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        So, all day long the noise of battle rolled

        Among the mountains by the winter sea.

        Idylls of the King, by Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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      ZULULAND, JUNE 1877

      Jama halted and raised a hand. Obediently his small amabutho – regiment ⁠1 - the Abanonya, stopped, crouched down and rested on the rustling grass of Zululand. Each man held an oval shield of stiffened cowhide, three foot six inches tall and two feet wide. The shields shared a pattern, with a black fringe around a white interior containing two black smudges. The warriors also held the iKlwa, the short stabbing spear the great King Shaka had introduced. With a shaft thirty inches long and an eighteen-inch long, one-and-a-half-inch wide blade, the iKlwa was lethal in the hands of a trained warrior, and each of Jama’s men had been highly trained since youth.

      As well as the stabbing iKlwa, the warriors held one or more throwing assegais- spears- and some carried knobkerries, heavy club-like weapons with a long shaft and a heavy knob used for braining the opponent. Only one carried a firearm, an ancient Brown Bess musket that had travelled a long way since its original owner, a British soldier, deserted from his regiment some forty years before.

      “There is the king’s imuzi – his homestead,” Jama announced to his men.

      Jama’s amabutho, a mere hundred and twenty strong, looked and nodded solemnly. They were familiar with King Cetshswayo’s royal imuzi of oNdini but paused to admire the spectacle before advancing.

      oNdini, which the white people called Ulundi, was vast, far more extensive than the imuzi where they lived. Sitting on the quiet slopes easing from the valley of the White Umfolozi River, it was composed of thousands of izindlu – the local grass-built houses - behind a vast thornbush barrier, with an inner hedge enclosing a huge open space for cattle or ceremonies.

      When he was satisfied his men had looked their fill, Jama led them down the slope to oNdini. He listened to the disciplined tramp of hard feet behind him and fought to contain his pride. These were his men, his warriors he was taking to meet Cetshwayo.

      oNdini’s gate was open, and the royal amabuthos of the Undi Corps lined the interior. Jama recognised each regiment by their shields, regalia, and the age of the warriors. He saw the uThulwane, 1,500 strong, and each man forty-four years old. He saw the Nkonkone, five hundred strong and two years younger than the uThulwane, with each man staring at his tiny amabutho. The Ndhlondhlo were there; the same age as the Nkonkone, they looked an impatient bunch of veterans. Beside them were the much younger inDluyengwe and finally the twenty-three-year-old inGobamakhosi, six thousand warriors all yearning for a chance to prove themselves in battle.

      Jama studied each amabutho, comparing them to his Abanonya. The youngest regiments had all-black shields, and the most experienced carried all-white. Most regiments were in between, while mixed or married amabuthos carried red shields. Every warrior wore the umuTsha, a cord around the waist, with lengths of fur dangling in front and cowhide at the back. More senior regiments also wore extra fur and hide attached to the umuTsha. Decorative furs, feathers and hides augmented each warrior’s basic clothing, each piece proudly worn, men proclaiming their allegiance and regiment.

      Jama glanced back at his warriors as they trotted past the assembled Undi corps. They looked splendid with their leopard skin headbands, red cow tail necklaces and feathers that rustled beneath the knees. Each man of the Abanonya held himself proudly erect, ignored the jeers of their rival regiments and took their place in the assembly. Jama’s oldest friend Ndleleni stood in the centre, with his necklace of umzimbeet seeds proving his bravery. Cetshwayo had granted Ndleleni the honour of wearing that badge of honour after the battle of Ndondakusuka over twenty years before.

      After a few moments, Cetshwayo emerged from his izindlu; tall, broad-chested, and handsome with a neat beard, the king possessed the bearing of royalty and the powerful thighs common to his family. Every warrior in oNdini raised their spear and shouted the royal salute.

      “Bayete! Bayete!”

      Jama shouted with the rest, proud to be in the same imuzi as Cetshwayo, a descendant of Shaka, who was, in turn, a descendant of Zulu, the progenitor of the nation. As the name Zulu meant heaven, and all the clans and sub-clans within the Zulu empire adopted his name, they became the Children of Heaven.

      King Cetshwayo was a proud man in a difficult situation. His kingdom bordered the Boers of the Transvaal on the northwest and the British colony of Natal on the southwest. To the north was Swaziland, while the Indian Ocean washed the western shore. Trouble could erupt across any of his borders.

      “Bayete!” the warriors roared the royal salute. “Bayete!”

      Cetshwayo knew his warriors wanted the opportunity to fight and were supremely confident of their ability to win against any enemy, yet the king did not want a war. His men carried assegais and shields, frighteningly lethal weapons at close quarters, but both British and Boers had firearms and fought at a distance. To defeat either, the Zulu warriors would have to endure concentrated rifle fire.

      “Bayete!” the warriors shouted in a full-throated chorus. “Bayete!”

      Cetshwayo acknowledged his people with an upraised hand.

      Jama watched with awe as the king ordered the royal cattle herds to enter the vast central area. With cattle the mainspring of the Zulu economy, Cetshwayo was displaying his wealth.

      The herds moved in unison, black cattle with black, white with white and red with red. They entered the imuzi in a ground-shaking rumble of thousands of hooves, with dust rising and the ground shaking. The assembled warriors stared in admiration. They knew their king was a powerful man and respected him even more for showing them his herds.

      “Bayete!” an induna, the head of a regiment, shouted, and the others joined in, thrusting their spears to the sky. “Bayete!”

      When all the warriors had witnessed the royal herds, Cetshwayo ordered the cattle away and addressed the amabuthos. Jama listened and watched as the king called the indunas to him and spoke to each man personally.

      Eventually, Cetshwayo summoned Jama, who ran forward and prostrated himself on the ground.

      “You, Jama, are induna of the Abanonya, the Vicious Ones.”

      Jama did not move, although he was proud that the king had recognised him, a minor induna of a small sub-clan.

      “You are of the Quangebe clan.” Cetshwayo displayed his impressive knowledge of his people and events in his kingdom. “Your chief Sihayo has his imuzi in the Batshe Valley, near the border with Natal.”

      Jama remained still, unsure whether to respond or not. As Cetshwayo continued, he knew it was better to stay silent.

      “I want you and the Abanonya to keep watch on the Batshe Valley, Jama, and do not allow intruders into the land of the Zulus.”

      Jama allowed the words to burn into his soul. Serving the king was a warrior’s duty; he had no other purpose in life.

      “The white men in Natal, the British, are not to be trusted, Jama,” Cetshwayo said. “Do not give them an excuse to start a war. Do not cross the Buffalo or the Tugela River into their lands.”

      Jama remained still until Cetshwayo dismissed him when he rose. The young woman behind the king smiled at him, and Jama recognised Thadie, one of Cetshwayo’s relatives. He returned the smile, wishing he could make Thadie one of his wives, and trotted back to the Abanonya. He was proud his king had singled him out and knew his prestige and standing amongst the Abanonya had increased.
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        * * *

      

      “This river is the Great Kei.” Sergeant Ashanti Smith of the Frontier Armed and Mounted Police gestured with his right hand as his left held his horse’s reins. “It is the boundary between British Kaffraria and Kaffirland, that is, the land of the free Kaffirs.”

      “What does Kaffir mean, Sergeant?” Andrew asked, looking across the river at a tangle of ochre and green hills scattered with trees. He could make out a small herd of cattle but no people.

      Smith shrugged. “It’s the name the Arabs give anybody who is not a Moslem, Constable Baird. I suppose it means unbeliever.”

      Andrew nodded. “We’re Kaffirs too, then. It’s not what the tribes call themselves, then?”

      “No.” Smith shook his head. “They might think of themselves as Xhosa, for they all speak that language. There are various tribes.”

      Andrew borrowed Smith’s field glasses and stared across the river. “How many different tribes are there, Sergeant?”

      “If you mean tribes, sub-tribes, and clans,” Smith said, “There are probably hundreds. The main tribes are Galekas, Tambokies, Pondos, Bomvanas, Pondomise, and Fingoes.” He paused for a moment. “To them, you may add the Gaikas under their chief Sandili, a drunken, dissipated old rogue who is waiting for somebody else to start trouble so he can raise his army. He hates us, of course.”

      “Do they all hate us?” Andrew asked.

      Smith laughed, produced a pipe, and began to stuff tobacco into the bowl. “Probably,” he said. “Kreli, the chief of the Galekas, certainly does. Gangeliswe of the Tambokies might do, and Moni of the Bomvanas. I’m not sure about Umquiqela of the Pondos. Umquiliso of the Pondomise is undoubtedly ready to attack.”

      Andrew stared across the Great Kei, wondering how many Xhosa warriors were watching him and whetting their assegais. “How about the Fingoes?”

      Smith scratched a match and put it to his pipe. “They don’t have a chief as such, but their head man is Veldtman, who is semi-educated. We can nearly trust the Fingoes on a good day.” He puffed out aromatic blue smoke.

      “It’s reassuring that we have one friendly tribe in South Africa,” Andrew said.

      Smith smiled around the stem of his pipe. “Whatever they think of us, Baird, the tribes all have one thing in common. They all hate and fear the Zulus, the most powerful force in Black Africa.”

      “My knowledge of South African geography is vague, Sergeant,” Andrew admitted. “Are the Zulus in Transkei as well?”

      “No,” Smith told him. “They are hundreds of miles north of here, bordering our Natal colony.”

      Andrew smiled. “I won’t lose any sleep over them, then.”

      Smith removed his pipe and gave a gap-toothed smile. “Only a fool doesn’t lose sleep over the Zulus.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” Andrew said. He watched others of the Frontier Armed and Mounted Police ride line up along the Great Kei River. Most were in their twenties and thirties, and, to Andrew’s eyes, their horses seemed overburdened for the duties they had to perform. In front of their leather saddle, they carried a waterproof coat, a valise, and an oversized blanket. These items of equipment reached nearly as high as their chin, impairing their vision. Behind the saddle, each rider carried two saddle bags, which banged against their flanks, while the troopers added personal equipment, such as a camp kettle, axe, or spare carbine.

      “Are you all set, Baird?” Smith asked.

      “As set as I’ll ever be, Sergeant,” Andrew replied.

      Smith smiled. “The tribes are volatile at present,” Smith told him. “I’ve knocked about across Africa for some years, Baird, and I’ve learned a thing or two. When the natives are insolent in the trading stores, and their witch doctors begin to doctor them, there is trouble in the wind.”

      “What do you mean, doctor them?” Andrew asked.

      Smith removed the pipe from his mouth and added more tobacco, tamping it down with a calloused thumb. “When the witch doctors buy ox tails and skins from our stores or cut the tails from farmers’ cattle, they are preparing some disgusting concoction to make their warriors invulnerable to our bullets.” He replaced his pipe.

      “Does it work, Sergeant?” Andrew asked.

      “Not so far,” Smith said, puffing blue smoke into the air. “But they’re a superstitious bunch and believe in all sorts of charms and magic. They believe that wizards, abaThakathis, cause all illness and everything bad. These abaThakathis are like spirits that infest a plant, or a rock, an animal, or a human.”

      Smith removed the pipe from his mouth. “What’s worse is that people don’t know these spirits infest them. However, the witch doctors or witches can smell abaThakathis. As you may imagine, that gives the witches a special place in society.”

      “I can imagine,” Andrew said. “A bit like our witch-finders in the seventeenth century.”

      “An apt analogy,” Smith agreed. “As all the tribes fear the Zulus, even the bravest of Zulu warriors fear the witch doctors in case they smell an abaThakathi in them. Once the witch doctors condemn a warrior, his death is singularly unpleasant, so it’s best to keep clear of those particular devils.” He grinned. “You’re a new chum here in Africa, Baird, but there’s something about you I like. Stick with me, watch the skyline for movement and keep your carbine handy, and you’ll be all right.”

      “Thank you; I’ll do that,” Andrew said. “I can’t see any Xhosa here, though.”

      “Don’t you?” Smith indicated a prominent hill beside the road. “This hill is Maunder’s Kop,” he said, guiding his horse with his knees and leaning back in the saddle. “Not long ago, a group of British officers rode to the top to view the countryside. It was a pleasure excursion, not a military expedition, but the local tribesmen took their chance.”

      “What happened, Sergeant?” Andrew asked.

      “A horde of warriors scrambled up the side of the hill,” Smith pointed to a nearly perpendicular track, “and attacked the officers. After a terrific struggle, the natives killed all the officers. Those they did not assegai, they grabbed and threw down the hill.”

      “Why?” Andrew asked.

      Smith shrugged. “Ask the Xhosa, for I am sure I don’t know. Presumably, because they were white men and vulnerable to attack. The moral of this story, young Baird, is never let your guard fall. However innocent the situation looks, danger could be lurking.”

      Andrew nodded. “I’ll bear that in mind as well.”

      Smith lifted his Snider carbine. “This little beauty is your best friend out here, Baird. Its .577 cartridge is good; it’s a man-stopper like the Martini-Henry and better than anything the enemy has. Keep it clean, oiled, and well-maintained, and it will repay you by saving your life.”

      Andrew nodded. “I know a little about guns,” he said.

      “You’re fresh out from home,” Smith said, more curtly than usual. “All your knowledge is theoretical. Until you’ve seen how your rifle acts in action, you know nothing about it and little about yourself. Did you shoot back home?”

      “I did.” Andrew did not want to give away his background.

      “That’s a start,” Smith gave grudging praise. “Targets, clays or hunting?”

      “All three,” Andrew said with a faint smile.

      “Even better.” Smith seemed surprised. “Have you ever shot a man?”

      “No, Sergeant.” Andrew shook his head. “British law tends to frown on such things.”

      “It’s one thing to fire and another to be fired at,” Smith told him, “As you’ll soon find out. The Galekas have attacked the Fingoes, who appealed to us for help.” He tapped Andrew’s shoulder with the stem of his pipe. “Why did you think we are on this patrol?”

      “I wondered,” Andrew said. “What happens now?”

      “We help the friendly Fingoes, give the Galekas a bloody nose and hope the whole frontier does not explode.” Smith puffed out smoke from his pipe. “You’ll need a decent horse as well. Where did you get that beast?”

      “The police supplied him.” Andrew patted the neck of his raw-boned grey. “He’s only temporary until I buy my own mount.”

      “Good.” Smith nodded. “When you choose your horse, make sure he’s salted. Distemper is rampant here, and you want one that’s survived that disease.” He removed the pipe from his mouth. “Do you know anything about horses, Baird?”

      “A bit, Sergeant,” Andrew replied cautiously. “I’ve been around horses all my life.”

      “Come on, Baird, you’ve been a frontier policeman for a month now. Time to earn your corn.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a rum lot of beasts.” Andrew walked around the horses the dealer had brought to the barracks.

      “You have two trials,” Inspector Robert Fraser was a slender, straight-backed man with a florid face. “If you don’t like either of the horses you choose, we’ll allocate you a mount. Understood?”

      Andrew, Hitchings, and Simpson, the three recruits, nodded.

      “You have to pay for your horse,” Fraser said, “so choose carefully.”

      Andrew circled the animals, inspecting each one. Most were in poor condition, underfed, undersized or nervous. When he asked about ages, the dealer shrugged and said, “Cape age,” which meant anything from six to sixteen. Andrew stopped at one small, shaggy-looking animal of indeterminable age and looked into its eyes. “What’s the provenance of this beast?”

      The dealer, a thin-faced man with a loud checked suit and bowler hat, stepped closer. “A British officer brought that one from India,” he said casually.

      Andrew moved on as Hitchings and Simpson examined the taller, faster animals. He returned to the shaggy pony. “Has he been salted?”

      “All my horses are salted,” the dealer boasted.

      “Let’s see.” Without bothering to saddle the horse, Andrew mounted and rode around the barrack square, whispering into the animal’s ears. He returned within ten minutes, dismounted, and patted the horse’s neck. “I’ll take him,” he said. “What happened to the previous owner?”

      “He died of fever,” the dealer said as Simpson and Hitchings laughed at Andrew’s choice.

      “That’s not a horse,” Simpson sneered. “It’s only a pony! It’s a girl’s mount.”

      Hitchings spat on the ground. “Can’t you manage a real horse, Baird?”

      When Andrew said nothing, Inspector Fraser approached him. “Are you sure, Baird?”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew replied. “He’s a Kabul Pony, used to rough territory and with the heart of a lion. My father owned one.”

      Damn! Why did I say that? Andrew continued quickly to cover his wayward tongue.

      “He’s not the fastest horse in the world, but he’ll ride through snow or heat in the worst conditions imaginable and keep going when thoroughbreds or Arabs give up.” He patted the horse’s neck. “I’ll call him Lancelot.”

      “Lancelot, he is,” Fraser said as Hitchings and Simpson looked on, sneering.
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        * * *

      

      On the 18th of September 1877, the Frontier Police assembled at Ibeka, right on the border between the Fingoes and the Galekas. They fed the horses and erected their tents, ready to help the beleaguered Fingoes as they wondered what the future held.

      There was nothing much to the tiny settlement and a potentially hostile nation on their doorstep, so for seven gruelling days, the men laboured to secure the camp. Using picks, spades, and a great deal of sweat, they dug trenches and threw up mud walls in case of a Galeka attack.

      “There’s nothing the Xhosa like less than attacking entrenchments or defended laagers,” Inspector Fraser informed the toiling police. “The harder we work now, the easier life will be later.”

      Smith waited until Fraser was away before he grunted. “You’ll notice the man giving the orders is not the man wielding the spade.” He stopped to fill his pipe. “If you aim to make a career here, boys, don’t stay at the bottom. Get a commission, and then you can give the orders rather than taking them.”

      Andrew said nothing, digging his spade into the stony ground and wondering why he was there. He looked across the narrow path that marked the boundary into the Galeka’s territory and contemplated what sort of people lived there.

      “Are you all right, Baird?” Fraser asked cheerfully, running a hand down his long face.

      “Yes, sir,” Baird said.

      “You were looking pensive there. Cheer up; once we get the place more secure, we’ll have a look into Fingoland. Tour a little, show the flag and eye up the opposition.” He winked, raised a hand, and walked on with his hands behind his back. Andrew noticed the inspector had unbuttoned the flap of his pistol holster while the carbine across his back was ready to use. For all his flippant tone, Inspector Fraser was prepared if the Galekas attacked.

      Andrew lifted another spadefuls of stony dust and piled it on the wall. He had not expected to be a navvy when he joined the Frontier Police. That thought raised the question: what had he expected?

      Andrew shook his head. He had joined to escape his family heritage rather than search for a bright future. He did not dislike his family, but neither did he wish them to control his life. Andrew continued to dig, with the hot African sun bringing sweat to his body and a host of flies tormenting him.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s looking good,” Ashanti Smith approved, studying the trenches and embrasures. “I doubt any Galekas would wish to rush us now.”

      Andrew estimated Smith to be in his late thirties or early forties, with a face that showed the years had not come easily to him. He walked warily, balancing on the soles of his feet, and his eyes were rarely static as he surveyed the surrounding terrain.

      “Have you fought the Galekas before, Sergeant?” Andrew asked.

      “No.” Smith shook his head. “I’ve fought Ashantis in West Africa and Paythans in India, but never Galekas. I reckon that will change soon.”

      Andrew brushed away a persistent fly. “How soon, Sergeant?”

      “Very soon,” Smith told him. “Top up your water bottle and make sure your carbine is oiled and clean. We’re joining Number Five troop on patrol.”

      “Whither bound, Sergeant?” Andrew asked, glad of something to break the monotony of digging trenches and rifle pits.

      “Ours not to reason why,” Smith replied. “Ours but to bleed and die. In other words, young policeman, I have no idea. Pack up your bags and keep your powder dry.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Andrew said. He felt an unusual mixture of apprehension and excitement. I wonder if my father felt like this before he went on a campaign. He shook his head. No, he’d be calm and relaxed, looking for the opportunity to be a hero.

      At nine that morning, Andrew joined the little column of a hundred and forty men, a seven-pounder mountain gun and a handful of officers as they rode through the gate, around the newly completed entrenchments and into the brightness of the day. A handful of local Xhosa watched them, holding shields and assegais and saying nothing. Andrew eyed them, wondering if he might be fighting them soon.

      “Me too,” Smith murmured. “Keep your finger near the trigger, Bairdie, and watch your back."

      Inspector Chalmers halted the column ten minutes march from the camp. “Gather round, gentlemen.”

      Andrew joined the others in crowding close to Chalmers while Smith kept a wary watch on the surroundings.

      Chalmers gave them a few moments to settle down. “You may have heard that the Galekas attacked our friends, the Fingoes, on the government reserve near Guadana Hill. We are going to have a look and make peace if we can.” He nodded to a bearded, sun-browned colonial. “Sergeant Duncan, you’re a local man and know the tribes better than most. Take your section and ride in front. I don’t want any surprises.”

      “Well, now we know,” Smith said as they resumed their march along the main road, with the horses kicking up dust and the African sun beating on their heads and shoulders. Ochre-tinted or green hills surrounded them, with the occasional trees, small groups of round, thatched-roofed izindlu, and some grazing cattle. A woman, her face daubed in white clay and smoking a homemade pipe, stood outside one of the izindlu, watching them without responding to Andrew’s wave.

      “She’s probably counting our numbers,” Smith said.

      “Or wondering who we are, passing her house.” Andrew remembered the curiosity of people in rural Northumberland and Berwickshire. He tried again.

      “Molo!” he shouted, using one of the few Xhosa words he knew. “Hello!”

      “Molo! Ujani!” the woman replied, lifting her pipe in greeting. Her wide smile took Andrew by surprise. “Hello, how are you?”

      “Ndiphile enkosi unjani wena,” Andrew completed his Xhosa vocabulary. “I’m fine, thank you, how are you?”

      When the woman replied with a long sentence Andrew could not grasp, he waved again.

      Inspector Fraser gave Andrew an approving nod. “You’ve learned some Xhosa then, Baird.”

      “Only a few words, sir,” Andrew said.

      “More than most new chums learn in such a short time,” Fraser said and rode on.

      “While you’ve been sweet talking to the ladies,” Smith said, “the natives have been gathering.” He nodded to the skyline. “Somebody’s watching us.”

      Andrew saw a small group of natives behind a clump of trees. As the police patrol drew near, two men broke away and sprinted to the north, with the sun glinting from the points of their assegais.

      “They’re off to warn Kreli,” Smith said calmly, filling his pipe. “Don’t be surprised if the whole Galeka army appears within the hour.”

      “Sergeant Smith,” Inspector Fraser shouted. “Take two men and apprise Duncan of the situation. Scout ahead and be careful.”

      “Sir!” Smith responded. “You’re with me, Bairdie, and you, Hitchings.”

      Hitchings was a tall, brown-haired, smooth-faced man to whom Andrew had taken an instant dislike. The three men kicked ahead of the column, with Andrew feeling suddenly vulnerable. The friendly locals of the morning had altered in his mind to predatory warriors waiting to attack him. He checked his carbine was secure in its bucket beside the saddle.

      “Gunfire!” Smith held up his right hand. “Careful now, lads.” He glanced around, quartering the ground with suddenly hard eyes.

      Andrew became aware of the crackle ahead and shivered with a mixture of excitement and apprehension as he reached for his carbine.

      “Is that gunfire, Sergeant?” Hitchings asked.

      “It certainly is,” Smith said tersely. He raised his voice. “Hitchings, you’re rear guard. I’ll go in front and, Baird, you’re the meat in the sandwich. Watch the flanks and warn us if you see anything untoward.”

      They walked their horses forward, with Andrew’s nerves jangling, expecting the Galekas to shoot him or charge with poised assegais at every step. He smelled smoke drifting in the faint breeze and heard what might have been the murmur of insects.

      “There!” Smith said. “Half a mile ahead!” He halted his horse and motioned Andrew and Hitchings to join him. “Look!” He passed over his field glasses.

      Andrew focussed the glasses and saw a confused mass of men, with sunlight flashing from the blades of assegais and smoke rising from burning izindlu.

      “Here comes Duncan,” Smith said as three horsemen thundered into view.

      “Smith!” Duncan shouted. “There’s trouble ahead! Don’t go any further!”

      “We’ve seen it,” Smith said. “You two, Baird and Hitchings, ride back to Inspector Chalmers and tell him the Galekas are burning the kraals and killing the Fingoes,” Smith said. “I’ll wait here and observe.”

      Andrew hesitated for a moment, not wishing to leave Smith in danger.

      “Go!” Smith snapped. “That’s an order!”

      Hitchings was already away, and Andrew followed, allowing Lancelot to stretch its legs on the dusty road. Duncan rode at his side, glancing behind him from time to time.

      “I’ll make the report, Baird,” Duncan said.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Andrew agreed.

      The inspector considered for only a moment, then sent Hitchings two miles back towards Ibeka. “Find Mr Ayliff,” Chalmers ordered. “He’s there with a company of Fingos. Tell him to hurry along with his Fingo warriors.”

      “Now what, Sergeant?” Andrew asked.

      “Now we wait,” Sergeant Duncan said and winked. “Welcome to the Frontier Police, my boy, where we have ninety-nine hours of routine and waiting, followed by one hour of terror.”

      Andrew forced a lopsided grin and looked ahead, listening as the wind carried the faint popping of musketry.
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      The police waited in the heat, listening to the distant crackle of gunfire.

      “What’s the to-do?” Smith cantered to Andrew with his forage hat pushed to the back of his head, puffing smoke from his pipe. “I thought Chalmers would bring the boys up.”

      “We’re waiting for Ayliff’s Fingoes, Sergeant,” Andrew said.

      “Are we, now?” Smith said. “By the time they arrive, the Galekas will have massacred half of Fingoland.” He shrugged. “Not that it’s any of my concern, but the women and children might feel a little miffed.”

      “Here they come now, Sergeant,” Hitchings said.

      The Fingoes marched or rode up the track, seemingly in no hurry to fight the invading Galekas. Some were dressed in cast-off European clothing, others in the traditional native blanket, while a few wore a mixture of both. While a few carried the usual assegais and shields, most had firearms, from ancient muskets that looked as if they would explode if fired to more modern Sniders as good as the carbine Andrew held.

      “They’re actually called Fengu, not Fingoes.” A slender, gaunt-faced constable gestured to one warrior who wore European clothes, a broad-brimmed hat and carried a long rifle. “And some of them are a damned sight better marksmen than we are.”

      “Is that so?” Andrew asked.

      “It is so,” the slender man said. “Walter Abernethy, by the way.” He proffered his hand.

      “Andrew Baird.” Andrew shook the hand. Abernethy’s grip was frank and powerful.

      “The Xhosa tribes called them amaMfengu, which means "wanderers," and say that the Fengu, or Fingoes, came from the tribes the Zulu king Shaka shattered. They fled from the Zulu and settled here.” Abernethy tamped a quarter inch of tobacco into the bowl of his pipe. “The Xhosa, particularly the Galekas, or Gcalakas to give them their proper name, called the Fengu their dogs and treated them abominably, as one would expect.”

      “Would one?” Andrew asked.

      “The quality of mercy is not a recognised virtue in these parts,” Abernethy said as he struck a match and began to puff smoke into the air. “Anyway, the Fengu came to the British for help and have proved valuable allies ever since.”

      “What’s this current disturbance about?” Andrew asked.

      “Drought, land and cattle,” Abernethy told him. “Cattle is wealth for these people, and we’ve had years of drought here, leading to dry riverbeds and thirsty cattle.” He looked up, holding his pipe between clenched teeth. “The trouble came to a head when some Fingoes brawled with a mob of Galekas at a wedding. So now you know.”

      “Now I know,” Andrew agreed. “The usual reasons, clan warfare over resources and a drunken brawl. The same here as everywhere else.” He sighed. “When will people learn to share what they have rather than grabbing everything for themselves?"

      Abernethy raised his eyebrows. “That’s a politician’s question, not a policeman’s,” he said.

      “Blame my father for that,” Andrew said and quickly clamped his mouth shut.

      “Hello, things are happening.” Abernethy did not comment on Andrew’s statement.

      Inspector Chalmers and Ayliff conferred briefly, and Ayliff led his Fingo warriors up a nearby hill, where lone trees struggled up from the brown-ochre grass.

      “That’s Guadana Hill,” Abernethy said. “The Fingoes are on this side and the Galekas on the other." He grinned. “Or rather, the Galekas have moved onto the Fingo side from the other.”

      Smith joined them. “It looks like the entire Galeka army has crossed into Fingo land,” he said. “We have our work before us, however many Fingo warriors pretend to help.”

      “Come on, boys,” Inspector Chalmers ordered. “Let’s push the Galekas back where they belong.” He posted the Fingoes onto the flanks, so they advanced along the hill slopes while the Mounted Police marched along on the road.

      “Half a league, half a league, half a league onward

      Into the valley of death rode the six hundred.”⁠1

      No, this is not the place for Tennyson. Try something else.

      Andrew changed Tennyson for Blue Bonnets Over the Border and closed his mouth.

      “It’s all right to be nervous,” Smith told him. “We all are the first time. Just remember to aim low and watch your back.” He winked. “You’ll be all right, Bairdie. I’ll keep my eye on you.”

      “Thanks, Sergeant,” Andrew said. He felt some of his nerves ease at the thought of Smith looking out for him.

      As the Fingoes began to shout and point ahead, the Mounted Police rounded a spur of the road, and Chalmers, leading from the front, held up a hand. The column halted, the dust slowly settled, and Andrew stared ahead.

      “There they are, boys.” Smith spoke as if offering a gift. Andrew stopped, taking a deep breath. He had grown up in a military family, hearing tales of military valour and bloody battles. His parents had met during the Indian Mutiny, and Andrew had watched his father’s gradual rise through the officer’s ranks. Now, he saw a hostile army for the first time.

      Here we go. Welcome to the family business.

      Andrew had expected the Galekas to be a formless mob carrying assegais. Instead, their commander had arranged them in three disciplined divisions, many carrying rifles. As soon as the Galekas saw the small force of police, they began to move forward.

      “Now we’ll have some sport,” Abernethy said. He patted his horse’s neck, added more tobacco to his pipe and checked his carbine was loaded.

      “Sub-lieutenant Cochrane,” Chalmers said softly to the artillery commander. “Does your seven-pounder have the range?”

      “Yes, sir,” Cochrane replied with a slight smile.

      “Then fire,” Chalmers ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” Cochrane said and gave a string of orders to his gunners. “Range! Elevation! Fire!”

      Andrew started when Cochrane fired the mountain gun, with the report louder than he had expected. He saw the shell explode amongst the first division of the Galekas, knocking down a score of tribesmen and delaying their advance.

      “Dismount!” Chalmers snapped. “Leave the horses and extend across the brow of the hill in skirmishing order!”

      Andrew followed Smith’s lead, waiting on the right of the gun as the Galekas continued their advance. The Fingoes were on the left, with their flank ending in an area of woodland known as the Guadana Forest.

      Andrew felt a mixture of excitement and apprehension as the Galekas advanced, wavering every time a shell burst among them. He felt the sweat forming on his forehead, wiped it from his hands and gripped his carbine. His mouth felt dry, and he wondered how Smith and Fraser could look so calm.

      “When we fought the Ashantis,” Smith murmured, still holding his pipe between his teeth. “We hardly saw them. They hid in the forest and blasted us with their slug guns. These Galekas fight in the open, like men.”

      Andrew forced a grin and tried to make a joke, but the words caught in his throat.

      “There’s bloody thousands of them!” Hitchings’ voice rose an octave.

      “Which gives us more targets,” Sergeant Duncan said. “Shut your mouth and fire low.”

      Andrew wriggled closer to the illusionary protection of a stunted thorn tree and pulled his carbine against his shoulder. A fly landed on a leaf beside his head, intent on its own world and unaware of the incipient violence humanity was about to create.

      It is strange how humans and nature can co-exist side-by-side, yet each within its own orbit. Jesus, I am scared. Don’t show it. Pretend you’re as brave as Ashanti there, as immobile as Muckle Cheviot. Dear God, I hope I don’t make a fool of myself. Concentrate on firing and forget what’s coming your way, Andrew.

      The three Galeka divisions gradually merged to form a single vast column, brandishing their weapons, and shouting to encourage each other. Cochrane’s shells continued to pound them, tearing holes in their ranks, knocking warriors down and sending pieces of men high into the air.

      How can they continue to attack through that? They must be brave men.

      “They’re nearly in range,” Smith thundered. “Don’t rush your shots, Bairdie; aim low and never mind their shooting. They always fire high and wild.”

      Andrew gave a weak smile. “There’s a terrible lot of them.”

      “Every time the seven-pounder fires, there’s less,” Smith said.

      Abernethy chewed on the stem of his pipe, puffed out smoke and hugged his Snider close to his cheek.

      “Riflemen, fire!” Chalmers ordered.

      Thank God! I can do something now rather than watch and wait.

      Immediately Chalmers spoke, the police opened fire. Andrew took a deep breath, released it slowly, aimed into the mass of Galekas and fired. Without checking if he had hit his man, he ejected the spent round, thumbed in a brass cartridge, and fired again. He coughed as gun smoke caught at the back of his throat.

      So, this is what it’s like to be a soldier.

      The combination of artillery and musketry stalled the Galekas’ advance. They stopped, sought cover, and returned fire, with the muzzle flares stretching across the whole front. What sounded like a thousand bees buzzed and whined above the police’s positions.

      “Hold your ground,” Chalmers ordered as the Fingoes also opened up. Gunsmoke wreathed the hillside, stinging Andrew’s eyes and making him cough. He heard the whine of a bullet above his head and flinched when something scored the tree beside him. Splinters of bark and wood showered on his head.

      “You couldn’t hit a bull’s arse with a banjo!” Hitchings sneered and laughed as he knocked back two tribesmen in two shots. “Keep bobbing up, boys, and I’ll keep knocking you down!"

      The mountain gun fired slowly, aiming for knots of the enemy to inflict more significant casualties, but the Galekas learned quickly, finding cover, and returning fire. For every shot the police and Fingoes fired, the Galekas fired four, adding to the noise with war cries, chants, and screams.

      “Don’t fire too fast,” Smith warned Andrew. “Conserve your ammunition. We don’t know how long this battle will last.”

      “The Xhosa don’t like the seven-pounder,” Abernethy said, still with the pipe between his teeth. “They don’t understand where the explosions are coming from.”

      “Thank God for the guns,” Hitchings said, thumbing in another cartridge. He ducked as a bullet whined overhead, gave a lopsided smile, and glanced behind him.

      “The enemy is over there.” Duncan jerked a thumb towards the Galeka. “Face your front, Hitchings, and earn your pay!”

      Andrew saw Simpson lying close to the ground, firing without aiming and whimpering whenever a shot passed overhead.

      When a Galeka warrior stood up and ran a few paces forward, Andrew aimed, traversed his carbine as if he were pheasant shooting in Berwickshire, and squeezed the trigger. He saw the warrior leap in the air as the bullet hit and felt a surge of satisfaction, instantly followed by regret.

      That is a human being, not a game bird. A moment later, Andrew heard a loud curse from the artillerymen.

      “Something’s up,” Abernethy sounded worried. “The gun’s stopped firing.”

      Andrew looked round to see the artillerymen clustered around the seven-pounder, talking animatedly. The artillery sergeant ran to Chalmers, who nodded.

      “The gun will retire under Mr Cochrane and the escort!” Chalmers ordered.

      “The bloody thing’s broken!” Hitchings shouted. “The Xhosas will run right over us!”

      “Riflemen, hold the line!” Chalmers ordered as the seven-pounder began a slow withdrawal, with its escort keeping close to ensure the Galekas did not charge to capture the weapon.

      “Keep firing, Bairdie!” Smith said, as calm as ever. “Hitchings is right. Once the enemy realises we’ve no artillery support, they’ll advance again.”

      “There go the Fingoes,” Inspector Fraser said as their allies fled in sudden panic. Some dropped their weapons, and others merely turned and ran, leaving the few dozen police to face thousands of Galeka warriors.

      The Galekas raised a loud shout, encouraging each other to charge.

      “Time to go, boys,” Smith said, glancing hopefully at Inspector Chalmers. “We can’t hold this lot on our own.”

      Realising the gun no longer tormented them, the Galekas grew bolder, creeping closer and firing more accurately. Hitchings swore when a bullet buried into the ground at his feet, and another whined dangerously close to his head.

      “Let’s get out of here!”

      Andrew reloaded, checked his ammunition pouch, and realised he had only a dozen cartridges left. “What happens now, Sergeant?” He tried to sound nonchalant even though his heart was pounding madly.

      Smith ducked as a Galeka bullet whistled close overhead. “Whatever the officers say, Bairdie, when the Galekas come close enough to throw their assegais, old Ashanti leaves.” He grinned. “Duty is all very well, but self-preservation is a wonderful thing. I already have an Ashanti slug in my leg, and I don’t want any more African souvenirs, thank you kindly.”

      “We’ll have to wait for orders.” Andrew glanced over his shoulder, where Inspector Chalmers was standing tall, sweeping the battlefield with his field glasses. Chalmers lowered his glasses to speak a few words to Fraser.

      “Take some free advice, Bairdie,” Smith said. “When it’s a choice between saving your life and waiting for an officer to make up his mind, your life comes first every time.”

      A group of Galeka warriors rose and charged forward, screaming their battle cry. Andrew shot into them, saw one man fall and hastily reloaded, fumbling his cartridges as he controlled his nerves. Sergeant Duncan fired while Andrew closed the breech of his Snider. “Don’t rush, Baird,” Duncan said. “Treat a battle like a training exercise and follow the procedure we taught you.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Andrew said.

      “The Fingoes have scattered the horses,” Hitchings yelled. “Look!”

      Andrew glanced over his shoulder and saw several police horses had broken loose and were running in different directions. The retreating Fingoes were among them, with some grabbing mounts for themselves.

      They’d better not take Lancelot.

      “Get ready to run, boys,” Smith said a second before Inspector Chalmers gave the order to retire.

      “The Mounted Police will retire by numbers!”

      “About bloody time,” Smith said as Simpson turned and ran, losing his forage cap in the process.

      Andrew heard a peculiar whizz and saw an assegai flick past him to thud into the tree at his side. The long blade embedded deeply into the trunk, with the shaft vibrating with the force of the throw.

      “Come on, Bairdie!” Smith grabbed his arm. “This is no time to admire the view!”

      The Galekas were advancing fast, encouraged by the diminished fire from the retreating allies. One warrior leapt in front of his comrades, carrying a traditional shield and a stabbing assegai and with a circlet of green feathers around his head. Smith turned and fired in the same movement, bringing the man down.

      “And that’s done for you, cully,” Smith said. Dashing forward, he stooped, plucked two feathers from the warrior’s head, and returned. Smiling, he attached the feathers to his forage cap. “I’ll have these as souvenirs, my valiant Galeka friend.”

      “Form a firing line!” Chalmers ordered. “Inspector Fraser! Your troop will cover the retiral!”

      “Yes, sir!” Fraser said. “Extended order, men. Fire at will, and don’t let anybody fall behind."

      “God help anybody the Galekas get hold of,” Smith said.

      Andrew rammed a cartridge into the breech of his Snider, knelt and aimed. The Galekas were about forty yards away, advancing at a run, with some firing and others throwing their assegais. Andrew fired and loaded without observing the effect of his shot. He heard the whizz-thud of another thrown assegai, fired again, and scrabbled for another cartridge in his ammunition pouch. “I’m running short,” he said.

      “We all are,” Smith said.

      “Mount and ride!” Fraser ordered. “Come on, lads. Time we were gone!”

      Andrew saw that most of the police had already grabbed their horses and ridden down the slithering slope onto the road. He saw Lancelot running loose, seized the bridle and threw himself onto the saddle, thanking God that he was a good rider. When a Galeka warrior grabbed for the bridle, Andrew booted him away, glanced at a yelling face with wild eyes and kicked again, swearing. The tribesman fell back, and Andrew turned Lancelot and headed down the hill.

      He heard somebody screaming and saw three Galekas repeatedly stabbing their assegais into the back of a dismounted policeman. He hesitated a second, saw the policeman lie still, decided he was already dead and thrust in his spurs.

      More Galekas appeared, running alongside the retreating police. One warrior threw his assegai at Andrew, who ducked, swivelled in the saddle, and fired in the same movement. He did not see where the bullet landed but concentrated on controlling Lancelot.

      “Rally here!” Inspector Chalmers stood in the middle of the road with a carbine in his hand and his forage cap missing. Half a dozen police rode to him, with Fraser on the road, counting his troop.

      “Sergeant Duncan! Baird! Go to Inspector Chalmers!”

      Andrew obeyed, panting, thankful for a return to disciplined normality. He noticed the seven-pounder was already half a mile away, with its escort ensuring no Galeka came close.

      Smith reined up beside Andrew, panting, with sweat forming grooves through the dust on his sun-browned face. “That was a trifle hot,” he said, loading his carbine. “I have three cartridges left.”

      Andrew nodded. “One less than me, Sergeant.”

      The Galekas hesitated when they saw a disciplined force waiting for them, but when they realised how few police there were, they began to work around the flanks.

      “Pull back,” Chalmers ordered. “One troop covering the other.”

      The police obeyed, keeping between the gun and the advancing Galekas until the tribesmen halted their pursuit and celebrated their victory with an impromptu dance.

      “Listen to them celebrate,” Hitchings said. “You’d think they’d won the Battle of Waterloo.”

      “Don’t worry,” Smith told him. “By the time they tell and retell the story of this little skirmish, they’ll make it sound like they defeated the entire British Army rather than pushed back a handful of police.”

      Andrew said nothing; he was shaking with reaction after his first battle.
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      “We lost six men and an officer,” Smith said as they retired slowly towards Ibeka, “but I’d guess we accounted for at least two hundred of the enemy.”

      Andrew nodded and closed his eyes, seeing the sights and sounds of his first battle again.

      I killed a man today, he thought. Maybe more than one man. I do not know how many.

      Impressions of the battle returned to him. That unfortunate policeman, as the Galeka pounced on him, assegais stabbing. The tribesman he had shot and how the Snider bullet sent him spinning backwards. The spear that missed him by a couple of inches and thrummed into the tree.

      “You’re a veteran now.” Smith broke into Andrew’s thoughts.

      “I don’t feel like a veteran,” Andrew said. He touched the gold signet ring on the index finger of his right hand, with his embossed initials intertwined. His mother had given him that on his seventeenth birthday as he left the family home for Sandhurst. “Do your best,” she had said, with her white teeth gleaming in her dark face, “and remember who you are.”

      “I won’t forget,” Andrew had replied.

      And now I am denying my identity every day. All I need is the crow of a cock, thrice repeated.

      “Are you all right, Bairdie?” Abernethy asked, with his gaunt, haunted face a hint that he was also running from his past, and perhaps with more reason.

      Everyone has a story.

      “I am grand, thank you.” Andrew mustered a smile.

      “Who goes there?” Andrew heard the challenge when the weary police approached the Ibeka trenches.

      “It’s us, you stupid bugger!” Smith replied.

      “Advance and be recognised.” Andrew heard the tension in the sentry’s voice. Two police rose from behind their entrenchments, with carbines ready to fire.

      “Where did you lot come from?” a lanky corporal with a wispy beard asked. “We heard you were all dead!”

      “Not yet, corporal,” Smith snarled, “but if you don’t take your finger off the trigger, we might soon be!”

      “Sorry, Sergeant!” The corporal lifted the barrel of his carbine.

      The garrison greeted the returning police as if they were heroes, more from relief than pleasure.

      “We thought you were all dead.” A dozen men repeated the sentry’s statement.

      “Not yet,” Chalmers said tersely. “We’ll have to get this place in condition to withstand an attack.”

      Andrew found the camp at Ibeka awash with rumours. A few frantic Fingoes had arrived with exaggerated reports of the skirmish, claiming the Galekas had massacred all the police and were advancing on the camp to finish the job. The police left in camp had heard the distant firing, believed the worst, and spent the night manning the defences and hourly expecting the entire Galeka army to arrive.

      “How far behind you are the Fingoes?” a nervous constable asked.

      “I have no idea,” Abernethy replied coldly. “Why don’t you go and find out? I’ll hold the fort for you.”

      “Fill your ammunition pouches,” Chalmers ordered tersely. “We don’t know if the Galekas will follow us. Fraser, find a fresh horse, grab a bite, and take a patrol out to see what’s happening.”

      “As you know, gentlemen,” Inspector Fraser reminded his men. “We are right on the border of Galekaland, with the nearest European settlement, Butterworth, only seven miles distant. We are also on the best road, so if the Galekas want to invade the Cape, they’ll have to pass us first.”

      Andrew looked at the small garrison of police and the shaken Fingoes and wondered at Fraser’s confident tone.

      The inspector continued. “That means we’ll have to hold them here. Conversely, we can expect no help. As you know, the Butterworth road is badly rutted and marred by large boulders.” He grinned. “We’re on our own, fellows!”

      Andrew glanced at Smith, who winked and adjusted the two green feathers in his forage cap. “Do you regret joining the Frontier Police now, Bairdie?”

      Andrew pondered the question. What would my father do, damn him? He would fight.

      “No, I don’t regret a thing,” Andrew said, fighting his fear.

      “Good man!” Fraser clapped Andrew on the shoulder.

      Apart from the police camp, Ibeka had a single European house-cum-store-cum-stable, with a man named John Barnett as the owner.

      “Are the Galekas coming, Sergeant?” Barnett asked Smith.

      “I’d expect so,” Smith replied. “They’ll be buoyant at their victory and imagine they can push us back to Cape Town.”

      “Then we’re leaving,” Barnett decided.

      Loading his family and personal possessions onto a wagon, Barnett left Ibeka and chanced the rocky road to Butterworth. Within a few hours of Barnett’s departure, a new commandant, Charles Griffiths, arrived to take command of the camp. Scorning the tents of the garrison, Griffiths requisitioned Barnett’s house.

      “This will do me,” he said. “We’ll have the store as a hospital. Inspector Chalmers! Move all the spare ammunition into the shop.” He stalked around his new command, issuing orders to strengthen the defences.

      “The commandant expects trouble,” Hitchings said, eying the road to Butterworth.

      “So do I,” Smith said as the police sweated with spades on the hard ground, creating more rifle trenches around the encampment and filling and carrying sandbags for bastions for the three artillery pieces.

      “Join the police and work up a sweat,” Hitchings said as he dropped a sandbag in front of the central seven-pounder. “All this for five shillings a day, less expenses, which amounts to about ninepence in my pocket.”

      Andrew said nothing as he looked at the nearby hills. He guessed the Galekas would be there, spying on everything the police did. He could nearly taste the apprehension in the camp. These men were police, not trained regular soldiers. They had not signed up for a last stand against overwhelming numbers of warriors.

      “I’m looking for volunteers,” Griffiths shouted. “I want a party to return to the battlefield and recover the bodies of our men.”

      Andrew stepped forward, remembering the constable he had seen die. “I’ll go, sir,” he said and realised most of the police had volunteered. He saw Fraser watching him through narrowed eyes.

      Smith put a hand on Andrew’s arm. “Don’t volunteer,” he said quietly. “Take my advice, Bairdie and don’t volunteer for anything. Keep your head below the parapet if you want to live longer. It’s fourteen miles from here to Guadana, and that means you are marching for fourteen miles in hostile territory, with the Galekas watching you every foot of the way. Only a fool puts his head in a lion’s mouth and expects it not to bite.”

      “I saw the Galekas killing one of our men,” Andrew explained. “I wonder if I might have done more to help him.”

      “You couldn’t,” Smith told him. “It was every man for himself in that mad scramble down the hill.”

      “Baird,” Chalmers said. “You come along too. Make sure you have ammunition and water.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew said as Smith shook his head sorrowfully.

      The patrol left half an hour later, with Chalmers leading twenty-five men towards the battlefield. Abernethy had also volunteered, riding alongside Andrew with his eyes dark and his mind evidently on something else.

      “Back into your valley of death, eh, Baird?” Abernethy said. “Let’s hope the Russians haven’t loaded their cannon.”

      Andrew grinned, glad that Abernethy understood the literary associations.

      Augmenting the police, a body of nervous Fingoes trotted at the side, carrying rifles and an assortment of assegais.

      Chalmers nodded to Duncan. “Sergeant Duncan, take two experienced men and a dozen Fingoes as scouts. Watch for the Galekas.”

      Duncan nodded, selected a colonial and an ex-soldier and trotted ahead. The dust rose and slowly settled as Chalmers continued the slow advance. Riding three ranks back, Abernethy thrust an empty pipe into his mouth and hummed an unrecognisable tune.

      Andrew felt as if he were venturing into hostile territory as the patrol advanced cautiously into Fingoland. Every man was on edge, with fingers curled around the triggers of their Sniders and their eyes constantly roving around the surrounding hills.

      “I see two tribesmen,” Abernethy said quietly. “They are beneath the crest of the hill, watching us.”

      Andrew stared without seeing anything.

      “Don’t look directly,” Abernethy told him. “Look for things that don’t belong, maybe a static shadow when others are moving or a solid block of one colour in a variegated bush. See that twisted tree beneath the skyline?”

      “I see the tree,” Andrew said.

      “Good. Can you see the second tree close to the bole?”

      Andrew nodded. “Yes.”

      “Well, that’s a man watching us.”

      When Andrew concentrated, he could make out the figure of a man, partly concealed beneath a blanket. “I can barely see him,” he admitted.

      “You’ll get your eye in,” Abernethy reassured him.

      “How do you know what to look for?” Andrew asked.

      “I’ve knocked around a bit,” Abernethy said.

      About to ask more, Andrew saw the taut expression on Abernethy’s face and closed his mouth. Some questions were best left unanswered.

      The patrol continued, with Duncan and his scouts riding wide, inspecting isolated bushes, and swivelling to check the ground behind them. The watchers remained on the hill, following the police without descending.

      “Here we are,” Chalmers said when they reached the battle site. “Scouts, keep your eyes open.”

      “We will, sir,” Duncan promised.

      Andrew heard the buzz of flies before he realised they had been feasting on the bodies of the dead police. All the Galeka dead were gone, but the police remained beneath a black fur of insects.

      “The Galeka have mutilated the bodies.” Simpson sounded shocked.

      “They always do,” Abernethy told him. “It’s their little way.” He gave an entirely humourless smile. “Let’s just pray the lads were dead before the Galeka began their butchery.”

      “Here’s poor Evans.” A man pointed to the man Andrew had seen killed. He stooped closer to inspect the body. “He’s got seventeen assegai wounds, and the Galeka have ripped his stomach open.”

      “They rip open the stomach of everybody they kill,” Abernethy said. “Such charming neighbours we have in this part of the world.”

      “Why?” Andrew asked. “Why tear the stomach open?”

      “The Xhosa believe that if they don’t, the ghost of those they kill will haunt them,” Abernethy explained. “The Zulus do the same.”

      “Come on, lads,” Chalmers ordered. “Sergeant Duncan, take twelve men and form a defensive perimeter. The rest of us will collect our dead.”

      Duncan selected the most experienced fighting men, leaving Andrew to help with the gruesome task of gathering the bodies.

      The patrol recovered all the dead police, with men vowing vengeance when they saw the Galekas had stripped each man naked and mutilated the bodies. They had cut off one man’s feet, scalped another and cut the fingers off two more.

      “The witch doctors will use the knuckles for their potions,” Abernethy said quietly as they rolled a man’s remains into a blanket.

      “These people live in the stone age.” Andrew felt slightly sick at what he had witnessed.

      “I think they’ve graduated to the iron age,” Abernethy said grimly. “Certainly, no further.”

      “Gather them up, lads.” Chalmers tied the ends of a blanket with his face taut. “Let’s get back to camp and hope these bastards attack us at Ibeka.”

      Andrew could feel the alteration in the men’s mood. In place of apprehension was a grimness. These men wanted to kill; they wanted vengeance for the mutilation of their friends and colleagues.

      More Galeka warriors gathered to watch as the patrol returned to Ibeka. They moved parallel to the police, five hundred yards away on either flank, dodging in and out of cover with spears held horizontally above their heads. Occasionally they would shout a challenge, or a lone warrior ran towards the police but never approached sufficiently close to skirmish with the Fingoes.

      “The Galekas seem confident,” Andrew said.

      Abernethy nodded. “They’ll retell the story of the encounter at Guadana until they believe it’s a major victory against us. By the time their grandchildren hear of it, they’ll believe they conquered London and controlled the British Empire.”

      Andrew smiled. “A bit like our King Arthur conquering Rome,” he said.

      “Exactly so,” Abernethy agreed. “Halloa! Something’s happening!”

      “What’s that?” Andrew asked, lifting his carbine. He saw a swirl on the path a hundred yards away as some of the Fingoes ran back, shouting.

      “It’s the IsiDawane,” one of the Fingoes said, immediately cowering behind Andrew.

      “It’s the what?”

      “The isiDawane,” Abernethy explained. “I’ve heard of it in Zululand, but I didn’t know it was also common in the Transkei. It’s the Xhosa version of a werewolf or vampire, a mythical creature that hunts people to eat their brains.”

      “Whatever it is,” Andrew said, staring ahead, “it’s not alone. There are three of them.”

      Abernethy swore as the Fingo looked even more terrified. Three creatures emerged from behind a copse of thorn trees, with any remaining Fingoes taking one glance and running. “These things are worse than any isiDawanes,” Abernethy said, altering the angle of his carbine so the muzzle pointed forward. “They’re witch doctors.”

      “Witches?” Andrew remembered Smith’s explanation of the power these people had and eyes them curiously. He lowered his carbine, despite seeing other police ready to fire.

      The three women were of average height, very overweight and with animal entrails wrapped around their legs. What Andrew could see of their bodies was heavily tattooed and covered in what he hoped was red earth, while a variety of animal and human teeth and bones covered the short length of hide that passed for clothing around their waists.

      “I was right,” Andrew said. “These people are still in the stone age.”

      “Dear God,” Simpson breathed.

      “God’s got little to do with these beauties,” Abernethy said.

      Simpson levelled his carbine, aiming at the women beside him. “I say we finish them off and do the world a favour.”

      Andrew shook his head, watching the nearest witch doctor with a snakeskin topping her matted hair. The snake’s mouth gaped open, showing long teeth. For a second, Andrew thought the snake moved as if a spark of life still existed within the empty skin. He blinked, and the snake was static, although a necklace of human knucklebones rattled around the witch doctor’s neck. She looked at him through dark, knowing eyes.

      “Don’t shoot them,” Andrew said. “We don’t understand their religion, but we should not interfere.”

      Andrew remembered his father taking him aside when they first discussed his proposed military career. “If you are ever at or beyond the fringes of Empire, my boy,” Andrew’s father had said. “The first and most important rules are never to interfere with the local women or religion. People will accept wars and a leadership change, but never that.” He had given one of his rare smiles. “We are soldiers, and soldiers fight soldiers or warriors. We should always be merciful to women and children, whatever their station in life.”

      “They are terrible things,” Simpson said, staring at the closest witch doctor. “They do horrible things.”

      “To our eyes, they are terrible,” Andrew agreed. “Perhaps they are not terrible to the Xhosa. Let them go in peace.”

      Simpson lifted his carbine. “You can’t tell me what to do!” He aimed directly at the closest woman until Andrew pushed down the barrel of his carbine.

      “She’s no threat to us,” Andrew said.

      Sergeant Duncan nodded. “Baird is right. Let them go in peace.”

      The witch doctor had not flinched when Simpson pointed his carbine. She stepped closer to Andrew and tapped him on the chest with a gnu’s tail.

      “You are not who you claim.” Although she spoke in Xhosa, Andrew understood every word. “We shall meet twice more. The first time will be a disappointment, and by the second, you will know the truth.” She bumped the gnu’s tail off him twice more, with her dark eyes seeming to penetrate his soul.

      “The truth, Mother?” Andrew asked in English. “What truth?”

      “Beware of a foe who is a friend and take care of the friend who is a foe.” The witch ignored Andrew’s interruption. “Expect grief and loss. You have much blood in your future and a woman who will wait for you.”

      The witch tapped Andrew a final time with the gnu’s tail and walked away unhurried. She spat on Simpson as she passed, and her two companions also touched Andrew. He found he was not afraid.

      “What did she say? I didn’t understand a word,” Simpson said, wiping the spittle from his tunic with an expression of disgust.

      “It was as clear as daylight,” Andrew told him.

      Sergeant Duncan shook his head. “Not to me; it wasn’t.” He looked curiously at Andrew. “You’ve hardly been in Africa long enough to get a suntan, yet you already understand Xhosa?”

      “Only a few words,” Andrew said and closed his mouth. He did not understand what had just happened, and it left him feeling unsettled. He did not look forward to the bloodshed in his future or the disappointment, sorrow, and loss, but the woman waiting for him was interesting.

      “Beware of a foe who is a friend and take care of the friend who is a foe,” Andrew repeated the witch’s words to himself. That makes no sense. “Expect grief and loss. You have much blood in your future and a woman who will wait for you.” I’d expect grief and loss in a war, but which woman will wait for me? I don’t know any women.
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      The camp at Ibeka was on high alert when they returned, with the outlying picket challenging them behind a loaded rifle.

      “Returning patrol,” Chalmers replied and led his patrol in.

      “You should have brought in your new friends,” Simpson said as Andrew dismounted. “You could have shown them round the defences and made them a nice cup of tea.”

      “Maybe next time,” Andrew replied. He felt Simpson’s eyes on him and knew he had made an enemy.

      Simpson hawked and spat on the ground. Of average height and wiry, he had a nearly permanent sneer on his face and a jaundiced look on life. Andrew watched as Simpson stepped to Hitchings and pushed the incident out of his mind.

      I wonder who the woman is who waits for me.

      He allowed himself a smile, imagining a tall blonde with bright blue eyes.

      I have never had any success with women. The witch was talking nonsense, like the rest of their kind.

      As the Galekas grew bolder, pushing small parties of warriors close to the pickets, the garrison of Ibeka tightened their procedures. Griffiths ordered regular mounted patrols, with men sleeping in their clothes, wearing their ammunition belts and with their Sniders constantly at their sides.

      “We’re on permanent watch,” Abernethy said. “Kreli hates us, and pushing our patrol back will have increased his warrior’s confidence. Once the witches have doctored the warriors, they’ll come at us.”

      Andrew nodded. His first experience of battle had not been favourable, and he was desperate to prove himself.

      I don’t want to live in my father’s shadow.

      “Come on, Bairdie; we’re on outlying picket duty this morning.”

      Andrew saddled and mounted Lancelot and joined Fraser. The inspector led them half a mile into Fingoland and stopped at a small group of thorn trees.

      “This will do, lads,” Fraser said. “Our Fingoes tell us that the Galekas have been extremely active these last two days, dancing and singing, with a few parties probing into Fingo territory.”

      “Do we expect trouble, sir?” Andrew asked.

      “Always,” Fraser replied with a slight smile. “When the Galekas dance and sing, they are preparing for war.”

      The morning passed slowly, with a breeze ruffling dust from the track and a small herd of deer running past the picket. Fraser led a short patrol around the area, returning after an uneventful hour.

      “It’s quiet as the proverbial grave,” he said.

      “I can feel that something’s going to happen, sir,” Abernethy replied. “There’s something in the atmosphere.”

      Andrew nodded. The witch doctor’s words still reverberated around his head. Who is this woman who is waiting for me? I hope I meet her soon.

      “Dust, Bairdie!” Abernethy said tersely. “Over there!”

      “Have a look, Baird,” Fraser ordered.

      Andrew rode Lancelot to a slight rise a hundred yards ahead and peered into Galekaland. He returned at a fast trot.

      “Sir! The Galekas are coming. Horsemen!”

      Inspector Fraser cantered to the rise and lifted his field glasses. “A powerful force of mounted tribesmen under a flag of truce,” he said and raised his voice. “Retire to the camp, men. I don’t trust them to meet a small group of police, truce or not. The temptation to attack might be too much for them. You’re the rear guard, Sergeant Duncan.”

      “Come on, Bairdie,” Abernethy said cheerfully. “Things are happening again.”

      The police withdrew to Ibeka, with Duncan’s rear guard constantly turning to watch the advancing tribesmen. A bugle sounded the alert, and the police ran to the entrenchments, carbines ready. They threw themselves into position, stared outward and waited for the Galekas.

      Andrew glanced upward, where the Union flag fluttered fitfully against a bright sky.

      “Trust to God,” Abernethy murmured, “and keep your powder dry.”

      Andrew checked his carbine was loaded and murmured Tennyson’s words. “Theirs not to make reply, Theirs not to reason why, Theirs but to do and die.”⁠1

      Abernethy grinned. “Let’s hope it’s more doing than dying,” he said. “Here come the Galekas.”

      “Not once or twice in our fair island story, the path of duty was the way to glory,” ⁠2Andrew replied.

      “If you must quote Tennyson,” Abernethy said, “wait until after the fighting’s over.” He looked across at Andrew. “And sometimes through the mirror blue,

      The knights come riding two and two.”⁠3

      Andrew grinned. “Imagine meeting an educated man out here in Africa.”

      “This madness has come on us for our sins,” ⁠4Abernethy said. “Here they come, Bairdie!”

      Andrew nodded, aware that Abernethy had opened a gate into his soul. What did Abernethy mean by that last quote? What sins has he committed?

      When the Galekas approached within three hundred yards of the camp, Captain Robertson and an escort of two men rode to meet them.

      “That’s far enough!” Robertson snapped, in English and Xhosa.

      While the bulk of the Galekas halted, their leader and half a dozen men rode forward under the white flag. The remainder, which Andrew estimated at five hundred men, remained in a hostile clump.

      Abernethy held his carbine close to his cheek, aiming at the leading Galeka. “They’re just waiting for their chance to attack. Thank God for the guns.”

      Andrew glanced back at the camp, where the artillerymen were rapidly loading the seven-pounders.

      “We are honoured today,” Abernethy said. “That’s Sidgow under the flag, one of Kreli’s sons, the crown prince if you like.”

      “Does he speak English?” Andrew asked.

      “Quite probably,” Abernethy replied. “Captain Robertson knows Xhosa, so I’ll translate the gist for you.”

      Andrew nodded. “I’ll have to learn the local languages,” he said. “I only know enough to say hello.”

      Yet I understood every word the witches said.

      Sidgow greeted Captain Robertson with a wide grin that fooled nobody. “My father, Kreli, sent me to apologise for killing the white policemen.” His words carried clearly to the forward positions, and Abernethy translated for Andrew.

      “Now Sidgow says the Galekas only wanted to fight the Fingoes, who are terrible cattle thieves.” Abernethy nodded. “That’s possibly true. I suspect Kreli’s men were surprised to see us in Fingoland but attacked when they saw how few we were.”

      Andrew grunted. A bead of sweat rolled from his forehead down his face.

      Abernethy continued. “Sidgow says his father likes the police and has no desire to fight them, so he is sending some oxen for us to eat.”

      “That’s very kind of him,” Andrew murmured.

      Abernethy smiled. “Now Sidgow is asking Captain Robertson to kindly march away with his police and allow him to attack the Fingoes. If the captain refuses, Sidgow says he’d return with a larger force and hammer the Fingoes anyway, police or no police.”

      “I can believe that.” Andrew shifted his hand. The steel barrel of the carbine was hot to the touch.

      Captain Robertson shook his head and told Sidgow the police were not moving and asked why Sidgow had brought a five-hundred-man escort on a friendly visit.

      “We’re going into Fingoland,” Sidgow replied with a wide smile.

      “No, you’re not,” Robertson denied and jerked a thumb towards the three artillery pieces. While he had been talking, the gunners had dragged the guns outside the encampment and aimed them toward the Galekas. “I have ordered these guns to point toward your men. Each gun contains case shot. That means there are sixty-three bullets in each gun.” Robertson waited for the inference to sink in before he continued.

      “Now take your men back to your own land, Sidgow, and tell your father Kreli that if he crosses into Fingoland, we will stop him. That is my word and the word of the government.”

      Robertson’s speech seemed to hang in the air as the two parties faced each other. A breeze ruffled the Union flag, with the red, white, and blue opening for a moment and then closing again, as if Queen Victoria had peered out from Windsor to observe the fringes of her empire.

      “What happens now?” Andrew asked.

      “Wait and see,” Abernethy replied and gave a twisted smile. “Pray to God and keep your powder dry.”

      “Warty Cromwell could not have said it better,” Andrew said.

      Sidgow returned to his men, with the wind flapping the white flag, and a few moments later, the entire Galeka force turned around and rode back to Galekaland.

      Abernethy let out his breath. “That was interesting,” he said.

      Andrew heard the strain in his voice.

      “They’ll be back,” Smith gave his opinion. “And next time, they won’t be under a flag of truce.” He produced a short clasp knife and began to clean the bowl of his pipe. “Don’t relax yet, boys.”

      Rather than wait for the Galekas to attack, Captain Robertson sent another patrol into Fingoland.

      “Fraser, take a dozen men and see what’s happening. Check the frontier,” Robertson ordered. “Don’t get involved in anything you can’t handle, and for God’s sake, don’t leave any wounded behind.”

      “Yes, sir,” Inspector Fraser agreed as Andrew joined the volunteers filing behind him.

      “You’re an observation patrol, not a fighting patrol,” Robertson reminded. He frowned when he saw Andrew. “Were you not with the last incursion, Baird?”

      “Yes, sir,” Baird agreed.

      Robertson nodded. “Don’t take too many chances, son. The good Lord only grants us a certain amount of luck.”

      Baird smiled. “Yes, sir. Thank you.” He saw Smith shaking a disapproving head, ignored Simpson’s poisonous glare, and trotted outside the camp and into Fingoland.

      Fraser advanced cautiously, marching with a screen of Fingo scouts and halting whenever they saw movement. Twice the Fingoes ran back to report activity, and Robertson had to order them back in front.

      “The Fingoes are nervous,” Andrew said.

      “The Fingoes know what the Galekas are capable of,” Abernethy replied, glancing over his shoulder. “I’m a bit nervous that the enemy will get behind us and cut us off from Ibeka.”

      They moved slowly, holding their Sniders in capable hands, each man studying the ground all around until the Fingo scouts ran back, talking rapidly.

      “Sergeant Duncan,” Fraser said. “Take fine men to see what’s happening up there. I can’t understand the Fingoes gabbling!”

      “Come on, Bairdie,” Abernethy said. “The Fingoes say there are thousands of Galeka warriors ahead.” He grinned. “I’d estimate about fifty men herding cattle.”

      “Into the valley of death,” Andrew said as they passed the Fingoes and pushed on. “Come on, Lancelot!”

      They had not gone a quarter of a mile before Duncan held up his hand. “That’s far enough, boys. We’d better warn the camp that the Fingoes were correct.”

      Kreli had formed up his Galekas on either side of the road, three solid columns of warriors in fighting formation. Some waved their weapons in defiance when they saw the police.

      “Kreli knew we would send a patrol,” Abernethy said as Inspector Fraser ordered a rapid withdrawal to Ibeka. “He’s waiting to ambush us.”

      As the police trotted back down the road, their hoofbeats echoing from the surrounding hills, the Fingoes ran ahead, outpacing the horses in their eagerness to find safety.

      “Don’t look now, Bairdie, but somebody’s following us,” Abernethy said.

      The Galekas tramped behind Fraser’s patrol, remaining in their formation, and slowly creeping closer. The proximity of the tribesmen unnerved some of the police, who kicked their horses into a trot.

      “Don’t run, boys!” Fraser shouted. “Keep a steady pace and watch the flanks.”

      The Galekas closed to within three hundred yards, shouting, waving their weapons and challenging the police to stand and fight.

      “They want us to fire at them,” Abernethy said. “Keep moving, Bairdie.”

      “I will,” Andrew promised.

      “We’d better hurry up a little,” Fraser decided as the Galekas closed the distance, chanting rhythmically. The police increased their speed, so their withdrawal nearly turned into an inglorious retreat. Andrew heard the crack of a rifle and turned around in his saddle.

      “Don’t look back, Bairdie,” Abernethy warned. “Concentrate on your riding.”

      More musketry followed, with the whine of a bullet passing far overhead and then the patrol turned the final corner and saw the outlying picket.

      “What’s the to-do, boys?” a corporal sentry asked.

      “About three thousand Galekas is the to-do!” Fraser reined up. “Get your men back to the camp, Corporal.”

      “Jesus! I mean, yes, sir!” the corporal replied. “Mount up, lads! You heard the inspector!”

      The sentries at Ibeka camp were on full alert when the patrol returned.

      “The Fingoes told us what happened,” Smith said as Andrew dismounted. “I warned you not to volunteer for anything.” He grinned. “Isn’t life on the frontier interesting?”

      “That’s two victories the Galekas can boast about now,” Abernethy said. “Kreli will claim he chased away a full British army, infantry, cavalry, and guns, and he’ll want the full hat trick. If I were Commandant Griffiths, I’d expect the Galekas to attack Ibeka soon.”

      When Andrew stared back into Fingoland, the road was empty except for drifting dust. Kreli’s Galekas had not followed the patrol to the British camp.

      There was no valley of death then, and what did that witch mean that a woman would wait for me?
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      Captain Robertson and Commandant Griffiths increased the police patrols and ensured the vedettes were alert, watching for movement along the frontier. A stream of eager Fingo spies informed them that the Galekas were gathering at Kreli’s Great Kraal.

      “That’s the capital of Galekaland,” Abernethy said. “Or the nearest thing Kreli can have as a capital.” He chewed the end of his pipe. “I’d say Kreli is preparing some mischief on a larger scale than before.”

      Andrew cleaned his carbine for the fourth time that day. “Do you think he is preparing to attack us?”

      “Kreli will either attack us or make a major incursion into Fingoland,” Abernethy said. “Maybe both. If Kreli removes the British garrison at Ibeka – us - he can destroy the Fingoes and grab all their cattle.”

      Andrew looked along the barrel of his carbine. “We’ll be fighting again, then.”

      “I’d say so,” Abernethy agreed.

      Andrew wondered if his father had felt so nervous before a battle. He glanced over the garrison, assessing the fighting capability of the men he was beginning to know. “How many men can Kreli field?”

      Abernethy removed the pipe from his mouth. “Now that, Mr Baird, I could not tell you. Five thousand? Six thousand, maybe even seven thousand. A fair number against our little garrison.”

      Inspector Fraser joined them. “Discussing the situation, lads?”

      “Yes, sir.” Andrew scrambled to attention.

      “Stand easy, Baird. If the Galekas come, we’ll hold them,” Fraser encouraged with a faint smile.

      “Ibeka is not the best defensive site,” Andrew said, looking around.

      “Oh?” Fraser raised his eyebrows, semi-amused at such an observation from a junior constable. “What makes you say that Baird?”

      “It’s the position, sir,” Andrew said. “We have a rising slope to the east, with a stony ridge at the top, so the Galekas can fire down on us, negating our protective wall.”

      Fraser nodded, checking Andrew’s facts. “Carry on, Baird. Share your wisdom with us.” He retained his tolerant smile.

      Andrew pointed northwest and north. “Over there, the ground is level, with boulders and rocks to give cover to the Galekas. They can advance against us or snipe in safety. In the south, it’s not too bad, a downward slope, but split by a stream and backed by a hill. The Galekas can use the bed of the stream for cover.”

      “We have artillery,” Fraser said as his smile faded.

      “The guns are only effective on the south side, sir,” Andrew said. “Elsewhere, the low ground with plenty of cover favours the Galekas.”

      Fraser nodded. “Where did you get such tactical knowledge, Baird? You’re fresh out of Britain, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir. A few months ago.” Andrew hesitated for a moment. “I come from a military family, sir, and I must have picked it up somewhere.”

      I cannot tell the whole truth.

      “A military family, eh?” Fraser said, with his eyes narrowed curiously. “You’re from a long line of redcoats?”

      “Something like that, sir,” Baird said.

      “Well, keep it up, and if you survive, you might make an officer someday,” Fraser said. “How would you like that, eh, Baird? You could go home as a lieutenant or even a captain. Wouldn’t that be a feather in your cap?”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew agreed.

      If only you knew!

      “Aye.” Smith hawked and spat on the ground when Fraser moved away. “All you have to do is survive, Bairdie-boy, and that might not be so easy if Kreli attacks.”

      Andrew nodded, wishing he had kept his mouth shut. He saw Fraser talking to Captain Robertson, both glancing in his direction. I don’t want them to ask too many questions about me.

      Three times that day, frightened Fingoes arrived at the camp with reports about Galekas appearing at various points on their border, and each time, Commandant Griffiths sent small parties of police to stiffen the Fingo defences.

      “If Griffiths carries on as he’s doing,” Simpson said, “he’ll leave us with three men and a one-legged dog to defend Ibeka.”

      “I’d rather have a one-legged dog than you, Simpson.” Abernethy never concealed his dislike for Simpson. He lifted his tobacco pouch, realised it was empty and sighed. “You’re right, though. We’re already dangerously thin on the ground.”

      Augmenting the hundred and forty police, around two thousand Fingoes camped around and within the police base, with sub-inspector Allan Maclean, sub-inspector Veltman and a few local Europeans as officers.

      “If I were Kreli,” Abernethy said as they manned the trenches in the fading hour before dawn, “I’d attack now while we are undermanned.”

      “Kreli must agree with you,” Smith said. “Look what’s approaching.”

      A dozen terrified Fingoes ran toward Ibeka, keeping to their side of the narrow footpath that formed the boundary between Fingo and Galeka territory. The look on their faces was sufficient warning.

      “Kreli is coming! Thousands of Galekas are coming!”

      “From which direction?” Fraser stopped one of the refugees.

      “That way!” The man pointed to the south, struggled free, and ran after his companions.

      “Here we go,” Hitchings said, smoothing a hand over the stock of his Snider. “This time tomorrow, we’ll either be heroes or dead.”

      “Let’s hope it’s the former,” Abernethy said. “I’ve always wanted to be a hero, feted by attractive women, drinking champagne and getting the best tables at London restaurants.”

      Smith shook his head. “It won’t happen like that, Nethy. Nobody has heard of the Galekas, and I doubt one man in a hundred even knows where the Cape Frontier is, let alone that we’re struggling to contain hostile tribes here. At the most, we’ll get three lines in an inside page.”

      “Abernethy nodded. “You’re probably right, Sergeant. The press is concentrating on the Russian-Turkish war or is over in Afghanistan. There’s always trouble in Afghanistan. They’ll send for General Roberts or Fighting Jack Windrush over there.”

      Andrew started at the name and quickly changed the subject. “Shall I ride forward and see if the Fingoes are exaggerating, sir?”

      Fraser nodded. “Off you go, Baird. Take care.”

      Glad to be active, Andrew mounted Lancelot and pushed forward. Within half a mile, he realised the Fingoes were correct. Kreli had mustered the Galeka army on the hill south of Ibeka. He saw them form into columns of squares with a precision that told of long practice, halt and begin a deep sonorous chant. The bulk of the Galeka army was infantry, nearly equally divided between men with assegais and shields and others with rifles. The Galeka cavalry stood on the flanks, less disciplined than the infantry but still dangerous.

      “Come on, boy,” Andrew whispered to Lancelot. “Time we weren’t here.”

      “They’re coming,” Andrew reported what he had seen.

      “How many?” Fraser asked laconically.

      “Between seven and eight thousand,” Andrew estimated. “Riflemen, cavalry and spearmen.”

      “That must be the bulk of Kreli’s army,” Fraser said. “Sergeant Duncan, please inform the commandant that Kreli is coming with around seven thousand men, and we can expect him shortly.”

      “Very good, sir.” Duncan saluted and headed for the main camp.

      Simpson whistled and glanced over his shoulder. “We’ll be hard-pressed to hold that lot off!”

      Abernethy grunted. “At this moment, Kreli is telling his men that the witch doctors have made them invulnerable to our bullets. What a shock they’ll get when we knock them down like skittles at a fairground.”

      Griffiths gave final orders to defend Ibeka. “Bring the horses inside the trenches,” he said calmly. “Saddle and bridle them and secure them to the picket rope. Not you, Sergeant Duncan; I want you and three men to keep their mounts for scouting.”

      “Yes, sir,” Duncan acknowledged.

      The picket rope was in the house garden, stretched from tree to tree, with the confused horses attached. It would be the work of an instant to release them, ready for a hurried retreat or an equally rapid sally against the tribesmen.

      Griffiths paced the defences, giving orders. “I want open ammunition boxes ready for use. Place them behind the walls and have water barrels nearby. Fighting is thirsty work.”

      The police ate a hasty breakfast, each man watching for the Galeka army approaching from the south. Andrew disguised his nervousness under false joviality that fooled nobody. The men shrugged off their coats, exchanged banter, lit their pipes, and readied themselves for the coming battle.

      “Watch my back, Baird, and I’ll watch yours,” Abernethy said quietly.

      “I’ll do that,” Andrew said. He watched a pair of vultures circling above, checked his rifle, counted his cartridges, and took a deep breath.

      Here we go again.
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      “Sergeant Duncan,” Griffiths ordered. “Take three men and watch what Kreli does. Report back the minute he moves towards us.”

      Andrew watched Duncan canter forward into hostile territory.

      They look very lonely out there.

      “Don’t stray far from the horses,” Hitchings advised. “If the day goes against us, we can grab a horse and bolt.”

      Andrew listened, unsure if Hitchings was serious.

      “You saw what the Galekas did to our dead after our last encounter,” Hitchings continued. “I’m not waiting for Kreli to chop me up like that.”

      “You’re damned right, Hitch,” Simpson said. “If they bastards get too close, you won’t see old Simmy for dust and small pebbles.” He grinned as if he had said something clever.

      Abernethy whistled a tune which Andrew recognised as Rossini’s Largo al Factotum.

      “That’s a little out of place here.” Andrew forced a smile.

      “Nonsense,” Abernethy said. “One can sing opera anywhere. It brings a little culture to the midst of barbarity, and there’s nothing more barbaric than a battlefield.”

      “That’s true,” Andrew agreed.

      Come on, Kreli! The waiting is worse than the fighting.

      At half past nine that morning, Sergeant Duncan appeared with his men at his side. He trotted past the outer pickets, looking dusty but relaxed.

      “What’s happening, Sergeant?” Abernethy asked.

      “A couple of thousand horsemen have joined Kreli,” Duncan reported laconically. “They’re approaching the ridge on the south.”

      “That’s all we need,” Hitchings said, glancing at the horse lines.

      Abernethy returned to whistling Rossini, puffing out blue smoke with every note. He winked at Andrew. “Shouldn’t be long now, Bairdie. Trust in God and keep your powder dry.” Andrew felt the vibration of thousands of feet on the ground before he heard the Galekas’ war song rising from the ridge.

      Smith peered ahead. “Here they come, boys. Look to your front.”

      Andrew took a deep breath, listening to the increasing chorus from ahead. He raised his carbine to his shoulder.

      “Come on, Kreli,” he said softly.

      The Galekas emerged from a curtain of dust, with their mounted men concentrating on the ridge to the police left.

      “There are thousands of them,” Hitchings muttered.

      “All the more targets, Hitchings,” Fraser shouted with forced cheerfulness. “Even you can’t miss.”

      Hitchings glared without replying. He had often boasted of his marksmanship.

      The Galeka infantry advanced in three columns, shouting, and brandishing their weapons.

      “They think they’re bloody Frenchmen,” Abernethy said. “And we’re Wellington’s army at Waterloo.”

      Andrew realised he was gripping his carbine so tightly his knuckles were white. He forced himself to relax.

      The Galeka columns marched into a depression in the undulating ground, momentarily disappearing from view.

      “Get ready, boys,” Griffiths warned. “When they reappear, they’ll only be twelve hundred yards away.”

      “Come, my Galeka friends,” Andrew murmured and quoted Tennyson again. “It's not too late to seek a newer world.” ⁠1 He felt his heartbeat increase, wiped the sweat from his forehead, squinted down the barrel of his carbine and listened to Abernethy’s singing.

      When the Galekas reappeared, their skirmishers advanced to the front, moving with more discipline than Andrew expected, a whole host of lightly armed men trotting towards Ibeka.

      Andrew aimed until Smith shook his head. “Don’t waste your bullets, Bairdie. Let the Fingoes deal with the skirmishers.”

      Griffiths snapped an order, and Commander Veldtman led five hundred Fingoes outside the entrenchments on the British left flank. They faced the Galeka skirmishes in the rough, border-strewn ground beyond the British defences, exchanging taunts and bullets without causing many casualties. Allan Maclean did the same on the right, firing his revolver as he encouraged his hundreds of Fingo warriors to face the attackers.

      “Advance, boys!” Griffiths ordered. “We’re not waiting for Kreli to come to us. Extend into skirmishing order and meet them front and left.”

      Andrew took a deep breath and copied his colleagues. He held his Snider firmly and walked towards the Galeka mass. The noise was appalling as the Fingoes and Galeka skirmishers shouted, yelled, screamed, and fired at each other.

      “Here comes the cavalry,” Smith said, nodding towards the ridge, where the mounted Galekas began to pour towards Ibeka.

      Griffiths raised his field glasses to study the Galeka cavalry. “Artillery!” He raised his voice. “Target the horsemen!”

      Two of the seven-pounders swivelled towards the ridge and fired, with both shells screaming over the horsemen without exploding.

      “That was pointless,” Hitchings muttered. “What the hell are we doing?” He slowed down until Sergeant Duncan roared at him.

      “Keep in line, Hitchings!”

      The police tried a couple of rockets next, with greater success. The whoosh and fiery trail of the rockets terrified the Galeka horses, with some panicking and fleeing, carrying their riders to the rear.

      “Artillery,” Griffiths shouted. “Switch your targets. Hit these columns!”

      The Galeka infantry was within a thousand yards of the entrenchment, a mass of warriors moving forward steadily as their skirmishers sparred with the Fingoes and the police readied their carbines.

      “Can we fire, sir?” Simpson asked.

      “Not yet. We might hit the Fingoes,” Fraser replied.

      “Bugger the Fingoes,” Simpson muttered.

      “Common shell!” Lieutenant Cochrane shouted, and all three seven-pounders fired at once. Only nine hundred yards away, the columns were easy targets, and the shells exploded in their midst, each killing and maiming a dozen men. The column shivered, and the police stepped closer.

      “Wait!” Griffiths ordered as the Galeka skirmished merged with the main columns. Veldtman and Maclean pulled their Fingoes back, giving the police a clear field of fire.

      “Now! Volleys!” Griffiths ordered, and the police opened fire. The sharp crack of the Sniders added to the ear-splitting bang of the mountain guns while the rockets hissed and flared among the Galeka cavalry.

      Andrew aimed and fired, feeling the comfortable jerk as the carbine rammed against his shoulder. His nerves eased as soon as he knew he was hitting back. He loaded, aimed, and fired again on the word of command, tasting the now familiar gun smoke.

      “They’re firing at us!” Simpson howled, ducking.

      “The dirty dogs! How dare they?” Smith mocked, laughing. “Keep firing, Simmy!”

      Andrew saw men fall in the front line of the Galekas, toppling to the ground as bullets and shells hammered them.

      “They’re slowing,” Smith shouted as the Galeka columns began to fragment.

      “Fire!” Fraser ordered, and Andrew fired into the column, reloaded, and watched as the Galekas withdrew, still in good order despite their piled up dead and writhing wounded.

      “One more volley!” Griffiths ordered, and the police fired again, reloaded, and waited for orders as gun smoke drifted in a grey-white haze.

      The Galeka cavalry milled outside rifle range on the flanks, with the police rockets hissing amongst the horses, causing more panic than casualties.

      “They’re useless.” Smith dismissed the mounted men in two words.

      Andrew checked his Snider, counted his cartridges, and forced a smile. “We’ve pushed them back.” He was no longer nervous.

      “They’ll return,” Smith told him casually. “Say what you like about the Galekas, but they’re not cowards.”

      Andrew looked ahead, where the Galeka dead lay individually, where the Sniders had got them, and in bloody heaps where the shells had landed. “No,” he agreed. “No cowards would have run into musketry and artillery fire as they did.”

      “We showed them!” Hitchings shouted, suddenly brave. “I must have killed at least three.”

      “Did you see that last one I shot?” Simpson boasted. “I caught him right in the head. His skull exploded, with brains all over the place.”

      “Here they come again!” Abernethy shouted, slamming his Snider into his shoulder.

      “Independent firing!” Griffiths ordered as the Galekas advanced a second time. No longer in mass columns, they had extended into skirmishing formation, presenting less of a target for the artillery.

      “Case shot!” Cochrane decided, and each seven-pounder loaded with the canvas bags, each holding sixty-three bullets.

      “Aim at the densest masses,” Cochrane commanded. “Fire!”

      The guns acted like giant shotguns, with each shot blasting a swathe into the advancing Galekas while the rocket men kept the enemy cavalry busy.

      Andrew aimed, fired, and reloaded, feeling the acrid gun smoke nip his eyes and bite into his mouth and nostrils. He took a drink of smoke-tainted water and fired again, with the Galekas hardly seen through the smoke. It was impossible to target individual warriors, so Andrew fired where he hoped the enemy clustered most thickly.

      “Keep firing, lads!” Fraser shouted. He walked the length of the police lines, firing and encouraging, exposing himself to the torrent of shots from the Galekas.

      “They’re firing high!” Andrew shouted as he heard a constant whine of bullets passing over his head.

      “They always do,” Smith told him. “And thank your God for that. We’ll be in major trouble if the bastards ever learn to aim.”

      “They’re slowing!” Fraser ordered, and Andrew realised he had been firing automatically. The steady firing of the police broke the Galeka attack, and they melted away, leaving their dead and wounded on the ground.

      “Cease fire!” Fraser ordered. “Sergeants! Report any casualties to me!”

      “Drink,” Smith advised his section. “If you have anything to eat, take it now before the Galekas return. These lads won’t give up yet.”

      Andrew realised he was ravenous and munched on a hard biscuit before drinking the smoke-tainted water.

      “Check your ammunition,” Fraser advised, pacing the ranks with encouragement and advice. He stopped at the newest members of his troop. “How are you doing, lads?”

      “Killing them, sir.” Simpson gave a greasy grin.

      “Fine, sir,” Hitchings said.

      “Fine, sir,” Andrew replied, replenishing his ammunition pouch from the chest. “Thank you.”

      “Good lads,” Fraser continued his rounds.

      “Here they come again,” Abernethy shouted, his voice hoarse from smoke.

      The Galekas had learned caution and advanced more slowly, hiding behind rocks and bushes and firing at the police, and Fingoes. They halted, rushed to the next piece of cover, and fired.

      “When they get close,” Smith advised. “Pick your man. Wait until he breaks cover and shoot him.”

      Andrew nodded, feeling the sweat trickling down his face. He blinked to clear his vision and sighted on a tall, athletic man who moved from rock to rock. For a moment, he was back on a Northumberland moor, shooting pheasants as a gentle rain cooled the sportsmen, and then his Galeka moved again, and Andree fired through instinct.

      The warrior staggered but continued, still yelling. Andrew reloaded hastily, cursing as he nearly dropped the cartridge. He took a deep breath, slotted the cartridge home, and lifted the carbine to his shoulder.

      The Galeka had found cover. Andrew swore softly and ducked when a bullet whined close above his head.

      That fellow is a better shot than most.

      He scanned the battlefield, ignoring the twitching wounded and the dead, searching for his man. Drifting smoke obscured his vision until Andrew saw the flash from a rifle muzzle, and something burrowed into the ground at his feet.

      That fellow is aiming at me.

      Andrew felt a peculiar sensation of vulnerability. He was no longer a cog in the official machinery fighting a faceless enemy but one man opposed to another. He instinctively knew that the Galeka firing at him was the same man he was attempting to shoot.

      Suddenly the battle took on a new intensity. Andrew was aware of the men to his left and right, the harsh bark of the artillery, the hoarse shouts of the men and the sharp crackle of musketry, but only his personal duel mattered.

      You and me, my Galeka foe. One of us must die today.

      Andrew knelt with his carbine pressed into his shoulder and the barrel hot from use. He waited, focussing on the last position he had seen his enemy.

      The following bullet was high, but the Galeka had momentarily exposed his arm. Andrew fired, with his shot crashing into the man’s elbow. He reloaded feverishly, hoping to catch his opponent as he jerked upright, but the Galeka disappeared.

      Where are you, my worthy foe?

      “They’re retreating!” Abernethy shouted as the Galekas, hammered by artillery and musketry, pulled back.

      “Help them on their way,” Fraser ordered.

      “It doesn’t seem fair to shoot men running away,” Andrew said, looking for his wounded opponent.

      “The more we kill now, the less there’ll be to kill us next time,” Smith said, loading, aiming, and firing without pause.

      Andrew saw the logic and reluctantly fired at the retreating warriors.

      “That’s eight!” Hitchings exulted, loaded, aimed, and fired again. “And another one winged!” He grinned across at Andrew. “How many have you bagged, Bairdie?”

      “I haven’t kept a score,” Andrew replied. He suddenly felt drained.

      “They’ll come again,” Fraser predicted. “Get ready, lads.”

      Andrew refilled his ammunition pouch, listened to his comrades boasting, waved away a cluster of questing flies and sunk to the ground.

      “You’re a learned man, Andrew.” Abernethy scraped the bowl of his pipe. “Have you ever read Darwin’s The Descent of Man?”

      Andrew licked dry lips and shook his head. “No,” he said.

      “You should,” Abernethy told him, blowing through the pipe stem to ensure it was clear. “Darwin thinks that Europeans are a civilised race and Africans are primitive.”

      “Does he?” Andrew pretended interest.

      “He does,” Abernethy said and thumbed a quarter inch of tobacco into his pipe. “I can’t quote directly, but Darwin says that what he calls the civilised races, us, will exterminate and replace what he calls the savage races.”

      “Is that what you think we are doing now?” Andrew asked.

      Abernethy shrugged, scratched a match, and puffed life into his pipe. “No; we’re fighting for our lives. I think Darwin equated civilisation with mechanical advances.” He tapped his rifle. “He thinks we are more civilised because we can kill more of them than they can kill of us.”

      “Aren’t we more civilised?” Andrew asked.

      “God knows,” Abernethy glanced at his watch. “It’s five o’clock.” He sounded surprised. “Doesn’t time fly when you’re having fun?” He raised his head. “I can hear them,” he said. “They’re coming again.”

      The Galekas emerged from the dip, twelve hundred yards from the police entrenchments. They advanced at a run, seemingly undeterred by their previous losses and the shells and rockets that exploded among them.

      “They’re not going to stop this time,” Simpson shouted, glancing behind him at the horse lines. “They’ll run right over us and kill us all!”
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      Jama stood in the centre of his imuzi watching Yibanathi, his iniKozikasi - Great Wife - and Lerato, his second wife, preparing the mealies and milk curds – amasi – for the evening meal. Unlike most married Zulus, Jama’s Great Wife was also his first wife, while prosperity had allowed him to afford three others. He was fortunate that all his wives got along well, with the younger women happy with their position. Yibanathi was his favourite, the companion of his youth and even now, she stirred a desire in him. Lerato was fifteen years younger, as shapely as a Zulu woman should be and obeyed Yibanathi’s orders without demur.

      Life was good, Jama thought as he walked around his imuzi, watching his people work and play with the elders sitting under the umzimbeet tree as the flowers splashed purple over the dark leaves. Two men were busy making assegai shafts from the hard wood, for the umzimbeet was the favoured tree for weapons.

      Like many in Zululand, Jama’s imuzi was east facing, built on sloping ground with easy access to a stream for fresh water, with woodland nearby for fuel, and only a short distance to grazing land for the cattle. In the centre of the imuzi, a circular fence of intertwined branches acted as a cattle pen. At midday, the herd boys escorted the cattle into the enclosure to be milked and again at night to keep them safe from wild animals.

      It was a feature of Zulu culture that only males could tend the cattle. While women did most of the other work around the imuzi, including working with goats and lesser animals, dealing with cattle and fighting were left to the men.

      Jama stopped at the cattle pen, wondering if the amadlozi, guardian ancestral spirits, were watching him. He knew they guarded the cattle pens and the winter grain reserve deep beneath the enclosure and hoped they approved of his actions.

      Neat, bee-hive-shaped izindlu clustered around the cattle pen, where Jama’s wives lived with their younger children. The izindlu were simple structures of a supple frame thatched with grass, with a central pole supporting the roof. The floor was of beaten clay and cow dung, with an open fire in a small hearth, over which earthenware pots hung for cooking. They were perfect for the climate, easy to build, provided shelter from the rain, cool on hot days and warm in winter. Jama knew the hazard of fire and ignored the cockroaches that infested the walls. They were as much part of life as road traffic was to city-dwelling Europeans.

      Yibanathi lived in the central izindlu, where Jama ate his evening meal of amasi with boiled pumpkins and vegetables spiced with pumpkin leaves. The herd boys would drive the cattle to the central pen, and Jama would relax, watching the younger people dancing, telling stories, and playing board games by the light of reed torches. When he was ready, Jama would spend the night with whichever wife he fancied. They might make love, or not, as Jama decided, and slept on grass mats which hung on the wall during the day.

      Life had always been thus and, in Jama’s eyes, always would be. He did not consider changing his culture any more than he would consider flying to the moon.

      Jama thought of his youth as a young warrior and the battles he had endured and enjoyed before the king had honoured his regiment by allowing them to marry. The isicoco ⁠1 around his head proved his status as a married man. He smiled as he remembered fighting for his king, Cetshwayo, at the Battle of Ndondakusuka over twenty years ago. Cetshwayo’s forces had defeated his rival, Mbuyazi, his brother, and gained the kingship.

      Jama remembered hooking the edge of his shield under that of his opponent, thrusting his iKlwa into his body and shouting, “Ngadla! I have eaten!”

      He had fought for the king since then, but that first kill was his favourite, and his amabutho’s exploits had gained the king’s favour and permission to take a wife. That was when he first met Yibanathi, the mother of two of his daughters and one of his sons. Jama caressed that memory and stopped to talk to the elders, enjoying their reminiscing and listening to their wisdom. He heard children’s laughter from outside the circle of izindlu and smiled indulgently. If children were laughing, his imuzi was happy, and his world was complete.

      Leaving the stout thorn barrier that protected the imuzi from prowling night-time predators, Jama trotted to the undulating grassy hills. Somebody had said that Zululand was the land of ten thousand hills, and Jama could not disagree. The land was the best in his knowledge of Africa, and under the benign rule of Cetshwayo, the people were healthy, free, and happy.

      Within ten minutes, Jama was counting his cattle, talking to the youths who tended the herds, asking about predators and proving he had not forgotten them. Cattle were the pride and wealth of the Zulus, as of every tribe and people in southern Africa. Cattle formed the basis of the economy, with men measuring their wealth in the number of cattle they possessed. The animals were small by European standards, with long horns and only a vague regard for selective breeding. Jama had purchased all his wives with his cattle and was proud of the size of his herds.

      Due to cattle’s importance, herd boys had a vital place in Zulu society. In common with all Zulu males, Jama had spent his formative years with cattle and recognised each animal by its distinctive pattern, the shape of its horns or how it moved.

      Two of the older boys were about to leave the herds and become warriors, so Jama sought them out.

      “Funani and Kgabu. You will be leaving the cattle soon.”

      The boys looked at him, unsmiling. No, Jama thought, they were youths now, no longer boys. Soon they would be men, carrying assegais and a shield with the Abanonya.

      “You will be taking your place with the men. Are you ready?”

      The youths nodded. Both were as tall as men, with lithe, muscular bodies, hardened by spending years outdoors in all weathers.

      “Good,” Jama said. “Come to the imuzi in five days to start your training. Go now.”

      The youths left, running, and Jama watched them, hiding his pride, for both were his sons. Kgabu was his son by Yibanathi and Funani by Ulwazie.

      A third boy approached Jama. Smaller and younger than Kgabu or Finani, he stretched himself to appear taller. “I want to be a warrior, too,” he piped.

      Jama tried to look stern. “You are too young, Jabulani,” he said. “You’ll have to wait for another year or two.” He shook his head at Jabulani’s disappointment. “The time will pass, Jabulani. Now get back to the cattle; that dun-and-black one with the twisted right horn was limping. Check its hooves.” He watched as Jabulani, another of his sons, scampered away.

      Smiling, Jama returned to the imuzi. His life had been a long succession of successes, and nothing should ever change.
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        * * *

      

      “Keep firing, lads,” Fraser stopped immediately behind Hitchings and fired his carbine a handbreadth from the constable’s ear. “Push them back!”

      The Galekas were yelling, firing as they ran, or brandishing their assegais and shields. The bravest of their cavalry had overcome their fear of the rockets and charged on the flanks, shaggy manes flying as the riders fired from the saddle. The infantry moved more slowly, with indunas in front and the warriors whooping and yelling as the rockets hissed among them.

      Andrew looked for his wounded adversary, fired, aimed, and cursed as his carbine jammed. He hacked at the intractable cartridge with his clasp knife, cleared the jam, reloaded, and fired into the advancing mass.

      “Here come the Fingoes!” Abernethy roared. “Come on, Maclean’s boys!”

      As the Galekas wavered, the Maclean brothers, Alan and John, led the Fingoes against the Galekas flanks, firing as they advanced. Caught in the crossfire, the Galekas lost their cohesion. They had hoped for a quick victory and believed the witch doctors had made them invulnerable. The truth lay around them in their colleagues screaming, shattered bodies.

      “They’re breaking!” Abernethy shouted.

      Andrew nodded. That last charge had been the Galekas high tide. The concentrated fire of the police, plus the Fingoes’ flank attack, had broken them. From a force of brave warriors intent on conquest, the Galekas became a mob of frightened men, scrambling to escape the bursting shells and vengeful assegais and firearms of the Fingoes.

      Andrew suddenly felt exhausted as the day’s excitement wore off. He slumped to the ground, watching as the artillery pumped shell after shell at the retreating Galekas and the Fingoes butchered the wounded.

      “Well, Bairdie,” Smith said, placing his pipe in his mouth, “you survived.”

      Andrew nodded, “I did,” he agreed. All he wanted to do was close his eyes, but when he did, a thousand images of the battle returned. He looked upward as the rain began, destroying all hope of coffee or a hot meal.

      “You did well, Baird,” Fraser said. “I’ve got my eye on you. Come with me.” He took Andrew aside and lowered his voice. “Where are you from, Baird?”

      “I arrived in South Africa a few months ago, sir,” Andrew tried to avoid a direct answer.

      “I know that,” Fraser said. “And I know you put your home as Berwick-upon-Tweed. That’s not what I mean. You’re not an ordinary trooper, not with an accent and attitude like yours, and you’ve picked up the basics of military discipline like an old soldier.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Andrew replied.

      “You’re an enigma, Baird,” Fraser said. “A man of mystery.”

      Andrew did not reply.

      “What’s your story?” Fraser asked as the rain increased, hammering down on the exhausted men.

      “I come from a military family,” Andrew admitted some of his past.

      Fraser nodded. “That would help. Infantry or cavalry?”

      “Infantry,” Andrew said.

      “What rank?” Fraser asked.

      Andrew hesitated before he replied. “My father holds a field rank,” he said.

      “He holds the queen’s commission?” Fraser sounded surprised but was determined not to let Andrew off the hook.

      “Yes, sir.” Andrew was equally determined not to give too much away.

      “Colonel Baird?” Fraser was smiling, ignoring the rain dripping from his face onto the sodden ground.

      “I haven’t heard from him for a while, sir,” Andrew tried to alter the direction of the conversation. “I honestly don’t know what rank he will currently hold.”

      “Ah!” Fraser nodded, thinking he understood. “That’s the way the wind blows, is it? A family dispute?”

      “I’d rather not talk about it, sir,” Andrew said.

      “I see. Well, Baird, you evidently come from good stock, and you have the attitude and bearing of a gentleman. If you continue behaving the way you have so far, I’ll recommend you for a commission.”

      Andrew felt a leap of elation. He often regretted leaving Sandhurst without obtaining his commission, yet knew he wanted to advance by his merits, not because of an accident of birth.

      Fraser smiled. “You may have something to boast about to your estranged father, and that might help patch up your disagreement.”

      “Thank you, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      They sat outside their tents with the campfire throwing out a circle of heat and a million stars puncturing a sky of black velvet.

      Smith stretched, took a long drink from a dark bottle, and passed it over to Andrew.

      “Cape Smoke,” he said. “It will either kill you or give you new life.”

      Andrew choked back a mouthful of the fiery spirits. “Thank you,” he said, coughing.

      “You know, Bairdie,” Smith said, retrieving the brandy, “we’re wasting our time here.”

      “What do you mean?” Andrew asked.

      “I mean, we’re risking our lives fighting a bunch of raggedy-arsed savages with no profit, but our pay, and that’s little enough once they take off stoppages. Where’s the benefit?”

      “We’re making the Frontier safer for farmers and settlers,” Andrew gave the stock answer. “And advancing the flag and civilisation.”

      Smith grinned. “That’s all very well if you believe that sort of thing, but what do we, you and I, benefit from it?”

      “The knowledge that we’re doing our duty, perhaps?” Andrew was unsure where Smith was heading. He did not mention the possibility of a commission.

      “That won’t pay the rent,” Smith told him. “You’re still green behind the ears, young Baird. In this world, we must take the opportunities that present themselves, whatever they are. And if they don't present themselves, we must make them ourselves.”

      “What sort of opportunities, Sergeant?”

      Smith took another mouthful of Cape Smoke, passed the bottle to Andrew, and raised his eyebrows when Andrew refused. “No? Well, suit yourself. I met a trader the other day; you may have seen me talking to him.”

      “I saw you were talking to somebody, Sergeant,” Andrew agreed. “I didn’t pay much attention, though.”

      “No? Well, there was no reason why you should,” Smith said. “His name was Johann de Vries, and he wanders all over Southern Africa from the High Veldt, where the backcountry Boers are, to the Great Karoo. He probably knows Africa as well as anybody and picks up all sorts of interesting information.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Andrew threw more wood on the fire and watched the flames and sparks rise. He waited to see where Smith was heading.

      “Well, Johann is just back from Zululand, up beyond Natal, and told me things about the Zulus that I did not know.”

      Andrew reached for the brandy, realising that Smith was about to share his new knowledge. “What were they, Sergeant?”

      “We’re off duty, Bairdie. There’s no need to call me sergeant. Smith will do, or Ashanti. Most people know me as Ashanti.”

      “Yes, Sergeant. Ashanti.” Andrew choked down some of the Cape Smoke. The taste was quite pleasant when he accustomed himself to the burn.

      Smith’s gaze was level. “You might know that Zululand is extremely rich in minerals, with deposits scattered everywhere.”

      “I didn’t know that, Ashanti.”

      “Well, it’s true. The only drawback is that the deposits are in penny packets. You’ll have heard of Shaka; I presume?”

      “Yes,” Andrew said. “He was the king that made the Zulu nation into an empire by attacking and conquering all his neighbours.”

      “Exactly so, young Andrew. You don’t mind if I call you Andrew, do you?”

      “Not at all, Ashanti.” Andrew tried more of the brandy.

      “One of the tribes Shake eradicated was the Lala, from the Tugela Valley,” Smith continued. “The Lala were miners and metalworkers, with other tribes calling them izinyanga zokukhanda, which apparently meant doctors for beating. They beat out the iron ore to fashion hoes, farming tools, battle axes and spearheads.”

      “Such things would always be in demand,” Andrew agreed cautiously.

      “They would,” Smith said, “but the Lala also mined copper, silver, and gold, and from these precious metals made jewellery, particularly armbands. Shaka decided he should hold the monopoly for such articles so that he could gift them to his favourites.”

      Andrew nodded. “Such is the way of royalty,” he murmured.

      Smith swallowed more brandy. “Despite Shaka’s best intentions, his plan failed. Maybe there was an impurity in the metal, or perhaps Zulus have more delicate skin than other peoples, but when they wore these armbands, people developed an unpleasant skin complaint.”

      “Shaka would not be pleased,” Andrew said.

      “No. He called in his witch doctors to find out the cause, and they said the Lala miners had poisoned each piece of jewellery to avenge themselves on the Zulus.” Smith shrugged. “Maybe they did. After all, the Zulus had grabbed their land and massacred most of their tribe.”

      “What did Shaka do?” Andrew asked, remembering the three witch doctors he had met.

      “This is where opinions differ,” Smith said, smiling. “The popular theory is that Shaka gathered every item of jewellery in Zululand and sent it back to the Tugela Valley together with the Lala miners, smiths and all their relatives. The indunas – chiefs – threw the jewellery into one of the mines, and all the Lala people murdered and tossed on top of the jewellery so their spirits could stand guard.”

      “You said that was the popular theory,” Andrew said. “What’s the less popular one?”

      Smith finished the brandy, casually tossed the bottle over his shoulder and grinned. “That’s where things get interesting,” he said. “According to Johann, Shaka did not send the jewellery to the Tugela Valley but kept it in a strong box bound with iron. He had the Lala people massacred and asked his witchdoctors to put a curse on the strongbox so nobody would touch it.”

      Andrew grinned. “That also sounds like the work of a king. I’ve never heard of a royal who willingly disposes of wealth.”

      Smith laughed. “I can’t see it myself. Each successive king knows the secret of the treasure chest and carries it with them.” He leaned forward, whispering confidentially. “Now all we have to do is wait for a war with Cetshwayo of the Zulus, get into his royal kraal of Ulundi and dig up the treasure.”

      Andrew nodded, half hoping the opportunity never arose and wondering if an officer could make his name fighting the ferocious Zulus. That would make my father sit up and take notice.
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      “We need you, Jama,” Zuluhlenga, Chief Sihayo’s brother, announced.

      Zuluhlenga had summoned Jama to his imuzi and sat on a carved three-legged stool.

      Jama stood before Zuluhlenga and his family in the centre of his imuzi. The people watched from a respectful distance, aware of what had happened and interested in how the chief’s family would react.

      “Yes, inkosi,” Jama said. He noted that Mehlokazulu, Sihayo’s eldest son was also present, looking restless as he shifted from foot to foot.

      “Sihayo is absent at oNdini,” Zuluhlenga reminded Jama. “While he is away, his Great Wife, Kaqwelebana and one of his lesser wives have been with other men.”

      Jama knew the story. The scandal of Kaqwelebana’s adultery had spread around the area, with women speaking of it in hushed tones and men shaking their heads at the insult to Sihayo. Yibanathi had kept Jama fully informed as they sat together for their evening meal.

      Jama remained mute until Zuluhlenga told him what his part should be. Mehlokazulu looked embarrassed, he thought. Maybe even ashamed of his mother’s actions.

      Zuluhlenga continued. “The family held a meeting in the absence of Sihayo and decided we should kill Kaqwelabana.”

      Jama acknowledged the justice of the decision. Yibanathi had told him what Sihayo’s family would decide, for she was a font of knowledge on such matters. Jama wondered if Mehlokazulu had contributed to the decision to execute his mother.

      “We surrounded her izindlu and attacked them as they lay together,” Zuluhlenga said, with anger strong in his voice. “We wounded Kaqwelabana, but she evaded us, as did the lesser wife, and they fled across the Buffalo River.”

      Jama gave a brief nod, although he scorned a raiding party that allowed their target to escape. He would have placed a double ring around the imuzi so that Kaqwelabana and her lover could never break free. He waited to see what Mehlokazulu and Zuluhlenga intended to do. Would they allow the offenders to evade justice or follow them across the frontier?

      “I will take a strong party to pursue them,” Mehlokazulu announced.

      “That is the correct decision,” Jama replied. “Did you ask the king’s permission to enter the white man’s country?

      Jama thought Zuluhlenga and his compatriots had bungled the attack badly. What should have been a routine execution had turned into an ugly drama, and evidently, Zuluhlenga and Mehlokazulu had no choice but to chance Cetshwayo’s wrath.

      “Others have crossed the frontier on similar missions,” Mehlokazulu reminded. “We shall bring Kaqwelabana back to Zululand for execution and hurt nobody on the Natal side of the river.”

      Jama gave another brief nod. “What do you want me to do?” he asked, although he had already guessed the answer.

      “Bring your warriors,” Mehlokazulu said. “Bring the Abanonya.”

      “We are at your command,” Jama said. He would show Zuluhlenga how to manage such an affair.
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      Lieutenant Andrew David Baird of the Cape Mounted Rifles reined up his horse and checked his men. He had a dozen riders behind him, all veterans of the Cape Frontier War with the Galekas, sun-browned, narrow-eyed, and dusty from hard campaigning and long hours in the saddle.

      Andrew looked around the small settlement of Umtata with its handful of European houses and sprawl of African izindlu. “We’ll outspan and camp here,” he ordered. “Hitchings, go to the store and buy mealies for the horses.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hitchings said.

      “Kelly, attend to the horses. The rest of us will gather firewood and raise the tents, except Sinclair and Abernethy. You two are on picket duty.”

      Andrew watched for a moment as Kelly rung the horses. He fastened a reim, a length of rawhide, to the head collar of one horse, doubled it and secured it to the next until he had bound all the patrol’s horses together. The horses were now in a circle, happy with each other’s company and unable to stray, while a sentry ensured no wandering horse thief could take advantage of their position.

      Once he was sure the horses were secure, Andrew rode to a nearby hillock to get a better view of his surroundings.

      Brought up in the ancient towns of England and Scotland, Andrew had never been impressed with the settlements in South Africa, and Umtata was no exception. Twenty-five miles from the eastern coast, Umtata stood beside the Umtata River and looked raw. European settlers had recently founded the town, and the builders used galvanised iron as a building material. From his vantage point, Andrew could see the sun reflecting from the metal walls and the metal roof of the cathedral, although the Wesleyan chapel was brick-built, and the courthouse was solid stone.

      Trust the authorities to ensure the court will endure.

      Between the European-style houses, the local Tembu, Bomvana, Pondo, Pondomise, and Hala people had built their homes and moved around the town beside the British and Boer population.

      “Why are we here?” Hitchings asked, adding a reluctant “sir” when Andrew stared at him.

      “I don’t know yet,” Andrew admitted. “Brigadier Simonds wants to see me tomorrow.”

      Hitchings grunted and walked away, grumbling.

      With the men settled and pickets on watch, Andrew lay in his tent that night, wondering why the brigadier had summoned him.

      My men have performed all their duties. We’ve obeyed orders and fought a dozen skirmishes. He sighed, decided worrying was pointless and lay down to sleep. Let the morning take care of itself.

      The neat triple row of tents beside the village gleamed white under the morning sun as Andrew rode across. He took a deep breath of the crisp air, decided that life could be much worse and approached the main British encampment.

      “I’m looking for Brigadier Simonds,” he announced to the erect, moustached private of the 24th Foot who acted as sentry.

      “Old Smoulder is in the central tent, mate.” The sentry jerked a thumb towards the camp. “Over that way.”

      “You call me sir, private!” Andrew snapped.

      “Sir?” the sentry repeated and stiffened to attention. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t recognise the uniform. I thought you were one of the irregular horsemen.”

      “I am a lieutenant in the Cape Mounted Rifles,” Andrew told him. “Be more careful in future.” He pushed Lancelot into the tented lines. The army was already awake, with scarlet-uniformed men bustling around and hard-eyed sergeants barking orders.

      A tall sentry eyed Andrew as he approached.

      “Lieutenant Baird to see Brigadier Simonds,” Andrew announced himself.

      “Ah, Lieutenant Baird.” Simonds was thin faced with a moustache that concealed most of his mouth and extended below his chin. He leaned back in his cane chair and stuffed tobacco into the bowl of his pipe. “You’ll know why I sent for you.”

      “No, sir,” Andrew said.

      “No?” Simonds raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “Don’t you read the newspapers?”

      “I haven’t had much chance recently, sir,” Andrew admitted. “I’ve been a little preoccupied with the Galekas and Gaikas.”

      “Yes, I suppose you have,” Simonds allowed. “You’ve been through the Xhosa campaign from the beginning, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You started as a trooper with the Frontier Armed and Mounted Police, gained quick promotion to commissioned rank and remained with them when the unit was transferred to the army and became the Cape Mounted Rifles.”

      “That’s correct, sir,” Andrew was surprised that Simonds should know his history.

      Simonds lifted a newspaper, passed it over, clamped his pipe between his teeth, struck a match and ignited the tobacco. “Third column, the second article,” he said, puffing blue smoke into the already stuffy tent.

      Andrew ignored the piece about Fighting Jack Windrush’s exploits in Afghanistan and focussed on the second article.

      Local vessel comes aground on East Coast. Amelia was bound from Cape Town to D’Urban in Natal when an unexpected squall drove her ashore north of the Great Kei. Despite valiant efforts to refloat her, Amelia broke her back and sank. Two of the crew and three passengers were lost, although some of the cargo was saved. Amelia was fully insured, so the owners may not have suffered a financial loss.

      “It’s about a shipwreck, sir.” Andrew did not hide his confusion.

      “That’s correct, Baird,” Simonds said, puffing aromatic smoke. “I want you to take the survivors from Umtata to St John’s at the Umzinvubu River. They’ll catch a ship to D’Urban in Natal from St John’s.”

      Andrew nodded. He had learned that life in the army meant obeying any order. One day he could be holding a small garrison against Xhosa attack and the next herding cattle to a missionary station. Escorting civilians across country was all part of the job.

      “Yes, sir. When do we start?”

      Simonds smiled, with his smouldering pipe clenched between his teeth. “As soon as you can, Lieutenant. Ships regularly put into St John’s, and I might need you back here.” He puffed out more smoke. “Between you, me and every other soldier in Southern Africa, Baird, we’re expecting trouble from the Zulus next and might need every rifle. The Zulus are a fearsome people, not to be taken lightly.”

      “I thought we were at peace with Zululand,” Andrew said.

      Simonds removed his pipe. “Peace is an illusion out here, Baird. It’s only a breathing space for the tribes to gather their strength.” He pointed the stem of his pipe to Andrew. “Mark my words, young man, if the Zulus mean war, you’ll see something that takes your mind off the Galekas.”

      “I have heard they are formidable, sir,” Baird said.

      “They are the most aggressive, best-disciplined fighting force in black Africa,” Simonds said soberly. “And we’ll need every good man we have to defeat them, so get these civilians to St John’s and return as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, sir.” Andrew saluted and left the tent. Only when he returned to his riflemen did he realise that Simonds had paid him a compliment by calling him a good man.

      Thank you, Brigadier. Andrew patted Lancelot as he mounted. “We’re getting there, Lance. We don’t need a family name and influence to make our way in this world.”

      The local authorities had placed Amelia’s survivors in half a dozen locations throughout the town, and Andrew set Abernethy the task of finding them.

      “You’re a gentleman, Abernethy,” Andrew said, “and you are better with people than I am.”

      Abernethy nodded. “I’ll bring them to our camp, sir.”

      “I want to make you an NCO at least, Abernethy. You’re far too good to languish in the ranks.”

      Abernethy shook his head. “No, thank you, sir. I’m happy in the ranks.”

      Andrew nodded. “As you wish. Off you go, then, and round up Amelia’s people.”

      While Abernethy combed Umtata for the survivors, Andrew tried to find transport for the journey to St John’s. With the Frontier wars flickering to an untidy end and rumours of an impending struggle with the Zulus, wagons were hard to come by.

      “Hire a wagon?” The Boer dragged a hand down his shaggy beard and looked at Andrew through narrow brown eyes. “Why?”

      “To take the civilian shipwreck survivors to St John’s,” Andrew explained.

      The Boer, sun-browned and slow of speech, stroked his beard again. “That’s a bad road,” he said. “You might damage my wagons.”

      In Andrew’s experience, all the roads in South Africa had proved to be bad.

      “Bad or not, we’ll be travelling that road,” Andrew said. “I’ve twenty-five civilians to take to St John’s.”

      The Boer shook his head and turned away. “You’ll be going without me,” he said. “Or my boys. You’ll have to look elsewhere, rooineck.”

      Andrew knew that rooineck meant redneck and was a derogatory term the Boers used for the often-sunburned British soldiers. Boers were descendants of Dutch settlers who had been in South Africa for centuries.

      Andrew found the same response wherever he asked in Umtata. Nobody was willing to hire out their wagons for the journey to St John’s.

      Ashanti Smith approached Andrew, smiling. “You’re still too polite, Bairdie.” He shook his head. “You’re a British officer now; you don’t ask these people. You have to command them. That’s the trouble with you home-grown men; you’ve too many scruples and insufficient drive.”

      “Sir,” Andrew suggested helpfully, smiling.

      “What?”

      “You say sir to an officer. Even a home-grown one,” Andrew reminded.

      Smith stiffened. “I’m damned if I will.”

      “You’ll be on a charge if you don’t,” Andrew hardened his tone.

      Smith glanced around, where other Riflemen waited to see the outcome. He grinned. “Quite right,” he said. “You’re learning!”

      “You’re learning, sir,” Andrew prompted.

      “You’re learning, sir.” Smith emphasised the final word.

      “And now, Smith.” Andrew pressed home his point. “If us home-grown officers are too polite, you can utilise your colonial skills to requisition us some wagons. No stealing, mind. I want everything done legally with no shame attached to the Cape Mounted Rifles.” He turned away before Smith could protest. If forcing more experienced men to call him sir was part of being an officer, so was delegating responsibility.

      What was Tennyson’s closing line in Ulysses, "to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield?” That suits an officer’s learning process.

      While Ashanti Smith was seeking and finding transport, Andrew spoke to the civilians he was to escort to St John’s. Most were serious-looking people; some were men and women who had immigrated to Africa hoping for a better life. Others were the children of settlers from the Cape Colony, men and women who had been born and lived in Africa all their lives. Work-worn men stood beside their worried wives, holding children close by them as they listened to Andrew’s words of hope. A young, plain-faced woman stood at the back, with a younger version of herself nervously fingering her coat.

      “We’ll be leaving Umtata soon.” Andrew forced himself to sound cheerful, minimising the difficulties of the journey ahead. “We’ll travel overland to St John’s, where a ship will carry you to D’Urban. I’ll be in charge of the escort in case the native tribes cause any trouble.”

      “You look very young to command an escort,” one bearded settler observed. He tapped the long rifle at his side. “I’ll rely on this.”

      “Thank you for the compliment,” Andrew replied. “I have one of my men gathering wagons at present. As soon as we are ready, I’ll contact you all again, and we’ll move the following day, so be ready.”

      “We’re ready now,” the bearded settler said. “We’ve been ready for the last week.”

      Andrew nodded, marking the man down as a troublemaker. “I am Lieutenant Andrew Baird. I’d like to know all your names.”

      “Martin Hancock,” the bearded man said.

      The others gave their names, some boldly, others quietly, as Andrew wrote them on a small notepad. The two women were last.

      “Elaine Maxwell,” the older said. “And this is my younger sister, Mariana.” Elaine was plain-faced and steady-eyed, a practical woman who could probably turn her hand to anything.

      “Well, people,” Andrew said. “I’ll contact you again when we have transport. In the meantime, please don’t stray too far from the town.”

      Smith proved as good as his word, rounding up nine wagons within two days, while Brigadier Simonds provided army rations for the journey, plus a small herd of slaughter beef.

      “Beef on the hoof,” Smith said. “That’s always a good idea, except it’s also a temptation for hungry tribesmen.”

      “You’ll have your Cape Riflemen,” Simonds said with his pipe smouldering between his teeth. “I’ll lend you a section of the 24th as well. You probably won’t need them, but you never know. If the tribes see what they think is a vulnerable convoy, they might forget we’re at peace and decide to grab what they can.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Andrew said.

      “Best of luck, Baird,” Simonds told him and moved away to other things.

      Andrew had two types of wagons in his convoy. Two were what the army called General Service Wagons, weighing eighteen hundredweight and nine feet long. The remaining four were colonial ox wagons, twelve feet long and much heavier at nearly thirty hundredweight and with a correspondingly greater span of oxen to tow them.

      “We should have twenty oxen for these colonial wagons,” Smith said. “I could only find fourteen to sixteen for each, and they are not all best quality.”

      “You did well to find any,” Andrew gave grudging praise.

      “We’ll have to use what we can find. I’ve whistled up a few native drivers; they’re the best in the world with ox-wagons, sir, as you’ll know.”

      “You did well, Ashanti,” Andrew said.

      Smith smiled and tipped his forage cap over his left eye. The green feathers were still in place, a reminder of past battles. He looked up. “It’s hot today,” he said. “I sense a storm coming, so we might not get on the road tomorrow.”

      “That’s unseasonal,” Andrew said as he sniffed the air. “We don’t usually get storms this early in the year. They normally arrive in September or October.”

      Smith nodded. “If only we could regulate the seasons, eh?”

      “Will it be bad?” Andrew trusted Smith with all things African.

      “Can you hear that thunder, sir?” Smith asked.

      “I can,” Andrew said.

      “That’s coming our way,” Smith told him. “Batten down the hatches.”

      Dust devils foretold the onslaught, miniature whirlwinds that lifted the dust on the road, followed by a surprisingly chill wind and then lightning that ripped across the sky accompanied by thunder like heavy artillery.

      “Welcome to Africa,” Abernethy said as the first rail fell in heavy splashes. “Land of sunshine, adventure and,” he looked upwards, “this.”

      Andrew smiled as the civilians took shelter under the canvas covers of the wagons. He moved to Lancelot, who was agitated by the thunder.

      “It’s all right, Lance,” he whispered in its ear. “It’s only thunder. It won’t hurt.” He held a handful of mealies for his horse to eat.

      “Did you call him Lancelot?” The younger of the two sisters emerged from inside the General Service wagon. Blonde-haired, with her sister’s grey eyes, Andrew could not remember her name.

      “I did,” Andrew admitted. The girl was around seventeen, he estimated, sun-browned, with a plain dress to match her homely features.

      “Lancelot was one of King Arthur’s knights.” The girl ignored the rain that flattened her hat and soaked her long dress.

      “One of Arthur’s best knights,” Andrew agreed.

      “Do you know about King Arthur and the Round Table?” the girl asked.

      “A little,” Andrew said. He noticed the older sister emerging from the wagon, looking concerned. “You’d better get back under cover. It’s very wet out here.”

      “I don’t mind the rain,” the girl said.

      “I mind the rain,” the elder sister said sternly. “Get back inside before you catch a fever. Stop annoying that poor soldier!”

      “I’m not annoyed,” Andrew said with a smile. “But you are right; it’s a bit wet for a young lady.”

      “In you come,” the elder sister insisted.

      “I’m Mariana,” the younger sister reminded before a firm sisterly hand pulled her back inside the wagon.

      “Good night, Mariana,” Andrew called.

      “Good night, Lancelot,” Mariana replied. “A bowshot from her bower-eaves,

      He rode between the barley-sheaves,

      The sun came dazzling thro' the leaves,

      And flamed upon the brazen greaves

      Of bold Sir Lancelot.”⁠1

      “That’s from the Lady of Shalott!” Andrew said, surprised that somebody should quote Tennyson to him, but both sisters were back inside their wagon. Elaine had laced the flap tightly shut against the rain, and thunder was grumbling in the sky.

      Andrew ensured the horses were secure, checked the pickets and retired to his tent. He lay on his bed, listened to the rain hammering at the canvas and considered where he was.

      Umtata had been a wild place, home to all the drifters, the lawless and unsettled who made the frontier their home. Boers, British, Xhosa and men of uncertain colour, race and provenance had graduated to Umtata, making the town devoid of pity but rife in crime, prostitution, and casual murder. The last few years had seen massive improvement, yet Andrew swore, rose, and posted a sentry on the sisters’ wagon.

      “Abernethy, you and Ramsay watch these two women.”

      “Yes, sir,” Abernethy replied at once. “I’ve seen some unsavoury people hovering around. And not only the locals.” He glanced meaningfully at Hitchings, cowering under the lashing rain.

      Andrew thought it best not to comment on his men. “Ensure the women are safe, would you?”

      “We will, sir.” Ramsay was an older man in whom the fires of lust should have long burned out. He stamped his feet and grimaced at the teeming rain. “Although it would be a brave man who’d venture out in this.”

      Andrew nodded in agreement and stepped away. He had done all he could and intended to start the journey the following day, whatever the weather. Until then, the world would take its course.
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      The rain hammered for another three hours and then stopped as if somebody had turned off a tap. The sudden silence woke Andrew. He rose, rechecked the pickets, retired to bed and woke when bugles in the British camp sounded reveille.

      “I’ll have to arrange a soldier-servant,” he scolded himself as he dressed, shaving by candlelight, and nicking his chin in the process. He swore quietly, dabbed at the tiny spot of blood, and stooped out of the tent.

      “Hello, Lancelot.” Mariana was with the horse before Andrew arrived and greeted him with a broad smile. “Then answered Lancelot, the chief of knights, as Tennyson wrote. ⁠1Good morning, Lieutenant Baird.”

      “Good morning, Mariana,” Andrew replied. “I’m afraid I need Lancelot,” Andrew told her. “We have a busy day ahead of us.”

      “I know. We’re heading for St John’s.” Mariana gave Lancelot a final pat and glanced at her wagon, where Elaine was making the final preparations.

      “We’ll be moving in an hour,” Andrew said.

      “We’ll be ready.” Andrew judged Elaine to be nineteen or twenty, with the mannerisms of a woman of thirty. She raised her voice. “Come on, Mariana; I need a hand here!”

      “Coming,” Mariana said, with a final pat of Lancelot.

      “You put a sentry on our wagon last night.” Elaine sounded nearly accusing.

      “I did,” Andrew agreed.

      “There was no need.” Elaine patted the pistol at her belt. “But thank you.” She gave a slight nod and began to check the fastenings of the wagon cover.

      Andrew lifted his hat to Elaine and moved away, shouting to his men. He studied the map Brigadier Simonds had given him. The route to St John’s seemed like a switchback, up and down a series of hills with little respite.

      With the nine-wagon convoy lined up behind him, Andrew lifted his hand, patted Lancelot, and began the march. Although Brigadier Simonds had encouraged him to speed, he did not force the pace the first day, allowing the animals and drivers time to adjust to the conditions.

      His riflemen, all veterans, rode as scouts a quarter of a mile from the wagons, with the infantry of the 24th Foot acting as close escort, ready to lend a hand when required. Andrew rode half a mile forward, checking the route, returning to supervise the wagons, and urging the men on.

      Although Andrew had learned a lot about driving a wagon since he arrived in South Africa, he would not call himself an experienced driver. He watched the convoy struggle, noting the good drivers and the not-so-good. Some men required all their skill to drive up even the gentlest of the hills, while others worked with a nonchalance that spoke of hidden talents.

      “Some of these lads are experts,” Andrew said when Martin Hancock joined him.

      “It depends on the team,” Hancock told him. “If the oxen pull well together, this section of road isn’t too bad.” He removed his hat and scratched his tangled hair. “It’s a lot worse further on.”

      Andrew viewed the road. Even the best sections were simply carved out of the side of the hills, with a rough, stony surface stretching forever and a steep drop to the left. The engineer, if there had been an engineer, had only left room for a single wagon, so the outside wheels were very close to the edge.

      He watched as the infantrymen joked with the wagon drivers, black or white, and were always ready to lend a willing shoulder when the teams struggled. Private Miller, a cheerful Geordie, was constantly helping, with O’Donnell and Drummond close behind.

      That first day they managed ten miles, and everybody was glad of the rest when Andrew called a halt. He posted three horsemen on mobile patrol as an outer line of pickets and three of the 24th as an inner defence pulled the wagons into a laager in case of attack and dismounted. Sitting on a fallen tree trunk, he lit his pipe, took off his forage cap and fanned his glowing face.

      “Lieutenant Baird.” Elaine approached him, smiling faintly. “You look exhausted.”

      Andrew lifted his head. “Good evening, Miss Maxwell,” he said, standing up and taking the pipe from his mouth.

      Elaine looked surprised at this small show of politeness. She bobbed in a brief curtsey. “Good evening, Lieutenant. I wondered if you would care to share our meal.”

      Andrew started. “That’s very kind of you, but I have my duty to do.”

      “I’m sure you have, Lieutenant,” Elaine replied quickly, “but even duty-bound officers must eat sometime.”

      Andrew could not stop his smile. “That is correct, Miss Maxwell.”

      “It’s only stew,” Elaine said, suddenly apprehensive in case Andrew did not like her cooking. “From the rations the army handed out, plus a few local vegetables I found.”

      “I haven’t had anything except army cooking for over a year,” Andrew admitted. “Stew would be most welcome.” He smiled, blushed, and looked away. “My apologies, Miss Maxwell. I am unused to the company of a lady.”

      Elaine smiled. “I apologise if I seem forward,” she said. “You were so kind to Mariana yesterday and this morning that I had to thank you.” She pushed forward a bowl of steaming stew.

      “Kind?” Andrew did not have to pretend confusion.

      “When Mariana asked you about Lancelot and King Arthur.”

      Andrew shook his head. “I only spoke to her. It was nothing.”

      “It meant a lot to Mariana,” Elaine said, looking away. “And to me.”

      Unsure what to say, Andrew tried the stew. “This is good,” he told her. Andrew realised Elaine was not quite as plain-faced as he had thought. He studied her surreptitiously from the corner of his eyes, noting the firm line of her jaw, the high cheekbones, and the straight nose.

      No, he told himself. She is not plain at all. Elaine has a strong face.

      “Thank you.” Elaine was watching him eat. She realised that Mariana was leaning out of the wagon, listening to everything she said. “We’d better get to work, Lieutenant, and you to your duty.”

      “We’ve finished work, Elaine,” Mariana said, grinning.

      “Come on, Mariana!” Elaine said. “Just leave the plate on the ground, Lieutenant,” she said. “Mariana will wash it later.”

      Andrew began to protest, but Mariana had already lifted the plate. He walked away, aware that Elaine was watching every step he took.

      They started before dawn the following day, with the road becoming progressively worse. As the hills grew steeper, Andrew took the advice of the experienced drivers and hooked one span of oxen onto another to haul one wagon at a time, yet they still made painfully slow progress.

      “There should be a special kind of hell for the man who made these roads,” Abernethy said. “They should have to lead a team of wagons up and down them for eternity.”

      “I feel that we’re doing that already,” Andrew said and raised his voice. “Get these beasts moving!” Brigadier Simond’s instructions to hurry ran through his head. He rode beside each wagon, cajoling, threatening, and lending his strength by pushing at the back. “Get up this blasted road!”

      “You’ll hurt yourself.” Elaine and Mariana had left their wagon to lighten it. “The oxen can only pull to their strength, Lieutenant Baird.”

      “Every little helps,” Andrew said, hoping Elaine had not heard his strong language.

      “We’re making good time on these bad roads,” Elaine told him.

      “Maybe,” Andrew conceded.

      “Don’t distress yourself so,” Elaine said as Mariana nodded in agreement.

      “You can’t do the impossible, Lieutenant Baird,” Mariana said and began to recite Tennyson.

      “And up and down the people go,

      Gazing where the lilies blow,” ⁠2she smiled. “Except there are no lilies here.”

      “Not even one,” Andrew agreed.

      “Sorry to interrupt, sir, but somebody is watching us,” Abernethy rode up. “If you look at the hill behind me and to the left, you’ll see a body of natives.”

      Andrew was too experienced to look at once. The countryside was beautiful, with steep hills, fast-flowing rivers despite the recent drought, and well-wooded. It was also well populated, with the local tribe being the Amapondos.

      “Who is the local chief?” Elaine asked, hushing Mariana with a raised hand.

      “Umquiliso.” Andrew had questioned the residents of Umtata about the local tribes. “He rules all the land between Umtata and the St John’s River.”

      “Is he friendly, sir?” Abernethy asked, thumbing the lock of his Snider. “I don’t know this area.”

      “I’ve been told that Umquiliso is friendly on the surface,” Andrew said. “The Amapondos are not a warlike nation, but we’d be foolish to take chances.” He warned the riflemen and infantry to stay alert and pushed on until the late afternoon. “Umquiliso pretends to be our friend, but we suspect he sent some warriors to help the Galekas. He’s also attacked the Amsquesibes, who are undoubtedly friendly to us.” Andrew realised he was talking too much. “Keep alert, boys.”

      “And girls,” Elaine said, lifting her determined chin.

      “And girls,” Andrew amended with a smile.

      They pushed on over hill country without a single level piece of ground. The distance to St John’s was not great, but the road worsened hourly, with even the most experienced drivers muttering about the difficulties.

      “We can usually carry nine thousand pounds weight in each wagon,” one driver said. “I’m only carrying half that, and we’re still struggling up these buggering inclines.”

      Andrew thought of the route ahead, Simond’s warning about possible trouble with the Zulus, and studied the surrounding hills with his field glasses.

      “Keep moving,” he growled. “Use every trick you can but get these wagons to St John’s.”

      “Yes, lieutenant,” the driver said, hawked up phlegm from the back of his throat, saw Andrew glaring at him, and swallowed noisily. He stomped back to his wagon. Andrew watched him for a second, a weather-battered man in a broad-brimmed hat and faded brown corduroys, and turned away as Elaine pushed her wagon up the track with Mariana walking at the side. Elaine brushed a loose strand of hair from her face and spared a moment to smile at him before cracking her whip to encourage her oxen.

      “Well done, Miss Maxwell,” Andrew shouted.

      The Amapondos followed the convoy, never coming close but always there as a potential threat. The male travellers carried their rifles and stayed close to their wives and families. With no men to look after them, the sisters looked more vulnerable, so Andrew frequently checked on them.

      “Thank you for your concern, Lieutenant,” Elaine said as Mariana smiled shyly and patted Lancelot.

      “May I ask how you two ladies are alone?” Andrew asked.

      “We lost our uncle in the shipwreck,” Elaine said without visible emotion.

      “Oh, I am sorry to hear that,” Andrew was immediately contrite. “I didn’t realise.”

      “We were in Cape Town on some legal business,” Elaine said. “Settling the lease for more land for the farm.” She smiled. “It’s the first time we’ve been so far away from Natal.”

      “You are native to Natal?”

      “Born and bred,” Elaine told him with more than a hint of pride.

      Andrew looked ahead, where the mountain of Quanyana presented a formidable obstacle. He knew the rest of the day would be challenging, and the Amapondos were still there, watching without approaching.

      Andrew helped guide the leading oxen over a rough piece of track. “Is it not dangerous living close to Zululand?”

      Elaine shook her head. “No more dangerous than anywhere else and less dangerous than the Cape frontier. From the stoep of our house, we can see across the Tugela into Zululand, and the herd boys water their cattle opposite our land. The Zulus have never given us any trouble.”

      Andrew raised his eyebrows. “People have told me the Zulus are Africa’s most aggressive and dangerous nation.”

      When Elaine laughed, her hair bounced around her face, and the severe expression disappeared. “Their king, Cetshwayo, keeps them in order. I admit they have an interesting history, but they’ve never bothered us.” She negotiated a turn with a skill any driver twice her age would have envied.

      “What’s your farm like?” Andrew asked as Mariana came closer, walking beside the front wheel of the wagon. Her skirt snapped against her legs with every stride.

      “It’s called Inglenook, and it’s not very big,” Elaine said. “Only a few hundred acres or so, but having the Tugela close ensures it’s well watered, which is very important in this part of the world.” She smiled as she spoke, with her eyes warm as she described her home. “We have a huge mopane tree only fifty yards from the house, and Mariana and I made that our own. We’ve climbed every branch, despite Mother’s attempts to make us ladylike.”

      Andrew could not picture Elaine climbing a tree.

      Mariana laughed. “Poor Mother! You should have heard the things she called us!”

      “I can imagine,” Andrew said. He could see Mariana scampering to the top, with her hair flying wild and her laughter sounding. “Your mother would have her work cut out with you two!”

      Elaine glanced at Mariana and smiled. “Do you know the mopane tree, Lieutenant Baird?” She continued before Andrew had time to reply. “It has butterfly-shaped leaves that change colours in the autumn. We call it the kaleidoscope tree because of the different colours.”

      Andrew laughed, enjoying the play of emotions on Elaine’s face as much as her words.

      “Our tree is home to the mopane worm, the caterpillar of the mopane moth. The local people eat it either fresh from the tree or dried, and sometimes the Zulu herd boys cross the Tugela to find the worms.” Elaine smiled. “We don’t mind.” She looked up, cracked her whip, and pushed the wagon over another rough stretch of road.

      Andrew realised he was neglecting his duty and touched a hand to his hat. “If you’ll excuse me, ladies, I must see to the convoy.”

      “Of course, Lieutenant,” Elaine said as Mariana gave Lancelot a farewell pat.

      “We’ll tell you more about Inglenook later,” Mariana shouted as Andrew pushed back down the convoy.

      The soldiers of the 24th Foot were busy pushing the more heavily laden wagons, joking with the drivers. Veterans of the Border War, Andrew knew they would never pass muster on a British parade ground. The men had stained their once-white sun helmets brown with a mixture of mud and cow dung and mud. Battered by hard service, their serge uniforms, brilliant scarlet when they left Britain, were sweat-stained and faded to a dozen shades of pink and white. Their blue trousers were discoloured by red dust, patched, and darned above mud-caked black boots and gaiters.

      Andrew watched them for a moment, wondering what an Aldershot sergeant would say about their tarnished brass buttons and general demeanour as they spoke to the native drivers in a language of their own devising.

      “Come on, Sammy!” Private Miller said in broad Geordie. “Get these beasts up the hill!”

      “Push, you booger,” Drummond encouraged in his Yorkshire accent. “Coom on, lad, you can do it!”

      Andrew wondered if the soldiers had ever been happier as they toiled in this unfamiliar landscape so far from their home. No landowners expecting deference, no cramped back-to-back brick houses rife with rats and damp, no factory chimneys belching filth into the atmosphere. These men looked healthy and fit.

      “Sir.” Abernethy rode up, saluting. “These Amapondos are a bit closer now.”

      “Let’s have a word with them,” Andrew said. He raised his voice. “Sergeant McBain!”

      “Sir!” McBain was the senior infantryman present. A scarred-faced veteran of medium height and villainous appearance, he spoke with a Welsh accent.

      “Take charge of the convoy while I look at these Amapondos.”

      “Very good, sir!” McBain saluted.

      “Smith!” Andrew shouted. “You’re with me!” If there were to be trouble, he’d rather have the experienced Ashanti Smith at his back than anybody else. He knew he could trust Abernethy not to let him down, and the men of the 24th Foot were steady veterans, but Smith had guile as well as experience.

      “Sir!” Smith joined them, riding towards the Amapondos.

      “Wait!” Andrew shouted as the tribesmen began to withdraw. Smith lifted his carbine, pointed it to one of the men and repeated the command.

      When the Amapondos stopped, Andrew raised a hand to show he was in peace.

      “I am Lieutenant Andrew Baird of the Cape Mounted Rifles,” he said in Xhosa. “We mean you no harm.”

      The Amapondos were tall, muscular men but wary as Smith held his carbine in the crook of his arm with the muzzle pointing towards their leader. Behind the small group, Andrew saw men gathering, most carrying assegais and shields.

      “Why are you watching us?” Andrew asked.

      “We want to know why you are in the land of the Amapondos,” the spokesmen said. “Our chief did not give you permission to come here.”

      “We don’t need your permission,” Smith began until Andrew stopped him with an upraised hand.

      “Do you think we are trespassing?” Andrew asked.

      “You are on Amapondo land,” the spokesman insisted.

      Andrew considered for a moment. From where he stood, he could see his convoy straggling along the road, a succession of slow-moving, heavily laden wagons, each pulled by a dozen or more oxen. The small infantry escort looked very thin on the ground, while the mounted men were mere dots in a vast landscape.

      “Times have been bad here lately,” Andrew commented. “You’ve had drought and famine.”

      The Amapondo agreed, watching Andrew intently.

      “We have no desire to journey where we are not wanted,” Andrew said. “We only wish to cross your land. To show our friendship to the Amapondo, we will give you four of our slaughter cattle.” He knew he might be setting a dangerous precedent, but his duty was to get the convoy safely to St John’s.

      The spokesman’s smile told Andrew he had made the correct decision.

      “I will have my men herd the cattle to you,” Andrew said. He nodded to the warriors in the distance. “If you take your men away and grant us safe passage.”

      The spokesman rose. “You have safe passage,” he said.

      When Andrew returned to the convoy, he wondered if he was an army officer or a diplomat and decided he had to be both. He glanced at the surrounding hills, saw there no Amapondo warriors were watching and knew he could concentrate on pushing the wagons through.

      Time to do my duty, he thought and smiled as Elaine waved to him.
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      They sat inside the laagered wagons with three campfires sending flames and smoke toward the star-bright sky. Outside the laager, the oxen stood within a thornbush barrier, with bored sentries marching on slow boots while outer pickets waited with ready rifles.

      Andrew placed another log on the fire and watched as a ribbon of sparks spiralled upward. He smiled across at Elaine, who held a mug in both hands while sitting on a handy boulder. Mariana pushed back her broad-brimmed hat and returned Andrew’s smile.

      “This is the best part of the day,” Andrew said. “When we’ve done the day’s work, and we can relax for a little while.” He nodded beyond the laager. “Except for the sentries, but that’s part of the soldier’s bargain.”

      That was my father’s phrase. I hope I am not copying him.

      Elaine pounced on Andrew’s words. “Part of the soldier’s bargain? What does that mean, Lieutenant?”

      “I mean, soldiers have to accept the rough with the smooth without complaints. They accepted the Queen’s Shilling and must abide by the consequences.”

      “Soldiering is a hard life,” Mariana said.

      “So is farming,” Andrew replied. “Or working down a coal mine, or in a fishing boat or a Cape Horn clipper ship.” He lifted his tea to his lips. “I doubt soldiering is any worse, and we meet some interesting people.”

      “Oh?” Elaine said. “Have you met some interesting people?”

      “From time to time,” Andrew said. He wondered if Elaine was fishing for a compliment, decided she was not and turned the conversation around. “You promised to tell me about your home.”

      “So we did,” Mariana said.

      “We did.” Elaine quietened her sister with a look that could crack glass. “In the morning, we can sit on the stoep at Inglenook and watch dawn rise over Zululand, tinting the Tugela pinky-red, and hear our cattle lowing to one another.”

      “Do you enjoy farming?” Andrew asked.

      “It’s the only thing to do,” Elaine told him, with lights dancing behind her eyes.

      Andrew nodded. “I can believe that.” He listened as Elaine and Mariana took turns sharing their memories with him.

      “We call it Inglenook,” Elaine said. “The Zulus called it Indawo Yokuthula – the place of peace. Isn’t that lovely? Zulu is the most beautiful language in the world. My grandfather came out with the Byrne Settlers in 1850 ⁠1and moved to our present land in 1858. We’ve carved a farm out of a wilderness.”

      “It sounds idyllic,” Andrew said, watching the play of emotions on Elaine’s face.

      “Where do you come from, Lieutenant?” Mariana asked.

      “A small town called Berwick-upon-Tweed, right on the Border between England and Scotland,” Andrew said. “While you have the Tugela on your doorstep, I have the Tweed.”

      “Like Sir Walter Scott at Abbotsford,” Mariana said.

      “Yes, but without the towers and turrets,” Andrew told her. “My house is a little more modest.”

      “Is it cold there?” Elaine asked.

      “It can be cold in winter,” Andrew admitted. “We get ice on the Tweed sometimes, clinking under the bridge and against the harbour walls, where the swans cluster.”

      “Do you live on a farm?” Mariana wanted to know.

      “No.” Andrew shook his head. “I live in a townhouse built right on the town wall.” He saw their confused expressions and explained. “Berwick was a fortress town when England and Scotland were enemies, and Queen Elizabeth of England built a great wall to keep the Scots out. I used to run around the walls in the morning, watching the dawn on the North Sea and dodging the seagulls.”

      “What’s your house called?” Elaine added wood to the fire, moving closer as the night-time chill began to bite.

      “I changed the name to Joyous Gard,” Andrew said, glancing at Mariana.

      “That was Lancelot’s castle!” Mariana exclaimed. “He took it from a robber baron and altered the name!”

      “That’s right,” Andrew said. “Some Arthurian legends have him living close to Berwick, at Bamburgh Castle, so I borrowed the name.”

      “Did he really live near Berwick?” Mariana asked as Elaine smiled at Andrew.

      “I’d like to think so,” Andrew said. He glanced at his watch. “Well, ladies, I am afraid duty calls, and I must check the sentries.” He stood up. “I’d advise that you retire soon; there’s another hard day ahead of us tomorrow.”

      “Yes, lieutenant,” Elaine said as Andrew straightened his forage cap and walked to the perimeter of the laager. When he glanced behind him, Andrew saw that the firelight was highlighting Elaine’s face and reflecting from her fine grey eyes. He turned away before she saw him looking and did not see Mariana peering out from the half-closed wagon flap.
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        * * *

      

      They crossed the Tugela in the darkness before dawn, with Mehlokazulu leading thirty mounted men and Jama with fifty of his Abanonya as insurance against any outside interference.

      Jama heard the steady tramp of feet behind him. He knew Ndleleni and Bangizwe were at his back. They had been his constant companions since they were herd boys together, men he would trust to the death. Bhekizizwe and Bafana were nearly as close, veteran warriors, while his sons, Funani and Kgabu, were on the fringe. Jama expected Cetshwayo would soon call up his sons to place them in another amabutho of their age group but wanted to lead them on their first expedition himself.

      Mehlokazulu stopped immediately after they crossed the Tugela, with moonlight reflected on the shifting water and the cry of a jackal eerie in the night. Jama hefted his shield, grinned across to Ndleleni and looked forward to the night’s excitement. He was content with his wives and cattle but missed the excitement of fighting with his men.

      “We have executed one of the errant women,” Mehlokazulu told them. “And have found Kaqwelebana.”

      The warriors nodded their satisfaction.

      “She is hurt and hiding in Maziyana’s imuzi. Mazinyana is a border guard, paid by the British to stop any Zulus from crossing the Tugela into Natal.” Mehlokazulu led the laughter.

      “Cetshwayo does not want us to hurt anybody on the Natal side of the river.” Mehlokazulu reminded. “Be careful with your assegais, for we don’t want to anger the king.”

      Jama and the other warriors nodded. “We will take Kaqwelebana back to Zululand without killing anybody in Natal,” Mehlokazulu ordered, mounted his horse, and led them into Natal.

      Maziyana’s imuzi was a short distance from the river and slept in the security that no Zulu would cross the Tugela. Jama’s impi formed a guard around the imuzi, with half facing inwards and the remainder outwards. They held their assegais ready in case any of Maziyana’s people resisted, but nobody did.

      Mehlokazulu took only three men inside the imuzi and demanded his mother’s return. Maziyana objected, knowing what the outcome would be. He ran outside his indlu, shouting for his warriors.

      Jama saw Maziyana emerge and stepped inside the imuzi, holding his assegai ready to strike. Maziyana halted, hesitated, looked at the Abanonya warriors surrounding the imuzi and returned. He watched as Mehlokazulu grabbed Kaqwelebana and hauled the terrified woman away. Jama’s Abanonya followed the mounted men across the drift to the Zulu side of the Tugela.

      “Don’t kill me!” Kaqwelebana pleaded. “I am your mother!”

      “You shamed our family,” Mehlokazulu replied. “Kill her.”

      The Zulus were merciful, shooting Kaqwelebana rather than subjecting her to a more lingering death.

      The woman died immediately, and, according to Mehlokazulu, her demise closed the incident. Justice had been done, the Zulus had hurt nobody on the Natal side of the river, and life continued as before.

      Jama returned to his imuzi, his wives, and his cattle. In his mind, Mehlokazulu had managed the whole affair poorly, but the outcome was satisfactory, although he hoped Cetshwayo did not object to the impi crossing the Tugela. Yibanathi was waiting for him with a meal, and after he had eaten, he trotted out to his cattle. One cow was due to calve, and Jama wanted to ensure the birth was trouble-free.
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        * * *

      

      The mountain of Quanyana was the first major obstacle in the day’s journey. The upward road was tricky but manageable, with a steady three-mile-long climb, while the downward slope swooped down at a fifty-degree angle for three-quarters of a mile.

      Andrew noticed that the Amapondos had returned, with a handful of warriors standing on a neighbouring hill, silently watching.

      “We might have to unload before we try this road,” Hancock said, tugging at his beard. He spat on the ground and glared at Andrew as if he had created the mountain himself.

      “Maybe so,” Andrew glanced at his watch, “but I’d like to reach the bottom before dark, and it’s already two in the afternoon.”

      “We can try it,” a Hottentot driver known as Saul said with a sudden reckless smile. “I’ll take the first wagon down.”

      “Take care,” Andrew warned. He watched as Saul jumped onto his perch, released the brake, and cracked his whip. The wagon picked up speed, forcing the oxen to gallop down the hill, with Saul losing control before they were halfway to the bottom. The wagon lurched to the side, bounced on a protruding rock, balanced on two wheels, and turned over with a terrible crash, spilling the contents over the road.

      “I warned you,” Hancock said smugly.

      Andrew swore softly. The journey was bad enough without careless delays. “Ramsay, ride down and check on Saul.”

      “Yes, sir.” Before Ramsay was halfway, Saul appeared beside the wagon, limping but unhurt. He raised a hand in cheerful acknowledgement.

      “It looks like we’re not going much further today,” Smith said, winking at Elaine.

      “We’ll get the wagons to the bottom of the hill,” Andrew told him. He raised his voice. “Take the horses down with whatever loads they can carry. Abernethy, you and Sinclair are horse guards; watch for the Amapondos.”

      “They’re watching us.” Abernethy pointed to the warriors on the opposite hill.

      “That’s why you’re on guard,” Andrew told him. “Off-saddle the horses and let them graze. The rest of us will right the wagon and gather the goods.” He was surprised when the Maxwell sisters joined the men at the stricken vehicle.

      “We know how to work,” Elaine explained as she lent her slight weight in attempting to right the heavy wagon. Fortunately, the accident had only superficially damaged the sturdy wagon, but it took half an hour to reload the contents.

      “Right, Saul, on you get,” Andrew ordered, and the chastened driver took his place in the driving seat.

      “Drive slowly, Saul,” Andrew ordered. “We can’t afford to lose the wagon or the oxen.” He paused for a significant second. “And we don’t want to lose you.”

      He pretended not to notice Elaine’s approving nod.

      With the wagon and its contents safely at the bottom of the hill, Andrew wondered how to get the other wagons down safely. He called together the drivers for a conference.

      “We need a more efficient brake,” Andrew said. “Something to slow the wagons down without unbalancing them.”

      “I have an idea,” Elaine said from outside the circle.

      Nobody listened to her as they debated various plans. Andrew and Hancock were discussing locking the rear wheels together when he saw Elaine pulling Mariana to her side.

      “Come on, Mariana,” Elaine said, “we know what to do.” Ten minutes later, Andrew saw Elaine take the reins of her wagon and head for the downward slope.

      “Miss Maxwell,” Andrew shouted, but Elaine was already on the move. As the wagon passed him, Andrew saw that the sisters had hacked down a couple of small trees and attached them to the back to act as drag. He could only hold his breath and watch as the wagon negotiated the slope, with Mariana leaning out of the back, laughing, and reached the bottom in perfect safety.

      Andrew shook his head as Elaine leapt from her perch and gave him a cheerful wave. He lifted a hand in rueful acknowledgement.

      “The rest of you, do the same,” Andrew shouted. “Miss Maxwell has shown us the way!”

      Grumbling that they should not have to copy a woman, the other drivers cut small trees from the surrounding countryside and tied them to the back of their wagons.

      “This won’t work,” Hancock said. “It’s a waste of time.”

      “Cut a second tree,” Andrew told him. “You have a heavy wagon.” He watched as the ever-helpful Miller hacked down a bush and fastened it to Hancock’s wagon.

      “There you go, chum,” Miller said. “That should help.” He stepped back, retrieved his Martini-Henry from O’Donnell, and stuck a stubby pipe between his teeth.

      Andrew nodded to Hancock. “If you’re scared, I’ll ask Miss Maxwell to drive your wagon. I’m sure she’ll oblige.” He smiled at the expression on Hancock’s face as he cracked his whip and guided the wagon down the hill.

      Using the sister’s braking technique, the wagons all reached the foot of the hill, but by then, the sun had set. Andrew ordered them to outspan for the night, set sentries and wondered what the next day would bring. The Amapondos were still watching without making any move to interfere.

      “Watch for night-time raiders,” Andrew warned the sentries. “They might try to sneak past you in the dark.”

      “Yes, sir.” Miller patted his Martini. “We’ll look for them.”

      “That was daring of you,” Andrew said when Elaine was making her evening meal.

      Elaine looked up and brushed the hair from her eyes. “I knew what I was doing.”

      “I noticed,” Andrew said dryly. “How long have you been driving?”

      “Since I was old enough to walk,” Elaine told him.

      Andrew nodded slowly. “You do it very well,” he replied, stepped away and turned around. “Very well indeed.” He took another step. “You do everything very well, Miss Maxwell.”

      “Elaine,” she said without a smile. “My name is Elaine.”

      “Elaine,” Andrew turned back to see her standing with a spoon in her hand, watching him with her head tilted to one side. She brushed another loose strand of hair from her face.

      “Thank you for the compliment, Lieutenant Baird.”

      “Andrew.”

      “Andrew,” Elaine repeated.

      “Andrew,” Mariana whispered from inside the wagon as Andrew walked away.
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        * * *

      

      The following day’s terrain was the worst yet, with slopes so steep that not even a double team of oxen could pull a loaded wagon.

      “That must be a sixty, even sixty-two-degree slope,” Smith said, pushing back his forage cap. “We’ll never get up that with a full wagon.” He shook his head. “I reckon we’ll have to unload them and try that way.”

      Andrew sighed and glanced at Elaine, who nodded in agreement and made his decision.

      “We’ll lighten the loads,” he said. “Try with half a load.” He ignored Smith’s headshaking and Elaine’s raised eyebrows and gave the orders.

      Even with a double team, the oxen failed to haul a half-loaded wagon up the incline. Exasperated, Andrew ordered the rest of the contents piled up beside the road.

      “Sergeant McBain,” Andrew snapped. “Set a guard on these goods. They’ll be a temptation for the Amapondos.”

      “Very good, sir,” McBain said.

      It took the entire day for Andrew to ease the convoy up that single hill, with half the mounted men watching for the Amapondos and the rest helping the wagons. The infantry continued to mount close guard and toiled uphill with the contents.

      “What is all this stuff for anyway, sir?” McBain asked.

      “Most of it is material for the army garrison at St John’s,” Andrew explained. “The remainder is what the settlers salvaged from Emilia’s shipwreck.”

      McBain nodded. “I see, sir.” He raised his voice to a bellow. “Bancroft! Be careful with that chest! It could be the young lady’s best china, damn your clumsiness!”

      Andrew smiled and moved on. By the evening, he could look down on the steep slope, with his wagons formed into a laager and the sweet smoke of a campfire drifting over Amapondoland. He looked ahead, where a panorama of endless hills stretched before them.

      “We’ll be another week at least,” Andrew said.
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