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        The Burman give us Irrawaddy chills.

        Rudyard Kipling

      

      

      
        
        Come you back to Mandalay,

        Where the old Flotilla lay:

        Can’t you ‘ear their paddles chunkin’ from Rangoon to Mandalay?

        Rudyard Kipling

      

      

      
        
        A large force of Dacoits attacked the Kyike Police Station, which was defended by Mr. Shaw, assistant commissioner, and Mr. Sladden, police inspector, very courageously. On the sound of the enemy’s gongs and drums, their twenty Burmese policemen bolted, leaving them with twenty Sikhs and natives of India, with whom they defended the station for three days and nights, repulsing numerous attacks. When the ammunition was exhausted, they brought off their men safely by a long night march.

        Newcastle Chronicle, 26 December 1885
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      POLICE POST, BAN HTEIK CHAUNG, BURMA, JANUARY 1886

      “Here they come again,” Captain Andrew Baird looked around at the remaining defenders of the post. Of the original twenty Sikh policemen, only fifteen remained, while their commander, Lieutenant Hanley, lay in a corner of the building, bleeding from three wounds. Bo Thura sat under the window with a cheroot in his mouth, loading his Martini-Henry. He looked up when Andrew spoke, thumbed a cartridge into the breech, and nodded.

      “They are coming,” he agreed.

      The Sikhs lifted their Snider rifles, waiting for the attack with their customary professionalism. Sukhbir Singh, closest to Andrew, grinned through his beard and stamped his boots on the ground. “Unhāṁ nū ā’uṇa di’ō,” he said. “Let them come.”

      Another policeman slapped the butt of his rifle. “Birdh ki Paij Panth ki jit!” he shouted. “Rout of the Enemy and Victory of the Sikh Path!”

      “I am not sure what you said, but it sounds good!” Andrew knew his father had always admired the Sikhs, and he now understood why. They were the most stolidly brave fighting men he had ever met.

      Andrew lifted his head to peer out the window, ready to duck when he saw movement. Although the police had cut back the forest to a radius of a hundred yards, the dacoits haunted the fringes, watching everything the police did and sniping whenever they saw an opportunity. The dull green trees seemed sinister in the gloomy light, with the constant humming of insects a backdrop and the cries of unknown birds a distraction rather than a pleasure.

      “How many are there, do you think?” Hanley asked, lifting himself to a more comfortable position. Blood had dried around the two bullet holes in his tunic and the dha gash on his thigh. He coughed, dribbling more blood from the corner of his mouth.

      “I’m not sure,” Andrew replied. “A couple of hundred, perhaps. Maybe more.” He glimpsed the yellow umbrella through a gap in the trees and wondered if a snapshot might end the affair. Lifting his Martini-Henry, he aimed and cursed as the umbrella moved deeper into the forest. With limited ammunition, Andrew could not afford to waste a bullet.

      “A couple of hundred,” Hanley repeated. He coughed up more blood. “Was that an umbrella I saw out there?”

      “It was,” Andrew confirmed.

      Hanley grinned, showing blood-stained teeth. “You remember what Wellington said when he saw a couple of Guards officers with umbrellas during the Peninsular War? He said, ‘Lord Wellington does not approve of the use of umbrellas during the enemy’s firing and will not allow the gentleman’s sons to make themselves ridiculous in the eyes of the Army.’”

      “Trust Wellington to have a quote for every occasion,” Andrew replied. “There may be more than a couple of hundred. It’s hard to tell when they move around all the time.”

      There are more than two hundred men out there. I’d estimate between four and five hundred, a mixture of raggedy-arsed dacoits and remnants of Thibaw’s Army. It’s best not to tell Hanley how bad the odds are.

      The gongs began again, with their brassy clamour reverberating through the trees to bombard the post. Andrew glanced at the men. The stolid Sikhs appeared unmoved by the sound, but the local Burmese were uneasy, perhaps because they knew what the sound signified. One man spoke to Bo Thura, who replied with a short sentence. Hanley looked up, coughed again, and checked his revolver. Andrew noticed the butt was sticky with blood.

      That poor lad hasn’t got much time left to live. He’ll fill another lonely grave thousands of miles from home in a squalid skirmish he had no part in starting.

      The gongs continued, stopped for a moment, and started again.

      One of the Sikhs grunted and spat on the ground. “Are they trying to scare us with their little gongs?” He grinned, showing white teeth behind his beard. “Maybe they think we are children, to be frightened by noise.”

      The sound increased all around the police post, and a drum added resonance to the racket. Andrew checked how many cartridges he had left in his pouch and stared at the surrounding forest.

      “Here they come,” Bo Thura said quietly as the dacoits slipped quietly from the trees. One second, the clearing was empty, and the next, a hundred dacoits were walking purposefully towards the post.

      “There are more,” Bo Thura said, and Andrew saw movement on the left. He lifted his Martini and aimed at the nearest, a squat man with the remains of a light red jacket uniform on his shoulders and a dha in his fist.

      As the Sikhs prepared to fire, a volley came from the forest, with a second quickly following.

      “How many rifles do these dacoits have?” Hanley asked. He struggled to the nearest window, gasping with pain. “I thought the Burmese Army had handed in all their weapons.”

      “Apparently not,” Andrew said as bullets whistled and crackled around him. He swore as a group of dacoits stepped in front of the squat man. With only a few cartridges remaining, Andrew wanted to ensure he used them on leaders rather than followers.

      “What the devil?” Andrew stared as the dacoit behind the squat man lifted a rifle. “That’s a Winchester repeater, one of those fancy American rifles that can fire multiple rounds without reloading.”

      “These dacoits are better armed than we are,” Hanley said.

      The dacoits spread out to surround the police post, some with rifles, others with the wicked Burmese dha. The gongs continued their brassy clamour, a canopy of sound encompassing the handful of British and Sikhs.

      “This will be their final assault,” Sukhbir Singh said. “They’re coming for the kill.”

      “And their leader has arrived,” Andrew said. He pointed to a man on a hardy Burmese pony. The rider held a white flag surmounted by a blue peacock, the symbol of Burmese royalty. “These lads are still fighting for the Kingdom of Ava. Don’t they know they’ve lost the war?”

      At the sight of the peacock flag, the remaining Burmese policemen in the post shouted and ran to the door.

      “Stop!” Hanley shouted and collapsed, coughing up blood.

      Andrew shook his head. “Let them go,” he advised. “They’d not be reliable.”

      Sukhbir grabbed one of the panicking men by the throat until Andrew intervened. “No, Sukhbir.”

      The Burmese policemen dragged away the barricades from the door and fled outside, leaving the post strangely hollow.

      Sukhbir spat on the ground.

      “Here they come,” Bo Thura said as Andrew lifted his rifle. “And there are more.” He pointed to the right, where another force of dacoits filtered through the trees. “Where the devil did these lads come from?”
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      BERWICKSHIRE, SCOTLAND, SUMMER 1884

      Andrew guided the dog cart to a twisted rowan tree at the side of the macadamised road and pulled Mariana’s cape tighter across her shoulders. An easterly wind carried rain from the German Ocean to spatter on Mariana as she sheltered under the tree.

      “It’s lovely here,” Mariana said, looking over the damp fields towards the River Tweed.

      “Apart from the foul weather,” Andrew replied.

      “Oh, I don’t mind the rain,” Mariana said. “When we were young in Inglenook, Elaine and I always left the house when it was wet. We enjoyed the rain after all the dry weather.”

      Andrew smiled, thinking of Mariana back in her home in Natal. “I could imagine you two dancing in the rain,” he said. He still thought of Mariana’s sister, Elaine, from time to time, even though it was five years since a force of renegades had murdered her and her parents on their farm on the Natal-Zululand border.

      “Elaine would love it here,” Mariana looked over the green, fertile Border countryside, with the solid stone buildings nestling against swaying trees and cattle grazing in the fields. “It all looks so peaceful.”

      “It does,” Andrew agreed. “It’s hard to believe this was once the most contested frontier in Europe, with Scots and English having battles, raids and skirmishes for hundreds of years.”

      Mariana took a deep breath. “If you stand still and listen,” she said. “You can hear the tension.”

      “Can you hear tension?” Andrew asked.

      “Undoubtedly,” Mariana smiled at him, brushing back a loose strand of hair that had escaped from her hat. “Can’t you hear the voices of the old people?”

      Andrew lifted his head. “All I hear is the wind in the trees and the rain pattering in the puddles!”

      “Oh, Andrew!” Mariana tapped his arm. “You need to use your imagination! You can taste the tension in the wind and sense the old reivers and warriors.” She surveyed the landscape, from the rippling Tweed to the broad fields and distant green Cheviot Hills. “There is poetry in this land, Andrew; can you not sense the romance?”

      “Can you sense Sir Lancelot?” Andrew asked. “According to some legends, he lived at Bamborough Castle; that was his Joyous Gard.”

      “That’s quite a few miles south of here,” Mariana replied.

      “He was a travelling man, a knight errant, and would go riding and hunting,” Andrew said. “We don’t know how extensive his lands would be, but I think he’d know this area well.”

      They stood two hundred yards from the River Tweed, five miles west of Berwick. A stone’s throw away, a pair of stone buildings dominated a grassy knoll and sheltered behind a group of trees. One was a Georgian house, two storeys tall, with rain weeping from its grey slate roof and classically proportioned windows and doors. The other was much older, a crumbling ruin of a tower that had stood guard over a ford across the river for centuries.

      “Can we look at the castle?” Mariana asked.

      “We can,” Andrew told her. “Come on!” Taking Mariana’s hand, he helped her from the dog cart and guided her through the open five-barred gate and onto the rough track that curved upwards to the grey buildings.

      “I hope the owner doesn’t mind us nosing his property,” Mariana said as they avoided the puddles and accidentally kicked loose stones up the path.

      “He won’t mind. I know him,” Andrew replied.

      Grass grew on the central ridge of the track, and a mouse scuttled in front of them. Andrew glanced sideways at Mariana, saw her genuine interest in the tower and nodded.

      This idea might work. I have captured Mariana’s attention; I hope I have set the scene for tomorrow’s question. Andrew looked at her fondly, lifted a hand to touch her shoulder and dropped it again.

      “What is the castle called?” Mariana hardly glanced at the Georgian farmhouse. Her eyes were busy on the grey-stoned tower, where a rowan tree clung precariously to the upper wall, and moss furred the lower layers. A bevy of pigeons exploded from the ruin, wings flapping noisily, with a single crow observing them from the topmost height.

      “Corbiestane Tower,” Andrew stopped at the apex of the curve, where a group of whins whispered in the breeze. “A corbie is a crow, so it means the Tower of the Crow’s Stone.”

      “There’s the corbie up there,” Mariana nodded to the crow.

      “The tower guards a ford across the Tweed,” Andrew indicated the river. “On this bank, we are in Scotland, while the opposite side is England; this ford would be an important crossing point for both countries.”

      Miraculously, the rain stopped, and a shaft of sun landed on the tower’s doorway, showing a carved stone above the entrance.

      “What’s the carving?” Mariana asked. She stepped closer, craning her neck to see. “It looks like,” she turned away, facing Andrew with new colour flushing her cheeks. “It’s not, Andrew! It can’t be.”

      “It’s a phallic symbol,” Andrew hid his smile. “The Romans used it as a sign of good luck, which means either the original building here is very old, or the builder cannibalised a Roman ruin for his tower.”

      “So, this tower might have been here in King Arthur’s time?” Mariana asked, glancing sideways at the symbol and then looking away.

      “Not this particular tower, but I’d say there’s been a building guarding the ford for centuries, perhaps back to Roman times. In that case, something would have been here in Arthurian times and perhaps owned by Sir Lancelot. He’d appoint one of his knights to watch for raiders, either Scots or English.”

      “Oh,” Mariana lifted her skirt higher and walked to the tower, touching the stones as if to recapture the legends of King Arthur. “To think that Arthur, Guinevere or Lancelot might have been here.” She looked over her shoulder at Andrew. “Do you think the present owner would mind if I went inside?”

      “I am sure he wouldn’t mind at all,” Andrew replied. “But be careful; it’s a bit tumbledown.”

      Avoiding looking at the carved stone, Mariana stepped through the battered doorway and looked up. The tower was a hollowed-out ruin, with bare walls reaching to the silver-grey sky, knee-high weeds sprouting on the ground and vegetation thrusting between the stonework. Birds had nested in the arrow-slit windows, and the wind moaned through the gaps.

      “It’s lovely,” Mariana said. “To think Lancelot might have been here.”

      “This tower was built long after his time,” Andrew reminded her. “He might have visited the site, though, if he ever existed.”

      “Of course, he existed,” Mariana retorted.

      Andrew smiled at her passion. “Of course he did,” he agreed.

      Mariana smoothed her hand over the rough stonework. “But Lancelot mused a little space; He said, “She has a lovely face; God in his mercy lend her grace, The Lady of Shalott.”

      “Indeed,” Andrew recognised Tennyson’s poetry.

      “Maybe Tennyson visited here before he thought of the Lady,” Mariana said. “He wasn’t far away, was he?”

      “I know he loves the Lake District,” Andrew said. “I don’t know about the Tweed.” He changed the subject. “Would you like to see the house?”

      “You know I love looking at other people’s houses,” Mariana replied. “Will the owner not object to two strangers dropping in unannounced?”

      “The house is empty,” Andrew replied. “And I have the key.”

      Mariana took his arm. “Oh, you clever thing! Come on then, Andrew! What are we waiting for?”

      The key turned smoothly in the lock, and Andrew pushed the door open and stepped aside so Mariana could enter first.

      “It’s completely empty,” Mariana said. She strode into the house, looking around her. “What a lovely place, and so fortunate being so close to Lancelot’s tower.”

      Mariana has convinced herself that Lancelot lived on the tower, Andrew thought. Maybe that’s no bad thing.

      “What do you think of this house?” Andrew asked. He closed the door and stepped back to allow her a better view.

      “It’s beautiful,” Mariana replied. Lifting the hem of her skirt, she raced to the landing upstairs, with the sound of her boots echoing in the hallway. “There are four rooms up here,” she said.

      Andrew followed her upstairs, checking the walls and ceilings for signs of dampness and black mould.

      “What would you do with this house if it was yours?”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” Mariana replied. “I’d have this room overlooking the tower, and your bedroom would be over there, with a view to the river.” She hesitated for a moment. “I nearly said the Tugela River.”

      “I guessed that,” Andrew said. “The house’s situation is similar to Inglenook.” He allowed Mariana a moment to recover from her memories. “Except for the possible Arthurian connection. Would you like to live here?”

      “I’d love to,” Mariana replied. “I’d see Lancelot and Arthur every day.”

      “Good,” Andrew said. “That’s why I bought it. Farming is currently going through a slump and prices have dropped, so it was dirt cheap.”

      “Oh,” Mariana put a hand over her mouth, staring at him. “So it’s yours?”

      “Ours, if you want to share it,” Andrew said. “Unless you have some secret sweetheart you want to run off with.”

      Mariana turned away. “You know very well that I do not have a sweetheart.”

      You used to think you loved me, Mariana. What happened?

      “Indeed,” Andrew said, hiding his disappointment. “When you’ve had your fill of Corbiestane, Mariana, we’ll return to Berwick.”

      “When can we move in?” Mariana asked.

      “When all the legal paperwork is completed, and I have the workmen install modern plumbing and lighting,” Andrew said. “After that, you can do what you will to the house.”

      When Mariana smiled quietly, Andrew knew she was already planning her alterations.

      “The stone,” Mariana said. “Where is the Corbiestane?”

      “At the back,” Andrew led her outside, carefully locking the door behind him. The Corbiestane was a large lump of rock with the crudely carved figure of a bird inscribed on one side.

      Mariana ran her hands over the carving. “What was it for?”

      “Nobody knows,” Andrew told her. “There are many legends, but nothing is certain.”

      “I think Lancelot’s knight had a corbie on his shield, and he carved the stone to let everybody know he was guarding the ford,” Mariana said.

      “That’s as good an explanation as any,” Andrew agreed. “Now, shall we get away before the heavens open again? Tomorrow, I am taking you to Edinburgh to see Saint Margaret’s Chapel.” He saw Mariana looking at him but did not explain further. Mariana was studying Corbiestane farmhouse, deciding what type of wallpaper she wanted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      EDINBURGH CASTLE, SCOTLAND, SUMMER 1884

      “It’s very romantic,” Mariana said, holding her hat against Edinburgh Castle’s eternal wind. “Who was Saint Margaret?”

      “She was Queen of Scotland in the eleventh century,” Andrew said. “Married to Malcolm the Third, Malcolm Canmore. She brought the Roman Catholic faith to Scotland to replace the old Celtic Christianity.”

      “Oh,” Mariana nodded. “Was this chapel named after her?”

      They stood outside the small, stone-built chapel, recently restored after being used as a storeroom for years. Even Andrew could sense the history as he touched the ancient doorway and wondered how many people had been in this spot over the past seven hundred years. He thought of the long, long line of Scotland’s kings and queens, the knights and nobles, and the thousands of soldiers who had garrisoned the castle.

      “I said, was the chapel named after Saint Margaret?” Mariana raised her eyebrows.

      “I think Margaret’s son, King David, had it built,” Andrew said, “so it’s 12th century, about 750 years old.” He saw that the age did not impress her. “It’s also the oldest remaining building in Edinburgh Castle. King David was a very religious man who had half the abbeys in Scotland built.”

      Andrew realised that Mariana’s attention had wandered. He allowed her to enjoy the vista of Edinburgh’s New Town, with the Scott Monument arrowing skyward and the austerely regular streets contrasting with the blue Firth of Forth behind.

      “It’s a very nice chapel,” Mariana agreed.

      “I knew you’d like it with the Arthurian connection,” Andrew watched as Mariana took the bait.

      “What Arthurian connection?” Mariana lost all interest in Edinburgh’s grey streets as she swivelled towards him.

      “I thought you would already know,” Andrew teased her. “One of the earliest mentions of Arthur might have been written here.”

      “In Edinburgh?”

      “In Edinburgh Castle,” Andrew replied. “Have you heard of the Gododdin?” He enjoyed Mariana’s look of interested confusion.

      “The what?” She shook her head. “What is it?”

      “The Gododdin is a sixth or seventh-century poem about a band of warriors fighting against the invading Saxons,” Andrew explained. “The warriors spent a year in the hall or fort of a king called Mynddog Mwynfawr before they rode south to fight the invaders.”

      Mariana persisted in her pet love. “Did Arthur lead them?”

      “No,” Andrew shook his head. “But the poet mentioned him. Listen.” Aware that a dozen garrison soldiers were watching him curiously, Andrew quoted from the Gododdin.

      “He fed black ravens on the rampart of a fortress,

      Though he was no Arthur

      Among the powerful ones in battle

      In the front rank, Gwawrddur was a palisade.”

      Mariana smiled. “Though he was no Arthur,” she repeated. “That meant that Arthur was a greater warrior than Gwawrddur.”

      “That’s how I interpret the words,” Andrew agreed. “Somebody wrote the Gododdin here, in Edinburgh Castle, about five hundred years before King David built this chapel.” He tapped his boot on the volcanic rock.

      “Oh,” Mariana’s interest increased as she looked around.

      Andrew placed both hands on Mariana’s shoulders and gently guided her to the ramparts, where she had a better view. “Do you see that hill?” He asked, pointing to the great volcanic hill that overlooked Edinburgh’s Old Town.

      “Yes,” Mariana said. “It’s a very nice hill.”

      “That’s called Arthur’s Seat,” Andrew told her. “Some say it was the site of Camelot, others that people just named it after King Arthur. Some identify this castle with the Castle of Maidens in Arthurian legend, and others that Lothian was named after King Lot, Arthur’s brother.”

      Mariana’s interest grew with each myth. “Is that why you brought me here, Andrew? To tell me Edinburgh’s connections with Arthur?”

      “That was one reason,” Andrew said, taking a deep breath before continuing. “How would you like to get married in a site with such an Arthurian connection?” He put his right hand in his pocket, holding the small box he had carried for days.

      Mariana was silent for a moment as she digested Andrew’s question. “Was that a proposal?” she asked quietly.

      “Yes,” Andrew said. “Most people think we’re already married.”

      “They do,” Mariana said. “But we’re not.” She looked at him as the wind whipped her hair around her face. “You know I’ve loved you since we first met.”

      “You had a teenage crush on me,” Andrew said.

      “I loved you,” Mariana corrected gently. “But you preferred my sister.”

      “I’ve got to know you better since then,” Andrew said. “We’ve grown up together.”

      “Maybe,” Mariana lifted her chin. “I wonder if you would have proposed if Elaine was still alive.”

      Mariana’s sister Elaine had died at the beginning of the Zulu War of 1879 when a gang of renegades had attacked Inglenook. The raiders had kidnapped Mariana, holding her prisoner until Andrew had led a force to rescue her. The ordeal had traumatised Mariana, and Andrew had looked after her through a long recovery process.

      “Have you proposed because you feel obliged to care for Elaine’s little sister?” Mariana held Andrew’s gaze.

      “No,” Andrew shook his head. “I proposed because I want you as my wife. I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      Mariana was silent for half a minute, then touched Andrew’s arm. “Thank you, Andrew,” she said quietly. “I wish I could believe that.”

      Andrew stepped back. He had planned his proposal for weeks, buying a house with spurious Arthurian connections, bringing Mariana to Edinburgh Castle, showing her Saint Margaret’s Chapel, and unveiling the Arthurian legends. He had never anticipated her hesitation. “Are you turning me down?”

      “It’s not that, Andrew,” Mariana said. “I don’t want you to tie yourself to me for the wrong reasons.”

      Andrew nodded, deflated. “My intentions are honourable,” he told her miserably.

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” Mariana replied gently. “You are the most honourable and kindest man I have ever met. I love you dearly, but I don’t want you to marry me because of Elaine.”

      “I want to marry you because of you,” Andrew felt his position was slipping away. He wished he had never asked. He wanted to run away and hide.

      “You are a good man,” Mariana told him, smiling. “I wish I could agree, Andrew, but, you see, I think you are just being kind.”

      And there is that shadow, Mariana thought. That horror that waits at the back of my mind. I cannot release it, Andrew, and if I marry you, it will emerge.

      Andrew felt the small box as a weight in his pocket. “Will you think about my proposal?” He knew that half the castle garrison and the civilian visitors were staring at him, everyone amused at his embarrassment. He wanted to run away and hide.

      “I will,” Mariana told him solemnly. “Of course, I will think about it.” She took hold of his arm. “Come on, now, Andrew. Let’s just be friends as we have been for years. Show me the rest of this castle of yours.” She favoured him with a bright smile. “Tell me tales of Arthur and the Scottish kings and queens.” She held his arm like a younger sister. “Come on now, Andrew. No more long faces.”

      The journey back to Berwick-upon-Tweed was long, with Andrew brooding over the day’s events and Mariana quiet. Both were glad when the train pulled up at the platform under the ruins of Berwick Castle, and they walked the few hundred yards to Andrew’s house on the town walls.

      Andrew opened his front door, and while Mariana removed her coat, he lifted the brown-paper-wrapped parcel from the side table, carried it to his desk, and placed it inside the bottom drawer, adding the small box from inside his coat. When he returned downstairs, Mariana stood before the slowly ticking longcase clock.

      “Have you forgiven me?” Mariana asked quietly.

      “There’s nothing to forgive,” Andrew forced a smile. “I asked a question, and you gave an honest answer.”

      “I hurt you,” Mariana said. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      Andrew looked at her. “I know,” he replied. “My proposition stands, Mariana. I will not force the issue, I will not withdraw it, and I won’t mention it again.” He had been considering his response on the long, dismal journey home.

      “Andrew,” Mariana leaned forward and touched his hand.

      Andrew never knew what Mariana was going to say, for at that moment, somebody knocked heavily on the door.

      “Who the devil can that be?” Andrew asked, glancing at the clock. “It’s past ten at night, far too late for visitors.” Stepping to the door, he hauled it open and glared outside.

      The man who stood there was gaunt and heavily tanned, huddled into a long greatcoat and with a bowler hat jammed on his head.

      “Captain Baird?” he asked. “Are you Captain Andrew Baird?”

      “I am,” Andrew admitted. “I don’t think I know you.”

      “You don’t know me,” the man said. “I am Captain Walter Kerr of the Royal Scots Fusiliers. I must talk to you.”
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      BERWICK-UPON-TWEED, ENGLAND, SUMMER 1884

      “Who is it?” Mariana appeared behind Andrew, holding a poker and glowering at her visitor.

      “It’s a Captain Walter Kerr,” Andrew said. “Of the Royal Scots Fusiliers.”

      Mariana lowered the poker, glanced outside where rain was beginning to fall, decided their visitor was harmless, and frowned. “Well, bring the poor fellow in. It’s wet out there.”

      When Captain Kerr stepped inside the front room under the glare of the gas lights, Andrew thought he looked rather the worse for wear. He was even thinner than he had first appeared and had a yellowish tinge to his face that was decidedly unhealthy.

      It looks like Captain Kerr has had malaria. He’s probably been out East.

      “Sit down, Captain,” Andrew invited. “Would you like a drink? Whisky? Brandy?”

      “Brandy, thank you,” Kerr replied, trying to suppress a shiver.

      “Sit down, Captain Kerr,” Mariana ushered him to a seat. “You look cold. Shall we light the fire?”

      “Don’t go to any bother, Mrs. Baird,” Kerr said, looking up.

      “It’s Miss Maxwell,” Mariana corrected mildly. “And it’s no bother.”

      “I do apologise, Miss Maxwell.” Captain Kerr spoke with a strangely sing-song intonation that Andrew thought was Welsh.

      “No need to apologise,” Mariana said. “It’s an easy mistake to make.”

      Andrew poured a generous glass of brandy for Kerr, then a whisky for himself and one for Mariana, adding water to the latter. “Now, Captain Kerr, what’s it all about? Why do you wish to see me?”

      “It may be rather a delicate matter, Captain Baird,” Kerr glanced at Mariana.

      “Miss Maxwell and I are old friends,” Andrew said. “We met during the Frontier Wars in South Africa and have known each other ever since. Anything you say to me, you can say to Miss Maxwell.” He felt Mariana’s gaze on him and wondered what she was thinking.

      “As you wish,” Kerr said. “Can we drop the formality? Call me Kerr.”

      “Kerr, it is,” Andrew agreed. “And I am Baird.” He sipped at his whisky, waiting for Kerr to explain why he was there.

      “How well do you know India?” Kerr asked.

      “I don’t know it at all,” Andrew admitted. “All my travelling has been in Africa.”

      “I see,” Kerr finished his brandy and glanced at the decanter. Andrew recognised a serious drinker and passed it over. He watched as Kerr half-filled his glass with a trembling hand, with a stump in place of his index finger.

      “Some people call India the Jewel of the Empire,” Kerr said at length, “but if so, it is a jewel with rough edges. On one side, we have the Northwest Frontier, the section facing Afghanistan, which has some of the wildest tribes in the world.”

      Andrew nodded. “So I believe,” he agreed.

      “On the other side, we have a jungly frontier with Burma. The southern part of Burma, Lower Burma, is British territory. The northern section, Upper Burma, or the Kingdom of Ava, is an independent nation ruled by a savage tyrant called King Thibaw.”

      Andrew sat opposite Kerr and noticed Mariana listening avidly.

      “To get to the throne,” Kerr continued, “Thibaw had to massacre scores of his relatives in a bloodbath that makes Nero look like a choirboy. That was in 1878. Before Thibaw swam to the throne in a wave of blood, one of his father’s queens, a charming lady known as Hsinbyaumashin, had increased her influence. When Hsinbyaumashin’s husband, King Mindon, was dying, she informed all the heirs, potential heirs, and possible rivals that Mindon wanted to say farewell. She gathered them together and killed the whole bunch, except Thibaw, whose main wife, Supayagi, is Hsinbyaumashin’s daughter.”

      “Lovely people,” Andrew murmured.

      Kerr sipped more brandy. “England’s Henry the Eighth would have recognised a fellow monster,” he said.

      “When the coronation occurred, Supayagi was due to be anointed, and her sister, Supayalat, barged in and also became queen.”

      “One king and two queens?” Mariana asked.

      “And a royal mother-in-law,” Kerr said. He failed to suppress a shiver. “The thought could put one off marriage forever.”

      “Are you cold, Captain Kerr?” Mariana interrupted. “You still look cold.”

      Kerr shook his head. “It’s just the fever,” he said. “I lived in the tropics for the past twenty years, and even a touch of cool damp wakes the blasted fever.”

      “Andrew will put a match to the fire,” Mariana said, raising her eyebrows.

      When the flames took hold and spread a modicum of warmth around the room, Kerr shifted closer to the fire and continued.

      “Thank you, Baird and Miss Maxwell. King Thibaw, or perhaps Maung Thandar, one of his ministers, is creating havoc in Upper Burma, killing, robbing, and sending armed bands over the border into British-controlled Burma. There is hardly a week without these fellows committing some outrage or other in our territory.”

      Andrew watched as Kerr filled his glass again, replaced the decanter’s stopper, and placed it at his side.

      “King Thibaw has declared his intention to retake all the land that Britain conquered from his equally disreputable ancestors,” Kerr said.

      “How does all this concern me, Kerr?” Andrew asked.

      “I’m coming to that.” Kerr inched even closer to the fire. He glanced at Mariana before speaking again. “You may not be aware that a member of your family, Baird, a distant relative, married a Burmese woman.”

      Andrew remembered the array of family portraits on the wall of Wychwood Manor, his father’s house in Herefordshire. Most were military men, salted with a few seamen, while one stood out as neither one nor the other. Andrew’s grandmother had hidden the portrait behind a heavy curtain until her son, General Jack Windrush, had ripped the screen away.

      When Andrew asked about the sitter’s identity, his father had smiled.

      “That’s Uncle George,” he said. “He went native in Burma and preferred to stay there rather than return home.”

      “Why?” Andrew had asked.

      Jack Windrush’s smile broadened. “The East can be an alluring place,” he explained. “I know Uncle George had a Burmese wife and at least one son, but apart from that, who can say.”

      Andrew realised that Kerr was staring at him, awaiting a reply. He jerked himself away from his childhood past.

      “I was aware of Great Uncle George,” he said, “although I never met him.”

      “Very well,” Kerr said, helping himself to more brandy. “Your great uncle had a son who is as Burmese as teak, without a trace of British in him except his blood.”

      “I’ve heard about him,” Andrew admitted. He knew Mariana was watching him yet kept his gaze firmly on Kerr. He could discuss things with Mariana later, once they were alone.

      The fire hissed as rain fell down the chimney. A spark shot from the coal, hit the inside of the fireguard, glimmered for a second and faded into darkness. Andrew heard a rising wind blow across the stone pavement at the front of the house. The sultry heat of Burma seemed a different world.

      “This fellow, your distant relative, is called Bo Thura,” Kerr shifted closer to the fire as the rain outside increased, hammering on the window as if determined to find shelter inside the house. Kerr looked over the rim of his glass at Andrew. “He is a notorious badmash, a horse thief and robber of repute and possibly a murderer as well.” He glanced at Mariana again. “In fact, Bo Thura has the reputation of being the best horse thief in Burma. Are you certain you wish me to discuss such matters before a lady?”

      “I’ve heard worse, Captain Kerr,” Mariana said quietly. “I grew up beside the Tugela River on the border with Zululand.”

      Andrew nodded. “Carry on, Kerr. I’ve no secrets from Miss Maxwell.” At such times, he valued Mariana’s support.

      “As you wish. Bo Thura, your distant relative, has now added kidnapping to his list of crimes. You may have heard of the kidnapping of young Mary MacConnacher.”

      “I have not,” Andrew confessed.

      Kerr looked surprised for a moment. “Have you not? It is the topic of conversation in India; perhaps not such an important event here, with all the furore over this trouble in the Balkans.”⁠1

      “There’s always trouble in the Balkans,” Mariana murmured. “I try to ignore it.” She lifted the poker, stirred the fire, and added two pieces of coal. “I read a little about Mary MacConnacher’s kidnapping. She was five years old, I think.”

      “That’s correct,” Kerr was nearly huddled over the fire as the flames licked around the fresh coal. “A five-year-old little blonde girl and Bo Thura stole her and her ayah - her nurse - away. Two days later, we found the ayah unharmed but badly shaken, with a note addressed to Sir Charles Crossthwaite, the Chief Commissioner of British Burma, in Rangoon.”

      “That wasn’t in the papers,” Mariana said. “What was in the note?”

      Again, Kerr glanced at Andrew as if for permission to speak. Andrew nodded.

      “The note said that Bo Thura would hold young Mary MacConnacher hostage until General Jack Windrush or a member of his family came to speak to him.”

      “Why?” Andrew asked. “Why involve my father? As far as I am aware, he hasn’t been in Burma since the war there in 1852.”

      Kerr shook his head. “We don’t know why,” he admitted.

      “Who are we?” Mariana had been following the conversation closely. “When you arrived, Captain Kerr, you said you were from the Royal Scots Fusiliers. What have the Fusiliers to do with this situation?”

      “I am presently with the Fusiliers,” Kerr said. “I am also Sir Charles’s aide-de-camp.” He poured himself more brandy, looked at the decreasing level in the decanter, and sighed.

      “Have you come from Burma to tell us about Mary MacConnacher?” Andrew asked. “A telegram would have been faster.”

      “It would,” Kerr agreed, “but there are other factors.” He faced Andrew directly. “When will you be ready to go to Burma to meet Bo Thura and rescue this little girl?”

      Andrew closed his eyes. This day has been bad enough. Burma is on the other side of the world.

      “Would General Windrush not be a better choice?” Mariana asked. “He’s been to Burma before, and a man of his rank has more power and influence.”

      “Yes,” Kerr said. “But General Windrush may be needed in another part of the world soon.” He nodded at Mariana once more. “I think ladies should withdraw.”

      “The lady is staying,” Andrew said. “You have more to tell us, Captain Kerr.”

      “What I say must remain within these four walls,” Kerr looked at Mariana. “You must not repeat any of it.”

      “We won’t,” Andrew promised.

      “We believe the Russians have reawakened their interest in Afghanistan,” Kerr said. “We want to retain some of our men with recent experience in that area, including General Windrush.” He finished his brandy and placed the empty glass on the hearth.

      “I see,” Andrew said.

      “Compared to the possible Russian threat to India through the passes,” Kerr said, “King Thibaw’s Burma is a bit of a backwater.” He huddled even closer to the fire, extending his hands to the flames. “We won’t be sending Sir Garnet, Bobs Roberts or Fighting Jack Windrush into the jungle when the Russian Bear is threatening.”

      “Of course not,” Andrew agreed.

      I see the logic, unfortunately. If Father is tied up in the middle of nowhere, it would be tricky to recall him if a Cossack horde threatens Peshawar.

      “On the other hand, the British public will be upset if we allow little golden-haired Mary MacConnacher to languish unrescued in the hands of an unprincipled rogue like Bo Thura.” Kerr stood up, paced to the window, and glanced at the hammering rain. “No familial offence intended, Captain Baird.”

      “None taken, Captain,” Andrew replied.

      “And I mean no offence when I say that having a lower-ranked officer stuck in Burma is less important than sending one of our most distinguished generals there.”

      Andrew smiled. “I have no illusions about my lack of importance in the Army, Captain.”

      Kerr smiled. “We share the same rank, Baird. As you’ll know, the country is going to the voting booths shortly, and the public won’t like a Prime Minister who allows a little English girl to remain a captive.”

      “Mary MacConnacher is Irish,” Mariana murmured. “The daughter of an Army sergeant based in Rangoon.”

      Kerr shrugged. “A detail. According to the press, she’s a golden-haired Anglo-Saxon angel, so that’s what the public believes. Public perception is important when the elections come around, especially with this new craze for democracy.” He shook his hand. “Damn Disraeli’s leap in the dark. It’s causing us all sorts of trouble.” ⁠2 He returned to his seat and controlled his shivering. “So, Baird, when can you leave for Burma?” There was little humour in his smile. “You can refuse, of course, but that would be damaging for your military career, as well as leaving poor little Mary a captive.”

      Andrew shook his head. “I don’t care a twopenny damn about my military career,” he said. “I never wanted to be a soldier in the first place. But I don’t like to think of a little girl as a captive in Burma.”

      “Of course you don’t,” Kerr said. “Nobody with an ounce of humanity would want that. And we don’t want the opposition to get into power, either.”

      “I care even less which political party is in power,” Andrew replied. “I’ll have to work out shipping times and prices.”

      “We’ll arrange all that,” Kerr told him. “And we’ll find you a place to stay in Rangoon.”

      “How can I contact Bo Thura when I get to Rangoon?” Andrew asked.

      “We will place you in a certain hotel, and Bo Thura will contact you there,” Kerr said. “I don’t know how.”

      Andrew grunted. “It seems that Bo Thura is in charge of this operation.” He glanced at Mariana. “The move to Corbiestane will have to wait,” he said. “Will you be all right on your own here?”

      “You’re not going to Burma and leaving me here,” Mariana said.

      Remembering Mariana’s recent refusal in Edinburgh Castle, Andrew was about to ask why not but bit off the bitter retort. “This Bo Thura seems a dangerous man,” he said. “I’m not putting you in danger.”

      “I’ll be in less danger there than I was in Natal,” Mariana replied.

      “You’ll go then,” Kerr seemed relieved.

      “Yes, I’ll go,” Andrew said. He glanced at Mariana, who lifted a defiant chin.

      “I’ll keep a journal of our adventures,” Mariana said.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 In the latter part of the nineteenth century, the Balkans were a hotbed of wars and rumours of wars as the Austrian, Ottoman and Russian Empires competed for power and influence. In 1884 and 1885, the trouble was between Bulgaria and Serbia, with the Bulgarians emerging as victors in 1885.

          

          
2 Disraeli’s “Leap in the Dark” – Disraeli was the Conservative Prime Minister, and his Second Reform Act of 1867 increased the franchise to include some working-class men. Disraeli believed working-class men would always vote Conservative. Many people believed the idea of allowing ordinary people to vote was a radical leap in the dark.
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      RANGOON, BURMA, AUGUST 1884

      The British India Steam Navigation Company flag hung limply from the stern, the white swallowtail boasting a red saltire that seemed vaguely out of place in the oppressive heat. Andrew wiped a film of sweat from his forehead and stared at his surroundings.

      I’m used to heat after Africa, but the humidity here is terrific.

      Andrew watched the anchor slide into the river with a dull splash that reverberated in the heavy air.

      Now, we have officially arrived in Burma. That anchor sounded like the full stop for the story of the voyage.

      “Where are we?” Mariana asked, adjusting her parasol to shade her face from the sun.

      “We’re in the Irrawaddy River,” Andrew said. “A few miles downstream from Rangoon.”

      “We’re certainly seeing the world,” Mariana said. “It’s only taken four days to get here from Calcutta.” She twisted Andrew’s wrist and glanced at his watch. “Four days to the minute. We cast off from Calcutta at ten minutes after three, and it’s now three o’clock.”

      “I didn’t realise you were taking notes,” Andrew said.

      “Oh, yes,” Mariana said. “I write everything down in my journal. Everything.”

      “What have you written?”

      “Do you want to hear?” Mariana looked pleased. “I haven’t read it to anybody.”

      Andrew nodded. “Of course, I want to hear.”

      “I’ll be back in a minute.” Mariana disappeared to her cabin below decks and returned with a slightly battered blue notebook. “Here we are,” she said. “Are you sure you want to hear?”

      “Quite sure,” Andrew replied.

      Mariana opened the notebook, flicked through to her last entry, and read, looking up occasionally to ensure that Andrew was paying attention.

      “We arrived at the mouth of a large river ten minutes since. The coastline has a very peculiar appearance, very much like what I’ve heard about a mirage in the desert. It appeared like a line of coconut trees, and palms were floating in the sky, a handsbreadth above the line of the horizon. The trees could have been growing in the air, without soil or land, and that was my first sight of the magical land of Burma.”

      Andrew nodded. “That is very poetic,” he approved. “Let’s hope that Burma continues to be a magical land for you.”

      “Thank you, Andrew.” Mariana reclaimed her notebook and tucked it under her arm.

      “It’s only the truth,” Andrew said.

      “Mother used to say that my writing was too flowery and that I should only put down practical things. I stopped writing after that.”

      “You can start again,” Andrew smiled. “There’s nothing at all wrong with what you showed me.” He watched as a pilot left the pilot ship, The Guide, and rowed towards them. The pilot, a local man with a distinct swagger, swarmed up a rope ladder to the deck, greeted the captain with a hearty handshake and issued orders to the helmsman.

      “Do we need a pilot?” Andrew asked Ross, the second mate.

      “We do, sir,” Ross replied. “The Irrawaddy is a dangerous river, with the current constantly changing the safe deep-water channels.” He pointed to the pilot boat. “There are sixty-four official river pilots, Captain Baird, most from Chittagong. Even the great Irrawaddy Flotilla vessels rely on Chittagong pilots, who each know one area of the river. Hence, the ships must use seventeen different pilots between Rangoon and Mandalay.”

      “I see,” Andrew said, storing the information for future use. He knew that Rangoon was the capital of British Burma and Mandalay the capital of the Kingdom of Ava, or Upper Burma, where King Thibaw held sway.

      “We’re hoisting anchor again!” Mariana said.

      Andrew saw the ship begin to move and glanced upstream as she steamed at increasing speed under the pilot’s directions, with the muddy brown water surging against the hull. On either side was scrubby jungle, with the sun reflecting from something golden.

      “What’s that?” Mariana asked.

      “That’s the Shwedagon Pagoda or the Golden Pagoda,” Andrew had been reading about Burma during the voyage from Britain. “I believe my father helped capture it back in fifty-two.”

      “Oh, did he?” Mariana answered dutifully.

      “He did,” Andrew watched as the ship passed a small flotilla of fishing boats. The boats had an open, double-winged stern, and a man that Andrew supposed to be the skipper was sheltering under a shade while the crew worked in the open. Is that the Burmese version of democracy? There’s little difference from ours, then.

      “Is the pagoda made of gold?” Mariana asked.

      “I think it’s gold leaf over timber,” Andrew replied. “Burma is full of golden pagodas.”

      When Mariana opened her notebook and began to write, Andrew thought it best to leave her in peace. After what seemed only a few minutes, the ship moored at the port of Rangoon.

      “We’ve arrived,” Andrew said.

      “It’s busy here,” Mariana wrote a few words and closed her notebook with a decisive snap.

      Andrew agreed as he watched a score of ships moored or moving, most under steam but some with sail, both European and Oriental. Tall chimneys spoke of industry, but the giant Golden Pagoda dominated the city.

      Religion is essential to this land, Andrew thought. I wonder how Bo Thura will contact me.

      “A woman is coming aboard,” Mariana said as one of the ubiquitous small Burmese boats drew alongside.

      “That’s Mary of Rangoon,” Ross said as the elderly woman clambered easily onto the deck. “She comes to every ship that docks here and has been for a quarter of a century.”

      Mary of Rangoon approached Mariana and offered a selection of trinkets from a canvas bag.

      “Could I have this, please?” Mariana selected a tiny carved Buddha.

      Mary smiled as Mariana scooped a handful of mixed British and Indian coins from her pocket. “How much?”

      Mary picked a single rupee, bowed, said “thank you,” and presented Andrew with a rose before moving on to Ross and the other officers.

      “That’s a nice welcome to Burma,” Mariana said, holding her purchase. “I wonder who carved this Buddha. Perhaps some dedicated monk in that golden temple over there, whittling away as he contemplated the meaning of life.”

      “Perhaps so,” Andrew said. Or a five-year-old child working in a gutter for a penny a day. “Look, here’s the boat to take us ashore, so get yourself ready, Mariana.”
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        * * *

      

      Rangoon was loud, bustling, busy and hectic, as befitted Burma’s largest port. Andrew kept Mariana close by as he hailed a decorated bullock cart that seemed to do duty as a taxicab.

      “Do you speak English?” he asked the driver.

      “Yes, Sahib!” the man was a grinning Indian with betel-nut-stained teeth.

      “Do you know the Wells Britannia Hotel?” Andrew asked.

      “Yes, Sahib!” the driver nodded.

      “Take us there, then. And give us a hand with the luggage.”

      The driver was helpful, piling in their bags with a smile as Mariana supervised.

      “You’re new to Rangoon?” A tall civilian stopped, lifted his hat to Mariana and watched Andrew and the driver loading the luggage.

      “We are,” Mariana answered. “We have just arrived.”

      “Trade? Or military?” the civilian asked.

      “Personal business,” Andrew replied, remembering that in some corners of the Empire, strangers spoke to each other without any formal introduction. He changed the subject before the man asked any more questions. “What are these vessels?” Andrew indicated the group of large, double-decked paddle steamers that lay in the river.

      “Irrawaddy Flotilla Company ships,” the civilian said. “It’s a Scottish company managed by Henderson in Glasgow, although the operational headquarters are here in Rangoon,” he jerked a thumb to a light-coloured, colonnaded building.

      “Interesting vessels,” Andrew said.

      “They are,” the civilian seemed happy to talk, including Mariana in his answer. “The company builds them in Glasgow, dismantles them and sends them over here. They put them back together in the company’s shipyard at Dalla, across the river.”

      “That’s a clever system,” Andrew said. He saw the driver place the final case in the back of the bullock cart. “Good day to you.”

      “And to you, sir,” the man lifted his hat to Mariana again, smiled and strode away, straight-backed and swinging his cane.

      “What a pleasant man,” Mariana remarked.

      “He was,” Andrew said. “On we go, driver.”

      The Wells Britannia Hotel stood near the northern edge of Rangoon, with a Union Flag hanging from a pole in front and a smartly uniformed commissionaire standing at the entrance. The driver pulled the bullock cart to a stop on the street outside, allowing Andrew and Mariana time to view the building. Teak built and two storeys high, it had large windows with verandas facing the front, a garden extending around the sides and back, and three European civilians waiting outside.

      “It looks all right,” Mariana had wondered about the hotel since they left Berwick. “I rather thought it might be an Army barracks.”

      “I’m glad it’s not,” Andrew replied.

      “I’ll take your baggage,” the commissionaire announced, snapped his fingers, and handed the luggage to two small boys who ran eagerly forward. They lifted the bags with a skill that told of long experience.

      “Thank you,” Mariana responded with a tired smile as Andrew fished in his pocket for a tip. Unsure of the local customs, he handed a British penny to each youngster and a silver threepenny bit to the commissionaire, which seemed to satisfy everybody.

      The hotel interior was impressive, with a mixture of traditional Burmese and British architecture, palm trees in large pots and a fan spinning slowly from the ceiling. A teak pillar stretched to the ceiling, with the lower third beautifully carved into the figure of a long-eared Buddha. An elderly Burmese woman sat straight-backed on a teak chair beside the Buddha, watching everything and everybody.

      “This is nice,” Mariana commented, looking around.

      Andrew thought of the punkah-wallah hidden in some corner, whose endless job was to pull the cord that rotated the fan. “It is nice,” he agreed.

      “Is Buddha their god?” Mariana asked.

      “Burmese Buddhists are atheists,” Andrew had studied all he could of the country while on the ship. “They don’t worship Buddha, and the images represent a perfect being, with Buddhists aiming to enter Nirvana.”

      Mariana smiled at the elderly lady, who inclined her head gravely, inspected Andrew with bright eyes and resumed her placid scrutiny of the reception area.

      Two or three military officers and a plump civilian sat at an array of cane tables and chairs. Only the civilian looked up as Andrew and Mariana walked to the reception desk while the officers read the newspapers and drank from long glasses. Andrew was surprised to see that the receptionist was female. She was also efficient and friendly.

      I suspect Burma will be different from anywhere else I have visited.

      “I believe we have reservations,” Andrew said. “The names are Baird and Maxwell.”

      “Two separate and adjoining rooms,” the receptionist confirmed. “Captain Andrew Baird and Miss Mariana Maxwell.”

      “That’s correct,” Andrew said.

      “I have a message about you, Captain Baird,” the receptionist said, reaching under the counter. She produced a slip of paper with Burmese writing on it. “I have orders to contact Mr Wells when you book in. Excuse me, please.”

      Perhaps Bo Thura already knows we have arrived. Andrew glanced around the reception area, searching for anybody who might look suspicious. Nobody caught his attention.

      “Mr Wells?” Mariana repeated.

      “Please wait here, Captain Baird and Miss Maxwell.” When the receptionist rang a small brass handbell, a teenage boy dressed in a scarlet uniform appeared. The receptionist spoke sharply to him in Burmese, and he scampered away to a carved side door.

      “I won’t keep you a moment,” the receptionist promised.

      “Find a seat,” Andrew said, guiding Mariana to one of the empty tables and pulling back a chair for her. They sat under the fan, with the palm trees giving the reception area a calm atmosphere. The civilian smiled and raised a hand in acknowledgement as the elderly lady watched everything.

      After three minutes, the side door opened.

      “Captain Baird!”

      The man who approached had a face tanned by the sun and a military bearing despite his sixty or so years. He wore a European-style suit and extended his hand in greeting.

      “That’s correct,” Andrew admitted.

      “Edmund Wells,” the man shook Andrew’s hand with a powerful grip. His eyes were old and wise yet bright with life. Andrew realised he had underestimated the man’s age by at least a decade. “I had a telegram telling me you were on your way.”

      “And Miss Maxwell,” Edmund Wells bowed, took Mariana’s hand, and held it gently.

      “A telegram?” Mariana repeated. “Who sent a telegram?”

      “General Windrush,” Wells said. “I knew him when he was a lieutenant in the 113<sup>th</sup> Foot. We fought together back in ‘52.” He grinned, showing surprisingly white teeth. “I was a sergeant then.”

      “What did the general say?” Andrew asked cautiously. He wondered what tales ex-Sergeant Wells had to tell.

      Wells remained standing beside the table until Andrew gestured for him to sit down.

      “General Windrush told me his son and his son’s lady friend were coming to stay,” Wells slid into one of the cane chairs with all the suppleness of youth. “He asked me to ensure you were comfortable and well looked after.”

      “That was kind of him,” Andrew said.

      “I have your room ready, Captain,” Wells said.

      “Two rooms,” Andrew reminded as Mariana glanced at him.

      “Two adjacent rooms,” Wells agreed. “Please come with me, Captain and Miss Maxwell.”

      As Andrew passed the elderly lady, he saw her smile briefly at Wells before resuming her serene gaze over the reception area. Wells led them up the highly polished teak stairs to the upper floor, where a dozen numbered doors gleamed, and the scent of sandalwood lingered.

      “This is lovely,” Mariana approved.

      “Mrs Wells ensures everything is to a high standard,” Wells murmured as he walked, soft-footed, to the end of the corridor.

      The rooms were clean and as well-appointed as any quality hotel in Britain. Both enjoyed views over the impressive Shwedagon Pagoda, with the sun reflecting from the gilding.

      “That’s beautiful,” Mariana said.

      “It is rather, isn’t it?” Wells agreed. “Ask my wife about it; Myat knows far more about that sort of thing than I do.”

      “Is your wife Burmese?” Mariana did not hide her surprise.

      “She is,” Wells said. “Myat Lay Phyu’s her name and she’s the best businesswoman you’ll ever meet. I may be the face of the hotel, but Myat makes all the decisions. You’ll see her sitting beside the Buddha in the hallway, seeing everything without intruding.”

      Andrew nodded. “I read that Burmese women are skilled at business.”

      Wells smiled. “Britain could learn a lot from Burma,” he said. “The societies for women’s suffrage could come here and learn what potential women can have in the commercial world.”⁠1

      Andrew watched as a couple of young porters deposited their luggage on the floor and left without expecting a gratuity. Wells waited until the porters had vacated the room.

      “We don’t want our customers to think they are obliged to pay extra,” Wells said. “It’s Myat’s idea. That’s one reason why businessmen return here time after time.” He held Andrew’s gaze and added meaningfully. “We are also the most discreet hotel in Rangoon. What happens in the Wells Britannia stays within these walls.”

      Wells knows about Bo Thura. “I understand, Mr Wells,” Andrew said.

      “You have a lovely hotel, Mr Wells,” Mariana said.

      “Thank you, Miss Maxwell,” Wells replied with a smile and a slight bow.

      “Now, Captain Baird, I doubt you are here as a tourist,” Wells turned his bright eyes onto Andrew. “I followed your father’s career as he advanced to his present position, and I suspect you are made in the same mould. After over thirty years of living in Burma, there’s not much I don’t know about the place, so if you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask.” He smiled. “Nothing you say or ask will go any further, Captain. As I said, discretion is another reason this hotel is successful.”

      Wells extracted a small envelope from his inside pocket as he spoke, and pressed it into Andrew’s hand. “This arrived for you, Captain.”

      “Thank you.” Andrew had half-expected a message. He ripped open the envelope, with Mariana watching curiously.

      “What is it, Andrew?” Mariana asked.

      Andrew handed her the single slip of paper inside, with the name Mandalay written, together with immediately.

      “Thank you, Mr Wells. I must get to Mandalay as soon as possible,” Andrew said. “What is the best way?”

      “The best way or the fastest way?” Wells asked. “The two are not the same.”

      “The fastest way. It may be a matter of life or death.”

      Wells only considered for a moment. “If you choose the fastest way, you are only twenty-four hours from the Frontier of Upper Burma,” he said. “If you take the nine o’clock train from Rangoon in the evening, you’ll reach the railhead at Prome at six tomorrow morning. From Prome, you can catch the Flotilla steamer up the Irrawaddy at ten, giving you four hours to kick your heels in the town. The steamer reaches Thayetmyo at four in the evening, and you are about nine miles from the frontier. You can hire a boat from Thayetmyo to Mandalay. The alternative is to wait for the direct steamer from Rangoon to Mandalay. It takes days longer, but it’s far more comfortable.”

      Andrew glanced at Mariana, who looked suddenly nervous. “How hard is it to hire a boat at Thayetmyo?”

      “That depends on how much money you have,” Wells replied. “There’s a man named Jamieson who runs a launch and doesn’t ask questions.”

      “Jamieson,” Andrew filed the name in his mind. “Are there border posts for inspections, customs and the like?”

      Wells shook his head. “Nothing like that. Look for a line of white conoid pillars; that’s all that marks the frontier. You might see a police post here and there if you are lucky. They are thin on the ground, as are the Army patrols. A couple of companies of the 21st Foot, the Royal Scots Fusiliers, guard the border with about one man for every hundred miles.”

      Andrew nodded. “Thank you, Mr Wells. I’ll stay here for a day to ensure Mariana is settled in and then head for Mandalay.”

      Wells nodded. “Myat and I will keep an eye on Miss Maxwell,” he said. “Be careful up there. King Thibaw does not love us.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Andrew felt Mariana’s gaze.

      I am not concerned about myself; I have been in wild and hostile territory before. I am worried about leaving Mariana alone in Rangoon. I am glad that Wells knew my father, although he is rather old to care for Mariana; he’s more like a grandfather than a father figure.

      “I hoped we might have more time in Rangoon before you left,” Mariana said when Wells left the room.

      “So did I,” Andrew replied. “The sooner I leave, the sooner I return.”

      “Yes,” Mariana said and retreated to her room.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Societies for women's suffrage were founded in Edinburgh, Manchester, and London in 1867 following the 1866 Reform Bill, which failed to grant women the vote.
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