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  THE DIARY OF ERIKA WELLER


  March 19/0930 hours


  Day 173


  For the first time since we arrived nearly six months ago, I feel afraid of the Catacombs: this enormous burial ground of an elite society, carved into our familiar rock of Earth. Yet they are as distant from what we regard as human as the alien life forms of a planet a million light years across the galaxy.


  The Priests of Zan are not dead: I believe they will never die. We have just begun, after exhausting exploration, to grasp the idea of their continuing power, a mastery of eternity. They stand mute but dreaming in a reliquary of their fabulous civilization. All has been revealed to us; too little we understand. They have not been waiting for us. We don't matter. We are transient, vulnerable, inferior, possessed by the smoke of their dreams, helpless to divine the meaning of their continuing existence.


  Of one thing I am certain: They live on through the power of the bloodstones. And the bloodstones should never have been disturbed, despite their accessibility and immeasurable value. We should have approached them with the care and caution of anthropologists studying a new species, not as a group of intoxicated treasure-hunters.


  Jack Portline is dead, the back of his head shattered by repeated blows from a mattock.


  He had been missing for five days. We found his body in a previously uninvestigated chamber on the seventh level of the Catacombs, near the Repository. He was dragged there in a clumsy attempt to hide the remains, but the trail of blood, still fresh after several days, wasn't difficult to follow even in the available light from the central core. (It is worth noting again, despite the horrible circumstances, that nothing seems to spoil in the Catacombs. Fresh milk remains fresh after weeks without refrigeration. Growth–hair, fingernails–is severely retarded.)


  We concluded that Jack had surprised his assailant at work, looting the Repository. There was a small pool of blood on the stone floor near one of the crystal vaults, and more spots on the vault itself. From this vault as many as fifty bloodstones have been removed: Chips and I didn't take the time to count all of the empty sockets. One man could carry, without difficulty, that many stones down the mountain in a rucksack. They would weigh only about seventeen ounces. In what passes for civilization in our time, the red diamonds would have a value well in excess of one hundred million dollars. So much for motive.


  One of our friends and associates is demented, a murderer. Which one? There was nothing to do but summon all the members of the Chapman/Weller expedition, by beeper, from the depths where they have been working in numerous chambers of the Catacombs, and from the base camp on the mountain. It will be hours before we are sure who else is missing; and that man will have Jack Portline's blood on his hands.


  We are in the expedition's "common room," if indeed you can describe space the size of a zeppelin hangar, hewn from solid rock, as a room. Level One, Sector One (our destination) of the Catacombs, which we chose because there are no tombs here, no open feline eyes to study our every move from deep within their flawless crystal sarcophagi. In a lonely area of Sector One that takes up as much space as a tablecloth on a football field are the Mylar mushrooms that comprise our home in the Catacombs: privacy for work, study, recuperation. The costly paraphernalia of expeditions on spaceship Earth. Cadmium fuel cells, fluid recyclers, field-grade microelectronics for every type of data processing.


  Chips is asleep on the pneumatic mattress next to mine, a hand flung out against my side for companionship, and reassurance. I know I should sleep now, before the next ordeal, but I can't. In the beginning, months ago, was the agony of acclimatization: The Catacombs lie many thousands of feet above the migraine level for all but the most seasoned and hardy alpinists, and few of our middle-aged scientists qualified as such despite rigorous preconditioning before the expedition was assembled. After we adjusted to the altitude, sleep was still a fitful experience at best, disturbed by the nervous excitement from our continuing, phenomenal discoveries. In a place where there is no day or night, only an unvarying level of illumination several foot candles brighter than the light of the full moon, we've all wanted to work beyond our capacities to make the most of the available time. Sleep and food too often seem to be expendable, and we've suffered from this neglect ourselves.


  Now, after weeks of the eerie silence of tombs, there are earthshocks, occurring more frequently during the past few days. We are, after all, in the Great Rift Valley, an area of ongoing seismic activity, of irresistible forces slowly splitting a continent apart. It's as if the bloodstones are the heart of this mountain, a heart which has been severely damaged by the transgressions of a greedy maniac. I think it may be too late already, but we must try to get the stones back to where they belong. . .


  Continued:


  By 1400 hours we were all assembled. All but two: Jack Portline and his murderer. I must say Chips did not seem surprised. But he was deeply shaken by guilt and rage at himself for having twice placed his trust in a man whose essential faithlessness is well known to the world. Privately I reminded him that we'd never had a choice. Yet I too feel guilty. Is a unique discovery like the Catacombs worth the bargain we are forced to make, the senseless death of a colleague?


  After only six months our work here is drastically incomplete, but clearly none of us has the heart, or the stamina, to continue for now. Our sensors and computers now predict the likelihood of a major volcanic eruption; temperatures have been rising slowly inside the Catacombs, from a previously consistent 62.8 degrees. The decision was made to pack it in. Chips has gone down to the base camp to signal for helicopters. He feels it is best not to say anything about the murder, or the theft of the bloodstones, until he can speak to Kinyati.


  Jumbe Kinyati will see to it that justice is done. And quickly.


  Day 174


  Time for only a few notes; but the habit dies hard. And I'm concerned that these tapes of mine might be the only surviving evidence of the Chapman/Weller expedition.


  The helicopters, both personnel carriers, came early, just after sunrise. One landed at the base camp and another in the cul-de-sac outside. We had removed our equipment and computerized data from the chambers–and Jack Portline's body, sewn into a sleeping blanket and weighing more than the rest of our gear put together. Now there is virtually no trace of our months-long sojourn in the Catacombs.


  The Tanzanian Air Force in charge of the airlift, a bearded man named Timbaroo, ignored Chips' protests and loaded all of our data into a single helicopter. He and his soldiers obviously came equipped to make short work of the evacuation. They carried portable oxygen with them to nullify the effects of the extremely thin, cold air. And they had guns, for which there was no necessity. None of us were allowed aboard; the helicopter took off almost immediately. It's a valuable find, of course, unprecedented, and the government is jealous of its prerogatives, but this amounts to confiscation–or outright theft.


  When Chips continued to argue, too vehemently, with the general, he was placed under arrest, at gunpoint, and taken away to the base camp. It was as if they had intended from the beginning to make us prisoners.


  I was only a few yards from the entrance to the Catacombs. They weren't watching me. I slipped back inside. By now I've been missed. Will they search the Catacombs? I don't think so. It is measurable in square miles, and I could evade them easily. But without food or the means to recycle urine, I have no chance of surviving.


  If they leave without me I might try to escape down the mountain. Difficult, even if I were strong, at a peak of conditioning. But anything could kill me out there–a misstep, a rockslide, the biting cold of night. Oh, God!


  . . . Later. The earth was shaking so strongly I found it difficult to stand, let alone walk. I vomited, and have a severe headache.


  Fireballs are more in evidence. They're clustered around the core of the Catacombs, each as bright as a miniature sun. They are frightening, but harmless.


  So I hope is the transformation, quite unlike any I've experienced here.


  I made the mistake of making eye contact with one of the entombed creatures–and abruptly I was striding across the storm-darkened Serengeti Plain, solitary, like most of my kind, in search of a morning kill: wildebeest, Tommy. The transformation was astonishing. I knew who I really was, yet I felt the smooth power of another body, of unsheathed claws and spotted coat, of hunger burning in a lean belly. I had the ability, unique among animals of the world, to sprint at an incredible speed in pursuit of game. I spotted my prey, accelerated, overtook the gazelle, and slowly strangled it with the bite of claws that were too weak for dealing quick deaths. I feasted, then returned miles across the plain to the hiding place of my cubs. I found nothing left but hanks of black birth-hair: While I had eaten, they were eaten. By hyenas.


  The transformation abruptly was reversed, as they all were, and I stood weeping in the chamber, unaware of how much time had passed.


  . . . Chips is calling me now, pleading with me to come out. General Timbaroo must have put him up to it but he does sound worried, for my sake. He knows what I'm capable of. Chips says that I am only making more trouble. He may be right; I only know I have no more time to think about it. I don't know why we're under arrest, why the data collected by the expedition was taken. But surely Chips will straighten everything out.


  In the meantime, it's unthinkable that any harm will come to us.


  PART ONE


  THE POWER


  OF THE STONES


  "The Lords of the Storm. They sound like gods. Think of that, Matthew. They have looked upon mankind and seen that we are assholes. From their infinite wisdom and compassion is distilled a drop of pity. A blood-red drop. Maybe FIREKILL is a gift from the gods."


  "On the other hand," Jade said, "they may have a godlike sense of humor we won't appreciate at all."


  Excerpted from the archival tapes of


  President Douglas Jaret Creighton,


  cross-file reference N640-1715,


  The Hondo series.


  Chapter 1


  KINGDOM MISSION


  Ivututu, Tanzania


  April 29


  In the late afternoon Erika awoke from exhausted sleep to find herself shivering, and for a few moments she was horrified, thinking that she too had come down with the fever.


  She sat up in her creaking bed, bagged in mosquito netting that had turned brown from the sun and was weighted with the dust of drought. Except for a violent pulse and heartbeat she discovered no other symptoms of a possible viral infection. The tremors were a reaction to a dream which, recurring, always found her vulnerable: a chilly bath of terror to purge the frustration and anxiety of her waking hours. In her dream magisterial men with the savage, flat-skulled heads and yellow faces of cheetahs came vividly to life in their crystal tombs, shattering barriers that had lasted ten thousand years. The cat people of the Catacombs–always they brought her back to the months of the expedition, and the bloodstones.


  In retrospect, as she sat huddled on the bed with her head close to her knees, coughing a bitter taste of unassimilated dust from the back of her throat, the Lords of the Storm were less threatening than concerned in their attitudes toward her; they reached out as she slow-stepped through the ritual of the dream as if to bestow power which she so sadly lacked in her present circumstances. But as they touched her with slender hands nearly doubled in length by hooked fingernails, their expressions became static, simplified: The faces vanished slowly, leaving just the bold strokes of pictographs, a dead language she could only partially read after weeks of study.


  The afternoon wind was blowing from the north, from the shrunken soda lake of Rukwa, across the miles of glazed savannah, and through the upland bush and acacia trees that surrounded the deteriorating old mission. Erika, in her misery, wrapped her arms around her thin knees to diminish the trembling; darkened by the sun, viewed through layers of netting, she was like the uneasy seed in a strange, transparent fruit.


  She heard footsteps in the bungalow and looked up.


  Alice Sinoyi filled the door space of the little bedroom; there had never been a door. Alice's cropped head was the color and texture of burnt sugar. The lower half of her face was covered with a surgical mask, a protection against dust aerosols which they all were observing. Beside her head, on the wall, was a stark, slightly askew pale shadow of a cross that had been removed when the mother superior of the white sisters who had taught in the mission school departed for another assignment.


  "Erika?"


  "Oh, Alice. What time is it? How long have I slept?"


  "About four hours. You are coming with me? Bwana Chapman now is having the fever."


  There was no tone of urgency in her voice. She seemed fatalistic, unmoved.


  "Oh, my God."


  Erika tumbled from the bed, flinging the cumbersome net aside, and reached for her sandals. She thought she heard an airplane circling above them, the twice-weekly Beechcraft from Mbeya that carried supplies and, occasionally, more help from the district hospital to the quarantined mission and village. And she heard something else: a surge of orchestral horns, the scratchy but still-powerful voice of Maria Callas. The aria was in French, issuing from the hi-fi equipment of Father Varnhalt, the half-crazed old priest who presided over the largely defunct mission. He was a serious opera buff and was given to playing his records for hours, often in the middle of the night, and at full volume.


  Divinités du Styx, ministres de la mort!


  Je n'invoquerai point votre pitié cruelle.


  Gods of the Styx; ministers of death! I shall nevercall upon your cruel pity. . . Erika shuddered again; today his choice of Alceste seemed dismally appropriate. She took a fresh mask from a carton on top of the dresser, which was dark and ugly and typical of mission furniture, and airy from wormholes. As she followed Alice through shaded but stifling brick arcades, she tied the mask behind her head. Her fingers were a trifle clumsy; she felt dizzy and dreamlike, the world falling into soft focus at the edges of her vision.


  Erika stopped and glanced up as the plane, throwing off needles of light, made another low pass over the mission buildings. Something, apparently, was obstructing the salt-pan landing strip half a mile downhill. A herd of zebu, cattle, or perhaps one of the thinning bands of topi seeking what was left of the brackish water in the Songwe River.


  By the stockade gate the masked soldiers slouching under dust-caked but still-green mango trees also looked up, shielding their eyes and making feeble jokes about the prowess of the bush pilot. But he was free to come and go and they were not. The soldiers were of tribes other than the Fipa or the Nyika, stationed far away from their own districts. They were afraid of the plague, but more afraid of running away.


  If they were caught, Colonel Ukumtara, a Masai whom they all feared, would personally shoot them.


  And few of the conscripted soldiers had any idea of how to make their ways home from the southern highlands, through empty hostile country which they knew to be populated by sorcerers, vampires, and werewolf hyenas.


  The hospital was a long, two-story building with high ceilings; it had been built in 1912, a few years after the end of the devastating Maji-Maji rebellion, during which the Germans had killed seventy-five thousand blacks and gained a firm hold on the southern tribal districts. Only about half of the original stucco remained on the brick walls, and a wooden gallery was in serious disrepair. There was an overhanging tin roof topped with thatch that had been riddled by rats.


  The rats had become so numerous and threatening as the mission population dwindled that a quartet of tough young tomcats recently had been flown in from Mbeya. They patrolled together, for their own safety, and had succeeded in driving the rats from the living and eating areas of the mission grounds. The ecology of Africa is exceptionally fragile, habitat and migratory patterns depending almost entirely on the erratic monsoons. It was now the season of the long rains in East Africa, but even in a good year this crescent of the Rukwa Valley received only about twenty inches of rainfall. This year, so far, there had been almost none; brief showers did little more than settle the laterite dust. With every humid drizzle, the sky seemed to bleed.


  For three weeks the hospital had been crowded with the seriously ill. Surrounding it, almost like a halo, was a corrupt, nauseating odor which Erika had become somewhat accustomed to: She had spent most of her time there since the outbreak of the fever. An abandoned school building nearby was now rapidly filling with blacks from the surrounding villages; in another day or two there would be no more room at the mission.


  Alice left her and went, fiat-footed, heavy in the haunch, toward the auxiliary ward, where a woman's despairing lulloo had interrupted Mme. Callas' passionate mezzo air. Already nearly one hundred fifty cases of the fever of unknown origin had been diagnosed. Sixteen patients, unresponsive to broad spectrum antibiotics and serums for known fevers such as Rift Valley and Congo, had died. A few victims, those under thirty years of age who had contracted the disease, seemed to be recovering. No children had been brought in as yet, and only two of the young soldiers assigned to the mission had been stricken, not seriously. The older you were the more deadly the fever.


  Raymond Poincarré had come out onto the gallery in his short-sleeved smock to drink a cup of fruit juice and smoke a strong cigarette. He was the only doctor the Tanzanian government had sent to them in this emergency. For nearly a month he had worked eighteen hours a day with a staff of native nurses from the Mbeya hospital to contain and attempt to identify the fever. His father was a Belgian, his mother had been a Fipa woman from the valley south of Muse. He'd been out of medical college for less than a year, but Erika thought he would become an outstanding doctor if he wasn't worked to death. His only fault, as she saw it, was a steadfast refusal to discuss or even acknowledge the fact of their involuntary sequestration.


  Poincarré looked at Erika as she negotiated the tilting, creaking stairs to the second floor. He had a high, light-brown forehead and wore gold-rimmed glasses, a miniature gold ring in the lobe of one ear. His face was too youthful to be lined, but these days it had fallen into a pucker of weariness, or resignation. He spoke to her in French, his voice still strained from laryngitis caused by the dust.


  "I'm sorry to get you up so soon; but he was asking for you."


  "Are you sure it's the fever?" Erika said, still in shock. "Chips has had malaria for many years–he could be having a flare-up in spite of the chloroquine."


  "No, he's not malarial. It's a fulminating febrile sickness. Lymphadenopathy is evident. Time will tell." Poincarré didn't sound hopeful. The pitch of the airplane engine had changed as the pilot sought to land. He glanced from the descending aircraft to the livid hollows beneath her eyes. "They should have sent me a good supply of gamma globulin this time. I've asked for it nearly every day. For your safety I suggest that you have an injection. Why haven't you been eating? You mustn't lose any more weight. You'll surely collapse if you keep on at this pace–you were up all of last night."


  "I feel fine." In truth she had experienced dancing spots before her eyes, and palpitations, as a result of jumping too quickly out of bed. Erika blinked hotly at the frieze of lizards around the screen door, and heard someone groaning inside the ward. "Shouldn't we know what it is by now? You sent the blood and sputum samples to Mbeya over three weeks ago."


  He shrugged. "The laboratory there is primitive. The samples may have been mishandled; they often are. Or perhaps they were spoiled in transit to the virus lab in Dar."


  "This can't be an isolated outbreak; there must have been something like this fever before. There must be a vaccine."


  "I don't know, Erika. Mutations of deadly viruses are common in Africa. It takes a very long time to isolate the new strains and cultivate antiviruses. By the time that happens, the disease may run its course."


  "Leaving how many dead?" She was panting for breath. She leaned against the wall; the lizards rearranged themselves watchfully. "But that's it, isn't it? That's why the government can only spare us one doctor and a few nurses when what we really need are virologists, epidemiologists, a well-equipped field laboratory. Does USAID or the World Health Organization know what's happening in Ivututu? No. Because someone in power in this country will be bloody well pleased if every single member of the Chapman/Weller expedition dies here!"


  Whenever she touched on this sensitive subject, he pretended to have great difficulty in understanding her Swiss-accented French.


  "Virologists are scarce in East Africa. But I must admit I would welcome some help, if only for a few days." He dragged on his cigarette, then stubbed it out on the railing and pocketed what was left. "They'll be coming with the supplies soon enough; I want to be sure my requisition slips are in order. Even then it's a guessing game each time I open a parcel."


  Erika, her face flushed, turned without another word and went inside. They had received supplies on a steady basis, some of which were still in Red Cross crates airlifted to East Africa to combat health emergencies nearly a decade ago. They had ample fuel for the generators and more than enough food, but she knew she was right: No one in authority really cared that they were being slowly wiped out.


  Edith Esmond, an archaeologist from the University of Chicago, had been the first to sicken and then to die, her throat impassably swollen, her tongue black, her skullbones soft as a baby's. Then Brant Luradale, the expedition's photographer, and the epigrapher Evangelos Trimakis succumbed within a week after symptoms appeared. Each man was past fifty and Edith, a robust fifty-seven, had been the senior member of their group. Of the thirty-two nonnative members of Chapman/Weller, all alive and well six weeks ago, one was missing and unaccounted for–Jack Portline's murderer.-and seven were dead (their bodies, presumably on someone's orders, had immediately been packed in dry ice and removed, by military helicopter, from the mission; but Erika had no idea to where the bodies were taken, and Raymond Poincarré, if he knew, wouldn't talk).


  Twenty more of the explorers and scientists had fallen ill. Paul Boneparth, a forty-six-year-old computer programmer, had been at the point of death for two days, then rallied. His symptoms had abated mysteriously, but his mind seemed to be gone. Of the four members of the expedition so far untouched by the bug, Erika at thirty-six was the oldest.


  In the high room dimmed by shutters where the sick lay sweltering, nearly naked, bronzy from fever like fallen pharaohs in temporary pyramids of net, she found another black nurse asleep sitting up, head pillowed against her chubby hands on the back of a metal chair. She had a lollipop secure in one cheek, and nursed it unconsciously between dragging snores. The victims of the fever announced their distress in mutters, rattles, and low groans. Those most badly off were in old-fashioned oxygen tents fed from tall, nipple-topped metal bottles. Buckets and bedpans wanted emptying, sheets changing; there was an acrid stench of insecticide and Lysol in the air. Erika's steps dragged as she searched the faces of friends for signs of improvement or further dissolution.


  "Erika."


  They'd found another bed somewhere and put it at one end of the aisle, beneath the windows, then extended it with a bench, but still his ankles and feet protruded, creating a bulge in the netting. He was at an angle in the narrow bed, pillows behind his back; his eyes were half open. His shirt was unbuttoned, and his chest was bare and sweaty. The first thing she wanted to do was bathe him.


  "Oh, Chips."


  He licked his lips with a slow tongue. "Under the weather," he said, smiling. His breath was bad, he had vomited, his beard was still matted. He waved her away as she was about to part the netting and sit beside him–as if it made any difference now. Only children were ilombwe. There was no sure way to avoid the fever–she would get it in due course. Now that Chips was sick she didn't care; she would just as soon die with him. They had long been partners in expeditions–Chekiang, Titacaca, Palenque–but lovers for only a little more than a year.


  Instead of sitting, Erika brought him a drink, a can of cool Pepsi from the little kerosene refrigerator beside the single sink in the ward. He was able to sip some of it through a straw.


  Chips had in one hand a creased, faded color photo of a tall young man, beardless but in his father's image: Toby Chapman. From time to time Chips glanced at his son's face, and his own face softened–with longing, with love and despair.


  To distract him Erika said, "I've been wondering about this bug. If it's something we brought with us from the Catacombs, why did it take so long to incubate? Some of us would have fallen sick while we were still there."


  Chips nodded. "Deliberately introduced once we arrived in Ivututu."


  "By whom?"


  "The only one of us–who's missing." It was difficult for Chips to talk; to swallow. The Pepsi ran out of a corner of his mouth as he pulled at the straw. He stopped drinking and with clumsy fingers tucked the photograph of his son into a shirt pocket. His hand lingered over his heart but he looked sternly at her, all business.


  "Erika, my being laid up doesn't change anything–"


  "What? Oh, no, you're not serious!"


  "One of us . . . still has to get out of here. Get help. When I realized how sick I was, I . . . talked to Bob Connetta. Told him just what to do to the plane while he was helping to unload it. Tonight you'll have a chance to get out of here. Odds don't favor you, but you have to make it. You're a damned good pilot, my lady. Take Bobby with you. Head straight for Nairobi. North northeast from here, maybe six hundred miles. Piece of cake in that Bonanza."


  "Leave you?" she said, too loudly, outraged by the suggestion.


  "Only chance, Erika. Do what I tell you." He looked past her, at the rows of beds. "Have another, look at them. Help you to make up your mind. Seven dead. Maybe tomorrow it'll be Vinnie, or Lennart, or Tsutomu."


  Erika bowed her head; she was shaking again. She pressed her long hands together. Most of the time she wore surgical gloves, despite the inconvenience and the humidity; she knew what could result from even a minor cut or an unnoticed pinprick. Defying the conditions under which she worked, she had stayed scrupulously clean and tried to see that everyone else did the same, though the fresh-water supply was a trickle and it was necessary to throw a bucket of scrub water into the toilets to flush them into the overburdened drain fields.


  She was determined not to shake Chips' morale by demonstrating nerves in front of him. She looked up, smiling. But Chips wasn't watching her; he had put his Pepsi down and was straining to clear his throat. Her own chest ached in response to his efforts. A week ago, in a rage, he had struck Colonel Ukumtara, and had been placed in confinement in a windowless room behind the chapel. There his endurance had crumbled. Now he was very nearly helpless.


  "One thing . . . in our favor. The bloody colonel has relaxed now. He doesn't expect much of you, or any woman. He's bored . . . with this duty. His boys are careless."


  Erika ran a hand through her short haircut. "How would I get down to the plane after dark?"


  "We'll think of something."


  Chips was short of breath. She felt as if she were needlessly irritating him; he had placed his trust in her. She said, with a confidence she forced herself to feel, "I'll be back for all of you, darling, no later than tomorrow. After I've raised hell with the embassies and the news services."


  "We should be . . . front page all over the world. A bit shoddy and premature, considering the work still to be done. But necessary."


  "If only we'd been allowed to keep something, some scrap of proof of what we've found in the Catacombs. A photo, a latex mold, a single bloodstone." Erika thought of the cat people in their transparent tombs, alone once more, waiting, as they had waited for a hundred centuries, still guarding their hoard of red diamonds–a hoard now reduced, perhaps critically, by as many as fifty stones. She shuddered. Once she had savored the impact she anticipated their find would have on the world. Now she could only shrug, feeling defeated. "There'll be outraged cries of hoax."


  "Muted skepticism, perhaps," Chips said, trying to encourage her. "But your credentials demand respect. Publicity is what we must have now, an uproar of . . . volcanic proportions."


  Erika flinched.


  "Sorry. Bad choice of words. Almost no time left, if we're right in our assumptions about the bloody mountain. So . . . over the wall with you, and God bless."


  He jackknifed in a fit of coughing, but Erika for once was oblivious to his distress; she had heard the creak of boards outside and glanced at the half-shuttered window only a few feet away, beyond which the afternoon blazed with the volatile whiteness of tropic sun. In that blaze something dark momentarily floated, like a gourd-shaped spot of eclipse. Creak, creak. A thoughtful tread. Light was reflected in a thin arc from the spectacles of Dr. Raymond Poincarré, as if he had glanced at her in passing. They had kept their voices low, but he was too close not to have overheard.


  For a few moments Erika nearly panicked. These past weeks she had worked closely with Raymond to save the lives of her friends and associates, and she could never question his dedication to them. On a personal level he was almost aloof, but he had shown flashes of interest in her. His mother was dead, his father was a rummy who was in the monkey business in the highlands of Iringa. Raymond owed his career to his sponsor, Dr. Robeson Kumenyere, who held no cabinet post but exerted a major influence on the destinies of this rigidly structured socialist country. At the mission Raymond shared, or was forced to share, quarters with Colonel Ukumtara, who had a primitive faith that the presence of the doctor helped to keep the fever from visiting him.


  Perhaps Raymond was afraid that if she escaped, the government would charge him as well as the colonel with the responsibility. He was a young man, and he knew that the jails of his country held more political prisoners than South Africa's jails. But he also knew what was going to happen at the mission if more help wasn't forthcoming. Before the fever burned itself out in this isolated valley, hundreds might be dead.


  There was only one way to proceed: She had to confront him at once, try to reason with him, put him to a test of loyalties.


  Erika went quickly outside, but Raymond had already gone down the steps and called for a Land-Rover that was parked near the gate.


  "Raymond!"


  The first time he pretended not to hear her; along the path that circled the yard the Land-Rover came grinding to pick him up. She called again. This time he looked back, silently. Erika could not tell much from his expression except that he seemed withdrawn, troubled. He swung aboard and dropped into the nearside seat of the Rover, and Erika helplessly watched him go. Outside the stockade the Rover took the track down to the landing strip, where the plane from Mbeya was being unloaded.


  She knew then he had made his choice: a lingering death for those who were left from the Chapman/Weller expedition.


  Chapter 2


  CHANVAI,


  Momela Lakes, Tanzania


  April 29


  As the Boeing 707 banked gently right and the Chinese captain began his final descent to the airport on the Sanya Juu plains, the glare of the lowering sun on the window awakened Len Atterbury. He looked up and saw the mountain.


  "Hey, Dad–is that Kilimanjaro?"


  Morgan Atterbury put aside his three-day-old copy of The Guardian and took off his reading glasses. In the front of the VIP compartment of the plane, which belonged to the Republic of Tanzania, a typewriter was clacking. Ron Burgess, Morgan's senior administrative assistant at D.O.D., an indispensable man even when the secretary took a brief holiday, was making the best of the unorthodox and (he probably thought) tacky, arrangements. In Tanzania, working with the small U.S. embassy staff, Ron would have to establish a rapid communications link with the Pentagon, to keep Morgan informed whenever the brass decided something important was breaking around the world. Ron was bent over his machine like a nearsighted stork in a fish pool, typing with three fingers. The advent of some spectacular scenery outside intrigued him not at all.


  Morgan smiled and crossed the wide aisle. His son's nose was almost against the window. Morgan leaned down to have a look for himself.


  What he saw was rare: the high glaciers of Kilimanjaro, cloudless, flame-edged peaks fully exposed against a cobalt-blue sky. There was not another mountain in sight. Kilimanjaro stood alone, eternally in snow, just three degrees south of the equator.


  "That's it, Len. I've never seen it so clearly at this time of the year. Usually it's raining. But they haven't had a good rain here in months. The drought's almost as bad as it was in 'sixty-one."


  While the plane curved around the hard, broken, basaltic eastern flank of Mawenzi, it began bucketing slightly in turbulent air. Morgan held on to the back of his son's seat and saw a haze near the summit of the famous, often-photographed center peak, which was Kibo, the only one of the three volcanoes considered to be active. Fumarole gases were common in the caldera, but seldom was there enough of the escaped gas to be visible from any distance.


  And he noticed something else that was out of the ordinary: Water apparently was running off the glaciers, twisting in numerous flashing streams through the rocky alpine desert between Kibo and Mawenzi peaks and the montane forest below. A prolonged absence of clouds might have resulted in the runoff as the sun's rays, un-occluded, struck the glaciers day after day.


  "You have to see it from up here to appreciate how big it is," Morgan said. "The base of the mountain covers an area of fifteen hundred square miles."


  "How much is that?"


  "Oh, about four times the size of Los Angeles."


  "Dad, did you ever climb it?"


  "A long time ago."


  "Can we climb it while we're here?"


  Len turned his face eagerly toward his father; and Morgan was sadly stunned, as he often was, by the sight of the boy's opalescent right eye. It lay, beneath a dark and drooping lid, like a dead, waxen lake congested with dreams; all of Len's dreams of wholeness.


  He was sixteen, the youngest of Morgan's three children, and the most athletic. Two years ago on a Boy Scout outing in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, he had fallen a long way down a nearly vertical slope. After three months in a coma he recovered slowly from the extensive brain damage he'd suffered.


  He could just manage to walk now without the aid of his leg brace, which he hated. His right hand was frozen shut, probably forever. The doctors had said he could improve only so much through willpower. But Len was determined to walk without limping, then to run, then to win all the races that he ran.


  "You don't think I could make it," he said flatly, when Morgan was slow to answer.


  "If we had the time I know you'd make it. But the climb takes about five days, up and back. We'll just be at Chanvai long enough to hop over to Serengeti for a day. I told Jumbe you wanted to see lions. Someday we'll come back for a real vacation."


  Len nodded; he was stubborn but not argumentative. He turned and eyed Kilimanjaro again. They were lower, nearer. There was a vivid green belt of cultivation and hardwood forest; he thought he saw a herd of elephants, black as raisins in a clearing. He gazed up again at the austere peak, sizing up the mountain, filing away the challenge it afforded.


  "Does Jumbe have any children?"


  "He had two sons. But they were killed fighting in a guerrilla action in Rhodesia several years ago." Len nodded, still absorbed by the view. The plane shuddered again as if in a crosswind. The pilot made a right rudder correction, then the landing gear rumbled down. One of the flight attendants, elegant and ebony, slender as bone, entered the compartment.


  "Please preparing now for arrival, Mr. Secretary."


  "Thank you, Adami."


  She turned on the closed-circuit TV for Len; it gave him a pilot's-eye view of the approach, over the greenish-yellow plain, to Kilimanjaro International Airport.


  "Ashante," he murmured. During the long and tedious flight from Saudi Arabia, Adami had taught him about twenty words and a few phrases in Swahili. His gaze returned to the mountain as she reached down to buckle his seatbelt for him.


  "You are hearing about the famous chui–the leopard?"


  Len nodded again; lately he'd been reading Hemingway's stories.


  "I'd sure like to see it. Is it still there? Frozen just like new?"


  "Laba," she said, shrugging. Perhaps. "There is another legend of Kilimanjaro. Incredibly interesting, I think. Concerning the son of Solomon and Sheba, you are knowing about them? His name Menelik, Ethiopian, they buried him in the crater of Kibo with his fabulous treasure. Buried also his ring with the seal of Solomon. Oh, many years since. If one is black, like you and I, and fortunate to find the ring of Solomon, the wise ring as they say, putting it on your finger is also making you wise, a king of men."


  She looked from Len's face to the dense purpling folds of the great mountain.


  "Ni nzuri kama nini–meaning how beautiful. Our national symbol. All around the world, peoples knowing Kilimanjaro. Welcome to our beautiful land, and being happy as long as you are staying." Adami flashed a big shy smile at Morgan too, and retreated. Ron Burgess had packed up his typewriter. Morgan picked up the folded Guardian again, but out of the corner of his eye he saw a dark spearpoint of fighter interceptor aircraft thrusting upward from the end of the single long runway at the airport. He knew at a glance exactly what they were: MiG-21 fighter-interceptors, NATO designation Fishbed. They had a combat radius of 350 miles and they were part of the small but potent Tanzanian People's Defense Force Air Wing. More than likely the fighters were copies built in China, and were being flown by Chinese pilots. Morgan wondered where they were off to: They didn't have the range to be effective in the small but serious border war Jumbe Kinyati had been waging with the neighboring state of Zambia.


  Or, perhaps, they were airborne now to put on some show of welcome for the United States Secretary of Defense, to politicize an occasion which Morgan had tried very hard to keep on a personal, friendship level.


  Morgan felt like groaning. He'd had problems trying to explain his sudden change of plans to the members of the small press corps that had accompanied him to Riyadh. Nothing of great interest had happened at the conferences. The Arabs had been as rude as they dared. The newsmen were bored and surly from the desert heat and no one had brought enough liquor along. They sensed something newsworthy and thought that, as usual, they were being lied to. Bill Bowers, Pentagon correspondent for The New York Times, had been irritatingly persistent.


  Mr. Secretary, isn't there a connection between Jumbe's recent erratic behavior and your decision to pay him a visit at this time?


  I wasn't aware that he'd been behaving erratically.


  Out of character, then. He invaded Zambia, and he's refused to meet with a mediation team from the O.A.U.


  That's properly a question of diplomacy, and because I'm not in possession of all the facts I wouldn't want to comment. Bill, Jumbe and I were friends before Jamhuri. It's been too long between visits. When he heard I was in Riyadh he invited me down for a long weekend, and I was delighted to accept. I welcome the opportunity to show my son a little of Africa.


  Do you plan serious political discussions with Jumbe? He can hardly avoid asking your advice about the war–


  Let me repeat, this is not an official visit. But we're both statesmen, and Jumbe loves a good debate.


  Nowadays instead of debating, he seems to be more fond of taking provocative stances. "Peace does not come except by the point of a sword." He was talking about apartheid. You've read the Guardian interview?


  No, I haven't had the opportunity.


  But too much of his conversation with Jumbe had been cause for lingering concern: The President, who spoke English well, retained his Cambridgian eloquence but lapsed into stressful pauses and seemed muffled by sorrow.


  "I appeal to you, Morgan. In the course of events it may well be our last opportunity to see each other."


  "Jumbe, that sounds ominous. You're not sick?"


  "My days are filled with sickness . . . the educated African's malaise, an intellectual pox that disfigures while we deliberate, in one quarrelsome council after another, on the fate of our continent."


  "I don't understand."


  "Morgan, I've been too good a student of prehistory, the patient unfolding of epochs, and a dull student of my own tinderflash times. I've learned terrifying lessons of statecraft that unfortunately . . . I may lack the time to apply. But that's another matter. It's our friendship that most matters at this hour. You can't imagine my joy at hearing your voice again. I'm at Chanvai for the weekend. Say you'll come."


  His voice faded down the daylong distance, becoming indistinct. Morgan wasn't sure he heard him correctly:


  "Perhaps, in passing, I can be of some use to you and the nation you serve so ably. Some intelligence has come my way, just out of the blue. I think you'll be grateful."


  The 707 settled down on the runway, with only a mild thump, and the engines braked thunderously. Morgan quickly read through the last paragraphs of The Guardian's interview with Jumbe Kinyati.


  He sits on the verandah of the rambling but unpretentious estate house in Chanvai, where he now spends most of his time, smoking an old Meerschaum pipe and gazing across one of the world's loveliest lakes . at the solitary might of Kilimanjaro. For two decades Jumbe has been acclaimed as a truly progressive leader, unafraid to criticize Africans for their lack of vision and self-righteousness, adamant in his insistence that what Africa needs today is sound economic planning and creative statesmen, not revolutionaries.


  "For my people," Jumbe has said, "Utopia is not to be found in an imitation of European social norms, but in a childhood free of disease, a well-filled belly, and peace of mind."


  But peace of mind, and freedom to speak one's mind, are becoming rarer in Tanzania. It is known that Jumbe has been shopping for sophisticated weaponry which the Chinese are reluctant or unable to provide. The army and air force have undergone massive buildups. For what purpose? Jumbe speaks of enemies and traitors among the leaders of neighboring states, particularly Zambia, whose president, Hugh Manchere, has advocated a multiracial solution in South Africa. Jumbe is flatly opposed to any such accommodation, and apparently obsessed with the need for what he terms a "final solution."


  "There is no alternative to the end of white minority rule in South Africa. A negotiated settlement with racist devils is impossible. Economic sanctions will not prevail. Conventional means of revolution, however bloody, cannot succeed. Their government can be removed only by power, an overwhelming, destructive force." Such force, he concedes, black Africans do not possess and are not likely to acquire in the foreseeable–


  "Dad, there's a Russian plane–a big one!"


  Morgan glanced out the starboard windows as the 707 taxied toward the terminal building. He saw a red star on the tailfin of an Ilyushin-76 supersonic jet transport, which meant it was flown by the Soviet air force and not the civilian airline. The plane was parked well away from the terminal and was under guard, probably by the KGB. It was obvious that someone of importance in the Politburo had arrived in East Africa: another old friend, persuaded to join Jumbe for a quiet weekend in the country?


  Ron Burgess swiveled his seat around to face Morgan. He was scowling.


  "What the hell is Jumbe up to?"


  "Maybe they're here on safari."


  "Is something wrong, Dad?"


  "No, Len. Unexpected company, that's all."


  Morgan was happy that no reporters had tagged along on his "vacation." Since he'd become secretary of defense he'd had a recurring dream. In the dream he would be in the press briefing room at the Pentagon for his weekly conference, facing a hostile audience. At some time during the conference he would become painfully aware that he'd forgotten to put on his pants. His interrogators were never reporters with whom he was familiar; they varied from dream to dream. The questions he heard were always bizarre, unanswerable, despite his best efforts to be prepared. Once he had been questioned by a group of garden-club ladies; they had cursed him most foully when he displayed an abysmal ignorance of horticulture. Another time he was confronted by chimpanzees who demanded a learned refutation of the tenets of Darwinism while they jumped up and down on their chairs and jabbered insults.


  Morgan again felt as if he were about to appear in public without his pants. He went back over his recent conversation with Jumbe, looking for insight, some clue as to what he might expect. Maybe the rumors he'd been hearing were correct. Jumbe, it was said, had gone slowly mad from grief following the death of his sons at the hands of white mercenaries. Morgan anticipated some painful exchanges with his old friend, but he hoped that the weekend could be salvaged, at least for Len's sake.


  The male flight attendant hurried through the compartment to spring the forward door open. Colonel Brick McMillen, the pilot of the Air Force backup crew that had flown to Tanzania with Morgan, came yawning out of the cockpit. He was fluent in Mandarin and had been in the right-hand seat much of the way down. The rest of the crew, and the two Defense Department security officers assigned to Morgan, had watched Woody Allen movies in the main cabin.


  "That Ilyushin touched down about half an hour ago," he said to Morgan. "Party of ten, the tower says."


  "Any idea who?"


  "No, sir. Could find out for you. Go over and strike up a conversation with the Soviets."


  "I don't think it's too important, Colonel. Thanks for a good flight."


  "Captain Lan flew 707s for Singapore Airlines. The Chinese run the air wing here–you don't have to worry about how the aircraft are maintained."


  Ron Burgess was standing by the open door as a ground crew pushed a stairway into place. There was a warm dry wind blowing across the Sanya Juu plains; to the west were the green foothills of Mount Meru, the abrupt and broken cinder cone standing clear against the gossamer sunset sky. A small welcoming party, exclusively Americans, was waiting on the tarmac. They were attired informally, in bush greens and khaki.


  Ron said in Morgan's ear, "Ambassador and Mrs. Chalmers Lyman. Chalmers' nickname is Buddy. He's thirty-eight, career FSO, M.A. in law and diplomacy from Tufts. He wrote his thesis on bicameralism in the modern Islamic state. They've been out here a year and a half. Her name is Wendy; the family's well fixed. She took a degree in sociology at Barnard, and she has Swahili down cold. The children are Sharan with an 'a' and Justin."


  "Ron, you're unconscious," Morgan said, his most lavish compliment.


  He went slowly down the shaky steps with Len. Introductions; protocol. In addition to his kids the ambassador had brought along his deputy chief of mission and some staffers. Buddy Lyman had a corrugated shock of blond hair that hung off one side of his head, a gangling, amiable, pop-eyed ugliness that was somehow endearing. Morgan took him aside.


  'What's going on at Jumbe's?"


  "I don't know, sir; he has about thirty houseguests."


  "I thought he'd become reclusive. Are they all politicians?"


  "Sort of a mixed bag, I'd say. From scientists to jetsetters."


  "What do you know about the Russians who flew in?"


  "Wendy and I were already here when the plane arrived, but Dr. Kumenyere kept us all waiting in the terminal while he went out to meet them. They drove off right away in three Mercedes sedans, with a military escort. I didn't get a good look at any of the Russians. By the way, security is very tight in the area, particularly over at Momela Lakes, in the park. Soldiers, roadblocks, checkpoints."


  "What do you make of it?"


  "My sources aren't doing me much good there, sir. Of course there's a war on, but it's at the other end of the country. There are rumors that because Jumbe has been rattling sabers, the Afrikaners will try to assassinate him."


  "Another fly in their butter isn't enough to worry them."


  "People seem to think an invasion is imminent. Jumbe has everyone on edge, wondering what comes next."


  Morgan scanned the sky; the jet fighters had disappeared.


  "How's the war going?"


  "Zaire's been rumbling over a gunboat that was shot up on Lake Tanganyika last week; they've flown sorties across the border and threatened to give the Zambians, who have lost most of their fighters, some striking power. Personally I think a few good rains would cool everybody off."


  "Who's Dr. Kumenyere?"


  "He's head of the Kialamahindi Hospital in Dar, which is probably the best health care facility in East Africa. Kumenyere is Jumbe's personal physician, closest friend, and his only remaining advisor. No one in government speaks to Jumbe anymore unless Dr. Kumenyere okays it."


  Buddy Lyman looked over Morgan's shoulder at an oncoming caravan of automobiles and military vehicles.


  "Kumenyere's back."


  Morgan glanced around. "What's he like?"


  "In the U.S. he'd be landed gentry. His father is a planter in the Moshi area, wealthy even for a Chagga, and they're the most prosperous, ambitious people in the country. There's a strain of Masai in the family; Kumenyere has all the arrogance and emotional insularity of that tribe. One day he'll be impossible to deal with, the next he's warm and chatty and the best friend you'll ever have. I never know what's on his mind. He's well educated, polyglot, sophisticated. He gets around: New York, Monaco, Gstaad, depending on what's doing. He's wrung a fortune for his hospital out of some very rich people. Wendy says he also has quite a reputation as a lover. One of his mistresses was the actress, distinguished theatrical family, you know the one, that dingbat Marxist, there are rumors she's had a child by him."


  The three cars slowed as they came nearer; the party of American diplomats closed ranks and Morgan turned to face his reception committee. A black chauffeur stopped the lead Mercedes with a little grab of the brakes and shot out from behind the wheel to open the rear door.


  Dr. Robeson Kumenyere was sitting back crosswise on the seat of the air-conditioned car, talking on a mobile telephone, long legs overlapping at the ankles; an index finger tapped the receiver of the white telephone as he murmured in a voice too low to be overheard. He gave no sign that he was observed, anticipated. He wore French sunglasses, a medium-gray Savile Row suit, black Bally loafers.


  The chauffeur reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and rubbed a still-moist bird dropping from the roof. The men in the other cars, apparently bodyguards, didn't budge. Morgan, treated to cool air from the interior, waited for the better part of three minutes with nothing to dwell on but the doctor's profile: the graceful neck; high, Nilotic cheekbones; and a straight-bridged nose which gave him an air of noble distinction.


  Kumenyere finished his conversation with a rich chuckle and hung up. He unwound from the car and took off his expensive sunglasses, hanging them by an earpiece from the breast pocket of his jacket.


  He stood tall and relaxed in front of the Americans, a slight, amiable smile on his face. He was one of those lithe and physically savvy men whose every move seems choreographed. He had a tendency to look aslant at everyone, an attitude of lazy hauteur that had its charms because his sable eyes seemed incapable of hard focus or harsh judgment; they looked instead perversely enchanted.


  Lyman presented Morgan; he and Kumenyere exchanged an elaborate African greeting, handshakes doubled by wristlocks. There was power in the doctor's grip; his hands were almost as long as cricket bats.


  "Jumbe is so pleased you could join him," Kumenyere concluded. He mumbled his English as if he were unsure of the language, or not fond of speaking it. He bent graciously to take Len's hand, composed a welcome in Swahili.


  "Mr. Secretary! Mr. Ambassador!"


  Morgan looked around. A tall young Englishman with a petite blond girl in hand was bearing down on them across an empty stretch of tarmac, the girl jogging to keep up with his long strides. He looked grim and anxious. The girl was frightened. Kumenyere glanced up at the approaching pair, frowned, looked over his shoulder at one of the cars filled with bodyguards. Immediately there were black men with impressive guns all over the place.


  The English boy stopped, intimidated, and looked imploringly at Morgan.


  "You're Mr. Atterbury, aren't you? I'm Tobias Chapman and this is Sunni Babcock."


  "My father is Blitz Babcock," the girl said in a high strained voice. "I know you've met him in Washington."


  "Oh, yes," Morgan said, and Chalmers Lyman nodded. At least the name was familiar. The family had money. Babcock was a horseman or yachtsman or something, and he'd held a minor post in the previous administration.


  Kumenyere spoke, angrily, in a low voice to one of the bodyguards.


  "No, just a moment," Morgan said firmly. "It's all right." He smiled at Sunni Babcock, who was very pretty and probably still in her teens, young enough to have a trace of acne around her nose. She and the boy leaned against each other, breathing hard. "Can I help you?"


  "It concerns my father," the boy said quickly. "Chips Chapman. He's been missing for quite a long time, and I've been trying to find him, you see. But it's very difficult, there's almost no official cooperation–"


  "I know what this is about," Kumenyere said to Morgan. He was no longer angry, and he gestured nonchalantly at his guards for a less conspicuous show of weapons. "But I regret that we haven't the time. Jumbe will be very annoyed if we're late. Let me have a word with them, Mr. Secretary."


  He approached Toby Chapman and Sunni Babcock and spoke to them in tones too low for Morgan to overhear. He was pleasant and diplomatic. Toby Chapman was rigid, the girl near tears. They both tried to catch Morgan's eye again, but Kumenyere put his arms around them and smoothly walked them away from the official party, toward the terminal building.


  "What's going on?" Morgan asked Lyman.


  The ambassador seemed embarrassed not to know. "Chapman, Chapman," he muttered. "I just can't recall the name offhand."


  "Those kids are pretty upset. Try to find out what the story is, and see if there's anything we can do."


  Kumenyere returned within five minutes, smiled apologetically, and gestured to indicate that the situation was under control. But he offered no explanations.


  Almost immediately they were on the road to Chanvai, flashing through those moments when the day is precisely divided into dark and light, earth and sky. They passed villages where the markets were closing down for the night. Domestic fowl, goats, pigs, and children fled from the scream of sirens. But the open road seemed miraculously empty of all other traffic, including motor scooters and bicycles, which might have slowed them down.


  Len, his face to the window in the backseat of the Mercedes, identified the nubby tall heads of giraffes communing in a circle of sky, upthrust as if to drink from the dwindling lake of light. In the front seat Kumenyere smiled at the boy's enthusiasm and straightened his impeccable shirt cuffs.


  "Jumbe tells me he hasn't been feeling well," Morgan said.


  Kumenyere allowed the possibility with a little nod.


  "He's still a sorrowing man. Heartsick. His own blood runs thin and cold because of the wanton slaughter of his sons. I do what I can."


  "But apparently Jumbe's in a mood for company."


  "It's his birthday," Kumenyere said, as if he were surprised that this hadn't been mentioned. But there was a glint of sly humor in his eyes.


  "I thought Jumbe wasn't sure what day he was born."


  "The anniversary of his coming into this world is of no significance. Rather we observe, in this season of renewal, an important passage to an advanced age grade–a cultural milestone in Jumbe's evolution, in this life and beyond."


  Len looked away from the window. "I read about rites of passage in Facing Mount Kenya."


  Kumenyere smiled approvingly. It was obvious that he liked Len, and was sensitive to the courage that had enabled him to ignore depressing handicaps.


  "Jomo Kenyatta wrote about the Kikuyu, with which many tribes, including my own, have a blood relationship. Among the people of the Umba, Jumbe's tribe, to learn the lessons of life is to be reborn each time. When one joins the ranks of the most respected elders, he must teach the hard and often punishing lessons of life to the less enlightened, so that after earthly death he may justify, before the tribunal of his ancestors, the continuing existence of his soul."


  Morgan said, "Jumbe long ago put the ways of the tribe behind him. And he was raised a Christian."


  "As a leader of government he is most sensibly opposed to tribal factionalism, an evil which in its worst form can result in another Biafra. As for Christianity, Jumbe will always acknowledge
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