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        When you're wounded and left on Afghanistan's plains

        And the women come out to cut up what remains

        Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains

        An' go to your Gawd like a soldier

        The Young British Soldier – Rudyard Kipling

      

      

      

      
        
        "Shabash the Guides!"

        Major Jack Windrush
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      Ramsud Valley, Afghanistan March 1878

      All four men had been riding all day, so their horses were tired, with drooping heads and dirt-streaked bodies. The riders were tense, checking their surroundings, and occasionally touching the long swords they wore at their waists.

      Around them, snow streaked the mountain sides, austere peaks nodding to the blue abyss of the sky, voiceless witnesses to the horsemen who rode through an alien land. From time to time, a man appeared on the slopes, careful to keep beneath the skyline as he watched the riders. Once, a youngster levelled his jezail, the long musket of the tribesmen, until an elder pushed down the barrel and shook his head.

      “No,” the elder said, speaking in his native tongue. “They are known.”

      Although he was desperate to try out his marksmanship on these strangers in his land, the youngster obeyed.

      The four horsemen rode on, aware of their danger, as the elder signalled to a warrior across the valley. In turn, the warrior lifted his hand to a third man, further up, and the signals accompanied the strangers as they penetrated deeper into the mountains.

      As the sun dipped and the four horsemen halted to camp, a troop of riders ghosted from the hills and surrounded them. The leader stepped toward the four men as his followers levelled rifles. He wore a twisted red turban around his head, while his long, faded, red tunic swung open to reveal the Khyber knife at his waist.

      “Have you come to see Bacha Khan?” the man in the red turban asked without preamble.

      The tallest of the four men nodded. “Bacha Khan instructed me to bring an escort of three men.”

      “You were wise,” the man in the red turban said. “We told the tribes not to molest a group of four. Any more or less and they would have killed you.”

      The tall man touched his forehead. “I'm glad you did not.”

      “Come with us,” the man in the red turban said as his riders formed around the strangers.

      The four horsemen doused their fire and rode on, now with the tribesmen acting as a close escort. When the sun sunk behind the mountains, the tribesmen neither faltered nor took heed of their weary hostages but continued to ride. Only when the moon rose, glossing the sky in the gap between two peaks did the red-turbaned man speak to the strangers.

      “Another hour and a half-hour,” he said.

      The tall stranger patted his pale grey horse. “My horse is tired.”

      “He can rest when we arrive,” the red-turbaned man said.

      The tall man nodded. He was naturally laconic, but when he did speak, people tended to listen, for his voice carried the stamp of authority and his bearing the assurance of command. Behind him, a heavily bearded man sighed, touched the revolver at his belt and patted the neck of his white horse.

      Perhaps for the benefit of the strangers, the tribesmen slowed a little, following a high pass where the wind plucked at them, and the moon seemed so close they could nearly reach up and touch it.

      The riders halted at the highest point of the pass, the kotal in the native language, and the tall man raised his binoculars and peered ahead. He saw the fort rising from a knoll in the centre of the narrow valley, moonlight highlighting its soaring towers and bathing the harsh walls in gentle light.

      “Is your headman there?” the tall man asked.

      “Yes,” the man in the red turban said.

      They negotiated the path down into the valley with the tribesmen never straying more than a few yards from the visitors and the call of a jackal lonely in the night. Once in the valley, it was a comfortable ride to the fort, while the tall man approving the sangars and artillery emplacements on either side.

      As they approached the fort, torches flared along the battlements, and the gate opened before them. The four horsemen clattered inside, with the tall man and two others placing their hands on the hilt of their swords.

      Only two of the tribesmen rode inside the fort. One was the man with the red turban and the other an elderly, white-bearded man with a pulwar – a single handed, curved sword native to the country - at his belt and a long jezail strapped to his back. Both dismounted the moment they reached the central courtyard, where a group of men waited to greet the four horsemen.

      “Welcome, my Russian brothers.” The man who stepped forward was wiry rather than muscular, with kohl lining his green eyes. The torchlight reflected from the bejewelled hilt of his pulwar as he addressed the tallest of the horsemen.

      “It is not me you should greet,” the tall man said. He indicated the quiet, heavily bearded man who remained on his white horse. “May I introduce General Mikhail Dmitriyevich Skobelev?”

      The green-eyed man smiled. “The famous White General,” he said. “Or should I call you Goz Ganly, Bloody Eyes?”

      “You can call me anything you like,” Skobelev said, “as long as I can get off this damned horse.”

      The green-eyed man's smile did not falter. “The hospitality of the fort is open to you, General.”
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      Malvern Hills, England April 1878

      “Jack! Jack!”

      The shouted words barely penetrated the chaos. Jack saw only a confusing swirl of faces, British and Indian. He heard the crackle of flames and the snarl of fighting men, while a female voice screamed in the background. A man reared at him, teeth bared, eyes wide and a bloody tulwar in his hand. Jack scrabbled for his revolver, as the fear rose to choke him.

      “You'll not kill her, you bastard!” Jack felt he was moving in slow motion, as though the revolver was ten times its correct weight, while his attacker moved with the speed of a pouncing panther.

      “Jack!” The voice was frantic now, and somebody was gripping his shoulder.

      Jack lifted his revolver, aimed between the staring eyes, and pressed 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. Aware it was futile, Jack lifted his revolver to try and block the blood-slicked blade.

      “Jack!”

      Strong hands on his shoulder, a voice in his ear. Jack flinched from the oncoming tulwar, opened his eyes, to blink in the candlelight.

      “What?” Jack blinked again, hearing his harsh breathing.

      “It's only a nightmare. You were having a nightmare.” Mary was beside him, her face concerned, yet reassuring. “It's all right. You're home.”

      “Home?” Jack looked around at the familiar furnishings of their bedroom in Netherhills. The marble-topped table with the ewer and pitcher on top, the brass candelabra, the pendulum clock on the wall, and Mary's clothes draped over the back of a chair; all was as it should be. “I was back in India.”

      “I know,” Mary said. “I've been married to you for nearly twenty years. I know where you were.”

      “In the Mutiny.”

      “I know that, too,” Mary said. “You were shouting in Urdu and Pushto, with some Anglo-Saxon for good measure.” She shook her head, faintly smiling. “The language was shocking.”

      Jack sat up, aware that his nightshirt was drenched with sweat. “Sorry about that.”

      “So you should be. I'm a well-brought-up lady, and I've never heard such words before.” Mary stepped to the window and pulled back the curtains. “The sun's up, Jack. It's time you were too. Today's going to be a busy day.” She watched as Jack rose, casually slapped his backside as he stripped off his nightshirt and shook her head. “You're like an old fighting dog, Captain Jack. How many scars have you collected in your wars?”

      “Less of the old, please, and too many.” Jack stepped into the bath a servant had prepared the previous evening. It was a habit he had picked up in India and maintained whenever he could. A cold bath woke him up for the day ahead.

      Mary watched him lower himself, smiling at his grimaces. “You are a strange man, Jack, torturing yourself every morning.”

      Jack nodded. “At the moment, I agree with you. Once I get out, I'll feel better.”

      Sliding onto her front, Mary rested her chin in both hands. “I'll watch you.” She smiled as Jack rose from the bath, cascading water onto the floor and blowing hard. “Yes, Jack, I see that you feel better!” She laughed and rolled away as Jack retaliated by splashing her.

      “Is it only twenty years since we married?” Jack asked. “It seems more like fifty!” He left the room quickly, only returning when he remembered he was still undressed and the house contained young female servants. “Pax?”

      “Pax,” Mary said, smiling. “Come on, Jack. We have a busy day ahead of us.”
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        * * *

      

      The Malvern Hills of western England were green and low, never exceeding fourteen hundred feet, but Jack still preferred them to any other range he had ever visited. He had grown up in their shadow and knew every nook and cranny, every hidden copse, every path and secluded well on the slopes.

      “When I die,” Jack said, pulling the reins to halt Mathon, his horse. “I want you to bury me here.” He allowed his gaze to wander along the ridge.

      “In the Windrush vault?” Mary stopped at his side, lifting her face to the wind.

      “No. That is closed to me. As a bastard son with a Eurasian mother, I will never be allowed in there.” Jack shook his head. “Anyway, I prefer the open air. I want to rest here, with all of Herefordshire on one side, Worcestershire on the other, and the cool English winds brushing my grave.”

      “You're very morbid this morning,” Mary said.

      Jack laughed. “Not really. Death comes to us all, and I can't think of a better place to lie for eternity.”

      Mary pulled a face. “There is plenty of time to think of death, Jack.” She spread her arms. “On a glorious day like this, we should think only of life, and the race. I do hope that David does well.” She smiled. “I wish he had kept his first name. I much prefer Andrew to David.”

      Although Mary had christened their son as Andrew, he preferred to be known as David.

      “He's adamant he will be David, so we'll call him that,” Jack said. “He will do well in the race; he's one of the best rough-riders I have ever seen.”

      “Your nephew, Crimea, is also good,” Mary warned. “And he's two years older.”

      “Aye, and at least two stones heavier.” Jack produced two cheroots from inside his tunic. Lighting both, he passed one to Mary, then put the second between his lips. “It's strange. William and I were only adequate on horseback. Our sons are both much more skilled.”

      Mary drew on her cheroot. “Why did your brother call his son Crimea?”

      “William called him William Crimea, so all the world knows that William gained the Victoria Cross there. The lad's known as Crimea to avoid confusion with his father.”

      “Ah, I see,” Mary said.

      The crowd began to gather, with officers and men of two regiments, the 113th Foot and the Royal Malverns, scattered among the local population. Most spectators came on foot, some on horseback, chattering and voicing their opinion of the coming point-to-point race. The officer's clipped voices sounded above the more homely Herefordshire and Worcestershire accents, with the other ranks speaking in every tongue and dialect from Caithness to Cornwall.

      “Good morning, sir, and good morning Mrs Windrush.” Young Lieutenant Trent gave a smart salute as he limped past. “It's a glorious day.”

      “It is that, Trent,” Jack replied, “but it'll rain in an hour or so.” He indicated the gathering clouds to the west. “Are you not taking part in the race?”

      “No, sir.” Trent indicated his left leg. “I twisted my ankle. I'd not show well, I'm afraid.”

      “I see,” Jack said. He waited until Trent walked away before shaking his head.

      “You don't like him, do you?” Mary asked.

      “No,” Jack said. “He's a British officer, and he's pulling out of a competitive event because of a sore ankle.”

      “Perhaps he's afraid of shaming the 113th by performing badly.” Mary tried to defend the lieutenant.

      “There's no shame in losing,” Jack said sourly. “There is shame in being afraid to try.” He drew on his cheroot. “Come on, we'll get ourselves a decent viewpoint before the hills get busy.”

      The military section of the crowd parted as Jack led Mary to a hillock that afforded the best view of the upcoming race. Some of the locals peered curiously at Mary's darker complexion until Jack treated them to a glare, after which they looked hastily away.

      “They're still not used to having a Eurasian as a neighbour,” Mary said.

      “If anybody says anything, let me know,” Jack said. “I'll treat them to a good kick up the backside.”

      “Eloquently put, husband, dear,” Mary said quietly. “I am so lucky I married a man of sophistication and loquacity.”

      Jack frowned. He could not tell Mary how much others' treatment of her hurt him.

      From their hillock, Jack and Mary had a view of the entire Malvern range, and when Jack lifted his binoculars, he could see the horsemen gathering at the summit of End Hill.

      “There they are,” he pointed out to Mary, “and our boy is right in the middle, where he belongs.”

      “Let me see.” Mary borrowed Jack's binoculars and focussed on the riders. “I see him!” She waved her hand, momentarily forgetting that David did not have binoculars attached to his eyes.

      When Trent joined them on the hillock, Jack pulled rank and requisitioned the lieutenant's binoculars, knowing that prising his own from Mary's hands would be impossible.

      There were twenty-four riders grouped at the summit of End Hill, eight from the Royal Malverns, seven from the 113th, eight hopeful locals and David. All were young men, with the military riders being lieutenants or second lieutenants, the most junior rank of officers. The object was to ride the length of the main Malvern range, from End Hill to Summer Hill following a marked route that took in many summits. A sergeant of each regiment waited at each peak to mark their passage, with both the regimental colonels plus local dignitaries at the finishing point.

      “David's looking confident,” Mary said happily.

      “Arrogant young pup!” Jack hid his pride behind a gruff front as he watched the riders. Crimea was to the left of Jack, with the two cousins seeming to ignore each other. Jack frowned; he did not wish his fraternal dispute to continue to the next generation. Life in the army, if David joined, was sufficiently fraught without any added burdens.

      The riders came to the mark, a ribbon stretched across the grass, and a middle-aged man, the Master of the Malvern Hunt, held a pistol in the air. Tall, supple, and red-haired, David looked relaxed as he whispered in the left ear of Tweed, his brown gelding. Beside him, Crimea was taut, eagerly studying the length of the course. A young Herefordshire man, Adam Hanley, cracked a joke to which all the riders gave a nervous laugh.

      The Master of the Hunt called them all to the line and raised a small pistol. Jack saw the puff of smoke a second before he heard the crack of the shot, and the riders bounded down the hill.

      “They're off,” Mary told the world without moving Jack's binoculars from her eyes.

      Crimea immediately powered to the front of the pack, shouldering aside a very young second lieutenant of the Royals, and leaning far forward in his saddle. David hung back a little, allowing a front group of four riders, including Crimea and Adam Hanley, to make the running. Behind David, the main pack strung out as riders chose their favoured route down End Hill.

      “He's waiting for the leaders to make a mistake,” Mary explained why her son was not immediately in front.

      Jack grunted, watching as Crimea pressed his spurs into the horse's flank. Already he was a neck ahead of Adam Hanley, his closest rival, and gaining half-an-inch with every stride. “Come on, David,” he said. “Don't let Crimea pull too far ahead.”

      By the time the riders had reached the foot of End Hill and headed up the grassy slopes of North Hill, they were already well spaced out. Crimea led Adam Hanley, a lithe lieutenant of the 113th named Harcourt, and a second lieutenant of the Royals. Then came David, a full two lengths behind, and the remainder followed in a long, straggling line of hopeful officers and local men desperate to show they could compete on their familiar hillsides.

      “Move, David!” Mary shouted as the riders spurred along the ridge towards the next hill, with Crimea increasing his lead with every minute.

      David seemed content to remain in his present position between the two groups. However, Crimea resorted to his whip and spurs, so by the time they reached North Hill, he was a clear three lengths ahead. The sergeant on North Hill, a broad-chested man of the Royal Malverns, cheered on his officer.

      “Come on, David!” Mary nearly screamed. “Don't let them get too far in front!”

      Jack gripped Trent's binoculars so hard his knuckles were white but said nothing, content to allow his wife to shout for both of them.

      Rain swept from the west, dampening the grass, so some riders struggled to find footing for their mounts. Crimea continued, faster if anything, with Lieutenant Harcourt and Adam Hanley his main competitors. David fell behind, pushing at Tweed without resorting to the whip.

      “Come on, David!” Jack muttered, bit through the end of his cheroot, cursed, and lit another. Mary did not lower the binoculars from her eyes.

      As the riders streamed up the hill, it became evident that the majority was already out of the competition. Only the three riders beside Crimea were in the running, with David seemingly cantering behind and the rest only making up the numbers.

      “He's falling further back,” Jack said.

      “David knows what he's doing,” Mary spoke without moving. “I know my son; he's like you, always got some ploy up his sleeve.”

      Jack grunted again. “I am nothing like that. Come on, David, use your spurs for God's sake!”

      Mary glanced at her husband. “Blasphemy won't help, Jack. Have a little faith.”

      “I have all the faith in the world,” Jack said, “but I can't stand to be beaten by William's brood!”

      “You're as bad as they are,” Mary said and raised her voice. “Come on, David!”

      North Hill led to Sugarloaf Hill, then the long haul to the Worcestershire Beacon, the highest point on the range. A mixed group of Royals and 113th stood on top, marking off the riders as they approached. Crimea was comfortably in front, with Adam Hanley next while Harcourt struggled desperately to close the gap.

      “Good lad that Harcourt,” Jack said. “He's not giving up.” He swivelled his gaze back to David, now a full eleven lengths behind the leading riders.

      From the Worcestershire Beacon, the riders had a long descent down a ridge, where an area of broken ground split the leading group. By now well in front, Crimea avoided the broken ground, taking a wide detour, which the remainder of the leading group followed.

      “What're you doing, David?” Jack asked as his son finally put his head down, kicked in his heels and powered forward right into the series of rocks and gulleys. “You'll break your fool neck! It's only a blasted race, damn it!”

      Mary gave a strange little laugh. “That's the way, Andrew David Windrush! Show them how to ride!”

      “That's dangerous ground,” Jack insisted.

      “David knows what he's doing,” Mary insisted. “He's had this planned all the time.”

      Crimea looked sideways at David and spurred harder, using the whip unmercifully, so his horse bounded forward, while David pushed across the uneven ground, overtaking Harcourt and Adam Hanley.

      “There's a deep gulley ahead,” Jack failed to hide his concern. “We used to go rabbiting there. The ground is treacherous with the old burrows. Be careful, Davie!”

      “David knows what he's doing,” Mary said. “It's Crimea who concerns me. He's quite prepared to kill his horse to remain in front.”

      Crimea was now six lengths ahead of his rivals, spurring and whipping like a man demented. In the meantime, David was approaching the gulley. Jack watched, knowing that David either had to ride around, or negotiate the downward slope and then face the rise on the opposite side. Either choice would lose him time, while Crimea was at the furthest point of his circuitous route. There was a single gnarled, wind-blasted apple tree that Jack used as a marker. Once Crimea reached that, all he had was a short, smooth pull up the slope to the winning post, where the colonels of both regiments waited.

      David did not hesitate. While Jack expected him to lose speed to negotiate the gulley, David leaned forward, spoke to his horse, and kicked in his heels, just once. Tweed responded with a sudden burst of speed and a massive jump.

      “Dear God in Heaven!” Jack breathed as for a moment he saw horse and rider suspended over the gulley. Jack had an image of David, his hat flying from his head, his body thrust forward to help his horse and his face animated as the horse leapt the chasm. If David failed, horse and rider would tumble down the steep side of the gulley, with broken limbs a near-certainty and a fractured neck a possibility.

      “David!” Mary screamed, her voice alone in the sudden hush that descended on the crowded Malvern Hills. Hundreds of pairs of eyes and a score of binoculars focussed on the drama as David urged Tweed across the gap.

      Tweed landed at the very edge of the gulley, scrabbled with his front hooves, and moved on, with David leaning forward in the saddle. Once across, it was a straight run up the slope to the finishing post at Summer Hill, but the hill was steep, and Crimea was pushing his horse harder than ever.

      “Crimea is not giving up, yet!” Mary said.

      Jack nodded. “He must be wondering how David can do it. So am I.”

      “He's your son,” Mary said. “Always full of surprises.”

      “The young idiot could have broken his neck.” Jack concealed his pride.

      With David now in front, Crimea used his whip and spurs to urge on his mount.

      “Come on, David!” Mary shouted.

      But the detour around the broken ground had been too much. Crimea's horse was visibly tiring, so David's lead increased to a full five lengths on the final hundred yards to the summit. Adam Hanley edged Harcourt on the last leg, with both riders grinning to each other as they finished behind Crimea and David.

      Jack lowered Trent's binoculars and realised he had bitten through his second cheroot. The stub lay on the grass at his feet, so Jack lit another.

      “I told you David had a plan,” Mary said with her voice hoarse with shouting. “Shall we go?”

      Jack nodded. “Yes, let's see David in his moment of triumph.” He returned Trent's binoculars, mounted Mathon and headed for Summer Hill. Mary kept level with him, and by the time they reached the finishing post, half the officers of both regiments were present.

      As a neutral, the colonel of the local Volunteers presented the trophy, a small silver cup. He smiled as he handed it to David and made a short speech.

      “Congratulations, Andrew David Baird Windrush,” he said with his whiskers bouncing at every word. “Your regiment will be proud of you!”

      Mary nodded in approval that the colonel had included David's full name, as William Windrush tried to control his temper.

      “I have not joined one yet, sir,” David said. “I have to pass Sandhurst, first.”

      “I am certain you will succeed there,” the colonel said.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Lieutenant-Colonel William Windrush of the Royal Malverns, Jack's half-brother, stood with a frown on his face as Crimea and David approached, both trying to wipe off the worst of the mud that spattered them. Crimea's face was dark with anger, while David tried to hide his customary smile.

      “Well done, lads!” Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Elliot of the 113th Foot greeted them with an extended hand. “You are a credit to your regiment, Crimea. And that was a piece of inspired riding, David; my heart was in my mouth when you made that leap.”

      “Thank you, sir.” David hesitated, before accepting the colonel's hand, for young men about to enter Sandhurst did not habitually shake hands with regimental colonels.

      “And you, Crimea,” Colonel Elliot said. “You drove your horse long and hard. I have never seen a rider so committed.”

      Crimea Windrush forced a smile as he shook Elliot's hand.

      “You'll have a fine career in the Royal Malverns,” Elliot said. “You must be proud of your son, Windrush.”

      “I am,” Colonel Windrush said, mounted his horse and rode away.

      “You both did well,” Jack said. “And you other lads as well.” His rank as senior major of the 113th entitled him to have his say. “That was a hard ride for you all. You stuck to it well, Harcourt, and you too, Hanley.” For an instant, he was tempted to pat David's shoulder but refrained. He would not embarrass his son in front of so many people. “Now get yourselves cleaned up.”

      “Yes, sir,” Harcourt and David said, while Hanley grinned. Jack winked at Crimea, who gave a half-smile that made Jack wonder if there was a decent young officer there, behind the sulky exterior.

      “For you military lads, there's a joint regimental parade in two hours and a brigade dinner tonight, with family and guests. We can't have the British Army's newest second lieutenant looking like the last straggler of Corunna.” Jack favoured Crimea with a smile.

      “Permission to leave, sir?” Crimea Windrush asked Elliot without responding to Jack's words.

      “Major Windrush has just ordered you to leave. Cut along now.” Elliot watched as the young riders remounted their horses and rode away, with Crimea spurring to be in front. “And there we have the future of the British Army,” he said to Jack.

      “Aye, there we have it,” Jack agreed, trying not to watch his son.

      “Good morning to you, fair maiden.” Elliot bowed to Mary. “I trust you are keeping this man in order.”

      “As best I can,” Mary said.

      “That will be order enough,” Elliot said solemnly. “Where did your David learn to ride like that?”

      Mary smiled. “He's good, isn't he? He was always comfortable in the saddle, but he's been spending time in Northumberland and the Borders recently, mixing with the local callants.”

      “Ah,” Elliot said. “Reiver country. The Bold Buccleuch and his ilk.”

      Mary's face lit up. “You've read Walter Scott!”

      “Everybody's read Walter Scott, haven't they?” Elliot said. “My ancestors were from the Borders, after all. My name it is Little Jock Elliot, and wha daur meddle wi me!” He quoted the well-known saying. “And now, Mrs Windrush, I fear I must drag your husband away. We have a parade in less than two hours and a brigade dinner after that.” He bowed. “I will see you at dinner.”

      “You will, Arthur,” Mary agreed.

      Although both regiments, the Royal Malverns and the 113th Foot, shared an association with Herefordshire, they could hardly have been more different. While the 113th was one of the newest regiments on the Army list, with all its battle honours earned in the last three decades, the Royal Malverns was one of the oldest. The Royals had marched with Marlborough, had fought through three Jacobite risings, and faced the French in North America in the Seven Years War. They had suffered from disease during the Mysore Wars, struggled through the Corunna campaign, and stood in a stubborn square at Waterloo. Consequently, the Royal Malvern officers looked down upon those of the 113th as their social and military inferiors. When the rank and file assumed a similar attitude, the result was always bloodshed, with belts, boots, and fists ready to wreak instant vengeance. Officers, however, could not be so open, and the result was only bad feeling, condescension, and barbed insults.

      After a march around the southern Malvern Hills, both regiments paraded through the town of Great Malvern, with the Royals in front, as was their prerogative, and their band attracting attention from both residents and visitors to the health-spa town.

      “We'd be better doing field exercises rather than marching like wooden soldiers,” Jack rode Mathon a few yards behind Elliot. “Parade ground drills are not much good in modern soldiering.”

      Elliot smiled. “You wanted regimental soldiering, Jack, and this is it. Show the colours, impress the ladies with bright uniforms and jaunty music and gather recruits for the Queen.”

      “The Queen-Empress now,” Jack said, “Disraeli promoted her.”

      “I remember,” Elliot said. “She'll always be Good Queen Vic to me.”

      Jack grinned, “me too, Arthur. The Empress nonsense is only to keep upsides with this Wilhelm fellow, the Emperor of Germany.” He looked back over the 113th, noting with familiar dismay the preponderance of very young faces in the ranks. “I'd like to give these children some real training,” he said. “Get them ready if a war breaks out.”

      Elliot nodded. “Let's pray for peace, Jack. More worrying, we have the brigade dinner soon.” Elliot had known Jack since both were young lieutenants in the Crimean War; years of hard service had cemented their friendship. “Your favourite.”

      “I hate the blasted things,” Jack said.

      “I know,” Elliot said, smiling. “It's worse than Inkerman for you.” He patted Jack's shoulder. “Soldier on, man.”
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      Jack drew on his cheroot, as Mary brushed imaginary dust from David's shoulder, talking all the while. “I'd rather you wouldn't join the army, David, but if you must at least join the 113th, so your father can look after you.”

      David smiled. “That's why I can't join the 113th, Mother. I must make my own way in the world.”

      Mary shook her head. “You're your father's son, right enough. Stubborn as a battery mule.”

      “More like his mother's son,” Jack said as David walked away. “Stubborn as the Brigade of Guards and knows everything better than anybody else.”

      Mary shook her head, closed the door, and began to change. Jack liked to watch her dress, with twenty years of marriage, not diminishing his affection.

      “Do women have to wear so many layers?” Jack asked, tracing her curves with his eyes. “You have three sets of petticoats beneath your dress.”

      “Stop talking nonsense and tighten my laces, could you, Jack?” Mary stepped across to him. “I do hope that David is all right in Aldershot.”

      “He's a level-headed, active young man,” Jack said, as he prepared for the ordeal of the brigade dinner that lay ahead. “I think he'll do well.”

      “I worry about him.” Mary perched on the padded stool, leaned closer to the mirror and sighed. “I am looking old.”

      “No, you're not,” Jack said and kissed the top of her head. “You are looking wonderful.”

      “Oh, Jack!” Mary brushed him away and began working on her hair, speaking through a mouthful of hairpins. “If the army posts us abroad again, David will be alone here.”

      “He's been preparing all his life to join the army,” Jack said. “He's more a soldier than many soldiers I know.”

      “All the same,” Mary dabbed perfume behind her ears, smiled at Jack, and added a drop in her cleavage. “I don't know why I bother doing this,” she sighed. “The officers avoid me, and their wives snub me.”

      “I like it,” Jack said, bending over to get the full benefit of her perfume.

      “I know,” Mary agreed, had a last look at her hair, and stood up. “Ready, Jack?”

      “Ready.” He kissed her again, knowing that she hated brigade dinners more than he did.

      The dinner was a formal affair, with the officers in their dress uniforms, and the wives competing for attention. Jack glanced at the array of bustles, high-necked dresses, and mutton-chop sleeves, looked at Mary and knew she was the most beautiful woman there. Candlelight gleamed on the silverware and crystal of both regiments, although the Royal Malverns provided most. The regimental treasures were on display, from the candlesticks that an enterprising officer of the Royals had looted from a ruined church during Marlborough's Blenheim campaign to the silver-mounted Cossack Shashka from the siege of Sebastopol.

      “It is very impressive,” Mary allowed, as she swept up her bustle and perched on her seat.

      The officers of the regiments sat together, with the wives at their side. As always, Mary's Eurasian appearance attracted attention.

      “If anybody says anything untoward,” Jack murmured, “tell me at once.”

      “I'll deal with them myself,” Mary said.

      “That's what I am afraid of,” Jack looked away. “I don't want an inter-regimental war starting.”

      “Then they'd better behave themselves,” Mary disguised her inner turmoil behind a tight smile.

      Colonel Elliot sat at one end of the table, with Colonel William Windrush of the Royals at the other. Sitting beside William, Dorothea, his wife, allowed her eyes to roam across the assembled faces.

      “Good evening, Jack,” Dorothea called cheerfully. “Congratulations on David's victory today. It takes a good boy to defeat our Crimea in a horse race.”

      “Thank you,” Jack was aware that William was watching every gesture and listening to every word.

      “Good evening, Mary,” Dorothea called. As the colonel's wife, she could flout conventions where she wished.

      “Good evening, Dorothea,” Mary replied.

      Sliding from her seat, Dorothea walked past the officers to speak directly to Mary. Once she had made the breakthrough, no officer or lady there would dare snub Mary because of her colour. The colonel's wife made the rules.

      Jack held Dorothea's gaze and nodded his thanks. Once he and Dorothea had been close; now they shared a wary friendship.

      “It's good to see the local regiments forging such close bonds,” Dorothea said loudly. “Don't you agree, Mary?”

      Jack noticed some of the Royal's officers looking uncomfortable. He silently blessed Dorothea, who always could surprise.

      “I agree,” Mary said. “We are all one big happy family.” She gave her most charming smile to the frozen-faced ladies of the Royals before turning her charisma onto William.

      “A toast,” Colonel Windrush announced suddenly. “Could everybody return to their seats, please? It is the tradition that the most junior officer present toasts the Queen. Mr Windrush, that means you!”

      Crimea Windrush rose, glass in hand. He looked around the table for a moment before announcing “Gentlemen: the queen!”

      The officers all stood, glasses raised, repeated “the queen, God bless her,” and downed the contents in a single swallow, as was the Royals' custom.

      The meal was too stodgy for Jack's taste, and he saw Mary eating small portions and putting the remainder aside, as the servants, soldiers-all whisked away one plate to replace it with another.

      “How are you holding up?” Jack whispered across to her.

      “I wish there were a regimental dog,” Mary replied.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because then I could feed it with this muck,” Mary gestured to her plate. “It's awful.”

      Jack grinned. “Now you know why I prefer to live at home.”

      With the final plate cleared away, the serious drinking began. One by one, the toasts came, with the officers gradually drinking themselves into a state of merriment or stupidity, depending on their natures.

      “It's strange to think that our David will be sitting here in a few years,” Mary returned to a familiar subject. “If he chooses to join the 113th.”

      “I hope he does,” Jack had no illusions of the recklessness of junior officers as they tried to integrate with their regiment. If David were in the 113th, Jack would be able to restrain his natural impulsiveness until he matured a little.

      “So do I,” Mary lifted one of Jack's cheroots, decided she should not shock the company and replaced it beside his plate.

      Jack became aware that most of the Royals' wives and half the officers were watching, perhaps waiting for Mary to perform an Indian dance or a charm a snake. Instead, Mary favoured them with a smile and sipped at her wine.

      “I'll never belong here, Jack. Whatever I do, or whatever rank you achieve, these people will never accept us. In their eyes, being of mixed blood taints us.”

      “We've discussed this before,” Jack said. “A hundred times before.”

      “I know,” Mary said. “But it still annoys me.” She met the gaze of a major's wife from the Royals and gave a brilliant smile. The woman looked away, to whisper to her husband.

      “I'm as good as any of them,” Mary said.

      “No,” Jack said. “You're better than any of them.”

      Mary turned to him, her voice louder than she intended as the wine took hold. “I think our mixed blood is why you're still a major when lesser men have been promoted over your head.”

      A lull in the conversation carried Mary's words around the room. Jack groaned inwardly.

      “That's the army way,” Jack tried to sound nonchalant. “There are also many better men than me among the lower-ranked officers.” He saw Elliot half rise from his seat, preparing to defend Mary, and then young Lieutenant Harcourt cracked a terrible joke that broke the tension and the incident passed. Major Burridge laughed loudly, Captain Singer gave a weak smile as he avoided Mary's gaze, and only William continued to glower at Jack.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Elliot said. “It has been a most successful evening, but I think we'd better call a halt now. It's past two in the morning and reveille will be sounding soon.”

      The gathering broke up with growled farewells, handshakes and smiles from the ladies.

      “Thank you, Arthur,” Jack said to Elliot.

      “I thought you needed a hand,” Elliot said. “Get some sleep, Jack, we have a visitor tomorrow.”

      “Who?”

      “Get some sleep. You might need it.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Jack said, but Elliot refused to say more.
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      Next morning, Jack paused for a moment to listen to Sergeant Peebles encouraging a group of recruits as they assembled on the parade ground of Worcester barracks.

      “You lot.” Peebles shook his head sadly as he slowly walked the length of the double line. The recruits were no different from any other intake, a mixture of scrawny youths from the city, blank-eyed countrymen and a few older men escaping from hopeless poverty or demanding wives. “You lot are beyond anything I have encountered before.” Peebles dropped his head as though in despair. “I have spent two weeks teaching you all I know, and you still know nothing. Nothing, and not much of that! You.” Peebles pointed to a nervous youth in the front rank. “What's your name?”

      “Morriston, sir,” the boy replied, wide-eyed.

      “Morriston,” Sergeant Peebles repeated. “What sort of name is that for a soldier? Have you ever heard of a General Morriston? Or a Morriston winning the Victoria Cross?”

      “No, sir,”

      “Sir? I am not a sir. I am Sergeant Peebles. You should know that by now.” The sergeant moved on, searching for his next victim.

      “You!” Peebles pointed to a tall, swarthy man. “You're Lawrence!”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Lawrence admitted, startled to be addressed directly.

      “Now that's a name suitable for a hero,” Peebles said. “I can see you with a chest full of medals when you fight the Russians, or the Maoris, or whoever is unfortunate enough to face you.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Lawrence said.

      “Have you heard of Samuel Hill Lawrence, who won the Victoria Cross at Lucknow in 1857? Or of Henry Montgomery Lawrence or Sir George Lawrence?”

      “No, Sergeant,” Lawrence said.

      “Heroes all. Do you want to be a hero and bring glory to your regiment?” Peebles asked innocently.

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Then show us all, Lawrence! Show us how to be a hero!” Within a minute Peebles had Lawrence doubling around the parade ground holding his rifle above his head. “Double! You glory hunting bastard! You're not fit to stand in the shadow of heroes! Double! And the rest of you, follow the VC hunter! Double!”

      “Sometimes I think we drive these men too hard,” Elliot said.

      “I don't agree,” Jack said. “Better to get them fit and used to discipline when they're safe in England than have them unfit in some stinking Burmese swamp when the dacoits are waiting to slice them up, or questioning orders in an African forest where the Ashanti are lurking behind every tree.”

      Elliot produced two cheroots and handed one to Jack. “Light that,” he said. “You might need it.”

      “Why thank you, kind colonel, sir.” Jack took the cheroot. “That's the second time you've used that phrase. Why might I need sleep and a cheroot?”

      “We have a visitor,” Elliot sounded worried.

      “So you said. Who's that, Arthur?” Jack knew Elliot well enough to know he would not be concerned without a good reason.

      “General Hook,” Elliot said. “Your old nemesis.”

      Jack flinched. Although he liked Hook well enough, the general was in the intelligence service and had sent him on various unpleasant missions. Jack had no desire to act the spy again. “I hope he's not asked for me.”

      “No,” Elliot said. “Or not yet anyway.”

      “He'd better not,” Jack said. “I'm too old for the political service.”

      Elliot smiled. “I'll tell him that you're toothless and decrepit,” he said. “Or even better, I'll threaten to send Mary to him if he even thinks of using you.”

      Jack forced a smile. “That would work.”

      “We're to assemble in the Officer's Mess in an hour,” Elliot said. “Nothing formal, the general said.”

      Jack reached for a cheroot. “That sounds even more bloody ominous.”

      Major General Hook looked over the assembled officers, nodding to those he knew. Jack examined him; save for the grey at the sides of his hair and in his neat whiskers, Hook did not look much different from the man he had known during the Mutiny, some two decades ago. He was as tall, lean, and active as he had always been.

      What had happened to the time? Jack had been a young lieutenant in the Mutiny with only a few years' army service behind him. Now he was a senior major, a veteran of four wars and sundry other campaigns, with the wounds and memories to go with them.

      “Settle down, gentlemen,” Hook said, and the officers of the 113th Foot quietened down. From Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Elliot to raw Second-lieutenant Gifford, every man knew that Hook would only address them if he thought it strictly necessary.

      Jack tried to catch Elliot's gaze, but the colonel looked steadily ahead, leaning on the staff he had taken to carrying.

      “The country may be in grave danger,” Hook spoke with level tones, as his eyes moved from officer to officer. “We may soon be at war with an old enemy. A few of you served in the Crimea and fought the Russians. Well, if events unfold the way they seem, the British Army may have the opportunity again.”

      Jack took a deep breath as he remembered the horrors of that campaign when the British Army died in the mud and frost, and the 113th Foot found its soul at the bloody battle of Inkerman. The memories were not pleasant.

      Hook frowned as the younger officers gave a loud cheer, and the older looked thoughtful. Elliot turned around to meet Jack's gaze, raised his eyebrows and returned to face his front. Elliot and Jack were the only two officers remaining from the Crimea days, and neither needed to say more.

      “When we last fought the Russians,” Hook said, “our two empires were a thousand miles apart. We had recently taken over Punjab in India, and the Russians stood at the head of the Caspian and the Aral Seas. Between the Russian Empire and India was the plain of Turkestan, the Kara Kum waste, the semi-arid Kizil Kum and the independent khanates of Khiva, Bokhara and Kokand.” He paused for effect. “Even then, the Hindu Kush and the Pamirs formed another barrier.”

      Jack nodded, tracing the map of Central Asia in his mind.

      “That reassuring distance no longer exists,” Hook said. “While we have remained static with our main base in Peshawar and outposts along the North-West Frontier, the Russians have advanced in leaps and bounds. In 1867 they annexed Tashkent. The next year they took Samarkand. In 1873, when we were fooling about in West Africa, the Russians captured Khiva.”

      The 113th officers stirred restlessly, although Jack doubted most of them had ever heard of any of the places Hook had mentioned.

      “As you will realise,” Hook continued, “that brings the Russians to the northern borders of Afghanistan. It has been a recurring nightmare for the powers-that-be that we will see hordes of Cossacks debouching through the Khyber Pass to wreak havoc in India.”

      Jack expected the response from the younger officers, who clenched their fists and mouthed martial promises of how they would repel the Russians. He frowned, anticipating Hook's next words.

      “Naturally, the Russians would not come alone. They would prepare the way by fostering insurrection among the disaffected peoples of India, perhaps a jihad from the Islamic tribes or a rising from the princes who lost land and power after the Mutiny.”

      Jack felt Hook's gaze rest on him but remained expressionless. He refused to allow the intelligence officer to draw him into his little games. Reaching into the top pocket of his tunic, Jack extracted a cheroot, lit it, leaned back, and allowed the aromatic smoke to coil around him. So far, he had no idea why Hook had called them all together.

      “Those few of you who experienced the Mutiny,” Hook continued, “Are aware how that episode shook India to the core.” Again, he looked at Jack, who held his gaze without speaking.

      “However,” Hook said, “Until recently, I did not think that the Russians had any genuine plans to invade India. As we all know, the Afghans do not welcome foreign armies. I doubt the Pashtun tribes would be any less hostile to the Russians than to us. However, I do think the Russians like to twist the British lion's tail by making threatening gestures and watching us react.”

      Jack paid more attention. Hook's two words, “until recently” were significant. What did the intelligence officer know that the 113th did not?

      “Don't tease us, sir,” Colonel Elliot said. “Give us the facts.”

      Jack smiled. Trust Elliot to get to the heart of the matter.

      “Last year, the Tsar sent a mission to Afghanistan. Sher Ali, the Amir of Afghanistan, and the third son of Dost Muhammad received the delegation, albeit with reluctance.” Hook paused to allow his words to sink in. “That could mean something or nothing. It could mean that the Russians intend to take over Afghanistan next, which would bring them up to the Khyber, or it could be an attempt to unsettle us, to draw our attention to India while they concentrate on their real objective.”

      “Which is?” Elliot asked.

      “Constantinople,” Hook said. “The key to Russia's House as some Tsar or other called it. Russia has a longstanding enmity with the Ottoman Empire. Central Asia and Afghanistan might be Russia's back door but capturing Constantinople would give them access to the Mediterranean. If Russia had a fleet in the Med, they'd be a major threat to Europe.”

      Jack caught Elliot's eye and nodded towards Hook.

      “This is all very interesting, sir,” Elliot said. “But how does it concern the 113th?”

      “You must have noted some recent developments,” Hook said. “Great Britain has moved troops around the globe, ready to counter Russia's moves.”

      Jack felt a surge of tension in the room.

      “If the government considers that our main security threat comes from the Mediterranean, our focus will be on that part of the world.”

      Elliot lit a cheroot, met Jack's gaze, and raised his eyebrows again.

      Ever since the Afghan War of 1839-1842, Britain had kept a wary eye on Russian expansion. Although France remained a colonial rival, most military minds expected a second confrontation with Russia, either over Afghanistan or in the eastern Mediterranean. The Crimean War had exposed weaknesses in both sides, and the armies had withdrawn, bruised, bloody and growling. As General Hook had said, the nightmare of the British administration in India was a Russian invasion through the North- West passes, coupled with another uprising in India.

      “Where does the 113th fit in, sir?” Elliot persisted.

      General Hook was quiet for a moment, allowing the tension to build. The man was a consummate actor, Jack thought and should be on stage.

      “Our main base for the Eastern Mediterranean is Malta,” Hook said at last. “And that is where international attention will focus. You are not going there, Colonel Elliot. You'll be in India in case trouble erupts in Afghanistan.”

      “Do you expect trouble there, sir?” Jack asked.

      “I do,” Hook said. “If the Russians feint to the left, they will swing to the right, and we know that, so they use a double bluff. The Czar may feint at Afghanistan, then follow through while we are preparing to block them at the Dardanelles.”

      Jack nodded. India. The 113th was going back to India and the possibility of active service against the Russians in Afghanistan. Despite his age and experience, Jack felt the old mixture of excitement and apprehension. Born in India, he had campaigned in Burma, through the Indian Mutiny and on the Frontier in the Bunerwal Expedition. Jack knew and understood the Indian sub-continent better than anywhere else.

      “The junior officers can now leave,” Hook said and waited for the room to clear. In a few moments only Elliot, Jack, Major Burridge, and Captain Singer remained in the Officer's Mess.

      “Can nobody in this room offer me a drink?” Hook asked. “Or do I have to report that there is no hospitality in the 113th?”

      With drinks in the officers' hands, the atmosphere was more relaxed when Hook began the second part of his briefing. “Some of you may already know what I am about to tell you,” he said. “But bear with me. I am a general, so you have no choice but to listen.”

      For a moment, Jack saw a flash of humour behind Hook's stern façade.

      “You may have heard of the Russian General Skobelev,” Hook said. “His soldiers call him the White General because he always wears a white uniform and rides a white horse. He distinguished himself in the Central Asian campaigns and more recently against the Ottoman Turks. Skobelev is undoubtedly one of the world's most accomplished generals, and still young enough to do great things for Russia.”

      Coming from Hook, that was high praise.

      “When Russia conquered Khokand, they renamed the area Fergana and appointed Skobelev as governor.” Hook sipped at his whisky. “Now, General Skobelev is an ambitious man, a thruster, as they say, and he created a plan to invade India. It's not much different from the old Russian plans, a three-pronged invasion, from Russian bases at Samarkand, Krasnovodsk and Kashgar, plus the usual idea of unrest and uprisings within India itself.”

      Jack nodded. The nightmare of the Mutiny was never far from his mind.

      “Have we done anything about it, sir?” Major Burridge asked. Five years younger than Jack, he had risen from ensign without having seen any significant action.

      Hook sipped at his whisky as he surveyed Burridge. “We have,” he said. “You'll have heard of John Jacob.” That was a statement rather than a question. Hook was taking it for granted that a senior officer in a British regiment knew the important personalities in India, the undoubted diamond in the Imperial crown.

      “Yes, sir,” Burridge said hesitantly.

      “You'd be a damned poor officer if you didn't,” Hook said testily. “John Jacob was a Somerset man, he came through Addiscombe, John Company's equivalent of Sandhurst and has worked in India all his adult life. He commanded the Sind Irregular Horse, rose to Political Commissioner for Upper Sind, pacified the unruly tribes and made the former raiders haven of Khangur into the peaceful Jacobabad.” Hook kept his gaze fixed on Burridge as he spoke. “Of course, you already know all this.”

      Jack leaned back in his chair and tasted his whisky, aware that Hook was appraising his man.

      “I do,” Burridge said.

      “Then you might know that Jacob suggested we occupy Quetta, on the other side of the Bolan Pass,” Hook said.

      “Jacob must want to forestall the Russian advance,” Burridge said. “Skobelev's plan worries him.”

      “Jacob's been dead for nearly twenty years,” Hook said quietly. “It has taken that long for the British administration to heed his advice, and perhaps they are a little late now.” He finished his whisky and put the glass aside without refilling it.

      “As you know, or should know,” Hook glanced at Burridge before addressing the others in the room, “our present prime minister, Disraeli, is inclined to a more forward policy in India. Ever since Afghan War of the forties, we've been wary of Afghanistan, content to sit on our North-West Frontier, and keep the Pashtun tribes in relative check. In 1873, Russia agreed that Afghanistan was within our sphere of influence, and that was the extent of our interference.”

      “What's changed, sir?” Windrush asked.

      “We have,” Hook said bluntly, “and the Russians have. The Secretary of State for India, Lord Salisbury, appointed Lord Lytton as Governor-General of India, with orders to keep Amir Sher Ali, under control and away from Russian influence.”

      Elliot glanced at Jack. “We've heard whispers about this, sir,” he said. “You said the 113th is bound for India. Are we going to be involved?”

      “All in good time, Colonel Elliot,” Hook said. “Lytton is a highly talented man, and a firm believer in Disraeli's forward policy, and perhaps a little more. What I say here, gentlemen, will not leave this room.”

      There were a few moments of silence, broken only by the soft ticking of the clock that hung on the wall.

      “All right. Lytton attempted to send diplomatic missions to Sher Ali, but the Amir refused them. He seemed to be playing a neutral game, and no wonder, with us on one side and an expansive Russia on the other.”

      “The Afghans are a very clever people,” Burridge said. “And as devious as a covert of foxes.”

      Hook did not respond to Burridge's words. “Then, last year, Russia and Turkey began their war. We have sent the Royal Navy to the Dardanelles and regiments to Malta, and there are more destined to the Mediterranean.”

      “And quite right, too, sir,” Burridge said.

      “May I continue?” Hook asked politely. “Thank you. The Russians recently marched fifteen thousand men across Central Asia towards Afghanistan and sabres were rattling from London to Calcutta and St Petersburg to the Oxus.”

      Jack leaned back in his chair, watching the tobacco smoke coil above him. He remembered the bravery of the Russian regiments at Inkerman and the power of their artillery at the Redan.

      “Now, it seems the crisis has passed,” Hook said. “There is talk of a peace congress in Berlin, with the Prussians offering themselves as brokers.”

      “Good,” Jack said, lighting a cheroot. “I don't care who acts as peacemaker, as long as it succeeds. A Russian army in India would be a nightmare. Was it a genuine threat, sir?”

      “What do you think, Windrush? You know these people.”

      Jack took a draw of his cheroot before he replied. “I don't think so, sir. I think it was to draw our attention away from the Dardanelles or warn the Afghans to be careful. Fifteen thousand Russians might be a formidable force, but unless they had a prior arrangement, the Pashtun would cut them to shreds in the passes if they ever got that far. Fifteen thousand is too many for a raid and too few for an invasion.”

      Hook smiled. “We agree with that, Windrush. Bluff and counter bluff. Yet I don't think we're out of the fire yet. That is one reason we're posting the 113th to India.”

      The words hung in the air for a while.

      When Jack closed his eyes, the nightmare resumed, the flames and chaos, the screaming and blood as the sepoys mutinied to spread slaughter across northern and central India. The dreams had been worse recently, Jack thought, reaching for the whisky decanter.

      “Are you all right, Windrush?” Hook asked.

      “Old memories, sir,” Jack said. I hope it's only memories and not a portent of the future.
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      “Hooky's not telling us everything,” Elliot said over a whisky and water in the Officer's Mess later that day. “He knows more than he's saying.”

      “Aye, he's not sending us to India to look pretty,” Jack agreed. “He thinks there is something brewing, or he would not have told us about Lytton, Sher Ali and the Russians.”

      “Well, the Royal Malverns are off tomorrow,” Elliot said.

      “So I believe,” Jack said. “Malta isn't it?”

      “The seat of operations, my boy, they're away to Malta to counter the threat of the great Russian bear while we'll be in India catching cholera and facing the Ghazis.”

      “I'm not on duty tomorrow,” Watters said. “I'll take Mary and wave the Royals goodbye.”

      Elliot nodded. “I thought you would.” He poured himself a generous tot of whisky, surveyed his glass and added more. “Watch out for Dorothea. She's not finished with you yet.”

      “Maybe not,” Jack said, “but I'm finished with her.”

      “India once more.” Elliot looked at Jack over the rim of his glass. “How do you feel about that, Jack?”

      Jack contemplated the whisky in his glass before he replied. “India is my second home, Arthur. Mary is worried about leaving David behind, though.”

      “Your boy is fine. He's got bags of confidence and rides like a centaur,” Elliot said. “If we go to India, we'll end up in Afghanistan.”

      “Yes,” Jack said.

      “You know the North-West Frontier, Jack, and you'll know the old saying, 'trust a snake before a woman, and a woman before a Pathan.' ”

      “I know it,” Jack agreed.

      “Is it true?”

      “The Pashtuns have a unique code of honour,” Jack said. “There is another saying: 'it is impossible to be equal to a Pashtun if you are not a Pashtun.' The Pashtun do not see other Afghans as equals.”

      Elliot grinned. “Even if they are richer and more powerful?”

      Jack nodded. “Wealth is a means to an end for the Pashtun, not an end in itself. The end is freedom and the ability to follow Pashtunwali, the Pashtun's code of honour. To be a Pashtun is to be above everybody else.”

      “The English think the same about themselves,” Elliot said.

      Jack smiled. “We do.” His smile broadened. “We don't think that we're above everybody else, we know we are.”

      “Maybe we need the Pashtuns to lessen our arrogance,” Elliot said.

      “Please God it's not at the expense of too many lives.”

      “Amen to that,” Elliot said.

      Yet when Jack closed his eyes, his nightmare returned, with the screaming faces, the raised tulwars and a film of blood over everything.
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        * * *

      

      Hereford's streets were busy, with crowds of men, women and children waving and cheering. One strident group were singing God Save the Queen as they flourished their Union flags, while a young woman ran forward with a single rose, which she pressed into the hands of Crimea Windrush.

      Crimea responded with a smile. He glanced furtively at his father riding at the head of the battalion and pecked the woman on the cheek. The crowd and nearest soldiers cheered mightily.

      “He's human after all,” Mary said. “That boy has potential, once his father's influence is lessened.”

      Jack nodded. “Perhaps David would be better joining another regiment, then, away from me.”

      Mary frowned. “You're not your half-brother.”

      As the Royal Malverns reached the railway station, a brass band began to play, with the rousing martial airs echoing around the station. Many of the crowd tried to sing the words, with some waving handkerchiefs or throwing flowers as the special train hissed out steam and more crowds gathered around.

      One tall civilian carried a huge Union flag, which he waved with gusto, and began to sing a song that Jack did not recognise.

      
        
        
        "Let us arm and oft to the field,

        Our bay'nets we'll cross with the foe;

        We long our bright weapons to wield,

        We long for the red blood to flow!

        Away with all barrack-room work

        Hurrah for the tent-covered plain!

        We'll join our old ally the Turk,

        And charge on the Russians again!"

      

      

      

      “I'll make his red blood flow,” Jack said until Mary placed a restraining hand on his arm.

      “Easy, Jack, he doesn't know what he's saying.”

      Jack nodded. “I'd like him in the 113th for one skirmish against the Russians, just one…”

      “Braggarts that don't join the army,” Mary said. “Calm yourself and look at the crowd.”

      “Every man and his brother is here,” Jack said.

      “And they've brought their sisters and wives with them,” Mary added.

      The Royal Malverns boarded the train, with the officers in first class and the NCOs organising the men into the crowded carriages behind. Wives, girlfriends, and relatives surged up as the doors closed, eager for a final word or embrace with their men before the train took them to possible war.

      In the front carriage, Colonel William Windrush pushed his head out of the open window. He spoke briefly to Dorothea, gave Jack a stony glance and withdrew inside. Dorothea pressed her gloved palm against the window and moved to the next carriage, where Crimea waited to talk to her.

      Dorothea has made a fine son, Jack thought, I hope that William doesn't ruin him.

      “It's all bustle here,” Mary said.

      “It'll be our turn soon,” Jack looked away from Dorothea.

      “I thought so,” Mary did not flinch. “Where to this time? Is it Malta, like the Royals?”

      “India,” Jack said. “And I should not have told you that.”

      Mary remained quiet for a few moments. “Which station in India?”

      “I don't know yet,” Jack said, “but I doubt it will be Gondabad. It might be Peshawar, near the Frontier.”

      “Wherever it is, we'll cope.” Mary waved as the engine emitted a colossal gust of steam that engulfed the crowd. When the haze cleared, the train began to leave, slowly at first, so wives and sweethearts walked beside the carriages, saying a final farewell to men they might never see again. As the train picked up speed, the women had to walk quickly, and finally run until they reached the end of the platform, where they stood in a forlorn group, watching the train fade into the distance. A last chorus of good-byes sounded, and the women remained there for a few moments until one by one, they drifted back to the station.

      “India is a long way from Sandhurst,” Mary said.

      “I know.”

      Dorothea paused a few steps away from Jack, glanced at Mary, smiled, and walked rapidly away.

      “I don't understand your sister-in-law,” Mary watched Dorothea disappear into the crowd. “She likes you too much, I think, yet she is not ill-disposed towards me.”

      Jack nodded. “Aye, I'm happier with her absence than her presence.”

      “I'm glad to hear it, Captain Jack,” Mary said with mock severity. “Or I'd have to take you in hand.”

      Jack laughed. “Come on, Mary, we have to get packed.”

      Mary stopped, stretching out her hand as she saw one young woman in tears, with an older woman comforting her, and many others hiding their emotion behind false smiles.

      “Aye,” Jack said. “It's hard for women when their men go away.”

      Mary nodded. “Come on, Jack, let's get back home. Enough of this.”

      Two weeks later, it was the 113th's turn to sail. In contrast to the Royals' departure, there was no announcement in the newspapers and no cheering crowds filling the streets.

      The men had been busy packing up the heavy luggage, which they loaded onto wagons for the journey to the railway station.

      “We won't see any of that again until we arrive in India,” Jack said. “It's going off ahead of us.”

      “I wonder when it will eventually arrive,” Elliot said with a slight smile. “Oh, it's all right for us bachelors, we don't have enough kit to fill a mouse's earhole, but you married men must think about furniture and feminine gee-gaws.”

      “Worrying about it keeps me up all night,” Jack said, with a straight face.

      The 113th left the barracks late on Saturday, with the wives and children under orders to remain in their quarters. They would join the men later. Jack took his place near the head of the column as they marched through Worcester's silent streets. Only the echo of tramping feet accompanied them, and the sharp clip of horses' hooves on the ground. One patrolling police constable stopped to watch, lifting a hand in salute.

      “Give the Russkies hell, 113th!” he shouted.

      Some of the younger soldiers responded with a cheer until blasted to silence by shocked NCOs. The battalion marched on, a scarlet snake through the dark city, with rifles at the slope and boots crashing in unison. The sound was somehow ominous, like an automaton, a mindless machine rather than hundreds of individuals, each with hopes and dreams, fears and aspirations. But, Jack thought, a battalion was a machine, with each soldier a tiny part and the colonel the brain, only another cog, however necessary.

      They boarded the train in a station lit by swinging oil lamps and squeezed onto seats in crowded carriages. Some of the men had never travelled by train before and exclaimed at this new experience. Many had never left their native county and stared out the windows as the train rattled them to Bristol and embarkation for India.

      “The boys are growing up,” Jack said.

      Lieutenant Harcourt gave a weak smile. “What's it like, sir?”

      “What's what like?”

      “What's it like to be in action, to have people firing at you?” Harcourt bounced opposite Jack in the first-class carriages that only the officers occupied.

      Jack considered for a moment, aware that every other officer in the carriage waited to hear his answer.

      “You are often too busy to be scared,” he said. “Before and after the battle, you can be afraid, as long as you don't let it show. Never let the men see you are scared.”

      “We're British officers,” Major Burridge said. “We are not afraid.”

      Jack smiled and looked away. “Then you are a lucky man, Burridge.”

      The regiment embarked on SS Seringapatam, with the young soldiers negotiating the gangplanks with tentative steps, looking over the side and ahead at the tall funnels. Jack was on deck, encouraging them on board, even as he wondered how many would make the return journey, and how many he would see buried in India or Afghanistan, a victim of a Pashtun bullet, cholera, sunstroke, or fever. He shook his head, dismissing the black thoughts.

      “Come on, lads! Hurry it up!” Jack encouraged, “The captain wants to make the next tide, or following sea or whatever sailors do. The Empire needs the 113th to protect India. They're waiting for us with high expectation!”

      Jack watched the thin, slum-bitter faces and clumsy countrymen, the undernourished, ill-educated youths who had no option in life but to take the Queen's fatal shilling. These young men were putting their lives at risk to defend a system that treated them with nothing but contempt. Good luck, lads, he said to himself. I'll try to train you so you have a better chance to survive, although you'll hate me for it.

      “Is there anything I should do, sir?” Lieutenant Trent asked.

      “Yes,” Jack said. “Stay with your platoon, ensure they all get settled in, reassure the nervous, slap down any bully-ragging, make sure they lads are fed and watered.”

      “Yes, sir.” Trent nearly ran away.

      “How about me, sir?” Second lieutenant Gifford was the youngest officer in the 113th, only two years older than David.

      Jack sighed, not sure if he was a Queen's officer or a nursemaid. “You do the same, Gifford. Look after your men.”

      “Yes, sir, I will. Thank you, sir!”

      SS Seringapatam eased out of Bristol without ceremony, ignored by the lounging groups of Sunday-dressed people that wandered around the docks. Standing on deck, Jack heard church bells summoning the Godly to divine service.

      “Is Mary not coming?” Elliot puffed at a cheroot, watching Seringapatam's intricate movements as she escapes the confines of the harbour.

      “Mary's following later,” Jack said.

      “She could have come with us.”

      “I know.” Jack leaned on the rail as Seringapatam ejected great sooty smuts over the docks. “Mary will stay until David's secure at Sandhurst.”

      “He'll hate that,” Elliot said.

      “He does.”

      “There's the Royal Navy.” Elliot pointed to an old sailing warship moored nearby. As soon as the naval officers saw the scarlet uniforms on Seringapatam, they ordered the hands piped to their stations, and a rush of bluejackets poured onto the warship's deck and up the rigging.

      “Get the lads on deck!” Elliot said as the seamen manned the yards. “The navy is going to give us a send-off even if nobody else cares.”

      Jack roared orders that saw the 113th pour up from below, grumbling at being disturbed before they had properly arrived. Some were in full uniform, others in shirts and braces.

      “Form up on deck!” Jack called. “Facing outboard!” He watched the men form up, noting the sergeants encouraging and shouting even the simplest of orders. He wished his old veterans were here, the men he had led through the Crimea and the Mutiny, but they were time expired now, with only a handful remaining in the ranks. Instead, he had a regiment of teenagers and men in their early twenties. He hoped they would have time to acclimatise in India before they had any action, for the tribes of the North-West Frontier were amongst the most demanding teachers in the world.

      The seamen lifted their hats and gave three times three cheers, to which the 113th responded as Seringapatam passed them. And then they were into the Severn Estuary, with the church bells the last sound of England and the spires and buildings of Bristol fading into the distance.

      “Stand down, men,” Jack ordered, and the 113th clattered down below. Only a few men remained on deck to watch the shores of Wales to the north and England to the south ease past as Seringapatam increased her speed. The ship's screw churned the water as she settled to a steady pace, with her wake arrow-straight astern.

      Jack remembered the other troopships he had been on, some under steam, others under sail.

      “We're travelling in comfort this time,” he said.

      “I doubt the men realise that,” Elliot replied. “Most of them have never been overseas before. India will come as a shock to them.” He looked sideways at Jack. “You'll feel like you're going home, though.”

      “I do,” Jack said. Elliot knew that Jack's mother had been half-Indian, one of his father's casual encounters during his overseas service. “I'm as much Indian as British, as is Mary.”

      By midday, the British shores had receded to a narrow strip, a long blue undulating line that gradually sank below the horizon. Jack stared astern for a long time, with one of the young recruits openly sobbing as he stood at the rail.

      “Morriston, isn't it?” Jack asked. He remembered Sergeant Peebles shouting at the boy a few weeks earlier.

      “Yes, sir,” the recruit stiffened to attention.

      “Stand easy, Morriston. How old are you?”

      “Seventeen, sir.”

      “Seventeen,” Jack repeated. “This will be your first time away from home.”

      “Yes, sir,” Morriston said.

      “Are you from a military family, Morriston? Was your father in the army, or a brother, perhaps?”

      “No, sir,” Morriston said. “My da was a quarryman when he died. My brother works in a mill.”

      “Well, Morriston,” Jack suddenly felt very old. He had been born in 1833; it was now 1878, so he was forty-five years old. He was a middle-aged man, and Private Morriston was at the beginning of his career, a child playing a man's role. “You'll see wonderful things where we're going, Morriston, sights you will remember all your life. Do your duty and do what your NCOs tell you, and you should be all right. When you get home, you'll have a hundred stories to tell the girls.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!” Morriston was sweating, Jack saw, probably with the nervous tension of talking to an officer. Jack sighed. He had no desire to add to the troubles of this young man.

      “Remember what I said, Morriston,” Jack withdrew, to pace the deck amidships, leaving Morriston to stare at the sea.

      After a couple of days, the 113th settled down to shipboard life, with the majority of men preferring to remain on deck as long as they could. Jack made them parade three times a day, inspected their cramped quarters and kept bullying to a minimum. Despite his attentions, he knew that every recruit would have a rough time, that was the way of the world.

      Seringapatam sailed through the Mediterranean with awnings spread on deck to deflect the heat and the band playing in the evenings.

      “It's like a holiday trip down the blasted Thames,” Jack complained.

      “The lads are happy,” Elliot said.

      “I'd prefer to prepare them for India,” Jack fretted. “They'll come off the ship lazy, fat and unfit. God help us if the Army sends us straight to the North-West Frontier. The Afridis will destroy us.”

      “We're not going to the Frontier,” Elliot said, tapping his feet to the music that wrapped itself around the ship.

      “Where are we stationed, sir?”

      “Gondabad,” Elliot said, watching Jack closely to see his reaction.

      “That's hundreds of miles from the Frontier,” Jack said, although his mind was busy with other images.

      Gondabad, the cantonment in India where I was born, and where I met Mary in the horrendous years of the Indian Mutiny. Gondabad, the scene of my worst nightmares.

      The vision returned unbidden, the sea of faces, the upraised tulwars, and Mary screaming for help he could not give.

      “I thought we were going to India in case the Russians invaded Afghanistan,” Jack said.

      “So did I,” Elliot said, “but the military mind works in mysterious ways.”

      Jack drew on his cheroot until the end glowed red and exhaled a long ribbon of blue smoke. “One thing's certain,” he said. “If the army sends us to Gondabad, we won't be there for long. It's too peaceful a station for us. Within a few months, we'll either be chasing dacoits through the Burmese jungle or freezing on the plains of Afghanistan.”

      “That's what I figured.” Elliot studied his regiment. “There are far too many young boys here for my liking. Once we land in India, Jack, we'll have to get them fit to fight.”

      Jack tossed his cheroot away, watching the red glow arc until it landed in the sea, floated for a moment, and disappeared. “Aye,” he said. “That's what we'll have to do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Calcutta greeted them with a wave of heat and noise, mingled with spices, colour and the frantic activity of what was one of Jack's favourite cities. He smiled with memories.

      “Right, 113th!” He addressed the assembled men, who were already sweating from the heat. “Some of you have been out East before and know how to behave. The rest of you listen. India is not like anywhere you have been before. It is a different world from Great Britain, much larger and much more complex. Don't insult anybody's religion. Don't sleep with the local women and don't think you are better than them – you are not. Oh, keep your water bottles full, keep your hat on your head and, at least until you know the place, don't wander on your own.”

      Jack knew that most of the men would ignore his words. Within a few weeks, the battalion hospital would overflow with young soldiers suffering from malaria and venereal disease. Disease killed many more men than enemy bullets in India.

      Jack paced forward, amidst the men.

      “You've lost what?” Sergeant Peebles stared at Private Lawrence. “You've lost your bloody bayonet? How the hell do you expect to fight the Russkies without a bayonet? Now here are two pieces of advice for you. Number one: never shut your eyes in the army. If you do, your mates will swipe your kit. If you shut them in India, the bleeding Paythan will come and slit your throat.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “And number two, if you've lost something, requisition it from somebody else. If some bugger's nicked your toothpick, then you nick somebody else's, but not from your section, mind. You're in Number One section, so you pinch from Number Three!”

      Jack had heard it all before. He moved on, where Private Hancock was talking to Morriston.

      “You're not a soldier, Morry, you're a Johnny Raw. You can't be a pukka soldier until you've had a nap hand.”

      Jack shivered. To a serving soldier, a nap hand meant catching syphilis and gonorrhoea, twice. It was not the best advice for a young recruit.

      “Ready, lads! We have a long march ahead of us!”

      The journey from Calcutta was long and tedious. Elliot and Jack chose to march the regiment from Calcutta to Gondabad to harden them and get them used to Indian conditions. They used the Grand Trunk Road, which stretched from the Burmese border to Kabul. As one of Asia's major highways, it predated the arrival of the British by some two thousand years.

      “The lads will think they are veterans by the time they arrive,” Elliot said as Jack gave the men extra musketry drill every afternoon, with company competing with company and bottles of beer for the victors.

      “They might live longer if they're acclimatised,” Jack said, “and able to shoot in local conditions.”

      Footsore, grumbling and with the men burning under the sun, the 113th crawled across India. The young soldiers marvelled at each new sight, with the veterans showing off their prowess in slinging the bat, as they called speaking a few words of pigeon-Urdu. Fully aware that the 113th was new to India, the villagers exploited them to the full, overcharged them for chapattis, a few sordid moments with diseased women and rotgut local liquor.

      “Welcome to India, boys,” Jack said as the surgeon saw his sick parade increase daily. “You'll hate it for a month and then love it forever.”

      Gondabad was as Jack remembered, a cantonment redolent with memories. Even as he stood at the site of his old bungalow, his nightmares of the Mutiny returned when the settled world he had known had ended in bitter warfare. He remembered when he had saved Mary from the Mutineers and the savage battles that followed, the collapse of trust and John Company and the forging of a new India. Jack walked to the flagpole that thrust toward the sky and stood beside the granite slab at the base. On the slab, skilled hands had inscribed the names of all the British regiments that had garrisoned Gondabad during the previous fifty years.

      The name of the 113th was there, carved into the stone.

      “Damn!” Jack said, fighting the ghosts of memories. “Damn it all to hell and buggery.”

      Turning on his heel, he marched away. Music came from the sepoy lines, invoking a thousand memories of friendship and fear. Jack walked past the British cantonment, listening to the young voices that floated through the open barrack windows. Some men were boasting of their prowess, others talking of the enemies they would shoot or the women they would have.

      “Dear God,” Jack said. “If we arrive at the Frontier with these children, the Pashtuns will laugh themselves stupid.” He stopped to light another cheroot, shaking his head. “As from tomorrow, my boys, I'm going to get you ready to fight. Do you think that marching along a peaceful road makes you soldiers? God help you.” He breathed deeply of the warm air as mixed emotions filled him. “I'm back home again. I hope you're all right, David. It's time you sent me a letter.”
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      Reveille was at six, so at half-past four, Jack woke the sergeants and gave them sharp orders. They stared at him through sleep-heavy eyes.

      “Welcome to Gondabad,” Jack said. “Now do your duty.”

      Sipping a mug of coffee, Jack toured the barracks and checked the silver watch that Mary had given him on their tenth wedding anniversary. Smiling, he returned to the sergeant's mess. “Five o'clock. Wake the men!”

      Dashing into the barracks of the three companies he commanded, Jack fired his pistol in the air, shouting.

      “Wake up! Get up!”

      “Come on you lazy bastards!” The sergeants relished their part in the procedure, tipping up beds, dragging the young soldiers upright and screaming abuse at the top of their voices. “The Russians are coming! Grab your rifles and get fell in! Come on! Never mind your uniforms! We haven't got time for that!”

      Bemused and thoroughly alarmed, the men of A, B and C Companies, 113th Foot scrambled onto the maidan, the parade ground outside their barracks, to see Jack and the junior officers fully dressed and armed.

      “Get fell in!” the sergeants roared. “Double, you lazy bastards! Double!”

      The men fought to find their places. Most were in their long white underwear, some in nightshirts and a few wore nothing at all. Only the men on picket duty were in full uniform. Good, Jack thought. Battles seldom come when you are prepared for them.

      “Form up!” Jack shouted, “and follow me!”

      He led the men at a smart trot around the maidan, warming them up before he circled the British cantonment. He knew that the officers' wives and British civilians would be watching, but the sight of naked men would not kill them.

      “Keep up! Double!” Jack ordered. He increased the pace to a light infantry level, making his men work as he completed the circuit of the British cantonment.

      “What on earth are you doing?” Elliot appeared at the door of his bungalow in his trousers and shirt.

      “Getting my lads fit, sir,” Jack replied. “I want them ready if the Russians come.”

      “Carry on, Windrush.” Elliot watched, smiling faintly, then withdrew inside his bungalow.

      After a further circuit that included the sepoy barracks, Jack relented and returned the men to the maidan.

      “That was a reminder,” he addressed them, seeing the sweating faces, noting the resentful, the sulky and the keen. “We are soldiers of the queen, and the governor-general can call on us at any time, with or without notice.”

      The men stared forward. One saturnine, hard-faced private muttered an oath that Jack chose to ignore.

      “As from today, I will be ensuring you are fit to serve as soldiers. No more Aldershot drill. Now get your breakfast, get washed and dressed and return to the maidan in marching kit in an hour. Dismiss!”

      For the next five days, Jack hammered A, B and C Companies, taking them for long route marches to toughen them up and get them used to Indian conditions, and spending every evening at the firing range.

      “You are all familiar with your rifles,” Jack marched along the front of his men, seeing the weary, sun-reddened faces. “You have all fired it on the ranges in England. Some of you are even half-decent shots.”

      Jack saw a few of the men look pleased. He selected one man he had already marked as a potential troublemaker. Thankfully, he stood in the front rank. “Hancock! Take ten steps forward.”

      Hancock was a smooth-faced man in his early twenties. He stepped forward and halted, standing to attention with his rifle in his right hand.

      “About turn and face your colleagues!” Jack knew there was little more daunting than facing a sea of faces. “Now, tell them about your rifle.”

      As Jack had expected, Hancock stuttered and stumbled over the words. Jack gave the hapless private a few moments of embarrassment before sending him back to his place.

      “Thank you, Hancock. Morriston, please step forward.”

      Looking about ready to faint, Morriston obeyed.

      “Give me your rifle, Morriston, and return to your place.” Jack lifted the weapon, wondering how often he had explained the usage of a rifle to young soldiers.

      “This rifle is a Martini-Henry,” he said. “It weighs eight pounds and twelve ounces and is sighted up to thirteen-hundred yards. That means that a good marksman, given moderate luck and a following wind, can kill a man at that range.” He waited for a few moments. “With the Martini-Henry, we can outshoot the Afghan marksmen.”

      Jack saw expressions of confusion pass over the men's faces. “Ah,” he said. “I see you are wondering why I am mentioning Afghanistan.” He looked over the assembled companies. “I am fully aware it has been many years since the 113th was in action. Apart from some police action in Perak, we've been on a peacetime footing. I expect that to alter very shortly, and I aim to have you ready to fight.” He brandished the Martini.

      “This rifle has a .45 calibre bullet, which gives it sufficient stopping power to knock a man over. Even at a thousand yards, a Martini bullet can kill. A good soldier can fire twelve rounds a minute. However, as some of you will know, it kicks like a drunken mule, it fouls too easily, and it overheats.”

      The men listened, with the more sensible taking mental notes.

      “Worse,” Jack said, “the spent cartridges can jam in the breech.” Lifting the rifle, he worked the under-lever to open the breech. “If that happens to you, step smartly out of the firing line, dig out the old cartridge, reload and return. We will practice that until you are smart and efficient. Your mates will cover you while you clear the blockage.”

      Having given the advantages and faults of the Martini-Henry, Jack led his three companies to the ranges to practise firing. He spent an entire morning with each company, making them load and fire at speed until they grew accustomed to the vicious recoil of the rifle and some had suffered jams. He taught them how to free the breech without panicking and how to fire from cover.

      “When I am finished with you,” Jack said, “you will know your Martini better than you know your women!”

      “You're driving my men hard,” Captain Singer said.

      “I am,” Jack agreed. “Some are Johnny Raws, others have been in the Army for years and only seen garrison duty and field days. They are complacent, Singer. I don't think we're here as a decoration. I can see us fighting soon, either Russians or Afghans or both, and when that happens, I want our men ready.”

      When he was sure the men had grasped the basics, Jack took them on long marches into the Indian countryside.

      “We're marching in war conditions,” he told them. “Expect the unexpected.”

      Jack gave them the first surprise early the following morning when he had the bugler blow reveille at three in the morning and ordered the NCOs to immediately pull down the tents.

      Officers and men scrambled from the canvas wreckage, to find themselves in bright moonlight. Jack marched among them, ignoring the curses, watching the NCOs sort them out and the young officers in shirts and red woollen nightcaps trying to look dignified.

      “We didn't know you would do that,” Lieutenant Trent said.

      “Well, you know now,” Jack said. “A and B Company form up! C Company, clean up this mess and follow us.”

      He drove them hard from before dawn until it was too hot to work, allowed them two hours to recover and pushed them even harder.

      “Bloody officers! Old Jack's trying to kill us off!” Private Hancock complained.

      “That's his way,” Ahern said. “He thinks we're not good enough for him.”

      “Bugger that.” Lawrence lay on his back, watching a bird wheel overhead. “I'll show him how good I am when I win the VC.”

      Only when the wives arrived at Gondabad did Jack grant the men a day's peace while he re-acquainted himself with Mary. Then he started again until both the officers and other ranks hated the sound of his voice.

      “Bloody slave driver,” Hancock said.

      “You're not making many friends,” Mary warned as she smoked her cheroot in the evening.

      “I'm not here to make friends,” Jack said. “I'm here to make soldiers.” He saw the vague shape of a man watching from outside the British cantonment. “That fellow in the red turban has been here the last three days,” he said. “He wants something.”

      Mary looked over her shoulder. “I dare say he'll ask when he gathers his nerve.”

      “I dare say he will,” Jack said and ordered the guard to be doubled that night. Memories of the Mutiny haunted him.

      “Do you need that thing?” Mary asked when Jack hung his holstered revolver from the bedpost.

      “I hope not,” Jack said, trying to sound nonchalant. “How was David?”

      “He rode Tweed to Sandhurst,” Mary said, “and said he'd send for his luggage later.”

      Jack nodded. “That's David becoming a man, then. Doubtless, we'll hear from him in a few months.”

      “We'd better,” Mary said, “or I'll visit Sandhurst in person.”

      “I quite believe it,” Jack said, adjusted the mosquito net around their bed, checked the revolver and lay down. “We'd better get some sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Elliot leaned back in his cane chair, stretched out his legs and sipped at his whisky-and-water. “Well, Jack, you were right.”

      “I'm glad to hear it,” Jack slumped into the chair beside Elliot, waved away the soft-footed Indian servant and lit a cheroot. “What was I right about?”

      “We've had orders,” Elliot said. “We're off to the Frontier.”

      Jack drew on his cheroot. “That's interesting,” he said. “At least the men are more hardened than they were a few weeks ago. Is it war?”

      “Not yet,” Elliot said. “But it's coming.”

      Jack nodded. “I've fought the Russians in the Crimea, and the Pashtun along the North-West Frontier. Both were redoubtable. I've never fought the Afghans, but they gave us a torrid time in the 1839-42 War.” He exhaled a plume of tobacco smoke. “When do we leave and what's happened?”

      “Call the officers together,” Elliot said. “And I'll tell everybody.”
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        * * *

      

      “It's quite simple,” Elliot addressed the gathered officers. “As you know, a Russian mission led by General Stolietev ignored all international protocols and marched to Kabul. As far as we know, Amir Sher Ali neither invited the Russians nor wanted them to come. The Amir was not at fault.”

      The officers listened, with a mixture of scepticism and excitement.

      “St Petersburg ordered Stolietev to return to Russia,” Elliot continued, “and the affair should have ended there. If our diplomats had any sense, they would have seen the Amir was not to blame. However, Lytton seems lacking in the good-sense department. He ordered Sher Ali to allow a British mission into Kabul to counterbalance the Russians. Sher Ali, stuck between two of the most powerful empires in the world, did not reply.”

      “The poor fellow is out of his depth,” Jack said.

      “Indeed, so Lytton ordered General Neville Chamberlain with a British mission to Kabul, via the Khyber,” Elliot said. “Stolietev is still in Kabul but packing up his things with his tail between his legs.”

      “I know Chamberlain,” Jack said. “I was with him in the Bunerwal Campaign back in the sixties. He's a good man, a fighting general.”

      “He's a more than competent soldier,” Elliot agreed. “Sher Ali will know his name and reputation. Maybe Lytton intended to intimidate the Amir.”

      Jack snorted. “Intimidate an Afghan? He's as much chance as keeping a krait as a pet.”

      “My thoughts too, Jack. And the Amir's. He said he'd closed the Khyber to the British, so if Chamberlain tried to reach Kabul, the Afridis and the regular Afghan Army would stop him.”

      Jack pulled on his cigar. “The Afridis would not need any encouragement to attack a British mission, or a Russian mission.”

      “Like as not,” Elliot said. “Lytton over-reacted. He said that unless the Amir allowed Chamberlain to proceed unmolested to Kabul, he would send the British Army to install the mission by force.”

      “Lytton is a prime ass,” Jack said. “Threats will drive the Afghans to retaliate even before any British soldier enters the passes.”

      “Lytton acted as one would expect,” Elliot said. “He told the government in London that Sher Ali's actions 'deprived the Amir of all further claim on our forbearance.' ”

      “Whatever that means,” Jack said.

      Elliot took a deep breath. “It's not good, Jack, it's not good at all.”

      “It's never good when politicians get involved in military matters,” Jack said. “They should stick to what they know, which is exchanging tittle-tattle at house parties.” He looked out of the window as Sergeant Peebles blasted a group of privates around the maidan. “When the politicians make their usual shambles, it's down to these lads out there to put things straight.”

      “Lytton sent an ultimatum,” Elliot said. “He gave Sher Ali until the 20th November to allow a British mission into Kabul.”

      “That deadline has passed,” Major Burridge pointed out. “How did the Amir respond? Or don't we know, yet?”

      “We know,” Elliot said. “Our intelligence people report that the Amir is considering asking the Russians for military help.”

      “Dear God,” Jack breathed. “What a bloody mess. We could be fighting Afghanistan and Russia at the same time.”

      Elliot nodded. “That could happen, Jack, and the 113th will be in the thick of it. We've got our orders, and we're heading into Afghanistan.”

      Jack felt a mixture of excitement and unease. “Through the Khyber?”

      Elliot shook his head. “Not this time, we're going through the Kurran. The British Army is invading Afghanistan in three columns. We have a column in the south, advancing from Quetta straight to Kandahar. We have a central column from Kohat through the Kurram Valley, and we have a column from Peshawar to Jalalabad through the Khyber Pass.”

      The names sent a chill through Jack as he remembered Britain's last incursion into Afghanistan when the Afghans wiped out an entire army. He took a deep breath. “I think this is the war I've been dreading all my career,” he said.

      “We're in the central column,” Elliot said, “under General Roberts. Jack, your three companies march for Kohat in three days as part of the 2nd Brigade, Kurram Valley Field Force. The remainder of the regiment, including me, remains here for now.” He sipped at his whisky. “You'd better get your men ready.”

      Jack nodded. “Yes, sir. Could you ensure Mary is safe?”

      “I'll do that, Jack. We're a long way from the Frontier in Gondabad.”

      “Aye. And Mary will be a long way from me.” Jack stood up. “If you'll excuse me, I have work to do.”

      I'm going back to war. I'm going back to the Frontier.
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      Jack took a deep breath of air fresh from the Afghan hills and watched the man walking past. He moved with the long stride of a Pashtun hillman, assured, arrogant, not willing to bow his head to anybody, Afghan or Briton. The Pashtun -Jack thought he was a Wazir but was not sure - looked neither to left nor right, ignoring the British column as if it was not there. The long jezail across his back was old-fashioned, but still deadly, while the sun glinted on the naked blade of the Khyber knife in his belt.

      Jack called a greeting, with the harsh Pushto language coming easily to him despite his years away from the Frontier.

      “May you never tire.”

      The man walked on, saying nothing, with the sun glinting on the brass bands around the barrel of his jezail.

      “We're back on the Frontier,” Jack said.

      Captain Singer smiled. “Is everybody as friendly as that?”

      “No,” Jack shook his head. “Most are downright hostile.”

      “We're going through the Kurram Valley,” General Roberts, small and neat, said, “over the Peiwar Kotal and on to the Shutargardan Pass, which is only fifty miles from Kabul.” Frederick Roberts was a forty-six-year-old Irishman who had won the VC in the Indian Mutiny but had never commanded an army in the field. He made up for his lack of inches by his forceful personality, confidence, and consideration for his men.

      Jack looked at the Kurram Field Force with its mixture of British regulars and Indian sepoys. Of the three British regiments, the 113th and 8th Foot looked very young compared to the sepoys. Indeed, standing next to the Punjabis and Highlanders of the 72nd Foot, the 113th looked like boys beside men.

      The 72nd Highlanders with their topees, khaki jackets, and the red Prince Charles Edward Stuart tartan trews, waited in silence, some chewing tobacco, others sharpening their bayonets or cleaning their Martini-Henrys.

      “Here we go,” Jack said.

      “May God go with us,” Harcourt prayed.

      “Amen to that,” Jack replied.

      On the 21st November 1878, Roberts' advanced guard began the invasion, following the single track into the Kurram valley, with the dogs of every village barking a sharp greeting. As the column set off, the pipers of the 72nd marched in front with that distinctive swagger that was their exclusive right.

      “What's that tune their playing?” Lieutenant Harcourt asked.

      “All the Blue Bonnets go over the Border,” Jack answered at once. “It relates to the Scottish invasion of England in 1640.”

      Harcourt laughed. “Did we beat them?”

      “No,” Jack said. “They defeated us.” He smiled at Harcourt's expression. “It's all right, Lieutenant. We're on the same side now.”

      “It's a bad time to invade Afghanistan, with winter coming on,” Lieutenant Trent said.

      “Is there ever a good time to invade Afghanistan?” Jack asked.

      Trent said nothing.

      Roberts split his small army into an advanced guard, a first brigade and a second brigade, with the 113th in the second brigade. In between the marching soldiers, the huge pack mules of the mountain guns - the screw-gun battery – swayed imperiously, with the artillerymen smoking their pipes and talking in a jargon that only gunners understood.

      At the rear, the long column of the baggage train plodded on, lines of pack mules all roped together, and camels with bells tinkling and their unarmed Indian drivers huddled beneath blankets. Elephants ambled behind the camels, festooned with heavy equipment. The baggage guard, the most thankless task in the invading force, marched alongside, cursing the luck that brought them to their duty. They knew that if the Afghans attacked, they would hit the baggage first, with a swift attack, a few murderous seconds of slashing blades, and a rapid retreat to their fastnesses in the hills.

      At night, the column camped under the stars, with the sounds of elephants and mules loud in the dark. Jack ensured that the duty officer had posted his pickets and then toured the camp to check the mood of the men.

      “This isn't what I thought India was like,” young Private Morriston said. “I thought it was all jungles and temples.”

      “That's because we're not in India,” Hancock told him. “We're in Afghanistan.”

      “Is that not part of India, then?”

      “Only if you're stupid,” Hancock said.

      “Uckeye,” Morriston said – “all right” - trying to sound like an old soldier by using military slang. When the veterans laughed at him, he looked away with the colour rising to his face.

      “Get a few years under your belt, Johnny Raw,” Paddy Dunlop said, not unkindly. “You're not a real soldier until you've met Phyllis.”

      “Who's Phyllis?” Morriston looked up hopefully, as the laughter took a cruel twist.

      “We've all met Phyllis,” Hancock said, “haven't we boys?”

      The section nodded, with even Lawrence, as green as Morriston but six months older, pretending to understand.

      “When did you meet her, Lawrence?” Hancock said, blandly unpleasant.

      Lawrence looked around at the circle of hard, jeering faces. “Before we left barracks in Worcester,” he said, hopefully.

      The older soldiers came closer, with a new victim to torment. “What was she like?” Ahern asked, as innocent as a hunting cat.

      Lawrence, aware he was digging himself a deeper pit, tried to bluff his way clear. “None of your bloody business,” he said.

      “Describe her,” Hancock said, unbuckling his belt. “What is she like?”

      “Yes, what's Phyllis like?” Ahern repeated as a couple of other men stepped across.

      “Leave the lad alone,” Dunlop tried to interfere.

      “You bugger off, Paddy,” Hancock said. “This little bastard is lying to us, trying to act the man when he's just a Johnny Raw, an insignificant thing I scrape off my shoe.”

      “He's just trying to fit in,” Dunlop said. “He means no harm by it. Phyllis is short for syphilis, Lawrence. That's all – it's a disease, not a person.”

      Hancock cuffed Lawrence hard on the back of the head. “I'll teach you to lie to me, Johnny Raw!”

      Jack heard the end of the conversation. He expected the older soldiers to bully the recruits, for that had always been the army's way, but he stepped in before it became too violent.

      “Everything all right, lads?”

      The men sprang to attention. “Yes, sir.”

      “I thought I heard raised voices here,” Jack swept his eyes across the section. “All sigarno is it?” He used the soldier's terminology to assure them he was of their ilk. Sigarno was the latest term for “all Sir Garnet”, an allusion to Sir Garnet Wolseley, arguably the most capable soldier in the British Army.

      “All sigarno, sir,” Dunlop replied.

      “Good. Carry on.” Jack left them and found Sergeant Peebles. “Sergeant, who's on sentinel duty tonight at the main entrance?”

      “O'Reilly and Reynolds, sir,” Peebles answered at once.

      “I want that changed, Sergeant. Hancock and Lawrence were arguing. I want them on together. Nothing heals a dispute better than being on picket on the Frontier.”

      “Very good, sir,” Peebles said.

      Jack walked away. He had been a major for some years now, but still missed the junior officer's day-to-day contact with the men.
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        * * *

      

      Roberts' first objective was to capture the fort of Khapianga, a few miles into Afghanistan. It was not a significant obstacle, but it was better to have a friendly garrison than a hostile Afghan presence between the column and India.

      Jack experienced mixed emotions as he watched the advance guard and first brigade march. Although he was aware that the 113th was not yet battle-worthy, he still resenting General Roberts keeping them in the rear.

      “Now we'll see if the Afghans will fight.” Captain Singer was a tall, thin man with a permanent twist to his lips and a penchant for Egyptian cigarettes.

      Jack lit a cheroot. “Aye, now we'll see.” He lifted his binoculars and focussed on Khapianga. It was a typical Pashtun fort, square-built with a single tower and battlemented mud-brick walls, easy to defend and hard to capture. Jack could see no movement in the building as sepoys of the advanced guard advanced in short rushes, supported by their companions. They approached the fort cautiously, rifles held ready and pushed inside the gate.

      There was not a single shot fired.

      “The place is empty,” Jack lowered his binoculars. “The Afghans must have pulled out during the night.”

      Roberts nodded. “Better a bloodless victory than a bloody rebuff,” he said and ordered the second brigade to occupy Khapianga. A single goatherd sat in the courtyard playing on a ney, a flute that originated in Persia thousands of years before Christ. When Jack lifted a hand in salute, the goatherd removed the flute from his mouth.

      “May you never tire,” Jack said.

      “May you never see poverty,” the goatherd replied and continued playing for a few moments before calling to his goats and leaving the fort. Jack watched him go, thinking there was something timeless and almost Biblical about the man.

      “Now there's an interesting character,” Harcourt said.

      “He is,” Jack agreed, “but I'll wager he'll tell the local Afghan commander how many men we have and where they are positioned.”

      The 113th filed into the fort, with Jack organising pickets on the walls and patrols to probe the surrounding area.

      “It's too quiet,” Jack said. “I've never known the Pashtuns to be so docile. They must be planning something.”

      “The Afghans won't fight,” Trent said. “They're already on the run. With three British columns advancing on them, the Afghan army must be wishing Sher Ali had done as we told him.”

      “We've no right to tell Sher Ali anything,” Jack said. “Afghanistan is a sovereign nation.”

      “But we're British,” Trent sounded amazed.

      “And this is Afghanistan,” Jack said and walked away. The arrogance of some of his countrymen annoyed him.

      On the 22nd November, the advanced guard marched to the village of Hazard Pir, and Roberts ordered the First Brigade to Ahmed-i-Shama, both deeper into the Kurram valley, while the 113th remained behind, fuming in frustration.

      “The war will be over before we even see an angry Afghan.” Trent was becoming bolder the less the chance of danger.

      “Maybe so,” Jack said. “I'm going to patrol the local area, Trent, and find out what's happening to the First Brigade. You can come along.”

      “We can use the heliograph,” Trent said.

      “Not with this heavy cloud. Come along, Trent. You too, Harcourt and we'll look for angry Afghans.” Jack raised his voice. “Major Burridge! Take over here.”

      Jack expected the look of consternation on Burridge's face, for campaign life was vastly different from his barrack routine.

      Calling Sergeant Peebles and the men of Number One Section, Jack marched them beyond Khapianga's walls. Most of the men seemed pleased to escape from their confinement, with only Hancock grumbling.

      “Double, lads,” Jack said. “We'll soon catch up with the column.”

      Ten minutes later, Jack heard the sharp crack of a rifle and the more resonant thud of a jezail. He focussed his binoculars ahead, to see the leading unit of the brigade close up and march on.

      “Are the Afghans fighting back?” Trent asked.

      “No,” Jack shook his head. “That was only a villager having a crack. It's like a hobby of theirs.”

      “When is it our turn to join the advance guard?” Lieutenant Harcourt asked.

      “Why don't you ask the general?” Jack suggested. “Here, he comes now.”

      Roberts reined in beside them. “You're Fighting Jack Windrush,” he said.

      “Some call me that,” Jack said.

      “You know the Frontier,” Roberts said.

      “I've served here before, sir,” Jack said.

      “You know that the Afghans will fight, then,” Roberts said.

      Jack nodded. “Nothing is more certain.”

      Roberts looked him up and down. “You have a fine record, Windrush, yet you are only a major. Why is that?”

      Jack looked around him. “I have not been in the right place at the right time, sir.”

      “Oh.” Roberts understood. In the British Army, connections mattered as much as experience or merit for promotion. “Take a company of your 113th and join the First Brigade. I expect the Afghans to make a stand soon.”

      “Yes, sir. Major Burridge will take over at the fort. I'll take A Company, sir, with Captain Singer.” That was an easy decision to make. Jack did not entirely trust Trent, and Harcourt was in A Company, a man Jack thought showed potential.

      The sound of the first couple of shots must have encouraged the local tribes, for they began to snipe in earnest, hiding behind rocks and trees to fire at the invaders.

      “Now this is more like the Frontier I know,” Jack said as he led A Company deeper into the Kurram valley.

      “Is this the Frontier, sir, or is it Afghanistan?” Harcourt asked.

      “That depends who you ask,” Jack viewed the mountainous country around them, wondering when the tribes would strike. “The Pashtun tribes may call this area Pakhtunkwa, although Sher Ali will say it's part of Afghanistan.”

      The Kurram Valley was barren, desolate, and cold, scattered with boulders under a bleak grey sky. The people huddled in small villages yet turned out to watch the arrival of Roberts' column. They stood in silent groups, neither applauding nor protesting the presence of British troops.

      “Are you staying here?” A village headman asked Jack hopefully.

      “Do you want us to?”

      “Yes,” the headman said. “The Waziris attack us. If the British established a garrison here, the tribes might leave us alone.”

      Jack nodded. “I'm glad somebody appreciates us,” he said, looking at the mountains of Afghanistan that loomed ahead. “I don't know the answer yet, headman.”

      They marched on, with the clouds glowering and emitting short showers.

      “This place reminds me of Glencoe,” Jack said. “Ugly, stark and dismal.”

      As the road worsened, the infantrymen had to help haul the guns and encourage the mules. The showers coalesced into a thin rain that made the ground slippery and shortened the men's temper.

      “Bloody Afghanistan!” Hancock grumbled. “Who would bloody want it, anyway?”

      “Keep it up, lads,” Jack encouraged. “You're showing the flag and earning your pay.”

      On the 23rd November, Roberts' column crossed the Kurram River, with the sky cold above them and the Highland pipes blaring their challenge. Despite his misgivings about the morality of the war, Jack felt the old, familiar surge of excitement as he led his horse through the bitter water of the river.

      “It's more than a decade since I was last in this part of the world,” he said, feeling for his revolver.

      “I've never been here,” Harcourt said eagerly. “I thought the Afghans would attack us the second we crossed the border.”

      “I didn't think they would wait that long,” Jack said, with a smile. “We've had an amazingly smooth passage so far.” He knew by the sound of the jezail that it was out of range and did not flinch. Standing at his side, Harcourt ducked.

      “I'm not scared, sir,” Harcourt said. “It was just instinct.”

      “I know,” Jack said. “You'll soon learn when to duck and when to stand straight.”

      “Don't we fire back, sir?”

      Jack shook his head. “Not unless we have to. The Afghans are testing our nerves, you see. If we retaliate, they have won. General Roberts' standing orders say don't respond to sharpshooters unless we have a clear target.”

      “Yes, sir,” Harcourt said.

      That night Jack saw a figure flitting among the rocks, just beyond the forward pickets. It was little more than a glimpse, a deeper shadow among the shadows, yet Jack sensed there was somebody there.

      “Any trouble, Dunlop?” Jack asked the nearest sentry.

      “No, sir,” Dunlop said. “All uckeye, sir.”

      “How about you, Ahern?”

      “All uckeye, sir.”

      “There's a man out there, beyond that ruined house,” Jack said. “Keep your eyes open.” He loosened the revolver in its holster and continued with his rounds. A bird screeched somewhere, the sound sinister in the dark. Jack shivered, turned around and stared into the night.

      Nothing. He could see nothing. Yet Jack knew there was somebody out there, watching the camp, waiting for an opportunity. He shivered, feeling the menace in these hills.

      “Come on, if you're coming,” Jack said, fingering his revolver. The bird called again, as harsh and unforgiving as this land.

      On the 25th November, the British advanced guard reached Kurram Fort, without firing a single shot.

      “Windrush, have a look inside,” Roberts ordered.

      Jack entered cautiously, with Second-Lieutenant Gifford and six men at his back.

      “Stay alert, lads,” Jack said, holding his revolver in his hand. The gate opened at Jack's first push, revealing an empty fort, except for a single stray dog that snarled at them from behind an abandoned pot.

      “Either the Afghans are luring us into an ambush,” Jack said, “or they're losing their skill. A few years ago, the Afridis or Orakzai, even the Waziri would have liked nothing better than a juicy British column to attack.”

      “They're scared of us,” Gifford said. “All these stories about the Paythans being good warriors is nonsense. They've had one sight of the British Army, and they're already on the run.”

      “Maybe,” Jack said doubtfully. “But I don't think so.” He sent his men to investigate every corner of the fort, in case of hidden sharpshooters.

      “Work in pairs,” Jack ordered, “guard each other's backs.”

      The previous garrison had abandoned the fort, leaving nothing except their rubbish. Even the dog ran out when Hancock aimed a kick at it.

      “We'll win this war before Christmas,” Gifford crowed.

      “Don't tempt fate,” Jack said.

      Leaving a section to garrison the small fort, Jack reported to the general.

      Roberts nodded. “That fits the pattern so far,” he said. “One of our scouts tells me that all the Afghan forces in the area are retreating over the Peiwar Kotal.”

      Jack nodded. A kotal was a pass, and the Peiwar Kotal was the main route out of the Kurram valley. The pass led into a tangle of mountains and valleys, with the high Shutargardan Pass the next strategic target. After the Shutargardan, there were only fifty miles to Kabul.

      “The Afghans might be vulnerable as they scale the Peiwar,” Jack said. “Do you wish me to ride ahead and check?”

      Roberts gave Jack a sidelong look. “You are no longer a young lieutenant, Windrush. You're a major in his forties. Imagine how much the Afghans would crow if they captured you.” He smiled. “No, Major, you remain with your men.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Roberts grunted. “We'll take the Peiwar Kotal and occupy the next village before the winter closes in. I'll send a couple of sepoy battalions ahead to capture the pass. They move faster than the British battalions.” He grinned and touched his moustache. “My Punjabis will take the kotal.”

      “Yes, sir.” Now that he was at war, Jack wanted action. He knew he would hate the blood, agony, and slaughter, but he was a soldier, and soldiers had to continually prove themselves.

      Roberts stroked his moustache, evidently well pleased with himself. “Once the sepoys have secured the pass, we'll move on and achieve our objectives.” He rode away, barking orders.

      Jack returned to the 113th, informed his officers what was happening and checked the pickets. Although the Afghans had not seriously troubled the column yet, Jack insisted the 113th were always prepared. The memory of that lone man in the dark remained with him.

      “The Afghans won't fight,” Trent said, not knowing that Jack had returned. “Old Jack's nerves have got the better of him.”

      Jack moved on. Is that what they called him now? Old Jack? Only a few years ago he had been Fighting Jack. He walked around the lines, acknowledging the salutes as his thoughts troubled him. Maybe Trent was correct. Perhaps the average age of the men had not changed; perhaps maybe he only thought they were younger because he was so much older. Was he too old to fight?

      The sound of musketry floated down the valley, interspersed with the more resounding boom of artillery.

      “Here we go,” Jack said. “That's the Afghanistan I expected.”

      “Did the general send the guns up with the sepoys?” Trent asked.

      “Not that I saw,” Captain Singer replied. “That must be Afghan artillery.”

      “Check that every man is ready to march,” Jack ordered. “Eighty rounds of ammunition and a full water bottle.”

      “Are we under orders, sir?” Trent asked.

      “You're under my orders,” Jack said. “Mr Gifford, ride forward and see what's happening. Don't get involved in any fighting. Your job is to gather information and report back to me.” He wondered how often a senior officer had sent him on such missions.

      The firing rose in volume, and Roberts sent forward the 5th Hazara Gurkhas. The little men in the green uniforms trotted ahead, laughing and joking, as nonchalant as if they were on a field day.

      “Form the men up in column,” Jack ordered, “but have them stand easy. I want every company to have skirmishers ready to advance in front, both flanks and on the rear.”

      Now that the possibility of action was imminent, Jack felt more himself. His soldiering instincts took over. He looked over his men.

      “You old soldiers look after the youngsters. You, youngsters, do as your NCOs tell you.”

      “Yes, sir!” some of the men replied.

      Gifford reined up, sweat coursing down the dust on his face. “The Afghans have beaten back the sepoys, sir,” he reported. “They're entrenched on Peiwar Kotal with infantry and artillery.”

      “How many men?”

      “I heard they had eighteen thousand, sir, but that's unconfirmed.”

      “Nearly three times our number,” Jack said. “This could get interesting. Thank you, Gifford. Get back to your men. Major Burridge! Take over here. Lieutenant Harcourt, come with me.” He rode forward towards the guns, feeling the old, familiar mixture of tension, apprehension, and excitement as he approached the battle.

      The Peiwar Kotal rose ahead. Despite the gun smoke, Jack could see what had happened. The two Punjabi battalions had advanced into prepared and strong Afghan positions. When the resulting firefight stopped the sepoys in their tracks, Roberts had sent forward the Gurkhas to cover their withdrawal.

      After days of inaction, the Afghans had shown their teeth. Rather than defending small forts that were bound to fall, they had positioned themselves on the Peiwar Kotal, with heights on either flank and dared the British to come up to them.

      “First blood to the Afghans,” Jack said to Harcourt. “General Roberts has a choice now. He can either fight or withdraw. The Afghans hold all the aces.” He scanned the kotal with his binoculars, seeing the strength of the position, with regular soldiers and artillery holding lines of sangars – stone redoubts - along the pass, and more guns and men on the flanking heights.

      “Will we be attacking, sir?” Harcourt asked.

      “That's the general's decision, not mine,” Jack said. He saw men bobbing about behind the sangars and the flash of sun on glass and knew the Afghans were studying the British positions.

      When Jack rode back to camp, a Pashtun was standing beside his tent with a British Enfield rifle over his shoulder, a dirty red turban twisted on his head and a Khyber knife thrust through his belt. Donnelly, Jack's servant, greeted Jack with a salute.

      “This fellow turned up asking for you, sir,” Donnelly said. “I was going to boot his backside for him, but he was right insistent.”

      Donnelly was one of the few old soldiers in the 113th. Jack remembered him as a baby, for he had been born into the regiment and grew up knowing nothing except the 113th. Now he was only twenty, but more of a soldier than men ten years his senior.

      “Thank you, Donnelly,” Jack said, and Donnelly withdrew a single step, watching the Pashtun closely.

      “Who are you, fellow?” Jack asked in Pushto.

      “Awalmir Khan,” the man replied, meeting Jack's gaze in a manner few British other ranks could.

      “You're an Afridi,” Jack recognised the characteristics and accent.

      “Yes, Windrush Sahib.”

      “Are you spying on us?” Jack asked.

      “Yes, Windrush Sahib,” Awalmir replied, with one hand on the hilt of his Khyber knife.

      “Have you been spying on us since we entered the Kurram Valley?”

      “No, Windrush Sahib. I have been spying on you since the 113th marched into Gondabad.”

      Jack remembered the figure he had seen outside the British cantonment.

      “For who? For the Afghan general?”

      “For Karim Khan?” Awalmir shook his head. “No, Windrush sahib.”

      Karim Khan. That was the first time Jack had heard the name of the opposing Afghan commander. He filed that away to pass on to General Roberts.

      “If not him, then who?”

      “Bacha Khan,” Awalmir said.

      Jack frowned. “I don't know that fellow.”

      “He knows you, Major Windrush.” Awalmir was smiling.

      “So why are you here?”

      “To serve you, Windrush Sahib.”

      Jack became aware that Donnelly was still listening, with a frown across his ugly face. “Do you want for me to chuck him out, sir?” Donnelly stepped forward. Half a head shorter than the Afridi, he was broad and fit, while growing up in the regiment had given him vast experience in brawling.

      “No, thank you, Donnelly,” Jack said.

      “Awalmir, why follow me halfway across India to ask to serve me?”

      “On Bacha Khan's orders, Sahib.” Awalmir looked as innocent as an Afridi possibly could.

      “I don't remember the name,” Jack said. “I must have met him when I last served in Pakhtunkhwa. Will you serve me as honestly as you serve Bacha Khan?”

      “Yes, sahib,” Awalmir said.

      “Come along then,” Jack said. “You can swear loyalty to me on the blade of my sword. I'll inform the regiment that you are with us.”

      Watching from the open flap of Jack's tent, Donnelly kept his face impassive, although Jack knew he disapproved.

      “Keep an eye on him for me,” Jack murmured. “I don't want a Pashtun blade between my ribs in the night.”

      “I'll do that, sir,” Donnelly said. He lowered his voice. “Trust a snake before a woman, and a woman before a Pashtun.”

      “Who the devil is Bacha Khan?” Jack asked himself. “He can't bear me any ill-will or that Awalmir fellow would have cut my throat. Well, I'll just have to wait and see.”
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      As flurries of snow heralded the beginning of winter, Roberts halted his force a mile from the Peiwar Kotal and sent out scouting parties towards the Afghan position.

      “Now's your chance, Windrush,” Roberts said. “You know this kind of territory, and you're one of my most experienced officers. Take a patrol forward and see what's happening.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jack pointed to Harcourt. “You're with me, Harcourt. You too, Awalmir, and I'll take some Sikh cavalry. We know how much they love the Afghans.”

      The Sikhs and Afghans were traditional enemies, so Jack knew the Sikhs would watch Awalmir without any orders from him. He trotted forward with his men at his back and the old, familiar feelings rising within him. Despite his intense knowledge of the horrors of war, there was a vivacious thrill in leading good men to survey an enemy position.

      “Don't stay too close, Harcourt,” Jack ordered. “There's nothing the Afghans gunners would like better than a group of British officers.” The Sikhs, natural soldiers, needed no instructions to keep apart.

      As he approached the mountains, Jack saw that the Afghans had fortified the pass with sangars and gun emplacements. The path was steep even for a lightly armed man and attacking uphill against entrenched Afghan infantry supported by artillery would bring massive casualties that Roberts' small force could not afford.

      “Come on, lads,” Jack said. “Let's see how alert these Afghan fellows are.” He advanced up the path with the Sikhs striving to keep abreast of him, each man determined to prove his bravery.

      As soon as they were within long cannon range, one of the Afghan guns opened up. Jack saw the white puff of smoke a second before the ball thudded on the ground fifty yards in front, and then he heard the dull thud of the shot.

      “That's close enough,” Jack saw that Harcourt was looking around him, while Awalmir found a handy tree for shelter. The Sikhs stood proud, making themselves targets to protect the officer.

      Using his binoculars, Jack saw that Karim Khan's men occupied a ridge overlooking the pass, with artillery and infantry positioned on the hills that flanked the kotal. Flags and banners hung above the men, some fluttering as the breeze caught them, green and gold against the grey sky. Robert's army would advance into a horseshoe of hostility.

      Jack inspected the surrounding hills, searching for an alternative route that might outflank the Afghan defences.

      “Over there, Windrush,” Awalmir guessed Jack's intentions. “Look at the Spingawari Kotal.”

      Jack swung his binoculars to his right. “I see it,” he said. Awalmir indicated the ridge on the left flank of the Peiwar Kotal, steep and uninviting, dark with fir trees, but a weak point in the Afghan position, if men could reach it unseen.

      The Afghan guns fired again, the shots falling uncomfortably close.

      “Ukeye, boys,” Jack said. “That's enough. Back we go.”

      Roberts nodded as Jack passed on his observations. “Very good, Windrush. I'll have a look myself. Who did you say your Pashtun worked for?”

      “Bacha Khan, sir,” Jack said.

      “Bacha Khan,” Roberts repeated the name. “I can't say I've ever heard of him.” He smiled. “Your man Awalmir, or maybe Bacha Khan, has probably got a blood feud with Karim Khan, so he's on our side today. If the Afghans ever learn to combine and stop their feuding, they could be a most formidable foe. As it is, they hate each other more, than they hate us.” The general paused for a significant moment. “Thank the Lord.”

      For the next couple of days, Roberts remained static, while sending patrols out to probe the Afghan positions on the Peiwar Kotal. As the Afghans watched, Roberts strengthened his camp at the foot of the pass. He dug in his artillery and formed up the infantry as if preparing to advance up the kotal.

      “Keep them busy,” Roberts ordered the artillery, “fire a few rounds and hold their attention.”

      On the night of the 1st December 1878, Jack looked over A and B Companies of the 113th, ensuring each man carried his eighty rounds and the regulation two blankets against the Afghan snow. He grunted as the men struggled to wrap the new regulation puttees around their legs.

      “Why do we have to wear these things, sir?” Private Ahern asked.

      “It's standing orders, my boy,” Jack explained, trying to appear cheerful. “And, more importantly, they will help keep you warm.”

      Lieutenant Harcourt was smiling, trying to control his excitement, exchanging jibes with the men as young Gifford lit a cheroot in an attempt to appear mature.

      Jack allowed the second lieutenant a minute to calm his nerves before addressing the company. “Ready, boys? We're going up the Spingawari Kotal, on the left flank of the Afghan position. General Roberts is leading us in person, while General Cobbe is making a frontal attack to divert the Afghans.”

      Jack knew what it was like to move into battle while knowing nothing of the situation, so he always tried to keep his men informed of the general picture. The white faces stared at him, some huge-eyed and fearful, others smiling, or tense.

      “For most of you, it's your first action, so follow orders, do as your officers and NCOs say, and you'll be all right.”

      It was hardly an inspiring speech, but the best Jack could do.

      “Now I'll win my VC,” Lawrence said. “This is my chance.”

      “So it is, Lawrence,” Hancock said. “You'll be the first Johnny Raw to win anything.”

      “You'll win the toe of my boot if you put the section at risk,” Paddy Dunlop said. “Don't be a bloody fool.”

      “But Sergeant Peebles said I was to win a Victoria Cross,” Lawrence protested.

      “He was pulling your leg.” Dunlop checked Lawrence's rifle. “Just keep your head down.”

      With the 23rd Pioneers, 2nd Punjabis and 29th Bengal Native infantry, the 72nd Highlanders, the 5th Gurkhas in dark green and black pillbox hats, and a mountain battery of four guns, it was a small but powerful force that began the flanking attack. Jack's two companies of the 113th were in the middle of the column.

      “We have a twelve-mile march ahead of us,” Jack said, “so save your breath for marching, keep together and keep your spirits up.”

      Snow drifted from the dark sky, becoming heavier as the force ascended the rough ground towards the Spingawari Kotal. The ground underfoot was uneven, with slippery stones and a riverbed to negotiate.

      “Keep up, lads,” Jack encouraged his men, glad of the extra training he had given them. They stumbled through the Afghan dark in the wake of the sepoys, Gurkhas, and Highlanders, swearing in low monotones. “Don't talk. Save your energy.”

      Roberts led from the front, diminutive, expressionless, untiring, as the path steepened by the mile. Cedar trees stretched on either side, half-seen in the dark, rustling like ghostly voices as if mocking the toiling British soldiers. Even the baggage mules slipped on the path, kicking the loose shale into the unseen darkness below.

      “I can't see a thing in this muck,” a voice came from ahead.

      “Keep your bloody voice down!” Sergeant Peebles snarled, and the column continued, step after laboured step, mile after mile, with Jack hoping the Afghans were not preparing to ambush them at the first grey streaks of dawn. He imagined their fierce, predatory faces behind the long jezails and modern British rifles, waiting with infinite patience as the British approached.

      “Major Windrush, sir,” a fresh-faced Highland lieutenant reined up beside Jack. “The general sends his compliments, sir, and would you be good enough to locate the 2nd Punjab Infantry and one of the mountain batteries of the Royal Artillery.”

      “Locate them?” Jack asked.

      “Yes, sir.” The lieutenant's grin was apparent through the dark. “They seem to have gone missing.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. My compliments to the general and I will do what I can.” Jack sighed as the lieutenant rode away. “Take over, Captain Singer,” Jack said. As both missing units were behind the 113th, he had to ride past the marching column, ignoring the grumbles of the men.

      “Old Jack's had enough,” an anonymous voice grunted. “He's away home.”

      Awalmir rode at his side, silent as any ghost. Jack was not sure if he was reassured or concerned at the Pashtun's presence.

      “Officer coming through!” Jack shouted said. “Make way, there!”

      Jack remembered a fork in the track some three miles down the hill and followed the trail.

      “I can smell them, sahib,” Awalmir said.

      “So can I.” The distinctive smell of gun mules and human sweat polluted the clear mountain air. “Come on, Awalmir.”

      Jack pushed ahead of the stragglers in the wandering column, halting before the officers in command. “You're marching in the wrong direction, gentlemen,” Jack told them, shortly. “General Roberts is heading that way,” he pointed them in the right direction, before returning to the plodding 113th.

      “I'm a major,” he told himself, “not a blasted errand boy.”

      “Old Jack's back,” the anonymous voice said as Jack returned to the 113th. “He couldn't find his way in the dark.”

      The single rifle shot echoed through the night, quickly followed by another. “That was a Snider,” Jack recognised the sound. “The Afghans have seen us. Quicken the pace, lads!”

      Awalmir shook his head. “That was no Afghan rifle, Major. That shot came from the leading regiment. It was a Pashtun sepoy warning the Afghans.”

      Jack cursed and nodded. Inter-tribal and religious loyalty always complicated warfare in this part of the world, where a man could be a good friend one day and shoot you in the back the next. With many Muslim sepoys wary of fighting their co-religionists, they would discard their oath of loyalty without a shred of conscience.

      Roberts agreed with Awalmir's conclusion and halted the column. Calling back the leading battalion with its quota of untrustworthy sepoys, the general ordered the Gurkhas to take the lead, backed by the 72nd Highlanders.

      “I'll put your 113th immediately behind the 72nd, Windrush,” Roberts said calmly.

      “Karim Khan has not heeded the warning shots,” Jack said. “There is no movement among the Afghans.”

      “So it appears,” Roberts said. “Lead on, Gurkhas!”

      As the dawn lightened the sky, Jack looked up through the dense fir woods and scattered boulders. He saw that the Afghans had built sangars, basic, dry-stone defences, to protect the Spingawari Kotal. He heard the faint rumble of voices through the dark and knew the Afghans were only a few hundred yards away.

      “Halt.” Roberts checked his watch. The British column stopped, obeying orders not to talk as the trees around them whispered in the wind. The men waited, with the tension building. Some fiddled with their rifles or slid their bayonets from their scabbards.

      “Gurkhas, move forward. Don't attack until I give the word.”

      Masters of silent warfare, the Gurkhas crept closer to the Afghan positions, green ghosts in the dark as the world waited for chaos.

      At five in the morning, British artillery opened up on the Afghan positions on Peiwar Kotal. Even from up here on the ridge, the grumble of guns was unmistakable, with shells bursting on the Afghans on Peiwar Kotal.

      “That will keep the Afghans busy and disguise any noise we make,” Jack explained to Harcourt and Gifford.

      “Gurkhas,” Roberts ordered and nodded forward. “72nd!”

      Dawn greyed the sky as the 5th Gurkhas advanced to the attack. They carried the outmoded Snider rifles, with long, slightly curved, Yataghan bayonets. Small, stocky men, Jack had fought beside them in previous campaigns and knew them to be excellent soldiers. With the British barrage covering any noise they made, the Gurkhas and Highlanders crept to within fifty yards of the Afghan positions.

      “Ready, boys,” Jack said softly. “The battle is about to begin.”
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      At Roberts' quiet signal, the Gurkhas and Highlanders rushed forward the final fifty yards. Jack heard the crackle of musketry, saw the muzzle flares as the Afghans fired, and above all, the high-pitched battle cries of the Gurkhas “Ayo Gorkhali!” mingled with the more resounding roar from the Highlanders.

      “Caber Feidh, you bastards! The Seaforths are here!”

      “God help the Afghans when that lot get among them,” Jack said. “What a combination, Gurkhas and Highlanders together.”

      Singer nodded, fumbling to light one of his foul-smelling Egyptian cigarettes. “I've heard the Gurkhas are good, sir.”

      “The best in the business,” Jack said.

      The initial assault took only minutes and then the Gurkhas and Highlanders were over the first sangar, bayonets lunging. The remaining defenders retreated to the second, leaving a litter of bodies around the stones.

      “Come on, 113th,” Jack led his men in support.

      It was still gloomy-dark, with the fir trees half-seen around them and the muzzle-flashes of the defenders a guide to the Afghans in front. With the Gurkhas and Highlanders leading the assault, Jack's 113th had little to do except to consolidate the position and ensure no Afghans remained to shoot them in the back. The British captured the second sangar with another savage rush, and the Afghans scurried back again.

      “Come on, boys!” Lawrence pushed in front. “We can overtake the Gurkhas!”

      “Get back in line, Lawrence,” Harcourt ordered. “Keep to your place.”

      In the third sangar, the Afghans made more resistance, keeping behind the stone barricade as they fired at the advancing British. The assault ground to a halt, with Gurkhas and Highlanders returning fire from behind whatever cover they could find.

      This time, Jack rushed his men forward, ensured the young soldiers retained their formation.

      “Find cover and volley fire, 113th,” Jack ordered as the sangar loomed ahead, decorated with the twinkling flares from the Afghan jezails and rifles. Jack scrutinised his regiment, for the first time under fire was always nerve-wracking. Harcourt behaved well, keeping his men under control, while Gifford was a little excitable, rising to fire his revolver and talking rapidly. Sergeant Peebles was a revelation, calming the men down while aiming and firing steadily.

      The 113th unleashed four volleys before the Gurkhas and Highlanders stormed the third redoubt. The 113th watched the few moments of carnage, bayonets against pulwars, before the Afghans again retreated along the ridge. A snow flurry temporarily blocked Jack's vision as he brought his men along in support.

      “Keep together, boys,” Jack said as the young soldiers stared at the twisted casualties. The reality of their chosen profession hit them on that windy Afghan ridge.

      “Halt,” Roberts ordered, “signallers, contact the holding force, tell them to start their frontal assault.”

      The signallers set up the heliograph and flashed the orders to the British camp, some two-and-a-half-thousand feet below. The reply came within a minute, the lights flickering through the swirling snow, hard to read except for highly trained experts.

      As they waited for orders, the British soldiers helped the British and sepoy casualties back down the steep path. Once they reached more level ground, friendly hands would lift the wounded onto stretcher-panniers, known as khajwas, on the side of camels, for the uncomfortable journey to the hospital tent.

      “Lucky buggers,” Hancock said. “At least they're out of it, now.”

      With his binoculars, Jack saw the camels sway away, with the Indian camel drivers huddled into their blankets. Jack knew the camel bells were tinkling, although he could not hear them. A stray bullet whirred over Jack's head.

      Even from their distance, Jack heard the crackle of musketry as the British frontal attack began up the Peiwar Kotal.

      “Advance along the ridge,” Roberts ordered. “We'll take the pass from the front and flank.”

      Jack lifted his voice, “come on, 113th!”

      This time the Afghans' resistance was stiffer, as they fought for every yard. The Gurkhas and Highlanders pushed ahead, but now bullets also fell among the 113th. The terrain altered, from thin forest to a rocky ridge and back to forestland, with the Afghan regulars resisting from behind every tree. Occasionally the artillery fired, with the shot crashing through the woodland, or creating a mushroom of earth and pebbles that rose abruptly from the ridge, hung in the air for a few seconds before drifting slowly away.

      “Come on the 113th!” Jack shouted. “Never mind the shine! Extended order, boys. By the centre!” He pushed forward into the trees, with the Afghans waiting for them behind yet another sangar. Jack saw pakol hats and turbans bobbing behind the stones, the white puffs of powder-smoke and heard the deep thuds of jezails as well as the sharp cracks of Sniders and Martinis. He crouched behind a tree, revolver in hand, fired when he glimpsed an Afghan, swore when a jezail bullet thudded into his tree, and moved on, waving his men onward. The young soldiers were behaving well, some glancing behind them but none cowering or running.

      “Cry Havelock!” Donnelly roared, using the old war cry of the 113th with which he had grown up. “Let loose the dogs of war!”

      The Highlanders were to his right, cheering, with their red tartan trews twinkling amidst the boles of the trees. On the left, the Gurkhas ghosted through the trees, firing, and advancing.

      “Come on, the 113th!” Jack ran in front, fired three times, and ducked behind a tree. He pushed the brass cartridges into his revolver's empty chambers, desperate to reload before the Afghans counter-attacked. The last thing he wanted was a big-bearded Ghazi with a Khyber knife charging at him when he fumbled with his revolver.

      “Allah Akbar!” A determined rush by a company of Afghans stalled the advance until the Highlanders and Gurkhas combined with bayonet and kukri. Lieutenant Harcourt stepped forward, drawing his sword, encouraging his men by word and gesture.

      With Highlanders on one flank and Gurkhas on the other, very few Afghans escaped the pincer movement. Jack's A Company waited for those who did, with Harcourt showing surprising skill with his sword.

      “You've done that before,” Jack said as Harcourt spitted the leading Afghan clean through the heart.

      “Only in practice.” Harcourt stared at the body of the Afghan, suddenly sober. “I've never killed a man before.”

      Jack nodded. “That's part of the soldier's bargain,” he said, deliberately harshly. He knew the memory of his first kill would haunt Harcourt for years. “Look after your men!” He looked ahead. As far as he could see for the trees, the ridge was clear of Afghan defenders.

      The Gurkhas pushed on, flitting through the thin forest until Jack heard a loud outbreak of musketry, with the ear-splitting crack of a six-pounder field piece. A Gurkha officer lifted his hand. “Halt!” he ordered, in English and Nepali. “We'll not get any further this way.”

      Jack led his company forward, watching for possible ambushes. He stopped when he saw that a deep ravine blocked their path, dark with menace and with strong Afghan positions on the far side.

      “That's a natural fortress,” Jack said. “We'll have to descend into the ravine and climb up, in the face of musketry and artillery.”

      “That's the only way,” a Gurkha officer agreed as Afghan bullets slammed into the trees around them.

      Roberts scanned the Afghan defences with his binoculars. “We'll flank them again,” he decided, “the 5th Gurkhas and the 72nd Highlanders will push forward here at the ravine while the 29th and 23rd Punjabis will edge towards the force attacking from the front.”

      “How about the 113th, sir?” Jack asked.

      “Take half a company of your 113th, find a route around the Afghan defences and take them in the rear.”

      “A flanking attack of the flanking attack,” Jack said.

      “Exactly so, Windrush,” Roberts agreed. “Find a track suitable for the mountain battery.”

      As the Highlanders and Gurkhas slid down the ravine, hanging onto the trees for balance, Jack took half of A Company to probe into the wooded wilderness to the north and west. “Do you know this area, Awalmir?”

      “I've been here, sahib,” Awalmir said.

      “Is there a way around the Afghan defences?”

      “Follow me, Major Windrush.” Awalmir had an unerring eye for country, guiding the half-company of 113th along a narrow spur and then headed north-west, with the British soldiers following behind, swearing mightily.

      With an hour, Jack knew Awalmir had given the British the advantage, for his route circumvented the Afghan positions.

      “Well done, Awalmir!” Jack stood on a prominent knoll, with the 113th in an extended skirmishing line around him. Lifting his binoculars, Jack concentrated on the Afghan camp and grunted in satisfaction.

      “A battery of mountain guns here would cause chaos,” he said. “You've done well, Awalmir.”

      Awalmir smiled. “Bacha Khan told me to help you, Major Windrush.”

      “Who is this Bacha Khan?” Jack asked. “I cannot recall anybody of that name. Was he one of the Guides I served with during the Bunerwal Campaign?”

      “Bacha Khan will make himself known to you when he is ready,” Awalmir said.

      All the time they had been marching, Jack was aware of the steady crackle of gunfire from the passes. He withdrew from his position, and returned to the battle, marching at the double.

      “Where the hell are we going now?” Hancock asked. “March here, march there. My feet are on bloody fire.”

      “Stop grousing, Hancock,” Peebles said. “Or I'll give you something to grouse about.”

      While Jack had been absent, Roberts flanking force had linked with Cobbe's frontal attack, and both were making steady progress in pushing back the Afghans.

      “They're retreating,” Roberts said, “but very slowly.” He examined the Afghan position through his binoculars, refusing to flinch as a battery of artillery fired on the British advance. “Very good, we hook around as planned. Lead the way, Windrush.” He gave a sudden, bleak smile that belied the brightness in his Irish eyes. “Let's hope the Afghans don't realise how few men we have. One determined attack would punch through our line.”

      “Perhaps we should build some defences, sir,” Jack said.

      Roberts considered for a moment as a cannonball passed overhead with a sound like tearing cloth. “No,” he said. “Once they realise we are outflanking them, they'll panic. Take your 113th, Windrush, with the Gurkhas and Highlanders. I'll come with you.”

      “Christ!” Hancock said. “We've just arrived, and now we're heading back again. Is this an army or a bloody circus?”

      “You keep your bloody mouth shut, Hancock,” Donnelly growled.

      “Double, boys,” Jack led by example, feeling his years as he kept ahead of men half his age.

      With the Gurkhas and Highlanders in front and the bulk of the 113th slightly behind, Jack led his small army along Awalmir's path. When he reached the prominent knoll, Jack stopped.

      Roberts joined him and scanned the Afghan camp with his binoculars. He nodded once, twice and lowered the binoculars. “Pipers!” Roberts said, “play one of your loud tunes. Let Karim Khan know we are here.” His smile was pure evil. “Nobody can mistake the pipes.”

      Within two minutes, the Highland pipes sounded above the crackle and roar of battle. As soon as the Afghans knew the British were behind them, their resolve broke, as Roberts had predicted. Men began to drift away from the Afghan defences, just as the 8th Foot and 5th Punjabis charged them head-on at the Peiwar Kotal.

      Faced with the double threat, the Afghans on Peiwar Kotal crumbled. The defenders, so staunch for so long, panicked, abandoned their artillery, and fled.

      “Get the screw-guns in position,” Roberts ordered, examining the Afghan camp in the valley beyond the passes. “Chase them back to Kabul.”

      The Royal Horse Artillerymen were amongst the most professional soldiers in the British Army. They manoeuvred their mountain guns into position, checked the range and elevation, and opened fire. Jack watched as the shells arced up, fell, and exploded among the Afghan tents, panicking the camels, killing and mutilating men and animals, and helping turn the retreat into a rout. Marksmen of the 8th King's Regiment hurried from their victory at the Peiwar Kotal to target the Afghan artillerymen. Firing their Martini-Henrys at eight hundred yards, they made good practice among the astonished gunners. For decades, the Afghan hillmen and tribes had ambushed the British from long range, and now the British were the predators and the Afghans the targets. The Afghan jezails outranged the old Brown Bess muskets of the British Army, but the Martinis were better weapons with a more extended range than any jezail.

      “Good lads, the King's,” Jack said. Mindful that his 113th had only played a supporting role in the action, he ordered Lieutenant Harcourt to take a platoon of the finest marksmen closer to the Afghan camp to aid the King's.

      “Yes, sir,” Harcourt said eagerly. “Dunlop! I need you!”

      As the shells and bullets wreaked havoc in their camp, the Afghan guards and camel drivers fled, driving their remaining camels before them, with the regular Afghan soldiers only minutes behind.

      “The Afghans don't have a tradition of heroic last stands,” Jack explained. “They find it better to run and fight another day.”

      “Perhaps more sensible of them,” Captain Singer said, “if hardly heroic.”

      “A dead hero can inspire,” Jack said, “but a live warrior can kill, and kill again.”

      “12th Bengalis” Roberts shouted to his cavalry, “now's your chance. Chase them.”

      The 12th Bengalis needed no further orders. As cavalrymen, they had fewer opportunities to show their mettle than the infantry, and now they charged forward in perfect formation to attack the retreating Afghans. The Bengalis proved themselves masters of the cavalry's forte, pursuing and harassing a defeated foe.

      With the sowars – Indian cavalry – in the Afghan camp, the British artillery and marksmen ceased fire to watch the Bengalis at work. Jack experienced sympathy for the Afghans even as he admired the sowars' professionalism.

      As the cavalry completed the enemy's rout, General Roberts led his army over the passes and into the Afghan camp.

      “Be careful,” Jack warned. “Some of these dead Afghans may be shamming.”

      “Yes, sir,” Harcourt said.

      “There's Old Jack again,” Hancock grumbled. “Afraid in case a dead man bites him. No wonder he's never advanced beyond major.”

      The 113th stared around at the debris left by the retreating Afghan army. Some of the standing tents were burning fiercely, others stood as if waiting for their owners to return, while clothes, food and equipment lay scattered around, together with dozens of dead bodies.

      “We won, sir,” Harcourt said. “The general will be pleased.”

      “He will,” Jack agreed. He saw the slightly glazed look in Harcourt's eyes and knew the memories and images of battle would return to him that night. “That was your first action, Harcourt,” he said gently. “It will have affected you. That's nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Yes, sir,” Harcourt's smile was lopsided. “I wasn't afraid, sir.”

      “No, son, of course, you weren't.” Jack realised he had not seen Trent during the battle. “You did well, Harcourt.”

      Amongst the litter were silver-mounted brass helmets that the Afghan gunners wore, and a vast amount of papers. The Afghan army, it seemed, required as much documentation as the British.

      “Can anybody read these damned things?” Roberts asked, holding up a printed sheet of paper.

      “I can try, sir,” Jack stepped up and scanned the document. Fortunately, it was in Pashto, a language he had painfully learned. “It claims to be from the Amir, Sher Ali, sir, but I would not put much faith in that.”

      “What does it say, Windrush?”

      “It's a call to jihad, sir, with promises of paradise to anybody we kill in action, and damnation to those who refuse to fight.”

      Roberts glanced up the valley in the direction the Afghans had fled. “No paradise for those lads, then.”

      “Not this time, sir.” Jack read further. “Wage a holy war on behalf of God and his Prophet, with your property and your lives. Let the rich equip the poor. Let all die for the holy cause. A foreign nation, without cause or the slightest provocation, has made up its mind to invade our country and conquer it.”'

      “The usual nonsense then.” Roberts held up his hand. “That's enough, Windrush. Bundle the papers up. I'll send them off to our intelligence boys; they like to read things. It gives them something to do and makes them feel useful.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jack sent a squad of young soldiers around the camp to pick up all the documents they could find.

      Roberts looked around the battlefield. “Well, Windrush,” he said. “We have every reason to be pleased with ourselves. We have taken a strong position from a more numerous enemy and driven him away. We have captured eighteen guns, killed some hundreds of his men, and all for less than a hundred casualties.” He smiled. “More importantly, we have unlocked the side door into Afghanistan. Let's see what the Russians think about that.”

      Standing in the background, Awalmir remained impassive, while his right hand gripped the hilt of his Khyber knife.
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      As if to seek revenge on the victorious invaders, the weather tortured the British that night. The thermometer dipped well below freezing, covering the ground and trees with frost. British and Indian soldiers huddled close to the campfires or bundled themselves in their tents.

      Jack checked the 113th pickets, ensuring they remained alert and kept his pistol loose in its holster as he shivered in the whistling wind.

      “We beat them, sir, didn't we?” Gifford asked.

      “We did,” Jack looked upward at the brilliant stars.

      “Have we won the war already?” Gifford sounded disappointed as if he wished to prove his valour in more fighting.

      “Not yet, Gifford. The Afghans are tough people. We've won the first round, that's all.” Jack forced a grin. “You'll get your chance, never fear.”

      Awalmir appeared at Jack's elbow, thickly wrapped against the cold. “Your General Bowne was equally successful,” he reported. “He defeated Shah Sujah's force at Ali Masjid.”

      “Tell me more,” Jack did not ask from where Awalmir obtained his information.

      “Faiz Muhammad held the fort of Ali Masjid against General Browne, but abandoned it when Browne attacked,” Awalmir said.

      “That was fortunate indeed,” Jack said. He remembered Ali Masjid as a formidable position that guarded the narrows of the Khyber Pass.

      “One of Bacha Khan's men, a cousin of mine, informed General Browne that Faiz Muhammed abandoned the fortress,” Awalmir said, smiling.

      “Was Bacha Khan involved in Faiz Muhammad deserting Ali Masjid?” Jack asked.

      Awalmir spread his hands. “I do not know, Major Windrush.”

      “I think you do,” Jack said. “I would like to meet this Bacha Khan, whoever he is.”

      Awalmir's smile widened. “I am sure you will, someday, Major Windrush.”

      “Maybe that day you will inform me why you are here,” Jack said.

      “To help you, Major Windrush, sahib,” Awalmir said, smiling. “As Bacha Khan ordered.”

      The next day, Roberts sent patrols of irregular horse into the plain beyond the Peiwar Kotal and followed with his small army.

      “Keep alert, boys.” Jack ensured he had scouts around the 113th, for he did not entirely trust irregular horsemen. “The Afghans are the world's experts in ambushes, and the local tribes will not appreciate our presence.”

      “Who are the local tribe?” Harcourt asked.

      “The Mangals,” Jack said. “They are Pashtun, a fiercely independent people.”

      Roberts spent the next few days tidying up, sending the wounded and the captured guns back to India, and patrolling the local area. Jack continued to train the 113th, lectured them on Pashtun customs, sent out strong patrols and ensured the NCOs and junior officers knew their jobs.

      “You're driving the lads very hard,” Captain Singer said.

      “Better hard-driven than dead,” Jack said. “Afghanistan is not a good place to relax and rest on one's laurels.”

      Once again, Jack heard the complaints from the ranks. “Old Jack's losing his nerve,” Private Hancock said. “He imagines that every shadow is an Afghan waiting to shoot him.”

      “He was good once,” Ahern replied. “That must have been when we were fighting Napoleon.”

      “Old Jack's all right,” young Morriston said.

      “You keep your teeth shut, Johnny Raw,” Hancock snarled, “or you'll get the toe of my boot up your arse!”

      Jack walked on. He knew that interfering in the squabbles of the other ranks would only make things worse. All the same, he would have a word with Sergeant Peebles to ensure he kept bullying to a minimum.

      On the 6th December, as snow flurries hazed the surrounding hills, Roberts camped his army at Zabardast Kila. In this small village, the inhabitants either ignored the intruders or silently gathered to watch. Shortly after they arrived, Jack saw a man running into the hills and knew he was carrying information to the local Afghan commander.

      “Should we not shoot him?” Singer gestured to the running man.

      “Shoot an unarmed civilian?” Jack shook his head. “No. We haven't come to that stage, yet. Out here, the enemy knows our movements even before the general informs his second-in-command.”

      Next day, December Roberts ordered Colonel Brownlow to take a strong force of the 72nd and 5th Gurkhas, with two mountain guns to reconnoitre the road ahead. “Ensure the road to the Shutargardan Pass is passable for the column. Windrush, accompany Brownlow with a company of your 113th.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jack knew that the irregular cavalry had scouted ahead, but cavalrymen were not the best judges of where infantry and artillery could march.

      A Company formed up with bad grace, marching out of Zabardast Kila behind Jack, with Harcourt in charge of the flank guards and Second Lieutenant Gifford at the rear. They had marched only three miles before Harcourt ran up to Jack.

      “Somebody's watching us,” Harcourt said.

      Jack nodded to the parties of Mangals who shadowed the British force. “I'd be more worried if we did not see anybody,” he said. “They're letting us know they're there.”

      “Should we attack them?” Harcourt asked.

      “No,” Jack shook his head. “If a cobra is sleeping, you don't poke it with a stick. If the Pashtuns are only watching, you leave well alone and make sure your rifle is loaded.”

      “You don't like them, do you?” Harcourt asked.

      Jack pondered before he replied. “I respect the Pashtun as fighting men above all others I have met, except maybe the Sikhs or Gurkhas,” he said. “I would not say that I dislike them, although I'd rather have them as friends than enemies.”

      The Shutargardan Pass rose before them, steep-sided, rocky, partially wooded, and with the Mangals ghosting among the fir trees, watching everything without making any hostile moves.

      “Windrush, you speak their language. Go and see what these men want.” Colonel Brownlow sounded worried.

      “Yes, sir,” Jack had been a soldier too long to argue with a direct order. With Awalmir as his shadow, he rode towards the Mangals, who waited until he came close before disappearing into the trees.

      “Hello!” Jack shouted. “I am Major Jack Windrush of the 113th Foot.” He heard his voice echo among the peaks.

      “They will not reply,” Awalmir said.

      “I did not think they would,” Jack said dryly. He tried again, shouting in Pushto. “We are here to ensure the Russians do not take over your country!”

      Somebody laughed at Jack's words, and the amusement spread until the entire hillside seemed to be laughing, yet still without a single visible Mangal.

      “It is not wise to stay here, Major Windrush,” Awalmir advised. “The Mangals will lure us deeper into their hills, then they will kill us.” He made a gesture with his finger across his throat.

      “You're probably right, Awalmir,” Jack agreed, turning away from the Mangals.

      Brownlow nodded when Jack gave his report. “We'll push on,” he said. “Double the outriders and ensure every rifle is loaded.”

      With the Mangals surrounding them from a distance, Brownlow's force reached the foot of the pass.

      “That's far enough,” Brownlow decided. “We know the way.”

      The Mangals remained as a sinister escort as they returned to report to Roberts.

      “As long as the Mangals only watch,” Roberts said. “We'll double the flank guards and keep everybody alert.”

      Roberts' column moved slowly, with every regiment having guards on the flanks and the cavalry on permanent patrol in front. Jack had an occasional glimpse of the Mangals, but the cavalry kept them at a distance. There were not even the customary isolated shots as the British reached the head of the high pass without incident. Jack admired the view of mountains and valleys; all Afghanistan seemed to stretch before them.

      “We're the first British soldiers to reach here,” Roberts sat upright in the saddle, “and the first Europeans, I think, yet I doubt anybody back home will ever hear of our exploits. We're so far from civilisation here that nobody cares.”

      “What's ahead there?” Lieutenant Trent stared at the panorama of mountains and rocks.

      “The road to Kabul,” Jack answered. For some reason, the name seemed to hang in the thin air, an ominous portent of disaster. Jack remembered the fate of the first British army to occupy the Afghan capital and fingered the butt of his revolver. The darkness seemed to close around him, despite the presence of General Roberts and thousands of skilled fighting men. “Aye,” he repeated, “the road to Kabul.” The soft green Malvern Hills seemed very far away.
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        * * *

      

      On the 13th December, Sher Ali left Kabul, intending to journey to St Petersburg to ask the Czar to help fight the British. Two days later, a heliograph flashed the news to Robert's camp.

      Roberts invited the senior officers into his tent to hear the news. “With Sher Ali gone, his son, Yakub Khan, is now Regent of Afghanistan.”

      “Sher Ali requesting Russian help is awkward,” Jack said as his earlier fears returned. “Lytton may have provoked a simultaneous war with Afghanistan and Russia.”

      Roberts gave a bleak smile. “Our diplomats would be best shutting themselves in a box and keeping their mouths shut.”

      Jack nodded. “That goes for all politicians,” he said.

      “Amen to that,” Colonel Brownlow said softly. “We're here to fight the queen's enemies, not to fight at the whim of a politician.”

      “One thing we can be certain of, gentlemen,” Roberts said. “The change of administration in Afghanistan does not mean peace for us. Keep your men alert.”
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        * * *

      

      7th January 1879, Matoon, Khost Valley.

      “Cavalry patrols are in, sir,” Jack reported. “They say that large numbers of Afghans have gathered on the hills.”

      Roberts nodded, stroking his moustache. “We knew occupying Afghanistan would not be easy. We can expect an attack on the camp soon.”

      Jack agreed. In some strange way, he felt relief, as if the weeks of tension would end when the Afghans attacked. Ever since the battle of Peiwar Kotal, groups of Mangals and other Afghans had shadowed the British patrols and watched the camp, always remaining in the fringes of the trees or among the rocks, and never responding to hails. Now, at last, the Afghans were in large numbers, riding under green and black banners. They shouted slogans as they neared British patrols and stood on the skyline as if challenging the British to remove them.

      “113th, stand to,” Jack ordered. “Sergeants, ensure each man has his correct complement of ammunition and a full water bottle.” Jack knew that fighting was thirsty work, with the gun smoke irritating the throat as well as the eyes and nose. “Sergeant Peebles: put out ammunition boxes behind the lads, and tubs of water.”

      “Yes, sir,” Peebles said.

      “If the Afghans come,” Jack addressed the men, “remember your training and obey the officers and NCOs.”

      “There's Old Jack's nerves playing up again,” Hancock whispered.

      Jack said nothing. It was not a major's job to argue with other ranks, that was the NCOs' duty.

      “Now grab something to eat,” Jack said.

      The 113th sentries lay behind rudimentary defences, waiting for the inevitable attack; shallow trenches and tree trunks augmented the stone-built walls. A few men lit pipes, Dunlop oiled his rifle and sighted on distant trees, while Morriston's lips moved in silent prayer. Ahern sharpened his bayonet, murmuring to Hancock, who barked a short laugh.

      “Easy, lads,” Jack said. “This is what we've trained for. This is what we do.”

      The attack came within the hour. It began with long-distance sniping that made the 113th, 72nd and Gurkhas duck for cover, and continued with a more prolonged fusillade.

      “Bugler,” Roberts ordered, “Send every man to his station.”

      “Come on, 113th!” Jack pushed his men to their places on the rough walls. “It's time to earn the generous pay the government gives you.” He checked that Peebles had placed ammunition boxes and water every ten yards. “Keep your heads down until you have to! You're soldiers, not idiots!”

      The firing became general as the Afghans advanced on the camp. Jack could not calculate their numbers but guessed them at about eight thousand. He saw the fringed green-and-black banners thrusting above the charging horde and heard the old familiar cries of “Allah-il-Allah” and “Allah Akbar!”

      The old thrill came back, distilled by fear, sharpened by experience. The product of generations of British officers, Jack assumed command automatically.

      “A Company, aim. Lower your sights, MacDonald! Raise your barrel, Wilson - you're aiming at the ground.”

      Jack watched the Afghans' rapid approach. All the tension had left him now; he was a soldier performing his duty.

      “Number One Section: fire!” Jack stood behind his men, not ducking despite the bullets that whistled around him, aware that his presence reassured his young soldiers. “Number Two Section, fire! Number Three Section, fire!” He walked along the inside of the defences, momentarily unaware of the fear that gnawed at him, although he knew that the Afghans would be targeting him.

      The 113th fired and reloaded, a double line of white topees and khaki jackets, a double line of Martin-Henrys.

      “Ready A and B Company!” Jack took a step back, unholstered his revolver and held it by his side. “Volley fire on my word!”

      After a few moments, the Afghans surged forward on the left front, right flank, and the rear, where his 113th stood. Jack watched the enemy, the usual sea of angry, screaming faces, the raised pulwars and firearms, with the fringed green banners held above.

      “Allah-il-Allah! Deen! Deen! – the Faith!” The war cries sounded above the crackle of rifles as the mob of warriors charged forward, death on ten thousand feet.

      “Fire!” Jack said and saw the jets of white smoke and the resulting carnage. The Afghans' war cry sounded “Allah Akbar!”

      One of Jack's men, a millworker from Bristol, fell back, dead, with a neat bullet hole in his forehead and the back of his head blown away. Another yelled as a bullet slammed into his shoulder, and a third stepped back, desperately trying to clear a jam in his rifle.

      “Independent firing, boys,” Jack ordered. “Shoot them flat.”

      Jack did not dislike the Afghans, and on this occasion, he felt sympathy for their situation. British and Russian diplomats had created this war, and the ordinary Afghan people, plus the British soldiers and Indian sepoys, would pay the price in blood. If the Russians had manoeuvred the situation to divert Britain from the Czar's war with Turkey, they had achieved their objective. Every British and Afghan casualty was a tiny victory for the Russian politicians.

      Jack ducked, as an Afghan bullet whined past his head. The politics of the situation did not matter; he had accepted Queen Victoria's commission as an officer in her army. It was his duty to fight the queen's enemies, and at present that included the warriors and soldiers of Afghanistan.

      “Don't waste your ammunition!” Jack ordered as he noticed some of the younger soldiers firing without aiming. He tapped Morriston on the shoulder. “Remember your training!”

      The Afghans surged forward, without a single man coming close to the British perimeter. Jack saw Dunlop stand on the perimeter wall, aim carefully and fire, bringing down one of the standard-bearers.

      “Keep behind the wall, Dunlop,” Jack ordered. “I don't like burial details.”

      “They're falling back!” Hancock shouted.

      The 113th cheered, no doubt believing they had won a signal victory.

      “Stop that damned noise!” Jack shouted. “Keep firing. The more of the enemy we kill today, the less there will be to kill us tomorrow!”

      Awalmir stood in the background, watching everything, saying nothing.

      The Afghans withdrew as quickly as they had advanced, leaving two British soldiers and two sepoys dead, a handful wounded, and scores of their men on the snow.

      “How many 113th casualties?” Jack shouted.

      “One dead, two wounded,” Sergeant Peebles replied.

      “Get the wounded to the hospital tent,” Jack holstered his pistol.

      “They've all gone,” Second-lieutenant Gifford said, staring at the suddenly empty landscape. “The Afghans have all gone.”

      “Perhaps so,” Jack said. A green banner lay on the frost-hard ground, a crumpled memory of the brave man who had carried it.

      “Keep the men at the wall for an hour,” Roberts said. “The Afghans might come back.”

      After the hour had passed without incident, Jack stood down most of his men, retaining strong pickets in case the Afghans returned, and retired to his tent to write a letter to Mary.

      Jack knew that however bad soldiering was for the men, the wives suffered more. At least the soldiers knew that they were alive, while the women endured the continual mental torment of not knowing if their men were well and when, or if, they would return. Jack resolved not to increase Mary's worry by making her aware of the danger surrounding him.

      Danger? The day's action was only a minor skirmish in a war Jack did not think had properly started. “Wake me if anything happens, Donnelly,” Jack ordered and lay on his charpoy. He did not expect to sleep but closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of rifle fire woke Jack, and the vibration of many feet on the hard ground, a discordant yelling punctuated by the brisk bark of British orders.

      “Sir,” Donnelly had his rifle in his hand. “The Afghans are attacking.”

      “Thank you, Donnelly, I had gathered that.” Jack scrabbled for his revolver and cartridges as he stumbled outside.

      The night was dark, with clouds concealing the moon and stars and only the muzzle flashes of the rifles providing illumination.

      “They're inside the perimeter!” somebody shouted.

      “Fix bayonets, lads!” Jack roared. “Stay in your sections and watch your backs!”

      Jack heard Sergeant Peebles' voice, “Five Section, come to me!”

      The firing died away, leaving only the smell of gun smoke. Jack heard the steady drip of water from the eaves of a house. The sudden silence was eerie as men held their breaths and peered into the darkness.

      “I'm behind you, sir,” Donnelly said quietly. “I can't see the Paythans anywhere.” A burst of firing came from the left, and Donnelly dropped.

      “Donnelly,” Jack turned. Donnelly was kneeling, firing, reloading faster than Jack had believed possible and firing again.

      “Get your head down, sir!” Donnelly snarled. “The bloody Paythans are here!”

      Jack saw the shadowy figures creeping towards him on all fours. Drawing his revolver, he fired until the hammer clicked on an empty chamber and reloaded quickly.

      “Come on, you bastards!” Ahern loomed through the dark. “After me, 113th! Show them your cap badge!” He lurched forward, bayonet fixed. Jack heard an unearthly scream and grunts and roars.

      “Stand in your positions, 113th!” Jack shouted.

      And then it ended as if somebody had closed a door. Donnelly stood at Jack's side, breathing heavily as he cleaned his bayonet, and a shift in the wind revealed the moon. The soft light was as unnerving as the darkness had been.

      Jack saw five Afghan corpses sprawled on the ground and one British soldier. A Gurkha was muttering to himself as he held up the head of a bearded Pashtun, and the men of the 113th looked around them.

      “Well done lads,” Jack said. “We'll clean up the mess tomorrow.”

      Donnelly began to sing a soldiers' song, with some of the others joining in.

      
        
        
        "Tora cheeny, tora chah,

        Bombay bibi, bahat achha

        Sixteen annas, ek rupee,

        Seventeen annas ek buckshee.

        Oh Deolali sahib, Oh Deolali Sahib

        May the boat that you go home on,

        Niche rakko pani, sahib."

      

      

      

      Jack breathed out slowly. Despite the blatant obscenity of the song, he was glad to hear singing, for that meant his men's morale was high.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TEN


          

        

      

    

    
      February 8th, 1879. Jack stood outside his hut outside Habibkila, the small village at the entrance to the Peiwar valley. General Roberts had sent the 113th to guard the surrounding area through the winter. After a few days, the men had settled in, mounting patrols, and enjoying the relative peace.

      “This place is known as the sweetheart's village,” Awalmir said softly.

      “Why is that?” Jack asked.

      “Have you not noticed?” Awalmir gave a slow smile. “The most beautiful women in the world live here.”

      Jack had seen a few women in the village, but he could not tell whether they were beautiful or not as all wore the burka. “I am not looking for a woman, Awalmir.”

      “No, Major,” Awalmir said. “You are not.” He smiled again.

      “Oh,” Jack understood. “Do you have a woman here?”

      “I will have by tonight,” Awalmir said.

      “Off you go then, Awalmir. Don't start a blood feud by sleeping with the wrong woman, for God's sake.”

      Awalmir smiled. “I only pick the best,” he said.

      “Good luck to you, Awalmir. I don't know why you are here, but I do know it will be something devious.”

      Jack watched the Afridi slip away from the ranked British tents. He also saw the man in the shaggy poshteen and woollen pakol talk to Private Ahern at the gate.

      Ahern pushed at the man in the poshteen, trying to eject him from the camp. Sighing, Jack lit a cheroot and ambled across. In Afghanistan, any visitor could be dangerous, or merely a wandering beggar.

      “What's the trouble, Ahern?”

      “This fellow wants to see you, sir. I told him to bugger off, but he's not going. Shall I fetch him a clout on the jaw?”

      “He wants to see me?” Jack eyed the man, a great-bearded Afghan with his pakol pulled low over his forehead. “Tell him to come over.”

      Private Ahern stepped back. “Very good, sir.” He faced the Afghan. “You can go over, and no funny business, see? If you try anything, you'll get my bayonet in your guts!”

      “I think he gets the message,” Jack said. He switched to Pushto. “I believe you are looking for me.” He looked closer, noticing something familiar about the Afghan's eyes. “Are you Bacha Khan?”

      “No, Major Windrush,” the Afghan spoke in a low growl. “What I have to say is best said in privacy.”

      “Come into my tent,” Jack saw Donnelly hovering, with one hand reaching for the bayonet at his hip. “I'll send my servant away.” He eyed the Afghan up and down. “I must warn you I carry a pistol and won't hesitate to use it. Excuse me.” Leaning forward, Jack flicked the man's poshteen open, extracted the Khyber knife he had expected to find there and handed it to Donnelly.

      “Look after that, Donnelly,” Jack said. “Come in, my Afghan friend, and tell me what you want.”

      The Afghan followed Jack inside the tent. “Who is this Bacha Khan fellow?” he asked in perfect English. “And how do you know of him?”

      “General Hook?” Jack tried to hide his surprise. “You're the last person I expected to see here.”

      Hook sat on one of the cane chairs. “Did you think I sat behind a desk all day shuffling papers? No, Windrush, I get out in the field from time to time.” He leaned back, unsmiling. “You've set me a problem, Major.”

      “I have, sir? I don't understand.”

      “You sent me a pile of documents you found after the skirmish at Peiwar Kotal.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you read any of them?”

      “I read Sher Ali's appeal for a Jihad,” Jack said.

      “The usual fodder to encourage the masses.” Hook dismissed the call to arms with a few words. “No, it was the documents about the other fellow I am more concerned with.”

      “Which other fellow, sir?”

      “The fellow you already know about, this Bacha Khan. The Amir mentioned him as a potential rival for the throne. Tell me how you heard about him.”

      “I've heard his name mentioned from time to time,” Jack lit and passed over a cheroot, which Hook inhaled gratefully.

      “God, that's good,” Hook said. “What have you heard, Jack, and who said it?”

      Jack decided to tread warily until he learned more. “I heard Bacha Khan was friendly to us and had informed General Browne that the Afghans had abandoned Ali Majid.”

      “I didn't hear that,” Hook said.

      “Aye, the man who passed on information to General Browne was one of Bacha Khan's followers, sir.” Jack paused, “I'd offer you a drink if you weren't posing as an Afghan. If anybody smells alcohol on your breath, they'll know you're a fraud.”

      Hook smiled. “I'll make up for it when I become British again.”

      “Why do you want to know about Bacha Khan?”

      “He's an unknown entity.” Hook settled back in Jack's chair, drawing on the cheroot. “And in Afghanistan, that usually means trouble.”

      Jack poured himself a whisky. “Surely anybody who helps us can only be a good thing.”

      “That depends what payment he wants for our services,” Hook said. “The powers-that-be have plans for Afghanistan, and Bacha Khan is not part of them.”

      Jack sipped at his whisky, enjoying the bite. “If the powers-that-be had minded their own business, we would not be in this mess now, and many good men would still be alive.”

      Hook smiled. “You're getting cynical in your old age, Jack, my boy. We're still top dog in the world, and certain people wish us to remain there.”

      “We lost prestige, and thousands of men, aye, and women, last time we tried to interfere in Afghanistan,” Jack said. “Don't the politicians ever learn?”

      “British politicians don't think they know better than everybody else how to run their countries,” Hook said with another smile. “They know they know better.”

      Jack grunted. “Their arrogance leads to wars and deaths. However, you didn't come here to hear my opinion of politicians. What do you want, sir? I hope you're not sending me away on another intelligence-gathering mission.”

      “Not this time, Major.” Hook looked up as a rifle cracked outside. “Trouble?”

      Jack shook his head. “No, just the local lads having a pot-shot at the camp. We ignore single shots, generally. If we retaliate, the Pashtuns know they've drawn us and reckon that as a minor victory.”

      “I see,” Hook settled down again. “No, I am only here to keep you in touch with the current situation. The present Amir is off to St Petersburg, as you know. His chances of gaining Russian help are nil. I doubt he'll even survive the journey.”

      “What do you mean, sir?” Jack asked.

      “I think my meaning is plain, Major. The Russians don't need to fight us. We're tied up with a war here without them sending in a single Cossack. And now I hear that we're entering another war in Africa, which will occupy another chunk of the British Army. The Zulus and Afghans are doing Russia's work for them.”

      “I meant about the Amir surviving the journey,” Jack said.

      Hook grunted. “The Russians don't want him, we don't want him, and he's proved himself too weak for the Afghans to want him. He won't return.”

      Jack poured himself more whisky. Even after years of experience dealing with military men, the callous attitude of politicians dismayed him. “I understand, sir.”

      “It's time to look to the future of this region, Windrush, and Sher Ali is the past.”

      “I see, sir. I thought the purpose of this war was to establish a diplomatic mission in Kabul to counteract any Russian interference.”

      “Oh, it is,” Hook said. “On the surface at least.” He leaned closer to Jack. “With the Russians advancing across Central Asia and giving the Turks a bloody nose in Eastern Europe, we need to bolster our security.”

      Jack noticed that all the bonhomie had vanished from Hook's face. The general was no longer the old colleague discussing international affairs, but a high-ranking officer concerned about Britain's security. “Yes, sir. Has that altered the reason for our presence in Afghanistan?”

      “Our intentions have moved along, Major Windrush. You may have heard that we gained Cyprus from the Berlin Congress.” Hook inhaled deeply. “That means that if the Russians ever succeed in capturing Constantinople, we have an island which we can use as a naval base. With Cyprus, we can block any Russian attempts to dominate the Eastern Mediterranean. St Petersburg is well aware of that and will retaliate. Our respective empires still face each other in Central Asia, a bone of contention for decades. Put two and two together, and we come up with trouble.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Afghanistan is an ill neighbour, Windrush, as you know.”

      “I believe the raiding around here is mostly by the Pashtun tribes of the Pakhtunkhwa, sir, rather than the Afghan government. The Pashtun tribes don't consider that Kabul has any more authority over them than Calcutta does or London.”

      “A strong Afghan ruler, friendly to Britain, would ensure peace,” Hook said. “And a stable, friendly Afghanistan would be the best buffer against Russian expansion.”

      “We won't win Afghan friendship by invading her,” Jack pointed out.

      “Yakub Khan will be the next Amir of Afghanistan.” Hook ignored Jack's comments. “We don't want any rival claimants to the throne. That includes this Bacha Khan fellow.”

      “The Bacha Khan fellow who has already proved his friendship,” Jack reminded. “I have no idea who he is, sir, or how he knows me.”

      “If you find out,” Hook said mildly. “Let me know. I'll be dropping in from time to time.”

      “Yes, sir. If Yakub Khan proves less than friendly, will we support Bacha Khan?”

      “Certainly not,” Hook said. “He's an unknown entity. If we need to slap Yakub Khan down, then we have other plans for Afghanistan.”

      “What are they, sir?”

      “Divide the country up into manageable areas,” Hook replied flatly. “And before you say anything, Windrush, no, I don't agree.”

      “Nor do I, sir,” Jack said.

      “Then let's do all we can to ensure Yakub Khan is a successful ruler,” Hook said. He paused for a moment before he continued. “There is one fly in the ointment: General Skobelev.”

      Jack raised his eyebrows. “Skobelev?”

      “When the Russian alliance won their Turkish war, we believed Skobelev returned to Turkestan.” Hook lit another of Jack's cigars. “However, my intelligence people have reported seeing a Russian general on a white horse near the Afghan border. They don't know if it's Skobelev for sure, but given his history, it's possible.”

      “That's bad news.”

      “Very bad. Keep your ears to the ground, Windrush. I want to know anything you learn about Skobelev or Bacha Khan.”

      Jack nodded. “Yes, sir. How can I contact you if I hear anything?”

      Hook considered for a moment. “Hang a white shirt on your tent pole before dawn. That's an innocuous signal. One of my men will see it.”

      “Very devious,” Jack said.

      “Very,” Hook agreed. “And now, I must depart.”

      When Hook left the camp, Jack reached for a cheroot, contemplating the implications. If Skobelev, one of the best generals the Russians had, was on the Afghan border, this war could indeed take a perilous turn. So far, the British had things all their own way, but the introduction of even a few thousand veteran Russian troops under a skilful commander could alter the situation.

      Swearing, Jack finished his whisky and walked around the village, checking the pickets, and exchanging a few words with the men as his mind raced.

      He remembered the carnage of Inkerman when tens of thousands of Russian infantry advanced on the thin British lines. The Russians had been brave men, poorly led. He remembered the slaughter of the Redan when Russian artillery and musketry shot down the British attack. At the Redan, the Russians had been brave men, well-led. The Crimea was second only to the Mutiny in Jack's nightmares.

      “Are you all right, sir?” Harcourt was doing his rounds as Orderly Officer. “I noticed an Afghan visiting your tent. Is there any trouble?”

      “No, no trouble, thank you.” Jack finished his cheroot, lit another and passed one to Harcourt. “I'm smoking far too much, Harcourt. I'll run out of supplies long before this war is over.”

      “Yes, sir, thank you, sir.” Harcourt accepted the cheroot gratefully. “If you'll excuse me, I must get on with my inspection.”

      Jack nodded as Harcourt strode away. The mountains of Afghanistan frowned down on him, threatening the small British force. He sighed, talking to himself. “Well, Britain and Russia are playing a game of move and counter-move, but we've faced worse than a few thousand Cossacks and Afghans. I'll start long-range patrolling tomorrow and see if I can pick up any information about Skobelev, or the elusive Bacha Khan.”
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      The snow began again, descending in furious flurries that impeded visibility. Jack cursed. “Are you sure this is the right way, Awalmir? I can't see a damned thing.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      They moved deeper into the pine forest, with the snow muffling their footsteps and already forming drifts in the hollows underfoot.

      “I didn't see anything,” Jack said.

      “A man was signalling to you, Major,” Awalmir said.

      Jack swore as a gust of wind knocked loose snow from a tree branch onto his head. The mountains rose around them, with mist shrouding their peaks and snow filling the deep gullies along the flanks. “I think we'll call it a day, Awalmir. You must have imagined it.”

      “After every darkness is light, Major Windrush,” Awalmir quoted an Afghan proverb.

      Jack grunted. Ever since Hook's visit, he had taken to riding in the surrounding hills, seeking information from the villagers and herdsmen. The few who spoke to him claimed no knowledge of any Russians, although Jack's mention of Bacha Khan invoked some smiles.

      Now Awalmir had told Jack that a lone horseman had waved to him from the fringe of trees.

      “No, Major Windrush, I did not imagine anything,” Awalmir said. “The man stood here, on his horse, and raised his arm.”

      Jack nodded. Intelligence gathering was always dangerous in Afghanistan. He had to travel alone except for Awalmir, for an escort of British soldiers or sepoys would immediately deter any Pashtun from helping.

      “There he is again!” Awalmir pointed ahead.

      The man waited beside a ravine, his bearded face intent. He lifted a hand in Jack's direction and gestured him onward.

      Checking his revolver was loose in its holster, Jack rode toward the man. “Who are you?”

      “A friend.” The voice came from behind Jack as a dozen Afghans emerged from the trees, three of them pointing pistols. “Go back home, Major Windrush. Go back home to Gondabad and Mary.”

      “How do you know about Mary?”

      The Afghans remained at the fringe of trees, half-seen in the whirling snow. “We are the messengers, Major Windrush. Go home to your wife.”

      “Who the devil are you?” Jack asked.

      “A friend!” the man shouted.

      “Are you Bacha Khan?”

      The man turned his horse and vanished into the trees, with the others following. Jack killed his desire to spur forward, knowing that the Pashtuns could easily lure him into their hills.

      “What was all that about, Awalmir?”

      “I think it was a warning, Major Windrush.”

      “I'm damned if I'll take heed of it,” Jack said. All the same, the words worried him. He did not like the Afghans knowing about Mary. When he wrote a letter to his wife that night, he was aware that it might be the last words of his she saw, he put his feelings onto the paper. If he died out here, at least Mary would know of his love.
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        * * *

      

      In late February, Jack marched his men to join Roberts in the Kurram Valley. As he had anticipated, the presence of British troops stirred the local tribes to hostility, and every British supply convoy and patrol was in danger of attack. The Pashtun gathered on the ridges and hill-slopes, watching everything the invaders did, looking for soft targets.

      “Things are hotting up, Donnelly,” Jack said.

      “Yes, sir,” Donnelly agreed as he cleaned Jack's boots. “The boys can feel the change. They expect the Afghans to rise in the spring.”

      Jack nodded. “They could well be correct,” he said.

      At the end of March, Elliot brought the remainder of the 113th into the Kurram Valley. Better weather ensured that Jack was hectic with escort duty, plus taking part in punitive expeditions against the local tribes, the Mohmands and Shinwaris. An attack on a baggage train left Captain Good of the 72nd mortally wounded, and others injured and proved that the tribes were not afraid to attack even heavily escorted convoys.

      “We are not in a conquered country,” Elliot spoke through a haze of tobacco smoke. “We only control the ground on which we stand.”

      Jack remembered saying something similar during the Ashanti War. Whatever the politicians believed, and whatever colour cartographers painted their maps, British control was fragile over much of its empire. Only the presence of the underpaid men in shabby khaki kept the pink tint across the globe.

      “Double the pickets,” Elliot ordered. “Jack, I want you to take out mobile patrols over our perimeter. Get the lads used to the terrain and the enemy, rotate the men, so everybody gets some experience, especially the officers and NCOs. We have to learn fast out here.”

      Jack had known Elliot for twenty-five years, but this was the first time he had seen him as colonel of the regiment in a war situation. Jack watched as Elliot worked, planning each operation with a meticulousness that drove his junior officers to despair. Elliot studied every detail, from the terrain to the make-up of the patrols or convoys, walked or rode over the ground and scanned with his binoculars everything he could not reach. Planning was everything with Elliot, with long reconnaissance patrols across the area that his battalion would later traverse.

      “There's the colonel,” the men would say, “he bears a charmed life, that one.”

      Jack realised that the men were correct. Elliot had been with Jack through the Crimea and the Mutiny and had only once been wounded, compared to the collection of scars that seamed Jack's body and limbs.

      The campaign wore on, with minor skirmishes and patrols that became routine with constant repetition. Awalmir proved a useful bridge between Jack and the local tribesmen, as the 113th gradually adapted to local conditions. Jack saw the young soldiers mature before his eyes and boys who had hardly begun to shave assumed the swagger of veterans.

      “Hey, Johnny Raw! Clean these!” Hancock threw his boots at Morriston.

      “Clean them yourself, Hancock, you lazy bastard.”

      A few months before, Morriston would have meekly obliged, now he threw them back.

      “You'll get the toe of my boot, boy!” Hancock threatened.

      “And you'll get my fist in your teeth!”

      Jack grunted and walked on. His recruits were becoming soldiers. Only Lawrence worried him, with his constant search for medals.

      “Keep an eye on Lawrence, Peebles,” Jack warned.

      “Yes, sir,” Sergeant Peebles said. “I fear it's my fault, sir. I tried to encourage him back in Worcester, and he clung to my words.”

      Every day, when his administrative duties were complete, Jack sent out messages asking about Bacha Khan and General Skobelev. The Pashtun agreed they had heard about Bacha Khan but denied any knowledge of Skobelev. Jack believed them, and although he probed, nobody volunteered information about Bacha Khan.

      “Give me that Paythan fellow Awalmir for half an hour,” Donnelly said. “I'll get him to tell me.”

      Jack glanced at Awalmir. “I'm sure you could, Donnelly,” he said, “but Awalmir's an asset to the regiment. If you mistreat him, he might turn against us, and so might Bacha Khan.”

      Donnelly saw the logic and nodded. “Yes, sir. Maybe.” He threw Awalmir a sidelong look. “I'm telling you, sir, you can't trust that man.”

      “He's been valuable more than once, Donnelly,” Jack said. “I'm sure he will be valuable again.”

      “Yes, sir,” Donnelly said and slipped away when Elliot stepped into Jack's tent.

      “Praise God for peace and keep your powder dry,” Elliot said at once. “Cromwell said something like that. I have more news for you, Jack. You'd better get yourself a drink first, and pour one for me, too.”

      “That sounds ominous.” Jack poured two large whiskies.

      “We are being brigaded with the Royal Malverns again,” Elliot said.

      Jack knocked back his whisky. “That is not good news,” he agreed. The last thing he needed was trouble from his half-brother.
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        * * *

      

      Despite unease in Westminster and even in the hierarchy of the Church of England, the British drew up a treaty that Yakub Khan agreed.

      “It's peace!” Elliot said as he passed on the news to his officers.

      “Peace?” Jack repeated.

      “Peace,” Elliot confirmed. “You sound surprised, Jack.”

      “I am surprised,” Jack said. “And a little sceptical. I can't see the Afghans caving in so easily. Do you remember 1841?”

      “I do,” Elliot said. “We thought we had won the war and then the Afghans rose and destroyed our army.”

      “I prefer open warfare to a strained peace,” Jack said. “It's more honest.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Royal Malverns marched into the Kurram valley in column of four, with their band playing and the bright scarlet uniforms showing they were new to the campaign. Reckoning themselves as veterans, the 113th watched the Royals with some disdain.

      “Bloody Pall Mall soldiers.” Ahern spat on the ground. “They come when the fighting is over, full of pomp and pride.”

      Hancock grunted. “We'll see if they're so pretty when the Paythans get them. That'll learn them.”

      Jack said nothing. He saw Crimea Windrush marching beside his men, looking very dignified and martial, wondered why William made his men wear scarlet when most other British units had adopted the more practical khaki and dismissed the thought. William could do as he wished with his regiment. Jack turned away and stepped into the tent that the 113th used as an Officer's Mess.

      “Watching the show, Jack?” Elliot asked.

      Jack nodded. “Watching the show and wondering at the news. Only two battles and the Afghans give up? I find that hard to believe.”

      “It is true, oh, cynical one,” Elliot said. “You always look on the dark side, Jack. I'm sure you were not always like that.”

      “I didn't know the world so well when I was younger,” Jack said.

      Elliot poured out two whiskies, held the glasses up to judge the contents and handed the smaller to Jack.

      “Maybe the world is not as black as you think it is,” Elliot said. “You have a good wife, a sturdy son and the respect of your peers. What more do you wish?”

      Jack leaned back in the wickerwork chair and contemplated the white sheet that hung under the ceiling. Back in Gondabad, he would expect a snake to make its home on that, but here in Afghanistan, the rats had free reign.

      “What more do you wish?” Elliot repeated.

      Jack sipped his whisky and changed the subject. “I wish that people would treat Mary with more respect,” he said. “Every day she was out in England, people stared at her because she is Eurasian. And when we have formal dinners, especially with officers of another regiment present, Mary has to endure veiled insults and snubs from so-called gentlemen.”

      Elliot raised his eyebrows and swirled the whisky in his glass. “You're lucky to have Mary,” he said. “She's head and shoulders above any other officer's wife in the regiment, or any other regiment.” He smiled. “I'd take her off your hands like a shot, Jack if she'd have me.”

      “Every day,” Jack ignored Elliot's words, “every time a woman whisks her skirt aside from Mary's path or snubs her, I want to slap the bitch, and every time an officer makes a nasty remark, I find myself reaching for my sword.”

      Elliot swallowed half his whisky. “I didn't realise it affected you so badly, Jack.”

      “It does,” Jack said. “And having the Royals brigaded here reminds me.”

      “You'll be glad to be on active service.”

      “Sometimes. Mary is happier in Gondabad than in England,” Jack said. “Home, as she called it, was not what she thought.” He swallowed half the contents of his glass. “I'm thinking of sending in my papers, Arthur.”

      “You're thinking of resigning?” Elliot looked up in genuine alarm. “What would the 113th do without you?”

      “The 113th won't miss me,” Jack said seriously. “I don't think a Eurasian officer enhances its prestige.” He finished his whisky. “You'd be better without me, Arthur.”

      “What does Mary think?”

      “I haven't asked her yet,” Jack said.

      Elliot raised his eyes, said nothing, and filled both their glasses. “Reconsider,” he said. “The army is your life.”
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        * * *

      

      The treaty of peace was signed at Gandamak, off the Khyber Pass on the 26th May 1879. The British chose the place deliberately, as it was the site of a battle in January 1842 where the remnants of a previous British Army made their final stand.

      Jack lit a cheroot and glanced around. “You can feel the ghosts of the past pressing down on you, can't you?”

      While Lieutenant Trent looked sceptical, Harcourt gave a shiver. “This is where the 44th Foot died, isn't it?” He looked around at the hills, some bare, others scattered with scrubby trees.

      “That bald hill over there,” Jack pointed with his cheroot. “That's where they made their stand. Fifty soldiers of the 44th Foot against unknown thousands of Afghans.” He pictured the scene, the small band of British soldiers, hungry, exhausted, knowing there was no escape and no retreat, fought with bullets and bayonets, and eventually fists and boots. Only one man survived. Using his binoculars, Jack fancied he saw white bones still bleaching on the grass.

      “Grim memories, Jack,” Elliot said, calmly puffing at his cheroot, “and a grim landscape, if beautiful in its own way.”

      “I presume that's why we picked this spot,” Jack said, “to replace the memory of a defeat with one of victory.”

      “This is a cruel land,” Second-lieutenant Gifford gave his opinion. “I would not like to die here.”

      Jack nodded. “I suppose the Roman legionnaires said the same thing about Hadrian's Wall when they looked northward over the heather moors and hills to Scotland.”

      “Strange things, empires,” Elliot said. “They emerge, expand and fade away. We're in the ascendancy now, but sometime in the future the British Empire will only be a memory.” He faced the old battlefield of Gandamak. “Let's hope we leave a good legacy, and people remember us with affection.”

      “Amen to that,” Jack said.

      Colonel Elliot's company of the 113th was among the nearly five thousand British soldiers gathered when Yakub Khan signed the treaty.

      “Here comes the Amir,” Elliot said as Yakub Khan left his camp to ride along the avenue of British soldiers.

      Jack kept his eyes on the surrounding heights, wary of a Pashtun ambush to spoil the party. He saw Yakub Khan, looking every bit as shifty as Lytton described. The British politician Sir Pierre Louis Napoleon Cavagnari was also present, with a small escort, while others, both Afghan and British, watched.

      “Cavagnari's looking smug,” Elliot said. “With reason, perhaps, as he engineered the peace.”

      The British laid on an impressive ceremony, with the Royal Horse Artillery and the 10th Hussars lining the route the Afghan delegation would travel. Jack eyed the double row of British soldiers, with the proud horses and sun-helmeted men, and wondered what the Afghans thought of this alien presence in their country. He did not need to wonder; he knew they resented the British. An occupying power flaunting its military might before the Afghans was more of a challenge than proof of victory.

      “What were the terms?” Lieutenant Harcourt was smiling, enjoying the ceremony without any of Jack's worries although his gaze continually strayed to the site of the 44th's final stand.

      “Yakub Khan has given up the Kurram Valley and the Khyber Pass to us,” Jack said, “and we now control his foreign affairs, with Cavagnari and a small body of British troops in Kabul to ensure he keeps his word. In return, we recognise him as Amir, give him military support if the Russians or Persians invade and hand him six lakhs of rupees every year.”

      “Bribery,” Elliot said. “The Romans did the same with tributary states along their frontier. Welcome to the Pax Britannica.”

      “Oh, how I'd love to be one of those officers in Kabul,” Harcourt said. “Imagine being at the heart of things all the time!”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Jack said. “Kabul will be a very dangerous posting.”

      Harcourt watched as the Afghan delegation passed, heads high but strangely melancholy. “We control the Amir and keep out the Russians.”

      “That's about it,” Elliot said. “There's your brother, Jack.”

      Jack turned around. He had not seen the delegation from the Royal Malverns arrive. Now they had pushed forward to the front of the ceremony, as befitted their status as one of the elite British regiments. William Windrush sat astride his horse, glaring in Jack's direction.

      “It is,” Jack said.

      “He doesn't look pleased to see you,” Elliot said, half smiling.

      “Nor I to see him.”

      The two Windrushes stared each other out for a full minute before William looked away with an expression of disdain on his face. He muttered something to the plump major at his side, who looked across at Jack and gave a short bark of laughter.

      “What was that all about?” Elliot asked.

      “William's probably saying that I should be on the Afghan side because of my Eurasian mother,” Jack said.

      “That might be it,” Elliot said. “It's a pity duelling is banned in the army. An inch or two of Wilkinson's Sword through the belly would do wonders for that man.”

      “I could not challenge a superior officer to a duel,” Jack said. “It was against the law.”

      “I would challenge him if I could,” Elliot said. “An insult to one of my officers is an insult to my regiment.”

      Opposite Jack, a group of Pashtuns watched from a knoll, with most carrying a Snider or a Martini-Henry rifle. In the centre, standing proud with the wind catching his jacket was a burly man with a scarf concealing most of his face. The sun glinted from the silver hilt of his Khyber knife.

      “That warrior over there doesn't look too pleased with the ceremony,” Jack murmured. “I wonder if that's Bacha Khan.”

      “Is he here to cause trouble?” Elliot flicked open his holster and placed a hand on the butt of his revolver.

      “Perhaps,” Jack said. “We'll keep an eye on him.”

      It may have been late May, with summer blessing the county, but Jack could feel the darkness of impending violence. Whatever Lytton believed, the British had not conquered Afghanistan.

      As the diplomats' words sounded across the landscape, and the assembled troops fidgeted on their horses or ignored the flies that investigated their faces, groups of Pashtun warrior gathered on the surrounding hills.

      “Keep the men ready for trouble, Singer,” Jack murmured.

      The burly man rode forward until he stood at the front of his company. The wind flicked at his robes, making it appear that he was flowing into the surrounding landscape, so he was part of the land, the personification of Afghanistan itself. He moved towards the ceremony, with his followers a few yards behind, each man heavily armed.

      “Jack,” Elliot said. “Take half a dozen men and see what that fellow wants. Keep an eye on him.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jack signalled to Sergeant Peebles. “Bring Number One section,” he said and led them towards the burly Afghan and his followers.

      Other British and Indian soldiers had also noticed the substantial body of Afghans, and a troop of Sikh cavalry was walking in the same direction as Jack's 113th.

      “Double, boys,” Jack said. “We can't have the Sikhs beating us to it.”

      As soon as Jack drew near, the Pashtuns closed around their leader and withdrew a hundred yards, where they reformed.

      “Stand firm, One Section,” Jack said as he tried to focus his binoculars on the burly man. The Pashtuns assembled around their leader again, shielding him from Jack's gaze.

      “You are hiding, my Pashtun friend,” Jack said. “I think you are Bacha Khan.” He remained where he was until the ceremony was complete, and then the Pashtuns turned as one and vanished into the landscape.

      “What was that all about?” Elliot asked when Jack returned.

      “I think that was Bacha Khan showing us that he's not finished yet,” Jack said.

      “Did you see him?”

      “Not clearly,” Jack said.

      That night Awalmir vanished. Nobody saw him leave, but he was no longer in the British camp, and he left no message.

      “Good riddance to bad rubbish,” Donnelly gave his unsought opinion. “I never trusted that bloody Paythan anyway.”

      Jack nodded. He sensed that Awalmir's departure heralded torrid events.
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      “Well, gentlemen,” Roberts addressed a gathering of officers, “you'll have heard the terms by now. We had three armies in Afghanistan. One, the Peshawar Valley Field Force, has already returned to India. The second, the Kandahar Field Force will withdraw as soon as the present cholera outbreak has burned itself out. That leaves us. We will remain in the Kurram, which is now under British control.”

      The officers regarded Roberts with mixed emotions. Some, the younger men, sought advancement through action and military glory and hoped for a long war. The older, more experienced officers thought they had been lucky and wished to withdraw from Afghanistan and return to their families in India.

      “We have several tasks to perform in the Kurram, including ensuring the tribes behave themselves. Once the government reduces the British presence in Afghanistan, I expect the country to become more unsettled. Elliot, I want your 113th to continue to patrol the area.”

      “Yes, sir,” Elliot said.

      Roberts gave the other regiments their duties. “Windrush, you speak Pushto and Urdu.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I want you to go along with Cavagnari to Kabul. Keep an eye on the situation.”

      Jack felt his spirits sink. “I'm not political, sir.”

      “I don't expect you to be political, Windrush. I need a military man to report to me. If the situation deteriorates, I want to know what's happening. That is your duty, the Guides will be there to escort Cavagnari.”

      “How will I contact you, sir?”

      “Telegraph General Hook in Simla and he will pass on the message to me.”

      Jack felt Elliot's gaze on him as he nodded acceptance. As a soldier, he had no choice except to obey orders, but accompanying Cavagnari to the Afghan capital was one order he disliked. When he wrote his regular letter to Mary that night, he downplayed his fears and tried to emphasise the positive, although he feared that Mary would understand the reality.
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        * * *

      

      The next month saw a restless country, with minor outbreaks, ambushes, and gatherings of tribesmen in various places. Jack led companies of the 113th on small expeditions, fought some minor skirmishes and listened to the rumours. Wherever he was, the same sentiments came clear. The Afghans did not want the British in their country, and they praised two men: Mohammed Jan, Khan of Wardak and Bacha Khan.

      “Bacha Khan again,” Jack said to Elliot.

      “Aye, that man again.” Elliot sipped at his whisky glass. “Keep your ears open in Kabul, Jack, and remember to telegraph the authorities in Simla if you hear anything.”

      “I will,” Jack did not hide his apprehension from Elliot. The colonel knew him too well.

      

      It was July, high summer in Afghanistan before the British embassy journeyed to Kabul. Jack gave last advice to his officers, shook hands with Elliot and prepared for the journey.

      “Don't forget your revolver,” Elliot said. “I'll forward any mail from Mary.”

      “And David,” Jack said, “if he remembers how to write.”

      “And David,” Elliot agreed. “Don't worry about that young man, he's got a Windrush head on his shoulders.”

      Jack did not doubt Sir Louis Cavagnari's charisma, energy and courage but still felt uneasy in the British Resident's presence. Cavagnari could have inherited his charm from his Irish mother, while his vigour possibly originated with his father, a general in Bonaparte's army, but Jack could not bring himself to like the man or trust him.

      “Major Windrush.” Cavagnari greeted Jack with an open smile and a warm handshake. “I have heard about your exploits. Fighting Jack, is it not?”

      “That was many years ago,” Jack said, holding Cavagnari's darting eyes. “Your name and fame are far better known.”

      “We will ride together to Kabul,” Cavagnari said, “and I shall tell Yakub Khan what to do.”

      “He is the Amir of Afghanistan,” Jack reminded. “We are only the representatives of British power, agents of the queen.”

      Cavagnari shrugged. “He is our Amir,” he said. “We appointed him.”

      Jack grunted. “The Afghans may not agree.”

      “You worry too much, Major,” Cavagnari said. “Enjoy the victory.”

      “I have reasons to worry, Sir Louis,” Jack said.

      “Nonsense,” Cavagnari said. “We control Afghanistan.”

      Jack raised his eyebrows without further comment.

      Cavagnari was the permanent British resident in Kabul, with an escort of twenty-five sowars and fifty sepoys, all from the Guides. Jack viewed the escort with mixed feelings. He had fought with the Guides in the 1860s and knew them to be the best fighting men on the Frontier. However, seventy-five men was a frighteningly small bodyguard when stuck in the capital of one of the most warlike nations on earth.

      “It's good to see you, Guides,” Jack had hoped for some familiar faces, but the men were all strangers to him. Still, they looked the kind of handy, capable soldiers he wanted near him if things became unpleasant.

      The Guides nodded, smiled, or greeted him as was their custom. Lieutenant Walter Hamilton, the young Victoria Cross holder in command of the Guides, approached Jack with a confident smile.

      “It's all right, sir,” Hamilton said. “We'll take care of the Resident.”

      “I'm sure you will,” Jack said.

      “This is Jemadar Jewand Singh,” Hamilton introduced a tall Sikh with quiet eyes. “The best fighting man you will ever meet. With him at our side, we have nothing to fear.”

      Jack acknowledged Jemadar Singh's salute. “I do not doubt that,” he said.

      Roberts accompanied Cavagnari's small force as far as the Shutargardan Pass, riding with a permanent frown on his face, as though all the troubles of the world were pressing on his shoulders.

      “Whatever happens in Kabul, Windrush,” Roberts said. “Make sure you come out of it alive. I have less faith in Yakub Khan than Cavagnari has.”

      “Cavagnari thinks he is perfectly safe.”

      “I am not so sure.” Roberts stroked his moustache. “I don't like sending you into Kabul, Windrush, but you are a resourceful sort of fellow. You're the best man for the job.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Jack said.

      “We'd better join the Resident,” Roberts said as they neared the Shutargardan Pass.

      As Jack reined up beside Cavagnari, a magpie fluttered past, its black and white plumage distinctive.

      “One for sorrow, two for joy,” Cavagnari said, half smiling.

      “There was only one.” Roberts shook his head.

      “Best not tell my wife,” Cavagnari said. “She takes these things too seriously.”

      Jack forced a smile, although he felt that the magpie might have been giving a warning.

      Leaving Roberts at the pass, Cavagnari and his escort rode towards a small group of Afghans who waited for them. A dignified nobleman preceded the Afghans, riding with a hunting hawk on his wrist and two servants at his back.

      “Your escort is behind me,” the nobleman said, loosing the hawk, and galloping in its wake.

      Jack heard the music next, and Hamilton sent two sowars riding forward to prepare the way. Within ten minutes, the Afghan escort arrived, colourful and bearing broad smiles of welcome. Yet despite everybody's apparent friendliness, Jack ensured his sword was loose in its scabbard, and his pistol was fully loaded.

      “Relax, Major Windrush,” Cavagnari said. “There is peace. We won the war, and we're all friends now.”

      Jack nodded, scanning his surroundings for a sight of Bacha Khan. Knots of Afghans stood on prominent places and in front of their houses, but Jack did not see the burly Pashtun or anybody else who looked threatening.

      “Satisfied, Major?” Cavagnari was still smiling, enjoying his position. “Yakub Khan will keep the treaty. I understand the man.”

      Four miles from Kabul, the main Afghan reception waited, with noblemen, a troop of cavalry and a concourse of decorated elephants, complete with elaborate howdahs.

      “You see, Major?” Cavagnari said. “All is peaceful.”

      Jack nodded. “So it seems, sir.”

      The Afghans appeared eager to greet the British Embassy with all the pomp they could muster. Within a few moments, Jack understood that the Afghans expected the British Embassy to enter Kabul perched on the back of the elephants.

      “All is as planned,” Cavagnari said. “Come along, Major!”

      Sir Louis Cavagnari and his assistant, the Scotsman William Jenkyns, Surgeon Ambrose Kelly and Jack mounted the elephants, and on the 24th July 1879, they passed through the gates of Kabul.

      It was years since Jack had sat in a howdah. With a canopy shading him from the sun and balancing to the elephant's swaying, regal walk, Jack stared at the fabled city, capital of one of the last independent countries in Central Asia. He felt as if he had stepped back in time to the lands of the Arabian Nights as he surveyed the minarets and acres of flat-roofed houses. Yakub Khan had not stinted on his welcome, with two batteries of artillery and nine regiments of regular infantry forming a guard of honour, and bands playing God Save the Queen.

      “Maybe this peace might work, after all,” Jack said as he viewed the welcome. The last time he had seen Afghan soldiers, they had been firing at him from behind a sangar. Now they stood at attention in his honour. To Jack's military eye, the soldiers appeared smart, although lacking the Pashtun warriors' fire. The artillery looked well trained, with modern guns and immaculate uniforms with elaborate helmets that smacked of Prussian influence. For a moment, Jack wondered if any of the gunners had faced Roberts at Peiwar Kotal, then he dismissed the thought as unimportant. These men were professional soldiers; their duty was to fight their nation's enemies without fear or malice.

      And then they were through the city gates and inside Kabul proper. The city had fascinated Jack ever since he heard of the British disaster of the First Afghan War. Kabul was reasonably large, with a population of about fifty thousand, and the houses more substantial than in most cities in the sub-continent. As Jack expected, the marketplaces and bazaars were the only open spaces, with the other streets narrow, dark and filthy. Kabul was a bit like Edinburgh's Old Town, Jack thought, a mixture of the exotic and the sordid. High above, the massive Bala Hissar fortress dominated the city.

      Jack tried to inspect the Bala Hissar as his elephant swayed majestically along the crowded streets. He saw what appeared to be an immensely formidable citadel, surrounded by a high wall, with stone bastions at irregular intervals, and a wet ditch around the exterior. As he assessed the fortress, Jack calculated its weaknesses, from the dominating mountain to the rear to the sheer length of the walls, which would need thousands of men to defend.

      No sooner had Jack got used to the motion of the elephant than they entered the Bala Hissar, where the Amir had his palace, and crowds of people were helping them down. Splendidly dressed servants guided them inside the palace courtyard, where Afghan musicians waited for them, together with more armed soldiers with neat beards and flamboyant uniforms.

      “All very hostile, Major, don't you think?” Cavagnari teased Jack.

      “It seems very friendly,” Jack said, “But I'll keep my pistol handy.”

      “There's no need for that,” Cavagnari said as smiling servants ushered them inside the building, with its mosaics and hanging carpets, its scents and luxury beyond the comprehension of most Kabulis.

      While the Guides escort remained outside the palace, Cavagnari and his immediate entourage found the warmest of welcomes. In Jack's opinion, the Amir was shifty but outwardly friendly. He greeted Cavagnari with respect and dignity, asked kindly about the health of Queen Victoria and showed every indication of friendship. After all the splendour of the entrance to Kabul, the initial meeting with the Amir was short, and courtiers soon ushered the British to the Residency.

      “Our new home in Kabul,” Cavagnari said complacently.

      Located about two hundred and fifty yards from the Amir's palace within the Bala Hissar, the British Residency was a compound consisting of several houses. Jack viewed the compound, noting the surrounding buildings that dominated it and the lack of walls on the flat roofs.

      “This place is indefensible,” he said to Hamilton. “I'd advise you to ensure you mark out fields of fire and work out the weakest and strongest points.”

      “I'm doing just that, sir,” Hamilton said cheerfully. “We're the Guides remember.”

      “I remember,” Jack said. Hamilton's confidence buoyed him up. “I'm not here to take over, Hamilton, but I'd be happy to help.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Hamilton said.

      The Afghans had given Jack a small room near Cavagnari's quarters at the opposite end of the compound from the main gate. The accommodation was very comfortable, even luxurious, but Jack knew the efficient servants were watching everything he did. On his third day, he wrote a letter to nobody, left it on the table in his room, carefully noted its position, and strolled around the Bala Hissar for an hour. When he returned, he found that somebody had opened the letter and replaced it in a different place.

      The Afghans are spying on us, Jack said to himself. He stared out of his window, where the Afghan sentry at the main gate of the compound noted down every visitor and timed the duration of their visits.

      Things are not what they seem to be, Jack thought. He wandered through Kabul with his revolver hidden inside his tunic, asked questions, and listened to the answers.

      “What do the people think about the British embassy?”

      “Cavagnari thinks he is Amir,” the answer came, together with a curse.

      “The British want to add Afghanistan to their empire.”

      “Cavagnari is the ruler here, not Yakub Khan.”

      “Did we invite the British to tell us what to do?”

      When Jack returned to the Residency, he spoke to Cavagnari. “It might be better to rein in a bit,” but the envoy laughed.

      “I've got Yakub Khan where I want him,” he said. “He will be an excellent ally who does what we want.”

      “You mean he'll do as you order him,” Jack said. “You're playing with fire here, sir. The Afghans are not people to treat lightly.”

      “I know them better than you do,” Cavagnari said. “I've spent twenty years working with the Afghans.”

      “Then act as if you know them!” Jack stormed away in disgust, trying to control his temper. He had little regard for politicians at any time, and Cavagnari's arrogance, as Jack saw it, seemed intended to insult the people of Afghanistan.

      Jack wandered around Kabul, at first in uniform, and then, when he became aware of the citizen's hostility, in native dress. Being Eurasian, Jack was naturally swarthy, and nobody gave him a second look as he mingled with the crowds in the bazaars, listened to their conversations and gauged their temper.

      Amongst all the Kabulis, Jack found a friendly face as a grey-bearded man approached him outside the walls of the Bala Hissar.

      “You are a British officer,” the man stated.

      Jack nodded, recognising the military bearing of the man. “And you were also a soldier.”

      “I was a ressaldar of the Guides!” the man said. As a ressaldar was a cavalry officer, Jack was not surprised at the man's perspicacity.

      “You would be welcome to enter the Residency,” Jack invited. “Your fellow Guides will be pleased to entertain you, as will I.”

      “Thank you, sahib,” the ressaldar said. “I may avail myself of that opportunity sometime.” When he drifted away, a dignified figure among the crowd, Jack wondered what tales he had to tell, smiled, and returned to his quarters.

      The Kabulis built their houses of wood and mud brick, flat-roofed, with no external windows, or only narrow barred and shuttered windows behind which veiled women peered out. Jack saw very few women in the streets, and then they were heavily veiled with a man escorting them.

      “Mary would not like it here,” Jack decided with a smile. “It is too restricting for her.”

      The shops in the chokes – the markets – were busy with local produce, and Jack bought peaches, apricots, grapes, and melons, with a few apples. In Jack's opinion, none could compare to the fruit from Herefordshire, the best in the world. He inspected the horses on display, the famous Kabul ponies, stout, strong, and sure-footed as a wild goat on the mountains.

      “Good horses,” Jack approved and thought of riding a Kabul pony over the Malvern Hills. That thought led naturally to an image of David. “It's about time that boy wrote to me,” he said, trying to push his paternal worry aside.

      At the end of August, Jack felt a new restless mood in Kabul. The people looked excited as if they expected significant events. The retired ressaldar appeared at Jack's side.

      “What's happening, Ressaldar?” Jack asked. “Is there a religious festival of which I am not aware?”

      “No, sahib. Two regiments from Herat have arrived in the cantonments,” the ressaldar said. “They are at Sherpur, just outside the city and they are mocking the local regiments for allowing the British to defeat them.” The ressaldar smiled bleakly. “They also want to be paid.”

      Jack relaxed a little. “Inter regimental rivalry then, Ressaldar?”

      “I hope it's only that, sahib.”

      “So do I,” Jack said. “Perhaps you should inform Sir Louis what's happening. It's better coming from a ressaldar of the Guides. You understand the Kabulis better than anybody.”

      Later that day, Jack saw the Heratis, Afghan soldiers who had never faced the British Army. They swarmed around the streets, boasting, shouting, and gathering near the Residency. The ressaldar ignored them as he entered the Residency to speak to Cavagnari. Jack drifted in behind them, listening to Cavagnari's reaction.

      “Never fear, Ressaldar,” Cavagnari said. “Keep up your heart. Dogs that bark don't bite.”

      “But these dogs do bite,” the ressaldar said. “Sahib, the Residency is in great danger.”

      Cavagnari laughed. “They can only kill the three or four of us here, and our deaths will be avenged.”

      That will be a great consolation to Mary, Jack thought, and how about your Guide escort, Sir bloody Louis? Don't their lives matter? He spoke to the ressaldar as he left the Residency.

      “Thank you for trying, Ressaldar. You were true to your salt.” Jack shook the man's hand.

      The ressaldar saluted. “We are the Guides.”

      “The best soldiers in the world,” Jack confirmed. You are too good for the politicians and diplomats you defend.

      As the Herati regiments paraded through the streets, Jack hurried to the telegraph, intending to inform General Hook what he had learned.

      “What are you doing in here, Major?” Cavagnari was already in the room, leaning over Jenkyns, who operated the machine.

      “My duty, Sir Louis,” Jack said.

      “Well, step outside, Major, and I'll do mine.” Cavagnari gave Jenkyns swift orders. “Send to Lytton: All is well in the Kabul Embassy.” He glanced at Jack, who hovered outside. “You may go, Windrush,” he said coldly.

      You're a blasted fool, Sir Louis. Jack paced into his room, checked his revolver was loaded and sighed, for once thankful that Mary was elsewhere. For a minute, Jack listened to the rain hammering at the shutters on the windows, and the wind moaning around the house.

      The weather is a fitting requiem for the British mission, he thought.

      “It looks as if history will repeat itself,” Jack said. Yanking open the shutters, he looked over the city of Kabul, feeling himself alone in an alien land. He was at home in England, from where his paternal line had lived for centuries, and in India, where his grandmother's people originated. Afghanistan was vastly different from both. “I'll try to get back to you, Mary,” he said. “I'm damned if I'll allow the Afghans to murder me because of a politician's arrogance.”

      Unable to reach Roberts directly, Jack waited a few moments and again tried to contact General Hook in Simla.

      “Sorry, Windrush,” Jenkyns said, “the line's down. It could be the weather.”

      Jack nodded. “Thank you,” he walked away. Weather be damned, he told himself. The Afghans have cut it. We'll be under siege in a few days.

      “Sir Louis,” Jack approached Cavagnari. “I am here to give military advice.”

      “I don't know why you are here,” Cavagnari said, half-smiling. “I have a competent unit of the Guides for military matters, and I speak the local languages better than you do.” Cavagnari's charm fell away as he spoke. “You are surplus to requirements, Major.”

      “The mood in Kabul is unfriendly, Sir Louis,” Jack ignored the insult. “I would advise you to put the Residency in a state of defence.”

      Cavagnari frowned. “I have already explained that I understand these people, Windrush. If we show distrust, the Afghans will certainly turn against us.”

      “There is a mob of some two thousand angry men parading outside the Bala Hissar, sir. It is only common sense to turn out the guard.”

      “They are protesting about pay. It is not our concern,” Cavagnari said. “You are dismissed, Major.”

      The noise increased, with chants of “dam-i-charya – pay and food!” above the general roar. Realising that he was wasting his time with Cavagnari, Jack spoke to Lieutenant Hamilton.

      “My lads have been warning me for days,” Hamilton said calmly. “And I have been warning Sir Louis. Unfortunately, Sir Louis refuses to listen to reason.”

      “Keep your men alert,” Jack said.

      “I will, sir,” Hamilton nodded his assent.

      Early the next morning, Jack dressed in Afghan clothes, ensured his pistol was hidden and left the Residency. The rain had halted, and heat increased the smells from the city. Jack kept his head down as he listened to the people in the streets.

      “It's all the British fault,” somebody said. “Cavagnari is trying to take over the country.” Jack was unsure what the anonymous man blamed the British for but followed the crowd that drifted around the Bala Hissar. It was Ramadan, so the Kabulis fasted in the daylight hours, while dust rose with every footfall.

      “A kind god would bring us more rain to cool the tempers of the Heratis,” Jack said. But God was not listening that summer.

      The Afghan Herati regiments paraded in a loose formation as they waited for three months back pay. The more vocal regiment, the Ardul, had been stationed in Afghan Turkestan, hundreds of miles from the fighting in the late war.

      “Pay!” they chanted. “We want our wages! Dam-i-charya! Pay and food!”

      Standing at the back of the watching crowd, Jack heard the roar of anger when an officer told them they would only get one month's pay.

      Within a few moments, a soldier of the Ardul regiment hurled a stone at the nearest window. Three minutes later, a hundred Herati soldiers were stoning the windows of the Afghan Treasury building.

      “That's the way boys,” Jack said. “Use up your anger on the officials and leave us alone.”

      After about quarter of an hour of stoning, General Daud Shah, the Afghan commander-in-chief, stepped out onto the veranda to appease the crowd. However, his appearance had the opposite effect as the Heratis surged to the veranda and attacked their general with fists, feet, and a bayonet, until somebody pulled Daud Shah clear, cursing and swearing at his attackers.

      “Where is the Amir?” somebody shouted, “Where is Yakub Khan?”

      Jack could have told them that the Amir was safe inside his palace, with the gates locked and two loyal regiments on guard behind the battlemented walls. The Artillery and the Kazilbashi Horse were well-fed, fully paid and would not flinch from firing on the rioting Heratis. After a few moments, the Heratis looked for something more satisfying than throwing stones at the palace walls.

      “The feringhees are rich!” a bearded youth shouted. “The British Embassy is full of gold!”

      “Make Cavagnari-sahib pay us!” The cry spread around the mob.

      “Dam-i-charya!” the mob chanted. “Pay and food!”

      At that moment, Jack knew, the Heratis were not yet menacing. They only wanted their arrears of pay and expected the British to provide for them.

      “Dam-i-charya! Dam-i-charya!”

      The crowd moved towards the Residency, soldiers and civilians combined, with another Afghan regiment, on duty at the Arsenal, joining them. They surrounded the walls of the compound, shouting, waving fists and knives, demanding that the British pay their wages.

      “Dam-i-charya!” the crowd chanted, “Pay and food!”

      “What the devil do I do now?” Jack asked himself as he viewed the mob that blocked his way to the Residency.
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      Unable to enter the Residency through the press, Jack could only watch events unfold. He saw a Guides havildar push the gate shut and other Guides, some in uniform, others in plain clothes, rush to the walls. One sepoy ran through the high arch of the inner door, past the assembled cavalry horses, and closed the external doorway.

      After that, Jack could not see inside the courtyard until, inexplicably, a Guides cavalry sowar re-opened the outer gate. The mob of Heratis, with the hangers-on from the city, bazaar riff-raff and people there merely out of curiosity, thrust into the compound, yelling, demanding money, or just staring.

      “Hold your fire!” Jack heard Hamilton's order above the hubbub of the crowd. “Don't fire on these unarmed men!”

      Jack took his chance and joined the mob, chanting with the rest as he entered the compound. He saw some Afghans push at the Guides, while others poured into the stables to loot what they could find. A group of Heratis kicked open the door of one of the servant's houses and threw a screaming woman into the crowd, who began to paw her.

      “Enough of that,” Jack roared, pushing towards the woman.

      Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, he punched one of her molesters in the mouth and dragged the woman through the crowd. The mob had completely taken over the courtyard, carrying away everything of value, stealing the horses, smashing what they could not steal. A dozen men began to stone the houses.

      “Get into the barracks,” Jack told the woman, as he saw Hamilton giving orders to the sepoys. A platoon of Guides infantry ran to the roof of the barracks, from where they overlooked the seething mob in the compound. Hamilton was with them, giving calm orders that saw the remainder of the Guides file into the Residency building, sepoys and sowars together. Jack joined the sepoys on the barrack's roof.

      “Good morning, sir,” Hamilton saluted. “I'm glad you're safely back.”

      “So am I,” Jack replied. “I see your men are ready.”

      “Yes, sir?” Hamilton said. “If you'll excuse me, I have a few intruders to deal with.”

      “Oh, carry on, Hamilton, if you must.”

      Jack remained with the sepoys as they looked down from the barrack roof, angry but superbly disciplined.

      “Rabble,” one sepoy said, adding a few choice insults. “If Hamilton Sahib gives the order to fire, we will clear the compound in minutes.”

      Jack nodded. The sepoy was correct, but would anybody be justified in giving such an order against what was, in reality, an unarmed mob? It was the Amir's job to police the streets and deal with such outbreaks, not the British military's.

      Cavagnari appeared on the flat roof of the Residency building and stared down at the commotion below. Dressed in a dark blue frock coat and with the sun glinting from gold braid and medals, the Resident was an imposing sight.

      “You're a brave man, Sir Louis, whatever your faults,” Jack said, as Cavagnari stood erect, ignoring the stones that rattled around him.

      The Afghans roared when Cavagnari raised his hand. Jack fingered his concealed revolver, watched the Guides' faces, and listened as the riot slowly quietened to a subdued murmur.

      Cavagnari spoke calmly to the mob, informing them that the British government was not their paymaster.

      “The Amir is your employer; you must ask him for your pay.”

      Jack saw the crowd calm down, although he was unsure whether it was Cavagnari's words or the sight of the Guides standing on the barrack roof that eased the tension. For a while, Jack thought the mob would dissipate as one or two men drifted out of the main gate.

      “They're going, sahib,” a sowar murmured, and swore as a group of Kabulis attacked one of the servants, an elderly syce, a man who cared for the horses.

      “I know that syce!” the sowar said and ran to help.

      “Come back!” Jack roared. He was too late as a dozen of the mob leapt on the sowar. At that point, somebody fired his rifle.

      Jack glanced along the ranks of the Guides. They stood as they were; none of the sepoys had fired a shot although they glared at the men attacking the sowar, and one or two fingered their rifles.

      “Keep your discipline, Guides,” Jack said, as further shots echoed from the compound walls.

      The crowd grew frantic, throwing more stones, and then the Herati regiments formed into rough columns and marched away, with the civilians following. They left the compound a shambles of broken doors and windows, with the syce dead and the sowar badly injured within a circle of groaning Heratis and civilians.

      “Well done, Guides,” Jack said to the sepoys. “It's the hardest thing in the world to hold one's fire when under extreme provocation.”

      “My boys know what they're doing,” Hamilton said, descending to help the wounded sowar.

      Leaving Hamilton in charge, Jack strode to the Residency, where Cavagnari had changed out of his official uniform into less formal attire.

      “There's going to be more trouble,” Jack said at once. “The crowd will be back, and next time they'll be armed.”

      Cavagnari was calm. “I know, Major,” he said with his infuriating half-smile on his face. “We'll do what we can.”

      Jack returned to the walls, wondering if he should take charge of the defence. No, he decided, Hamilton knows the Guides, and they know him. Hamilton is the best man for the job.

      “Where do you want me, Lieutenant?”

      “As you see, sir, we are not well placed for defence,” Hamilton said. “Many tall buildings, including the Amir's armoury, overlook the Residency and only one of our buildings has a parapet on the roof.”

      Jack glanced around the Residency compound. Hamilton was correct; only the barracks had a parapet. The other roofs were open to attack from above.

      “You go where you think best, Major,” Hamilton said. “And I'll look after my men.” He raised his voice. “Shut the gates, boys, and block the lanes outside. With luck, we can inflict sufficient casualties to discourage the mob.”

      Cavagnari strolled across, outwardly unruffled. “Well,” he said, “it seems we are all set for a siege. Hamilton, send one of your men to Yakub Khan for help, unless you wish to go, Windrush? This fight hardly concerns you.”

      “I was a Guide once,” Jack said. “I'd be proud to fight alongside the Guides again.”

      The next hour was busy as the Guides and servants worked to make the indefensible Residency as secure as possible. They carried boxes and crates, barrels and even bales of hay from the stables to build a barricade in the courtyard and strengthen the gates. The sepoys used their bayonets to hack loopholes in the Residency walls, while Jack organised ammunition and water. The runner that Hamilton sent to the Amir returned with sweet words but no tangible assistance.

      “We're on our own,” Jack said to Hamilton.

      “We're the Guides.” Hamilton remained calm and optimistic.

      “I hope that is enough.” Jack lit a cheroot and handed one to Hamilton.

      For one second, Hamilton dropped his mask. “So do I, sir. We're in a bit of a quandary here.”

      As they worked, the occupants of the Residency heard the tumult from beyond the walls.

      “That noise is increasing,” Jack said.

      “What's happening out there?” Hamilton shouted to the sentries on the wall.

      “They're coming, sir!” a sepoy shouted. “Hundreds of them!”

      “Here we go then, boys.” Hefting a Martini-Henry, Cavagnari climbed to the roof of his house. “Here, they come.”
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