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Prologue

To many people, the liberation of
Southern Africa refers to the historic struggle that ended the
inhuman, racist system of apartheid in South Africa. That
decades-long effort drew millions into an international freedom
movement which brought both Nelson Mandela and a free South Africa
onto the world stage.

In truth, the liberation of Southern
Africa was never just about one country. Its real goal was freedom
for the countries of the continent's southernmost region still
dominated by white regimes* well after the rest of the continent
had freed itself from European colonialism during the 1960s.
African leaders realized that freedom for all of Southern Africa
meant completing the campaign against colonialism. The
white-minority regimes reinforced and relied on each other to
maintain their hegemony. Without Portugal's two major Southern
African colonies, Angola on the Atlantic coast and Mozambique on
the Indian Ocean, the remaining white-controlled nations would be
seriously weakened and more vulnerable to defeat.

Portugal's intransigence led to
full-blown national liberation wars in its colonies. Despite
backing from its NATO allies, Portugal lost ground to the
guerrillas on the battlefield. Then, it devised a brilliant
counter-move that might have stalled the continent's freedom push
indefinitely, had this remarkable plan succeeded.

The story of how that plan was
defeated involves one of the most stunning, world-changing events
of the latter part of the twentieth century. It all began to take
shape along a mighty river less than a thousand miles north of
South Africa's northernmost border.

 


* Angola, Mozambique, Sao Tome and
Principe (islands in the Atlantic), Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), South
Africa, and South West Africa (Namibia).

 


 


 



Chapter 1: Kathedi Ridge
and the Rain Queen

Andreu Chapepa scanned the horizon to
the north through his field glasses, peering across the palm-frond
canopy of the rain forest that covered nearly everything before
him. Beneath a cloudy sky, a hazy morning mist mingled amid the
treetops like daubs of cotton, reaching all the way to the vast
expanse of blue water that stretched clear across the horizon. He
tried to make out details of the shoreline beyond the churning
waters but, from this distance, could only see a maze of green and
earthen colors amid rocks, boulders, fencing, and an occasional
box-like structure.

He kept scanning the river. He was
looking for signs of trouble.

His vantage point was a waist-high
earthen embankment on top of a rocky bluff that peeked above the
treeline, the highest point on Kathedi Ridge, a long outcropping
that disappeared beneath the vegetation behind him to the
south.

Chapepa peered intently at Lake Cahora
Bassa's eastern edge for several minutes.

Nothing.

He turned from the massive man-made
lake to look back down the long slope below the bluff where he
stood, down and down, until his eyes reached the road that ran far
below, along the bottom of the ridge. Across the broad road, behind
a clearing, “Hunter” Macamo and “Runner” Teixeira were barely
visible below the power transmission tower. Their khaki jackets
blended into their surroundings as they cut through the protective
fencing on the tower's far side. A large camouflage tarp lay behind
them. It covered burlap sacks packed with wiring, tools, and
explosives.

Chapepa estimated that the distance
from where he was on the bluff to the tower was about three times
the tower's height which itself was just above the treetops. The
road below began somewhere to the south of them in the tree-covered
fastness of Tete Province and ran north to the lake. In doing so,
it followed the transmission lines that sloped gently from tower to
tower as they marched to the dam.

Chapepa looked again in the direction
of Cahora Bassa dam on the lake's eastern edge, hidden beyond the
trees. He stared, checked his watch, then stared more. Finally, he
saw something; a thin column of smoke rose into the air.

“Good! Good!” he said, turned, and
nodded at João Soares behind him. The younger man grunted and
continued unpacking the ordinance they'd carried up Kathedi Ridge
to the bluff.

“Hunter,” Chapepa barked into his
field radio. “You and Runner go ahead. The weather looks
promising.”

Chapepa tried to imagine the battle
underway near the dam and turned back that way. He'd never seen the
dam, despite all the time he'd spent operating in its vicinity.
With a wide, heavily reinforced security cordon protecting it,
Cahora Bassa proved to be a daunting challenge for his counterparts
in Frelimo.

Since launching the anti-colonial
guerrilla war in 1964 against the Portuguese, Frelimo, the Front
for the Liberation of Mozambique, had managed to wrest control of
much of the northern reaches of the colony by the end of the
decade. Cahora Bassa threatened that progress and much, much
more.

The Cahora Bassa hydroelectric project
sought to harness the power of Africa's fourth-longest river, the
mighty Zambezi, to raise the largest dam in Africa after Egypt's
Aswan with twice that dam's power capacity. Energy-starved
apartheid South Africa had agreed to purchase some 70% of that
power. It desperately needed it to help stave off the growing
threat of boycotts, embargoes, and sanctions mounted by the
international community in opposition to its brutal subjugation of
its African majority. Moreover, South Africa expected its power
needs to double within a decade, so the dam would be vital to its
survival.

For Portugal, South African payments
would help it refill coffers badly depleted by years of colonial
wars in Africa. The dam's power would also be available to help
Mozambique's land-locked, white-ruled neighbor Rhodesia to the west
which likewise faced growing external pressures and armed African
independence forces.

The most ominous part of Portugal's
vision for Cahora Bassa was spelled out in its Third Development
Plan for the Portuguese African Territories: the dam would
provide power for the settlement of one million Portuguese
immigrants.

Frelimo's leadership organized
detailed discussions of the plan among the ranks, in encampments,
cantinas, offices, backrooms, and homes. Again and again, these
sessions returned to the issue of the one million settlers. Why in
the world did the Portuguese want to bring a million settlers into
Tete Province when there were only about 200,000 Portuguese
settlers currently in the whole country, including the major cities
of Lourenço Marques and Beira?

The consensus was that Portugal had
fundamentally changed its strategy. Instead of control of the
colony, it had opted to transform it. Clearly, these new settlers
would not only serve as a bulwark against the advancing liberation
movement, but they would also force countless Africans off their
lands and out of their villages, pushing them to the edges of their
own country.

This incensed Chapepa, like it did
many others who, like him, were from the region near Cahora Bassa.
He could see the colonial regime raising cities for the
settlers—building shopping centers, fine homes, theaters, and
libraries—while it displaced Africans and cast them aside into even
deeper wretchedness. Their homes and villages would be razed,
fields paved over, lives ruined so foreigners could continue to
stifle their advancement and reap the fruits of their country.

That's what happened in South Africa,
Chapepa reflected. Hordes of white settlers took the best lands for
themselves and drove the African majority into destitution on
“reserves” where most eked out a dismal living. If it could happen
there, what was to stop it from happening here, especially with a
plan like this in place and apartheid South Africa as its principal
backer?

Time is against us, Chapepa thought as
he looked in the direction of the dam. He knew it was rising
despite Frelimo's best efforts to thwart its construction.

He looked out across the rainforest
again but this time he saw waves of settlers swarming across the
landscape, pushing Africans off the land they called home.

 


 


Marcos Nascimento poked at the
remainder of his lunch as he sat at the sidewalk cafe table next to
his wife Abiatha, across from their older friend Aníbal. Marcos
stared past his friend into traffic-filled Avenida Águia, one
of the main corridors that wound through the center of
Lourenço Marques' business district. He wondered if he would ever get used to the noise of the
traffic that passed the lofty office towers and paved sidewalks of
the “cement city,” as this part of colonial Mozambique's capital
city was known to its African residents. For Marcos, the scene
brought to mind pictures of cities along the Mediterranean he'd
seen in magazines at the library, so unlike the small fishing
village where he'd grown up.

He
smiled to himself as he pushed a morsel of toasted bread through
the peppery piri-piri sauce
that soaked the last of the giant prawns he'd ordered.

Abiatha gently touched the hand that
held the bread.

Stirred by his wife's touch, Marcos
glanced from his hand to the bread to her hand, from lightest to
medium to darkest brown. Her slender fingers rested gently just
below his wrist. He looked up at her and was immediately lost in
the smooth curve of her face, her large expressive eyes, the shape
of her mouth as she spoke.

“This is home to you,” she said and
looked at his plate.

He had been intrigued by her voice
since they met. It seemed to him to be far more mature than her
ever youthful appearance. Its firm contours were familiar and
comforting. Yet at the same time, it held the echos of something
that somehow seemed ancient, which added to her quiet dignity and
authority.

“Home?”

“The prawns.”

“Oh. I suppose so,” Marcos said. “I
imagine that they might have come from somewhere near Fisanda. But
I can tell the difference. They're almost as good as home, but then
the cooks here don't know what mama knows.”

Abiatha laughed softly at that.

“Speaking of mama, maybe we should get
out of the city for a weekend after this is all over and visit her
and your father,” Abiatha said.

“I suppose we could use a change. It
would be nice to visit Fisanda,” Marcos said. “It's lovely there
now with the jacarandas blooming and all. Even the sea is
friendlier this time of year after the short rains. The air is so
fresh. But are you sure? Are you up to that?”

“I'm fine. The bus ride is less than
half a day. I can do a trip like that with no problem. I wish we
could see my folks too but Tete is just too far away. Anyway, we
need the change.”

“I suppose we do. This city can be so
difficult. And after this thing today, I know I'll look forward to
a weekend away. It'll be nice to go home.”

“Good. Besides, I still haven't
learned all of mama's special dishes, especially your
favorites.”

“You know she'd love to see you again
and finish teaching you all her secrets. She might try to kidnap
you though,” Marcos said, smiling, “since she doesn't want you to
go back into the hospital for this.”

He placed his hand gently on her
stomach.

“She'll come around. I'll help her
see.”

“Come around?” Aníbal asked as he
scratched his grey stubble before adjusting his worn tweed jacket
which betrayed frayed edges at the sleeves.

“Mama blames the Portuguese doctors
for what happened to Abiatha last year. She keeps writing, urging
her to go to traditional midwives this time.”

“So, what will you tell her?”

“I love the work of the midwives,”
Abiatha said. “They've brought countless babies safely into the
world, including me. But there are challenges that are beyond their
skills and require a hospital. My situation is like that. I don't
blame the doctors for what happened last time. Things can go wrong
for people with complex conditions like mine. It doesn't have to be
anyone's fault. I've seen it many times. Most of the hospital staff
are good people who try very hard. I've worked there long enough to
know that. I believe they will do what they can and I'll come
through fine this time. You'll all see.”

“I trust that you are right,” Aníbal
said.

Marcos bent over to kiss his wife's
brow just below her glistening, tight crown of hair. He turned
slightly to take in the interior of Cafe Dessalines through the
open wall that framed the sidewalk tables. The large ornate room
was filled with white diners who chatted amiably, chewed, and
drank. Though they seemed to be totally absorbed with themselves,
Marcos caught a few furtive glances cast their way. He ignored
them. Still, he hoped the three of them appeared to be what they
were, modest African civil servants casually enjoying lunch.

It was all but unheard of for
Africans, including those of mixed-heritage, to eat at such
restaurants frequented by whites, even though there was no law
against it in Lourenço Marques. Those Africans that could afford
them often found that half-vacant restaurants were “filled” with
prior reservations whenever they showed up. If they protested too
vigorously, arrests quickly followed.

Cafe Dessalines was a rare exception.
Though it allowed non-white customers, they were always seated
outside on the unshaded sidewalk in the hot tropical sun. Always in
the same area at the same two tables where whites were never
seated. If other Africans came in while Africans were seated at
those table, the new arrivals would have to wait until the seated
Africans had finished, even if there were other empty tables
around.

Marcos had heard that the cafe was
owned by the grandson of a French immigrant who came to the city to
help erect the Iron House, designed by Gustave Eiffel, the creator
of Paris' famed landmark. The unique all-metal building was
originally intended to be a residence for the governor-general
until it became clear that it was a poor match for the city's
tropical climate.

Despite the cafe's limited
accommodations for its African customers, Aníbal insisted that they
meet there from time to time. He told them he drew some measure of
inspiration from the coincidental fact that the cafe's name was
also that of the Western hemisphere's first black head-of-state,
Jean-Jacques Dessalines, a former slave, a leader of the Haitian
revolution, and a general who defeated Napoleon Bonaparte's forces
to secure his nation's freedom.

For their purposes, the seating
arrangement had its advantages, Marcos felt. Since no one else was
seated nearby, their table was far enough away from the other
diners to give them a large measure of privacy. He was thankful
that the noise of the traffic also helped to mask the sound of
their conversation.

Earlier, their waiter had ignored
Aníbal when he attempted to place the order for them, and had
spoken to Marcos as if he were alone. Marcos realized the waiter
probably thought he was Portuguese, despite the kink of his hair.
Marcos calmly asked him to please take their order from his father
across the table. They all had a good laugh later as they recalled
how crimson the waiter suddenly became.

Despite his pallor, Marcos had never
been confused about his identity. He always knew that he was
African. The Portuguese tax collector who had fathered him—and who
he never knew—had not changed that. He'd been raised by black
parents and grew up like any other boy in tiny Fisanda. There were
a few whites around as he grew up but he felt he always saw them
from afar. None were directly a part of his life, except for Father
da Silva, the person most responsible for him being in Lourenço
Marques, or so he thought.

“By the way, how are your parents,
Abiatha, with all that's happening in Tete?”

“The last I heard they're fine,” she
said and straightened in her chair. “The mail doesn't come through
like it used to so I'm not sure when I'll hear from them again. The
last time they wrote they said the authorities have started moving
people from across the valley into aldeamentos but we're
hoping, that is, I'm betting the authorities won't cross the valley
and move people from so high up in the hills. It's quite far from
the dam and the proposed settlement area. I just think it would be
too much trouble for them just now. So I'm trusting they'll leave
our village alone for a good while.”

“I feel for those people who are being
moved,” Marcos said. “Not just because the aldeamentos are
awful places to live, but because I just think they probably will
never be relocated again. We haven't heard or read anything
concrete about where they would go next. They'll probably live out
their lives behind barbed wire while the settlers take over the
area, just like what happened in South Africa.”

“Well, for once I'm glad my people
live on those rugged hills,” she said. “Our clans moved there to
hide from slave traders a long time ago and never left. My parents
love that land. They won't leave unless they're forced to go.”

“I would hate for it to come to that,”
Aníbal said.

“I'm not worried,” Abiatha said as she
managed a smile. “Even clearing the forests would be less trouble
than trying to build developments in those hills. I just don't see
it, at least not for a long time. Our people knew what they were
doing when they fled there. I'm sure my parents will live out their
lives there, just as they've always planned. I believe that.”

Marcos reached out and gently pulled
her to him again. She melted into his side in a way that was so
intimate it almost made Aníbal blush. Marcos could feel her heart
beating, more rapidly than usual. He hoped her blood pressure
hadn't risen. He wished he could protect her even from her unspoken
anxiety about her parents, but he feared there might be something
far worse than anxiety waiting for them this day. If only she did
not have to come but he knew that would have been impossible. They
had been summoned, and that was that.

 


 


Chapepa looked down at his AK-47
assault rifle which lay against the side of the bluff's embankment.
He turned and watched Soares who had just finished oiling two
surface-to-air missile launchers and had placed one on the ground
near Chapepa.

Soares began unpacking his mortar,
oiling its parts, and setting up its bipod stand near the edge of
the embankment.

Chapepa checked his watch.

Soares smiled, then wiped his hand
across his lightly tanned brow and pushed back long strands of hair
that had fallen out of place.

“Não faz mal,” the younger man
said. “Esté é nosso dia.”

Chapepa blinked. He's telling
me not to worry? These young people from the city, he
thought, they really are a different lot.

“So, you're convinced that this is our
day even though the battle's just begun.”

“What I mean is we know the Portuguese
will swarm towards that diversion,” Soares said. “They're like
robots: we attack, they concentrate their forces, leaving openings
in their defenses so we can do things like blow up these
towers.”

Soares chuckled heartily and wiped
gunpowder off the mortar's tubing.

Chapepa grimaced.

“My friend, the day is not yet over.
We can never be completely sure how things will turn out. That's
why we take precautions and make sure we do our jobs well.”

“É sim,” Soares said, gesturing
surrender as he continued his work.

After Chapepa turned back toward the
tower, Soares spoke again.

“Perhaps I'll get a chance to
practice.”

Chapepa felt awkward at hearing the
implied request. He knew Soares was right to want a chance to use
the mortar, which, along with shoulder-held missile launchers, had
often proven decisive in battle, when used well. But precision
required practice, something that was hard to come by with limited
supplies of ordinance and an enemy who was often within
earshot.

“Perhaps,” Chapepa said without
turning around.

He liked Soares and admired the young
man's energy and eagerness. Chapepa didn't know much about him,
except that he'd been a dock worker in the coastal city of Beira,
the major seaport for Mozambique's land-locked neighbors Malawi,
Zambia, and Rhodesia. His family had migrated from Lisboa to escape
a life of crushing poverty. Soares had been a laborer throughout
his adolescence and had recently participated in a demonstration to
form a union, despite threats and warnings from the authorities. He
had been one of a handful of Portuguese workers who stood with
their African counterparts. The picketing workers were beaten by
the police and their organizers were arrested. A few disappeared
mysteriously. They all knew that had to be the work of the
Portuguese secret police, the feared PIDE.

After a worker who had been his close
friend was killed at home, Soares fled the city with the help of a
fellow African union organizer who knew someone with ties to
Frelimo. They made their way inland to a Frelimo base where Chapepa
helped to train Soares. Impressed with his fighting spirit and
quick reflexes, Chapepa asked to have Soares join his team.

Looking north toward the dam again,
Chapepa followed the edge of the lake from the area of the dam
until he caught snatches of the road emerging in disparate places
through the tree cover as it wound its way toward them. The closest
stretch of it climbed out of a bend about a mile away and shot
straight past their position before disappearing again in the tree
cover to the south.

Chapepa lingered a moment as he
searched the area to the south near where the road disappeared. He
saw a glint through the trees and heard a familiar rumble.

“Heads up, Hunter,” he said into his
radio as he ducked down until he could just peer over the
embankment wall. “Bad weather may be coming. Hunker down and cover
up.”

At the base of the tower, Hunter and
Runner pulled camouflage tarps over their supplies behind one of
the tower's four massive base struts, then lie flat and out of
sight.

Chapepa was surprised to find that
only two khaki-colored military trucks emerged along the road.
Still, they barreled across the hardtop road, headed for the battle
raging near the dam. A small metallic disk rotated slowly on the
roof of the lead vehicle. Chapepa guessed the Portuguese used it to
try to intercept their transmissions. That didn't bother him. Even
if they managed to intercept them, which he doubted, their messages
were probably too cryptic for the Portuguese to figure out. He
didn't give them much credit.

As they passed the tower, Chapepa
guessed each truck held about twenty soldiers. A few hung out of
the open backs of the vehicles, looking about aimlessly as the vans
sped by.

“You know, I wonder sometimes,” Soares
said as he watched the vans head for the bend a mile up the road.
“I might have a cousin in that motor truck. One of my uncles might
be driving it. I'd hate to run across members of my family in a
battle.”

As the vans disappeared around the
bend, Chapepa turned and studied Soares' face.

“I wouldn't want to be in that
position either,” Chapepa said.

“No, sir.”

Chapepa thought a moment as Soares
returned to unpacking and organizing their supplies.

“Soares.”

“Sir.”

He stopped working and gave Chapepa
his full attention.

“I have no doubts about your love for
Mozambique and your commitment to the freedom struggle. You are a
good man and a good batalhador, but war is hard and it can
be cruel. I hope you know that I would not consciously put you in a
position where you would have to face such an awful thing as you
just described. So, if you ever feel you can't perform your duties
for any reason, just tell me. I understand.”

Soares stared at him and nodded.

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate
that.”

“You're not here to sacrifice your
principles,” Chapepa said. “You're here to defend them.”

Soares smiled and went back to
work.

 


 


“All this traffic, is it bothering
you, my friend?” Aníbal asked Marcos.

“What?”

“You're staring at the traffic as if
you're getting ready to start yelling at it,” Aníbal said.

“Oh, sorry. I'm not even thinking
about it.”

“It's this afternoon's meeting, isn't
it?” Abiatha asked, looking up at him.

“Yes,” Marcos said and squeezed her
gently. “I know we've been through all this but I'm still not
comfortable about it.”

“Really now, Marcos. We've got to have
faith that things will work out,” Abiatha said, pulling away from
him gently so she could sit up again.

“Of course we do,” Marcos said
evenly.

“Tell me, what are you afraid of
Marcos?” Aníbal asked.

“I'm not afraid. 'Concerned' would be
a better word.”

“Well, I don't see what three tutors
of young students have to be concerned about,” Abiatha said. “No
one's ever complained about us. The local régulo has never
had a problem with us, otherwise we'd never have a chance to get
anywhere near this meeting. The Great Day Improvement Association
is hardly a concern of the government, as modest and unimportant as
we are.”

“Yet we are important enough to be
invited to this meeting,” Marcos said. “Aníbal, you taught us to
always consider our circumstances. When less than five percent of
the country's population can read or write the national language,
and less than twenty percent can speak it, what a group such as
ours does is not unnoticed. We just can't be so sure of ourselves.
There's something quite odd about all this, something that's not
quite right.”

“I'm not saying that everything is
right with it, or with them. Certainly not that,” Aníbal said.

Marcos watched as Aníbal leaned back
in his chair and ran his hand
across his bald brown pate as if he expected to find the smooth nap
of his hair still there. His older friend stared past him and
seemed lost in his own thoughts.

“It's beautiful, isn't it?” Marcos
said to Abiatha, anxious to fill the silence as he looked at the
sun-washed office towers across the avenue. Blossoming trees lined
the sidewalk in front of them. “So modern, so confident. No
indication anywhere that much of our world is falling apart, that
it could all come crashing down around us.”

Marcos noticed that Aníbal's right
hand trembled slightly as it rested on the table. That surprised
him. He'd never seen Aníbal do that before. Then it stopped.

“The war changes everything,” Aníbal
said. “It touches everything because it won't go away. How many
years have they been saying that victory is near, the rebels will
soon be defeated? Yet it goes on.”

“People at work talk of the war as if
it's happening in another country somewhere far away to someone
else,” Abiatha said. “Even when we attend to former soldiers who
come in for follow-ups and rehabilitation, no one talks about what
they went through or anything else about the war. It's
strange.”

“Strange, yes. Like this meeting we're
going to,” Marcos said.

“I just don't think there's any reason
to suspect the worse,” Abiatha said. “They would never waste time
and energy on an elaborate charade just for us.”

“That's right. We're
unimportant,” Marcos
said. “In their eyes, they still look at us as indígenas, no matter what the
policies or the reforms say. So why pay any attention to us at
all?”

“Indígenas!” Aníbal said, almost spitting out the word. His face
hardened. “They think they are so clever. For generations they
divide us into two groups: the privileged assimilados, trained to reject their African roots and
to mimic their masters, and the indígenas, who in their eyes are essentially nothing, not even
citizens of their own country, just things to be forced to work and
die.

“Then the war starts and the policy suddenly changes. Now we
are all citizens and there is no assimilado or indígena, at
least not legally but everyone is still treated the same way.
Assimilation is still the key to the modern sector. Though forced
labor is abolished legally, in the hinterland far from the bright
lights of the cities it still lives and crushes so many of our
people. Reforms, they say. They are paper reforms, nothing
more.”

“Yet, as meager as they might be, the
reforms do provide some openings for us, such as this meeting,”
Abiatha said.

“But the question is still not
answered. Why us?” Marcos
asked. “What have we done to make them notice us, except
perhaps for a single letter to the editor of A Tribuna?”

“That was some letter,” Abiatha said,
smiling as she touched Marcos' wrist again.

“Well, yes, it certainly took enough
effort to create, didn't it?” Marcos said, smiling back at her.
“But that was nothing. What did we do but applaud the government
for its efforts to build new schools and encourage them to do more?
There are several associations who have been working longer and
harder on that issue than we have.”

“Especially those headed by
assimilados who already have the ear of the officials,”
Aníbal said.

“Which is exactly why they would never
have come to us instead of them? Don't you see? This kind of thing
just does not happen. It does not add up,” Marcos said.

“I'd guess they are tired of hearing
the same things from the same people,” Abiatha said. “Don't forget,
the reforms promised greater openness.”

“Yet they have banned, imprisoned, or
driven into exile everyone who sought to represent our people,”
Aníbal said as he leaned
toward them and lowered his voice. “O Centro Associativo dos
Negros de Moçambique, banned. A Casa dos Estudantes do
Império, banned.”

He leaned in closer.

“And Mondlane, the most impressive
scholar ever to come out of Mozambique. He became an American
university professor and a highly-placed leader in the United
Nations. But there is no place for African men such as him in a
colonized Mozambique, so now he leads the liberation war against
them. Even Craveirinha's passionate poetic voice has been silenced
in a dungeon in that, that same wretched building where we'll be
meeting with our 'betters' this afternoon.”

“My goodness, that's right,” Abiatha
said. “They put him there after they banned his writings.”

“Not to mention the people who were
exiled or assassinated or who disappeared,” Marcos said, his tone
lowered.

“Ohhhh,” Aníbal said mournfully. He
leaned over and placed his head in his wrinkled hands.

“Aníbal! Are you alright?” Abiatha
asked and reached out to gently place her hand on his bent
shoulder.

He's reliving something, Marcos
thought. He was sure that Aníbal knew victims of the government's
hostility. They all did or knew someone who did. Sometimes, most
times, he thought, it was knowledge they hid away inside themselves
so they could function with a sense of normalcy. But then there
were times when the pain could not be avoided.

Presently, Aníbal raised his head
again. He smiled briefly at them.

“I apologize. Unpleasant thoughts. I'm
alright. I'm alright,” he said. He paused a moment again, then
produced a brave smile. Marcos knew that smile. It was the one
Anibal used when he was trying to encourage him.

“We have traveled a long road
together,” Anibal said. “I can only hope we will be able to finish
the journey together, my friends.”

“I cannot imagine it being otherwise,
my friend,” Marcos said as he watched Aníbal carefully.

“You know that I feel the same,”
Abiatha said as she reached out to place her hand over
Aníbal's.

Marcos watched his friend and tried
not to worry. He felt he owed so much to him and realized that it
had not occurred to him that their bond might be broken suddenly at
any time.

Aníbal had been his rock when Marcos
had still been new in the city and newly hired at the city library.
Aníbal took readily to Marcos and helped him along as he learned to
be a clerk, although in name only. Actually, he found that he was
more of a porter, helping Aníbal move entire collections that had
overgrown their space, polishing furniture, repairing and
preventing water damage, cleaning up after and trying to outwit
vermin.

Still, he relished the work because of
the chance to serve what seemed like both a monument to the past
and a gateway to the future. When he could steal the time, he read
what he could, and worked to further master the language and build
on the foundation that Father da Silva had given him at home in
Fisanda. Aníbal steered him to volumes which were less dense and
challenging than those he'd found on his own. Their shared
experiences brought them closer together as the months passed and
Marcos grew more confident and capable in his work.

One day after they'd spent hours
moving one of the oldest special collections, Aníbal took Marcos on
a jitney ride to the cantico of Chamanculo, a sprawling
shantytown in the city's northeastern corner, not far from the
ocean. Marcos lived nearby on the border of neighboring Mafala, a
far more densely packed yet equally impoverished community, in a
mission-run, single-men's hostel, a refuge that served young
Africans who were new to urban life.

He found that Aníbal lived alone in
one of those makeshift shacks built of large zinc sheets seen
throughout the canticos. His wife had died several years
before, run over by a bus one morning as she made her way to work.
They had come from the Limpopo area near the Rhodesian and South
African borders. Almost all of his family was gone, having died
during horrendous flooding that washed away villages for miles in
his home region.

That first evening in Aníbal's humble
shack, Marcos gazed at a yellowed, mimeographed set of papers his
friend had handed to him. By the dim light of the xiphefo, a
home-made kerosene lantern made from a discarded bottle, he peered
at the enlarged title on the first page: “O Brado Africano,”
Mozambique's first major newspaper written by Africans. He absorbed
the words of its founder João Albasini, his passionate defense of
the Mozambican people, his enraged condemnation of their
mistreatment, and understood clearly why it was named 'The African
Roar.' He had never read anything like it. Such power, such
fearlessness.

Over time, Aníbal shared with him
other such documents he'd smuggled out of the library. Whenever the
collections were moved, some materials had a way of being 'lost' or
'misplaced.' Still, Aníbal was careful to return everything,
eventually. This was not theft, he told Marcos. It was just his way
to get the library to extend its borrowing privileges to a
dispossessed member of the African majority.

Soon after, he and Marcos spent many
hours reading documents and discussing them in lively exchanges at
Aníbal's home after work. There was Clamor Africano, a paper
published at the end of the last century that fiercely championed
the indigenous population, and other publications including O
Africano and Missão Africana. Then came the works of the
great poet José Craveirinha, Aquino de Bragança, Noémia de Sousa,
Jorge Rebelo, and other Mozambican patriots.

They read the works of Roger Casement,
a onetime British consul to Mozambique and Irish revolutionary who
exposed the barbaric rule of King Leopold II of Belgium over the
Congo; Amilcar Cabral of tiny Guinea-Bissau in West Africa,
considered the great theoretician of the current anti-colonial
liberation struggles against Portugal; W.E.B. DuBois, Franz Fanon,
and others who laid bare the workings of colonialism.

Marcos was sure many of these texts
could not have come from the library. He wondered where Aníbal had
gotten them but never asked. All that mattered was that they had helped him see what had
been hidden, and for that he would always be grateful.

The time of discussion they allowed themselves was often
all too short. More than once, Aníbal had to practically force his
younger friend to leave to ensure he would arrive home
before dark, in time for dinner and well before the city's curfew
for Africans took effect.

During one such visit, a melodious
female voice called at the door in a way that Marcos would never
forget. Abiatha entered and took his breath away. Aníbal introduced
the young nurse's assistant as one of the few other literate
persons living in this part of Chamanculo. Misson-educated as was
Aníbal, she avidly joined their discussions, raising spirited,
well-informed viewpoints to compliment and contend with theirs.

Marcos was enthralled. They fell in
love beside the kerosene lamp.

“You're thinking about the old days,
aren't you?” Aníbal asked Marcos as he smiled at his friend across
the table. “We took a lot of risks then, both of us.”

“You did. What risks did I take?”

“Every time you went home, I feared
some young bully would try to add to his reputation by taking on a
handsome, light-skinned young man walking home alone.”

“I think your reputation protected
him,” Abiatha said. “You have no idea how much the people of
Chamanculo respect you.”

“Well, perhaps, but there are always
those who respect no one. He has been very fortunate.”

“Let's hope my good fortune, our good
fortune continues today,” Marcos said, smiling again. “I feel we're
going to need it.”

“But you agree that we must go,”
Aníbal said.

“Of course. We have no other
choice.”

“Then it's settled,” Aníbal said. “We
go forward together to do what we must.”

“Yes, it's settled,” Marcos said
reluctantly.

 


 


Chapepa turned toward the south to
check the road again. After a moment, he clicked on his radio.

“Okay, Hunter. Break time's over.
Let's catch our evening meal so we can get home on time.”

He called Commander Agá, his good
friend and the commander of operations in the region, and told him
that their “friends” were on the way. As he turned from his radio,
Chapepa recognized a familiar sound in the trees behind him away
from the road. He focused on the tree tops where he caught sight of
a chattering family of apalis and spied their intriguing dark green
shading set off by bright yellow bellies. He knew the birds were
native to this region, as he was, and they especially loved the
forests. From childhood he'd listened for them, followed them on
long trails on lonely afternoons, and came to know their
distinctive voices well.

Chapepa listened intently and felt the
father was scolding the young ones for taking unnecessary risks in
the forest which was filled with dangers. He nodded in agreement.
The plaintive, supplicating peeps of the young ones in response to
their parent's admonitions tugged at him. The young ones—

He grimaced and reached into his
pocket. He felt the folded papers that held pictures of his
children, and his wife, Catia, named after the village in Niassa
province where her grandparents came from. Chapepa hadn't seen them
since several months before the recent Portuguese counteroffensive
began. He clenched his teeth as he recalled the now-vacated village
where he'd grown up and where he and Catia made their home.

His unit had gone there just a few
weeks ago to confirm that the advancing Portuguese army had indeed
depopulated it, like it had so many others in its wake. The people
were moved to the hated aldeamentos, so-called fortified
villages which were little more than glorified refugee camps.
People there were herded together like cattle with minimal
resources and no privacy to speak of. The authorities said this was
the only way to protect the population from Frelimo but Chapepa
knew that being removed from their land only increased the people's
disaffection, driving more recruits into Frelimo's ranks.

As they entered his village, he had
been shocked by the destruction that had taken place there. Shards
of pottery jugs, torn fabrics, and other belongings were scattered
in the streets. Burlap bags had been ripped open and grain spilled
about. Broken stools and radios lay strewn on the pathways. Farm
animals roamed freely. Even homes had been shattered, their earthen
walls broken through, roof thatch everywhere, charred remains
crumpled and crushed under boot prints.

Chapepa was angered, then bewildered
by this. What sense did this make? Why act so ruthlessly? Then, it
hit him; the people had resisted. They knew they had nothing to
fear from Frelimo, so many people must have decided not to go. This
would have enraged the soldiers, prompting them to move so
destructively, with this carnage as the result. The homes of
friends, cousins, elders, neighbors, many were destroyed. Then, he
found that his own home had been wrecked and caved in too.

Catia and the children are fine, he
told himself more than once. She knows how to take care of herself
and them. The villagers, they will help her—if they can.

Chapepa held onto the images in his
pocket, not daring to look at them for fear of what his reaction
might be. He pulled his hand out and pressed the fingers that had
touched them to his lips.

 


 


A gust blew across the sidewalk table
and sent the three of them clutching after their napkins. It
dislodged an abandoned newspaper on the chair of an adjacent table
which landed in a heap near Marcos' feet. He picked up the pile and
carefully rearranged it.

“What's the headline?” Abiatha
asked.

He turned the paper over.

“Rebels routed near Cahora Bassa.”

“There it is. The war,” Aníbal said
absently.

“More rubbish,” Marcos said. “Every
battle is a great victory. Every battle the rebels are routed.
They've been saying that for years yet the war goes on.”

“Yes, but this could be different,”
Aníbal replied. “That dam could mean the end of the war, if they
succeed with it.”

Marcos was surprised that Aníbal did
not look at either of them as he spoke though he was pleased that
the traffic seemed to have picked up and was louder then before.
The better to mask their conversation, he thought.

“The Americans have gotten involved
too,” Aníbal said, his tone slightly lowered. “I read about it in a
paper in the library. They've been trying to keep it quiet but
they're helping with the dam construction and they supplied the
turbines. It's all a part of the plan to help Portugal win,” he
said, glancing away quickly.

“I don't understand,” Abiatha said,
leaning slightly toward him. “Why does the leader of the free world
fail to help the people who struggle to be free? Why are they
opposed to Africa's freedom? They should be helping us, not hurting
us. And Mondlane, he's more American than any of the Portuguese
leaders. He went to one of their finest schools, taught their
children, even married one of them.”

“Our problem is not with the American people but with that
government,” Aníbal
said, his eyes slights unfocused as if he might be looking beyond
them. “It's leaders like
that Kissinger fellow. He wants to make the world safe for their
corporations so they can enrich themselves at our expense, even if
it means subsidizing our subjugation. Yet their people fight for
freedom as we do. Our liberation struggle and the U.S. Civil Rights
struggle took off at about the same time. In both places,
citizenship and what it means for the African is at issue. In both
places, the people call for more rights, more freedom, more
education. As these
Africans rise, they lift the whole of society on their shoulders to
shake off the shackles of the past.”

“Well said, my friend,” Marcos said.

“Yes indeed, You
have a gift, Aníbal,” Abiatha said. “It's one of the things that
makes you such a fine educator.”

Aníbal smiled, then grimaced again. He
bent forward toward the table.

“Aníbal!” Abiatha said, “Are you
alright?”

She reached toward him just as he
raised his head.

“It's okay,” he said quietly. “I'm
alright. It's just that, it's just that. I'm sorry. I promised I
would not burden you with this but I cannot bear it any
longer.”

“It's alright. Please, tell us what it
is,” Marcos said.

“It's just that I lost someone,
someone very important to me, someone very important to us. It's
the Rain Queen. The Rain Queen is gone.”

Marcos and Abiatha sat still, holding
hands beneath the table.

“The Rain Queen?” Abiatha said. “The
Rain Queen in South Africa? What happened?”

“To her? Nothing.”

Aníbal straightened up in his chair
and drew in a long breath. He reached for his glass of water and
downed the remaining half of it in large gulps. He pulled on his
jacket and smoothed its front. He drummed his fingers on the table
a moment as if gathering his thoughts.

“You mean the one that reigns across
the border in Limpopo Province. She's fine. You know her story,
descended from the royal house of the Mwenemutapa empire, the
builders of Great Zimbabwe. She is said to be the last ruling
female monarch in all of Africa and they say she has healing powers
that she draws from the rain. I don't mean her. Not that Rain
Queen,” Aníbal said, his eyes gazing aimlessly, unfixed.

“I mean our Rain Queen, the head of
our mission. We called her that as well, all the boys at the
mission and our families did too. She was the Rain Queen to us. So
regal, highly educated, a modern woman yet we often saw her stroll
across the grounds in beautiful traditional robes, her hair always
beautifully braided.

“She never spoke to us, the students,
not directly that is, only through the teachers, but she always had
a smile for us. She addressed all of us once a year at
commencement. She'd give a grand speech. I never remembered much
except that each time she'd always close the same way: 'As you go
forth, you go with God. And you take us with you too. We will
always be there to encourage you and remind you who you truly are.
Now, go forth and do great things.' But, now she is gone.”

Abiatha reached out again and lay a
hand on one of Aníbal's.

“I'm sorry, Aníbal. Please tell us,
what happened.”

“What happened? I wonder,” he said as
he looked across the plaza. His faced hardened a moment and he
leaned back in his chair.

“They came to the mission, the
soldiers. They said they were looking for Frelimo combatants, even
though everyone knows that Frelimo is operating hundreds of miles
away. They insisted that they had reports that the mission was
aiding them. She rejected the claim, insisting her staff would
never jeopardize the mission that way and everyone knew that. She
said, as they knew, that the mission's business was to turn out
productive individuals who worked to better themselves and the
society at large. Graduates of the mission work throughout the
society, even in the government. Nevertheless, she granted the
soldiers free access to search wherever they liked. They tore up
the place, scattered books and belongings, broke typewriters and
overturned file cabinets, spilled canisters of food. Of course,
they found nothing.

“From what I was told, she protested
vigorously and angered the commander. He hit her hard across the
face, sent her reeling into the dirt.”

Aníbal dropped his head again.

“He pointed his weapon at her.”

Marcos felt Abiatha's fingers tighten
on his arm. He saw that Aníbal's hands were clenched.

“Only the intervention of his fellow
officers saved her. They convinced him not to make a martyr of her,
saying she would be more trouble dead than she was worth. The
soldiers left but not before the commander told her that she was
finished there, that she had met her end. After the soldiers left,
she joined the others as the students and staff strove to clean up
the mess and put things back together. Two nights later, soldiers
returned. They crept into the compound and took her away. Some of
the staff were roused by the sounds of struggle. They saw the
soldiers dragging a large burlap bag out of the compound. She was
never seen again.”

Marcos and Abiatha sat quietly as
Aníbal looked down at the table and ran his hand across his head
again. He exhaled a long sigh.

“Men from the government came with
soldiers the next day and said that Frelimo must have kidnapped
her, but they never questioned anyone. Instead, they immediately
closed the mission and sent everyone away. They announced plans to
build aldeamentos and said that all the villages in the
vicinity would be cleared out. I learned all this from one of the
teachers who returned to his family here in Chamanculo.”

“This is an awful tragedy,” Marcos
said.

“Yes. I think they intended to wipe
the mission out all along because it was in African hands,” Aníbal
said, as he looked up at them and managed a tight smile. “They
hated her because she was a leader. No, more than a leader. She was
a healer. I don't mean with medicines. She healed the people's
spirit.

“You should have seen those
graduations. What celebrations! People filled the compound, brought
gifts of produce and animals, handcrafts and fabrics, whatever they
had to give. They said it was for the school but we knew that it
was also the Rain Queen they honored. She healed us in the midst of
terror, brought us together and forged community from disparate
parts, disparate people. She was our center. She reminded us who we
really are. That made her a threat to them.”

Abiatha reached over and took his hand
again.

“That is so cruel, so terrible,” she
said.

Aníbal shrugged his shoulders.

Abiatha moved her chair next to
Aníbal's and put her arm around his shoulder.

"You have our deepest condolences.
Your loss is one that all of us can feel," Marcos said.

At first, he thought the trembling he
felt was his body's response to Aníbal's suffering. Then he felt
the table vibrate.

“What is that?” Abiatha asked and
Marcos saw the question mirrored on Aníbal's face.

Behind his friend, Marcos noticed that
traffic in the avenue had become lighter. He looked up the avenue
in the direction the traffic came from. Several blocks away, office
buildings hid the rest of the curving boulevard. At every
intersection, policemen directed the remaining traffic onto the
side streets. The unnerving trembling grew along with a low,
disturbing rumbling. The avenue was soon empty of vehicles. Marcos
recognized the sound of motorcycles just before two of them
appeared, driven slowly by helmeted soldiers in khakis. Behind them
came pairs of jeeps filled with soldiers.

“My goodness,” Abiatha said.

Marcos turned around and saw that the
cafe's diners were frozen in place, staring at the procession on
the avenue.

Military vans covered by tarps and
filled with soldiers followed. Then, the source of the rumbling
appeared. A long cannon barrel mounted on a massive tank emerged
around the bend from behind an office tower. It rolled toward them
and stopped at the intersection before the cafe. The others
vehicles halted as well. A few officers spoke into field radios
while others looked around and back down the procession.

He had never seen such a sight before,
except at parades during national holidays. He had never even heard
of such a procession happening before in the city. They must be
headed to the bay, he thought, but why move through the center of
the city's busiest district, disrupting its traffic and so much of
its activity? Everything was at a standstill. What was so important
that justified this?

He saw that Abiatha seemed to be as
riveted by the scene as he was. Aníbal stared coldly at the
military display.

The procession began to move again.
The massive tank rolled past them, filling the avenue. Rows of
soldiers marched behind it, their stares fixed ahead, jaws tight,
some betraying sullen, almost forlorn expressions.

Clearly, they were going to join the
war, Marcos thought. It had to be something urgent for them to cut
through this part of the city to get to the ports. Reversals on the
battlefield, Marcos thought. What else could it be? They needed to
get to transports that would take them north as soon as
possible.

Marcos smiled to himself. He was
amazed that Frelimo's guerrilla army of peasant farmers and simple
country people, equipped with second-hand weapons and whatever they
could capture from the enemy, could beat back Portugal's
sophisticated NATO-equipped forces, and stop traffic in the middle
of the colonial capital. He wanted to laugh but knew better.
Instead, he watched the last of the troops march away as their
motorcycle escorts tailed behind them.

He was bursting to talk about it with
Abiatha and Aníbal but was surprised at the intense frown on his
friend's face. He seemed to be staring at something across the
plaza.

“Don't turn around, my friends” Aníbal
said. “We seem to have attracted some undue attention. Two
policemen are headed this way.”

They stiffened.

“Relax, please,” Aníbal said smiling
amiably and leaning back in his chair. “Let's continue to be as we
were.”

Marcos and Abiatha also eased back in
their chairs, attempting to seem as relaxed as possible.

The policemen crossed the boulevard
with a deliberate, almost military gait. Cars that had begun to
appear on the avenue again stopped as the pair passed before
them.

Marcos took a long drink from his
glass. Eventually, he allowed himself to look up and found that the
lead officer, the shorter and more burly of the pair, seemed to be
scowling as they approached the table.

“Excuse me, sir. Are these people
bothering you?” the senior officer asked.

“Why no, officer. We are just having
lunch, sir,” Aníbal smiled. “Is there something—”

“I'm not talking to you,” the officer
snapped at Aníbal.

“Why, I—”

“Quiet!”

Aníbal held back.

“You, sir, I asked you a question,” he
said to Marcos who turned slowly toward the policeman.

“Oh, I see,” the officer said as he
stared at Marcos.

Marcos understood what the others did
as well: from across the plaza where the policemen had first
spotted him, he must have appeared to be a Portuguese man. It was
only up close that his African heritage became apparent.

The officer quickly recovered.

“Let me see your papers. All of
you!”

They each reached into their wallets
for their cadernatos, the passes that all black and mixed-race
residents of Lourenço Marques were required to carry. The taller
policeman collected the papers and handed them to the other. After
reviewing them, the senior officer continued to glare at Marcos who
realized he hadn't answered the man's question and hoped he was not
going to repeat it.

“I asked you what are you doing here?
Are you deaf?”

“Why no, sir,” Marcos offered sociably
and flashed an engaging smile, disarming the officer for a moment.
“You see, we were just finishing lunch because we are on our way to
a very important meeting. You see, we have business at the
Palace.”

“The Palace!” the officer repeated,
surprised to hear him refer to the colonial seat of government.

“This is not a time for jokes, boy. I
asked you a serious question and I expect a serious answer.”

Marcos held back for a moment and
considered his words carefully.

“You see, sir, I would never make a
joke of something like that. We have been invited to a meeting
organized by the Ministry of the Interior. We have the invitation
here,” Marcos said and turned toward Aníbal who was already handing
him the envelope. He passed it to the officer who snatched it from
him. He examined it closely, reading it again and again, inspecting
it in detail, then looked at each of them with a strained
expression.

The air grew tight and hot. No one
noticed a hint of breeze.

“This is not possible. Why would the
Ministry waste time with indígenas like you when any district office can handle your
concerns?” the officer said, squinting at him.

“Begging your pardon, sir. I assure
you we are as puzzled as you are about this, but this is not about
any concerns that we have raised. As you can see we have been
invited to, uh, participate in this meeting.”

The lead officer erupted into
laughter. His second followed his lead.

“Participate? Indeed,” he said as he
regained his composure. “You can barely read and write. In fact,
are you even literate?”

“Of course, sir. We work at the city
library and my wife works at a hospital as you can see there,”
Marcos said, referring to the cadernatos.

“Yes, yes. Of course you do. Nonetheless, you are not
doctors of letters, nor distinguished experts. And most of all you
are just indígenas. You
have no business being in the Palace, unless you are there to be
tried or imprisoned. No, this is a farce. You are attempting some
kind of mischief.”

“I assure you we are not, sir. Why, we
would never get past the front gate if that were the case.”

“Indeed, you would not,” the officer
agreed, rubbing his chin.

“Exactly. And as you can see, sir, our
appointment is little more than an hour from now,” Marcos added.
“Traffic is unusually heavy now, given its recent, uh,
interruption. We were just preparing to be on our way, to catch a
jitney. You can see that we must not be late.”

The officer stared at the invitation
disapprovingly.

“I don't believe so. This is obviously
a fake, some kind of forgery. Actually—”

He looked at them with a deep
suspicion that creased his brow.

“No, this is more than mischief. This
is some kind of Frelimo plot. You're trying to infiltrate the
Palace!” the officer said.

Abiatha tensed and grabbed Marcos'
hand.

“You are under arrest, all of you. You
will come with us. Up! Up! All of you! Now!”

The taller officer drew his sidearm
from its holster and pointed it toward the table.

Marcos instinctively tightened his
clasp of Abiatha's hand and found her grip was unusually strong. As
she and the others rose from their chairs, crisp heavy steps came
toward them from inside the cafe.

My goodness, Marcos thought. They have
reinforcements here.

A stocky, silver-haired Portuguese man
wearing a tailored suit and dark sunglasses passed through the open
wall and approached them.

“Officers. Good afternoon.”

The lead officer looked up with
surprise at the approach of the older man as his fine leather shoes
clacked across the tiles.

“Er, what—?” the officer said.

“It's okay, officer. Sgt. Mateu, isn't
it?”

“Why yes it is.”

The man held up something in the palm
of his hand that only the officer could see. Sgt. Mateu's
expression changed dramatically.

“I see,” he said, somewhat downcast,
and looked back to the table.

“This gentleman is in command here.
You will do as he says.”

“Please, all of you. Sit down. That's
right. All of you,” the man said motioning to everyone at the
table. Mateu wiped his brow as Marcos, Abiatha, and Aníbal sat
down. The other officer still held his gun but it now pointed
toward the sidewalk.

Marcos noticed that the older man was
standing between them and the bright afternoon sun, so that he
found himself squinting as he looked up at the heavy face. This one
likes to intimidate, Marcos thought.

“Sgt. Mateu, please give me the
letter.”

The officer looked down at his hand as
if to confirm that he still held the letter and handed it nervously
to the man.

Marcos grasped Abiatha's hand tighter,
suddenly realizing that only an agent of PIDE could make a
policeman react this way.

The agent scowled as he reviewed the
letter and stroked his forehead. Finally, he looked up with a
frown.

“You see, Sgt. Mateu,” the man said
finally, “this letter is clearly authentic. See the Ministry's
embedded seal here? It cannot be forged, you know.”

“Yes, yes, sir. But of course. I, uh—”
Mateu bowed his head as if he were trying to lower his already
diminutive stature.

“Still, I agree with you, officer,”
the agent said. “This is most suspicious, most unorthodox. Yet they
clearly have an official appointment. What shall we make of
this?”

The agent held his heavy chin in his
hand as he looked closely at Marcos, then the others. No one met
his gaze, except Aníbal, whose expression was even and direct for a
moment before he too turned aside.

“This one is trouble. I don't like
him,” the agent said to Sgt. Mateu.

Aníbal looked up at him again for a
moment, just long enough for a polite smile to register.

“You'll forgive me, sir. I was merely
caught up in the moment. I meant no disrespect.”

A
long moment passed between them. The agent pursed his lips and spat
on the sidewalk in disgust. Then, he turned to Sgt.
Mateu.

“My friend, your suspicions, while
understandable, are not justified. It is not our place to question
the Ministry's business,” he said. “This is clearly a matter of
state. The Ministry's schedule must not be interrupted. You will
return their papers and release these people. After that, sergeant,
you are both dismissed.”

On hearing that, Abiatha sighed as the
tension escaped from her body and she released Marcos' hand.

The taller policeman holstered his
gun, and returned the letter to Marcos and their cadernatos to each
of them. Then, he and his counterpart both turned and walked away
quickly without looking back.

“As for you,” the agent said, staring
at Aníbal, “be on your way. If you value your security, say nothing
of what has happened here. For your sake, I hope we do not meet
again.”

“We thank you, sir,” Aníbal said as
they all rose and collected themselves. “As for meeting again, it
is, after all, a small city.” He raised his eyebrows to punctuate
the quandary he'd just been placed in.

“If I were you, I would pray that it
is not that small,” the agent said, turned and left.

Aníbal quickly settled the bill. They
hurriedly set off for the Palace.

 


 


Commander Agá's gruff voice sounded on
Chapepa's radio.

“Bad weather is coming back your way,
Fisherman. Two storms returning. Prepare for the worse.”

Coming back? Two storms returning? The
two trucks filled with Portuguese troops. The battle must have gone
badly.

“Do we continue with, uh, as we
planned?” Chapepa asked.

“Only if you can. If you can't, we
will see you, hopefully in time for dinner.”

The soldiers were coming back. Were
they coming for them? Did they know about the mission? He gritted
his teeth as he stared ahead at the bend in the road. They would be
here soon, bearing down on them. Forty or more soldiers against the
four of them. Better to withdraw. There would be other chances,
other targets.

“Soares, those troops are headed back
this way.”

“What? It's too soon. They won't
finish setting the charges in time.”

“I know.”

“So what do we do, chief? Do we fight
or do we run?”

“We retreat, my friend,” he said. “As
much as I'd like to take them on, we can't win this. We must live
to fight another day.”

As Chapepa clicked the radio to order
Hunter and Runner out, a flock of apalis burst through the tree
tops near the bend in the road, startled by the advancing trucks.
Their shrieks were like human cries. He heard Catia's screams. He
saw her arms flail in protest as Portuguese soldiers dragged her
through the streets, the children crying and yelling and running
after her. The walls of his home toppled into the dirt.

She had made her stand. He was sure of
it. Perhaps her last.

He turned toward Soares, the pain
visible on his face.

“On second thought, we fight, young
man. We make our stand. Let's give Hunter and Runner as much time
as we can. We have the high ground. We can back them up and hold
them off for awhile. Get that mortar and your shells ready,” he
said urgently.

Chapepa turned around to see Soares
flash a broad smile. They shared the same thought: he'd get a
chance to “practice” after all.

“Hunter, bad weather coming and
possibly poachers as well,” he said into his radio. “Do your best
to finish up. Give me a miracle, son.”

“We'll do what we can,” Hunter
answered.

Chapepa helped Soares move the mortar
closer to the edge of the bluff just behind its makeshift wall,
then he left the younger man to his calculations. He looked back up
the road to the bend that the trucks would soon emerge from, about
a mile away, well within the mortar's range.

“Okay, Soares. As much as I'd love for
you to blow up their lead truck, I know how hard it is to hit a
stationary target with that World War II surplus weapon of yours,
let alone a moving one. So if you can just open up a crater on the
road, that will give us half a chance to make some mayhem. On my
mark,” he said, “aim for about fifty yards ahead of them. And get
another shot ready immediately after that one.”

A faint rumbling grew into the sound
of approaching vehicles. Chapepa held his hand up, ready to drop it
as soon as the trucks cleared the bend. The one with the radar dish
emerged first. This time the dish did not rotate but seemed to
Chapepa to be aimed directly at the bluff. He waited for the second
truck to appear. When it did, he dropped his hand.

The blast was deafening and the force
of it blew dirt and dust all about the clearing. Chapepa was glad
he'd stepped back from the edge but scowled as he followed the
shell. Too low, he thought. It wouldn't make the road. There would
be just enough time for a second shot, he thought, as the shell
arced downward.

It slammed through the tree tops, then
exploded in a massive roar that splintered trunks and branches,
sending timber and leaves flying in a wide bubble of debris. Some
of it reached the road. He couldn't tell whether it was enough to
make the road impassable, but both trucks stopped abruptly.

“Okay. Not bad,” he whispered, even
though the enemy was almost a mile away. “They're turning around to
get out of range. Good. Good! Now blow a hole in the road so they
don't change their minds,” Chapepa said without taking his eyes off
the debris-filled road.

“Ready, sir,” Soares said.

Chapepa dropped his hand and Soares
fired. The second shell flew along the same trajectory and it
seemed to Chapepa that it might also hit the trees. If it misses
the road, he'd decided, we fail and we die.

The shell sailed across the tree cover
and just clipped the top of the last trees. It slammed into the
ground across the road, well beyond the shadows of the transmission
lines hanging above.

Chapepa groaned and slid down so that
only his head was visible above the rim of the embankment. His eyes
were fixed on the trucks, both of which had stopped. The soldiers
poured out of each one, rifles at the ready, but they ran back down
the road away from the clearing.

Chapepa let out a breath and
laughed.

“That's it? They're just going to run
away?” Soares asked behind him.

Chapepa followed with his field
glasses as they ran down the road, then slipped under the
trees.

“Ahhhhhh. They're coming alright,”
Chapepa said. “They're moving under the cover of the trees. They'll
probably circle around until they can come in behind us. That means
it's time to go. The forest will slow them down enough for us to
get a good head start. We won't have to die now after all if we
hurry. Let's go. Now!”

He called down to Hunter to pack up
and leave as well.

A soft rhythmic thudding, almost
melodic at first, slowly reached them from the direction of the
lake. Chapepa bolted upright and grimaced as he recognized the
sound.

“Hunter! Get out of there now!” he
yelled as the helicopter gunship emerged along the bend in the
road. Traveling at tree-height, it tilted forward menacingly,
flying faster than Chapepa had imagined it could, and headed
straight for the tower. He watched as Hunter and Runner ran for the
trees on the other side of the tower.

“They're not gonna make it,” Soares
said at his shoulder.

“Get back!” Chapepa barked and turned
to pick up his surface-to-air missile launcher but Soares was
already sliding it onto Chapepa's right shoulder. Soares loaded the
missile as the helicopter's twin machine guns tore up the landscape
near the tower, circling around it to get to the fleeing pair.

Chapepa aimed carefully and fired. The
missile flew straight for the gunship, spewing smoke behind it,
then sputtered and twisted wide to the right. It exploded on the
ground across the road, just as the gunship reached the front of
the tower. As smoke billowed from the explosion, the gunship paused
a moment as if it were thinking of what to do next, then it
swiveled in mid-air so quickly Chapepa gasped.

It charged at the bluff, machine guns
still firing as it climbed the slope. Within seconds, it would be
on top of them. Chapepa realized there was no time to load and fire
a second missile. He turned to make sure Soares got below the wall
as he pulled out his carbine, but his younger partner pulled at his
shoulder.

“Down, sir!” Soares yelled. As Chapepa
dropped behind the embankment, Soares fired his own surface-to-air
missile at the rising gunship racing toward them. The missile
smashed through the gunship's windshield
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