I’ve a feeling in my gut that Miss Truman’s one.”

  “I put her in Wolfe’s charge,” said Paul, ignoring the stuttered words. “She was to help Jacob.”

  “Jacob the Jew is deciphering material from Mombasa.”

  “Just what I need. The English are mounting a second expedition from there.” Paul’s right arm was shaking, and he held out a trembling hand for Kornatzki to see. “Got a tame witch doctor who can fix this? It’s the same old pain.”

  “There’s an essence in the top right-hand drawer Chief Obwe swears by. It might knock you out, though.”

  “Nothing more will happen before tonight,” said Paul, opening the drawer. “Then, night operations and English killer squads.”

  “Hagen’s trademark?”

  “If Hagen takes charge.” Paul sniffed the bottle of native medicine and made a face. He replaced the stopper without touching the contents, leaned back in a chair, and rested his feet on the desk. “Hagen didn’t plan today’s fiasco. He was the political brains, though. No formal declaration of war. Just a burst of wireless messages to London announcing the start of a pacification exercise. By tonight, unless I’ve lost my touch, I’d bet on the generals pleading with Hagen to dispose of me.”

  “One assassin can save a lot of bloodshed.”

  “Yes,” murmured Paul. “Either way.”

  He closed his eyes.

  Kate took a break. Nobody stopped her leaving the hospital grounds. The sun was low in the sky and burned fiercely against her face. There was no wind, and the heat made her dizzy. But she had to see. Both sides had now vacated the battleground. Its size surprised her. It was so small, hardly more than a New York City block.

  She made her way awkwardly along the waterfront and came upon skinny brown bodies with English army scarves wrapped around their faces against bees. Each man had been stabbed in the back with his own bayonet. Her stomach reacted—she vomited. She forced herself to stare down at a boy in Schutztruppe uniform, his tongue forced out between lips drawn in a mirthless, gaping smile, his eyes covered already with flies. She remembered the black woman who slapped her face to stop her hysteria. “I won’t do that again.” Not a tear would she shed for a man again.

  Another shadow joined her own. She felt a strong hand on her shoulder. “Don’t mourn the dead,” said Paul. “The living need you.”

  “Half the wounded are English,” she said. “Why not shoot them? Better yet, bayonet them. Stick them like pigs. You can save bullets and food and medicine.” She took a breath. “You want me to help patch them up? Make them fit to kill?”

  “On the march, both our own and English askari kill the badly wounded, Miss Truman. There are sound reasons—”

  “Of course!”

  “Your brother would tell you these native practices are difficult to stop.”

  “My brother is not an army man!”

  “Don’t say that!” Paul’s voice had lost all softness. “You understand? The title of major stands between him and the firing squad.”

  She stared into the scarred face. Her body shook with an unexpected sensation. The images of mutilation faded into pleasuring waves of color. She shaded her eyes against the sun and felt the voluptuous tides recede when he took his hand from her shoulder. She thought she heard him say, “Do as I tell you, if you want your brother to live.”

  With an effort of concentration, she asked, “What should I do?”

  “When we evacuate Tanga, come with us.”

  She did not respond but looked at the battlefield dead, trying to absorb the sense of his words.

  “This is strange warfare,” said Paul. “You’ll not find it in any military manual. We sell space to buy time. Those who get killed are the coin of this trading.”

  She turned to hide her sudden revulsion. She had considered making love to this man to save her brother. But it would be like bedding with death. She lifted her head quickly and smiled, all actress now, and was surprised to see in his face some hint of aroused emotion.
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  MYLES HAGEN sat in the back of a pedicab with the oilskin hood raised against inquisitive eyes. The wheeled basket chair tilted and turned, giving Hagen views of German strongpoints around the railroad station and the hospital. He had stained his face and hands so that a casual observer would take him for an Indian merchant in his mildewed solar topee and crumpled off-white suit. If the Schutztruppe caught him in this twilight period between peace and war, Paul Lettow would shoot him and deny all knowledge.

  “Gideon?”

  “Yes, bwana?”

  “Turn down this lane and pedal slowly by the hospital.”

  The Kikuyu wheeled round. He was a Nairobi Intelligence Service agent, mission school clever. Near the hospital entrance, on a rise, he stopped and Hagen raised his dull black-cased binoculars. By God! There was Paul now!

  “Let’s get out of here. Fast!” whispered Hagen.

  Paul lowered his glasses, smiling. He was leaning against his bicycle on the headland opposite Hagen, watching one of his own German officers masquerading as himself. He said to his companion, “Lieutenant, lesson number one. No matter how well your enemy knows you, you can always make him use that knowledge to his own disadvantage.”

  “Yes, sir,” said young Kurt Wahle, not seeing at all. He was looking in the other direction, with a good view of English barges unloading mules, motorcycles, and more troops. “Sir, do we fight or lick their boots?”

  “Junior officers don’t question strategy, boy.”

  Kurt Wahle listened with half an ear to the Kommandeur’s reprimand. He stood astride his own bicycle and wondered what good it was against the enemy’s advanced weapons. The Manual of Arms, of course, would make any bicycle sound formidable, a giant leap in technology, turning a five-hour cross-country trek into a fifty-minute joy ride. He shifted attention back to the Kommandeur. “The question, sir, is not mine.”

  “Then whose?”

  “Thunderbolt’s, sir.”

  “Dammit, Wahle, you must learn to come to the point. Take me to him.”

  Young Wahle denied himself the pleasure of asking who it was first strayed from the point. Instead, he slid back onto the saddle and wobbled off along an antelope track. Paul had picked out the boy as a born bush fighter. He was nineteen, pimply, with mousy hair, a cutaway chin, and a painfully bobbing Adam’s apple. He might have fitted into the Heidelberg academic scene as a botanist, but he had sailed with his father to see the Great Imperial German East Exhibition and now they were both caught here. The father, a retired general in his sixties, had offered to serve under the Kommandeur, though a mere colonel. Young Wahle had made two journeys into the interior, and Paul calculated he would prove an imaginative commando, if his need for adventure did not kill him first.

  Cornelius waited among the mangroves whose arthritic roots clawed into the sea. Thunderbolt was the code name given him and his forces, identified as often as not by nothing more than a zigzag flash of white lime on a dark forehead or arm.

  “We had an agreement,” said Cornelius softly. He sat on a rotten stump, positioned so that nobody could approach without triggering an explosion of birds.

  “Indeed we did,” confirmed Paul.

  “My leadership depends on you keeping that promise. The tribal chiefs need visible victories. In return, you will get men unlimited.”

  “That was the understanding.”

  “Then what is this?” Cornelius stood up in the jungle gloom and recited phrases that Paul recognized as typical of a Berlin telegram. He was not altogether astonished. The warship Koenigsberg was relaying wireless signals by ruga-ruga couriers. The mercenaries performed faultlessly, running with cleft sticks held vertically for extraordinary distances—but as ready to deliver an imperial decree to an Englishman as to a German or a Thunderbolt agent.

  “From the Kaiser’s lackeys to the Governor,” said Paul. “You don’t give that credence, do you?”

  “It says there’s to be no resistance to the English. No power to the tribes. No pardon for Truman. No yielding to your authority.”

  “My reply will be victories. Berlin can never resist them.”

  Cornelius watched the Kommandeur’s face in the sunlight filtering through the tousled heads of trees that dropped from salted roots. “You had better clarify this problem of the supreme German authority in the colony, just as I must. The tribal chiefs wonder if I might betray them and if you might betray me.”

  “You are obsessed with fears of betrayal.” Paul gestured impatiently. “I’ll tell you where treachery lies. If the Governor persists in sending messages through the Koenigsberg, he’ll betray her position.”
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