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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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