

[image: ]













THE LEOPARD AND THE CLIFF


WALLACE BREEM









[image: ]

























FOR


BRUCE COWARD






















Contents








Title Page


Dedication


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Map of Sandeman’s Waziristan


CHAPTER ONE


CHAPTER TWO


CHAPTER THREE


CHAPTER FOUR


CHAPTER FIVE


CHAPTER SIX


CHAPTER SEVEN


CHAPTER EIGHT


CHAPTER NINE


CHAPTER TEN


CHAPTER ELEVEN


CHAPTER TWELVE


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


CHAPTER NINETEEN


CHAPTER TWENTY


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


GLOSSARY


About the Author


Copyright




















AUTHOR’S NOTE





In 1894 the political border between Afghanistan and British India was determined. To the east of this frontier there was a second frontier: the administrative border of British India. Between the two borders lay a wide belt of mountain territory occupied by the militant Pathan tribes of the North-West Frontier whose status in international law was that of British Protected Persons. Democratic and independent, they were responsible for their internal affairs, paid no taxes to the Crown, received subsidies for lawful behaviour, and were not subject to British Indian law unless they committed offences across the administrative border.


By 1910 the North-West Frontier Province had been created and the tribal territory between the two borders was divided into six agencies. Each was staffed by Political Officers in the employ of the British Indian government. Their duties were of a liaison and persuasive nature, and their authority was backed by tribal militia, armed by the Crown and operating under the orders of the Civil Power.


In 1919 there took place the Third Afghan War, a conflict of short duration—some twenty-six days—which unsettled the tribes and which, in Waziristan, led to ‘such fighting as had never before been seen on the frontier’. Some fifty thousand troops were involved until 1921 when Waziristan was finally subjected to a military occupation that was to continue to the end of British rule.


The story that follows is loosely based on a notable exploit that took place during this brief war. It must be noticed, however, that all the characters in this book, excluding a few historical persons mentioned in passing, are as fictitious as the militia units central to the narrative, and are not intended to represent any persons living or dead.


Lastly, those who know Waziristan will be aware that I have altered its geography slightly to suit my purpose; certain places shown on the map overleaf will not be found in any atlas. A glossary of local terms will be found at the end of the book.
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CHAPTER ONE





HE WAS SITTING on the verandah drinking lime juice when the message came through, and he was alone. There had been reports of disturbances on the political border, the other officers were away visiting the outposts, and the Political Agent, Colonel Chalmers, was attending a jirga at a village some fifteen miles distant from the fort. He had been alone for three days now, but this he did not mind, for he would have found the strain of making polite conversation intolerable at the present time. His wife was expecting a child, he had not seen her for over four months, and he was anxious on her account. It was he who had insisted on Sophie going to the hills for the lying-in though she had not wished it, preferring to remain in Aziabad so as to be nearer to her husband. At first it had seemed as though she would get her own way in the matter, and it had taken him three letters, all of which she received on the same morning, to make her alter her mind. Aziabad, where they had their bungalow, was only a hundred and seventy miles from the fort, while Murree was over three hundred, but the climate at Aziabad during the hot weather was intolerable and, in any event, he could not leave the Khaisora. It was the leave season, there was a shortage of officers and he could not be spared. The baby was due some time next week and the doctor had promised to send a message by telegraph as soon as the birth had occurred.


Now, when the orderly came through the archway towards him, he rose to his feet with a sense of excitement, though he was careful to avoid any show of feeling. All the fort knew about his wife, and though none of the men had even seen her, they had all, this last week or so, taken a friendly interest in his affairs. The jokes and the good-humoured comments had not been confined to the officers’ mess alone.


“Seneman sahib.”


“Yes.”


“There is a message coming through. The wire has been mended at last. It is from Manzara.”


Manzara was the nearest army fort, some fifty miles to the east, and all official messages to Government had to be relayed through the telegraph station there.


Sandeman did not move from the verandah. “Bring me the message when it is ready,” he said. He looked across the green lawn to the grey mud-brick walls of the fort, and wondered whether it would be a boy or a girl. He knew that Sophie would be disappointed if it were not a boy. She had a notion that all men wished their first-born to be a male child and, though he had told her it did not matter to him in the slightest, he knew that she did not believe a word of what he wrote. He was surprised at the message coming through so soon, for today was only Saturday. He wondered idly if something had gone wrong, and then broke out into a sweat of unreasoning panic as the idea caught hold of him and his imagination began to work.


Don’t be a fool, he said to himself at last. Thousands of women have babies and nothing goes wrong. Why should it be any different for Sophie? The doctor told you in his last letter there was no need to worry. He doesn’t expect any complications. If he’s not worrying, why should you?


He recalled what Franklin had said, sitting on the lawn at Aziabad that evening, while the sounds of the polo game drifted towards them through the still air. “She’s fit enough at the moment. But I’ll be straight with you. I don’t like it over-much. She’s too narrow-hipped. That can make for a difficult delivery. The anaemia doesn’t help either. It might have been better—”


“I didn’t know.”


“I did warn—advise her when she came to see me at the time of your marriage.”


“She never told me.”


“I see.” The doctor shifted in his chair and there was a moment of silence. A spaniel barked in the compound behind them. It was then that Franklin had smiled suddenly, and Sandeman had not liked the smile.


“You’re saying it’s likely to be dangerous—is that it?”


“No, not really. Just—difficult. May I have a spot more?”


“Help yourself.”


Franklin had gone on talking, avoiding Sandeman’s cold gaze.


“Don’t be alarmed though. In my profession one tends to become over-cautious, fussy, like an old maid. Women are tough creatures. My grandmother escaped from Delhi in the Sepoy Mutiny, driving a pony cart two hundred miles in the May heat, her sister beside her with a loaded gun, and a week-old baby asleep in the back. They survived without a scratch or a sneeze. Did I never tell you that story?”


Sandeman wiped his face with his handkerchief and drank a little of the lime juice. It’s the heat, he thought. It’s the heat and being so tired. I hope to God they send the new subaltern they’ve been promising us. Perhaps we’ll even get that wing commander we’ve been short of for six months. Goats may fly.


He was seized with a sudden fit of childlike fury, as unreasoning as it was unjust. Damn Burnett! If he hadn’t been such a fool as to break his collar-bone in that infernal gymkhana, we wouldn’t be short-handed now. I could have gone on leave. I could have been in Murree having a drink in the club. I could have been with Sophie.


The thought of her checked his anger. He was surprised to find that his hands were shaking. It’s much worse for her. She’s the one who has to endure the loneliness and the pain. I only have to wait.


The orderly returned, bearing a slip of paper in his hand. “It is a cypher message. Not from Murree, I think,” he added sympathetically.


Sandeman nodded. “Thank you.” He took his silver hunter from his jacket pocket and opened the lid. Francis should be back soon from his share of the twice-weekly patrol. “Has the gasht returned yet?”


The orderly shook his head. “But Wynter sahib should not be long. His pigeons have just come in.”


“Any message?”


“Only a request for milk and soda when he arrives.”


“Very well. Let me know when he does. I shall be in the office if he wishes to see me.”


He crossed the hard turf and entered the orderly room. “Hallo, making up the pay sheets already. You’re working late.”


“Yes, sahib. I go on leave next week. There is much to do.”


“I remember. Your son is getting married.”


The clerk smiled and went on with his task. His pen squeaked as he wrote and, though he had been careful to rest his arm on a pad of paper, already the pages of the account book were damp with sweat.


Sandeman passed into his office. He closed the shutters of his room against the light and glanced at the thermometer on the wall. It registered 110 degrees. He smiled, unlocked a cupboard, drew out the code book and sat down to decypher the message. It was just after five o’clock.


Twenty minutes later the clerk closed his book, rubbed his ink-stained fingers on a piece of rag and left the room for his evening meal. Sandeman did not hear him go. He sat at the desk, still staring at the decoded message. He had no thought for Sophie now.




CHIEF COMMISSIONER TO POLITICAL AGENT KHAISORA STOP URGENT AND SECRET STOP INFORMATION RECEIVED AFGHAN BRIGADE SUPPORTED BY ARTILLERY CROSSED WAZIRISTAN BORDER THIS A.M. OBJECTIVE BELIEVED BANNU STOP NORTHERN SCOUTS WITHDRAWAL ORDERED THIS DAY STOP LARGE SCALE UNREST FEARED STOP SINCE LOYALTY OF TRIBAL ELEMENTS IN FRONTIER MILITIA DOUBTFUL YOU ARE ORDERED EVACUATE AGENCY AND ALL MILITIA POSTS DESTROY IMMOVABLE ARMS STORES EQUIPMENT AND WITHDRAW IMMEDIATELY INTO ADMINISTRATIVE TERRITORY STOP MESSAGE DESPATCHED 1400 HOURS 24 MAY STOP ADDITION FROM MANZARA THIS MESSAGE DELAYED OWING CUT WIRE STOP MOVE SOONEST STOP GOOD LUCK JENNINGS MESSAGE DESPATCHED 1645 HOURS 24 MAY.





Gradually he became aware of the ticking of the clock on a side table. He let the flimsy drop and looked at the calendar. It was the twenty-fourth of May all right; nothing could alter that. He glanced at his diary and then crossed to the Indian Ordnance map that half filled one wall. Waziristan, five thousand square miles in area, lay between the political and administrative borders of North-West India, and its chief occupants were two tribes, the Darwesh Khel Wazirs and the Mahsuds, who called no man their master and who never in recorded history had been known to pay tribute to any overlord. Between them lay a long-standing feud, older than human memory. But for this they might, united, put forty thousand armed men into the field. Bitterly hated by their neighbours they returned the compliment for, as Sandeman knew only too well, the Mahsuds, particularly, would kill a stranger on sight and without compunction. He glanced at the blackboard to the left of the map. Allowing for deaths, sickness, absences on leave and a short-fall in recruiting, the current strength of the Khaisora Scouts stood at five British officers, one of whom was the Agency surgeon, twenty-three Pathan officers and fifteen hundred rifles. The force was composed of the men of six different Pathan tribes. Of the four from the north, all of whom had supplied men to the army for many years, the Khattacks, the Orakzais and the Yusafzais were dependable. The Afridis, brilliant but erratic, were less so. A little over half the force, however, was made up of trans-border tribesmen, Mahsuds and Wazirs, upon whose reliability opinion had differed violently.


He turned back to the map. He had five hundred and seventy-five men inside the fort, representing all classes except the Orakzais. There were seven posts to the north and east, manned by garrisons ranging from eighty-five to a hundred men, and four posts to the south and south-west, similarly manned. He had to make calculations involving time and space, and organise matters so that one post might retire upon another, the whole gaining tactical strength as it withdrew, and yet make allowances for all likely contingencies. It was essential that all who could should fall back upon the fort, and then the fort be evacuated in its turn, the militia withdrawing steadily and calmly in strength along a chosen route to the safety of the administrative border. That was the intention. Those were his orders. But their successful execution was another matter. Of some inevitable difficulties he was acutely conscious, but they would be dealt with in the light of his training and experience. It was the unknown factors that gave him most cause for concern: the hostility of the tribes and the effect the withdrawal might have upon the volatile temper of his own men. His eyes began to ache. A pair of dividers in his hand, he said passionately, “I wish to God they had let us stand and fight.”


He could hear the murmur of men’s voices as the siesta ended and the garrison commenced its evening activities; sport for some and work for others.


He shouted for the orderly and when he came said quickly, “My compliments to the Subadar-Major. Ask him to come here now.”


The orderly said, “He is at the masjid, talking to the mullah.”


“Very well. I will see him when he returns. And Wynter sahib?”


“He has not returned yet.”


Sandeman turned back to his desk. He consulted the notes he had made, and then began to write the necessary signals. These he took to the telegraph office at the end of the block. “Have them despatched immediately to all outlying posts. This one is for Manzara. Treat them as confidential and inform me when they have been acknowledged.”


The signals clerk glanced at the sheets in turn, assessing them carefully. “It will not take long. At once, sahib.”


Sandeman heard the click-click of the Morse key as he walked back down the verandah. He returned to his office and looked at the buff folders awaiting his attention. They were irrelevant now. The time for paper work was past. Wynter was late and the S.M. out of the fort. Irritated by the ticking of the clock, conscious of the beginnings of a headache, he took a red folder from a drawer and went to his quarters.


The wicker frame against the doorway had been dampened to cool the room. The sight of his possessions calmed him a little and he gazed with a sudden sense of detachment at the living space he had occupied for the past six years. A rack of sporting rifles was fixed to one wall, the arms padlocked against theft. A wooden chest stood before the fireplace, over which hung a pair of Afghan swords. Some rugs, bought in Peshawar off a merchant from Bokhara, partially covered the floor. He had bought them years before and one was discoloured with port stains, the result of some long-forgotten party, while another was spoilt by cigarette burns. He had always meant to replace them but the money saved had been spent always on other things. There was a wooden table on which stood a jug, freshly filled with ice water and covered with a beaded muslin cloth, a bottle of whisky three-quarters full, a domino board with the pieces laid out ready for a game, a cedar-wood cigarette box given him by a maharajah to whose service he had once been seconded, and an Army & Navy catalogue, its pages marked with slips of paper. Against one wall was a writing desk on which stood a framed photograph of Sophie, a silver ink stand and pen tray, a folding ivory ruler, and a pile of unpaid bills. On the walls were photographs: his company at Sandhurst, various regimental groups, polo, shooting and hockey teams, together with scenic views taken by himself on leave, for he was an enthusiastic amateur. They were a mute record of his career and interests over twenty years and he regarded them with a mixture of affection and exasperation. What was here and in the bedroom beyond the curtained doorway represented the baggage of his bachelor life. It was not much—he had always travelled lightly—but it was too much to be taken with him when he left the fort.


Sandeman poured himself a weak whisky and then, sitting down at his desk, began to draft his orders.




*





He was still writing when he heard a tap at the door and Wynter came in, carrying a glass in his hand. He was wearing field equipment, his shirt wrapped against his body like a wet sail. His hands, face and chapplis were thick with dust.


Sandeman looked up. “Have a good gasht? You’re a bit late.”


“Hallo, Charles. I stopped by at the village to have a chat with Sowab Khan. He wasn’t as talkative as usual.”


“Did you see many women and children?”


“No, I don’t think I did. Come to think of it, none. It was very quiet.”


“Quiet or empty?”


Wynter looked surprised. “I couldn’t say. It was damned hot. I expect they were all inside.”


“I see.”


“Mind if I sit down?”


“Tired?”


“Just a little. We’ve been on the trot since midday. Bruised my foot on a stone, I think. Ah! That’s better.” Wynter unbuckled his equipment and dropped it beside his chair. “If I’d known you chaps were so energetic I’d never have volunteered. Patrol in my language means crawling about on your stomach before Johnny Turk’s barbed wire, not gashting sixty miles a week across this infernal landscape.”


Sandeman chewed the end of his pen and smiled secretly. Francis Wynter was twenty-nine years old. Tall and fair-haired, with a passion for horses, hawking and girls—in that order—he was a good officer, unimaginative but reliable. “How did the jirga go, Francis?”


“We had a full house. The whole clan must have turned out. The maliks were in high spirits and gave us tea and cake.”


“Did many speak?”


“About a dozen. One old chap went on for ages. The P.A. was in spendid form, capping quotations and making his usual puns. He got agreement without much difficulty, though, over the fine for that camel driver’s murder, and then paid out the government allowances, minus deductions for past offences. There was less grumbling than usual about that.”


“Was there? That’s interesting.”


Wynter nodded. He undid the sweat rag about his neck and wiped the dust from his face. “Yes, I was quite surprised. There was the devil of a lot of chuckling as though at a private joke, and one chap said, ‘No matter, sahib. What we lose today we gain tomorrow.’”


“Did he? And the matter of the deserter?”


“They accepted he would be considered an outlaw and therefore liable to arrest, but claimed he had crossed the border, taking his rifle with him.” Wynter fumbled in his pocket and began to fill his pipe. “Another good Lee-Metford gone west.”


Sandeman said, “Literally. He’ll be across the Margha River by now. What of the rumours that an Afghan political officer had been seen in their district?”


Wynter hesitated. “The P.A. never enquired. I reminded him afterwards and he laughed and said, ‘Never ask the name of the guest in your enemy’s house.’”


“So he was there all the time.”


“That’s what the Colonel thought. He was on his way to Pirali when I left him. He wanted to see about those rifles the Madda Khel Wazirs had pinched.”


“Pirali!”


“Yes. He’d also heard a story that the mullah from Khost was in Kaniguram, bearing letters inciting to Jihad and that he’d called for a jirga of Mahsuds on the twenty-sixth. It’s probably only five-rupee informer nonsense, because he’d already had word that Mullah Fazl Din had begun preaching neutrality, advising the Mahsuds to keep neutral against us and the Afghans. Still, he thought he’d better check up on it.”


“Oh!”


“I thought he was coming back for the shooting match, too. Did Nada Shah get through the prelims?”


“With his usual dexterity.” Sandeman was speaking with only half his mind. “Ten in the black at three hundred, nine in, and one grazing the black, at six hundred.”


Wynter said happily, “I knew he wouldn’t let me down. That’s seventy-five rupees Anthony owes me.”


Sandeman said abruptly, “Don’t be in such a hurry to collect. I had to send him to Pirali on Friday to deal with a case of acute appendicitis.” He thought briefly of Howard, operating by lantern-light after a day’s march in the sun.


“Is there any mail for me?”


“No, the mail runner’s overdue.”


“Oh, I thought I saw some letters in the mess.”


“You’ve seen those before—Pete’s. They came a week ago.”


“That must be Elizabeth.”


“I don’t think I know her. I can never keep track of Pete Collett’s friends.” Sandeman frowned. The headache was getting worse.


“She’s the daughter of an I.C.S. wallah. Came out with the fishing fleet last December. They met at the races during Christmas week.”


“So that’s why he was so keen to go to Calcutta to take his Persian Lower Standard.”


Wynter laughed. “Pete has wonderful concentration.”


“It would seem so.”


Wynter said moodily, “She seems to write one a day. All I get are bills.”


Sandeman bit the end of his pen.


Wynter looked at his empty glass. “I’ve been dreaming of this all morning.” He turned to the verandah. “Thank God tomorrow’s Sunday. I shall have a nice lazy day, just sitting and looking at the lawn.”


Sandeman did not answer him. He was busy writing again.


“Is anything wrong, Charles?”


The game of pretence was over. “Yes, be a good chap and shut up for a moment. I want to get this finished. No, don’t go. I shall need you. Here, read this.”


Sandeman heard a quick intake of breath as Wynter read the message from Manzara.


“Dear me!” Wynter spoke very quietly. “And to think that Aunt Charlotte wrote last month, expressing through three pages of mauve ink her relief that I’d survived the War and was back safe in India again.” He paused. “Don’t look like that, Charles. You frighten me. What the hell’s gone wrong? I thought it was all over—just another Edwardian week-end war.”


Sandeman opened the red folder, marked Urgent, and leafed through the earlier messages. There had been, somewhere, a most tremendous miscalculation. He, too, wondered what had gone wrong.


“Yes. The Afghan attempt to force the Khaibar was obvious enough. They crossed the frontier on the fourth, hoping to raise the northern tribes, then got pushed back on the eleventh.”


“Amanulla must be desperate to have a second go.”


“Wouldn’t you be if you’d murdered your father and needed to bolster up a shaky claim to the sublime throne by waging a successful war?”


Wynter said, “It’s still incredible.”


“Look at these signals. Everything normal.” Sandeman held up a message form. “Now this one, received by Chalmers on Wednesday, the day he left to pay the tribal road-work allowances. It says the Afghan forces in Khost have moved south. The agency concerned was alerted accordingly.”


Wynter looked up. “That was the day I took a gasht to Sadgai to collect the two Mahsud militia who had scurvy.”


“Just so. And you rightly reported everything quiet. Through Thursday and Friday we had no news.” Sandeman paused. “This morning the wires were cut. At tiffin one of Chalmers’s spies came in to confirm an earlier report that an Afghan official had been seen near the Razmak narai.” He paused again. “Now this comes, like a bolt from the blue.”


Wynter said, “So much for our local intelligence. Do we ever know what’s really going on?”


“Only when it happens, it would seem. On the frontier only the foolish prophesy.” Sandeman gathered his documents and stood up. “I’m going over to the office. You’d better join me.”


“Mind if I slip over to the mess for a refill?”


“Bring one for me.”


Sandeman turned at the edge of the verandah as Rolf, Wynter’s black Alsatian, came bounding up to his master. “It’s nice to be missed.”


Wynter smiled as he fondled the Alsatian’s ears. “My Sunday’s not going to be as leisurely as I thought.”


The two men looked at each other.


“Do you realise what today is?”


Wynter looked puzzled.


“It’s Empire Day.”


“So it is. I’d quite forgotten.”



















CHAPTER TWO





“YOU SENT FOR me, sahib.” A familiar shape stood in the doorway, wearing a white embroidered shirt over baggy pyjamas of the same colour. He was bare-headed and his feet were thrust into a pair of worn crimson slippers with curled toes.


Sandeman looked up and smiled. Yakub Ghul was a Yusafzai Pathan from Mardan. He had come to the Scouts from Sandeman’s own regiment. The two men had known each other for twenty years and they were friends.


“Yes.”


“Is it news about your first-born?”


The major shook his head. “No,” he said. “It is business. But I will discuss that when Wynter sahib comes.”


They talked then about other matters: the possible promotion to hawaldar of a man about whose fitness Sandeman had doubts; the quality of a batch of recruits now nearing the end of their training; and, lastly, the problems created by the introduction of the Mark 2 Lee-Metford. “It is the new foresight that is causing the trouble,” said Sandeman. “The musketry results were very poor last month.”


“Did I not say they would be?”


Sandeman agreed. “But the men will improve with practice.” He had been campaigning to get the corps issued with a more modern rifle for years and the arrival of the Lee-Metfords had been for him a personal triumph.


“It is rather the new gradation of the extreme range sights,” said the subadar-major oppressively. “I said they would find it difficult and I was right.” He preferred the Martini-Henry rifle of his youth and was not keen on the change.


Wynter came in then, a glass in each hand. “I met the signal clerk and said I’d save him a journey. He asked me to say that all have been despatched and acknowledged. Are you throwing a party, Charles? Salaam, Subadar-Major sahib.”


Sandeman took one of the glasses. “We were just talking about musketry results.”


Wynter said, “Subadar-Major, it is not any good. Seneman sahib is as stubborn as yourself. We’re stuck with the new rifles and must make the best of them.”


Yakub Ghul chuckled. “That I know.” He looked Sandeman in the face and did not like what he saw. “Shall we get to the bone? Is it bad news?”


Yakub Ghul listened in silence while Sandeman talked. Then he looked at his watch and frowned. “What are the orders, sir?” he said in English.


Sandeman said, “The signal clerk is to be trusted. No one else knows at present that we are evacuating the Agency. Subadar-Major, I wish to see all officers tomorrow morning at 0600 hours, and will announce the news myself before issuing my orders for the evacuation.” He paused and sipped his drink. “I have informed all the outposts and they must commence their withdrawal tonight. The three southern posts, west of and including Razana, are to move on Fort Gumal in the south; the remainder on this fort. I intend to march out not later than 2300 hours tomorrow. That should give time for all the northern posts to come in. We shall then withdraw on Manzara down the Khaisora valley.”


Wynter looked up, pencil in hand. “That sounds very straightforward,” he said carefully.


“Francis, have a sentry posted discreetly on the telegraph office. I don’t want any more cut wires if we can avoid it.”


Yakub Ghul smiled and stroked his beard. “Only a fool dances without the drum. You are not a fool, sahib. Everyone will know that something is up the moment that sentry is posted.”


Sandeman said, “Guessing is not the same as knowing. It is a chance we must take. Now, about the march. We shall have to move fast, so no personal baggage is to be taken. We shall need our transport animals for the treasure chest, medical supplies, stretchers and spare ammunition. Each man will carry his personal weapon, side-arms, haversack and a fifty-round bandolier. Cooked rations for two days will be distributed to all ranks. Check these load schedules for me, Francis. All loads must be distributed as evenly as possible.”


“What about the machine-guns, Charles?”


“We take them with us.”


“Mule-packed?”


“Yes.” Sandeman put his notes together and clipped his pen inside his shirt pocket. “I think that is everything for the moment.” He looked down at his desk, hands clasped lightly together.


Wynter turned to leave. He was by the door when he became aware that Yakub Ghul had not moved. He was standing motionless, his eyes fixed upon Sandeman. Wynter saw Sandeman raise his eyes to the Pathan. A question was asked and, perhaps, answered. He moved back into the room, and the scrape of his nailed chapplis seemed deafening in the silence.


The subadar-major said bluntly, “This Government order is a foolish order, sahib. We could hold the Khaisora, I think. The men would like that.”


“Are you certain?”


“I am certain. Three years ago there was trouble with the Shaman Khel Mahsuds.”


“I remember.”


“We had men of the Shaman Khel in the corps—and they fought with their brothers. Not for Government, but for Chalmers sahib. For him they would do anything.”


“That I know.” Sandeman hesitated and then said, “But what if the Amir in Kabul declares a Jihad, will they not heed the call of the Faithful?”


“Not if we stand and fight. That I swear.”


“And the Mahsuds?”


“No Mahsud will put his faith before self-interest.”


Sandeman glanced at Wynter and saw him give a tiny nod of assent. He said, “There is a risk, certainly.”


“Charles, must we withdraw?”


“Yes. We have no choice in the matter. Of course we could hold our posts—until we ran out of water. And what then? The nearest brigade is at Bannu, but not in sufficient strength to play other than a limited defensive role. It would have its work cut out to come to our aid. You know the situation as well as I do. Our military resources are still dangerously limited as a result of the War. It will take weeks to build up an effective punitive force. Well, Francis?”


“Charles? Didn’t you tell me when I came here that to make a hurried withdrawal, destroying everything in the process, and without exchanging a shot, was to violate the first principle in this kind of warfare?”


Sandeman looked at the faded ribbon of the M.C. on Wynter’s sweat-stained shirt. “You are quite right. I wish you were not.”


Yakub Ghul said, “Wynter sahib speaks as I think. Let me speak frankly. I must. I think there will be trouble as soon as the tribes realise we are abandoning the Agency.” The Pathan tapped the paper in his hand. “They will think that our authority has weakened and that we are running away. They will rise against us and we shall have to fight our way to Manzara.”


“That I appreciate. I would move tonight if I could. We must hope the situation does not worsen. If it does, then our shortest route out may be blocked.”


The subadar-major stood quite still, his black eyes dilated slightly. All the humour faded from his face. He said in a low voice, “The Wazir company is duty company for the week. They have the keys of the armoury. They guard the treasure chest, seven hundred thousand rounds of ammunition—and the machine-guns.”


“And our records,” added Wynter. He had spent the month of April conducting an audit of the corps’s accounts: a job that he loathed. “I refuse to lose them after all my efforts.”


“It is not going to be easy, sahib.”


There was a sudden silence. Wynter drew in his breath sharply and Sandeman sat motionless, his eyes fixed intently upon those of the Pathan.


It was very hot in the room. Sandeman could see a group of Mahsuds in their loose grey trousers and spotless white shirts, sitting cross-legged in the shade of a wall, smoking and talking together. A party of recruits, their hair damp, towels in hand, returned laughing from the swimming pool, while men from the Afridi company drifted in twos and threes through the main gate towards the bazaar that had grown up outside the fort. There was a sarae also, though travellers were few, but it was popular with the militia who would drink tea and gossip till it was time to return for the evening meal. A water carrier was spraying the dust outside the three-storied keep that served as an armoury, while the duty jemadar, who had just finished inspecting the guard on the main gate, was walking stiffly towards the steps of the Pathan officers’ mess.


Sandeman saw Wynter and the subadar-major exchange glances. “Well?” he said. “Why won’t it be easy?”


Wynter mopped his face with a handkerchief. “Charles—” He paused.


“Go on, Francis.”


“Isn’t it time someone said what we’re all thinking.”


Sandeman smiled. “You obviously intend to.”


“We can depend on the frontier tribes, the Khattacks, the Yusafzais and the Orakzais; perhaps the Afridis also. But can we depend on the Mahsuds and the Wazirs?”


Sandeman frowned. “Why not? They have been loyal. Nada Shah is a good soldier. He fought for a year in France, and he holds the Croix de Guerre, as well as the Indian Distinguished Service Medal. He has a good influence with the men. Have you forgotten that?”


Yakub Ghul said, “He is a good officer for a Wazir. Yet a stone will not become soft, nor an enemy a friend. I, too, fear they will see it as a sign of weakness that we are retiring. If we have any trouble, if we meet with a hostile lashkar—then who can say what will happen?”


“You do not trust him then?”


Yakub Ghul laughed gently. “You ask?”


“Yes, I ask.”


“No, I do not trust him. Nor Alif Khan either. The Mahsuds live lawfully or unlawfully. It is all one to them. I would sooner put my hand in the mouth of a tiger than stand with my back to a Mahsud holding a rifle.”


Sandeman leaned back in his chair. He did not smile. He said, “You may be right.” He was silent for a while, staring down at his hands. Then, without looking up, he said, “That damned clock has stopped again. It always gets temperamental in the hot weather. Chalmers sahib and I—and you also—have built up this corps. We have tried to make the Mahsuds and the Darwesh Khel realise that there are advantages in serving the government. We have tried to teach them our ideas of loyalty and duty and service. But now you speak of not trusting them. Is that your assessment, Francis?”


“Yes. I think we ought to disarm those we don’t trust; dismiss them and then pull out.”


Yakub Ghul said, “For that we need the permission of the Chief Commissioner.” He coughed. “Unfortunately.”


Wynter said, “Do you trust them, Charles?”


Sandeman looked up. “I must. Trust, like loyalty, is a two-way traffic. Only by giving it can you get it back.”


“Wouldn’t it be wise to take some precautions?”


Sandeman rubbed his chin. “If you take too many precautions, then you only precipitate the very thing you wish to avoid.” He glanced at the establishment figures. “We have five hundred and seventy men in the fort. Three hundred are Mahsuds and Wazirs; one hundred and seventy-five are Khattacks and Yusafzais. Add the Afridis and we have two hundred and seventy-five on whom we can rely. That evens the odds.”


“But can we rely on the Afridis, Charles?”


“If we can’t, then the odds lengthen rather. I admit that. What do you think, Subadar-Major?”


Yakub Ghul spread out his hands. “I do not think they would follow Nada Shah. Their subadar, Dar Jan, is a good man. They would go their own way rather than do that.” He chuckled again.


Sandeman said, “I agree. They provide the balance. If there should be trouble, then everything will turn on them. We must wait and hope.”


Yakub Ghul said, “It is only hope, sahib. The lives of all who are loyal—must they lie only in the hands of hope?”


Sandeman said cheerfully, “In this matter we are in the hands of God.”


“But does God know that?” said Wynter in English. “You know, I’ve never been scared of my own side before, except when playing hockey. And that’s the most lethal game I know. All this is beginning to feel a bit like 1857. Then, you either died foolishly, like a soldier, or blew your brains out, like a gentleman, at the supreme disgrace. Don’t blow your brains out, Charles. I couldn’t bear it.”


Sandeman laughed. “I promise not to do that.” He lit a cigarette with great deliberation and neatly shuffled the papers on his desk. He said, “I know the arguments. We recruited Mahsuds in the army during the War. If you could get them into the firing line they fought brilliantly. Ayub Khan was recommended for the V.C. But there were difficulties and failures in getting them that far.” He paused, remembering the officer murdered by a Mahsud sepoy on the quay-side before embarkation. “It was not a question of courage. No Mahsud has ever needed to prove that.” He smiled slightly. “They are of course a temperamental people. The experiment therefore was not wholly successful. Here they have continued to give us endless trouble and they present Government with a problem it has not been able to resolve.” He looked down at his desk and added calmly, “I cannot solve it either. But we have to try.”


Wynter said, “What about that Vickers in the armoury, Charles? And those Lewis guns? We can’t afford to lose them.”


“Oh! I think we’ll have a sudden practice exercise first thing in the morning. The Vickers will get a stoppage and have to be stripped down for Alec Trent to look at. Something along those lines.”


Yakub Ghul stroked his beard. He said gloomily, “All Mahsuds are robbers. And it will be so till the end of the world.”


Sandeman said, “Everything will be all right. I am certain of it.”


“I trust so, sahib.”


“The important thing is to behave normally. The Khattacks are holding a celebration this evening in honour of Sharif’s promotion. Wynter sahib and I have been invited, and they will be disappointed if we don’t come. Francis, you really will have to improve your dancing.”


Wynter looked alarmed.


“Don’t worry. Zalmui will be playing. He can beat the drum in any measure, and will choose one that you know.”


Yakub Ghul said, “I think that will be a wise move. The Mahsuds may be there. Your presence will have a good effect. Yet I wish—” He broke off suddenly.


“I also wish,” said Sandeman. “But it is an order.”


“It is an order. Does the permission for the Khattacks to be outside the lines till ten still stand?”


Sandeman nodded.


“Very good. Then if you will excuse me, sahib, I will attend when the men draw their arms for the night.” The subadar-major saluted and went out.


Wynter stirred restlessly. “I hope Pete will be all right at Razana.”


“I’m sure he will. He put up a first-class show when we had the Mahsuds out in ’17.”


“Do you want me to carry a revolver?”


“Whatever for? Take a walking stick if you’re nervous. No, it’s not as bad as all that. It’s just a little bit tricky.” Sandeman turned to the window, his back to Wynter. He remembered the deaths of the past: Bowring, the P. A., shot in his sleep at Sarwakai by a sepoy; Harman, bayoneted in the mess at Wana a year later; Donaldson, killed outside the cantonment at Bannu; and Dodd shot in his bungalow at Tank by his orderly after a game of tennis. “It’ll be all right. So long as they trust us.”


“What time are we dining, Charles? Before or after our star turn on the halls?”


“At half past eight as usual.”


“Right. I’ll see you in the lines then. I think I’ll take a bath first. It might help my feet.”


Sandeman laughed. “I took a gasht thirty-six miles once in twenty-four hours. We didn’t do much the next day. You get used to it.”




*





Sandeman stood on the verandah outside the orderly room and lit a cheroot. It was unfortunate that Chalmers was at Pirali, the most distant of the northern posts, but this would enable him to secure the orderly evacuation of the three other garrisons, while Trent at Shinwara would collect the remainder. Of these, the last and nearest to the fort was Sadgai, only five miles distant. If all went well Trent and his outliers should reach the fort by midday; Chalmers some five hours later. That should allow them sufficient time for rest before the final evacuation commenced at prayer time. It was a tight schedule, but he did not consider that he could risk delaying the last phase of the withdrawal until the twenty-sixth.


He could see the smoke from the cooking sheds drifting into the darkening sky, and he could hear the laughter of the men in the compound beyond, as they talked together after their evening meal. The corner towers turned black as night fell swiftly, while the oil lamps gleamed softly in the unshuttered windows of the huts. Outside the fort a jackal howled mournfully and was answered by its mate. In the hot darkness he could hear the thin notes of a sarnai and the faint thumping of a dol as the celebration began and a group of Khattacks performed a sword dance round a blazing fire. Other dols joined in, beating now in one time, now in another. Presently, through the north window he saw a faint pinprick of light as the Wazir sentry on the roof of the armoury kot smoked an illicit cigarette.


It was then that he first began to feel afraid.



















CHAPTER THREE





THAT NIGHT THEY dined in mess kit as was their custom still, with the windows open on to the lawn outside, for the heat was stifling. Before the War, Wynter, a powerful striker, had helped his regiment reach the final of the Bengal Cavalry Tournament. On that occasion they had lost, and it was his ambition to see them win it next time. “But it’ll take years to build a decent team. The others were killed after Kut. We need a decent buyer now that Freddie’s gone. Still, it’d be worth all the effort. Only trouble is—I want to get to Staff College before I’m thirty-five, and the one’ll interfere with the other. Hell! Everything’s got messed up these last years. Do you know Quetta, Charles?”


Sandeman was carefully peeling an apple. He paused. “Yes, a little. I’m afraid polo’s not my line. I hadn’t the eye. I was always weak on my backhanders.”


“Oh, come, Charles. And you a match shot. Didn’t you once compete in the Officers’ Cup? And win it? Or is that another of Pete’s stories?”


“Yes, a long time ago. Eighteen years. I was trying to impress my colonel.”


“Did you?”


“Not so you’d notice. Have some more port.”


Afterwards Wynter excused himself. He had letters to write and complained of feeling stiff after the dancing. With his going the game of pretence was over. Sandeman did not care to sit alone in the empty ante-room with its big leather chairs, its watercolours of sporting scenes, and its high white-washed walls, hung with ancient muskets and captured swords. It was his home. It was as much his home as that empty bungalow in the far-off cantonment, and it was the one other place in which he had been truly happy. He did not care to think what would happen to it when it was abandoned. He sat motionless, a cup of coffee in his hands; a much creased map of the area lying forgotten upon his knees. The ash on his cheroot lengthened and fell to the floor. He stared unseeing at a Ghilzai standard over the fireplace. It had been captured by Chalmers’s father in an old campaign. Then he glanced at the photographs of three former officers of the corps: he had known them all; not one of them had died in his bed. He rose to his feet stiffly, and moved to the door. He felt suddenly very old.


He slept badly, his pistol beneath his pillow, and for a long time he lay awake, thinking about Sophie and the child. Somewhere out in the darkness, thirty or forty miles away to the north, lay an Afghan army; and, nearer at hand, among the brown-topped hills, section by section, clan by clan, the tribesmen were gathering. They were collecting their rifles and their swords; they were arguing amongst themselves and making plans; and, perhaps, already they were moving down the pebbled valleys and the dried water-courses: all converging upon the plain and upon the fort. But he did not think about them now.


He was forty-three years old and his term as commandant had two years to run. He had been a failure, he knew that, and he faced the fact calmly, without resentment or self-pity. Country-born, like his father and grandfather before him, he had returned to India filled with confidence and hope, but the confidence and hope were not shared by those who knew him, and they were not fulfilled. He had entered Sandhurst reluctantly as a Queen’s India Cadet but had passed out lower than expected, twenty-ninth in his term, and the memory of that bad beginning had haunted him ever since.


In India he was posted to his father’s regiment and he found himself among a group of officers all of whom were better off financially, and far more able than himself. His first commandant, who had been largely responsible for his selection—upon family grounds, became aware that he had made a mistake, and would not have been human had he not resented it. “He’s not half the man his father was,” he said in disgust, and his opinion was endorsed by his successors. When good appointments or interesting jobs were offered to the younger officers Sandeman was usually passed over. His application to volunteer for service in South Africa was turned down as was his application three years later for transfer to the Political Department.


He was thirty-three and had held rank as captain of a double company for just two years when a vacancy was offered to the regiment for attachment to the Dora Scouts. Appointments to that corps were not popular since most officers preferred to serve in frontier districts which offered the opportunity of active service. A friendly major, who understood Sandeman, advised him to apply for the post. Sandeman did so and was accepted. He had few illusions as to his own future in the regiment and was glad to go. It was a decision he did not regret.


In his third year with the Scouts he decided to have a try for the Staff College at Quetta, and though his new commandant, Derek Chalmers, was doubtful of his chances, he did not oppose the application. “But you’ll have to work hard to pass the entrance examination. It’s quite stiff.” As a preliminary Sandeman took ninety days’ privilege leave and went up to Kashmir with a library of books. There, among the houseboats, he fell in love with a young girl and they became unofficially engaged. But the engagement did not last. They parted good friends and when the girl returned to England she kept up an intermittent correspondence with him for some time. He would be due for furlough when the staff course was over, and he intended to see the girl again, for with the optimism of all losers he hoped to persuade her to change her mind. Ten months later, three days before he entrained for Quetta, the mail brought him an engraved card. It was a formal announcement of her engagement to another man. When he learned he had failed the entrance exam he was not surprised; he would only have been surprised had he passed it. He returned to his regiment bankrupt of all emotion.


The friendly major, who had since been promoted regimental commandant, was brutally frank. “You have an excellent understanding of your men, you are good at languages, and you are certainly the best rifle shot I’ve ever met. Your courage I take for granted. If you hadn’t got that you wouldn’t be a professional soldier.” He paused and then said coldly, “Yet none of this is enough. Your knowledge of the military sciences is average, your abilities as an administrator are average; so are your powers of leadership and your knowledge of tactics. Your social behaviour is unexceptionable and, indeed, that very word describes you. You lack confidence, I think, and while you wonder what to do, other men are doing it.” The biting, truthful voice stopped a moment.


Sandeman did not reply.


The commandant said, “You never wanted the army, did you?”


Sandeman smiled. “I’ve been dreading that question for seventeen years. No, I wanted Cambridge and a career in the Indian Civil. But the money wouldn’t run to it. A widow’s pension … How did you know?”


“There were times when you made it rather obvious.”


Sandeman, his face impassive, said quietly, “Do you wish me to send in my papers?”


The other laughed. “Don’t be a damned fool. Most of humanity is just the same—plain average and plain dull. You don’t assert yourself enough, that’s your trouble. If you can’t seize the opportunity to distinguish yourself then at least make a crashing mistake that will bring you to notice. But, for God’s sake, whatever you do, stop being dull. Otherwise you’ll end up boring everyone to death in your club when you go on pension.” He paused. He said, “Failure isn’t the end of the world. You can try again.”


Sandeman shook his head. “Even if I passed I probably wouldn’t be selected. Competition is very stiff and getting worse.” He could not explain the desolation he felt; the sense of loss. The girl had meant everything to him.


That was a period of his life he did not wish to remember. The future seemed hopeless. He could never hope for a worthwhile staff appointment, nor, unless he was lucky, for any promotion to a rank higher than that of lieutenant-colonel. His regiment was already overflowing with able officers, and he had seen too many ageing captains on permanent secondment to third-class appointments to wish to add to their number. He could resign his commission and retire, eking out his pension as a schoolmaster, perhaps. But he had no wish to go back to England. He had seen it only once in fourteen years; he had no living relatives, and he knew no one there. He did not know what to do. In the end he decided that he would not retire. He would take six months’ furlough to think things out. Perhaps eventually something would turn up. And something did.


Chalmers was invited to go to Waziristan to raise a new corps of militia. He was told that he might select his own officers, and he invited Sandeman to go with him, as his second-in-command, with the rank of major. “It’ll be an interesting experiment. You may remember they recruited Mahsuds once before, but had to disband them when one murdered his commanding officer in the mess at dinner, and an ugly conspiracy was exposed. I’ve had permission to try again—in the face of much opposition, I can tell you. But I think the effort is worth the risk involved. Will you join me?”


Sandeman accepted. He would have gone anywhere with Chalmers, but he did not say so. There was no need.


The Khaisora Scouts came under the jurisdiction of the Political Department and were recruited mainly from local tribesmen, though with a stiffening of Pathans from the more settled areas. A permanent force of militia, trained and organised on military lines, their primary duty was the enforcement of the Political Agent’s authority in an area where the writ of the police did not run. In practice they kept open the camel routes and escorted caravans, operated against raiding gangs and rounded up outlaws, ceaselessly quartering the countryside to signal their mobility and their power. Only when hostilities broke out, too great for them to handle, was the army called in.


It was a lonely existence, sometimes monotonous, always physically exacting (especially to a man with strong sexual instincts) and often dangerous. Yet it was the life Sandeman enjoyed most of all. He liked and admired the Pathan, enjoyed his robust humour, his ferocious courage, his meticulously observed code of honour, and his unyielding spirit of independence. He enjoyed pitting himself against the rigorous climate: the stifling heat of summer when the temperature might stand at 120 in the shade, and the raw cold of winter when the snow lay two feet deep in the mountain passes. He took pride in being able to outwit the hostile tribesman at his own game and with his own methods. A day’s shooting after chikor or sisi, during which he might cover ten or fifteen miles; a meal round a fire in the open, with half a dozen of his men, eating unleavened bread and fat mutton with his fingers; an evening in some village, spent squatting outside the jamma, listening to a wandering story-teller; the delicate business of conducting negotiations with a hostile faction, when the wrong phrase or the wrong gesture might mean all the difference between peace and war: these were the things that gave him satisfaction and of which he never tired.


He was in his second year with the Scouts when the War broke out. His regiment was sent to Mesopotamia and served with Townsend before Kut. He could have gone with it, had he wished; he could have gone anywhere. There was an Indian division in France, there were Indian troops at Gallipoli and in Egypt. The casualty rate was appalling, and promotion was rapid. Twice he was offered the command of a newly formed battalion and each time he turned the offer down. He would not abandon the task he and Chalmers had undertaken. Their experiment had yet to prove itself, for there was constant trouble with the Mahsuds throughout these years. Later, when he did apply for an active-service posting, the Political refused to let him go. Experienced officers were becoming scarce on the Frontier, and he could not be spared. Encouraged by this ironic compliment he tried again for the Political Department, supported this time by a warm recommendation from Chalmers. Again he was unsuccessful. The age-limit rule remained inflexible.


In the summer of 1916 he went on leave to Simla, stayed at Pelitis below the Mall and was invited to attend a ball at which the Viceroy would be present. He was always an indifferent dancer but etiquette forbade his refusal. It was there that he met Sophie, the only daughter of a senior official in a down-country secretariat. He secured one dance with her, and the following morning found himself, to his surprise, calling at her house on the flimsiest of pretexts. She was fifteen years his junior; she was pretty and lively and intelligent, and she enjoyed doing all those things he had spent his life avoiding. She could have had the company of any unmarried officer in the station had she chosen, but she did not choose. She taught Sandeman the pleasures of doe-hacking on Jakho hill and of dancing at the Gloom Club, and was seen so often in his company that the younger men gave up their efforts in her direction in despair. They could not think what she saw in him. He escorted her to the trotting races at Annandale and showed her the fair where brides were auctioned. They went to the horse fairs and joined in amateur theatricals. They went everywhere together. Her friends warned her that she was making a fool of herself, but she only laughed and told them to mind their own business. Sandeman was too old for her, they said. He had neither prospects nor private means and she would eventually have only a major’s pension on which to live. She took no notice. Two days before his leave was due to end they became engaged. They were married in Mardan towards the end of the year and a month later Sandeman returned to the Khaisora.


“I must have been mad,” he said to Chalmers. “Quite mad.”


“Perhaps, but you look very well on it. I must meet your wife when next I get away. I haven’t seen her since she was a child. Her father and I once shared a bungalow.” Chalmers paused to pour out the drinks. “I’m tremendously pleased for both your sakes. I hope you’ll be very happy, Charles.” There was a faint look of anxiety in his eyes.


Sandeman took up the challenge. “I know all about the boy who died at Mons,” he said, and changed the subject.


Early in 1918 a startling change occurred in their tiny world. Chalmers was appointed acting Political Agent for the Khaisora, and Sandeman succeeded him as commandant of the Scouts. It brought him more work and added responsibility, as well as a slight increase in pay; but that was all. He did not mind, however, for he was now a man wholly without ambition.


When the War ended he was still a major. He was only forty-one years old, but the rigorous life he led on the Frontier had been paid for in his appearance. His skin was dark and coarsened through constant living in the open air; his brown hair, bleached by the incessant glare of the sun, was streaked with white, and his pale blue eyes had a faded look about them. He was underweight, his face over-lined for his age. Until he spoke he looked an older man. There was nothing romantic about Charles Sandeman.


In the New Year’s Honours List Chalmers was made a C.I.E. After the event had been celebrated he took Sandeman aside. “I may not be here much longer,” he said. “I have some hopes of another appointment. I go to Peshawar next month for talks with the Chief.” He hesitated a moment. “There is a feeling that our experiment over the re-enlistment of the Mahsuds has been a small success. If that is so, then you deserve as much credit as I.”


Sandeman shook his head.


“It is quite true, Charles. You gave me time and support when I most badly needed it. I owe you a great deal. I am concerned about your future—yours and Sophie’s.”


The smile faded from Sandeman’s face.


Chalmers said, “Your tour will be up at the end of the year. What have you in mind?”


“Go back to the regiment if there’s a vacancy.”


“That’s not good enough. There are big changes in the air with that commission sitting. There’s talk of reorganising regiments and sending Indians to Sandhurst.”


“That’s no bad thing.”


“Perhaps not. But there are over eight thousand spare officers milling around as a result of wartime recruiting. The opportunities will go to the young as they always do.” Chalmers hesitated. “Try for the Political again. Your Persian is excellent.”


Sandeman said, “I haven’t a good enough record, Derek. And I’ve never had relatives in the Department.” He remembered the interview with his old commandant, now buried in a nameless grave in Palestine. “I’m too old now and much too ordinary, I fear.” He smiled. “I might get a posting as a station staff officer somewhere.”


Chalmers was silenced for a moment. Then he said, “One thing that might make them change their minds would be your doing well in a big show of some kind. But that’s not likely to happen out here. I should have made you take that battalion when they offered it to you.” He changed the conversation then and they did not refer to the subject again. Yet Sandeman’s future remained uncertain. It was a problem he could not resolve.


Towards dawn he fell asleep and when he awoke it was daylight and his Mahsud orderly was standing by his bed, holding a mug of tea in his hands. He was fully dressed as for parade and he had his rifle slung over his shoulder.


“Salaam, sahib. The mullah has cried the morning call to prayer.”


“Salaam, Rafiq.” Sandeman yawned sleepily.


The orderly grinned. “You should have come back after your dinner as Wynter sahib did. He called for torches and his horse and showed we Mahsuds, some of whom joined in, how the risala stick chapplis with a lance. It was very fine. He did not miss one chappli.”


“Wynter sahib must have been—happy.”


Rafiq grinned again.


Sandeman looked at his watch. It was just after dawn. He drank his tea quickly and then got out of bed. “Why do you carry your rifle?” he asked carelessly. “By whose order?”


“By the order of the Subadar-Major.”


Sandeman saw that Rafiq was staring at him with a grave face. “Do you know why?” he said abruptly.


“No, sahib. But I can guess. There is a rumour—”


“A rumour! What do you mean?”


“It is all over the fort. They are talking about it in the bazaar outside.”


Sandeman buckled on his leather chapplis. “I shall want my pistol belt. Bring it to the orderly room for me.”


As he turned to leave the room he looked back at his rumpled bed. He wondered how long it would be before he slept in one again.
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