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      Afrikaans: the language spoken by the people of Dutch descent in South Africa. It originated in the Dutch language spoken by the original 17th century European settlers in South Africa.

      Biltong: air-dried cured meat.

      Boer: Afrikaner countryman, although most British used the term for any citizen of the two South African republics who fought against Britain.

      Boojer: British Army slang term for the Boers.

      Bundook: British rankers’ slang term for their rifles, from the Hind word banduq, meaning ‘gun’.

      Burgher: Afrikaner townsman.

      Cave: attention, beware, take care.

      Commando: the fighting unit of the Burghers or Boers of the two South African republics that declared war on Britain in 1899. A commando could be of any size, from a dozen men to a couple of thousand.

      Donga: ravine, gulley.

      Dorp: town, village.

      Drift: ford in a river.

      Gralloch: gut; remove the entrails.

      Khaki: a Boer term for British soldiers, named after the colour of their uniforms.

      Kloof: steep-sided valley or ravine.

      Kop: a hill.

      Kopje: a smaller hill.

      Laager: encampment, often of wagons placed in a rough circle.

      Majuba: a battle fought on 27th February 1881, where the Boers defeated the British.

      Meneer: mister, sir.

      Predikat: church minister.

      Rooinecks: literally, Rednecks; a derogatory term for British soldiers, probably referring to their tendency to burn under the sun, unlike the tanned Burghers.

      Scoff: food.

      Slim: clever, sly.

      Spruit: watercourse.

      Swaddy, Swaddies: British soldier, normally an other rank.

      Transvaalse Volkslied: Transvaal national anthem.

      Trek jou: move faster.

      Uitlander: a non-Boer in either of the Boer republics. Many were from the British Isles.

      Veldt: the high plateau that makes up much of the interior of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal.

      Veldt-cornet: an officer in a Boer commando.

      Voortrekker: person who migrated northwards from British-controlled Cape Colony to help found the Boer republics.

      Waler: horse from New South Wales.
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      DEADWOOD CAMP, ISLAND OF ST HELENA

      NOVEMBER 1900

      “I must get back home!”

      Hendrik du Toit spoke to himself in Afrikaans, the language of the mainly Dutch-origin people who had settled in South Africa since the 17th century. He stood inside the barbed-wire enclosure of Deadwood Camp with a cold wind whistling around his ears. His wounds had nearly healed, although the bayonet scars remained visible and still ached in bad weather, which was often. He looked beyond the barbed wire and around the island of St Helena, where the British held more than five thousand Boer prisoners of war. At ten miles long by five miles wide, the island was small, mountainous and remote, over a thousand miles from the nearest land. The British could not have chosen a better spot for their prisoners, men born and bred to the high interior of South Africa, hard men of the veldt, many of whom had never seen the sea before.

      Hendrik walked around the inside of the compound, responding to the greetings of some of his fellow prisoners. He thought of the vast spaces of the veldt and his farm in the Suid-Afrikaanse Republiek and hoped his servants were looking after the cattle. He thought of his young wife, Jacoba, and wondered how she was faring. They had married during the turmoil of the war, when the two Boer republics were holding their own against the British Empire.

      “I must get back to Jacoba.”

      Hendrik’s recovery from the bayonet wounds had taken months, despite the care of various doctors who had treated him with the same attention they had shown to the British wounded. When he was improving, he wrote letters to Jacoba, telling her where he was, but without response. Perhaps the British did not deliver letters to the enemy; he did not know. War was a strange thing.

      “What are you thinking, Hendrik?” Isaac Meijer asked. Isaac was a fellow prisoner, a fighting man the British had captured at Paardeberg.

      “I am thinking I want to go home,” Hendrik replied, still staring beyond the wire. The sea seemed endless, a relentless expanse of perpetually moving water, restless and unfathomable, an element Hendrik did not understand.

      “I also want to go home,” Isaac replied. “This war won’t last forever, and then we will return.”

      Hendrik grunted and walked on, following the line of barbed wire. The compound seemed very restrictive, and the island was not much better, despite its undoubted beauty. Isaac accompanied him, pace for pace, his bearded face calm.

      “The war could last for years,” Hendrik said as they walked beside the fence. “I have a wife and a farm.”

      “You could join the British,” Isaac suggested. “They might ship you back.”

      Hendrik considered the suggestion for a moment. “No,” he said. “I won’t join the Rooinecks.”

      Isaac shrugged, turned his back on the biting wind and tamped tobacco into the bowl of his pipe. “Sit out the war, then, Hendrik, as I do. Accept the life the Lord has decided is best for you. General Cronjé and his wife are content here, as is Colonel Schiel.”

      Hendrik knew that the Cronjés were in Kent Cottage in Half Tree Hollow on the north of the island. Even in captivity, the class system operated. The higher officers lived in comparative comfort while the ordinary prisoners crammed into canvas tents and homemade huts. Hendrik looked over the camp. Some of the prisoners appeared settled, loafing, smoking and talking in the open spaces outside. The weak sun reflected from the corrugated iron and biscuit-tin walls and roofs.

      “You could be quite comfortable here,” Isaac said. “You’ve done your fighting, just accept God’s plan and wait until He decides to end the war.”

      “My home is on the veldt,” Hendrik replied. “I am a farmer, not a prisoner to waste my life behind a wire fence.”

      Isaac nodded. “I hear that conditions are easier in the other camp.”

      Hendrik grunted. The British had created a separate camp, known as Peace Camp, for the prisoners who offered to become British subjects. The more hard-line Boers treated these people as traitors. “I am no traitor,” Hendrik said, pitching his voice so the closest khaki-clad guard could hear. The man glanced at him, smiled and snapped to attention as an officer approached.

      “You’d best be careful,” Isaac warned. “The British are locking some of us up in the fort up there. The men they think are most anti-British.”

      Hendrik nodded. He was aware of the prisoners incarcerated in High Knoll Fort. The British only placed the troublemakers in such close confinement, and he had no intention of drawing attention to himself. He knew the local people on the island were friendly, and many prisoners had a measure of freedom, working in the main settlement of Jamestown or the countryside around. The British garrison even trusted some prisoners to live outside the camp.

      “Maybe you are right,” Hendrik said. “Maybe it would be best to remain friendly with the Rooinecks.” He watched as the British officer, an Afrikaans-speaking lieutenant in his early thirties, stepped closer. The officer nodded and smiled.

      “Your war is over, my friend,” the lieutenant said. “The people of St Helena are not your enemy.” He stepped closer and spoke through the wire. “Do you have any skills you can use here?”

      Hendrik glanced at his hands. “I am a farmer,” he said. “I can build or work with animals, wood or machinery.”

      The officer smiled encouragingly. “I am sure we can find you something to do, my friend. I can’t get you back to your farm, but at least you’ll be outside the wire cage.”

      Hendrik took a deep breath and looked beyond the wire to where the island sloped down to the sea. Across that sea was Africa, his farm and his wife.
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      CAPE TOWN, SOUTH AFRICA

      DECEMBER 1900

      “The war is over,” a plump major assured Andrew as they stood side by side in the club in Cape Town, drinks in hand. “Bobs would not be leaving otherwise.”

      Still dusty and tired from the long journey south from the Drakensberg, Andrew nodded. “I hope you are right, sir,” he said. “Although the Boers are a tenacious people.”

      “Tenacious? Nonsense, man!” The major scoffed at the idea. “I’ll grant you they had some victories at the beginning of the war, but Lord Roberts soon ended that and showed them that we are in control here. Great Britain is firmly in charge of South Africa now, we have restored order, and all is well with the world.”

      Andrew thought of the hard-riding, straight-shooting Boers he had encountered in the field, sipped at his whisky-and-soda, and grunted. “We’ll miss Lord Roberts,” he said diplomatically.

      The major nodded. Although he outranked Andrew, he was five years younger, with a bristly moustache on his smoothly red face. He placed his empty glass on a side table and lifted another from a tray a waiter held. The effervescent champagne bubbles rose within the fine crystal. “Kitchener will soon have the country organised,” he said. “The Sirkar will treat South Africa as he did Egypt and the Sudan. You’ll see.”

      “There are still plenty of active Boers in the field,” Andrew reminded him. “De Wet, Botha, De la Rey and the van Colliers.”

      “The last dregs,” the major dismissed the fighting Boers with a careless shrug. “Guerrilla bands, no more. They may attack a small convoy or an isolated garrison, but they are of no more than nuisance value. Kitchener will round them up, and that will be that.” He eyed Andrew. “What did you say your name and formation were, Captain?”

      “I am Captain Andrew Baird,” Andrew said. “Once of the Royal Malverns, now commanding the Natal Dragoons.”

      The major did not look impressed. He swallowed half the contents of his glass. “Natal Dragoons? I’ve never heard of them. Is that one of those colonial units?”

      “It is,” Andrew agreed softly. “We’ve fought the Boers across Natal and the Transvaal.”

      The major glanced around the room, looking for somebody of equal social standing. Light from the crystal chandelier above reflected from his shiny forehead. “I can’t say I’ve much time for colonials. They think they’re better than they are.”

      “We do our best,” Andrew said softly, fighting his anger as he remembered the sacrifices the South African, Australian, New Zealand and Canadian men had already endured in the veldt. “Have you seen much action, sir?” He allowed his gaze to rest on the major’s breast while dropping his arm to reveal the campaign medal ribbons on his tunic. The colours of the Zulu, Transvaal, Burmese and Chitral campaigns caught the light.

      “I’m on the staff,” the major replied smoothly.

      “Ah,” Andrew said, and glanced at his watch. “I’m sure you are, sir. If you’ll excuse me, sir, I am due to meet General Kitchener in fifteen minutes.”

      The major grunted and moved away without another word, leaving Andrew alone in the crowded room. He looked around at the profusion of bright scarlet dress uniforms, scattered with dots of khaki, wondered how many of these straight-backed, important-looking men had ever heard the crack of a Boer’s Mauser, and put down his still half-full glass. Ignoring the soft-footed waiters with their trays of smoked salmon sandwiches and caviar, Andrew nodded to one of the few men he recognised and headed for the door.

      A few heads turned as Andrew slipped away, but not many. One sun-bronzed captain made little difference to the gathering of glittering staff officers and their colourful ladies with decorative fans and darting, hopeful eyes. Andrew stepped outside, with the cigar and pipe smoke billowing from the room to the ornate décor of the hall.

      “Are you leaving, sir?” a poker-faced flunkey asked as Andrew stepped to the cloakroom.

      “I am,” Andrew told him.

      “I’ll get your coat, sir,” the flunkey said.

      “Thank you,” Andrew said. “Captain Andrew Baird.”

      “Indeed, sir, of the Natal Dragoons and the Royal Malverns.”

      Andrew watched the lights burn in the ornate crystal chandelier above, glanced at the pictures of past battles and eminent generals on the wall, and wondered what they would have thought of the present situation.

      “There you are, sir,” the flunkey held Andrew’s coat for him.

      “I can dress myself, damnit!” Andrew growled, grabbing the coat.

      “Of course, sir,” the flunkey replied.

      “My apologies,” Andrew said hurriedly, realising the man was only doing his job. “Were you ever in the army?”

      “Yes, sir,” the flunkey replied, with the flicker of dark memories passing across his eyes. “Tel-el-Kebir and the Sudan, sir. I was up the Nile with the Gordon Relief Expedition, then five years in India, including two years in Peshawar and the Frontier.”

      “You’ve seen the reality of soldiering, then,” Andrew said, slipping on his coat.

      “A bit, sir.” The man glanced at Andrew’s medal ribbons. “As have you, sir.”

      Andrew nodded. “What rank did you achieve?”

      “Sergeant, sir,” the man replied.

      Andrew nodded. “Well, thank you, Sergeant,” Andrew said, “and good luck to you.”

      When Andrew held out his hand, the sergeant hesitated for a moment before accepting it gingerly. “Thank you, sir.”

      “What’s your name, Sergeant?” Andrew asked.

      “Brown, sir. Sergeant Robert Brown of the Fusiliers.”

      “Take care, Sergeant Brown,” Andrew said, and left the club.

      Andrew always thought that Cape Town was one of the finest-situated cities in the world. He had heard of Naples with its bay, visited Paris with the River Seine, and knew London, Edinburgh, Calcutta and Rangoon, but thought Cape Town could match any of them.

      He walked twenty yards from the club and began to stuff tobacco into the bowl of his pipe, looking at the great mass of Table Mountain with the white cloud draping over it and easing over the edge. Watching the tablecloth always gave Andrew pleasure, however often he saw it. He rechecked his watch, lifted his head and marched away. Kitchener did not like his officers to keep him waiting.

      Lord Kitchener had taken over command in South Africa on the 29th of November 1900, only a few days previously, and was already making his presence felt. Tall, imposing, stern-eyed and severe, Kitchener had tamed the Sudan, and people expected him to do the same in South Africa.

      Andrew had met Lord Roberts on a few occasions and found him to be a kindly commander who cared for the men under his command. Kitchener’s reputation was as an efficient general with a talent for organisation.

      The guards outside the 17th-century Castle of Good Hope came to attention as Andrew approached. He acknowledged their salute with a flick of his finger. “Stand easy, men,” he said.

      “Who are you?” an immaculately dressed young staff lieutenant asked as Andrew stepped inside the building. The lieutenant was about twenty, Andrew judged, handsome as sin with a smooth, long face and a neat moustache.

      “Captain Andrew Baird of the Natal Dragoons,” Andrew replied.

      “Baird.” The lieutenant repeated the name and scanned a printed sheet on the clipboard he held. “Oh, yes, here you are.” He looked up, pink-cheeked and thin-lipped below a clipped moustache. “Down at the bottom of my list.”

      “Here I am,” Andrew confirmed.

      “I’ll ask if the General will see you.” The lieutenant looked Andrew up and down, like a head prefect inspecting a junior boy outside the headmaster’s study.

      “Sir,” Andrew decided to break the lieutenant’s smug demeanour. “You call me sir.”

      The lieutenant looked shocked at Andrew’s words. He opened his mouth to protest, saw the steel in Andrew’s eyes and changed his mind. “Yes, sir,” he said, and scurried away. He reappeared a few moments later. “This way, sir,” he said, and led Andrew through the interior of the castle to an airy room.

      “Please wait here, sir,” the lieutenant nearly whispered. He nodded to a large, round-headed door. “The general is with another colonial officer at present.” He managed to make the word “colonial” sound like an insult.

      Andrew waited in the teak-panelled antechamber, wondering why Lord Kitchener wanted to see him. Kitchener’s door opened, and a hard-featured colonial major emerged, winked at Andrew and passed.

      “Good luck, Captain,” he murmured.

      “Next,” a deep voice sounded from within the room. “Send him in!”

      “Lord Kitchener will see you now, Captain Baird,” the handsome lieutenant said.

      Andrew stepped inside the room.

      General Kitchener was every bit as tall, grim and imposing as people had led Andrew to believe. He sat behind an ornately carved desk, wearing a smart uniform and with his face set like flint. Hard, bright eyes held Andrew’s gaze.

      “Captain Baird. You have arrived.” Kitchener spoke in short, staccato sentences.

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew agreed. He noticed there was no chair on his side of the desk.

      “The war is all but over,” Kitchener said. “The War Office has promoted me to General in charge of all troops in South Africa.” He waited, as if for praise. Andrew remained silent.

      Kitchener continued. “I have decided not to retain so many small independent units in the field. Accordingly, I have disbanded the Natal Dragoons. I have redistributed you and your men around the army, with the regular infantrymen returning to their parent regiments. You will join Major Arthur Henderson’s Horse, retaining your present rank. Lieutenant Myles-Beaumont has your orders. Dismissed.”

      “Sir?” Andrew looked up, hardly able to believe that Kitchener had disbanded his unit. The Natal Dragoons had been an effective force against the Boers.

      “Dismissed,” Kitchener repeated, staring at Andrew through his bright, hard eyes.

      As Andrew saluted and left the room, an Australian captain stood in the antechamber outside.

      Andrew winked. “Good luck, sir,” he said.

      The smug staff lieutenant had Andrew’s sealed orders in his hand and a satisfied smile on his face.

      Relieved of command! Andrew felt humiliated as he tore open the orders. He was to report to Major Arthur Henderson, a regular who commanded a mixed British and colonial mounted unit in the Transvaal.

      At least I am not back on foot, Andrew told himself. I wish I had the chance to say goodbye to my men.
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      PRETORIA

      DECEMBER 1900

      “I am looking for Major Henderson,” Andrew reported to the weary-looking lieutenant who was checking a horse’s hooves.

      “Over there, sir,” the lieutenant said, waving to the left. “In the big tent. He commands this unit.”

      “Thank you,” Andrew said. He pulled the reins gently, guiding his horse over to the largest tent. “Not long now, Letsie.” Andrew led his second horse behind him. Letsie and Moshie were both Basuto ponies, hardy, sure-footed animals that would stand the hardships of a campaign while taller thoroughbreds would falter. Andrew swore by them. He dismounted outside the tent, threw the reins to a watching private and ordered him to find water and fodder for both horses. He entered the tent.

      “Captain Andrew Baird reporting for duty, sir!” He saluted and stood at attention.

      Major Henderson glanced at Andrew’s orders, sniffed, looked Andrew up and down, and sniffed softly.

      “I believe that you commanded a small unit of colonial horse, Captain Baird.”

      Andrew nodded. “Yes, sir. The Natal Dragoons.”

      “The Natal Dragoons,” Henderson repeated the name slowly. “The Natal Dragoons. A very vainglorious title for a couple of dozen colonial horsemen.”

      “They were a good crowd to work with, sir,” Andrew defended his men.

      “I am sure you thought so, Baird.” Henderson was in his early thirties, younger than Andrew, and with a single campaign ribbon on his tunic. “You are rather older than my other officers.”

      Andrew was unsure if Henderson was asking a question or making a statement. He did not reply.

      “I said, you are rather old for a captain, Baird,” Henderson said. “I would have thought a man of your age and with your experience”—he nodded to Andrew’s campaign medals—”would have progressed further in your career.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew replied.

      “Why is that?” Henderson asked. “Were you working with stores and supplies on these campaigns rather than near the firing line?” He allowed a small smile to play on his thin lips.

      “I saw some action, sir,” Andrew said cautiously.

      Henderson was a tall, thin man, elegantly dressed, with a small mouth and a prominent nose.

      “Well, Captain Baird,” Henderson said, “I expect to see a lot of action with my men. Perhaps you will prove to me how good you are when we meet Brother Boer.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew replied.

      They stood in the centre of Henderson’s camp, with the horse lines behind them and rows of bell tents in front. Most of the officers were sitting at portable tables, talking and drinking champagne while the men played cards, with games of pontoon, crown and anchor, brag or kitty nap; a few tried to sleep. Flies buzzed around, a farrier shoed a horse, and the cooks sweated over open fires as they made food for the men. Andrew saw half a dozen sentries lounging around the perimeter or marching with their rifles at the slope.

      “Most of my men are British regulars,” Henderson said. “I have a few ex-Yeomanry and a handful of colonials, but we’ll try to weed the colonials out.”

      “I always found the colonials to be fine soldiers, sir,” Andrew replied.

      “Did you, indeed?” Henderson said dryly. “I disagree. They are ill-disciplined and opinionated.” He looked at Andrew as if waiting for an argument to ensue.

      Andrew kept quiet.

      “As you have some experience in this war, Baird, I will give you command of the scouts.” Henderson managed a tight smile. “Some are your colonial friends.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Andrew saluted. Commanding the scouts was typically a lieutenant’s position; Henderson was trying to demean him for whatever reason. “Where will I find my scouts, sir?”

      “How the devil should I know?” Henderson replied, raising his voice. “Go and look for them. Use your initiative!”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew replied. He had thought that General Roberts had Stellenbosched ⁠1 officers of Henderson’s stamp. After nearly eighteen months of war, the army in South Africa should have sorted itself out, cut out the dead wood, and learned how to fight the Boers.

      Andrew knew the constant maxim of the British Army: if in doubt, ask a sergeant. The first NCO he asked was a basilisk-eyed man in early middle age, with an upright posture and a clean-shaven face.

      “The scouts, sir?” The sergeant cast his eyes along Andrew’s row of faded medal ribbons before he replied. “Over there, sir, just outside the camp.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Andrew replied.

      Only a few of the scouts looked up as Andrew approached. A dozen strong, they lay or sat on the long grass, smoking or playing cards. One man was cleaning his carbine, another was writing a letter home, and three were sleeping.

      “Trumped you!” A rangy, smooth-featured man said, playing the ten of spades. He lifted the small pile of silver and copper coins that lay on the grass. “Mine, I believe!”

      “Who is in charge here?” Andrew asked mildly.

      “Nobody, mate,” a lanky Australian replied. “We just jog along.” He gave Andrew a friendly smile and extended his hand. “I am Peter Dacey.”

      “Are you?” Andrew shook the man’s hand. “I am Andrew Baird. Captain Andrew Baird.”

      “Captain, eh?” Dacey said. “I’ve never shaken hands with a captain before.”

      “Well, you have now,” Andrew said. He had worked with Australians before and knew that respect had to be earned. They would not address him as sir until they thought he deserved the accolade.

      Andrew looked over the scouts. A few more had noticed his arrival or heard his rank and looked over to see the officer who was disturbing their peace. Andrew raised his voice so they could all hear him.

      “My name is Andrew Baird. Captain Andrew Baird, and as of now I am in charge of the scouts.”

      He had their attention now. Every man looked at him, some with narrow, calculating eyes, some with suspicion, a few nervously, and others with bored disinterest. Nobody looked impressed by his rank. The card player glanced, shrugged, and quickly pocketed his handful of coins, as if Andrew would take his winnings.

      “How many of you have seen active service?” Andrew asked. “How many have fought the Boers?”

      Of the twenty-five men, five grudgingly raised their hands. Three wore medal ribbons. Andrew grunted. He had hoped for a larger proportion of veterans.

      “What’s your name, and where did you fight?” Andrew asked the nearest man.

      “Ferrier, sir. I was with Buller,” the man replied. “I was wounded at Colenso and returned to the army last month.”

      “And you?” Andrew asked the second man.

      “Mackay, sir.” The man was a British regular, with a scarred face and two fingers missing from his left hand. “Modder River, Magersfontein and Paardeberg with the Argylls.” He stood at attention.

      “Stand easy, Mackay,” Andrew said quietly. He spoke to all the men with battle experience and found they had all recently returned from wounds.

      “How many of you men have experience as scouts?” Andrew asked, as a terrible suspicion came to him. He looked hopefully at Dacey, who shook his head.

      “Not me, mate. I’m from Sydney. I was never in the outback in my life. I just joined up for the money. Five bob a day and free scoff.”

      “Anybody?” Andrew asked.

      Nobody had any experience in scouting or tracking.

      “Why are you called scouts?” Andrew asked quietly, already guessing the answer.

      “Major Henderson doesn’t know what to do with us.” Dacey had appointed himself as the unofficial spokesman of the scouts. “We’re the awkward squad, mate, the unwanted, the men who don’t fit in.”

      Andrew sighed. “Is that so?” He looked around his scouts. “Well, men, maybe Major Henderson doesn’t know what to do with you, and maybe he does, but I will turn you into the best scouts in the whole blasted army, like it or not.”

      One man guffawed. Others looked blank, disbelieving, incredulous, or rebellious. Only Dacey and Mackay looked hopeful. Andrew marked them for future reference.

      Dacey shook his head. “The best of luck to you, mate. You haven’t realised the truth yet, have you?”

      “What truth?” Andrew demanded.

      “We are the Uriah Scouts,” Dacey said. “Unwanted, unloved and under Henderson’s command. We’re the Hittites, ready for anybody to send us to the forefront of battle, sacrificed on the altar of Boer marksmanship because we’re an embarrassment to the British bloody Empire.”

      “Are we now?” Andrew asked. He was dismayed when most of his scouts nodded or ducked their heads, unable to meet his gaze. His men had accepted their lot as outcasts and expected no better.

      “Gather round!” Andrew put a snap in his voice that shook the scouts. They moved closer, most reluctant, some defiant. “Right, men,” Andrew addressed them. “You seem to have had a raw deal, and some of you may even have given up on yourselves.” He paused, allowing the words to sink in. “Well, I haven’t, and I won’t allow you to, either. You are now my responsibility, and I have experienced considerable warfare over the last couple of decades. I will train you with every trick and skill I have. I intend to make you the finest body of men in Henderson’s Horse, indeed in his whole column.” Andrew paused again, watching his men. They looked more cynical than ever, a hard-bitten bunch of men inured to failure and rejection.

      Andrew continued. “The Boers are a resolute, tough, skilful enemy, and the better we are as soldiers, the more chance we have of winning this war and surviving to return home.”

      At Andrew’s last words, some of the men looked up at him.

      These men have given up. Beneath the cynicism and defiance, there is despair. The Army has failed them, but I won’t.

      “Trooper Dacey has called you the Uriah Scouts, so that is what we shall call ourselves until we find a better title. The difference is that we shall have pride in our name and our unit.”

      A long-faced, bitter-eyed man laughed at Andrew’s words. Andrew eyed him, sensing a troublemaker. “What’s your name?”

      “Gwinnett,” the man said, smiling. “Frank Gwinnett.”

      “Trooper Gwinnett, now.” Andrew ignored the lack of respect. He knew he could expect nothing more from these broken men. He noted Gwinnett wore a metal ring on his left hand and wondered if it was significant. “Right, men. We’ll have a parade in ten minutes. Bring your rifles.”

      “We don’t have rifles, mate,” Dacey said. “Only carbines.”

      Andrew nodded. “Bring your carbines. Who are the NCOs?”

      Dacey shook his head. “No NCOs. Major Henderson doesn’t trust any of us with such an exalted rank.”

      “I guessed as much,” Andrew said. “Dacey, you are now a sergeant, acting and unpaid until I get all the paperwork completed. Mackay, you are a corporal on the same terms.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mackay replied automatically and looked around, nearly guiltily, as if he expected criticism for his words.

      “I see we have a lot of work to do,” Andrew said. “All right, Uriah’s Scouts, let’s get started.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Stellenbosched: officers who were incompetent in any way could be returned to the UK. They were first sent to towns such as Stellenbosch, creating the term Stellenbosched.
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      PRETORIA

      DECEMBER 1900 AND JANUARY 1901

      Henderson’s column lived in long rows of bell tents a few miles outside Pretoria, with the officers enjoying larger tents and a shared mess that included champagne and various wines. Andrew found his tent at the edge of the officers’ area, checked his horses, ensured the men were fed, and inspected their quarters.

      The scouts’ tents were of poor quality, erected near the latrines, crowded together, and plagued by flies. Andrew checked the time, knew dark was falling soon, but decided he had sufficient time.

      “Strike the tents!” he ordered, to the consternation of the men. Ignoring their protests, he moved their position to a slight rise well upwind from the latrines, where the breeze would dissuade the flies.

      “We’ll camp here,” Andrew decided. “Who the hell picked such an unhealthy spot? Have they never heard of the typhoid infection at Bloemfontein? Never mind, I’ll teach you the basics tomorrow.”

      The men stared resentfully at their new officer, with few understanding his reasoning. Andrew supervised them in erecting their tents, checked that the pegs were secure in the hard ground, and appointed four sentries.

      “There are no Boers around here,” Trooper Gwinnett complained.

      “Boers have a habit of popping up where we don’t expect them,” Andrew told him. “I’ll be inspecting the pickets later. Parade at seven tomorrow morning in full kit.” He marched away, already missing his old Natal Dragoons.
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        * * *

      

      “Tallest on the right! Shortest on the left!” Andrew snapped the orders in his best drill sergeant’s voice. “Come on, lads! Let’s be having you! Head up, chest out, stomach in!” He intoned the familiar words and watched the men shuffle to attention.

      The Uriah Scouts formed a ragged line, with the regulars immediately apparent. Most of them stood straighter, with expressionless faces, while the colonials looked defiant, truculent, resentful, and unhappy.

      Andrew grunted. He remembered his father, Fighting Jack Windrush, telling him that when he first joined the 113th Foot as an ensign, they were known as the Baby Butchers, and commanding generals often assigned them the most distasteful jobs. Now, half a century later, he was following in his father’s footsteps, albeit in a different war and on a smaller scale.

      If the old man can make a disgraced regiment gain a good reputation, I can do the same for a handful of disregarded troopers.

      Andrew paced along the line, studying each man’s face, demeanour, and carbine. “Who issued the carbines, Sergeant?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, sir,” Dacey replied. “When my last company commander sent me here, I had to hand in my rifle, and Major Henderson gave me a carbine.”

      “All right.” Andrew finished his brief inspection and stood back, pondering his words.

      “I am not going to make you the smartest soldiers in the Army,” Andrew told his men. “We are not competing with the Brigade of Guards. What I am going to do is improve your chances of survival. The first thing is to ensure you keep your weapons clean, bright, and slightly oiled. That’s today’s lesson. Sergeant Dacey, lend me your carbine.”

      Andrew spent the remainder of that day demonstrating how to strip and maintain the carbines. He walked along the line, ensuring each man understood every step of the procedure before ordering them to work independently, without his instructions. The regulars looked slightly bored, and some of the colonials snapped the weapons in place like children’s toys.

      “You will do this twice a day, every day,” Andrew ordered, “until you can strip, clean, and reassemble the damned things blindfolded. That way, if you have a jammed cartridge during a night action with the enemy, you will know what to do.” He watched the men realise there was a point to his teachings.

      “Everything I show you is designed to help make you a better soldier and keep you alive longer,” Andrew said. “You might not understand why or how, but eventually you will.”

      The scouts listened and learned, becoming more proficient day after day as Andrew taught them basic marksmanship, bushcraft, and horsemanship. Without knowing how long he had before they marched into the veldt, Andrew pushed them hard by night and day.

      “Are you trying to kill us?” Gwinnett asked as he lay gasping after a ten-mile forced march.

      “No,” Andrew told him. “I’m trying to keep you alive. The veldt kills unfit men, and the Boers kill unfit soldiers.”

      Gwinnett growled something incoherent, added a belated “sir,” and stood up.

      “You are not a strong marcher, Gwinnett,” Andrew said. “You will improve with practice.”

      Gwinnett grunted. “The scouts are horsemen, sir. We don’t do much marching.”

      “You never know what’s going to happen on campaign, Gwinnett,” Andrew said. “The harder you train, the easier it is when you fight, and the fitter you are, the better you can cope with adverse situations.” He smiled. “We’re riding tomorrow, so you can relax a little.”

      Gwinnett nodded. “Yes, sir.” He made the word “sir” sound like an insult.

      Gwinnett’s horsemanship was a total contrast to his marching. He was a gifted horseman, a natural in the saddle who seemed to merge with the horse. Andrew watched him with a nod of satisfaction.

      “You do well in the saddle, Gwinnett,” Andrew told him. “What were you in civilian life? Did you work with horses?”

      “No.” Gwinnett looked evasive, and Andrew guessed he did not wish to talk about his past. “I worked with railways, sir.” He fiddled with the steel ring on his left index finger, as if it connected to his previous job.

      “Well, Gwinnett, you’ve found your forte now,” Andrew said.

      He led them on a fifteen-mile ride, teaching them basic riding techniques. He halted after a mile and ordered them to dismount.

      “Stand to your horses! Mount!”

      The men mounted — Gwinnett and the colonials smoothly, the rest still clumsily.

      “Walk! March!”

      The men pushed on in an uneven line.

      “To the halt; form squadron.”

      The scouts obeyed as best they could, some frowning with concentration, others riding easily. Andrew watched each man, giving personal advice and instructions.

      “Unsling carbines!” Andrew shouted. “From the centre, five paces extend!”

      The scouts extended into a line, each man taking his place from Andrew in the centre, and with an NCO at either end.

      “Right shoulders! Steady on the left,” Andrew watched the left of his line ease back.

      “Right wheel!” Andrew shouted, and the line changed direction to the right. He waited until the poorer riders had caught up with the rest. “Charge!”

      It was the order that the better riders had anticipated and relished. They kicked in their heels, dipped their heads and galloped forward, yelling, hooting and whistling as they stretched their horses to the limit. Andrew allowed them their head, knowing they endured the slow discipline of learning to enjoy these few moments of freedom.

      Sergeant Dacey had taken to the saddle like he had ridden all his life. Corporal Mackay was steady and efficient, checking his men, while Gwinnett rode like a man possessed, galloping forward as if escaping from the devil or life itself.

      “Halt!” Andrew shouted and realised the men would not hear him above the thunder of hooves. He resolved to find a trumpet and train up a trumpeter. Word of mouth was not sufficiently powerful.

      When the horses were blown, the charge eased to a halt, and Andrew gestured the men back in line. Gwinnett was last, with the sweat drying on his face. He was smiling for the first time since Andrew had met him.

      Gwinnett is a natural cavalryman but too impetuous to be an NCO. He is a bit of a loose cannon. If I can tame him, he’ll be an asset to the scouts.

      Andrew rode along the line of panting, grinning men.

      “That’s us for today, men. Back to camp, care for the horses, and then take care of yourselves. The horses always come first.” He patted Letsie. She was small, but sturdy and reliable. “Column of twos, Uriah’s Scouts, and follow me!”

      When the bugle sounded Last Post, the pickets were at their stations, and the rest of the men settled into their tents, Andrew found he was restless. He checked his men, looked over the horses and paced the perimeter of the camp.

      “You’ll be Captain Andrew Baird,” a stocky captain stepped beside Andrew.

      “That’s me,” Andrew admitted.

      “Albert Hay,” the officer introduced himself with a firm handshake. “I watched you with your men. You fairly make them work, don’t you?”

      “It might keep them alive when we meet the Boers,” Andrew replied.

      “Jolly good,” Hay said, “although our esteemed commander might disapprove. What do you think of Henderson’s Lions?”

      “Lions?”

      “That’s what he likes to call them, although so far they’ve been a pretty toothless bunch.” Hay raised his eyebrows, waiting for Andrew’s opinion. “He’s copying Rimmington’s Tigers, of course,” Hay said, smiling.

      “It’s too early to tell yet,” Andrew said, wary of criticising. Rimmington’s Tigers was an effective force of irregular horse led by Major Rimmington.

      “How very diplomatic of you. It won’t be any better tomorrow,” Hay said, smiling. “You were at Elandslaagte, weren’t you?”

      “I was,” Andrew admitted, remembering one of the early battles of the war.

      “And through the siege of Ladysmith?” Hay said.

      “There too,” Andrew said.

      “I was under Redvers Buller at Colenso and Spion Kop,” Hay said, mentioning two of the bloodiest defeats the Boers had inflicted on the British. “Major Henderson likes me as little as he likes you.”

      “Why is that?” Andrew asked. He tried to read the ribbons on Hay’s chest, but the light was too dim.

      “Tel el Kebir, Gordon Relief Expedition, Sudan and Matabeleland, 1893,” Hay saw the direction of Andrew’s gaze. “That’s why the Maiden doesn’t like us. We’ve been in action, and he has not, so he must prove himself superior by ridiculing us in every way possible.”

      “Ah,” Andrew understood. “The Maiden?”

      “That’s what the men call Henderson behind his back. He’s been in the army since 1889 and never fired a shot in anger,” Hay gave a tight smile. “Henderson is a maiden soldier.”

      Andrew nodded. “If we hunt for De Wet, he might lose his virginity.”

      “Maybe.” Hay walked at Andrew’s side. “Where are you headed?”

      “I thought I’d check the pickets,” Andrew said.

      “We don’t have any,” Hay told him. “Henderson thinks we’re too far from the front.”

      “I’ve posted pickets,” Andrew told him. “There’s no front in this war,” he said. “The Boers will raid and ride anywhere.”

      “I know,” Hay said. “Now try telling that to the Maiden and see what good it will do.”

      Andrew looked up at the velvet sky, punctuated by a million stars. “I’ll try tomorrow,” he said. He wondered how the men from other units would react if he woke them for picket duty. If he had his old command, he would not think twice about it, but Henderson’s men seemed content with their easy life, like a set of khaki ostriches with their heads deep in the sand.

      Andrew and Hay walked around the camp, with Andrew puffing on his pipe and Hay chain-smoking cigarettes. They exchanged desultory conversation, sounding each other out.

      “Well, Baird,” Hay said as they completed the circuit. “I’ll turn in now. See you tomorrow.”

      “You will,” Andrew said. “Good night.” He watched Hay march to his tent, leaving a thin trail of smoke behind him. I wonder what that was all about. Morale in this unit could hardly be lower.

      Andrew slept with his pistol under his pillow that night and was awake before dawn. Reveille sounded at half past six, later than Andrew expected, and the men filed out casually for breakfast.

      “Is there a morning parade?” Andrew asked.

      Hay shook his head. “Not in this unit,” he replied.

      “Kit inspection? Rifle drill?”

      “No, and no,” Hay replied.

      “Why the hell not?” Andrew took a deep breath. “God save us from amateur soldiers. No wonder the men’s morale is low.”

      Hay lit a cigarette, looking amused. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Baird. The Maiden has sailed through life without seeing the enemy yet and will do so again.”

      “I won’t take that chance,” Andrew said.

      Andrew spent the morning teaching his men how to care for their horses, telling them the horses came first in everything.

      “Feed and water the horses before you eat and drink,” Andrew ordered. “Groom them and clean their lines or stables. They did not ask to be war horses, and they put their lives on the line for us every day. The least we can do is care for them.”

      The men listened, some with interest, others with the dull eyes of the truly stupid – or men whom life had already defeated, Andrew realised. I must build them up, restore their confidence somehow, and before we go on campaign. Mackay and Gwinnett showed the most interest, with Dacey looking slightly amused and the others doggedly following orders and doing little else.

      Knowing that idleness was detrimental for morale, Andrew kept the scouts busy.

      “Come on, you Hittites!” he shouted. “If we are to go to the forefront of battle, we’ll show the Boers how to fight!”

      Andrew divided the day into morning, afternoon and evening. In the mornings, he improved the scouts’ horsemanship, in the afternoons, he taught them marksmanship and, in the evenings, the basics and tricks of scouting. He showed them how to recognise how much time had passed since a hoofprint was made by the crumbling at the edges, and the weight of the horse by the depth of the impression. He taught them to look for bent grass and broken branches, the state and dryness of dung and how to calculate when a commando had left a camp by the temperature of the fire embers.

      The men listened, and some learned.

      At night, Andrew posted pickets, with men in pairs, mobile so they would not grow bored and without a regular route, ensuring a potential enemy would never know their position. He taught them to take cover and find dead ground, how to fire at moving targets and how to calculate ranges in the clear air of the veldt.

      “I’ll make soldiers of you,” Andrew promised as he worked his Hittites while others of Henderson’s Horse dozed in the sun.

      “Henderson likes to be popular with his men,” Hay said as they made their circuit of the camp after lights out.

      “He’s storing up trouble for himself,” Andrew said grimly. “And for everybody else. If you want my advice, you will keep your men away from his laxity.”

      “I try my best,” Hay said, “but I lack the freedom you enjoy. I operate under his direct command.” Both men looked up as they heard a horse’s hooves drumming across the ground.

      “Now we’ll see if my pickets are alert,” Andrew said. He smiled as a clear voice challenged.

      “Halt! Who goes there?”

      The hoofbeats slowed and stopped.

      “Friend!” the rider shouted.

      “Advance, friend, and be recognised,” the sentry ordered.

      “Lieutenant Aubrey Wilkinson with a message for Major Henderson,” the rider announced.

      “Pass, sir,” the sentry allowed as Andrew and Hay stepped forward to greet the lieutenant.

      “What’s the hurry, Lieutenant?” Andrew asked, removing the pipe from his mouth.

      The lieutenant dismounted, shaking his head. “The queen is dead,” he said.
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      PRETORIA

      JANUARY AND FEBRUARY 1901

      Andrew’s first reaction was one of disbelief. “She can’t be!” he said.

      “She is,” Lieutenant Wilkinson assured him. “Her Majesty died on the 22nd of January.”

      “Dear God,” Hay breathed. “The Queen is dead. What will the world do without her?”

      Despite the late hour, the news travelled around Henderson’s men. Andrew felt profound shock, knowing that nothing would ever be the same again. He could not imagine the world without Queen Victoria, the mother and grandmother of half the dynasties of Europe.

      “It’s the end of an era.” Hay looked as shocked as Andrew felt. “The Queen held the world together. Without her, the entire edifice may collapse.”

      Andrew nodded. Queen Victoria had been a fixture, the cornerstone of the nation, the Empire and civilisation. Her Majesty had been a grim, black-clothed figure guiding and controlling a quarter of the world from her homes and centres of power in London, Balmoral and Osborne. When the situation in the present war against the Boers had been at its worst, it had been Queen Victoria who steadied the ship and put things in perspective.

      “We are not interested in the possibilities of defeat,” Her Majesty had said. “They do not exist.”

      “Nobody can replace the old Queen.” Hay was nearly in tears. “We’ll never see her like again.” His hands were shaking when he lit a cigarette.

      Andrew agreed. Yet while others took the opportunity of Queen Victoria’s death to have a holiday, he drove his men all the harder. Other officers wore black ties and black armbands and drank toasts of champagne and whisky in her memory. Andrew paraded his scouts, told them the news, and ordered them to get ready for another day’s training.

      “He’s a callous bastard,” Ferrier said.

      “He doesn’t care about Her Majesty,” a damp-eyed veteran claimed, recounting his memory of nearly seeing the Queen in London.

      “He’s going to kill us with overwork,” Gwinnett complained, glowering viciously at Andrew.

      “Do you know what you are doing, old man?” Hay asked. “You should honour Her Majesty’s memory.”

      “If I were Botha or de Wet,” Andrew replied, “I’d launch an attack while the army is in mourning. Old Vicky would never have us sitting around on our backsides when there is work for us to complete.”

      “Old Vicky, as you so crudely call her, went into mourning for years when her Albert died,” Hay reminded him. “And I should know, after my parents named me in his honour.”

      “Albert was her husband,” Andrew reminded him. “I am not married to the Queen, and neither is anybody else. My men will work today as normal.”

      Hay eyed him through a film of cigarette smoke. “You are a hard man, Captain Baird, a hard man.”

      “Thank you.” Andrew bowed gracefully.

      “A route march today!” Andrew ordered his scouts. “Carbines, bandoliers and full packs as if we were hunting de Wet himself. Twenty miles on horseback across the veldt. Sergeant Dacey: you’re in charge. Mackay is sick with fever, so you’ll have no support.”

      “Me?” the sergeant asked.

      “You,” Andrew told him. “If the Boers shoot me, you’ll have to take over, so get used to the idea. I am riding as one of your troopers.”

      Sergeant Dacey looked unusually nervous. “I don’t have the experience.”

      “You’d better get some quick,” Andrew said. “Or make sure the Boers don’t shoot me.”

      “Where will you be?” Dacey asked.

      “With the rearguard,” Andrew replied. He had taught his guides to have flank and rearguards, with an advance guard in front. He thought it best to give his men something to think about other than the death of the Queen. “The Boers can be a cunning adversary,” he said. “Take over, Sergeant Dacey.” Andrew slowed down, watched the guides ride past and joined the rearguard, who looked slightly nervous to have their critical captain among them.

      “Just follow orders, do as I trained you, and you’ll be fine,” Andrew reassured them quietly. “Keep looking all around. Look for anything that doesn’t look right, anything suspicious. Don’t be afraid to call the officer if you are unsure. Better to have a false alarm than a Boer bullet through your skull.”

      The rearguard nodded. One man smiled; the others remained expressionless.

      “Look for disturbed animals, a sudden rise of birds, trees shifting against the wind, a shadow moving when the trees are still, the sun reflecting on metal or glass,” Andrew ran through a list of the more obvious signs. “Look for dust rising, listen for hoofbeats or human voices, and if you smell tobacco smoke, let somebody know at once.”

      Andrew realised he was repeating advice he had already given and relapsed into silence to watch how Sergeant Dacey coped with responsibility.

      They rode from the camp in a column of twos, and then Dacey ordered them to open out, appointed flank guards and sent one man in front. Andrew watched, took notes and approved. So far, Dacey was following instructions by the book—or by the advice Andrew had given, which was more important. The men looked relaxed as they became used to the routine of constantly watching as they rode.

      The rifle shot sounded loud across the veldt, and the shot whistled above the scouts. Andrew felt a shiver run through the men. Some stared around them, others lifted their carbines and aimed in half a dozen directions.

      “Extended order!” Sergeant Dacey ordered, after a glance at Andrew, who sat mute at the rear. “Flank guards! What can you see?”

      “Nothing, Sergeant!” the reports came back.

      “Keep riding,” Dacey ordered. He glanced at Andrew, who remained mute at the back, allowing Dacey to command. “Don’t bunch.”

      When some of the rearguard glanced at Andrew for advice, he kept his face immobile. A few men withdrew their carbines from their bucket holsters, staring at the surrounding land.

      There were no more shots, and when the scouts returned, Corporal Mackay was waiting for them.

      “You did well, Mackay,” Andrew said.

      Mackay smiled quietly. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You made a quick recovery, Mac,” Sergeant Dacey said.

      “Corporal Mackay fired that shot above our heads,” Andrew told them. “Now you can all say that you’ve been under fire.” He paused to light his pipe. “Nobody panicked, and everybody followed their training.” Andrew grinned. “That’s more than can be said for some yeomanry regiments I won’t name.”

      “That was sneaky,” Dacey said admiringly.

      “Not as sneaky as the Boers,” Andrew replied.

      “We might have fired back and killed Mac.”

      “You didn’t,” Andrew replied. “You did what I trained you.” He smiled. “Well done, Sergeant.”

      They did well. I think they are ready to face the Boers.
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        * * *

      

      “I did not know you were with the Van Collier Commando!” Jacoba du Toit said. Twenty-five years old, Jacoba was a veteran of the war, fighting alongside the Boer men against the British.

      Willem Fourie nodded. He was in his late twenties, a fair-headed man with an open, pleasant face and the build and stance of a farmer. “I rode with de Wet until recently. I only joined the Van Collier Commando two days ago.”

      Jacoba smiled at him. “You remember me, don’t you?”

      “Cousin Jacoba?” Willem laughed. “Of course I remember you. We used to herd cattle together on your father’s farm, and you and I raced our horses across the veldt.”

      “It seems such a long time ago,” Jacoba said. “Peace seems such a long time ago.” She looked around the open laager. The men and horses had scattered across the veldt, with a couple of sentries out to watch for any approaching British.

      “Peace,” Willem said. He shook his head. “Were we ever at peace? Or just resting, waiting for the British to attack us again?”

      “Peace seems like an illusion, a dream,” Jacoba said. “I haven’t seen you since your wedding. How is Sarah?”

      “It’s months since I last saw her,” Willem admitted. He sat on the ground, cleaning his Mauser, peering through the barrel for signs of dirt. “She was fine then, with the little one.”

      “You’ll miss them,” Jacoba said as she sat at his side, allowing her horse to graze. The sun was easing to the western horizon, ending the day in a blaze of orange glory. Jacoba listened to the sounds of the camp—the murmur of voices, the occasional clatter of equipment, a man singing softly and another pair laughing over a crude joke. Although they were at war, the sounds were peaceful, more like a gathering of farmers than soldiers engaged in a war against the largest empire the world had ever seen.

      “I miss my family every day,” Willem admitted. He rubbed a cloth along his rifle barrel. “I write to Sarah every chance I get.”

      Jacoba sniffed as someone brewed coffee over a fire, and the aroma drifted across the camp. “How do you send the letters?” she asked. “I doubt the British deliver them for you.”

      Willem’s laugh made him look years younger. “I give them to the men returning home to deliver for me, or to the predikant when he finds us. I even got a reply once.” He extracted a stained, sweat-stained and crumpled letter from inside his jacket. “See?”

      “Keep that safe.” Jacoba guessed the letter was Willem’s most precious possession. “When the war is over, you can read it together and laugh about these bad old days.” She looked up when she heard the drumbeat of a horse’s hooves, and relaxed when Michal Rheeder rode slowly past, acknowledging them with a raised hand.

      “I heard the British killed your husband,” Willem said, placing his Mauser on a scrap of canvas.

      “Yes,” Jacoba replied shortly. “They killed Hendrik.” She did not wish to think about it.

      “You have a new man now,” Willem said, nodding to Michal.

      Jacoba nodded. She was not sure what to call her relationship with Michal. It was not love, nor yet animal lust; it was simply a need for two people to be together in times of extreme stress. She needed Michal for emotional support, and he had other, physical needs which she sometimes shared. They complemented each other without being married or even considering such a union.

      “He’s watching you,” Willem said. “Wondering who the handsome young man is to whom you are talking.”

      Jacoba smiled again. “Let him wonder,” she said. “It will do him no harm.” She was unsure how she felt about Michal. She knew he was a good man, a loyal man both to her and the republics, and a brave man. She knew she liked him more than any other man living. She did not think she loved him.

      “He likes you,” Willem said, suddenly perceptive. “I think he likes you more than you like him.”

      “Maybe,” Jacoba said. “That may be true.” She watched Michal for a few moments, then stepped towards him. “Welcome to the commando, Cousin Willem. We will speak again later.”
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        * * *

      

      “I want every officer and man to wear a black armband in respect to Her Late Majesty,” Major Henderson said. “I noted that some members of my regiment did not treat the Queen’s death with the dignity she earned.” He allowed his disapproving gaze to fall on Andrew. “That will not do. That is a standing order, gentlemen.”

      Some of the officers grunted, and a few glanced at Andrew.

      “On to other matters.” Henderson unrolled a map of Southern Africa and lifted an eighteen-inch bayonet to use as a suitably military pointer. He stood in front of his assembled officers, fully dressed and kitted for battle, with his Sam Browne belt gleaming and his revolver ready in its holster.

      “Officers of Henderson’s Lions,” he announced grandly. “I am here to show you the current position of the war in South Africa!” He looked around to ensure everybody was paying attention.

      Captain Hay glanced at Andrew and winked.

      “General Roberts and General Redvers Buller broke the Boers’ armies and marched through their republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal,” Henderson said. “They defeated the organised Boer armies in a series of engagements and captured thousands of the enemy.”

      The officers listened without comment. Many of them had taken part in one or more of the battles and were familiar with the current position. Hay caught Andrew’s gaze, raised his eyebrows and mouthed “Maiden”.

      “However,” Henderson continued, “some of the more obstinate Boers continue to fight. They have formed themselves into armed groups—they call themselves commandos—of various sizes, and they are waging an irregular, guerrilla war against us and all right-thinking people.”

      Andrew concealed his impatience. Henderson was not revealing anything new to the officers.

      “The main leaders of this insurrection against lawful British rule are Jan Smuts, Christiaan de Wet, Koos de la Rey, Louis Botha and the Van Collier brothers.”

      Andrew knew the names and had clashed with the Van Colliers in a previous campaign and during the Transvaal War in the early 1880s.

      “We will, of course, be successful in defeating these outlaws and renegades,” Henderson said.

      Some of the officers murmured assent while others remained silent. They knew that interest in the war in South Africa had waned since Britain had formally annexed the two Boer republics. Events in China and West Africa commanded the fickle public’s attention, despite the vast army of men the British government expended on defeating a relatively small number of Boers.

      “Lord Kitchener has decided on some new tactics to capture the elusive Boers and end this war,” Henderson said. “He is building lines of blockhouses across the veldt, and sending columns of men—infantry, artillery and cavalry—to herd the commandos against the blockhouses.”

      The officers nodded. Captain Hay raised a hand to ask the expected question. “What is a blockhouse, sir?”

      “A blockhouse is like a small redoubt,” Henderson explained. “They can be either round or rectangular, with iron roofs. The walls are loopholed four feet from the ground and spaced around six feet apart. Some are stone, others iron and double-skinned, with the space between filled with earth.”

      Andrew was reluctantly impressed by Henderson’s detailed explanation.

      Hay raised his hand again. “How far apart are these blockhouses, sir?”

      “That depends on the lie of the land,” Henderson said. “Some are a hundred yards apart, others as much as a thousand. Each blockhouse is in sight of the next for mutual support, and the line is seldom straight.”

      Andrew had seen the blockhouses, with barbed wire and a trench connecting each redoubt. Individually, they would only delay a commando for a short time, but the resulting gunfire would alert the next redoubt in the line. The blockhouses could catch the commando in a crossfire that could at least reduce their numbers.

      Henderson continued. “Kitchener is using the infantry to garrison the blockhouses, with each battalion responsible for thirty-five of these little places. The work will be dull but also dangerous, with the Boer commandos on the loose.”

      The officers nodded again, with Andrew hoping he was not ordered to man one of the miniature redoubts, dying of boredom in the middle of nowhere with nothing to look at but empty grassland.

      “You will be pleased to hear that we will be involved, gentlemen. We will help sweep the commandos to destruction.” Henderson looked around his officers with a smug expression.

      The officers murmured in a mixture of satisfaction and hope that the war would finally come to an end. There was no honour in defeating a rag-tag-and-bobtail rabble, and no glory in fighting skirmishes against small groups of armed farmers. The professionals wanted to return to real soldiering, while the colonists just wanted to go home.

      “That’s all, gentlemen,” Henderson said. “Dismissed.” He turned and strode away, leaving the map on its easel, with the position of the British camps, blockhouses and proposed movements clearly marked.

      “He never used his little map,” Hay pointed out.

      “Maybe the Maiden doesn’t understand what it means,” Lieutenant John Young said unkindly.

      Andrew said nothing, wondering how Henderson would fare against veteran guerrilla fighters like de Wet and the Van Colliers.
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