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        British officers make the grand mistake of thinking their opponents are as stupid as themselves.

        General Petrus Jacobus Joubert (attributed)

      

      

      

      
        
        Only the dead have seen the end of war.

        Plato (attributed)

      

      

      

      
        
        Freedom is a noble thing.

        John Barbour
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      Afrikaans: The language of the Boers.

      Boer: Farmer; a descendant of the original Dutch settlers in South Africa.

      Bok-bok: Child’s game where children climb on top of each other until the lowest boy can no longer take the weight and the human structure collapses.

      Burgher: For the purposes of this novel, Boer and Burgher are interchangeable.

      Commando: A collection of Boers gathered for war. They gather by area and can be of any size from a dozen to thousands.

      Donga: Marsh.

      Dorp: Village, settlement, town.

      Drift: Ford of a river.

      Floreat Eton: “May Eton Flourish.”

      Galekas: A numerous tribe of Southeastern Africa.

      Heliograph: Signalling device much used by the British army in the late nineteenth century. It works by reflecting sunlight.

      Kopje: Isolated hill that rises from the plateau of the veld; often flat-topped.

      Koppie: A small kopje.

      Laager: A circle or defensive encampment of wagons.

      Landdrost: A local government official.

      Mampoer: Home distilled brandy, made from peaches or other fruit.

      Mealie: Maize; corn.

      Meneer: Mister, sir.

      Morgen: A unit of land roughly equivalent to two acres.

      Oom: Uncle; a term of respect used for older men.

      Public: Public house, a term since shortened to pub.

      Rand: Ridge.

      Rooineck: Redneck; Boer term of contempt for a British soldier or settler, so-called because of their sunburned features.

      Sawnie: Slang word for a Scotsman, particularly a Highlander, from the pronunciation of the common name Sandy or Alexander. By the end of the Nineteenth century, the term Jock had superseded it.

      Scoff, Skoff: Food; the term became more popular during the Second Boer War, 1899-1902.

      Shave: Nineteenth-century army slang for a rumour.

      Slim: Clever, cunning.

      Spruit: Water course.

      Staatscourant: Boer newspaper.

      Stoep: Veranda of a house, often used as a gathering place.

      Swaddie: Slang term for a British soldier; now more often pronounced squaddie.

      Taal: Nineteenth-century word for Afrikaans, the language the Boers spoke.

      Taibosch: Tough bush.

      Tante: Aunty; a term of respect used for older women.

      Tarry-arse: Soldier’s slang for a Royal Naval seaman.

      Terai hat: A type of slouch hat.

      Trek: Journey; the Great Trek was a mass exodus of Boers from British controlled Cape Colony northward into what became the Orange Free State, Transvaal, and Natal.

      Veld: The high plateau that makes up much of the landscape of the Transvaal.

      Veldcornet: Junior officer of a commando.

      Vingertrek: Game of strength where men or boys interlock fingers and pull.

      Vrou: Woman or wife.
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      CHURCH SQUARE, PRETORIA, TRANSVAAL, SOUTHERN AFRICA.

      12TH OF APRIL 1877

      A flock of pigeons fluttered over the small crowd in Pretoria’s Church Square, circled and split into two groups. The smaller group landed on one of the wilting trees, and the larger landed on the corrugated roofs of the low buildings. A single dominant male perched itself on the bare flagpole above the most prominent building. Busy with their own affairs, the pigeons ignored the people who slouched across the square, talking, smoking, and waiting for events with little apparent emotion. The noise increased when an elegant man alighted from a carriage, stretched his legs, and mounted a raised platform in the flagpole’s shadow.

      Twenty yards from the carriage, a man on a slow brown horse entered the square, dismounted, nodded to a friend, and lit a huge pipe. The bandolier across his chest was half empty, although the rifle in its holster beside his saddle was oiled and well cared for.

      As the crowd increased, a uniformed man slowly hoisted a flag up the flagpole, with a slight breeze momentarily ruffling the material, revealing the multi-crosses of the United Kingdom. When the breeze died, the flag hung limp, hugging the pole. The pigeon on top preened itself and cooed to attract a mate.

      “That’s not our flag,” the man with the brown horse commented as he joined a small group standing in the shade of a broad stoep. He pushed the black hair back from his eyes.

      “That’s the British flag,” a broad-shouldered teenager informed him. He stroked his smooth face, dreaming of the day he would feel a man’s beard.

      “What’s it doing here?” the older man placed his thumbs in his braces and glared upwards. “We are not in Victoria’s Britain.”

      “No,” the youth agreed. “We are not.”

      “I am Theunis Steenekamp,” the older man introduced himself.

      “Jan van Collier,” the younger man lifted his hat politely. “We farm Nuwe Hoop Plaas in the western Transvaal.”

      “Ja. That is a good name,” Theunis said. “A farm of new hope.” He nodded. “We all had hope until the British arrived.”

      Jan did not reply as he turned his attention to the head of the square where twenty-five uniformed police sat their horses. The police watched the gathering nervously, with some fingering the carbines in their bucket holsters. Jan thought they expected an outburst of emotion or perhaps violence from the crowd. He watched as the elegant man cleared his throat before talking.

      “Is that Shepstone?” Jan asked, peering over the heads of the crowd.

      “Ja,” Theunis stuffed more tobacco into his pipe, puffed out smoke, and watched from under the brim of his broad hat. “That’s the British diplomat who wants to take our land from us.” He shuffled further back into the shade of the stoep, folded his arms, and watched through narrowed blue eyes.

      Sir Theophilus Shepstone KCMG had spent fifty-seven of his sixty years living in South Africa and was an acknowledged expert in native affairs. Now he stood before the Free Burghers of Pretoria in the Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek, the South African Republic or the Transvaal, intoning the proclamation that annexed their nation to the British Empire.

      The crowd listened, occasionally speaking to one another, many smoking so a thick blue cloud rose from the array of large pipes, bearded faces, and broad hats.

      “Why do they want our Republic?” Jan asked as he folded his arms in imitation of the older man.

      “The British want everything,” Theunis replied, slowly puffing smoke from his pipe. “They think the Lord has given them the right to own the world.”

      “Listen,” a grey-bearded man spoke over his shoulder. “The Rooineck is still talking. Let him tell us how they can solve all our problems.” He tilted back his terai hat, with the leopard skin band catching the light. Jan wondered how old he was, with his skin tanned mahogany-dark by the sun and a myriad of wrinkles half-hiding his faded eyes.

      The crowd subsided into silence as Shepstone lifted his voice. The mounted police stiffened in their saddles, with some still resting their hands on the butts of their carbines. An officer in front scanned the crowd, with his gaze passing over Jan’s smooth face before he studied the weather-browned features of Theunis.

      Jan could nearly taste the tension in the atmosphere. He glanced up as the male pigeon left its perch on the flagpole and flapped above Shepstone, its slow wings audible in the near silence. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked, high-pitched, with others joining in. The sound died away, leaving only Shepstone’s educated voice to fill the square.

      “What’s the Rooineck saying?” Theunis asked, puffing out smoke. He held the police officer’s gaze, refusing to drop his eyes.

      “He’s saying the Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek, the Transvaal, is in financial and political chaos, and Great Britain will annex us for our own good,” Jan said.

      “That’s kind of Great Britain,” Theunis puffed more smoke. “They are a very charitable nation, annexing half the world for its own good and Britain’s profit.”

      The sun cast a shadow from the flag, which fell on the small group of watchers on the stoep. Theunis and Jan were Boers with generations of African-born ancestors. A third man stepped beside them. He was very tall, with the skin peeling from his nose from the unaccustomed strength of the sun. This man stood straight, unlike the farmers, and listened to Theunis and Jan as much as Shepstone’s speech.

      “Now the Rooineck is saying Britain will cure all our ills while also looking after our external affairs,” Jan said.

      “I thought that’s what he said.” Theunis continued to puff at his pipe. He eyed the tall, red-faced stranger standing at his side.

      “Then Shepstone said the Transvaal needed help because of the threat of the Zulus and other tribes.”

      Theunis nodded. “The Zulus are a threat,” he agreed. “But we have defeated them before and can push them back. When the British come, they think they have the right to all the land we tamed with our blood and our sweat.”

      The tall man turned around. “Forgive me for interrupting a private conversation,” he said, removing his hat to reveal cropped blond hair. Although he spoke in the Taal, his accent marked him as foreign. “I am Konrad Bramigan, a visitor to your nation.” The broad white scar down his left cheek seemed to glow in the sun.

      Theunis replied politely while eyeing Konrad with the suspicion he reserved for any stranger.

      Konrad replaced his hat. “Not only the Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek distrusts the British,” he said. “You have powerful friends in Europe.”

      Theunis puffed more smoke from his pipe as he watched Shepstone pack his carefully prepared speech away. “That may be true, meneer, but Europe is far from the Transvaal.” He removed the pipe from his mouth and surveyed the tall man. “Warm words may look good on paper, but they cannot remove the British. When they stole our lands before, we took to the wagons and trekked into the wilderness. Now, the British have followed us with pretended friendship to grab what the good Lord gave us.” He packed more tobacco into his pipe with a calloused thumb. “We shall have to fight them.”

      Konrad smiled. “We can help,” he said.

      Theunis struck another match to relight his pipe, dropped the match, and extinguished it under the heel of his boot. “Who do you mean by ‘we’? Tell me more, Konrad,” he said as Jan listened in the background.

      The man with the leopard skin band on his hat patted the breech of his rifle, turned his horse’s head, and rode from the square. He did not look back.
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      FORT AMIEL, NEWCASTLE, NATAL, SOUTHERN AFRICA.

      AUGUST 1880

      “Where is she?” Andrew demanded.

      “Where is who?” The army hospital orderly viewed Andrew with total disinterest.

      “I am Lieutenant Andrew Baird of the Natal Dragoons,” Andrew introduced himself. “I am looking for Miss Mariana Maxwell. Where is she?”

      “Oh, the lunatic,” the orderly said. “We got rid of her.”

      “Lunatic? What? What do you mean, lunatic?” Andrew looked away for a moment to control his temper. “I’ll ask again,” he said, breathing hard. “Where is Mariana Maxwell? I left her in the garrison’s care while I was on duty in Zululand.”

      The orderly shrugged. “Not in my care, mate. I’m here to look after injured and sick soldiers, not stray lunatics.”

      Andrew grabbed the orderly by the throat and began to squeeze. “I’ve killed Galekas, Zulus, and renegades, my friend. Adding you won’t bother my conscience.”

      When the orderly began to choke and turn red, Andrew released him, straightened his jacket, and smiled. “Where is Miss Maxwell?”

      The orderly drew in a ragged breath. “She’s locked up. We had to put her in the guardhouse.” He rubbed his throat and backed away when Andrew lifted his fists. “It was for her own good, sir! She attacked Corporal Biden and was thrashing about, rambling in her sleep, and disturbing the other patients.” He stopped when he realised that he was talking to himself. Andrew had already left.

      The red-coated sentry at the guardhouse looked up as Andrew strode toward him. “Where do you think you’re going, chum?”

      “Inside the guardhouse. Step aside, private,” Andrew ordered.

      “I don’t think so, mate,” the private moved to block Andrew’s way, hefting his Martini-Henry rifle. “This is a military fort, and civilians don’t tell us what to do.”

      “I am Lieutenant Andrew Baird of the Natal Dragoons.”

      “Sorry, sir. I didn’t realise you were an officer.” The private snapped to attention.

      “No reason why you should,” Andrew glanced down at his civilian clothes. “I believe you have a young woman confined in the guardroom. A Miss Mariana Maxwell.”

      “Yes, sir, we have a woman. She’s a colonial lunatic who attacked a corporal.” The private smiled. “Not that I blame her for that, sir.”

      “Let her out,” Andrew ordered. “I’ll look after her.”

      “If you say so, sir,” the private said doubtfully. “You should have a letter of authority or some such.” He looked around for an NCO or officer for advice.

      “If anybody enquires, tell them I have her,” Andrew said.

      “Yes, sir.” The private stepped aside. “This way, sir.” He hesitated for a moment. “Be careful, sir. She’s a bit erratic. She shouts and screams in her sleep, and we had to restrain her.”

      Andrew took a deep breath. “Take me to Miss Maxwell, Private.”

      Knowing her history, Andrew felt responsible for Mariana. Her family had owned a farm on the border with Zululand, and Andrew had intended to marry Mariana’s sister, Elaine. However, when the Zulu War started, a group of renegades murdered the Maxwell family and kidnapped Mariana, holding her prisoner for months. Andrew had been part of a mixed rescue party of British, colonists, and Zulus.⁠1

      “Yes, sir,” the private said. “This way, sir.”

      Major Charles Amiel and the 80th Foot had built Fort Amiel only four years previously, and it still felt raw and unfinished. The guardhouse was solid, dark, and unpretentious, with small cells intended for drunken or insubordinate soldiers rather than traumatised women. Mariana sat hunched on the wooden shelf that served as bed and seat, with heavy handcuffs weighing her slim wrists and a gag in her mouth.

      She looked up when the door opened, staring at the incomers through wide, red-rimmed eyes. Tears had streaked grime down her face.

      “Good God! What have you done to her?” Andrew pushed past the private. “Mariana! It’s me! Andrew!”

      Mariana tried to cower away, hugging the cold wall as Andrew stepped closer and gently unfastened the gag.

      “Don’t touch me!” Mariana held her manacled wrists defensively in front of her.

      “It’s all right, Mariana,” Andrew knelt before the bench. “You remember me. Andrew Baird.”

      Mariana gasped and tried to fend Andrew off with wild swings of her arms. He inched back to reassure her.

      “I won’t hurt you,” Andrew promised.

      “I told you we had to restrain her,” the private tried to excuse the manacles. “She scratched the corporal’s face. He ordered the restraints, sir, not me.”

      “Where’s the key?” Andrew demanded. He took hold of Mariana’s wrists, frowning at the ugly marks where the harsh steel manacles had rubbed off her skin. “Has she not been through enough with the renegades without the British Army treating her as a criminal?”

      “I’ll get the key, sir,” the private said and hastily withdrew.

      “It’s all right, Mariana. I’m here now.” Andrew put a hand on Mariana’s shoulder. “You’re safe with me. We’ll soon have you out of these things.”

      Mariana’s eyes were huge, but she did not resist when Andrew held her.

      “Do you recognise me, Mariana?”

      She nodded, holding up her hands in supplication.

      “We’ll have the manacles off you soon,” Andrew promised.

      The cell was tiny, stinking of urine and stale human sweat. Andrew heard a prisoner in the next cell bawling drunkenly, swearing with a long string of obscene oaths.

      “Just a few moments,” Andrew said reassuringly.

      “What’s all this?” A skull-faced corporal banged open the door and appeared in the doorway. “Who gave you authority to come into my guardroom?” He glared at Andrew suspiciously.

      “The Queen did,” Andrew replied tersely. “I hold Her Majesty’s commission. Do you?”

      “No, sir,” the corporal said, coming to attention.

      “Then release this woman.” Andrew saw two long scratches on the corporal’s left cheek and hoped they stung. “Now!”

      “I’ll need authority,” the corporal said.

      “You have mine. Set her free,” Andrew demanded, “or I’ll have your stripes and ensure you spend the next year cleaning out the latrines. If anybody asks who ordered her release, tell them it was Lieutenant Andrew Baird of the Natal Dragoons.”

      “Yes, sir!” the corporal reached for the keys at his belt, unlocked the handcuffs, and stepped back, watching Mariana warily.

      Andrew placed an arm around Mariana’s thin shoulder. “Come with me, Mariana.” He eased her off the bed as she rubbed her weeping wrists.

      “It’s the moon,” the corporal muttered, retaining his distance as if he expected Mariana to lunge at him. “She must have slept under the full moon, and it’s sent her mad.”

      “It’s nothing to do with the moon, and she’s not mad!” Andrew guided Mariana out of the guardhouse and through the fort, with passing soldiers staring at her.

      A heavily moustached officer approached, frowning. “What are you doing with that woman? Who the devil are you?”

      “I’m Lieutenant Andrew Baird of the Natal Dragoons, and I’m taking this lady where she can be treated with care and attention, not shackled like a criminal!” Andrew recognised the insignia of a major and added a belated “sir” while lifting his chin challengingly.

      “That’s Up-and-at-’em!” a private pointed to Andrew. “He fought all through the Zulu War from Isandhlwana to Ulundi!”

      A small group of privates joined the speaker, staring at Andrew as though he were an exhibit at a showground. A smooth-faced youngster lifted his hand to wave until an older soldier hissed in his ear.

      “That woman is dangerous, Lieutenant,” the major nodded to Mariana. “She attacked one of my corporals.”

      “I’ll take care of her, sir,” Andrew pulled Mariana closer as she stumbled.

      “If it were up to me,” the major spoke through his unruly moustache, “I’d send her to Robben Island. They know how to deal with lunatics there.”

      Robben Island treated people with mental health problems. At one time, conditions on the island had been notoriously poor, and although they had improved significantly, the name still made people shudder.

      “That won’t be necessary, sir,” Andrew said. “She’s not a lunatic, just a woman who has been through a terrible experience. Excuse me.” He eased Mariana past the sentry at the gate.

      “That’s Up-and-at-’em, I tell you!” the first private repeated. “He rescued that woman from a thousand Zulus.”

      Andrew hurried away from the fort before the tales grew even more exaggerated.

      Andrew had rented a small house on the outskirts of Newcastle with a surrounding garden and a single soldier-servant. The garden was small, with a lonely Natal Krantz ash tree and a couple of patches of flowers. Andrew had no pretensions of being a gardener, but he did like to see the surroundings tidy, and a splash of green reminded him of growing up in Herefordshire and Berwick-upon-Tweed in the far-off British Isles.

      “In you come, Mariana,” Andrew opened the front door. “I’ve got a room ready for you.”

      The house was basic, for Andrew had few requirements. The bungalow boasted a square hallway with four doors opening off it. One door led to Andrew’s living quarters, one to his bedroom, and another to a kitchen. The fourth room had been empty until Andrew converted it into a bedroom for Mariana.

      “Go straight in, Mariana,” Andrew ushered her inside. “I’ll give you a quick tour.” He smiled. “It won’t take long as there’s not much to see.”

      Andrew had bought a basic bed for Mariana, with a chest of drawers, a stool, a dressing table, and a mirror. When he glanced inside, the room looked spartan. He regretted his lack of experience with women and wondered if she wanted more.

      “We can go into Newcastle and see what else you need,” Andrew suggested as Mariana stood awkwardly inside the house.

      “I get nightmares,” Mariana spoke for the first time since leaving Fort Amiel.

      “That’s not surprising after what you’ve been through,” Andrew told her.

      Mariana stood at the open door without entering her room. “I didn’t mean to hurt the corporal. I thought he was attacking me.”

      “He’s a corporal of British infantry,” Andrew said. “He’ll hardly notice a couple of scratches. Look inside your room and let me know if you need anything.”

      She’ll need more clothes. I didn’t think of clothes.

      Both looked up as Andrew’s soldier-servant appeared. “This lady is Mariana,” Andrew said. “She’ll be staying in the house for a while. Mariana, this man is Trooper Briggs. He keeps the place clean and tidy and does the cooking.”

      “Good afternoon, Miss,” Briggs was in his late twenties, with quiet eyes. He nodded to Mariana and stood to attention in the hallway.

      Mariana said a shy hello and dropped her gaze. She remained within the doorway, her hands twisting together and her head bowed.

      “You’ll be safe here,” Andrew told her. “I’ll come home as often as duty permits, and Briggs will ensure you want for nothing.”

      “I might talk in my sleep,” Mariana said.

      “Your talking won’t bother anybody,” Andrew said. “I’m in the room opposite, and Briggs sleeps in the barracks.”

      Mariana looked at her hands. “I had nice nails,” she said. “When I scratched the corporal, some soldiers held me down and cut them.”

      Andrew lifted her right hand. A careless soldier had crudely hacked Mariana’s nails, some into the quick. He drew in his breath. “They’ll grow again.”

      “I might attack you,” Mariana said.

      Andrew put her hand gently down. “I’ll understand,” he told her. He gestured for Briggs to move away and guided Mariana into her room, where she sat on the bed.

      “You’ve been through hell,” Andrew said. “I am no doctor, but I can imagine how you must be feeling. It will take time, Mariana, but you will get better.” He tried to smile. “I promise you will get better.”

      Mariana nodded, her hands twisting together. “Yes,” she said with no feeling in her voice.

      “I found you a book,” Andrew said. “It’s a bit battered, but better than nothing.” Reaching across the table, he handed her a book of poetry.

      “Tennyson,” Mariana said, a flicker of light in her eyes. She leafed through the pages, stopping at her favourite poem.

      “A bowshot from her bower-eaves,

      He rode between the barley-sheaves,

      The sun came dazzling thro’ the leaves,

      And flamed upon the brazen greaves

      Of bold Sir Lancelot.”

      “The Lady of Shalott,” Andrew said. “You always loved that poem.” So did Elaine.

      “Thank you,” Mariana held the book to her chest.

      “Briggs will make some breakfast for us,” Andrew said. He looked up as somebody knocked on the front door.

      “It’s an officer for you, sir,” Briggs reported.

      A young subaltern, burned raw by the sun, threw a smart salute. “Lieutenant Baird, sir. I have orders to bring you to General Hook.”

      “Who?” Andrew asked. The name was vaguely familiar, but he could not recall the context.

      “General Hook, sir,” the subaltern said. “He’s on the staff.”

      Andrew glanced at Mariana.

      “I’ll be all right,” Mariana intercepted his thoughts.

      “I’ll look after her, sir,” Briggs said. “Unless you want me to accompany you.”

      “No,” Andrew decided. “Stay here with Mariana. Ensure she is safe and feed her well.”

      “I will, sir,” Briggs said. He lowered his voice. “She’ll be safe with me, sir.”

      Andrew nodded. “I know she will, Briggs.” He nodded to the waiting subaltern. “Give me a minute to change into my uniform, Lieutenant, and you can take me to this General Hook fellow.”
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        * * *

      

      Elderly, grey-haired, and with a neatly trimmed beard, Lieutenant General Hook leaned back in his chair and swirled the contents of his whisky tumbler.

      “Tell me what you know about the Boers, Lieutenant Baird.”

      “I don’t know much about them,” Andrew admitted. “I fought beside a few in the Frontier War and Zululand, but they kept themselves to themselves.”

      “Tell me what you do know about them,” Hook insisted. His eyes were as wise and knowledgeable as time. He poured a generous measure of whisky into another tumbler and pushed it towards Andrew.

      “They’re tough, hardy, good horsemen and excellent shots,” Andrew said, remembering Piet Uys and his commando during the Zulu War. “They’re also very religious and family-orientated.”

      Hook sipped at his whisky without his gaze leaving Andrew’s face. “That’s the Boers’ positive traits. Do they have any weaknesses?”

      Andrew cupped his tumbler in his hand. “I found them stubborn,” he said slowly. “And a bit moody and argumentative.” He recalled Uys’s commando leaving the war when the Zulus killed Piet. “They’re not very disciplined. They could ride away on a whim if they decided not to fight.”

      “That’s a good start,” Hook said, swirling the contents of his glass. “Do you know how the Boers came to be in Africa?”

      “No,” Andrew shook his head. “I haven’t given it a moment’s thought. I presume they just settled here, like the Americans in the United States or the Australians in Australia.”

      “Then sit back and listen,” Hook said.

      Andrew sat back in his chair, hoping that Mariana was alright and wondering why a general from the staff was questioning him about the Boers.

      Hook poured himself another drink. “The Portuguese were the first Europeans to round the Cape of Good Hope, although they called it Cabo das Tormentas, the Cape of Storms. The Dutch passed by on their way to the Spice Islands of the East, and in 1652, the Dutch East India Company decided to build a fort at the Cape.”

      Andrew nodded. “The Dutch have been here for over two hundred years, then, sir.”

      “They have,” Hook said. “With Cape Town fort as a base, the Dutch East India Company allowed discharged employees, soldiers, and sailors to settle. These people were known as Free Burghers and expanded eastward into lands the local tribes, the Khoikhoi, or Hottentots, claimed. It was inevitable that the Dutch and Hottentots would clash, with the first war in 1659. When that trouble ended, the Dutch bought lands from the Hottentots, but despite everything being ship-shape and legal, there was more trouble in 1673 and again from 1674 to 1677.”

      When Hook paused, Andrew nodded again, tasting his whisky. “I see, sir. So, the Dutch, or the Boers, have had to fight for everything.”

      “You get my point, Baird,” Hook said. “The name Boer only means farmer. The Dutch were always a stubborn people, and they’ve had to battle for every square mile of land they own, which is one reason why they don’t want us to annex their country. While the Boers continued to expand into the interior of Africa, their Dutch homeland also fought a series of wars with England. The constant threat of an English attack on their colony forced them to enlarge the fort at Cape Town.”

      “The Dutch were fighting on two fronts then,” Andrew said.

      “That’s one of the downfalls of Empire. What you colonise, you must also defend,” Hook said. “To return to our Boer friends. Around 1690, three hundred French Huguenots, or Protestants, arrived, including a parcel of women. They merged with the Dutch, adding new vitality and skills in winemaking.” Hook smiled. “I find it hard to associate Boers with something as sophisticated and subtle as wine, but they are. South African wine is as good as French, in my opinion.”

      Andrew smiled. “I’ve never tried it, sir.”

      “You should,” Hook recommended. “The Dutch colony continued to expand, with the Dutch East India Company very much in command. They rigidly controlled immigration, trade, the law, and what the Boers could grow. The Company could also press any Burgher into their service.”

      Andrew raised his eyebrows. “That’s a bit draconian, isn’t it?”

      “Some of the settlers thought so, too,” Hook agreed. “While most Free Burghers were law-abiding and stolid, others were not. As you’ll be aware, every colony and every nation contain a wild element, the frontiersmen, Cossacks, bushrangers, or what have you. These wild men push the boundaries and see what’s over the next hill. On the fringes of the South African colony were the Trekboers, the wandering or nomadic farmers. They farmed cattle and sheep, skirmished with the local tribes, and were arguably the toughest, most religious, and most bloody-minded colonists in the world. When they faced danger, they formed groups of fighting men called commandos to retaliate against the tribes or raid their cattle.”

      “Like the old riding families of the Scottish Borders,” Andrew said.

      “Very similar,” Hook agreed, “except with a deeper religious base. Company restrictions irked the Trekboers, so they pushed further north into the unknown depths of Africa. However, while the Trekboers had been pushing north, the Bantu, another group of people, had been travelling south from Central Africa. Around 1780, the two cultures, or peoples if you will, met at the Great Fish River, to the consternation of both.”

      “The Bantu?” Andrew repeated. “The Black tribes?”

      “You met some of them,” Hook said. “The Xhosa, Galeka, Zulu, Matabele and all the rest.”

      “I met some of them,” Andrew agreed soberly.

      “In 1795, when Europe was in turmoil with the French Revolutionary War, the Boers kicked out the Dutch East India Company and became even more truculent. They lived according to their version of the Old Testament, put the local Africans into slavery and disliked all forms of authority save their own.”

      Andrew finished his whisky and placed the tumbler on Hook’s desk. “Interesting people, sir,” he said.

      “They are a race apart,” Hook said. “Their attitudes and ideas have barely progressed from the seventeenth century.” He smiled at Andrew over the rim of his glass. “I’d say the frontier Boers make the American frontiersmen look like amiable businessmen, but again, they have spent upwards of two centuries dealing with floods, drought, storms, and various warlike tribes.”

      “And us,” Andrew said sagely.

      “And us,” Hook agreed. “We arrived in 1795, acting for the Prince of Orange, whom the French had forcibly ejected from Holland. We took over South Africa, put down a Boer rising and held the colony until 1802. You’ll remember we were at war with Revolutionary France and her satellites at that time. In 1803, we handed control of the Cape back to the Dutch Batavian Republic.”

      Andrew nodded. He remembered the basics from his school days when his history teacher had lauded Britain’s military victories and glossed over the defeats.

      “When the Napoleonic War started shortly after, we retook control of the Cape.” Hook smiled. “The commanding general was a namesake of yours, General David Baird. Any relation?”

      “I don’t think so, sir,” Andrew said. “Although I don’t know much about the Baird side of the family. My mother barely mentions her forbears.”

      “No? Pity.” Hook smiled. “When the Napoleonic Wars ended, Great Britain retained the Cape and imposed decent laws. When we prohibited slavery, thousands of Boers protested by leaving the colony in what is known as the Great Trek. They headed deeper into Africa; some clashed with the Zulus in Natal; others found what they termed the promised land in the high veld, empty of people and suitable for farming.”

      “Were there no native tribes there, sir?” Andrew asked.

      “Not at that time. The rise of King Shaka of the Zulus led to some ugly wars that depopulated much of the veld. The Boers occupied it with little trouble. They formed a couple of republics up there, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal, both beyond British control.”

      Andrew nodded. “I can’t agree with all the Boers believe, certainly not their keeping slaves,” he said. “But I can’t fault them for wanting independence. Or for their courage and determination.”

      “Perhaps,” Hook said, giving Andrew a look that combined suspicion and doubt. “We had a couple of skirmishes with the Boers in the 1840s, and Sir Harry Smith annexed the lands between the Orange and Vaal rivers, renaming the area the Orange River Colony. With those lands safely under our belt, we signed the Bloemfontein Convention, declaring we had no interest in the Transvaal, the lands beyond the Vaal, which remained under Boer control.”

      “The Boers do the hard work, and we take over,” Andrew murmured, wondering why a general was giving him a history lesson. He hoped that Mariana was all right.

      “Careful, Baird, or I’ll think you have divided loyalties,” Hook warned.

      “It’s always best to see both sides of the argument, sir,” Andrew said. “That way, we can determine what the opposition may do.” That is one lesson my father taught me.

      Hook raised a doubtful eyebrow. “I don’t work like that,” he said.

      “As you wish, sir,” Andrew thought it discreet to say no more.

      “Naturally, there were complications between the British colonies and the Transvaal Boers,” Hook said. “About eight or nine years ago, a prospector found diamonds in Griqualand West, where the Griquas live. They are another unique people with Boer and Khoekhoe ancestry. Harry Smith granted them some autonomy in 1848, but things change.”

      Andrew nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “As Griqualand West is north of the Vaal, the Boers claimed it, but the Griquas sought British protection.” Hook’s eyes were level as he stared at Andrew. “The Boers’ history of slavery and bad treatment of the natives counted against them, you see.”

      “I see, sir,” Andrew thought it diplomatic to agree.

      “An arbiter oversaw both positions and agreed with the Griquas, and in 1871, Britain annexed Griqualand West. We made it into a Crown Colony and bought the diamond rights from the Griquas for the princely sum of a thousand pounds a year.”

      Andrew grunted. “We cheated the Griquas, then.” He glanced at the clock on the wall behind Hook’s desk. Mariana has been alone for nearly three hours now.

      “They had our protection against the Boers,” Hook reminded him. “Both sides benefitted.”

      Andrew nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “By 1877, the Transvaal was in difficulties,” Hook said. “The state was bankrupt, the Boers were already fighting the Pedis and were on the verge of war with the Zulus, the most powerful tribe in South Africa,” he looked up, “there’s no need to tell you about the Zulus.”

      “No need at all, sir,” Andrew agreed.

      “Boers and Zulus argued about a parcel of land on their border,” Hook explained. “A British boundary commission agreed with the Zulus, but added they wouldn’t get the land back from the Boers until they disbanded their army.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew nodded.

      “The Zulus refused to lose their army, and the dispute continued. We annexed Transvaal, the so-called Zuid Afrikaanse Republiek, to save it from the Zulus and bankruptcy,” Hook said. “Sir Theophilus Shepstone and twenty-five mounted police announced the annexation, and the Boers seemed to accept the fact. As you know, we hope to confederate all the disparate colonies in Southern Africa into one cohesive unit.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew said.

      “You might not be aware that there is an outside influence,” Hook added steel to his voice. “We believe that Prussia, or the German Empire as it is now, is interested in grabbing the Transvaal for itself. The Germans and the Dutch are very similar people in many ways.”

      “I didn’t know the Prussians were involved, sir,” Andrew said. “That alters the situation.”

      “Over the last twenty years, the Prussians have defeated the Danes, the Austrian Empire, and the French,” Hook reminded. “They are now the dominant military power in Europe and are looking to expand overseas. They want colonies, a place in the sun, and the only places remaining for them are in the Pacific and Africa.”

      Andrew nodded. “Their presence in Africa could complicate matters. We already have some friction with the Portuguese in southeast Africa, and God knows what will happen around the Suez Canal.”

      Hook grunted. “We’re keeping a careful eye on Suez, but our attention is now on southern Africa.” He poured himself more whisky. “Do you want another?”

      “No, thank you,” Andrew said.

      “Very wise of you. It’s a bad habit.” Hook placed the decanter on the sideboard. “Now, to return to business. We have not helped our cause in the Transvaal by defeating the Zulus. The Boers needed our protection while the Zulus remained a threat, but now we have removed that menace.”

      “I see, sir.” Andrew wondered where Hook was headed.

      Hook’s smile lacked humour. “With the Zulu menace gone, I fear the Transvaal Boers are again discussing independence.” He swirled the whisky in his glass. “The situation has echoes of North America after we defeated the French. The colonies there no longer needed British protection and kicked us out.”

      Andrew nodded. “They did,” he agreed. “With French, Dutch, and Spanish help.”

      “That’s right,” Hook said. “And Prussia may decide to help the Boers.”

      “Do you think the Boers will fight for independence?” Andrew asked.

      “The Boers have already sent a delegation to London to ask for their lands back.”

      Andrew nodded. “I can’t see the government agreeing to that.”

      “Nor can I,” Hook agreed. “But I have heard the Prussians already have somebody in the Transvaal working with the Afrikander Bond.” He waited to see Andrew’s reaction.

      “I’ve heard of them, sir,” Andrew said. “The Afrikander Bond is a society of extreme Boers across South Africa. They want to unite all the South African colonies and lands under Boer control.”

      “That’s correct,” Hook sipped at his whisky. “Now imagine the Afrikander Bond with Prussia pulling the strings, and the diamonds of Griqualand, the gold of the Transvaal, and the strategic position of Cape Town under Bismarck’s control.” He leaned forward. “I don’t care a twopenny damn if the Boers get their independent state on the opposite side of the Vaal. We can monitor them and control the worst of their excesses. I do care if the Prussians get control.” He held Andrew’s gaze with eyes that were suddenly basilisk-hard. “There’s trouble in the wind, my boy, and I want you to tell me in which direction it’s blowing.”
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      “Me, sir?” Andrew asked.

      “You, sir,” Hook said, with his gaze seeming to penetrate Andrew’s mind. “You did good work in the Zulu War; you look like a colonial, ride like a colonial, and can talk like a colonial.”

      When Andrew said nothing, Hook continued. “I’ve known your father for years and discovered his talent for cloak-and-dagger missions. I hope his son has inherited the same skills.”

      That’s how I recognised General Hook’s name. He worked with my father, but I am my own man, not a copy of my father.

      “I’m not even a proper soldier, sir,” Andrew protested. “I was in the police, remember, and the army dragooned us into becoming soldiers.”

      “I believe you hold the Queen’s Commission,” Hook said.

      “I do,” Andrew agreed cautiously.

      “Then you are as much a soldier as Lord Roberts, Sir Garnet Wolseley, or Fighting Jack Windrush.”

      Andrew grunted at Hook’s use of his father’s name.

      General Hook grinned. “Now that that’s cleared up, here’s what I want you to do.”

      Andrew took a deep breath. “Yes, sir.”

      “I want you to enter the Transvaal as an observer, Captain.”

      “I’m a lieutenant, sir,” Andrew reminded him.

      Hook opened the top drawer of his desk, withdrew a thick envelope, and tossed it to Andrew. “Read the contents later. Her Majesty has seen fit to promote you to Captain. Congratulations.”

      Andrew stared at the envelope. “Thank you, sir.” I am now a captain.

      “No reason to thank me. Redvers Buller recommended your promotion.”⁠1

      Hook continued. “In the Transvaal, you will wear civilian clothes and talk to the Burghers. I want to know how the people feel; I need to understand their mood. You speak the Taal, don’t you?”

      “A little, sir,” Andrew admitted, stunned by his unexpected promotion.

      “You’ll need more than a little. Learn as much as you can.” Hook tapped his fingers on his tumbler. “Do you know anybody who is fluent in the language?”

      “I am sure someone from the Natal Dragoons will be fluent, sir,” Andrew said.

      “Find that someone,” Hook ordered, “take him with you and bring me back intelligence about the Burghers across the Vaal.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew said.

      “You leave in two days,” Hook said with a sudden grin. “Let’s see if you can fill your father’s boots, Captain Baird.”

      Briggs will have to cope with Mariana.
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        * * *

      

      Andrew pulled Lancelot to a halt, removed his hat, and wiped the sweat from his forehead and face.

      “Are you all right, Lance?” He patted the horse’s neck and gave him a drink of water. He had known Lancelot since his first campaign against the Galekas, and the Kabul pony had never let him down. Lancelot was smaller than most British officers’ horses and lacked speed. However, he possessed immense stamina, was as surefooted as a goat, and would continue when more spirited animals had long since given up.

      Trooper Mark Kerr halted a respectful distance behind Lancelot.

      Andrew looked around at the endless vista of the veld. In the nearly four years since he first arrived in South Africa, he had experienced many landscapes. He had seen the sunlit vineyards of the Cape, the hills of Transkei, the thousand grassy hills of Zululand, and the array of wildflowers of a Great Karoo spring. The austerity of the high veld was unlike any of these places.

      Andrew felt a strange fascination for the veld. He found the idea of boundless space liberating, with the vast arc of the sky above and the long bare plateau stretching to a limitless horizon. He and Kerr could see a kopje chiselled against the sky in the early morning, ride towards it all day and feel no closer in the evening. The air was so clear it enhanced vision and confused men more accustomed to the misty atmosphere of the British Isles.

      Yet Andrew knew there was more to the veld than mere space and freedom. There was some intangible magic in this landscape. Used to the grassy hills of the Borders, Andrew sought the solace of green in the sweeping array of dun, brown, and yellow. He felt relief when he saw the green line of mimosa trees marking a river valley, promising welcome coolness and water for horses and riders.

      “How are you, Kerr?” Andrew asked.

      “All right, sir, thank you,” Kerr replied.

      Andrew replaced his hat, lifted his field glasses, and examined the circle of the horizon. “We’ll spend the night at that river course,” he said. “And reach the next town tomorrow morning.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kerr said.

      They moved on, avoiding the conical red ant hills, four feet high and alive with insects. An ant bear watched them for a second from the security of its den and retired to await the cold of the night. A quarter of a mile further, they came to the communal circle of a meerkat family.

      “Ride carefully here,” Andrew warned, knowing the ground beneath the meerkats would be honeycombed with tunnels which a horse’s hooves could easily collapse. Andrew was wary as Lancelot picked his way around the meerkats’ domain and breathed more easily when they reached solid ground.

      “The veld has hidden hazards, sir,” Kerr said as they headed northwest. “Even the most charming animals can prove dangerous, and with dongas and sluits and stray predators, it’s surprising that the Boers ever made this place their home.”

      They rode on slowly and steadily until Kerr sniffed the air. “I smell people, sir. We must be nearing a settlement.”

      Andrew nodded. The clear air of the veld had improved their sense of smell, so the distinctive scent of people carried to them on the wind. “Here we go again, Kerr. You know the drill.”

      “Yes, sir. We’re horse traders and itinerant hunters.”

      Andrew’s command of the Taal had improved over the last few weeks, but he knew he needed to be fluent. He allowed Kerr to do most of the talking as he listened and took mental notes. As they rode closer, they saw the dorp – the town – in the distance, with the details becoming clearer.

      Andrew stopped at the outskirts of the dorp, allowed the dust to settle, and looked around. Used to the settlements of Cape Colony and Natal, he was no longer surprised by how basic everything looked.

      “What’s this place called, sir?” Kerr asked. “We’ve already been to Zwagershoek, Coetzeespos, Honingfontein, and Melkrivier.” He reminded Andrew of the towns they had visited.

      Andrew consulted his map. “This place is called Vryheidburg,” he said. “It doesn’t look much different from the others.”

      “Freedomburgh,” Kerr translated. He looked around. “All these high veld towns look the same to me.”

      To Andrew, it seemed as if a blindfolded politician had jabbed a finger on a blank map and decided to place a village where his nail scored the parchment, for he could think of no other reason for Vryheidburg’s existence. The village inhabited a barren stretch of veld no different from any other. The streets were rectangular, without any aspirations of architectural style, beauty, or grace, and held buildings that the owners might have erected in a day or two. The main roadway was broad, lined by small gum trees that wilted under the constant assault of an unrelenting sun, while the houses were single-storied and roofed with corrugated iron.

      Andrew compared the settlement with the ancient villages of Northumberland, the Scottish Borders, or Herefordshire with their varied architecture, ancient churches, castles, and cobbled market squares. Vryheidburg did not gain by the comparison, although he admitted the British contrast between rich and poor did not exist in any of the dorps he had visited.

      “It’s easy to forget how new these places are,” Andrew said as they rode into the town. “When the Boers rolled their wagons here only forty years ago, they found nothing except the empty veld. No villages, no roads, nothing. Not even a human being.”

      “No wonder the Boers thought it was the promised land,” Kerr said.

      Andrew patted Lancelot’s neck. “Let’s go and see what the people think,” he said.

      Kerr nodded. “Yes, sir. I doubt they’ll be any different to the last lot.”

      “Nor do I,” Andrew agreed with a wry smile. “Try to remember not to call me sir here. We’re meant to be civilians.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kerr agreed. “It’s not easy calling you Andrew.”

      “Call me Baird,” Andrew advised, “at least until we’re back in uniform again.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kerr agreed.

      As usual in the Transvaal’s dorps, Vryheidburg’s stores had a stone frontage with the name above the door. The side roads met the central street at right angles, with orange and purple foliage covering the older houses and men lounging on long cane chairs on the stoeps, watching the two strangers.

      Andrew and Kerr walked their horses slowly along the main street, with the hollow thud of the hoofbeats breaking the pressing silence. A lazy dog lifted its head from its paws, surveyed them briefly, slow-wagged its tail and returned to its daytime slumber.

      “Not much happening here, sir,” Kerr murmured. “Look, there’s the weekly excitement.”

      An ox-wagon lumbered through the village, with the driver emitting a long, yodelling yell. Andrew watched the driver expertly handle his long whip, listened to him address each of his oxen by name and admired his skill at manoeuvring the wagon and team up one of the side streets.

      “Is there any point in stopping here, sir?” Kerr asked.

      “We’ll talk to these men, Kerr.”

      Andrew pulled his horse past a couple of men deep in conversation on a shaded stoep. “Good evening, meneers,” he said, lifting his hat.

      Both men politely stopped talking to return Andrew’s greeting. “Good evening, meneer,” the older of the two indicated an empty chair on the stoep. “Join us.” He clapped his hands to summon a servant and asked Andrew what he wanted to drink.

      “Coffee, please,” Andrew said. He had learned that the Boers were mainly temperate people.

      When a servant brought the coffee, they drank silently as the men on the stoep appraised Andrew and Kerr. A pair of black-and-white birds flew past, with nothing else disturbing the peace of the dorp.

      “En wat over u, meneer? And what surname do you bear, sir?” The older man eventually asked Kerr, the older of the two strangers.

      “I am Mark Kerr, and this gentleman is Andrew Baird,” Kerr introduced them both, and they shook hands, raising their hats politely.

      “And your business in the Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek, meneer?” the older Boer asked, courteously but with steel behind the words.

      “A little bit looking for horses,” Kerr said, “and maybe a touch of hunting thrown in.”

      The Boers glanced at the rifles both men carried beside their saddles. “Hunting?” the younger man smiled. “You’re twenty years too late, meneer, if you want to hunt here. Maybe try the low veld.” He sipped at his coffee, waiting patiently for a response.

      “We might do that,” Kerr told him solemnly.

      Andrew had tried to follow the conversation. “We were a bit worried crossing the Vaal,” he said slowly. “We were not sure what kind of reception British settlers would get here.”

      The older Boer removed his pipe from his mouth and contemplated Andrew before he replied. “That depends on what sort of British settler you are,” he said at last. His smile was slow and genuine.

      Kerr smiled in return. “This is good coffee, meneer. What do you mean?”

      The older Boer nodded gravely. “Ja, we make good coffee in our land north of the Vaal. Our land.” He paused to allow the words to sink in. “If the British come as friends, then we will be friends, but if they come to tell us what we can and cannot do in our land, then we will not be friends.”

      “The British come to help you,” Andrew said.

      “No,” the younger Boer shook his head, smiling faintly. “The British come to help themselves.” He placed his coffee cup on the faded wood of the stoep. “I do not mean you, meneer. I mean your government and your officials. Your settlers here are much like us, but your country wants to control everybody and everything. Attitudes like that are not welcome in our land.” He glanced meaningfully at the rifle that leaned against the door.

      Andrew nodded. He had heard the same sentiment expressed across the scattered dorps and farms of the Transvaal. The Boers mixed genuine hospitality with a stubborn refusal to accept British authority. “Thank you, meneer,” he said. “I have heard others voice the same opinion.”

      The older Boer smiled again. “Visit Krugersdorp, meneers,” he said. “You might learn something of interest there.” He raised a hand. “Go with God, and I wish you success in buying the horses you have not mentioned again and hunting over land already cleared of much of its game.” He raised his hat in a polite dismissal.

      “Thank you, meneer,” Kerr said. “And thank you for the coffee and your advice.”

      “These people are sharper than we believe,” Andrew said as they rode away.

      “Yes, sir. That old fellow worked us out in minutes. He told us everything we wanted to know.”

      Andrew nodded. “He told us the Boers’ argument is not with individuals but with the British government trying to control them.” He gave a rueful smile. “I would think that many people across the world would echo that.”

      “Probably, sir, even though we bring civilisation, order, and progress?” Kerr looked across to Andrew as they rode out of the dorp into the vast spaces of the veld.

      “Even so,” Andrew said. “In my experience, people wish to be left alone with their own culture. What we call progress, they call interference. Maybe we should leave people to their slavery and squalor.”

      “Maybe so, sir, but the slaves might disagree. Where are we going next?”

      “Krugersdorp, as the old fellow suggested,” Andrew said. “That seems to be an interesting town.”
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        * * *

      

      Krugersdorp, Transvaal, eighth of December 1880.

      Andrew stood at the fringes of the crowd, trying to count the people. Most were farming men, the ordinarily taciturn, soberly dressed denizens of the veld, together with a scattering of women in their poke bonnets and a few better-dressed townsfolk. Andrew estimated at least eight thousand people were present, with the majority carrying long rifles and bandoliers of ammunition.

      “There’s an impressive number of people here, sir,” Kerr murmured.

      “There is,” Andrew agreed. “The size of the crowd alone proves the Burghers’ strength of feeling. We’d best keep quiet and listen to the Burghers’ – the Boers’ – point of view.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kerr agreed.

      The men gathered around a raised stoep, which acted as a stage for a procession of speakers, jostling for space, raising their hats politely yet arguing with fierce intensity. As with any gathering of Burghers, some men made long speeches, while others merely listened.

      Most speakers argued for a return to independence, reminding the audience of the Great Trek, their struggles with the Zulus, Basutos, Matabele, and the land itself.

      “We lived our choice of life until the British came,” a neat-bearded man said. “They imposed their rules and followed us when we trekked away. We only want the British to leave us alone.”

      Most of the crowd agreed, with some voicing similar sentiments with much more detail. Andrew listened to the Burghers’ complaints, and although he could never agree to their acceptance of slavery, he thought the British had been high-handed in incorporating them into the Empire. Man after man gave a passionate speech about returning Boer leadership to the Transvaal. Andrew listened, aware of the desire for independence yet surprised nobody voiced any hatred of the British.

      As one passionate speaker followed another, Andrew knew he was witnessing the rebirth of a Boer republic.

      “General Hook was correct,” Andrew murmured to Kerr. “There is trouble in the wind.”

      Kerr puffed smoke from his pipe and surveyed the crowd from under the brim of his broad hat. “I can’t argue with that, Baird. These men don’t look the type to meekly allow us to take over their country.”

      Andrew ran his gaze over the thousands of men with grim, bearded faces and hard bodies. “No, they don’t,” he agreed.

      A tall man slumped onto the stage, with dark hair spilling from underneath his hat to his neck and shoulders. “My name is Theunis Steenekamp,” he thundered. “We need more than the Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek. We should reclaim all the land the British have stolen from us from the Cape to the Limpopo River.”

      “There’s one of the Afrikander Bond Boers now,” Kerr said softly.

      Andrew nodded. “I can’t see even Gladstone agreeing to relinquish such a strategic location as the Cape.”

      Kerr smiled. “Not even Gladstone,” he agreed.

      William Gladstone was the British Prime Minister, a man notably averse to imperial adventures and wars.

      Some of the gathering cheered at Theunis’s words. Others stood in silence, smoking or waiting to hear more, while a few muttered their disagreement. Andrew noted one man standing at the edge of the crowd.

      “That fellow there,” Andrew murmured to Kerr. “Don’t look now. He’s a tall man, standing like a soldier. He’s no more a Boer than we are, maybe a bit less.”

      “Less?” Kerr removed his pipe to add tobacco, dropped it, and scrabbled to pick it up, looking sideways at the man Andrew indicated. “I see the fellow you mean.”

      “What do you think?” Andrew asked while Theunis delivered a long speech. Andrew could understand about half the words, but the spirit was evident.

      “He must be the only Boer in Africa to stand at attention like a Guardsman,” Kerr said. “I’m not sure about that scar down his cheek either.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Andrew said. “It looks like a duelling scar; the Prussians have a tradition that gives them more honour if they have such a scar. Let’s move a little closer.”

      As they inched through the crowd, Theunis closed his speech with a rousing call for unity. “We are one people!” He announced in language that even Andrew could understand. Theunis lifted his arms in a gesture that Andrew found vaguely disturbing. “First, we shall get freedom for the Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek and then the Orange Free State. We shall unite the Boer people across the whole of Southern Africa!”

      The tall, scarred man led the applause, clapping with his hands in the air.

      “Speak to the tall fellow,” Andrew urged Kerr. “Ask him his name.”

      Kerr walked towards the sunburned man. “Meneer,” he said, raising his hat. “I think we share similar views about the unity of southern Africa.”

      The tall man inclined his head slightly. “Ja,” he said. “The Boer people should unite.”

      “Unity is best,” Kerr agreed. “We are from Natal. What surname do you bear?”

      The man hesitated before he replied. “I am Konrad Bramigan,” he announced. “A recent immigrant from the German Empire.”

      “I hope you settle well in the Republic,” Kerr said solemnly, shaking the man’s hand. He noticed Andrew gesturing to him. “Good day to you, meneer,” Kerr lifted his hat politely and walked away.

      “The Burghers are voting for political representatives,” Andrew said. “We’d better back off a little, or somebody will count us as part of the Afrikander Bond.” They stepped away while Konrad moved further into the crowd.

      “The fellow calls himself Konrad Bramigan,” Kerr said quietly. “He claims to have immigrated to the Transvaal from Germany.”

      “Well done, Kerr,” Andrew said.

      The candidates stood in a row, looking more like farmers at an agricultural fair than men hoping to recreate a nation against the wishes of an expanding empire.

      An elderly man invited the people to vote, shouting the candidates’ names one by one. Andrew was surprised at how orderly the crowd was as they selected three leaders. One was named Paul Kruger, and the others were Piet Joubert and Marthinus Pretorius.

      “That’s that, then,” Andrew said. “The Transvaal has decided it wants independence.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kerr replied.

      “Let’s see what Gladstone does next,” Andrew said.

      As the Burghers cheered, some waving their rifles and others their hats, Andrew decided he would be safer elsewhere and slid away. Two men stopped to shake his hand, smiling as if voting in new leaders had completed the business.

      “What will Shepstone say to that?” one man asked as he raised his hat. “What will Shepstone say?”

      “I don’t know,” Andrew replied honestly.

      “He will say we are only backveld Boers who know nothing,” the man had quiet blue eyes, with three mature sons standing at his back. “Then he will send the Rooineck soldiers to bring us back into the Empire.” He nodded. “Ya, that is what he will do. And soon after, he will learn how Boers defend their land.”

      “The British Empire is very powerful, with tens of thousands of soldiers,” Kerr reminded.

      “Let them come,” one of the man’s sons said. He touched the rifle slung over his shoulder. “We shall send them back.” He smiled as if he liked the sound of his words. “We shall send them back.”

      “Excuse us, meneer.” Lifting his hat, Andrew ushered Kerr away.

      When they left the crowd to their celebrations, Andrew mounted Lancelot. “Come on, Kerr. We’ve seen and heard enough to deduce the Boers’ mood.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kerr replied. “If we stay much longer, the Burghers will recruit us into a commando or shoot us as British spies.”
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