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PART I


CHAPTER ONE

Nosy Mangabéy

10 September, 1939

Sitting on the damp sand, Solomon Freund watched as lifeboats and launches traveled back and forth from the Altmark to shore. Some brought only men; others carried equipment and supplies loaded by the freighter’s cranes and his fellow Jews. A large, awkward-looking raft, made of wood strapped onto empty fuel drums, was being readied to carry the small tank from the ship to shore. Knowing the German military, there was doubtless some order about the landing, but to Sol it seemed chaotic. He wondered cynically if Abwehr manuals contained explicit instructions for hacking a path through a rain forest.

Limited by his tunnel-vision, Sol tracked the boat which brought Major Otto Hempel. The SS officer strode from the water, his wolfhound and nine-year-old Misha Czisça in tow. Reaching the beach, he looked out over the water with ill-disguised disgust. Sol turned back toward the ship and saw Erich Weisser Alois, Abwehr colonel, riding in the last boat. Erich. Despite his hatred, Sol could not avoid thinking of his childhood friend in the familiar. Head uplifted, eyes surveying the surrounding jungle as if he half expected natives to come rushing out and throw themselves at his feet with offerings of gold, Colonel Alois stepped from the launch. Behind him, two Jews carried his beloved German shepherd, Taurus, strapped to a hospital stretcher.

“We’re going to have to cut a path to the top of the hill,” Erich said. He turned to Hempel. “Give the Malagasy a machete.” He nodded toward Bruqah, their coffee-colored guide. “After you’ve supplied all of your men with machetes, give the Jews the rest.”

“The Jews?” Hempel asked. “Is that wise?”

“Are you questioning my orders?” Erich’s voice was dangerously quiet. “Take one squad and lead the way. Use Bruqah to guide you. I am sure you will at least agree with that, since it is his primary function here,” he went on, having apparently decided to downplay the matter of Hempel’s insubordination. “Freund, stay with them and take care of Mir…the woman. Pleshdimer, you and Taurus bring up the rear.” He raised his voice. “We are going up that hill.” He pointed toward the jungle. “There will be no relaxation of discipline. For the sake of every Jewish life here, I will say this once, and once only. You are to use the machetes for creating a path. Look as if you see them as weapons, make one movement that smells of an attempt to escape, and we will shoot half of you Jews and let the dogs finish the rest. Now move it!”

Without so much as a glance at his heavily pregnant wife Miriam or at Solomon, he turned his back to them and waited to be obeyed. Hempel, obviously furious, strode toward the ridge of trees, his omnipresent companions trotting behind.

Bruqah, ever the Malagasy aristocrat though he was for the moment a guide, watched without comment or movement.

“Do you not fear them?” Sol asked him.

“Pah!” Bruqah spat onto the wet earth.

“Does anything frighten you?”

Bruqah threw his head back and laughed uproariously. “You ask questions like a small child.” He helped Miriam to her feet. “What Bruqah fears you cannot understand. Not yet.”

“Tell me.”

“Bruqah only fears things of man and not of man,” he said softly, all trace of laughter gone.

“You are right, I do not understand.” Sol was reminded of the days in the farmhouse outside Oranienburg where he had first met Bruqah. The Malagasy had been assigned to prepare them for their journey and sojourn here. He was apparently studying botany at the university in Berlin when he was offered the job in exchange for transportation home. The more he had come to know Bruqah, the more convinced he was that the events were less coincidental than they appeared.

“We of Africa accept the mystery,” Bruqah went on. “It is for Europeans to need understanding. Belief be truth here.” Bruqah pointed his walking stick at a twig. “What be this, Lady Miri?”

“A twig,” Miriam said wearily.

He tapped the twig lightly with his cane. A chameleon skittered into the underbrush. Bruqah smiled. “Come, Lady Miri. Come, we go, Solly.”

Sol caught himself grinning. No one had called him that since he left his mother in Amsterdam. Seeing his smile, Miriam returned it with one of her own. He saw a glimpse of the young girl he had once known and felt a transient stab of hope as they entered the jungle. All his life he learned through riddles. His father had said it was part of the Judaic tradition. Perhaps by solving the riddles of this new land, he would find answers to his old problems, as well.

Sunlight gave way to the dark and dankness of the rain forest. Sol’s physical discomfort was increased tenfold by his inability to see more than a couple of meters ahead. A high-pitched chittering spoke of living creatures disturbed by the human intruders, and around him, pinpoints of light flickered on and off, as if the forest were peopled by a million glowworms. Were it not for the moisture that hung in the air and covered him with a film of sweat, and the mold and moss that enveloped everything like a possessive lover, he might have been in the Black Forest.

Abruptly, the chittering stopped. A raucous sawing began, followed by a series of deafening squeals which rose to a crescendo and shook the bamboo and ferns into responding. Leaves rustled and dripped and snapped back, ignoring his swinging machete. When he looked behind him, the forest seemed to have regenerated. He could hear the others, Jews and soldiers alike, fighting their way through the heavy undergrowth.

Ha-haai! Ha-haai!

Soft and shrill and mournful, the cry echoed through the forest, its sound so chilling it made Solomon’s teeth ache.

He lifted his machete. Behind him, he heard the unnerving, metallic snaps of safeties being flicked off as, again and again, the sound came, piercing through the branches overhead.

A guard, panicked by the unfamiliar sound, opened fire.

Ha-haai! Ha-haai!

“Eeee-vil!” Arms raised, Bruqah followed the sounds with a shaking finger.

“Probably a harmless monkey,” Hempel said contemptuously. “Stop acting like a bunch of children.”

“There are no monkeys in Nosy Mangabéy,” Bruqah said in a low voice, the veins pulsating in his neck as he strained to see up into the jungle canopy. “Not in all Madagascar.”

“What was it?” Solomon asked.

“H’aye-aye,” Bruqah said, imitating the sound. He turned away from them and moved through the tangle of ferns and vines, parting the foliage with his walking stick and his machete. In an instant he had disappeared.

“Come back here!” Hempel shouted.

Bruqah returned, clutching his head, wailing and spinning as if he were performing a ritual dance. Gripping his face, ogling the newcomers to the forest, was a red-and-gold striped iguana the length of his arm.

“Do something, one of you!” Grabbing Sol’s machete, Miriam chopped wildly at the bush ahead of her. She collapsed, crying, as Bruqah reeled toward her.

“For Christ’s sake!” Hempel shouldered past Solomon. He tore the giant lizard from Bruqah and, holding it upside-down and squirming, cracked its back and threw it to his wolfhound, Boris. Pleshdimer, the Kapo who served as Hempel’s man-servant, crouched at the dog’s side and grinned as it tore the reptile to pieces.

“Whatever’s amusing you,” Hempel said, “you might remember that one of these days you’ll be glad to dine on that same meat.”

“Are you all right, Bruqah?” Miriam asked in a small voice.

“I’m all right, Lady Miri.” Bruqah signaled Solomon to come closer. “That thing.” He stepped aside for a moment to allow Hempel and his machete crew to work past them. “Liguaan, like you,” he told Sol. “She eye the future while she eye the past.”

“How do you know…?” Sol stopped. He would examine the meaning of Bruqah’s words later. Right now Miriam needed his attention. He helped her to her feet. She looked exhausted. He wanted to pick her up and carry her, but he was too debilitated; even with Bruqah’s help it was all he could do to half-drag her along.

The climb grew steeper, the forest more dense. Layers of branches crisscrossed overhead. The leaves underfoot were slick from the humidity and lack of sunlight. Millipedes and beetles ran over their legs, stickers jabbed their arms, wet ferns, rough as a cat’s tongue, stuck to the sides of their faces. Looking for ballast, they found themselves grabbing onto the yellow pitcher plants that seemed to flourish in the forest despite the weak light. When they did, a sticky syrupy substance erupted, bringing armies of flies and ants and mosquitoes against which there was no defense.

“Be careful,” Bruqah said, when he saw them touching the pitcher plants. “For some people, pitcher plants dangerous. Make them breathe bad. Die, even.”

Sol slapped at his neck and looked at his hand. On it lay a mosquito the size of an average fly. “Look at this thing,” he said. “It’s big enough to roast for dinner. We’ll probably all need quinine, which doubtless our Nazi friends have brought along.” If we don’t die first from malaria, he told himself. “For the time being, we had better do what they say.”

They resumed their climb. Eventually they found themselves in a boggy meadow. Only the lack of incline, the larger expanse of clear flat ground between trees, and the fact that those who had gone ahead of them were gathered together at the far end of the clearing, gave them any sense that they had crested the hill and exited the forest. Near them, leaning against a tree, was Hempel. “Wait here,” he told Pleshdimer. “Shoot anyone who gives you trouble. I’m going to see what’s beyond those trees.”

After Hempel walked away, Sol helped Miriam to sit down, her back against a log. “Nothing happens without a reason.”

He said the words out loud. He had to. For one thing, nothing short of his favorite rationale, which generally worked for him even under the most arduous circumstances, would stand a chance of reaffirming his faith. For another, the steady deterioration of his eyesight brought on by retinitis pigmentosa required—demanded—the reassurance of the sound of his own voice. As if knowing his hearing was unimpaired would somehow make the fact of his loss of vision bearable.

Now if I could only discover what those reasons were, he thought, life would begin to make sense.

Maybe.

Gasping after the hike up through the rain forest, he wiped his glasses and looked around as best his tunnel vision would allow. He watched the guards and his fellow prisoners…free laborers…file onto the relative flatness of the boggy hilltop meadow.

Dusk was descending, the sun setting behind the western edge of the dark overstory of foliage that surrounded the meadow. Night, he had been told, would come quickly in the tropics, almost like a curtain being rapidly drawn, but for the moment the side of the meadow in which Sol stood was cast in brilliant light. The air was so moisture-laden that the sunlight seemed to refract, lending the meadow an ethereal quality which was quite unnerving after the brooding darkness of the rain forest. He wondered how much of the odd light was due to the sunlight and humidity and how much to his own weak eyes. The disease had stolen all of his sight except for a circle of clarity, nearly devoid of color.

He wasn’t going to be much use to himself, let alone anyone else, once blindness set in. When that would happen was anybody’s guess; that it would happen was inevitable.

He moved his head from side to side to examine his new environment. Wreathing him in green, slender white-barked trees rose two hundred feet, where they spread their dense leafy canopy, blotting out the sky and perpetually dripping water. Curtains of gray moss, and creepers and lianas, hung down in a tangle from the trees; parasitic orchids sprouted from the trunks. At ground level, huge ferns, gleaming with moisture, grew higher than a man’s chest.

Here and there, Sol intuited rather than saw a spot of color: the red acanthema blossoms, which Bruqah had warned them were deadly poison; the blue dicindra vine which opened in the early morning, closed up as the sun reached its height, and reopened briefly at dusk. His basic impression was that of a vast, oversized, gray-green world, an alien place, inhospitable to man.

By contrast, the hilltop meadow seemed almost congenial. Judging by the charred snags partially sunken in the marsh and by the singularly large count of dead trees, there were times of the year when there was relief from the wetness that hovered around them like a living entity.

At the far side of the meadow stood what Sol took to be a tanghin tree, at least judging from what he remembered seeing in Bruqah’s crude drawings. Beneath the tree, a lopsided, thatched shack, constructed of mud and wattle and pandanus palm fronds, stood on uneven stumps that elevated it a meter off the ground.

“Man who lives there carries storm in she heart,” Bruqah said, misusing the personal pronoun as he almost habitually did. He sauntered closer to Sol, walking stick in hand, long, bronze-colored legs moving him with fluid ease through the meadow grass.

“Is he one of your people?” Sol asked, hunkering down next to Miriam, who was resting at his feet, her head against a log and one hand on her nine-month pregnant belly.

Bruqah shook his head vehemently. “Zana-Malata can live only within she own self. Same as me. My people, Vazimba, no longer a tribe. We are like traveler’s tree. We nourish Malagasy who need us.”

Miriam opened her eyes and looked down the west side of the hill through a break in the foliage. She pointed toward another, smaller hill. “This island can’t be more than five kilometers square,” she said to Sol. “One of Erich’s books called it two hills and an apron of rain forest.”

Bruqah spread his arms as if to encompass the sun. “Once before, this island drowned in blood. Bruqah died, then.”

“You mean your ancestors died,” Sol said.

“I mean Bruqah,” the Malagasy said quietly. “You know little, Solly. But you will learn…next time island drowns in blood.”

Sol watched what looked like a ground squirrel poke a berry into its mouth, masticating with absolute concentration. The human intruders were of no concern, the food its universe. A deep envy overwhelmed Sol. How dare it be wiser than he, to know such single-mindedness of purpose? He must learn survival from such animals.

He looked around, assessing his friends and adversaries, who sat or stood milling in four groups. The largest group were his fellow Jews, one hundred and forty-two men who, against his better judgment, called him rabbi and leader. They had been plucked, like himself, from the degradation of Sachsenhausen, to be in the lead party for the Nazi’s planned forced exodus.

Next in number were forty Nazi guards, also products of the camp, hand-picked for the expedition by Hempel, who had returned and stood with a hand on the shoulder of Wasj Pleshdimer, the murderer who in Sachsenhausen had been elevated to barracks guard. Both men appeared to be looking at something down slope of the shack. At Hempel’s feet, his wolfhound whined. Also at Hempel’s feet, leashed like the dog, was young Misha. A great sadness took hold of Sol, and he promised himself that he would find a way soon to communicate with the boy.

He looked at Erich, the man whom he had once called blood brother and, at Erich’s insistence—inventing a ceremony to match —a brother-in-blood. Why, Sol chided himself, had he never before considered the implications of that syntactic twist? For him, blood had meant kinship. For Erich it had meant…what? He claimed he had no family. His mother and father, though still living, were dead as far as he was concerned. Miriam was his by right of marriage but not love, and the child only possibly his, and that perhaps by virtue of rape. He loved his dogs and communed with them, or so he asserted, but they were hardly blood relatives. Still he did love them, all twelve of them but most especially Taurus, and he certainly felt affection for the eleven other trainers who made up his zodiac team. The Abwehr canine command had been selected by Himmler himself for the expedition, probably because Erich and his men had proven too powerful, and possibly too non-Nazi, for Reichsführer Himmler to allow them to remain in Germany any longer.

As for the Nazi Party, which so many officers loved as family, Erich Alois hated it.

Lounging in smaller groups among the others were sailors from the Altmark, the supply ship for Germany’s indomitable raider, the Graf Spee. They would leave soon, Solomon was sure, and with them Tyrolt, the ship’s doctor. Miriam was doubtless dreading that, for she would soon need medical attention. And Sol too needed Doctor Tyrolt. Not for his physical needs but for his psyche. Tyrolt alone among all the Nazis he had met was a man Sol felt he could trust.

Several dogs jumped up, growling, as two ox-like animals, humped and sporting enormous dewlaps, huge ears, and curved horns, wandered from beyond the shack and into the clearing. Their appearance broke Sol’s reverie.

“Zebu,” Bruqah said, brightening.

Sol knew that the animals, while not sacred to the Malagasy, were the main measure of wealth among the islanders.

“Zebulun,” he said to Bruqah. “Jacob’s tenth son. Father of the tribe of Israel. What might he have thought of this place?”

Bruqah wasn’t listening. He stood, hands on hips and head thrust forward. The mouselemur perched on his left shoulder also leaned forward. It was as if both man and animal were appraising the zebus’ worth.

Pleshdimer raised his rifle and Bruqah’s face went vapid with horror.

“No!” Bruqah ran toward the Kapo. “Please, no, do not shoot!”

Pleshdimer hesitated. Hempel squeezed his shoulder and the Kapo swung the rifle across his back and took off in a waddling run toward the animals. Waving his arms and yelling, he chased the zebu from the clearing.

Sol looked down at Miriam. He was about to tell her he would find her some water to drink when Erich came striding across the meadow and stopped beside them. Sol ignored him, effecting a studied nonchalance. Erich steered his gaze clear of all of them. “Will whoever lives there come back, Bruqah?” he asked, pointing at the lopsided shack.

“Of course.” The mouselemur, which seemed to be perpetually on Bruqah’s shoulder, shifted position away from Erich. It clung to Bruqah’s hair, its sad, dark eyes too large for so tiny a head. “All Malagash come back. Living or dead, they come. As Bruqah come back.”

“Bruqah is Vazimba. His ancestors came from Indonesia,” Miriam said, to Sol’s surprise. He wondered how she could talk to Erich, after all he had done to her. “He told me that his people were Madagascar’s first inhabitants.”

Sol started to say something to Miriam, then stopped as it dawned on him that she was not speaking to Erich at all, not looking at him but through him. As though he did not exist. What had Bruqah called Nosy Mangabéy, back on the ship? Island where the dead dream.

He shuddered, wondering where the ghost that had inhabited him for seventeen years had gone.

“Vazimba, first race,” Bruqah said. “Zana-Malata, last race.” His teeth were bared in what could have been mistaken for a smile, but a hard look had risen into his eyes. “We are beginning and end, he and me.”

“You know the man who lives there?” Erich asked.

“For too long.” As if to end the discussion, Bruqah reached up to one side, plucked a fig from a tree, and handed it to Miriam along with a piece of wild ginger.

“Ha-haai! Ha-haai!”

Like spectators at a stadium, heads turned in unison to look in the direction of the sound, Erich’s among them.

The cry came again from the northern edge of the surrounding forest, this time followed by the body of a creature that looked like a cross between the flying squirrel and the lemurs Sol had seen illustrated in the books about Madagascar. With the grace of a trapeze artist, the animal leapt from the overstory and landed on a beech branch entwined with liana the size of a man’s arm. Slowly, almost insolently, the creature raised its plumed tail.

“Ha-haai! Ha-haai!”

Sol stared at the coppery ball of fur. Its two enormous, sad-looking eyes seemed to stare back at him with human intelligence. Its tail was wrapped around the liana and its fingers gripped the branch.

As if carefully timing his action for maximum dramatic effect, Hempel unsnapped his holster, and lifted and aimed his Mann. Misha seized the opportunity and scuttled toward the closest group of Jews, two of whom put their arms around him protectively. The wolfhound hunkered down in the grass and waited.

“Ha-haai! Ha-haai!”

The major smiled a tight-lipped smile and clicked off his safety catch.

“Don’t shoot,” Erich ordered, apparently fascinated by the creature.

Hempel did not immediately lower the Mann. The aye-aye, with almost human understanding, lifted its left hand and pointed at Hempel. It had a thumb and three fingers, the middle one of which extended far beyond the other two—fleshless as the finger of a corpse long dead.

“H’aye-aye have finger of death,” Bruqah said.

The mouselemur on his shoulder squeaked and burrowed down, but the Malagasy did not appear to notice. He stood perfectly still, his usually placid features rigid with fear.

Commanding his wolfhound to stay, Hempel strode toward Bruqah. “Shut your mouth, or I’ll kill you where you stand.”

Something made Sol look back at the aye-aye. Its hand was still raised, its long bony finger extended toward the wolfhound, which had risen to its feet in defiance of Hempel’s orders.

Back arched, snarling, Boris turned to face the trees.

Into the silence came a muffled roar, like the distant thunder of an approaching storm, followed by another. Clearer this time. Closer. Accompanied by the pounding of hooves through the underbrush and a blur of movement, a massive boar, head lowered, burst from the brush. In a lightning movement that defied the creature’s lumbering bulk, it lifted the wolfhound high into the air and held it up there, a bloody trophy impaled upon one curved horn. Lowering its head once more, it shook off the dog’s body, and raised its foot. A shot rang out. The boar looked up, snorted, shook itself, and trotted back into the forest.

Hempel walked over to his dog and nudged it with his boot. Like statuary imbued with life, the rest of the stunned watchers returned to movement. The shepherds, growling, tugged at their leashes, and the aye-aye, its business apparently finished, leapt back into the overstory.

“Dead?” Erich strode over to where Hempel stood, gun in hand, and looked down at the wolfhound. Even at a distance, Sol could see that it was a bloody heap of fur and flesh.

“Might as well be,” Hempel said. “Fat lot of good he will be to me now.”

“Shoot him.”

Erich issued the order without raising his voice, yet loudly and firmly enough to be heard over the shepherds.

Hempel turned to face him. “Who the hell are you to order me to shoot my dog?”

“I am the commanding officer of this operation.”

Hempel paused, raised his gun, and aimed down at the dog. “For now,” he said.

If he could shoot Erich instead, he would, Sol thought, watching the unfolding tableau. Miriam had told him about Killi, the dog Hitler had ordered Erich to shoot during the Olympics party at Pfaueninsel—Berlin’s Peacock Island. Sol wondered if Pfaueninsel torchlights flickered, now, within Erich’s brain.

But Erich was not looking at the wolfhound, or at Hempel. He was staring at a bare-chested, sinewy black man who had stepped from the shack and into the clearing. He was clothed in a ragged clay-colored loincloth that matched the red that peppered his curly white hair. As he stood surveying the newcomers to his domain, two animals with red fur and feline faces joined him, muzzles twitching.

There’s more lunacy here than The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Sol thought, as the shepherds again started up their insane barking.

“The dogs they care not for the fossas,” Bruqah remarked.

Hempel swiveled and pointed the Mann at the newcomer. Judging from the look on his face, it would not take much to make him use it. Small wonder, Sol thought. Simply looking at the wiry black man was a challenge. There was a gaping pink hole where his nose and mouth should have been. The hand he held up to Erich in mock greeting was eaten away like the flesh of a leper. Dangling from his fingers like an offering was a large gray wriggling worm.

Seeing that he had Erich’s attention, the man tilted his head. With some innate sense of drama, he waited just long enough to allow the horror around him to peak. Then his tongue emerged to envelope the worm and draw it down into his throat.

“Pisces, no!”

Pulling free from his trainer, who was apparently too caught up in the spectacle to hold firmly to the choke chain, one of the dogs bounded at the black man.

The fossas whirled around and darted into the underbrush. Reacting almost as fast, the black man leapt toward the hut and scrambled beneath it. The dog leapt after him, frenziedly digging his way under the structure.

Sol waited for the screams of pain which must come when a trained killer tears into the flesh of man. He turned his head to look at Erich, then at the faces of the other watchers. Their expressions held varying degrees of expectation and horror.

From underneath the hut, came a mewling conciliatory cry, and the faceless creature crawled out on his elbows. Swiveling on his stomach, the muscles on his lean back glistening with his sweat, he reached underneath the hut and drew out the dog by its chain.

The dog lay passively where he left it, inert, defeated, head hanging limply.

Sol turned his attention back to Erich. A series of emotions played across his features: puzzlement; admiration; jealousy; and finally anger. Either the creature’s empathic abilities with dogs far exceeded Erich’s own or this was another demonstration of African magic at work.

The stranger stood up. The hole that had once been his mouth turned upward in a ghoulish imitation of a smile. Placing his hands on his hips, he bowed slightly as if acknowledging his victory. Sol heard Erich’s dog, Taurus, whimpering softly from her stretcher; dysplasia—inflammation of the hip joint—had rendered her almost incapable of walking. Beside her, likewise bound to a stretcher, lay Aquarius, ill nearly to the point of death from the long journey.

One dog crippled, one near death from seasickness, one gored to death, one turned into a rag doll by some crazy Malagasy…and we’ve just arrived, Sol thought. Perhaps there is hope for escape after all.

“Bruqah!” Erich turned and shouted. “What the hell! Who—what—is that thing?”

“Zana-Malata.”

“Leper?”

“Syphilitic.” Bruqah gripped his crotch for emphasis.

“By the looks of him, that thing turns twigs into something less benign than chameleons,” Miriam told Sol with an edge of fear.

Sol started to reassure her but stopped when he realized that he felt much the same way. Apparently sorcery was endemic to Africa. He was sure they would find out soon enough what that meant to them. For now they both had watch and learn.

“Let the dogs go!” Erich commanded. “Stop that bastard!”

Snarling, nine healthy shepherds leapt forward. From the encircling forest, varicolored birds lifted into startled flight. The screams of lemurs joined with the softly insistent shrill of an aye-aye hidden in the trees.

The dogs never reached their victim.

When they were close enough so he could surely feel their heated breath, the Zana-Malata crouched and patted the earth.

Sol watched in disbelief as the animals that comprised what was probably Germany’s finest canine contingent stopped in their tracks and, in unison and panting heavily, crawled on their bellies to huddle like house pets around the man’s feet.

Again, Sol witnessed Erich’s struggle to understand the Zana-Malata’s control over the dogs.

“How the devil—?” Erich asked Bruqah.

The Malagasy tapped his temple. “He like you with the dogs, Mister Germantownman.”

Sol turned his attention back to the Zana-Malata. Ignoring the ruckus, the syphilitic made his way across the clearing toward Hempel. Either because he recognized the Zana-Malata as a potentially powerful ally, or perhaps because he, like the dogs, was an animal being controlled, the major moved toward him. Misha left what little protection and comfort the prisoners could offer and, knowing he would be beaten if he failed to stay close to the major, trailed behind, head down.

Motioning for Hempel to follow him, the Zana-Malata bent down and gathered the wolfhound in his arms. Seemingly without effort, he lifted the animal and carried it into the shack, leaving Sol to wonder if the heat had already affected his brain and caused him to imagine the whole thing.

Pistol in hand, Erich burst past the dogs. They rose to their feet and shook themselves, disoriented. He leapt the shack’s steps and slapped past the zebu-hide door, only to re-emerge moments later. For a split second he went rigid. His hand shot out as if seeking support, and his head snapped up.

“M-must have g-gone out a b-back way.”

He waved the gun, but it seemed to be a motion without purpose. Sol waited for him to order dogs and trainers, perhaps the guards as well, into the surrounding rain forest to search for the man. Instead, he stumbled down the steps. “F-forget him, f-for now,” he stammered.

Sol had not heard Erich stammer in fifteen years. Had the lightning, petite mal seizure—finished almost the moment it occurred—had a greater effect on him than usual?

“W-we’ll deal with him later,” Erich told his troops. Confidence was returning to his face and voice, and his stammering was already less pronounced. “We have a military compound to build. W-we must always—always—keep our primary mission in mind.”

Moving with an easy kind of grace despite the heat, the soggy earth, and the momentary physical lapse, he turned to look at the inhabitants of his new empire.

“Though I…I’m a man of action rather than words,” he began, “I feel I should inform you of why you are here and what our plans are for you.” He started a slow pacing in front of the men, who gathered together despite the animosity between the guards, sailors, and dog trainers. The prisoners likewise clustered, though apart from the Nazis.

“Four hundred years ago,” Erich continued, “this tiny island, here in the middle of Antongil Bay, was the site of the hospital of a colony began by one Augustus de Benyowsky, a Hungarian-Polish Count who attempted to civilize the local tribes…and wrote Madagascar’s first constitution. Two hundred years after that, the island served as a base for British pirates. Later, it belonged to the French. Now”—he made a fist, showing his resolve—“it is the F-Fatherland’s turn. What we create here on Mangabéy is only a beginning. Eventually, we will also p-penetrate the mainland.” He turned his attention toward the prisoners. “Shiploads of Jews will follow you here. This is your new homeland.” He looked at Sol. “Your Jerusalem—”

Sol stopped listening. Erich’s desire for a benign dictatorship was pathetic. Even if he meant what he said, Hempel would never allow it. The Jews’ hope for survival lay in Sol’s recovering his wits and strength. He recalled the voices of his mentors, voices from visions he had experienced for seventeen years as the result of the dybbuk, the wandering soul, that had possessed him since that terrible day when he had witnessed the assassination of Germany’s Foreign Minister, Walther Rathenau, a Jew, and Miriam’s uncle.

Eyes closed, Solomon recalled the words of Beadle Cohen, his mentor: sometimes souls seek refuge in the bodies of living persons, causing instability, speaking foreign words through their mouths. Such lost souls, the beadle had maintained, were unable to transmigrate to a higher world because they had sinned against humanity.

You must live his dybbuk’s voices had told him. You have not yet fulfilled your destiny.

Survival, Solomon! Therein lies your duty! There are things to be done that only you can do. Only God has the right to order the universe.

God and not Hitler! he told himself bitterly. That madman and his insane designs on Madagascar had to be stopped. Hitler did not intend to make the island a homeland for Jews, a haven safe from a Europe that would like to obliterate them. It would not be a sanctuary but the world’s largest prison camp. A place where Hitler could pen up Jewish assets and abilities and use them for his own evil ends. He remembered a joke Bruqah told him on the Altmark, which was no more funny now. Referring to a British pirate village that had once existed on the far side of Madagascar, he’d said, “This be the other side of Hell-ville.”

How, Sol wondered desperately, are we to stop this insanity and escape at the same time?

“That awful man…the Zana-Malata!” Miriam whispered, slipping a hand up into Sol’s and clutching her belly with the other as she rocked back and forth. “This place! I can’t make it, Sol. I hurt. I…I hurt, Sol.”

Stooping beside her, Bruqah put his hand on her stomach and tilted his head as if he were listening to something or someone. “Your baby will come soon, Lady Miri,” he said. “You must rest.”

Sol sat down on the grass, and placed his hands atop Miriam’s, on her belly. How many days before the baby arrived? “We will escape this somehow,” he said. “But we need to learn the terrain first, and gain strength.”

“You speak wisely,” Bruqah said, standing up. “When time comes, I help.”

“What will you call the…our…child?” Sol asked Miriam, seeking more than anything to distract her.

She looked into his eyes, and he could see her love for him through her pain. “Erich, if it’s a boy,” she answered. “I must. I am his wife, by Hitler’s law. If it’s a girl? Erich doesn’t want a girl—”

“What name would you choose for our daughter?”

“She will be…Deborah.”

The three syllables seemed to tumble from her lips and hang in the hot, wet air.

“Deborah,” Solomon repeated dreamily. Then his body tensed and a cobalt-blue light engulfed the space around him.

A girl of about eight fights against thin ropes that bind her, naked, to a carved wooden post almost twice her height. She runs her fingers along its chipped designs. Perhaps thirty other intricately carved posts are grouped behind her, each topped with the skull of an ox. In the background, beyond a flickering fire, stand monoliths and menhirs that evoke Stonehenge. Then, as though a sound machine were turned on, her voice breaks through into Sol’s consciousness as she twists in terror against the ropes. “Help me, Papa. Help me!” she cries out. “I am Deborah. Why do you not know me!”

The light faded and his body went slack as he emerged from the psychic flash, one he had experienced several times since the dybbuk had left him. The prophetic dreams of a visionary and psychic, according to Beadle Cohen. “Deborah, the prophetess and judge. The fighter who was instrumental in freeing the ancient Israelites from the Canaanites,” Sol said.

Hope from a well Solomon had long since thought dry flooded his being. “Perhaps, after all,” he said, “there will be a next year in Jerusalem.”


CHAPTER TWO

“Deborah means ‘bee’ in Old Hebrew,” Miriam said. It took her a moment to remember how she knew that. The information came from the mouth of Judith, whom she did not know—who probably did not even exist—yet whose presence had been haunting her in these last days of pregnancy.

“As there are no monkeys, so there are no common bees in all Madagascar,” Bruqah said. “It is fitting name for first woman—”

He seemed to be talking to himself, Miriam thought, assuming him to mean the first Jewish girl-child born in this place.

“How would you know that meaning,” Sol said, frowning at her. “You have not studied such things.”

“Judith told Emanuel—”

“Miriam!” Sol shook her reasonably gently. “What could you know of what Judith said? She was the woman in one of the visions the dybbuk brought me.”

“Perhaps the dybbuk got bored with you and decided to vacation with me for a while.” She made no effort to hide her weariness or to disguise the edge of impatience that took hold whenever Sol spoke of the dybbuk. His belief in its existence inside of him and, now, in its disappearance from him, was immutable. It was also his business. On the other hand, it had caused more than enough trouble for both of them over the years.

Seeing the hurt and confused expression in his eyes, Miriam immediately regretted her lack of self-control. The truth was, she had heard what she had heard where she said she had heard it, still she knew that Sol hated her propensity for making caustic remarks in the midst of travail. It was the ex-performer in her, she supposed. The defense mechanism of the singer-dancer that had inured her from the lust and insults of Berlin cabaret audiences who had known she was Jewish, and therefore legally available for rape…if only alcohol could help them overcome cowardice long enough to climb onstage. Sol surely understood that veneer. He had one himself, only he called it philosophy.

Distracted by introspection, she at first ignored an unfamiliar buzzing that was attempting to penetrate her consciousness. When it became so intense it was almost a thrumming, she looked upward to find its source. All that she could see against the canopy of tree and sky was Bruqah, staring with fearful eyes toward the outer fringes of the rain forest.

She made a lethargic attempt to push herself to her feet.

“Get down!” the Malagasy yelled.

Even as the words left his mouth, a dark cloud emerged from the surrounding forest and spread across what little sun remained. The shadow touched Miriam and she squinted upward. Panic set her heart racing like waves against the shoreline as the darkness deepened. All human sound stopped in the clearing as heads and eyes turned upward.

A quiet whirring began high in the air. Starting pianissimo, it grew rapidly into a crescendo that drowned out the incessant calling of the lemurs and chittering of the birds. Mesmerized, prisoners, guards and dogs watched the dark cloud move toward them. When it looked as if it would envelop them, the guards came to life, pointing their carbines this way and that.

“The hand of God,” said quietly.

As if in answer, the sun went black, and Miriam realized the cloud was alive.

Grasshoppers swarmed in from all sides, the cloud so thick that guards and prisoners alike danced and batted and cursed the deluge of whirring, maddening, gray-green wings. Sol threw himself across Miriam, who could not stop herself from whimpering with fear as the insects, some as long as fifteen or eighteen centimeters, alighted in her hair and on her face.

“Get them off me, Sol, get them off!” she yelled, batting at them to no avail.

He fought them, but it was a losing battle. They invaded his clothes, and then his nostrils and ears. He tore at his shirt and hair. Around him, Nazis jerked like marionettes. The dogs howled and leaped and snapped, or ran in terrified circles.

Sol brushed the insects from Miriam’s face but he was unable to stop the horde. He hugged her, covered his head, and squeezed shut his eyes. Miriam did the same, aware of grasshoppers on the bridge of her nose, exploring her nostrils, and fluttering against her eyelids.

Suddenly she felt Sol go rigid. His arms felt like iron around her body.

“Not here! Not now!” she thought, knowing immediately that the trauma of the swarming had triggered a psychic episode, and that the darkness behind his lids had exploded with cobalt-blue light. When she felt his body go slack, she knew that the vision held him in thrall. For as long as it did, he would be useless to everyone, especially to himself. Dybbuk or no dybbuk, he would always be a visionary, able to glance into the future.

Not that it did anyone any good, Miriam thought. The visions always seemed out of context until the event was upon them.

She felt Sol thrashing on top of her and pushed him off her belly. The vision had apparently ended, she thought, curious despite her skepticism and her fear of what was happening around—and on—them.

“Solomon?”

The word emerged as a whisper. Sol rolled fully off her and looked around. He appeared to be dazed by fear and by the spectacle of the meadow, seemingly so benign when they had emerged from the track that ran up the rain forested hill, acrawl with myriad insects. Most of the grasshoppers had settled, and were eating. Now and again a few whirred into the air, only to alight again on the closest solid object. The Nazis and prisoners were brushing themselves off, the insects suddenly listless after the fury with which they had arrived. The guards wore sheepish expressions, a result, apparently, of their cowardice before something as innocuous as grasshoppers, disturbing though they were in a swarm. The prisoners picked off the insects gingerly, unafraid, unhurried. After all, what was an insect, after what they had endured in the camps and during the long, dark voyage in the Altmark’s hold?

The dogs shook themselves and pranced about like pups, sniffing the intruders. Except we are the intruders here, Miriam thought.

“Solomon?” she asked again. “What did you see?”

“A blue fog broken by sentry towers,” he said. “Within the fog, people moved amorphous as ghosts. I felt ringed by darkness, by the fog, and by the moving bodies that stayed at the center of my sight, like players on a stage. Then bats winged past, hundreds of them, smelling of oranges—”

“Bats?” Miriam shuddered.

“I was holding a machine gun. I could feel the vibration of it. I squeezed the trigger, once, twice, three times, unable to stop, and laughed as spent cartridges flew from the weapon. Below, people shrieked and swore, and always there were the bats, soaring into the line of fire, bursting like balloons—”

He stopped, and she realized he was not looking at her. She followed his gaze and stared upward, transfixed, past the foliage.

Sweeping in arcs across the waning light were fruit bats. She had seen them in the half light of predawn, when the Altmark weighed anchor in the lagoon. They had hung like black lingerie from the trees just inside the forest perimeter, and Bruqah had regaled her with tales of what delicious stew they made, pungent with the odor of the fruit on which they gorged.

But they had not come to gorge on fruit.

They had come for the grasshoppers.

Grateful for his protection, Miriam allowed Sol to cover her head with his arm as the bats wheeled down to feast. Though she knew they had not come to hurt her, this was hardly her idea of a day at the Tiergarten.

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them, her fear having given way to curiosity, she saw that the grasshoppers were still feeding on the grasses, oblivious or uncaring that they in turn were being eaten.

“I’m all right now, Sol,” she said.

He removed his arm from her head and started to rise. As if on signal, the insects took flight. The flurry, followed by the bats again taking wing, nearly bowled him over. He sat down hard on the ground.

Miriam chuckled. “I don’t mean to laugh at you, Sol,” she said, “but this is all too crazy for words. What else can one do but laugh?”

When the last of the bats had flitted away into the shadows, she turned over and sat up. She felt amazingly calm as Bruqah helped her to her feet.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me those were the spirits of the dead on this island where the dead dream,” Miriam said, her voice almost jocular.

“Perhaps,” he replied, “they be messengers from the dead.”

She shook her head in exasperation and brushed herself off. Bruqah took hold of her wrists.

“You are bonded to the child you carry, Lady Miri,” he said seriously. “Bruqah is bonded to this land.” His eyes searched hers. “Maybe you chase away ghosts, you and Solly and the baby. But do not think the grasshoppers they come by—how do you call it—by coincident. Nothing happen by accident here.”

Sol nodded, and Miriam felt the echo of her own earlier musings. Maybe Solomon was right. Perhaps there was a reason for everything, and if so, perhaps this insanity would eventually make sense.

But all of that notwithstanding, right now it was not reason that she sought. What she really wanted was a hot bath, a loofah to scrub away some of her weariness, and a real bed with a real mattress.

All of which, she thought, labeled her—and not Solomon—as the ultimate dreamer.


CHAPTER THREE

Erich stood in the middle of the compound, watching the Jews use block and tackle to hoist logs for the three sentry towers. Other Jews were building the tall crib that would serve as a water tower. The camp would never survive on the meager spring at the bottom of the knoll.

He was oddly proud of the efficiency of the Jews, managing to complete so much work in two days.

The Jews!

Next he’d be calling Hitler the Savior. Had he allowed the Party, with its insidious and constant propaganda, to infect his mind like those idiots had at the Passion Play at Oberammergau? He had gone there for solace and, he had told himself, spiritual healing after those sleepless nights in the Black Forest, where he had taken his advanced Abwehr training. Someone in the audience had whispered “Berlin” when Bethlehem was mentioned, and suddenly the program had taken on new meaning. By the time Christ was raised upon the Cross, people’s eyes had become bright with anger and resolve. It hadn’t taken genius to read their faces. The Jews had killed Him, of course. It was always the Jews. The audience, though, would not let that happen again. They would not crucify the new Messiah, for if the audience had its way, there would be no more Jews.

No, he thought. He might have been gullible then, but not now, when he knew the real Hitler. Not the public man who stood on the Reichschancellery balcony and fluttered his hands like small birds, as Solomon’s papa used to say. The one who thought nothing of insisting that a young Abwehr officer—who may not have loved the Party, but certainly his country and his Führer—put a bullet in the brain of his favorite dog, the only unwavering friend he had ever known. All because Achilles had bitten one of their screeching Pfaueninsel peacocks. What had the Führer expected, when the damn thing was strutting around like a long-lashed transvestite whore?

As for Taurus, Killi’s daughter, he had begun to live with the morbid feeling that she was nearing the end of her capacity to survive in this unrelenting heat and humidity. The dampness aggravated the existing inflammation in her hips; an open invitation to disaster. Her disability had increased markedly since they’d arrived—though perhaps the defect simply was more noticeable now that the animal was free of the ship’s confines.

With only minor satisfaction, he watched the log floor of the headquarters tent being emplaced. Next to it stood the medical tent, the first structure to be finished. He wanted to visit Taurus, to comfort her, but to go to the medical tent could mean seeing Miriam, and he didn’t want a confrontation. Instead, he reached out, as he had done so many times, and touched Taurus’s mind with his own. A dull throbbing grew in his hip, as he took some of her pain onto himself, trying to ease her burden for a short time. How he detested his inability to help her more!

Angered, his thoughts returned to the people who had sent him here. He would show them all, Adolph Hitler included, he reassured himself. He would oversee the building of the base camp here on Mangabéy, and the creation of the docks at the mouth of the Antabalana River, over on the mainland. He would stand with his zodiac team of trainers and shepherds and watch the first voyagers of the greatest exodus in history disembark from the ships from Europe. But Madagascar would not be another concentration camp. As far as he was concerned, his charges were colonists—not slaves or prisoners. If every one of them happened to be of the Jewish faith and that satisfied the Reich’s larger plan, so much the better.

Come what may, he would spit in the Führer’s eye. Whatever Hitler wanted he would get, but not the way he wanted it. He, Colonel Erich Alois, would see to that. At the top of the list was presenting the head of Major Otto Hempel on a stick. On the beach on a stick, turned toward the East, so the son-of-a-bitch could watch the sun rise each morning while the flesh rotted off his face. He would crush them all. All. Whatever it took.

Erich lit a cheroot and watched the match burn down. Deliberately, he let it singe the unfeeling flesh of his damaged left hand. He stared at the skin, fishbelly white ever since his fingers were caught in a falling sewer grate during childhood. Despite the lack of full use of his hand and by virtue of his unwavering regard for what it meant to be a soldier, he had risen in the world of perfect Aryan men; by unfaltering compassion for the animals that were his charges, he had ventured close to the heart and soul of Germany. Had it not been for that night on Peacock Island, he might have become Hitler’s personal security. As it was, he had come so close that Himmler, fearing the heat of an encroaching new power, had named him head of the Madagascar Plan and shipped him off to Africa, hopefully to be forgotten.

Well, they would find out that he wasn’t to be discarded that easily, but first he had to cure this weakness of his for compromise.

Thinking of the Jews, his Jews, as colonists, was fine in the long term, but perhaps not immediately expedient. Hempel must not know his larger design, or the major would be on the radio to Himmler. Then it would be Erich’s head on the stick.

Along with those of all the colonists.

He and his trainers were all that stood between Hempel and the colonists’ slaughter. The major had no more wanted an African assignment than he himself had. Why Hempel had not turned it down was a mystery.

Because he wanted to kill the Jews?

Ridiculous, Erich thought. Hempel could have done that much more conveniently in Sachsenhausen.

Erich came to the same conclusion he had come to each time he’d posed the question: Hempel was in Africa because of him. That and some other agenda which had not yet come clear. Meanwhile, Hempel would try to kill the colonists—for himself, for Hitler, for the Reich. For whatever sick reasons he gave himself. Like the good people of Oranienburg; Erich had watched them last April, spending Easter sunrise stoning Jews for Jesus.

With Hempel in charge, the killing here would surely include Solomon Freund. Include Miriam…and the child.

My child, Erich thought.

Mine!

Regardless of what Miriam claimed. What did it really matter if she said she was emotionally and spiritually married to Solomon Freund. She was legally his wife.

The child is mine, as is Miriam. As they all are.

Mine to save.

Mine to use.

Feeling a great deal better, he noticed Solomon coming toward him, threading past colonists carrying fence posts across their shoulders. Till then, he had tuned out the noise around him, a skill he had developed with some deliberation. He prided himself on his concentration. The lesson had been easily learned once he’d understood that it was merely a matter of priorities. Like a frog after a fly, or a dog sleeping while cabaret music blared from the Victrola, he tuned in only what was necessary.
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