

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The descriptions of the Viceroy’s Palace in Calcutta, the Government Houses in Lucknow and Naini Tal and the ceremonial protocol are all accurate.


The true story of The Great Game has yet to be told in detail. It unexpectedly ended in 1903 when it seemed that there was no way short of another mobilisation of the North-West Frontier to keep Russian arms out of Kabul and just conceivably Peshawar.


Then, without warning, the crisis began to ebb as Russia suffered defeats by the Japanese Army and Navy, coupled with Anglo-Japanese Treaties in 1902 and 1905 which shifted the Asiatic balance of power heavily in Great Britain’s favour.


At long last in an agreement sighed in St. Petersburg in 1907 Russia recognised Afghanistan as a British sphere of influence.


But why? The answer lay in Germany’s swift rise on Russia’s Western border to a world power.


It was in fact the fear of German military might that ended The Great Game.


In 1903 Colonel Francis Younghusband headed a Military mission into Tibet and reached Lhasa.


 




  CHAPTER ONE - 1900


The Hackney carriage drew up outside the India Office and a man with a sun-bronzed face climbed out and paid the driver.


As he walked up the steps, he found the door open and a young man who looked the exact prototype of a budding Diplomat hurried forward with outstretched hands.


“Welcome home, Major Daviot,” he exclaimed. “The Chief is waiting for you and I may add impatiently!”


He smiled as he spoke and there was no mistaking the look of admiration in his eyes.


“It’s very good to be back,” Rex Daviot replied.


They walked along the wide corridors embellished with pictures of Governors General, emblems of Indian rivers and Cities and various types of Imperial Statuary.


The India Office was not clubbable, it was old, powerful and sombre and it moved at a slow despotic pace.


With its huge library and its immense accumulated experience it knew more about India than any other Government Office anywhere had ever known about another country.


“What was India like when you left?” the young man asked.


“Very hot,” Rex Daviot answered with a smile that prevented the words from sounding sarcastic.


“We are all buzzing with curiosity about your latest exploit, sir.”


“I hope not!”


“You must realise, Major, that it is impossible to stop people from speculating, even if they have very little to go on. I can assure you that we have done our best to keep everything very secret.”


“As I would expect,” Rex Daviot remarked drily.


He knew even as he spoke that secrets had a mysterious way of leaking out in unlikely places and in India the people in the bazaars were usually aware of what was occurring long before the Commander-in-Chief had the slightest idea of it.


They reached a pair of impressive mahogany doors and the young man opened them to say with almost a note of triumph in his voice,


“Major Rex Daviot, sir!”


At the end of a very large room a man was sitting at a desk.


He rose with an expression of pleasure on his face and, as Rex Daviot entered, he came forward to greet him.


They met in the centre of the room, and Sir Terence O’Kerry, Head of the India Office, clasped the younger man’s hand to say,


“Thank God you are home safely! I was afraid that something might prevent it.”


Rex Daviot laughed.


“What you are really saying is that you are surprised that I was not assassinated or my disguise was not penetrated.”


“Exactly,” Sir Terence agreed.


“There were some uncomfortable moments, I admit that,” Rex Daviot said, “but here I am, safe and sound. You received my report?”


“I found it unbelievable and so absorbing that I thought I was reading the kind of adventure story I enjoyed as a boy.”


“I am glad it pleased you,” Rex Daviot said with a twinkle in his eyes.


They were dark grey eyes, a colour that he had found extremely useful when eyes of another colour might easily have betrayed him.


“I have quite a lot to say to you,” Sir Terence said. “Sit down, Rex, and let me start from the beginning.”


Rex Daviot looked slightly surprised, but he obeyed, seating himself in one of the green leather armchairs that flanked the mantelpiece.


Sir Terence sat down opposite him and began in a serious tone,


“I do not need to tell you how grateful we are and that your findings on this last mission will have very far-reaching repercussions.”


“I hope that you have been careful to discuss it with as few people as possible,” Rex Daviot said. “I want to go back and even the sand in India has ears!”


“You have already taken part in so many exploits that you cannot expect people not to look upon you as a kind of hero.”


“I hope they do nothing of the sort!”


“Well, Queen Victoria for one is ecstatic at what you have accomplished.”


“Her Majesty is very kind, but quite frankly I want to return as soon as possible and get on with the job. There is still so much to be done.”


“No one knows that better than I do,” Sir Terence replied, “but at the moment we have other plans for you.”


A quick frown appeared on Rex Daviot’s suntanned forehead and for a while his grey eyes seemed to turn to steel.


“Other plans?” he questioned.


“That is what I want to talk to you about.”


“I am listening, but I hope they will not prevent me from returning to the North-West Frontier.”


“They will not do that, but you may go there in a different capacity.”


“What do you mean?”


“The Queen herself wants to appoint you Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West Provinces!”


Sir Terence spoke quietly, but the effect on the man sitting opposite was almost as if a bomb had exploded at his feet.


“Lieutenant-Governor?” he repeated with a look of incredulity on his face.


“Her Majesty feels that is now your rightful place and I agree with her.”


“Why? Why?”


“Because you know as well as I do that you cannot go on forever risking your life and not paying the penalty. Your success has been fantastic to date, but – ”


“I should have thought,” Rex Daviot interrupted, “that that would constitute a very good reason for me to continue as I am now.”


“I may tell you that this appointment has the approval of the Viceroy.”


“I should have thought that he of all people would have opposed a change for the simple reason that I make things very much easier for his administration than they would be otherwise.”


“He is aware of that, but at the same time the position of Lieutenant-Governor has fallen vacant in somewhat tragic circumstances.”


Rex Daviot was silent.


He knew what those tragic circumstances were and he knew too that by being offered the position he could not have been paid a greater compliment.


Equally something within him rebelled against the formality, the protocol and perhaps as well the authority that such a post would carry.


No one knew better than he did how important it was to have the right type of man in Government House at a time when unrest on the borders of India was growing and the tribesmen were being incited continually and sometimes successfully by the Russians.


Although on his way home he had wondered who would be appointed to the North-west Provinces, he had never for one moment suspected that it might be himself.


Now, as he was silent, Sir Terence went on,


“I should add that if you accept the position Her Majesty intends to make you a Peer.”


“A Peer? For Heaven’s sake why?”


“For a number of reasons,” Sir Terence replied with a smile, “but first because in any other circumstances you would have received a high Military Medal for this last expedition. But that would only draw attention to you, which I know is the last thing you want.”


He paused before adding,


“It is usual for the Lieutenant-Governor to be titled and, as you know, the last six have been either Knights or Baronets.”


“But why a Peer?” Rex Daviot enquired.


“Her Majesty wished to show her appreciation and we could none of us think of a better way.”


“You make me feel embarrassed!”


“It is not often that I say this to a man in this room,” Sir Terence went on, “but you have not only been magnificent, you have also saved the lives of hundreds if not thousands of men who otherwise would have been ambushed and killed mercilessly in a way that does not bear thinking about.”


Sir Terence and Rex Daviot both knew that the tribesmen on the North-West Frontier did not allow their victims to die quickly,


The tortures and mutilations they inflicted on their prisoners would make the most hardened soldier vomit when he saw their bodies.


As if Rex Daviot found it easier to think on his feet, he rose from the chair he had been sitting in to walk to the window.


He looked out, but he did not see the grey roofs, the trees in St. James’s Park or the busy traffic,


Instead he saw bleak barren rocks behind which there might be a tribesmen with a gun or just as dangerous, a sharp-pointed knife that could be thrust into a man’s body without a second’s warning.


The North-west Frontier was one of the most legendary places on earth. No comparable area had seen so much bloodshed, intrigue, gallantry, savagery, patience or sacrifice.


There was silence before he said aloud,


“Will you convey my deepest respects and gratitude to Her Majesty and tell her that, while I deeply appreciate the honour she would confer on me, I must refuse it.”


“Refuse it?” Sir Terence repeated. “Will you give me a reason?”


“For your own ear it is quite simple,” Rex Daviot answered. “I cannot afford it!”


Again there was silence for both of them knew that the top positions in India from the Viceroy downwards were all a tremendous drain on a man’s private purse.


The Viceroyalty cost its incumbent so much money that no one was able to accept it without a private fortune of his own.


The same applied to the other great positions in the land, those of the Governors of Madras and Bombay, the Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West Provinces and the Ruler of the Punjab.


The Resident of Hyderabad was on a slightly lower scale, but even he had to augment the official salary, which in every case was not enough for the amount of entertaining required and the state that Government Representatives were obliged to live in.


“As it happens,” Rex Daviot said, “I have had some considerable expense to bear in my family, which has increased my bank overdraft to what I imagine must be the limit. So I will just remain as I am.”


There was no regret in his voice and Sir Terence knew that Rex’s astute and brilliant brain would have sized up the whole situation in the few minutes that he had been gazing out the window.


Having made his decision, he had set the whole matter to one side and would have no regrets.


“I had a feeling that this is what you would say,” Sir Terence said after a moment.


Rex Daviot turned round with a smile.


“You have known me for at least ten years, sir, so you know as much as I do about my private affairs.”


They were both referring to the fact that Rex Daviot’s father, before he had had a fall out hunting that had left him a semi-invalid, had run through the bulk of the family fortune.


It had left his only son and heir in the position where he had to rely entirely on his own resourcefulness.


Sir Harold Daviot had been born in the wrong century. He should have lived in the Georgian era when a buck was expected to be raffish and extravagant.


Sir Harold’s mode of living under Queen Victoria earned him the label of being eccentric and caused the more respectable members of Society to close their doors to him.


Rex Daviot was himself a throwback to his great-great-grandfather, who, an outstanding and magnificent soldier, had been a General in the Bengal Lancers at the time of Clive of India.


When Sir Harold had been stricken down and forced into a wheelchair, his son had quite quietly taken on the tasks of paying off his debts and of improving the family estate in Northumberland that had been sadly neglected.


He also found that he had to provide for a number of ladies on whom his father had bestowed his favours, only to leave them after he tired of them with his children and invariably penniless.


This was bad enough, but there were also the ever-mounting medical expenses to be found and because he was immobile and had little to do, Sir Harold had taken to gambling on racehorses in a way that he could certainly not afford.


Sir Terence was aware how uncomplainingly and good-humouredly Rex Daviot had shouldered a burden that would have appalled a man of weaker character and less sensibility.


Aloud he now said,


“You know I understand and sympathise and that is why I have a suggestion to put to you.”


“Another job?” Rex Daviot asked.


“Not exactly, but in fact it concerns the one you have just refused.”


“In what way?”


“That is what I am going to tell you.”


Because he knew that it was expected of him, Rex Daviot walked from the window back to the chair where he had been sitting.


“A cigarette or a cigar?” Sir Terence offered as he sat down.


Rex Daviot shook his head.


“Neither, thank you. I gave up smoking a long time ago. Indians have an acute sense of smell and the fragrance of an expensive Havana on a bearer or a rickshaw boy would definitely be suspect.”


Sir Terence laughed.


“Are those your favourite disguises?”


“No. The East is notable for its fakirs and I cannot tell you how many ineffective prayers and curses I know in a dozen different dialects.”


They both chuckled and, as if the sound eased the tension, Rex Daviot leant back to say,


“Tell me your second suggestion – ”


“It originally came from Her Majesty,” Sir Terence replied. “While she is extremely anxious for you to take the post suggested, she asked me to tell you that she considers it essential that the Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West Provinces should be a married man.”


For a moment Rex Daviot stared in surprise at the man opposite him.


Then he said decisively,


“Well, that lets me out! I have not yet accepted the bonds of Holy Matrimony and I have no intention of doing so!”


“Why ever not?” Sir Terence enquired.


“The answer is simple. No woman would put up with my way of life as it has been up until now and I have never met one who I wished to share the future with.”


“I am quite certain that there have been many applicants for the job,” Sir Terence remarked drily.


“Not exactly for matrimony,” Rex Daviot replied with a twist of his lips.


“It’s about time you settled down,” Sir Terence replied. “The Daviot Baronetcy is an old one and you must have an heir sooner or later.”


They were both aware that one of the reasons why the Queen had not suggested knighting Rex Daviot was that his father, as the sixth Baronet, had not added anything illustrious to what had been an ancient and respected name.


At the same time Rex Daviot was proud of his ancestry and proud of the fact that, with the exception of his father, there had been Daviots all through the history of the last three hundred years who had served their country valiantly.


“There is plenty of time,” he said now.


“Is there?” Sir Terence asked. “I should have thought, considering the risks you take, that it is high time you started remembering that your son will be the eighth Baronet or perhaps the second Lord Daviot!”


“I have already told you that there is no chance of him becoming either.”


“There is every chance, if you will listen to what I am trying to tell you.”


“I am waiting.”


“I don’t know if you have ever met my brother,” Sir Terence began.


Rex Daviot shook his head.


“He died a year ago. He was an adventurer and a man of extraordinary perception when it came to making money. In fact he died an amazingly rich man.”


Rex raised his eyebrows slightly, otherwise he sat quite still listening and wondering how this could possibly concern him.


“My brother had only one child,” Sir Terence went on, “a daughter, who has been living with my wife and me for the last eighteen months. She has inherited such an enormous fortune that my wife anticipated, and so did I, that she would have been married long before now.”


“What is the difficulty?” Rex Daviot asked.


He had an idea of where this conversation was leading and he also knew what his reply would be.


“When Quenella came to us after her father’s death,” Sir Terence continued, “she was nineteen. Because she had travelled extensively with my brother and they were continually on the move, she had never had time to enjoy the comfort and security of a home or to find herself friends who she would have had much in common with.”


His voice was reflective as he went on,


“She is a strange girl, extremely intelligent and well read. But I do not pretend to understand her. Perhaps it is because she has Russian blood in her veins and we both know that the Slavs are most unpredictable.”


“Russian blood!”


“Her great-grandmother was Russian, a Princess who fell crazily in love with my grandfather when he was a Diplomat in St. Petersburg. The Princess was a widow, but they had to wait for five years to marry each other because my grandmother was still alive, hopelessly insane but alive!”


He paused as if to let Rex Daviot digest what he had said before he continued with a smile,


“Russian, English and, of course, Irish blood. What do you expect of a complex, beautiful, very enigmatic young woman who, as far as I am concerned, is as mysterious as the Sphinx but as lovely as Cleopatra must have been at that age?”


“You paint a very glowing picture,” Rex remarked with a smile behind his eyes, knowing that Sir Terence was deliberately trying to intrigue him.


“My wife entertained for Quenella and there is no need for me to tell you that she was an outstanding success. Invitations poured into our house from all the great hostesses. The Queen herself complimented us on Quenella’s beauty when she was presented at Court.”


He looked across at Rex Daviot and then he said in a different tone of voice,


“Two months ago disaster struck!”


“What happened?”


There was a note of curiosity now in his voice that Sir Terence recognised.


“At a party at Windsor Castle, Quenella met Prince Ferdinand of Schertzenberg.”


“That swine!”


The exclamation from Rex Daviot was involuntary.


“Exactly,” Sir Terence said. “While I agree with you that he should be barred from every drawing room in the land and kicked out of every gentleman’s house, he is nevertheless of importance in Europe, and he is a distant, although very distant, relative of the Queen.”


“What happened?”


“He pursued Quenella in an extremely reprehensible manner. After all he is a married man and the days of Monarchs being expected to behave in an imperious and licentious manner are well and truly over especially at Windsor Castle!”


“What were the young woman’s feelings in the matter?”


“She loathed him,” Sir Terence responded briefly. “She told me that the moment he came near her she felt repelled as she would have been by a reptile.”


Sir Terence fell silent, but there was obviously an end to the story and Rex insisted,


“What happened then?”


“The Prince refused to leave Quenella alone. He bombarded her with letters, flowers and presents until I told him firmly that his behaviour could not continue.”


Sir Terence sighed.


“It was not an easy thing to do and the Prince was offensively rude as only the Germans can be. He even threatened that my manner would, if I was not careful, cause a Diplomatic incident and he would have me dismissed!”


“Good God!” Rex Daviot expostulated and then he added,


“You did not take him seriously?”


“I assure you that His Royal Highness was very serious, but I told him that, if he continued to behave in such a manner, I would inform the Queen of what was occurring.”


“Did that quieten him down?”


“He was furiously angry, but I felt that like everyone else he is afraid of Her Majesty and would behave better in the future.”


“So that put paid to the whole problem?”


“On the contrary,” Sir Terence replied. “It merely drove underground what had been easier to see and perhaps easier to cope with when it was out in the open.”


He knew as he spoke that Rex Daviot would understand only too well for the sedition and the intrigues amongst the tribes incited by the Russians were always fomented by secrecy and suppression.


“What did he do?”


“He arranged, without my being aware of it,” Sir Terence answered, “to be included in a house party together with Quenella. It was unfortunately one that neither my wife nor I had planned .to accompany her at. The hostess was one of our closest friends and my wife was only too happy to have the girl in her care.”


Sir Terence paused and then he continued,


“How was I to know that that devil would get himself invited at the last moment and take advantage of the fact that his hostess was a trusting woman and Quenella an innocent young girl?”


The fury in Sir Terence’s voice was very evident before he resumed,


“The Prince forced his way into Quenella’s bedroom, tore at her clothes and attempted to rape her!”


“I have never heard of anything so outrageous,” Rex exclaimed. “I have always known that he was an outsider and a bounder of the first water, but what you tell me is incredible even for a German with an inflated ego.”


“Fortunately somebody in the next bedroom heard Quenella’s screams,” Sir Terence went on, “but frankly it was a near thing and the girl was shocked in a way that is difficult to understand.”


“Did she collapse or have a nervous breakdown?”


“It might have been better if she had,” Sir Terence answered, “No, she just seemed to turn inwards on herself.”


He saw that Rex did not understand.


“It is difficult to put into words what happened. Quenella has always been proud. She has also been reserved and a little aloof, I thought, in her dealings with other people, I attributed it, as I said before, to her foreign ancestry, but after this episode with Prince Ferdinand – ”


He paused as if he was seeking for words and, because now he was undeniably curious, Rex said almost insistently,


“Go on.”


“It is as if she has put a barrier between herself and the rest of the world. She is charming and attentive to my wife and myself, but otherwise she has withdrawn from all contact with human beings. I have a feeling, although she has not told me so, that she now hates men!”


“That is understandable,” Rex Daviot nodded.


“She has refused every party and every other sort of entertainment that she has been asked to.”


“Surely she is afraid of meeting the Prince again?”


“He is, I believe, still trying to get in touch with her,” Sir Terence answered, “but even when she is certain of not meeting him, Quenella still tears up every invitation she receives.”


“I suppose she is still suffering from shock.”


“I wish it was just that. I have a feeling that it is something much deeper, something that might affect her whole life and her whole outlook.”


He thought that Rex Daviot smiled a little sceptically and he said quickly,


“That is why I am asking for your help.”


“My help? What can I do?”


“You can marry Quenella and take her away from here!”


There was a stupefied silence and then Rex Daviot asked,


“Are you mad?”


“If you think it over, you will see that it is a rather sane suggestion. Because I love Quenella I want her to get away. I want her to be completely free of the Prince. The only way she can be quite certain that he will not pursue her is to have a husband who will protect her as I quite frankly am unable to do.”


“Why?”


“Because the Prince can make an immeasurable amount of trouble for me if I continue to oppose him.”


Sir Terence spoke frankly and Rex Daviot was aware that it was the truth.


The Head of the India Office held a post of such responsibility that a brawl with a Ruling Prince of Europe would not only hurt Sir Terence but perhaps the whole system.


Rex Daviot knew that it had been a great feather in Sir Terence’s cap that he had been appointed when he was comparatively young, but his list of qualifications had made him the ideal man for the job.


That his career should be ruined now and that he should be forced to resign would be a tragedy for Britain and, he thought, a tragedy for India.


As if he knew exactly what Rex Daviot was thinking, Sir Terence went on,


“I may be wrong, but I have the idea that even if you were willing to marry some young woman so that you could accept the post of Lieutenant-Governor, you do not know many except those of the ‘Fishing Fleet’!”


This was a joke for the girls who went out to India every year in the hopes of finding a husband were known always as the ‘Fishing Fleet’ and those who came back unsuccessful in their quest were referred to as ‘Returned Empties’.


Rex Daviot did not laugh, however, and Sir Terence continued,


“It seems to me a very reasonable proposition. While you need a wife with money, Quenella has to find a husband who will take her out of reach of the Prince. So, why not think it over?”


When Sir Terence had stopped speaking, it seemed as if the silence was different and somehow much more poignant than it had been before.


“Are you really serious about this?” Rex Daviot asked slowly.


“I have never been more serious in my life,” Sir Terence answered. “And I will not pretend to you that I do not have a great deal of self-interest in your reply.”


He gave a deep sigh before he added,


“I am asking for your help, Rex. Quite frankly I am in a hell of a hole and I cannot see any other way out.”


There was no mistaking the sincerity in his voice and it was that more than anything else that made Rex Daviot pause before he voiced the categorical refusal that trembled on his lips.


Then, as if he knew that the older man was waiting tensely for his answer, he said,


“I would naturally need time to think this over and perhaps without committing myself in any way I could meet your niece.”


He saw Sir Terence’s eyes light up.


“Do you really mean that? My God, it would be a weight off my shoulders!”


“I have not said anything about accepting your extraordinary and, I am sure, quite unprecedented solution for my future and your difficulties,” Rex Daviot declared warningly.
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