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        Can anything be more ridiculous than that a man should have the right to kill me because he lives on the other side of the water and because his ruler has a quarrel with mine?

        Blaise Pascal (1623–1662)
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      Aga: Fire

      Al-Shaytan: The Devil

      Ayah: Children’s nurse

      Babu: Native clerk

      Badmash: Bandit, outlaw

      Bajke bajao khabadar: Look out

      Cantonment: Where the British lived in an Indian town

      Caraja: Charge

      Caravanserai: Roadside inn with central courtyard

      Caterans: Highland warriors and cattle thieves

      Charpoy: Bed of string or webbing

      Chokra: Small boy

      Dak: Mail or post

      Dhotie: A form of loose trousers

      Djinn: Supernatural beings – the genie of the lamp

      Feringhee: Foreigner, particularly white man

      Ghazi: Muslim warrior, often a religious fanatic

      Havildar: Infantry sergeant

      Houri: Beautiful woman, or companion of the faithful in Paradise

      Istishadi: Martyrdom

      Ika lā’īna baṇā’ō: Form a line

      Jai Mahakali, Ayo Gorkhali: Victory to Goddess Mahakali, the Gurkhas are coming

      Jhampan: Old fashioned, clumsy vehicle

      Jezail: Old fashioned long-barrelled firearm

      Jirga: Tribal gathering or discussion

      Jihad: Holy war

      Jungle wallahs: Men who lived apart from society in remote stations

      Jo Bole So Nihaal, Sat Sri Akaal: Shout Aloud in Ecstasy, True is the Great Timeless One

      Khalsa: The Sikh army

      Lashkar: Tribal army

      Lecht: A steep hill pass in Scotland’s Cairngorm mountains

      Madrasa: Islamic religious school

      Malik: Village headman

      Mufti: Plain clothes

      Mullah: Religious leader

      Munshi: Teacher

      Naan: A form of bread

      Naik: Corporal

      Narodnaya Volya: Russian secret society dedicated to bringing down the Tsar

      Northwest Frontier: Northwest border between British India and Afghanistan

      Okhrana: Tsar’s secret service

      Pashto: Pashtun’s language

      Pice: Small coin of little value

      Poshteen: Afghan sheepskin coat

      Pulwar: Single-handed curved sword common in Afghanistan and on the Frontier

      Punkah: Fan suspended from ceiling and pulled by a punkah-wallah

      Sepoy: Native soldier in the Indian Army

      Shabash: Congratulations; well done

      So Nihaal, Sat Sri Akaal: The Almighty is the eternal truth

      Tonga: Two-wheeled carriage pulled by horses

      Udēśa: Aim

      Uhanāṁ nū mārō: Kill them

      Uhanāṁ sāri’āṁ nū māra di’ō: Kill them all

      Vālī aga: Volley fire
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      HEREFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND, JULY 1894

      The faces loomed over him, wide-eyed, screaming and shouting, promising him death. Some belonged to John Company sepoys, others to local natives, but hate filled them all. Jack writhed and struggled to avoid the hungry bayonets and lunging tulwars, hearing the terrible threats. He knew he must escape, or these men would murder him, then rip Mary away, rape and kill her.

      “No!” Jack shouted, fighting to escape the bonds that held him. He tried to free himself, lifted an arm, and punched out, flailing at empty air. The faces were everywhere, leering, screaming their anger. The moonlight reflected on the naked blades, and the smell of woodsmoke mingled with jasmine, cinnamon, and raw blood.

      “You can’t have her!” Jack punched again, wrestled a leg free and kicked out, swearing. He lifted his revolver, aimed between a pair of staring eyes, and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. The revolver misfired. The eyes widened further; they were brown, with long lashes, Jack noted, and the tulwar, the deadly sword of the Indian sub-continent, swung down, hissing through the air in terrifyingly slow motion.

      He felt somebody touch his shoulder and twisted around, grabbing for his assailant’s throat. “Leave her alone!”

      “Jack!” The voice was calm through the dark. “It’s all right! It’s me! It’s Mary!”

      “Mary?” Jack sat up, blinking the sleep from his eyes. He looked around the familiar room with the furniture he had known for decades and the thin morning light seeping through the window at his Netherhills home.

      “Was it that same dream?” Mary held him gently.

      Jack nodded, feeling the sweat drying on his body. “I was back in the Mutiny,” he said.

      “You haven’t had that for years,” Mary said.

      “No.” Jack took a deep breath. “I haven’t.” He swung his legs from the bed and stood up, stepping to open the window and allow fresh air to clear his head. “Something’s going to happen.”

      “What?” Mary followed him to the window, looking out over the peaceful Herefordshire countryside to the soft slopes of the Malvern Hills.

      “I don’t know,” Jack said. “Something bad.” He felt her arms closing around him.

      “Whatever it is,” Mary said, “we’ll cope. We always do.”
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      BERWICKSHIRE, SCOTLAND, JULY 1894

      “I rather like Rudyard Kipling, you know,” Mariana said, placing a finger in her book to mark her place.

      Andrew looked up from scrutinising his newspaper. “Even better than Tennyson?”

      “He’s different to Tennyson,” Mariana said. “More contemporary, yet he has written about Arthurian themes. Have you read Sir Galahad? It’s one of his earlier pieces.”

      “I’ve never read it,” Andrew admitted.

      “How Kipling writes about India and the Northwest Frontier is so romantic,” Mariana said. “It reminds me of Walter Scott and the Border Ballads, with the Border Reivers and Bold Buccleuch, except it’s Barrack Room Ballads and the Guides.”

      “Ah, I see,” Andrew nodded. He returned to the paper, scrutinising an article about cattle disease in the farming column.

      “Kipling even writes about Mandalay,” Mariana said. “You were at Mandalay when I was in Rangoon.”

      “I remember it well,” Andrew admitted. “I had to leave in a hurry when King Thibaw’s soldiers murdered half the prisoners and rioted through the streets.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      “Do I miss Mandalay?” Realising he would not get peace to read his newspaper, Andrew folded it carefully and placed it on the table. “No, I can’t say I do miss Mandalay.”

      “Not so much Mandalay as the adventure,” Mariana asked. “Do you miss the excitement of it all?” She put her book face-down on the table and held Andrew’s gaze.

      “I am quite happy in our house, with our wee bit land, thank you,” Andrew said. He did not mention his growing desire to ride long distances again or the pull of the hills.

      “I miss it,” Mariana told him. “I miss travelling and seeing new places, the spicy smells, and different people.”

      Andrew stood, stepped to the window and stared out. He could see the ancient Corbiestane Tower fifty feet away, the blue surge of the Tweed and the couple of hundred acres he called home. “We’ve built this place up over the last eight years,” he said.

      Mariana joined him at the window. “We’ve done it well, haven’t we? It seems just like yesterday when we stood at the altar. I can’t believe that was eight years ago, Andrew. The time has flown past. I think we deserve a change, a bit of adventure, and seeing something different.” She linked her arm to his. “You feel the same.”

      “Do I?” Andrew asked.

      Mariana led him to the second of their three glass-fronted bookcases. “Read the subjects of your books,” she said.

      “Why?” Andrew asked again and read out the nearest titles in the bookcase. “Joshua Slocum’s Sailing Alone Around the World, Robert Louis Stevenson’s An Inland Voyage and Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes, William Curtis’ The Capitals of Spanish America, and The Land of the Nihilist: Russia: It’s People, It’s Palaces, It’s Politics. A Narrative of Travel in the Czar’s Dominions.”

      “That’s enough,” Mariana held up her hand. “They are all travel and adventure, Andrew,” Mariana told him. “Your feet are getting as itchy as mine.”

      “Perhaps,” Andrew said. He had been married long enough to understand his wife’s reasoning. “How long were you thinking of being away?”

      Mariana shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted with a smile. “Quite some time, I thought. We’ve no children, and I doubt any will come along after all this time.”

      Andrew nodded. He would have liked to have a son or daughter to follow him, but their once-enthusiastic efforts had not produced any heirs. The Windrush-Baird-Maxwell line seemed destined to end with them. He tried to hide his disappointment. “I think you are right.”

      Mariana looked downcast, for she desperately wanted children. “We’re in a bit of a slough just now, Andrew, doing the same thing, meeting the same people. Maybe a change will make things happen.” She patted her belly. “Are you listening in there?”

      Mariana is still hopeful of having children. “Maybe,” Andrew agreed cautiously.

      “It’s worth trying, surely,” Mariana said.

      “Maybe,” Andrew said again. He opened the glass door of his bookcase and ran a finger across the spines of his favourite books. Mariana was correct; they were all about travel and adventure. That woman knows me well, but does she want to travel because she is bored or to get herself with child?

      “You have this all worked out, don’t you?” Andrew said.

      “I’ve been thinking about it for a while,” Mariana admitted. “And I’ve been watching you take longer rides each week.”

      Andrew nodded. He had taken to riding over the Cheviot Hills and across country, wandering the lonely paths of the Borders and riding to hounds, although he disliked hunting for fun. “That’s true,” he said. “I didn’t think you noticed.”

      Mariana smiled at him. “I notice everything about you.” At thirty-two, she had matured without losing the vitality of youth, while Andrew, three years older, was as athletic and vigorous as his active lifestyle could make him. “What do you think, Andrew?”

      “Our factor will keep the farm running,” Andrew decided. “Maybe you are right. Maybe a few months away from the same old routine will be good.” He grinned. “It will be like the old days, except without people shooting at us.”

      “That’s always a good thing,” Mariana agreed solemnly. “No Zulu Impis, no Boer commandos and no dacoits to chill your blood.”

      Andrew smiled as the idea began to appeal to him. “Find a map of India, and we’ll work out where you want to go.”

      Mariana laughed. “How strange,” she said. “I happen to have one here.” Opening a drawer, she produced the most recent Bartholomew map of India, folded to reveal the northern section and with half a dozen places already circled.

      “You are remarkably well prepared for a woman who just had an idea,” Andrew remarked.

      “Call it a woman’s intuition,” Mariana said as she cleared Andrew’s newspaper from the table and spread open the map.

      “Call it anything you like,” Andrew said, peering over her shoulder. “So we’re going to Peshawar, are we? The city of a thousand and one sins. My father knew that town well.”

      “I’ve already written to him,” Mariana replied.

      “Was that a woman’s intuition, too?”

      “Not at all,” Mariana shook her head. “That was Mariana’s foresight.”

      Andrew shook his head. “Have you booked tickets on the boat as well?”

      “Good Lord, no,” Mariana said. “That would be terribly presumptuous of me.”

      “Oh, terribly,” Andrew said, grinning. “I presume you’d like me to do the hard work?”

      “Of course,” Mariana said. “Isn’t that what I employ a husband for?”

      “I can’t think of any other reason,” Andrew agreed solemnly. “I’ll arrange the passage; you arrange the packing.” He knew Mariana would only take the essentials, with everything expertly stored to occupy the minimum of room.

      Mariana smiled. “I’ve trained you well,” she said.

      After some consideration, Andrew booked them first-class tickets for India at £55 each, rather than the £42 second-class, and endured Mariana’s curtain lecture about wasting money on luxuries.

      “We can afford it,” Andrew told her, “and two weeks is a long time to exist in a cramped cabin with no outside portholes.”

      Mariana nodded reluctantly. “If you say so,” she said. “I don’t want to return from India a pauper.”

      “Nor do I,” Andrew said. “But I do want you to enjoy the trip.”

      Mariana looked at him. “I know you do,” she said softly. “I promise that I will.”

      They took the train to London and boarded the P and O steamer for Bombay. The voyage lasted slightly less than a fortnight, with the ship leaving London on Saturday and arriving in Bombay on a Friday morning.

      “Here we are then,” Andrew said as they stood at the rail, watching India unfold before them.
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      Bombay was busy, bustling and hot. The ship was three hours late, and by the time they arrived, Mariana was tired, hot and irritable.

      “Welcome to India,” Andrew said as they hurried to the train station to catch their up-country train.

      The station master greeted them anxiously. “I’ve held the train for the P and O ship,” he said. “Please hurry up!”

      “We’re hurrying,” Andrew assured him.

      He saw a window open in one of the first-class carriages, and a whiskered face leaned out to glare at them. “Why are we delayed? Get the damned train moving!”

      “That’s Colonel Neville,” the station master said. “He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      Mariana stopped on the crowded platform. “Look, Andrew. Are these what I think they are?”

      Andrew looked through the open door of the guard’s carriage of their train. “Coffins,” he said. “I believe most trains in India carry a coffin or two in case a passenger dies on board.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Mariana said. “I didn’t read that in Murray’s Handbook,” she held up her well-thumbed copy of the recommended guide to India and its railways.

      “Murray must have left that part out,” Andrew said. He shooed away the gaggle of beggars who clamoured for attention, money or anything else the travellers could provide. “This place is even busier than London King’s Cross.”

      Mariana glanced at the people in saris and dhotis, in ragged loincloths and scarlet uniforms, in yellow robes and dirty turbans, and stiffly formal European suits. She nodded. “India is how I imagined it,” she said contentedly. “Except for the coffins.”

      Andrew nodded. “Not quite what one would expect on the North British Railway.” He gestured to the station master. “Excuse me, sir! Where is our carriage? The name’s Baird.”

      “You are Captain and Mrs Baird?” the station master asked.

      “We are,” Andrew confirmed.

      “You are very late,” the station master said.

      “The ship was late,” Andrew reminded the man, “and we couldn’t find a porter.” He saw the testy face of the impatient colonel watching through their first-class windows.

      “Who the devil are we waiting for?” the colonel asked. “Who are you?”

      “Captain Andrew Baird, sir,” Andrew told him. “Late of the Natal Dragoons.”

      “The what? You’re a junior officer from a damned colonial unit! I’ve never heard the like!”

      “Come on, Mariana,” Andrew encouraged.

      The station master ushered them into their carriage, and the train emitted a gush of steam, a loud chuffing, and the creaking of woodwork. Andrew waited for Mariana to sit before he joined her.

      “I rather liked Port Said,” Mariana straightened her skirt and sat opposite Andrew on the dusty train. “I had forgotten how noisy it was out East.”

      “After the quiet life we’ve led these past few years, it was a bit of a shock,” Andrew replied. He looked out of the window. “At least we’re moving again.”

      “Slowly,” Mariana said. “I think Africa begins in Alexandria, and the East begins at Port Said or Suez. Those bumboat men were very entertaining.”

      Andrew nodded. “They throw up the basket on a rope, we put in the money, they retrieve the basket and pile in bananas or oranges,” he reminded her.

      “And the gully-gully men with their magic tricks,” Mariana said. “Why didn’t we go ashore there?”

      “It’s not a place for ladies,” Andrew told her. “You’ll notice that even the men went ashore in groups.”

      “I’m not a blushing virgin,” Mariana said. “After the Zululand Frontier and Burma, I’m hardly likely to be shocked.”

      Andrew smiled. “No, but Port Said is notorious for casinos, dirty pictures and brothels. I would not like you taken for one of the ladies of the night.” He ducked away as Mariana threw a cushion at him.

      “Oh, you pig, Andrew Baird!”

      Andrew laughed. “It is better that you retain an appearance of respectability, Mariana. I know the truth, but to the outside world, you are a quiet, well-brought-up British wife.”

      “I am a quiet, well-brought-up British wife!” Mariana retorted, realised Andrew was still teasing, and launched another cushion, which landed smack on his face.

      “Is that how well-brought-up British wives act?” Andrew asked solemnly.

      “It is when their husbands start being cheeky,” Mariana retorted. “Give me my cushion back so I can throw it again.”

      The train jolted on, day after day, with the flat, dun scenery rolling past. Mariana stared out the window, pointing out the occasional village, the bullock carts and groups of palm trees. “India is vast,” she said. “The sky is as huge as Africa, and the land stretches forever. Only the trees and the people give it scale. I’d love to paint here to give some idea of the immensity of the country.”

      “You don’t paint,” Andrew said.

      “I said I’d like to paint,” Mariana replied. “I didn’t say I could paint! Oh, Lord, we’re stopping again!”

      They pulled into a siding at a small railway station. Mariana looked at the platform, crowded with people, beggars, station vendors and hawkers with their high-pitched calls of “Hindi pani,” “Mussulman pani” and “tahsa char, garumi garum,” “water for Hindus”, “water for Muslims”, “hot fresh tea.”

      “I forgot how crowded the East is,” Mariana said. “There are people everywhere.” She swung her hand at the flying insects that invaded their carriage. “And flies.”

      “You’ll always get flies,” Andrew agreed. He took a deep breath, lay back and closed his eyes. “You may as well try to sleep, Mariana. We could be here for some time.”

      “It’s too interesting to sleep,” Mariana said. “I wonder why we’ve stopped.”

      “To allow you to enjoy the sights, sounds and smells,” Andrew told her. “Particularly the smells.”

      “No, there’s another train coming up the line,” Mariana said. “It’s slowing down.”

      “Maybe some bigwig,” Andrew said. “Sir Pomphrey Piddlewick or the Lord High Commissioner of somewhere-or-other come to inspect the drains.”

      “It’s going to stop,” Mariana peered out the window. “The train’s stopping beside us, Andrew.”

      “So I see,” Andrew glanced at the arriving train with little interest. Clouds of steam emerged from the engine as the second train hissed to a stop, and a moment later, a smartly dressed young officer leapt from the first of three carriages and hurried across the tracks.

      “That lieutenant’s coming here,” Mariana said. “He’s boarding our train.”

      Andrew grunted, leaned back and closed his eyes. “I hope he doesn’t waste too much of our time,” he said. “Colonel Neville will have a fit with his leg in the air.”

      Mariana gave Andrew a running commentary as the lieutenant moved from carriage to carriage, peering in windows and returning to the platform at frequent intervals. After a few moments, the lieutenant tapped on their door.

      Andrew sighed and pushed the throw-over catch that ensured nobody could enter the carriage from the outside.

      “Terribly sorry to bother you, old chap,” the lieutenant was around twenty, Andrew estimated, with a sunburned face and sweat patches around his armpits. “I am Lieutenant Cotton, and I’m looking for Captain and Mrs Andrew Baird.”

      “That’s us!” Mariana replied before Andrew could respond. “What do you want, Lieutenant?”

      “The general requests your presence on his train, sir,” Cotton slammed to attention and saluted.

      “Which general?” Andrew asked angrily. “And why does he want to see me?”

      “The general ordered me to bring you both, sir,” the lieutenant replied. “He is waiting.”

      Andrew glanced at Mariana, who was smiling.

      “Come on, Andrew! We’re in the middle of a mystery. Who is this mysterious general, and how does he know we were here?”

      “No mystery about that,” Andrew replied. “We reserved a carriage, so our names are on the passenger list.”

      “What the devil’s happening now?” Colonel Neville descended from his carriage and stormed to the lieutenant. “Look here, you! We’ve been delayed already by that colonial pipsqueak, and now you’re making matters worse!”

      “Yes, sir,” Cotton said. “My apologies, sir. I am sure you’ll be on your way again in a few moments.”

      “Who ordered this damned stop!” Neville asked. “If it was you, Captain Baird, I’ll have your commission.”

      “I did,” a tall man in the uniform of a full general limped up. “Do you have any objections, Colonel Neville?”

      Neville stepped back. “No, sir. I beg your pardon, sir.”

      “I suggest you return to your carriage, Colonel, and stop interfering in matters that don’t concern you.”

      Colonel Neville grew red in the face, apologised, and withdrew while a hundred people in the second- and third-class carriages watched this free entertainment. The first-class passengers were more reserved, hiding their amusement until later. It was a minor incident on the railways, but it reduced the tedium and would be recounted in officers’ messes and barracks over the coming months.

      “I thought you might prefer to travel in some comfort rather than in that rattletrap of a train.” General Jack Windrush extended his hand. “Welcome aboard, Andrew, and you, Mariana.”

      Andrew shook his head. “I should have known you would be involved, Father,” while Mariana watched Colonel Neville’s retreat with open glee.

      Mary was smiling, watching her son and his wife through fond, intelligent eyes.

      “Rank has its privileges,” Jack said as Andrew and Mariana stepped onto the private train, after Mariana ensured the porters transported all their luggage.

      “What are you doing in India, Father?” Andrew asked as they settled into his carriage. “I thought you were based in southwest England.”

      “There’s some trouble on the Frontier,” Jack replied and smiled. “There is always some trouble on the Frontier.”

      “Surely there are plenty of locally based men without calling you over from Herefordshire,” Andrew said as Mary winked at Mariana.

      Jack nodded. “I welcomed the opportunity to do more than train the men,” he said. “I was growing bored with inactivity, as were you two,” he nodded to Mariana. “Farming has its attractions, but the Windrushes are a fighting race.”

      “You’re not going fighting,” Mary scolded her husband. “You are here in a purely advisory role.”

      “Advising on what?” Andrew persisted.

      “Russian involvement,” Jack said quietly. “Our political agents have reported Cossacks infiltrating in the north.”

      “I thought all that nonsense had finished years ago,” Andrew said.

      “It was only sleeping,” Jack said quietly. “You know about the Northwest Frontier, the jumble of hills, mountains, valleys and passes that mark the boundary of British India with Afghanistan. The Afghans can be troublesome, and the Pashtun tribes are nominally on either our side or the Afghan side of the Frontier. In reality, they despise any authority except their own, or Allah, when it suits them. To the north of Afghanistan, Russia has taken over all the Central Asian khanates and is peering over the Hindu Kush at India. They’re building a railway across Siberia, and in Turkestan, I hear, and may attempt to annex Tibet.”

      “Yes, Father,” Andrew said, knowing he was set for a long lecture on Indian affairs. His mother’s expression told him he should have known better than to ask.

      Jack continued as the train rattled across India. “In 1893, Sir Mortimer Durand, an Indian-born British civil servant, demarcated the Frontier between India and Afghanistan, and we are trying to keep Abdurrahman Khan, the Amir of Afghanistan, sweet with bribes and guns. We’re also putting pressure on the Pashtun tribes by building new roads, strengthening boundary posts and creating forts in the territories of the Afridis, the Waziris and the rest.” Jack shook his head, “telling the Pashtun that we control their land is a bit like poking a wasps’ nest with a stick to see what happens.”

      Mary touched Jack’s arm. “Enough politics now, Jack. These two are tired. Talk about something else.”

      “In a minute, Mary,” Jack said, smiling. “I won’t bore you much longer.”

      “If you say so,” Mary winked at Andrew and glanced significantly at Mariana.

      “I saw that!” Jack growled. “Russia is biding its time, awaiting its opportunity.” He reached inside his tunic, extracted two cheroots, lit them both and handed one to Mary. “Here, Mary. Smoke that and look out the window until I’m finished. Show Mariana the points of interest.” He grinned at Andrew. “Russia is like a hunting cat; she waits with infinite patience until the time is right and she strikes.”

      Andrew sighed. “You don’t trust the Russians, do you?”

      “I know them too well to trust them,” Jack said. “I can never work out if they were the most eastern of the Europeans or the most western of the Asiatics.” He drew on his cheroot. “Every so often, they try to Westernise and modernise their country, but it’s still a vast, mysterious place with a mindset all of its own and an autocratic Tsar.”

      “Politics can keep till later,” Mary told him severely. “Let’s talk about something more cheerful than Russia.” She smiled at Mariana. “Tell me all about life in Berwick, Mariana. How are you both?”

      Andrew saw Mariana’s face as she settled down to talk and knew she was in her element. Travelling to new places and talking to other people were two of Mariana’s fondest experiences. Andrew sighed and settled down, happy to allow his wife to be the centrepiece as he absorbed all that India had to offer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      PESHAWAR, BRITISH INDIA 1895

      The Pashtun tribesman stood at the side of the track, balancing a Martini-Henry rifle on his shoulder and with a Khyber knife at his waist. He was tall, with a finely chiselled face framed by long bobbed hair beneath a carelessly tied turban, with a sheepskin coat hanging loosely over baggy trousers. A bandolier stretched across his chest, and his gaze never strayed from the train.

      “Is that man from the Khyber Pass?” Mariana asked.

      Jack glanced at him. “He’s a Waziri from the upper Peshawar valley,” he said. “Good fighting men and loyal friends as long as it suits them.”

      “He looks like a warrior,” Mariana said.

      “He is a warrior,” Jack replied. “He’s as unlike the down-country Indian as it’s possible to get. This entire area is part of the Indian subcontinent, but I always feel we leave India behind at Peshawar and enter Central Asia.”

      Andrew studied the warrior until he was out of sight. The Waziri seemed as immobile as the distant mountains. He seemed to belong to this landscape, while the train was an alien, British intrusion.

      “What’s Peshawar like?” Mariana asked.

      Jack considered for a moment before he replied. “It’s a frontier town,” he said. “On a frontier between India and the wild lands. It’s like nowhere else on Earth, where cultures collide and mingle, yet never seem to merge.” He glanced at Mariana. “You take care in Peshawar, Mariana. Don’t wander on your own.”

      “Berwick-upon-Tweed was a frontier town too,” Mariana reminded him. “And I grew up on the border between Natal and Zululand.”

      “I know,” Jack said. “And Berwick still retains some of the tense atmosphere of the old Border. Don’t believe all that poetical nonsense, Mariana. There is nothing romantic about the sweep of a Khyber knife or a raid by Waziris or Orakzais. You stay near the British cantonment and always have an escort if you enter Peshawar proper.”

      There was something about Jack’s voice that made Mariana shiver. “I will,” she said, looking at Andrew.

      Jack grinned. “Peshawar is not the end of the earth,” he said, “you’ll be fine if you are careful. Mary will look after you.”

      Andrew will be with me, Mariana thought.

      “Of course, I will look after you,” Mary said, smiling at Mariana. “I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my daughter-in-law.”

      Jack looked out of the window. “Andrew and I also have things to discuss,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Peshawar was hot, dusty and crowded. Andrew had visited a few frontier towns in his career, from Newcastle in Natal to Bhamo in northern Burma, but as his father had said, Peshawar was different to any other.

      Peshawar was older than any city in Britain, with a history stretching for hundreds of years before Christianity. It had been the capital of the Kushan Empire, and the Kanishka Stupa one of the tallest buildings in the ancient world, with remnants standing for Andrew and Mariana to admire.

      “We met Buddhists in Burma,” Mariana said. “It’s strange to come across the remains of one of their temples thousands of miles away on the other flank of India.”

      Andrew agreed. “When the Kushans left, the White Huns ruled Peshawar, then the Hindus, followed by various Muslim empires.”

      Mariana admired the city. “And then us,” she said.

      “Not quite,” Andrew said. “The Mughal Empire controlled it, then the Durranis from Afghanistan, the Marathas and then the Sikhs took it in 1823.”

      “All these empires in poor India,” Mariana said.

      “The world has always been about empires,” Andrew said. “We’re just one of a long succession. In 1849, after the Second Sikh War, John Company gained control of the area, including Peshawar. When the rule of John Company ended, the Crown took control, the Raj as people call it.”

      Mariana smiled as they returned to the city. “It’s a lovely name, Peshawar.” She ran the word around her mouth. “Peshawar. I wonder what it means?”

      “Some think it means frontier town in Persian,” Andrew said. “It’s the first city that travellers arrive at when they survive the Khyber Pass.” He grunted. “If they survive the Khyber Pass.”

      Peshawar’s streets were busy, with merchants from India, Afghanistan, and Central Asia, mostly Pashtuns but including a mix of races leading proud camels. Andrew watched the men, tall and rangy, with a long-striding walk and most carrying a firearm. Some had modern weapons, such as the British Martini-Henry, while others had jezails with long barrels and a curved stock.

      “They’re a wild-looking bunch,” Andrew said.

      Mariana nodded. “These are the sort of men your father fought in Afghanistan,” she said.

      “More than once,” Andrew agreed.

      A British regiment marched into the cantonment. Andrew knew they had newly arrived from Britain by their stiff khaki uniforms and peeling red faces. He watched the crowd of itinerant prostitutes, sand rats to the soldiers, offering themselves or being offered by their smooth-faced pimps.

      “Jiggy-jig, sahib!” the pimps shouted as Andrew quickly ushered Mariana away.

      “It’s all right, Andrew,” Mariana laughed at the expression on his face. “I’ve been married to you for years. I know what’s happening.”

      Andrew relaxed. “Of course you do. We shut ourselves up in our enclosed little world for too long, Mariana. We needed to get out and about.”

      “I knew that too,” Mariana told him quietly. “We were too young to shut ourselves up on a farm.”

      “Maybe so,” Andrew said. “You have pioneer blood in you, and I am a Windrush. Maybe this is where we belong, at the fringe of civilisation where progress shakes hands with the wild people of the Frontier.”

      “And when there is no more Frontier ?” Mariana asked in sudden introspection. “What will we do when we’ve tamed the last wild land?”

      “We’ll explore ourselves,” Andrew said quietly. “Or implode.”

      “That’s very sombre,” Mariana said. “Let’s enjoy the colour and vitality while it’s still here.”

      Andrew laughed. “I think it will outlast our lifetime,” he said, checking his watch. “Father wants to see me at six, so we have a few hours yet. Where do you want to go?”
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        * * *

      

      When Jack grinned at Andrew, the years rolled away, and he looked much younger. Only the grey hairs on his black whiskers and slight balding at his temples gave his age away.

      “It’s good to have you with me, Andrew,” Jack said.

      “It’s a queer coincidence that brought us both here,” Andrew replied.

      They sat in Jack’s spacious office with the slow punkah rotating the air and the sound of the cantonment floating through the open window. Andrew listened to the NCO’s staccato barks with something like nostalgia. He had never thought he would miss the army.

      “It was only a coincidence,” Jack said. “Mariana told your mother why you are here. India seems a strange place for a holiday.”

      “India is a strange place for a holiday,” Andrew agreed. “But Mariana has not had a conventional life, so it’s unsurprising she chooses India rather than Brighton, Paris or Rothesay.” He smiled, shaking his head. “I could not imagine Mariana walking along the pier in Margate or joining the crowds to go down the water on a Clyde steamer.”

      Jack nodded, scrutinising Andrew’s face. “I don’t think you would be reluctant to agree with her,” he said. “Farming in the Borders might be fascinating, but you were always a man of action.” He stepped from his desk to fetch a whisky decanter and two cut crystal glasses. “Time for a sundowner,” Jack said. “It’s a tradition, and you know what people say about traditions.”

      Andrew watched Jack pour two stiff glasses of whisky. “One must never make a tradition or break a tradition,” he said.

      Jack nodded. “That’s the ticket. Now you are here, you may as well make yourself useful.”

      Andrew smiled. “Are you talking as my father or as a military officer?”

      “Both,” Jack said soberly. “Now listen.”

      “I’m listening,” Andrew settled back in his chair.

      “I’ve received an urgent dak bag informing me there is trouble brewing at Chitral,” Jack said. “The Chitralis are unsettled and are threatening to besiege the fort, with the neighbouring Hunza Pashtuns helping.”

      Andrew nodded. “Why are the Chitralis unsettled? I don’t know much about the history of that area. I am not even sure where it is.”

      “Chitral is right on the northern frontier of India,” Jack explained. “It’s isolated by high mountains, with Afghanistan and Russia close by, making it vulnerable to both.”

      Andrew nodded again. “A long way from help, then.”

      “A long way for any relief column to march,” Jack agreed. “Three years ago, the mehtar, the ruler, died, which led to the usual bouts of bloodletting, murder and mayhem. I won’t bore you with the details, but the eldest son, Nizam-ul-Mulk, struggled to the top, and we recognised him as the de facto ruler.” Jack lifted his glass. “Here’s health.”

      “Thank you,” Andrew said. He sipped carefully at the whisky.

      “Then, a couple of months back, Amir-ul-Mulk, Nizam’s half-brother, murdered him. Our agent in Chitral refused to recognise Amir as the legitimate mehtar, so Amir-ul-Mulk asked his neighbour, Umra Khan, for help. Umra Khan is a Pashtun, and in my experience, the Pashtuns are always ready for mischief, particularly if it means twisting the British lion’s tail.”

      Andrew tasted more whisky. “So I believe.”

      “Rather than have Amir-ul-Mulk in charge, backed by Umra Khan, we sent Surgeon-Major George Robertson and a few hundred men to Chitral with orders to depose the usurper and put his younger brother, Shuja-ul-Mulk, in charge. Robertson and his men have occupied Chitral fort.” Jack swirled the whisky in his glass, allowing the evening light from the window to reflect on the cut crystal. “It’s a bit like the situation in Afghanistan back in 1839, except on a much smaller scale. If we show weakness here, the Russians may befriend Amir-ul-Mulk, and Umra Khan undoubtedly will extend his influence. I’d think that half the tribes on the Frontier are watching, wondering if we have the strength to act.”

      “Do you think there could be a tribal uprising?” Andrew asked.

      “That’s always a possibility on the Frontier,” Jack replied. “We’re on constant alert, having to nip minor troubles in the bud before some fanatic escalates the situation. In Chitral, a troublemaker named Sher Afzul, the original mehtar’s brother, has stirred the pot. He’s demanding that Robertson leaves Chitral and returns with his men to Mastuj. Umra Khan has raised his lashkar, his tribal army, and moved into Chitral, ostensibly to support Sher Afzul and ultimately Amir-ul-Mulk.”

      “Ostensibly?” Andrew asked.

      “I suspect Umra Khan will wait his chance, oust Sher Afzul and try to add Chitral to his domain,” Jack said. “And that will lead to more bloodletting.”

      “Is the fort sufficiently strong to hold out?” Andrew asked.

      Jack shook his head. “I wish I knew the answer,” he replied. “I’ve never visited, and few Britons have, so my information is sketchy. From what I can gather, it’s a typical frontier fort, maybe eighty yards square with fifty-foot-high towers at the corners and twenty-five-foot-high walls built of stone, dried mud and stout wooden beams.”

      “It sounds like something out of the Middle Ages,” Andrew thought of the scientifically constructed walls around Berwick-upon-Tweed.

      “It’s probably stood there since Alexander the Great rampaged through the passes,” Jack said. “I believe there is a covered way from the fort to the Kunar River for water, but mountains overlook the fort.”

      Andrew nodded. “Not an ideal position, then. How big is the garrison?”

      Jack lifted a sheet of paper from the table. “We have Surgeon-Major Robertson in command, with Captain Charles Townshend of the Central India Horse, Lieutenant Gurdon and a handful of other officers.”

      “How good are the officers?” Andrew asked. The years of peace since his last military campaign seemed a dream as he slipped into military thinking.

      “Robertson is solid, as is Gurdon,” Jack knew the value of good men in charge. “Townshend, I have mixed feelings about. I’ve never met the man, but I’ve heard he’s a bit of a misfit who spends more time with actors and actresses than soldiers and takes part in amateur theatricals.”

      Andrew grunted. “Sounds a perfect man to defend a fort in the middle of nowhere. He can entertain the Chitralis with songs and dances. How many men are there?” Andrew asked.

      “About four hundred, some unreliable, but including maybe a hundred Sikhs, thank God. Do you have any experience of the Sikhs as soldiers?”

      Andrew nodded. “I met them a couple of times in Burma,” he said. “They were good men, stolid fighters and loyal. I’d rather have them with me than against me.”

      “In my opinion, the Sikhs are equal to the best British soldiers,” Jack said. “When I was in a tight spot, I was always thankful to have the Sikhs under my command.”

      “I can understand why,” Andrew said.

      “We are organising two expeditions to relieve Chitral,” Jack said. “Colonel James Kelly will command one, and Major-General Sir Robert Low another.” He faced Andrew across the whisky decanter, his eyes troubled. “Low will have the larger expedition with fifteen thousand men and British regiments, while Kelly has a much smaller unit with less experience.”

      Andrew waited, anticipating what was coming next with a mixture of hope and trepidation.

      Jack held Andrew’s gaze. “I’d like some experienced officers with Kelly, and you are at a bit of a loose end. I can’t order you to go, and God knows I don’t want to put you in danger.”

      “I’ll go,” Andrew volunteered at once. “If Mariana doesn’t mind.”

      “I thought you would,” Jack said. “Your mother will take care of Mariana.” He swallowed more of his whisky. “I don’t want Mary or Mariana in Peshawar if the tribes rise, so they’ll travel to Simla.”

      “Mariana wants to see Simla,” Andrew said.

      “She’ll either love it or hate it,” Jack replied. “It’s not a place I’ve ever taken to, but Mary likes the socialising, and Mariana may be the same. We’d better get you ready.” He smiled. “You’re going into virtually unexplored territory at the roof of the world, above the snowline and not far from the Russian border.”

      “Yes, Father,” Andrew said. He waited, knowing there was more to come.

      “Speaking of Russia,” Jack said so casually that Andrew knew he was about to impart some important information. “Our agent in Chitral has seen some Cossacks in the area.”

      “Have they, Father?”

      “When you’re up there, keep an eye open for any Russian infiltration, will you?” Jack asked. “I want somebody I can trust in Chitral, and your arrival is a godsend. I want you to be my eyes and ears up there, but for God’s sake, keep out of trouble.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Andrew promised.

      Jack sipped at his whisky, his gaze never straying from Andrew’s face. “There is one more thing,” he said.

      “There usually is,” Andrew said.

      “I want you to take a man with you.” Jack lowered his glass. “He knows what he’s doing, but it’s better to have somebody watch your back out there.”

      “What sort of man?” Andrew asked.

      “The sort of man who will find out what’s happening with the local tribes, the Russians, the Afghans and anything else on the Frontier,” Jack said.

      “A spy?”

      “An agent of the Indian government,” Jack amended with a wry smile. “You don’t have to do much. Ensure he arrives safely and leave him there when you return.” He smiled. “A nice little jaunt for you. It shouldn’t take long. A few weeks at most.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Andrew swallowed more of his whisky, barely noticing the bite. “I am to accompany a spy on a small expedition into barely explored territory where the tribes are hostile, and there could be hordes of angry Cossacks waiting for us.”

      “That’s the ticket,” Jack said with a smile. “It takes me back to my early days. God, how I envy you!”

      Andrew felt a once-familiar surge of excitement. “It could be interesting,” he agreed. “It’s certainly different from raising cattle and wheat beside the Tweed.”

      “We’ll get you to Gilgit,” Jack scribbled quick notes. “I’ll tell Colonel Kelly you are on your way, and you have vast experience of irregular warfare against Zulus, Boers and Burmese.”

      “And the Galekas,” Andrew reminded him.

      “I’ll add that as well,” Jack said. “It’s a bit of a journey, but you’ll get to know India on the way.”

      “Mariana won’t be pleased,” Andrew said.

      Jack grinned. “You leave Mariana to your mother,” he said. “She’ll have plans to keep her busy while you’re away.”

      “I’m sure she will,” Andrew said.
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      KABUL, AFGHANISTAN 1895

      Asad heard the droning voice from within the crumbling building. He huddled close, hoping to understand the words. When people passed, he held out his hands for charity, sometimes being rewarded with a few pice or a handful of rice or raisins, but more often ignored and occasionally kicked or cursed.

      After a few days, people grew accustomed to the chokra crouched outside the madrasa, and some even smiled at him.

      “What are you doing here?” one kindly man asked.

      “I want to go inside,” Asad replied. “All the other boys go inside to learn the words.”

      “Can you afford to pay the munshi—the teacher?” the kindly man asked.

      “No. I have no money,” Asad said, holding out a hopeful hand.

      “You’ll have to earn some,” the kindly man said. “Remember, the Quran teaches that wealth is only a worldly pleasure. When you have money, it is merely of this life and does not follow you into the afterlife.” Duty done and wisdom imparted, the kindly man walked away, leaving Asad more desperate than ever to enter the madrasa and increase his knowledge.

      Asad had no means of counting the passage of time, as one day was much like the last or the next. He did not know how old he was or what city he was in. He only remembered hunger, cold, heat and begging to survive each weary day. Asad remained outside the madrasa until he saw the merchant riding his camel. He watched the man, not envious, for he had no concept of such a feeling but knowing that even a fragment of the merchant’s possessions would help his quest. When Asad held out his hands for charity, the merchant rode on, ignoring his plight.

      Asad did not understand the emotion that surged over him. He only knew the merchant would not miss the few coins that would pay for entry into the madrasa, and they would change his life forever. Rising from his habitual station on the street, Asad followed the merchant’s camel at a distance, instinctively keeping out of the man’s sight.

      After a long time, the merchant rode into a caravanserai, where other travellers greeted him like an old friend. Asad slid inside the building beside a gaggle of servants and slaves. They ignored him, intent on their own misery, ate their meagre food and turned away. One man, the poorest there, gave Asad a handful of rice.

      Asad waited with infinite patience until the merchant was asleep and slid quietly beside him. He moved slowly, keeping to the shadows as he rummaged through the merchant’s possessions until he found his purse. The merchant mumbled in his sleep as the contents of the purse chinked.

      Asad pulled at the soft leather, saw it was chained to the merchant’s wrist and tried to unfasten the chain.

      The merchant stirred in his sleep, turning over, and Asad merged into the dark, waiting, barely breathing until his quarry settled back down. Asad tried the purse again without success. When he heard movement nearby, he eased away to see a latecomer into the caravanserai, the kindly old man who had educated him about money.

      The old man settled into his place and quickly fell asleep. Asad crawled towards him and searched his possessions, lifting a handful of rupees to pay for his entrance to the madrasa.

      “You will be dead soon, old man,” Asad said softly, “and wealth is only a worldly pleasure.”

      Satisfied he had done the kindly old man a favour, Asad pressed a rupee into the fist of the slave who had fed him, left the caravanserai and returned to Kabul.
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        * * *

      

      “Mariana can come with us to Simla when you’re away adventuring, Andrew.” Mary glanced around. “It’s a different world from Peshawar, Mariana, with safe streets, balls and parties and a much better climate.”

      “What do you say, Mariana?” Andrew asked.

      Mariana nodded. “I don’t want you to return to the army,” she said, sighing. “But I suppose we did come here to see new things and have an adventure,” she said. “You’ll be soldiering again, and I’ll see the Indian elite.”

      Andrew was surprised Mariana had so readily accepted his decision and suspected Mary had spoken to her. His mother could charm the birds from the trees when she had a mind. “How far away is Simla?”

      “About four hundred miles,” Mary replied, laughing at Mariana’s expression. “India is a huge country, but you’ll soon get used to the distances.” She glanced at Andrew. “Don’t worry, Andrew, we’ll take care of your wife.”

      “I am sure you will,” Andrew agreed.

      “You’ll pick up the languages too,” Mary said and snapped at him in Urdu.

      Andrew instinctively replied in the same language. “When did I learn Urdu?” he asked.

      “You grew up here, remember,” Mary said. “India is your home. From now on, I’ll only speak to you in Urdu and Pashto, as we did when you were small.”

      “That would help,” Andrew said. “I’ll have to leave soon, though.” When Mariana looked at him, he saw the tears glistening in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Andrew found that travelling to Gilgit was an adventure in itself, with the train terminating at Rawalpindi and over two hundred miles of road still to come. He was fortunate the weather was dry and cold, for often blizzards and deep snow blocked the two high passes. Andrew could not take his hired pony over the highest pass at 13,500 feet and felt relief and a sense of achievement when he finally arrived at Gilgit. High in Kashmir and surrounded by spectacular mountains, he breathed in the sharp air and felt as invigorated as he had in years.

      “You’ll be Captain Baird,” an enthusiastic young subaltern greeted him with a quick salute.

      “I am,” Andrew said.

      “Second-lieutenant Harry Symington, sir. Welcome to Gilgit, the roof of the world, home of the forgotten and base for the hills.”

      “Thank you,” Andrew said. “I am meant to meet a civilian here. Has he arrived yet?”

      “There are no civilians here, sir,” Symington told him. “Except the local Gilgit people.”

      Andrew nodded. “He must still be on his way. What’s the position here?”

      The subaltern grinned. “It’s all good fun, sir, and we’re waiting for the word to go forward to Chitral, a couple of hundred miles to the west. Surgeon Major Robertson is in Mastuj Fort, about 170 miles up the road to Chitral. He’ll keep an eye on developments and let us know what’s happening, unless deep snow blocks him in or the local tribesmen decide to cut his throat.”

      Andrew nodded. “I see.” He was not surprised by how easily the subaltern accepted the dangers of his situation, having worked with eager young British officers in the past.

      “We also have Lieutenant Edwardes in Gupis Fort, about sixty-seven miles along the road. He will watch the path to Mastuj.” Symington sounded very assured for a man of his years and rank.

      “How did you know my name?” Andrew asked.

      “I’ve been waiting for you, sir. This way, if you please,” Symington said. He was medium height, slim, with a wind-battered face and expressive brown eyes that seemed to dance with excitement. He ushered Andrew to a small, stone-built house with snow piled against the outside walls and a bright fire sparking inside.

      “We’ve had bad news from Mastuj.” Symington poured a generous amount of gin into a mug of hot tea. “The fort there isn’t up to much, sir. It’s the usual small Frontier structure, but with saltpetre swamps surrounding it. A dismal place in any weather and grim with the Chitralis calling for our blood.”

      “Bad news?” Andrew repeated. He sipped at the tea. “That’s very welcome, Symington. Thank you.”

      “Yes, sir. Two officers, Lieutenants Fowler and Edwardes, left Mastuj with sixty men, stores, and ammunition for the fort at Chitral. They didn’t know it was besieged, so it was just a routine march.”

      “They didn’t take any special precautions, then,” Andrew said.

      “Exactly so, sir,” Symington agreed.

      “What happened?”

      “The Chitralis ambushed them,” Symington said. “They rolled boulders on the column from the hills above. Edwardes withdrew his men into a deserted village called Reshun and is making a stand, holding out against the Chitralis without food or water.”

      “They rolled boulders?” Andrew repeated. “That suggests they don’t have many guns.”

      “Perhaps, sir,” Symington said. “It also shows they can use the country against us.”

      Andrew recognised Symington’s intelligence. “That’s a good point.”

      Both men looked up when somebody banged open the door.

      The newcomer fixed Andrew with a cold stare. “Are you Captain Baird?”

      “I am,” Andrew admitted, standing to greet the newcomer. Bundled in a sheepskin coat and with a turban swathed over his head, Andrew could not distinguish the man’s rank.

      “Captain Ross,” the newcomer introduced himself. “Welcome to Gilgit. Have you heard about Lieutenant Edwardes?”

      “Symington just told me,” Andrew said. “He’s trapped in Reshun.”

      “I’m organising a relief expedition,” Ross told him sharply. “Are you coming?”

      “Yes,” Andrew said immediately.

      How about my agent? He’s evidently not arrived here yet, and I’m not going to kick my heels waiting for him.

      “I know you’ve just arrived, Baird, and you’ll be tired.” Ross looked Andrew up and down, assessing his potential. “It will be a stiff march and probably end up in a scrap.”

      Andrew smiled. “I would not have it any other way.”

      “Get something to eat, grab yourself some travelling rations and extra ammunition,” Ross ordered. “We have about twenty-five miles to cover along a rough track.” His grin failed to conceal his anxiety. “Welcome aboard, Captain Baird.”

      They left later that day: Captain Ross, Lieutenant Jones, Andrew, and sixty Sikh infantrymen. Andrew was glad to be back with the Sikhs, sturdy, competent soldiers who faced the march with equanimity.

      “Are you sure you’re up to the march, Baird?” Ross asked.

      Andrew nodded. “Lead on, Ross,” he replied. “I didn’t come all this way to admire the scenery.”

      “Good man!”

      Ross led them along the winding track, with the surrounding snow-streaked mountains seeming to mock the toiling strangers. Andrew touched the revolver at his belt, held his sheepskin poshteen coat tighter, and strode on. He had not expected to be involved in another campaign, and here he was, right at the northern fringe of British India, in an area not even his father had visited.

      Stay safe, Mariana. I’ll be back as soon as I can.

      “We’re being watched.” Andrew found that some of his old skills had returned. He could sense the enemy’s presence as he automatically watched the surrounding hills, noticing and analysing every movement.

      “Where?” Ross asked, reaching for his revolver.

      “Don’t stare,” Andrew advised. “Walk normally and look casually.” A pair of predatory birds circled above, tiny specks in the white sky.

      Those birds sense trouble, Andrew thought. They know that men marching here invariably bring them fresh meat.

      The column marched doggedly through rough terrain, with the hills closing in around them and a turbulent river roaring and bubbling at their side.

      “Have you any scouts out, Ross?” Andrew asked.

      “We don’t have the numbers,” Ross said and grinned. “We’re our own scouts.”

      “I could go ahead,” Andrew volunteered.

      “This isn’t Africa, and these people aren’t Zulus,” Ross replied. “A lone man here is likely to be captured or killed. Once we pass Buni village and the Koragh Defile ahead, we’re only a short march from Reshun.”

      Andrew wished he knew the area better. He had studied a map, but names on a map were only a guide to the soaring hills with snowdrifts, scattered trees, broken rocks, and harsh, tumbling rivers. He looked around, searching for the hidden watchers.

      Buni was a small village of stone-built houses huddled beneath the grim hills. The inhabitants greeted them civilly, although some watched the Sikhs with suspicion. Ross’s column rested and ate there, with the officers consulting a map of the area and calculating how far they had to travel.

      Buni’s malik – the headman – elderly, grave, and serious-eyed, approached Ross and spoke urgently. Andrew saw Ross shake his head.

      “What’s the to-do?” Andrew asked. The two birds continued to circle above, calling harshly to each other.

      “The malik thinks there could be trouble ahead,” Ross said.

      “Do you?” Andrew asked.

      Ross shook his head. “There hasn’t been any sign.”

      “Somebody is watching us,” Andrew reminded him.

      “I can’t see anybody,” Ross replied.

      “Nor can I,” Andrew told him, “But they can see us.”

      Ross smiled and tapped the butt of his revolver. “We’ll deal with them if they appear.” When Ross led his tiny army out of Buni the following morning, most of the population gathered to watch them. Andrew was unsure if they were wishing them well or watching the condemned march to their death. He felt the once-familiar tingling at the base of his spine and knew again that somebody was watching him. He paused, pretended to examine a rock at the side of the road, and looked around. The hills looked empty: bare rock and a few scrubby trees, bare of greenery, with snow piled on the weather side and dark shadows on the other. Andrew looked for movement or footprints in the snow.

      He saw neither.

      The last of the Sikhs watched Andrew. Tall, bearded and dignified, he murmured something Andrew did not understand but knew to be a warning.

      “You feel it too, don’t you, my friend?” Andrew said.

      The Sikh held Andrew’s gaze for a moment, nodded, and hurried after the column. Andrew joined him, still studying the slopes above.

      “What’s your name, soldier?” Andrew asked in Urdu.

      “Kuljit Singh, sahib,” the man replied with a grin.

      Just before twelve, the column arrived at the small village of Koragh near the entrance to the sinister Koragh Defile.

      “It’s empty,” Ross said.

      “Why have the people deserted their homes?” Andrew asked.

      “They must have run away when they saw us coming.” Jones was young and excitable. He pulled on his luxuriant moustache. “Do we go on, sir?”

      “We go on,” Ross said. He looked behind him when the Buni malik hurried to catch up. “Danger ahead, sahib!”

      “There’s no danger!” Ross laughed off the warning. “Everybody’s left before we arrived. The road to Reshun is clear.”

      People don’t leave their homes without a reason, Andrew thought. The Buni malik is correct; we’re walking into trouble.

      “Sangars,” Jones said.

      Andrew saw the stone-built defensive sites on either side of the Koragh Defile. A sangar was a simple structure to erect, with a circle or semi-circle of loose stones piled on each other. Andrew had seen the like during the Boer War and wondered how the Boers would deal with Ross’s column. He lifted his field glasses and scanned the sangars. “They’re empty,” he said.

      Ross laughed. “I knew that old man was talking nonsense.”

      Andrew saw a flicker of movement on the hill above. “We’re still being watched,” he said.

      Ross looked up. “They probably want to see who we are.”

      “It might be an idea to have the men open up,” Andrew said. “Have them march in extended order.”

      “Do you have much experience in the Frontier?” Ross asked.

      “Not on this Frontier,” Andrew said. “But the Cape Colony Border, Zululand, Transvaal, and Burma.”

      “I know these people,” Ross told him. “They won’t attack us.” He motioned for the column to advance.

      They marched on, entering the Koragh Defile. The hills closed in like cliffs around the small column, grim rocks rimmed with snow and frost. The hills magnified the sound of the river, so it seemed to roar, a nearly sinister sound that plagued Andrew’s mind. When he closed off the noise of the river, he heard the hollow echoes of the men’s boots on the ground and the wind whispering around the rocks.

      Andrew could see a sliver of daylight ahead where the cliffs opened at the end of the defile. He felt a surge of relief, glad that Ross had been correct. As the river surged closer, the path eased up the side of the cliff, narrow and steep. Andrew unbuttoned the flap of his holster as the prickle returned to the nape of his neck.

      “What are you doing, Baird?” Jones asked.

      “The malik knows something,” Andrew replied.

      As Andrew spoke, he saw men moving on the cliff above and heard voices echoing from rock to rock. “Spread out!” he shouted to the toiling Sikhs. “Extended order!”

      The single gunshot reverberated from the steep walls, and Andrew saw the jet of smoke, although he did not see the fall of the shot.

      “Don’t take any notice,” Ross shouted. “We don’t react to snipers on the Frontier. Keep moving!” He repeated the order in Punjabi as the Sikhs swung up their rifles, searching for the marksman as they struggled upwards.

      The echoes died away, leaving only the crunch of feet on the narrow path and the eldritch whistle of the wind.

      “Nothing to worry about,” Ross said. “Probably only a youth proving his manhood by firing at the silly foreigners.” He laughed and moved on, long-striding despite the yawning drop at his side.

      A moment later, half a dozen shots cracked out from above, and Andrew saw men bobbing about among the rocks. Ignoring Ross’s advice, he drew his revolver and fired at the closest puff of gun smoke, heard Ross and Jones shouting to the Sikhs, and fired again.

      Andrew heard a rumble above them and saw darting men throwing stones and rolling rocks at them. Some boulders thundered down the path, and others crashed from the cliffs to bounce on the roadway, raising clouds of dirt and frozen snow.

      “Fire back!” Andrew said, emptying his revolver and hastily reloading. He shoved the brass cartridges into the chamber, closed the weapon, and peered up the steep slope, searching for targets.

      Some of the Sikhs replied, firing their rifles and shouting in defiance. Andrew saw a head-sized rock bounce from a boulder a yard from him, sending splinters in a wide arc before it rolled onto the path and over the lip to raise a mighty splash in the river far below.

      The gun battle continued, with the Sikhs firing at their largely unseen attackers and Andrew firing and reloading. The enemy was also throwing rocks, barely seen as they briefly emerged from cover to attack and dodged back down.

      “Who are they?” Jones asked. “Who’s attacking us?”

      “They’ll be the men from Reshun,” Ross replied. “They don’t have modern rifles. They’re firing jezails!”

      Andrew had heard of jezails, the long-barrelled muskets of the Frontier, often hand-made and fired by a flintlock or even a slow match. “Jezails can kill,” he said. He looked upward as the old fighting thrill returned. “We can storm up and defeat them.” He readied himself to charge upwards, sheltering behind a rock as he reloaded. That’s twelve shots I’ve fired already. I’d better be careful with my ammunition.

      “No!” Ross said. “We don’t know how many there are. Withdraw down the path.”

      Andrew shook his head, but Ross was in charge, so he obeyed as the Sikhs returned to the defile, with their attackers shouting, firing, and throwing rocks after them. Andrew took the rearguard, five tall Sikhs who fired upwards, replied to the shouts, and moved from cover to cover like the natural soldiers they were.

      Kuljit Singh was the last of the rearguard, reloading his Snider as he slid behind a rock.

      “Jones!” Ross ordered when they reached the defile, “Take ten men back and secure the entrance to the defile. Hold it until we get here.”

      “Yes, sir!” Jones replied, choosing his men.

      Three of the Sikhs were wounded, and one man had died on the path. The remainder waited stoically with loaded rifles.

      “Make a firing line in case the Chitralis follow us,” Ross ordered. “We’ll withdraw back to Buni.”

      Quiet descended on the defile, with only the gurgle and swish of the river and the constant whine of the wind breaking the silence. Andrew surveyed the cliffs, seeing nobody.

      “They’ve all gone,” Ross said.

      “They’ll be there,” Andrew replied. He could taste the tension. One of the Sikhs coughed; a pebble fell from above, and the Sikhs were instantly alert. The silence returned, sinister in its intensity.

      A gunshot cracked out from the entrance to the defile, followed by a distinct volley.

      “Damn! Jones has met trouble!” Ross said.

      The firing increased, with the cracks of the Sikhs’ Sniders distinct against the deeper boom of jezails and the rattle of weapons Andrew did not recognise. “I’ll take a section down and see what’s happening,” he volunteered.

      Most of the Sikhs looked up hopefully, and Andrew randomly selected half a dozen men. “Do any of you speak English?”

      A naik lifted his hand. “I do, sahib.”

      “You’re with me, then,” Andrew said. “What’s your name?”

      “Manbir Singh,” the naik replied.

      Andrew set off down the path, weaving from side to side to upset the aim of any potential sniper. The Sikhs followed, with their boots crunching on the ground. The firing ahead continued.

      “Jones!” Andrew shouted as he found the Sikhs lying behind rocks, firing forward.

      “Sir!” Jones crouched in the lee of a boulder, reloading his revolver. “The Chitralis have occupied the sangars in force.”

      Andrew saw three Sikhs lying on the ground, still in death. Others were bloodstained and wounded, with the survivors loading and firing. The men in the sangars commanded the entrance to the defile so that any advance would be through intense crossfire, with terrible casualties.

      “We don’t have sufficient men to take the position,” Andrew said.

      “What should we do, sir?” Jones asked.

      “Return to Captain Ross,” Andrew said. “He’ll have to make the decision.”
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