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 Chapter 1

Just inside the southern border of Matabeleland, late 1889

 



They stood in silence in a rough half-circle on the beaten earth in the centre of the kraal, all eyes on the tall, thin figure of the black man with a long stick on the edge of the circle. It was not yet quite light and the stars were still pricking the indigo blue of the darkness above them. Simon Fonthill, ex-soldier, army scout and leader of the group, shivered - and not just because it was bitterly cold in these few minutes before dawn.

‘Lion,’ said Mzingeli, their guide. ‘We go to kill him but he very dangerous animal. He also very shy . . .’

‘Ah well,’ murmured 352 Jenkins, ‘then p’raps it would be rude to bother ’im, eh?’ Jenkins, Fonthill’s long-standing comrade, was the inevitable jester of the group. But this time no one smiled.

‘. . . and he run from us in daylight. But at night he can see in dark and we cannot. So he attack us then without fear. That is why we go now, in light, just as sun comes up.’ The tall man looked at them in turn. ‘We hear him and his ladies roaring in bush last night and we know he make kill. So we follow his spoor now until we find where he lie down to sleep his meal  away, and then you, Nkosi,’ he nodded to Fonthill, ‘or you, Nkosi,’ he inclined his head towards Jenkins, a touch less deferentially, ‘will kill him.’

No one spoke. Mzingeli was their servant, but he spoke with an air of quiet authority that shrugged off questions of rank, class or race, and it would have seemed an act of lesemajesty to have interupted him at this point. His name meant the Hunter, and he looked the part. Some six feet tall, he was slim and probably older than his athletic frame suggested, for the tightly curled hair that lay close to his scalp was now quite grey and his eyes seemed to reflect the sadness of great years. His nose was long, with flared nostrils, and his lips were thin. He wore the dress of the Afrikaner - dirty corduroy trousers and a loose flannel shirt - but his feet were bare, showing white patches between his toes as though from the touch of a paintbrush, and totemic beads hung around his neck. An old Snider rifle was slung across his shoulder, but now he was drawing in the dust with the end of his stick.

‘This is animal,’ he said, and suddenly the silhouette of a male lion appeared at their feet. He stabbed at a point just above the left front leg of the animal. ‘Here you shoot. Here is heart and lungs.’ His stick moved again quickly, and the impressive outline of a charging lion, head on, materialised. ‘Lion can jump twenty feet,’ he went on, ‘so you do not want to see him like this. Only way to kill him like this is here.’ He jabbed the stick between the eyes of the animal. ‘No good down here,’ he gestured at the chest beneath and behind the mane, ‘because chest has about nine inches deep of muscle, and although your bullet may kill charging Zulu,’ a smile appeared, showing perfect white teeth, ‘it no go through lion chest.’

Fonthill shot a quick glance at Alice, his wife. She was  listening with rapt attention, a tiny pink sliver of tongue showing between her lips. But he noticed that despite the cold, small beads of perspiration had appeared on her forehead. Like him, she was apprehensive but exhilarated. Why the hell had she insisted on coming? She would have been safe enough staying here in the kraal. Then he gave a slight shrug of the shoulders. He knew well enough now that Alice Fonthill could never be dissuaded from a course of action on which her mind was set. But Mzingeli was continuing.

‘We hunt lion and two lionesses. We find the kill then we track spoor. We do not make noise. Walk in straight line. I lead, then come Nkosi Fonthill, then,’ he nodded at Alice, ‘Nkosana, then Nkosi Jenkins, then my boys.’ The two black bearers stood leaning on their spears, not understanding a word. ‘When we find lions, I do not point with hand or move quickly. I point gently with head and eyes. Watch me. Then, Nkosi, you walk very quiet ahead and kill animal.’

Simon nodded. ‘Yes . . . hum . . . yes. Yes, of course.’

‘Very quietly,’ added Jenkins.

‘Mzingeli,’ Alice interjected.

‘Nkosana?’

‘You said that there is one male lion and two lionesses who have been attacking the cattle compound.’

‘Yes, Nkosana.’

‘Are there no cubs? Do they not form a pride?’

Mzingeli nodded at the relevance of the question. ‘It is usual, yes. But this is just one man and two ladies. Male must have fought with previous lion and killed him, or perhaps other lion was old and died. New one now comes in and kills all cubs and starts again with these lionesses, so no family yet.’

Alice wrinkled her nose. ‘How disgusting. Does this  mean . . .’ and her voice faltered for a second, ‘that we must kill all three?’

The black man shook his head. ‘No, unless they all attack us. We kill only lion. His ladies then go away and find another mate. I don’t think they come back here.’ Mzingeli looked around enquiringly, as though waiting for further questions. Then his eyes widened and he added slowly, ‘This dangerous. Everybody go very, very careful.’

As though on cue, the tips of the mopane trees fringing the compound became suddenly alight as they caught the first rays of the rising sun. The little party turned to leave and began making for the opening at the edge of the thorn hedge that encircled the village. There, as if from nowhere, the village  inDuna, or headman, materialised, spoke briefly to Mzingeli and then smiled and nodded to Fonthill.

‘He thank you for what we do,’ said the tracker.

Simon returned the smile and gave an acknowledging nod. But he felt not at all confident about their mission, and despite Mzingeli’s competence, nor did he feel assured that they could bring it to a successful conclusion. When they had recruited Mzingeli in the Transvaal - on the warm recommendation of an old army acquaintance in the Cape - they had had no intention of hunting lion or other big game, or even of crossing the lazy Limpopo into the wilderness that was Matabeleland. They had merely wished to travel in a leisurely manner through the rolling grasslands of the veldt, shooting a few guineafowl and buck, camping under the stars and breathing the fresh, clear air of the country. A holiday, but also a way of forgetting the sadness they had left behind them at home in Norfolk. A brief change of direction for the three of them: Simon, Alice and, of course, Jenkins, Fonthill’s former batman, now lifelong friend, and survivor, with  Simon, of a dozen or more dangerous encounters on campaign with the British Army. This was to have been a few weeks of indulgence, far from danger, and with a first-rate tracker to guide them through the country and help them find game when they needed it.

It had been Mzingeli who had suggested that, as they were so near to the Matabele border with the Transvaal, they should cross the river and spend a couple of nights at his home village, thus allowing him to see again his elderly father, who was the inDuna there. There would be no need to seek permission from the all-powerful Matabele king, Lobengula, to enter his country. They would slip in and move out again without detection. The tracker had explained that he himself was a member of the Malakala tribe, a minority clan who lived on either side of the Limpopo. A non-militant, reclusive people, they had been completely subjugated by the Matabele, who used them as a source of plunder and slaves. His fellow tribesmen, he said, would see that the party were completely hidden from the king’s men during their short stay.

Fonthill gave a wry smile as he trod carefully behind the tall figure of Mzingeli. He was still unsure whether the tracker had known, as he neared his old home with his employers, that his village’s slender stock of cattle - those few still left to them by the Matabele - was being ravaged by the lions, or whether it was a mere coincidence that they should arrive when the white man’s legendary firepower and hunting skills were so sorely needed. Either way, Simon had felt quite unable to resist the request that they should rid the village of this terrible scourge. He smiled again. He felt a little like the young hero of a medieval tale, called upon to slaughter the terrible dragon that was terrorising the hamlet and taking away the young maidens. Except that he knew nothing about dragon-slaying  and even less about lion-killing. Thank God for Mzingeli - except that, of course, they wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place if it hadn’t been for the crafty old tracker. He shrugged. Ah, well. He and Jenkins had been in more dangerous situations than this and survived. If only Alice hadn’t insisted on coming too!

He turned and tried to smile reassuringly at his wife. They were walking in single file, as Mzingeli had instructed, except that for some reason, the two bearers, Ntini and Sando, carrying their spears and light shoulder packs, had overtaken Jenkins, leaving the latter at the back. Fonthill caught the Welshman’s eye.

‘I’d be grateful,’ said Jenkins, in a hoarse whisper that seemed to boom back at them from the trees, ‘if I could be relieved of this postin’ at the back, see, before we come up with these bleedin’ lions . . . oh, beggin’ your pardon, Miss Alice.’

Alice sighed, stopped and turned. ‘Three five two, if you’re going to apologise every time you swear, it is going to make for a very long day. Let me remind you that I am a brigadier’s daughter, I have served as a war correspondent on almost as many campaigns as you and Simon, and I have heard language that might make even your hair curl. So do feel free to swear as much as you bloody well like.’

Jenkins bit into his huge black moustache. ‘Yes, miss. Sorry, miss. It’s just that I’d rather be up front to face the bugg . . . beggars when they come than at the back ’ere, with me arse sort of exposed, look you.’

Mzingeli held up his hand. ‘No talk now.’ He spoke curtly in his own language to the two bearers, who sheepishly moved behind Jenkins. Then they all moved on.

Within what seemed like only moments, they had been  swallowed up by the bush. Mzingeli had called this terrain mopane woodland, named after the mopane itself, a deciduous tree with butterfly-shaped leaves that cattle loved to chew, and he had told them that it stretched in a broad belt for miles along the low veldt north of the Limpopo. Yet it bore little resemblance to any woodland that Fonthill remembered from England. The mopane jostled for space with the much larger baobab tree and the smaller thorn trees and bushes. Visibility was only about one hundred yards, and the terrain could not have been more different from the rolling grassland that they had left behind them in the Transvaal.

The night had brought them little sleep, for the bush had been alive with noise: the squeal of hyenas, the barking of baboons, the grunting of dozens of other, unknown animals, and above all, the roar of lions - that primeval sound that made them pull their blankets under their chins and ensure that their rifles were within reach. Lions feared no one; even elephants were likely to form a defensive circle when the king of beasts was on the hunt. Now, however, as they walked, the woodland had turned into a sleepy, seemingly quiet environment. But it was not a tranquil place. They trod carefully yet they continually disturbed guineafowl, which suddenly flew up ahead of them, squawking, flapping and sending their hearts into their mouths. Simon became aware of a distinctive smell of . . . what? Ah yes - cinnamon. He realised that it emanated from the miniature kopjes of dried clay constructed by ants that now began to appear among the trees. The rainy season had long since passed, and underneath their boots the soil was dry and powdery. Strange new country. Good country for lions. He licked his dry lips and gripped his rifle tightly.

None of them carried weapons ideal for big-game hunting. They had set out originally armed mainly with light rifles, like  the small-calibre Westley Richards that Alice now cradled. Ideal for bringing down antelope and buck but capable only of wounding a charging lion. Mzingeli’s Snider was an old rifle that had been replaced as British Army issue long before the Zulu War ten years ago, and although the man had already proved himself to be a good shot with it, it too seemed inadequate for today’s purpose. The bearers had their assegais, razor sharp but best used for skinning and cutting up a carcass rather than killing. That left the Martini-Henry rifles carried by Fonthill and Jenkins. These had been used by the pair at the end of the abortive Sudan campaign four years ago, and thrown into the back of their wagon almost as an afterthought when they had set out from the Cape, merely a precaution in case danger should ensue from hostile natives. They packed a heavy .45 cartridge that, as Mzingeli had reminded them, could be effective against a charging Zulu. But a lion . . . ? Fonthill looked down and checked that he had inserted a round ‘up the snout’.

Simon himself, at thirty-four, was no longer the apprehensive young subaltern who had first landed in South Africa exactly ten years ago. The decade spent as a highly irregular army scout in Zululand, Afghanistan, the Transvaal (twice) and Egypt had lined his face a little and brought a light dusting of grey to his temples. Some five feet nine inches tall, his figure had filled out a little but his waist was slim enough, his shoulders broad and he carried himself lightly. He certainly looked the part of a hunter, in his light khaki shirt and trousers. The brown eyes, narrowed now under his wide-brimmed Boer hat as they peered into the bush, still, however, carried a trace of uncertainty, although the Pathan musket that had broken his nose had left it hooked and given his face a predatory air.

He turned his head to look at his wife stepping behind him. Exactly the same age as Simon, Alice Fonthill had matured into a fine-looking woman: erect, slim, with long fair hair tied into a serviceable bun behind the brim of her bush hat, her grey eyes steady and meeting those of her husband with a ready smile, although they too displayed a hint of something - sadness? - that gave her face a haunting, perhaps melancholy element. Alice’s chin was perhaps a little too strong and square to bestow conventional beauty, but she carried herself with an air of charismatic attractiveness that had served her well in the masculine world of journalism, especially during her time covering the campaigns of Queen Victoria’s army over the last ten years.

Behind them both, Jenkins carried his rifle at the slope over his shoulder, as befitted an ex-soldier of Her Majesty’s 24th Regiment of Foot. It was at the regiment’s hospital on the Welsh borders that he had met Fonthill, becoming the young subaltern’s servant-batman, mentor and friend. Always known as 352 - the last three figures of his army number, and used to distinguish him from the many other Jenkinses in this most Welsh of regiments - he was some four years older than Simon, although no flecks of grey had yet dared to fight their way through the thicket of black hair that stood out vertically on his head, or into the great moustache that swept across his face. Seemingly as broad as he was tall (he stood at about five feet four inches), Jenkins exuded strength. He was as muscled and broad-chested as a pit bull terrier - Welsh, of course.

Now the three walked in self-absorbed silence, slowing a little in pace with Mzingeli, who had changed direction to the right and begun pushing through the thorns into a little clearing. As he did so, two hyenas squealed and ran away in their hangdog way and, in an indignant beating of wings, a  brace of vultures rose into the air. Underneath them, the bones of an impala were picked almost clean.

Mzingeli held up his hand to keep them away from the carcass. Then he bent his knees and began examining the sandy floor near the bones, squatting and peering carefully at the earth, occasionally poking at it with one long black finger.

He stood and beckoned Simon. ‘The three killed here,’ he said. ‘Maybe three hours ago.’

‘Are they nearby still?’

‘No. They go to find somewhere in shade to sleep. Look.’ He pointed to the ground. ‘Big lion - probably more than four hundred thirty pounds. See here, where he lies down. Big mane.’ Fonthill bent to examine the scuffed sand but could see nothing distinctive.

‘Were the two lionesses with him?’ he asked.

‘Oh, yes. They kill impala. Old lion just come up and do eating when hunting is done. Good life for him.’

Ntini called from the edge of the clearing. Mzingeli nodded. ‘Good, we have spoor. We follow.’ He addressed them all now in a soft voice. ‘I do not know how far away they are. I think not far, maybe half a mile. So we go very quietly. Very dangerous now.’

‘Oh blimey,’ murmured Jenkins. ‘Let me come up front with you, bach sir.’

Fonthill shook his head. He was under no illusion that Jenkins was concerned about his own safety. The Welshman had the heart of a lion himself, and Simon knew of only three things that daunted him: water (he couldn’t swim), heights and crocodiles. No, he would wish to be near Fonthill to protect him. A crack shot, he knew that Simon was still only a moderate marksman and that the opportunity of firing off a second round after a missed first shot was unlikely to  present itself. By the time the second cartridge could be inserted into the breech of the single-shot Martini-Henry, the lion would have sprung. He wished to take up his post, familiar to him over the years, at Fonthill’s shoulder.

Simon smiled. ‘No thanks, old chap. Stay just there. Behind Alice.’

In single file again, they moved off. This time the two bearers, who previously had been conversing in very low voices so that Mzingeli could not hear up ahead, were silent, the whites of their eyes showing prominently and their assegais held firmly across their bodies. They had dropped back a little from the quartet ahead. They were undoubtedly apprehensive. Perhaps their fear had communicated itself to the others, for everyone was now stepping with great care and peering cautiously into the foliage that pressed in on them on either side - everyone, that is, but Mzingeli, whose eyes remained fixed on the sandy track ahead of him.

Eventually, after half an hour, he raised his right hand slightly in a signal to halt. The bush had thinned noticeably, and ahead of them the track had widened until it admitted a rocky outcrop. The tracker, his eyes still fixed to the front, motioned over his shoulder for Fonthill to join him.

He nodded to the ground ahead and then whispered, ‘See mark in front of lion’s paw, like brush mark.’ Simon squinted but could see nothing of the kind. ‘Lion tired,’ continued Mzingeli. ‘He drag front of his paw as he lift it up.’ The tracker gently nodded his head. ‘I think they found place to rest and digest meal, up there, behind rocks.’

‘What about our scent?’ asked Fonthill.

‘We are upwind. They do not smell us.’

Fonthill felt a hand on his shoulder. Alice whispered in his ear, ‘They’re up there, aren’t they? Up in those rocks?’

‘Yes. Mzingeli believes so.’

‘Don’t go in alone. Take 352 with you.’

Simon fought back a flash of irritation. ‘No. He must stay here with you. I can kill this damned lion. In any case, Mzingeli will probably come with me—’

He was interrupted by the tracker, who turned, his finger to his lips. ‘We go together round to right,’ he whispered. ‘Stay very close. Be ready to shoot quickly if lion sees us. Very quiet now.’

Gesturing to Jenkins to stay close to Alice, Fonthill gave a twisted smile to his wife - somehow the muscles on his face seemed to be set rictus-like, not allowing him to give her the reassuring beam he intended - and followed Mzingeli at a crouch, his rifle clutched across his breast. The two men stole away to the right of the rocks, the tracker gently pulling away branches and holding them until Simon could take them in turn and pass through. They climbed a little through the bush and moved in a semicircle until they began to edge around the end of the highest rock, some ten feet away from it. Mzingeli was ahead, his bare feet making no sound as he placed each one carefully in front of the other on the now stony ground. Then he froze and, his eyes staring ahead of him, motioned for Simon to come alongside

Ahead of them was the lion, stretched resplendent in the shade of the overhanging rock. His great head lay away from them, the tangled mass of the dark brown mane contrasting with the tawny colour of the body, and he seemed huge in that confined space, the end of his tail almost, it seemed, within reach. His head rested on one side; the one eye that could be seen was closed, and his chest rose and fell in gentle rhythm. There seemed to be a look of beatific satisfaction on the giant beast’s face in repose. It had been a good meal and he was  sleeping it off. Of the lionesses there was no sign.

A smile creased Mzingeli’s face. He gestured with both hands to Simon as if tracing a circle, and mouthed, ‘Big.’ Then he moved slightly to his right and nodded his head forward. The signal was clear: kill. Kill now.

Fonthill licked his dry lips and inched forward, raising his rifle to the shoulder. Where was the target spot? Ah yes, just above and behind the front leg. Not easy to define from the rear, with the mane spreading so far down the body. He squinted through the foresight. Damn! It was set at one hundred yards. At point-blank range he would overshoot by miles. Feeling Mzingeli’s disapproval radiating towards him, he lowered the rifle and, with infinite care, pushed down the sight, then raised the rifle once more and focused on the sleeping animal. His finger tightened on the trigger . . .  squeeze, don’t pull . . . and there it stayed, until the end of the long barrel began to sway a little with the weight of it.

The lion was sleeping, sleeping. Fonthill had killed many men in the heat of battle or in one-to-one combat over the preceding years, but he had never killed anything that was not erect and facing him. This magnificent beast lay a few yards from him in perfect somnolence, completely unaware of the danger. It seemed somehow unfair, completely unfair, to kill him like this. It was not a killing, more an execution. He could not do it. Give the animal a fighting chance, at least.

So Fonthill shouted, ‘Get up, you lazy bastard.’

Immediately the sleeping thing became alive, very much alive. The lion was on its feet within a second, turning its great head towards the danger, its mouth open showing yellow incisor fangs and emitting a roar that boomed back from the rocks around. At that moment, Fonthill fired.

The bullet tore through the muscles just behind the  animal’s head, cutting a furrow through the mane and causing blood to spurt. Then, with one bound, the beast had gone, leaving behind the echo of the shot and a bloodstain on the rocky ground. From the other side of the rock came two responding roars and a scuffle as the lionesses, unseen, followed him.

Fonthill and Mzingeli were left staring at each other. Neither spoke for a second or two, then Simon cleared his throat. ‘Sorry. I just couldn’t kill him while he was asleep. It seemed so . . . so . . . unfair somehow. I am sorry, Mzingeli.’

Slowly, a smile spread across the tracker’s face. ‘I think I understand, Nkosi.’ Then the smile disappeared. ‘But now we have big problem. We cannot leave wounded animal. We must follow into bush and finish him. If he stay alive with wound, he cannot chase properly to hunt and he turn to eating men. Becomes man-killer. We must track him now into bush. Very dangerous.’

‘What happened?’ Alice and Jenkins had suddenly materialised, Alice’s eyes wide. Behind them - at some distance - appeared Ntini and Sando. ‘Oh, thank goodness you are all right.’ Alice clutched Simon’s arm. ‘What happened?’

‘Well, I . . . er . . . missed. That’s it really. No, it isn’t.’ Fonthill’s face was crestfallen. ‘The fact is, I just couldn’t kill the bloody thing at point-blank range when it was sleeping.’

Mzingeli’s face was once again illuminated by his great grin. He interjected, ‘Nkosi shouted, “Wake up, lion” to make it fair. It is the English way, I think. I don’t see this before.’

‘Well,’ Jenkins’s expression was lugubrious, ‘it’s not the bloody Welsh way, I can tell you, Jelly. I would ’ave shot ’im up the arse if necessary, see.’

Fonthill cleared his throat again. ‘Yes, well. I couldn’t do it  and that’s that. Then I missed, although I wounded the beast. Now I must follow him and finish him off. It should be quite easy. I will have a blood spoor that will lead me to him, and this time I promise I won’t miss. You must all stay here because the lionesses are still about, but I would like Mzingeli to come with me, please.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense, Simon.’ Alice’s voice was quite determined. ‘We will all come with you. This time it will be more dangerous because the animals will be alerted - and they will probably be in the bush, and not,’ her voice took on a gentler tone and her eyes were soft, ‘lying on a nice clean rock waiting for you to shoot. Don’t worry, my love, the odds will be much more equal this time.’

‘Oh bloody ’ell,’ said Jenkins.

Mzingeli gestured to the two bearers and spoke to them in their own tongue. Then he turned to the others. ‘I think we take cup of tea and something to eat before we follow. There will be time.’

They set off again within the half-hour, moving more quickly this time. The trail was easy to follow and it led in a straight line, deeper into the bush. Then, after a while, the drops of blood became more irregular until finally they disappeared and Mzingeli was forced to deploy his arcane tracking skills again. Not that this was too difficult, because the three animals seemed now to be moving abreast through the bush, flattening the long grasses that had become a feature of the terrain.

As they progressed, a new and deeper air of tension began to pervade the little group. The bush seemed very, very quiet now, as though all of its occupants were standing off, silently waiting for the denouement that was surely to come. Somewhere a jackal barked, and high above an eagle wheeled,  but otherwise the eerie stillness seemed to grow as they trudged along, watching carefully to ensure that they did not tread on a puff adder that might lurk in the sandy hollows that were becoming more prevalent and whose bite could be fatal. On either side of them the grasses seemed to have become longer and more impenetrable.

They reached a little clearing and Mzingeli held up his hand. He nodded at the ground. ‘He stop bleeding,’ he said. ‘Not hit bad, then, and maybe close. He very dangerous now. I think he very angry.’ As he spoke, the others were aware of a strange, musky smell.

‘Yes,’ said Jenkins, ‘well I would be if I’d ’ad a bullet through me—’

He was silenced by the most frightening sound Simon, Alice or Jenkins had heard since they had first landed in South Africa. From somewhere nearby, out in the bush but beyond their vision, came a low, rumbling growl. Its source was hard to place, but it was immediately followed by another from a different direction and then a third, again with a different origin. The sound was other-worldly - malicious and menacing, as though Satan himself was watching them from the surrounding bush and giving a warning of intent. The three Europeans all immediately felt a prickling at the nape of their necks.

‘The buggers ’ave surrounded us,’ breathed Jenkins.

Fonthill pulled Alice to his side and looked at Mzingeli. The tracker’s eyes were wide and he was turning slowly, examining each section of the undergrowth in turn, his rifle at the ready. The six had instinctively moved together now, so that they stood in a tight circle, almost back to back, except for Sando, who for some reason had stayed slightly apart, his eyes fixed on some long grass underneath a thorn tree.

In a flash of tawny flesh, the lioness broke out of the grass, ran towards the bearer and then sprang on him. Sando just had time to sink on to his haunches and dig the butt of his long spear in to the earth, its blade pointing at an angle of about forty-five degrees straight at the lioness. It seemed that the animal hit Sando and the blade of the assegai at exactly the same time. The spear head penetrated its throat, snapping the shaft, but the lioness seemed to engulf the bearer, knocking him backwards, its jaws seeking his throat, despite the tip of the blade protruding from the back of its neck.

With speed matching that of the lioness, Ntini plunged his own assegai into the side of the beast, at the top of and just behind its foreleg. He withdrew it quickly and then thrust it into the stomach, this time twisting it as he pulled it out with that familiar sucking sound, iklwa, that Fonthill had first heard on the battlefield of Isandlwana a decade before. The lioness became suddenly still. From underneath its body, a bloodstained Sando began the struggle to free himself.

The others, however, had no time to help him, because the little clearing now erupted into a maelstrom of action. From the right, the lion broke cover with ferocious speed and sprang at Fonthill, as though recognising him as his earlier tormentor. Instinctively Simon leapt aside, firing as he did so. At such short range, the force of the bullet had the effect of making the beast twist in mid-air, although it had only entered that mass of muscle under the chin, not quite penetrating it. As the lion hit the ground, however, Alice’s much lighter cartridge took him at the side of the head. The second shot had the effect of stunning the beast for a moment, and fumbling a second round into the breech of his Martini-Henry, Fonthill had time to leap forward and deliver the coup de grâce at  point-blank range into the lion’s heart. The beast’s head sank forward with a sigh and he lay still.

From the left, the second lioness had timed its attack to coincide exactly with that of its mate and it bounded towards Jenkins. The latter’s shot took her just above the right eye and that of Mzingeli directly in the open, snarling muzzle. She lay as still as the others.

‘Well,’ gasped Jenkins, ‘we weren’t very quiet but we seem to ’ave done the job, isn’t it?’ In moments of great anxiety, Jenkins’s Welshness always seemed to increase.

Simon gathered Alice into his arms. ‘Well done, my love,’ he murmured into her ear. ‘Good shooting. I doubt if I could have finished him myself. Are you all right?’

‘Quite all right, thank you. Well done yourself.’ But her voice carried a tremble. She gently disentangled herself. ‘What about Sando?’

Mzingeli and Ntini, with gun and spear, were labouring to lever the dead lioness off the struggling bearer, who eventually emerged covered in blood, although whether his own or that of the lioness it was difficult to tell. Closer inspection, however, disclosed an ugly strip of flesh hanging from his shoulder, like an unbuttoned epaulette, although his teeth were flashing in a broad grin. He was clearly going to live to fight another lion on another day.

Mzingeli looked up and grinned. ‘Very good shooting,’ he said to Fonthill. ‘Better this time. Not easy to move and fire. Nkosana very good too.’

‘Thank you,’ said Alice, then she frowned. ‘But I am sorry we had to kill the females, too. Why did they attack us, Mzingeli?’

The black man shrugged. ‘I think they knew we going to kill lion. They frightened too, you know.’

‘Ah well.’ Alice looked down at Sando and then bent and examined his shoulder.

‘Mmm. Not good. This will need stitching. Where’s my medical bag?’

Jenkins picked up the pack that Ntini had dropped and presented it to Alice. He looked at the wound and wrinkled his nose. ‘Blimey, miss. There’s not much you can do with that, is there?’

‘Oh yes.’ Alice rummaged through the pack and extracted a small but quite heavy leather bag. ‘I took an instructional course in basic medicine at the London Missionary Society before we left,’ she said. ‘Just as well, I would say, the way this so-called holiday is going. Here, hold this.’ She held out a small bottle. Jenkins wiped his hands on his trousers and took it, then received a small package wrapped in oiled waterproof paper.

Alice kneeled down beside the stricken bearer, whose face was now creased in pain. His eyes widened in anxiety when she produced another bottle from her bag, and then a small, tube-like instrument with a thin needle point at its end. She called to Mzingeli.

‘Please come and interpret for me. Please explain to Sando that this is not witchcraft but white man’s medicine to make him better. Tell him that I will use this needle.’ She turned to Simon and Jenkins, now watching with as much anxiety as Sando, and held up the hypodermic syringe. ‘It’s still quite new, I think; it’s called the Pravaz syringe back home.’ She showed it to Mzingeli. ‘I will use this to put some fluid into his veins that will stop the pain. Then I will very carefully clean the wound and sew the skin and flesh back on to the shoulder. He will feel no pain while I do this, although later on it will hurt a little. He must not touch it afterwards.’

Mzingeli nodded and translated. Sando, the whites of his eyes showing and his mouth open, said nothing, but watched Alice with awe as she went about her work: first pouring a little water on to her hands, washing them with a tiny bar of soap from her box and drying them, then slipping the needle end into the little bottle, pulling the morphine into the syringe and, with great care, injecting the fluid into the arm. The bearer winced but seemed as fascinated by the procedure as the four others, who were all looking on, quite engrossed. Alice poured a little liquid from the bottle on to a swab from the package that Jenkins held and then gently dabbed it on the open wound to disinfect it. This also had the effect of stopping the bleeding. Wiping the wound dry, she selected a needle from her box and then threaded it with a fine gut.

‘Simon,’ she called, ‘wash your hands and put a little of this disinfectant on them. Then pull back the flesh that is hanging down and hold it in place while I sew. Three five two - if you’re going to be sick, I would rather you did it away from my patient, thank you.’

‘Thank you, miss. Oh bloody . . .’Ere, Jelly, ’old this bottle, quick.’

The operation continued until the flesh had been sewn into place, with Sando’s head nodding now, his eyes half closed, as the morphine took effect. ‘There,’ said Alice, making a tight little overstitch to complete the sewing. ‘Just as well that I was always a good seamstress.’ She looked up at Fonthill. ‘Don’t you think, darling?’

Simon shook his head and blew out his cheeks. ‘Not to put too fine a point on it, my love, I think you are bloody marvellous. Killing a lion one minute, then performing surgery on your knees the next. You continue to amaze me. I may have to marry you again if you go on like this.’

‘Very good, very good, Nkosana,’ added Mzingeli, his face beaming. Then he prodded Sando awake and spoke to him sharply.

‘No,’ said Alice. ‘Let him be for a while. He will need to recover from the shock.’

Fonthill stood upright and nodded to the carcasses of the dead beasts. ‘What should we do with these?’ he asked the tracker. ‘Just leave them for the scavengers to clear up?’

Mzingeli looked shocked. ‘Oh no, Nkosi. They very valuable. Meat no good for eating, but skins good, particularly lion’s tail. Fetch much money in Transvaal and Cape. Ntini and me do it now. Then we carry back to kraal.’

‘Very well. I’ll get Jenkins to make us some tea . . . when the poor lamb has recovered, that is.’

A fire was soon lit and a shame-faced Jenkins set their little black kettle on it, and as Alice carefully repacked her bag, Mzingeli and Ntini began to the skin the carcasses, using very sharp hunter’s knives. Within minutes, the skins were stretched over bushes to dry and everyone settled down to drink strong black tea - even a woozy Sando, who kept looking at his shoulder in puzzlement.

It was, then, a peaceful scene that was interrupted by Jenkins, who looked up from his mug and murmured softly, ‘Oh, shit!’

Out of the bush had materialised some ten or twelve natives. They were tall men, superbly built, with very black skins that seemed to shine over rippling muscles in the sunlight. They wore girdles of monkey’s tails and headdresses of black ostrich feathers, extending over their necks and shoulders and reminding Simon of the fur tippets worn by fashionable ladies in London. Each warrior - for they seemed to be in war dress - carried a long shield of hide, like that used  by the Zulus of the south, and a short stabbing assegai, except that, unlike the Zulus of the south, the blades of their spears were not silver but quite black. They moved around the edge of the clearing so that the little group was surrounded, and then stood, watching them silently.

Fonthill shot a quick glance at Mzingeli. It was the first time he had seen fear on the face of the tall man.

‘Matabele,’ said the tracker. ‘Black blades. Bad men. Very bad.’




 Chapter 2

Fonthill slowly stood. ‘What do they want, do you think?’ he asked Mzingeli.

‘I ask. But they don’t like Malakala people. Take us for slaves.’ He licked his lips and spoke to one of the Matabele, who had advanced a little ahead of the rest. He wore a waxed circlet of fibre woven into his hair, like the Zulu elders, and had the air of an inDuna.

The man looked at Mzingeli scornfully and then, ignoring him, advanced towards Fonthill and stood for a moment, slowly turning his head to look at Alice and Jenkins before moving his gaze back to Simon. He gestured to the carcasses of the dead animals and then spoke angrily.

‘He say why do we kill King Lobengula’s lions and why do we come into Matabeleland without king’s permission?’

Out of the corner of his eye, Fonthill saw one of the Matabele pick up Alice’s rifle and then her pack. A second native moved towards Jenkins’s Martini-Henry. Simon took a deep breath, then slowly bent down and picked up his own rifle, which lay at his feet.

‘Pick up your rifle, 352,’ he said softly. Then he sighted the long barrel over the shoulder of the Matabele chieftain and fired it into the skull of the lion, causing it to jerk. The noise  of the report caused all of the natives to jump and sent echoes bouncing back from the surrounding bush. Fonthill nonchalantly reloaded his rifle, cocked the mechanism and slowly raised the muzzle until it was pointing directly into the eyes of the man facing him.

‘Tell him,’ he called to Mzingeli, ‘to order that man to replace Alice’s rifle and pack on the ground, otherwise I will blow his head off.’

‘No, Nkosi.’

‘Yes. Tell him.’

The tracker cleared his throat and spoke slowly. The Matabele’s eyes widened for a moment, and Simon thought he detected fear in them as he regarded the muzzle of the gun, aimed so menacingly close to him. But he remained still and stood silent. At last he turned his head and nodded towards his follower. Sulkily the man dropped the rifle and the pack and Alice stepped forward to regain them.

It was a victory of a sort. Simon smiled and lowered the rifle, and nodded cordially to the inDuna. ‘Now,’ he said to Mzingeli, ‘please explain the circumstances - how we were asked by your village to shoot the lions, which were attacking their herd.’

For the first time, the inDuna deigned to notice the tracker and stood frowning as the story was told. When he responded, it was with perhaps just a little less antagonism than before.

‘He say,’ said Mzingeli, ‘that we should not have entered country without king’s agreement.’

‘Very well. Please explain that we were on our way to - what’s the place that is supposed to be the guardian entrance to Matabeleland?’

‘Makobistown.’

‘Yes, that’s it. I had forgotten. Please explain that we crossed  at the Tati border and were on our way to Makobistown to gain permission when emissaries from your father’s kraal asked us to remove the danger of the lions. We have skinned the beasts and were about to travel to Bulawayo to present the skins and the lion’s tail to his majesty, as a gift from us.’

For a brief moment a smile flickered across Mzingeli’s face before, sombrely, he translated.

The lie - probably supported by Fonthill’s intransigence - was obviously convincing, for the inDuna’s attitude changed. He turned to Mzingeli, nodded and waved his assegai. Immediately his companions, their faces still imperturbable, squatted on the ground, their spears at their sides.

‘Phew,’ murmured Jenkins. ‘Shall I make us all a nice cup of tea, then, bach sir?’

‘Good idea. Mzingeli, ask the chief if he would like English tea.’

The tracker did so, and a brief, guttural interchange took place.

‘He say no. Rather have brandy.’

‘Very well. Three five two, see if you can find a drop of brandy. Not the good French, mind you. That Boer Cape stuff that you like so much.’

The Welshman made a face. ‘What a terrible waste.’ He shuffled across to Sando’s pack and withdrew a bottle and an extra tin cup. Simon, Jenkins and Mzingeli threw away the tea dregs at the bottom of their own cups and joined the Matabele. Fonthill clinked cups with the inDuna and raised his mug in an unmistakable gesture. ‘To King Lobengula,’ he toasted. The others followed suit and the Matabele, grinning, nodded his head and joined them. Then he spoke again to Mzingeli, who now seemed to have earned his approval.

‘This not good,’ explained the tracker. ‘He say they take us  to Bulawayo to king’s kraal. He say Lobengula like English. He say we should start now.’

‘Oh blast! Will it be dangerous, do you think?’

‘Cannot say, Nkosi. King cruel man. When some man accused of stealing his cattle, he kill him, of course. But very cruelly. He strip off skin from forehead and pull it over eyes that saw cattle. He cut off nose that smelled them. He cut off ears that hear them. He put out eyes that seen them. Then he throw man to crocodiles. Very cruel.’

‘How disgusting.’ Alice had joined them, after seeing to her patient, who was now fully conscious.

‘Yes, Nkosana. But is true he seem to like English. Some traders stay in Bulawayo and one missionary. Other men come from other countries to try and get treaty to dig for gold and other things in ground, but king very careful. I hear perhaps he sign treaty with Nkosi Rhodes from Cape. But I am not sure.’

‘Cecil John Rhodes. Ah.’ Fonthill nodded his head. ‘He’s a shrewd devil, that one. I met him once, years ago. I wonder . . .’

His musings were ended by the inDuna climbing to his feet. The Matabele spoke briefly to Mzingeli then to his men, who all stood.

‘I’m sorry, Alice,’ said Simon, ‘but it seems we are all off to Bulawayo to pay homage to the king, whether we like it or not.’

She frowned, then her face relaxed into a smile. ‘Ah well,’ she said. ‘At least it should be interesting. Just don’t get caught stealing his cattle, that’s all I can say.’

Three long, thick branches were cut from the bush by the Matabele and the skins carefully draped over them. The ends of the poles were lifted on to the shoulders of six of the  warriors and then they were off. As they left the clearing, the hyenas were already gathering around the carcasses of the lions.

They moved at what seemed at first to be a slow pace, set by the inDuna, but his loping stride was deceptive and the three British soon began to feel the heat, as they left the bush and began to traverse stony, sandy terrain. Around them, but unseen, baboons began to bark and troops of more courageous chattering monkeys formed company with them as they marched. Alice became concerned that the unremitting pace might displace some of Sando’s stitches, and she insisted that the party halt, while she made a makeshift sling for the man’s arm.

This attracted the inDuna’s attention, and he gazed in astonishment at the neat array of stitches that patterned the ugly wound in the bearer’s shoulder. He demanded to know who had made this decoration, and his jaw dropped as Mzingeli explained what Alice had done. He became noticeably deferential to her afterwards.

‘He think you powerful lady witch doctor,’ Mzingeli told her.

‘So she is,’ grunted Simon. ‘So she is. I should know.’

Alice aimed a playful blow at him. But her eyes were dark. ‘I only wish I was,’ she said.

Gradually they passed out of the mopane woodland and moved into more open country, still dotted with bush but also studded with rocky kopjes that rose from well-grassed veldt. These were interspersed with low rocks, smooth and sun-burnished, that swelled up from the grassland like whales stranded on a seashore. It was obviously better country for cattle, and they passed many small kraals before stopping at one to spend the night. That evening, as they sat around an  open fire eating black bread and the meat of a young duiker buck, the Matabele party, including the inDuna, kept well away from the British and their bearers. Fonthill, however, noticed that the Matabele were casting envious eyes on the rifles and the packs.

‘Ah,’ said Mzingeli, ‘Matabele are thieves. Everyone knows this. We must be careful with our things.’

‘Tell me about them. What sort of race are they?’

The tracker curled his lip. ‘They are the conquerors of this region. Everyone afraid of them - like Zulus in south. The men think war and hunting only things for men to do. Leave everything else to their women. They take everything they see because they think it is their right.’

‘I see. Where did they originate?’

‘They really Zulus. They come from Zululand long time ago - maybe fifty years, maybe more - in the time of the great Zulu king Shaka. They had their own chief, Mosilikatze. He have trouble with Shaka and lead his clan north. They fight Boers in Transvaal and move north again. Come here and settle. Kill men of many tribes, including my own, and also big tribe in north, the Mashonas. Make these people their subjects and slaves. They good hunters and warriors. Everyone afraid of them.’

The flames from the fire flickered across the tracker’s face. Usually passive, his features were now set grimly and his eyes were cold. ‘They kill my two brothers. So I leave village as young man and cross Limpopo and go south. Work for Dutchmen on farms in Transvaal and become good tracker and hunter.’

Mzingeli fell silent, and the two men stared into the fire for a moment. Fonthill looked across the flames and saw that both Alice and Jenkins were asleep under their blankets, their  heads resting on their folded outer garments, their rifles tucked under the edges of their coverings. Most of the natives of the kraal had crawled into their beehive-shaped huts, and the Matabeles from Bulawayo were stretched out on their sleeping mats.

Fonthill reached into the pack at his feet. ‘A little brandy, Mzingeli?’ he enquired. ‘I think we deserve one, after all the fuss of the day. We call it a nightcap back home.’

The pain left the tracker’s face and he gave one of his rare smiles. ‘A nightcap? Ah, good word. Let us put on a nightcap then, Nkosi.’

Simon extracted the bottle and two tin cups and poured a little of the amber liquid into each. Suddenly he became aware that they were not alone.

‘If there might be a drop to spare, bach sir,’ said Jenkins, close to his right ear, ‘then I could just be persuaded, see.’

Fonthill sighed, took out another cup, and poured a dram. ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘but I refuse to drink with a man who is in his underpants. For goodness’ sake, Jenkins, go and put your trousers on.’

Jenkins slipped away and Simon turned back to Mzingeli. ‘Have the Matabele been at war lately?’

‘In some ways they always at war, because they kill anyone who argues or stand up with them. But they careful with white men, because Lobengula hears about power of white men in south. He know they beat Zulus.’ The tracker took a sip from his cup, grimaced and wiped his lips with his hand. ‘This is problem for him. He has about twenty thousand warriors, maybe more, who have not washed their spears for long time - some of them never. They want . . . what you call it . . . honour from war and also things they take from it.’

‘Plunder.’ 

‘Yes. King must hold them back all the time. Like holding lid on boiling cooking pot.’

A trousered Jenkins had now rejoined them. ‘Will they attack the Dutchmen in the Transvaal, then, Jelly?’ he enquired.

‘They would like to. If Matabele have guns, perhaps. But they have only a few. And Boers have many.’

Fonthill took a sip of brandy, coughed a little and asked, ‘What about the king?’

Mzingeli’s smile reappeared. ‘He has sixty-three wives. Likes beer, brandy and champagne . . .’

‘Champagne?’

‘Yes. Traders bring it in for him. He drinks much. He just want to be left to his wives, his cattle and his white man’s drink. He don’t want war. Although . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘He like to kill. Bulawayo mean Place of Man Who Was Killed. My father tell me - he the one that tell me all this - my father say that Lobengula six months ago or so send impi, war party, to punish two villages where men defy him. They kill all the men, and the children and girls taken as slaves. Then the wives and older women made to carry all good things . . . what you say, plunder . . . back to king’s kraal. Then they pushed into circle with spears and women all killed by two young warriors, who so wash their spears.’

‘Miserable bastards,’ murmured Jenkins.

Fonthill frowned. Then he drained his cup and stood. ‘It seems we shall have to handle King Lobengula with care. Bed now, I think. Good night.’

Mzingeli put a restraining hand on his arm. ‘Nkosi, it was very good shooting today. Very fine. No one afraid. And you did clever talking with Matabele. Very good.’

‘Well, thank you, Mzingeli. I am just sorry that I was stupid the first time. Thank you.’

The little party made equally good time the next day, and after midday they began to climb, so much so that the three British began to gasp a little, reminding Fonthill that this country was some four thousand feet above sea level. They emerged on to a plateau, in good open country, well watered, with a smudge of high hills on the horizon to the north-east. The pace eased a little now and the party settled into a rhythm that lasted for another two and a half days. By the time Bulawayo came in sight, Simon estimated that they had travelled some eighty miles or so from the border.

Lobengula’s capital was not as big as Fonthill had expected; not as large, for instance, as he remembered Ulundi, the capital of Zululand, but big enough, perhaps half a mile in diameter. The kraal was enclosed by a great thorn fence that undulated up and down the plateau and within which hundreds of wickerwork beehive huts had been erected for Lobengula’s subjects. Grazing cattle - long-horned oxen, many of them distinctively black in colour, domestic cows and steers of a provenance unknown to Fonthill - were dotted on the plateau, almost as far as the eye could see. Smoke from many cooking fires arose and a distinctive smell came drifting across to them: a mixture of cooking fat, cattle manure and human excrement.

Fonthill wrinkled his nose and exchanged glances with Alice. A thought struck him. ‘Do you think these fellows will say that they killed the lions themselves and will get the credit for bringing them back to the king?’ he asked Mzingeli.

The tall man nodded his head slowly. ‘It could be. They like that.’

‘Right. Please tell them that we would like to take our skins to the king straight away.’

The inDuna nodded his head curtly in response. Soon they were surrounded by dozens of dogs that yapped all around them and snapped at their heels, together with troops of naked children, who looked at the white people with wide-eyed curiosity and teeth that flashed in the sun. The children were joined by two tall Matabele carrying assegais, who, on being addressed by the inDuna, turned and immediately ran back to the kraal as fast as their long legs could carry them.

‘They go to warn the king that we are coming,’ confided Mzingeli. ‘They also go to prepare the praise-singers.’

‘The what?’

‘When king meet new people, they have to wait outside his house while they are told, in song, of how wonderful king is. It is custom. It can take half an hour.’

‘Oh, bloody ’ell,’ wailed Jenkins. ‘I could do with a drink, see, not the chapel choir.’

They entered through a gap in the thorn hedge, where a huge pile of oxen horns had been stacked to one side. ‘This to show everyone how rich king is,’ whispered Mzingeli. ‘All cattle are owned by him. He has about three hundred and likes to count them into cattle kraal every night and see them out to graze every morning.’

Flies were now hovering around them, feasting on the perspiration that dripped down their cheeks and the backs of their shirts. The flies intensified as they neared the king’s cattle compound, now empty, and set beside a smaller enclosure within which grazed goats and some horses. Both were adjacent to the king’s kraal, a separately ringed fence of thorns enclosing huts for his wives and important members of his household. The king’s own dwelling stood out by its  singularity in this uncivilised setting. It was a not unpleasant-looking low thatched house, one storey high, with a veranda running the length of its front, European style.

Mzingeli caught Simon’s eye. ‘Built for him by European trader. Man called Grant. He dead now.’

To one side of the main house and near the goats’ kraal stood a round hut built of sun-hardened mud and topped with a conical thatch. It shared with the goats the intermittent shade bestowed by a tall indaba tree, whose roots twisted and curled above ground like giant pythons frozen in time. Before the hut the ground had been beaten flat by thousands of feet, so that it seemed to glisten in the sun.

‘That where king has court,’ explained Mzingeli. ‘Gives wisdom.’

They were halted by the inDuna and the skins were lowered to the ground. Immediately two Matabele appeared, caparisoned in monkey skins and ostrich feathers, their faces and bodies streaked with red ochre and carrying what appeared to be fly whisks. They immediately began to chant, swaying in unison and beating time with their whisks. At once a crowd began to gather and started to repeat the words of the singers in a hypnotic ululation, stamping their feet to the rhythm.

‘The praise-singers,’ confided Mzingeli.

‘What are they saying?’ asked Alice.

The tracker listened for a moment, his head on one side. ‘Silly words,’ he said. ‘They say that Lobengula is King of Kings, Lord of White Men, Slayer of Men, Devourer of Whole Earth and so on . . . silly words.’ His lip curled in contempt. Then, as if suddenly remembering something important, he gestured to Simon, Alice and Jenkins to come close and, raising his voice to be heard above the chanting, said, ‘I forget.  When you meet the king you must not address him standing. You must sit. He must always be above you. The Matabele always move before him in bent position, with hands resting on knees.’

‘To hell with that,’ said Fonthill. ‘We would not do that for our Queen, so I don’t see why we should do it for some other monarch. I suggest we just bow our heads when he approaches.’

The chanting continued for at least half an hour, while the British three stood in the hot sun, shifting their weight from one foot to the other and wiping away the perspiration that dripped down from under their hats and beneath their shirts. Eventually the singing stopped and was replaced by a roar of acclamation as a tall figure emerged from the door of the house and slowly crossed the veranda threshold. Immediately, all the Matabele sat. It was the cue for the visitors to bow their heads, although Mzingeli and his boys squatted also.

From under his eyelashes, Fonthill observed the king closely. He was about six feet tall and of massive proportions. At first glance he seemed to be almost completely naked, his skin very black. Then it could be seen that his huge stomach hung down above a narrow strip of hide that encircled what once had been his waist and from which a profusion of monkey tails dangled. His posture was erect and magisterial and his features were regular and quite handsome, with the flat nose and thick lips of the Zulu, and the Zulu elder’s narrow band of fibre oiled and bound into his tightly curled hair. His eyes seemed cold until they fell upon the lion skins; then they lit up and he smiled, gesturing towards the trio with the long assegai he carried and speaking in a low, guttural voice.

Fonthill leaned down to Mzingeli. ‘Can you translate for us?’

‘He is asking the inDuna where they come from. And,’ he waited a moment, ‘man is telling truth.’

The king frowned for a moment, then his face split into a smile and he nodded cordially to the trio. He beckoned behind him, and a large wooden chair was brought and set under the broken shade of the indaba tree, and then a collection of goat skins were scattered before him. Lobengula lowered himself into the chair and beckoned with his assegai for the three to sit before him on the skins. Simon grabbed Mzingeli by the shirtsleeve and dragged him down beside him.

The king was speaking. ‘He say that you very welcome to his home and he thank you for gifts,’ interpreted Mzingeli. ‘He say that lion is not hunted here for sport because animal can contain spirit of past Matabele chiefs and bad to kill him. But if lion is attacking cattle then he must be a bad chief. King thanks you for protecting cattle of his people.’

‘Well that’s very nice of ’im, I’m sure,’ whispered Jenkins. ‘P’raps ’e’s goin’ to offer us a drop of somethin’ to drink now, d’you think?’

As if the king had heard, he turned his head and shouted an order over his shoulder towards the interior of his house. Immediately - someone must have prepared them already - gourds of beer were brought out and presented to the three Britains. Fonthill took a grateful gulp. It was similar to the Kaffir beer he had drunk in the Transvaal: made from corn, the grain from which had been left to vegetate, dried in the sun, pounded into meal and gently boiled. Cool now, and with a slightly acidic taste, it was delicious. Noticing that nothing had been brought for Mzingeli and his boys, he handed his half-full gourd to the tracker. Alice did the same with hers to  Sando and, with rather less grace, Jenkins followed suit with Ntini.

‘Tell the king,’ said Fonthill, ‘that we are grateful for his welcome. We are sorry not to have sent ahead to ask for permission to cross into his land, but we were diverted by the people of the village near the Limpopo.’

The king waved his assegai in airy acknowledgement of the apology and spoke again. ‘Why did you not come here on horse or wagons, as all white people do?’

‘Because,’ replied Simon, ‘we left our horses and wagon at the village and set out to kill the lions on foot. We expected to return to the village but we were brought to you immediately.’

On translation, a frown immediately descended on the royal features, and then they twisted into an expression of fury. Within seconds the benevolent, welcoming monarch had changed into a despotic tyrant, hurling abuse at the inDuna, who bowed his head and knelt in submission, his forehead touching the ground.

‘He say that the man has caused king to lose honour with white visitors by bringing you here without horses, wagon and clothes,’ translated Mzingeli quietly. ‘I think they take him away to kill him now.’

‘Oh no. Tell him that we were so anxious to meet the king, about whom we had heard so much, that we were happy to leave our things behind. The inDuna must not be blamed.’

Hearing this, Lobengula’s face lightened and he waved his assegai to the inDuna in what appeared to a gesture of forgiveness. The man sat up slowly and shot a quick glance of thanks at Fonthill. But the king was speaking again.

‘He want to know if you have met Queen Victoria.’

Simon smiled. ‘Tell him yes. I met her at her palace in Windsor. So too did Mr Jenkins here.’ Fonthill was not lying.  Both he and Jenkins had attended investiture ceremonies at Windsor Castle when they had received the order of Companion of the Bath and the Distinguished Conduct Medal, respectively, for their services on General Wolseley’s abortive expedition to relieve General Gordon at Khartoum. The king gave an expansive smile.

‘He say he has written to Queen Victoria and she has written to him.’

‘Ah. How . . . er . . . very interesting.’

Lobengula now broke off to give a string of orders to his attendants and then turned back to his visitors.

‘King say that he will send people to my father’s village to bring horses and wagon here. He also give hut for you to live in and send food. He want you to stay a while as his guest. He say he have other white people here but they have not met Queen Victoria. He say that he don’t think big man in south, Nkosi Rhodes, has met queen either. But you have. He like to talk to you later.’

‘Oh blimey,’ muttered Jenkins. ‘I don’t like the sound of that.’

‘Neither do I,’ whispered Alice. ‘I wonder what’s wrong with his foot?’ For the first time, Fonthill noticed that the king’s right foot seemed swollen around the big toe, and remembered that he had limped as he had come towards them. ‘I would say he’s got gout,’ Alice continued. ‘Too much champagne and brandy, I would think.’

Lobengula rose slowly to his feet to indicate that the audience was at an end, and Simon and the others rose too. Fonthill bowed his head in acknowledgement.

‘The king is very kind,’ he said as Mzingeli interpreted, ‘and my wife, servants and I would be honoured to stay for a short time as his guests. But we must return to the south soon,  for we have urgent business in Cape Town. In the meantime, however, we are at the service of your majesty to give you whatever assistance we can.’

With that, the king gave a cheery smile, barked further commands to his attendants and then limped back into his house. The inDuna leaped to his feet and beckoned the visitors to follow him. They all walked out of the king’s enclosure towards where a party of Matabele women were hurrying in and out of a large beehive hut set apart from the rest, crawling agilely on their hands and knees through the narrow opening carrying blankets, drinking vessels and other domestic utensils.

At the entrance, Fonthill paused and, with one restraining hand on the inDuna’s shoulder, addressed Mzingeli. ‘Tell him,’ he said, ‘that I would like proper accommodation also to be given to you and your boys.’

The tracker shook his head. ‘Thank you, but is not right here, Nkosi. We just slaves here.’

‘No you are not. The British abolished slavery in 1807 and I don’t recognise it anywhere. Go on, tell him. The man owes me a favour, dammit.’

Hesitantly Mzingeli translated. Simon’s request was treated with a frown but the Matabele shrugged his shoulders and then nodded his head in acquiescence.

Once inside the hut, Alice spread a sleeping mat, laid a blanket upon it and sat down. ‘Well, my darling,’ she said with a warm smile to Simon, ‘do you know, I didn’t realise that you were so well acquainted with our gracious Queen. As a result, it seems you have just been appointed Grand Vizier Extraordinary to his fat majesty here, and we are doomed, it seems, to stay here while you advise him for years and years and bloody years. Eh?’

Fonthill returned her smile sheepishly. ‘Well, I only answered a question.’ He looked around. ‘It’s not exactly the Ritz, I agree, but it will serve until our transport arrives. Then we shall be off, I promise.’

That evening, a young goat was delivered to Mzingeli from the king with instructions to slay it and cook it for his master. It came with a calabash of beer, a sack full of corn and a basket containing the delicious local umkuna plums. Later, they gathered outside the hut, squatting by firelight under the stars in the cool of the evening, tearing chunks of the goat meat apart with their hands and washing it down with the beer.

‘Well,’ said Jenkins, inevitably, ‘I’m startin’ to take to this postin’ now, bach sir. The old king is lookin’ after us right well, I’d say.’

Their meal was interrupted towards its end by the arrival of a visitor. A portly, bearded white man, dressed in conventional slouch hat, loose cotton shirt and corduroy trousers, he stood deferentially for a moment at the edge of the light cast by the fire before stepping forward to introduce himself.

‘James Fairbairn,’ he said. ‘I trade here. Thought I would walk over and introduce myself and welcome you to this Paris of Africa. I’ve heard that you came here in a bit of a rush, so I’ve brought you a few things you might need, toothbrushes, soap and the like. All from the store. You can pay me later,’ he added hurriedly.

‘My word, you are welcome’, said Alice. The introductions were made and Fairbairn joined them at the fireside and helped them to munch the plums and drink the beer. He was, he said, one of a small group of traders who had made their homes in Bulawayo some years ago and eked out a not particularly profitable living. They existed under the eye of  the king but they were more or less left alone, as long as they gave Lobengula presents from time to time, ‘as a kind of fee for being allowed to stay,’ he explained. But it wasn’t a bad life. ‘At least we are all our own men.’

There was, he added, a local British missionary who spoke the Matabele language fluently and who had become intimate with the king, drafting the occasional letter for him to the authorities in the Cape Colony and even, once, to Queen Victoria. The man ran a school for the children but so far had made no conversions to Christianity.

‘Why are you here?’ Fairbairn asked.

Simon explained the circumstances.

The trader seemed relieved. ‘We are getting a lot of white visitors here now,’ he said. ‘Usually they cause trouble.’

‘Why?’

‘Well.’ Fairbairn scratched his beard. ‘I don’t know too much about politics back home, or in Europe for that matter. And I am no mining engineer. But I do know this much - the scramble for Africa by the white man is still going on and old Lobengula’s kingdom is one of the juiciest bits that is still available, so to speak. Available, that is, if you can get the old rogue to put his cross on a piece of paper and then move in and develop it.’

‘Cecil John Rhodes?’

‘Yes, but not just him. Look.’ Fairbairn pulled a stick from the edge of the fire, snapped off its charred end and used it to sketch a rough map of southern Africa in the dust at their feet. ‘Here is Matabeleland, including Mashonaland to the north, which the king controls anyway. The British are well entrenched down at the bottom in South Africa, here. The Portuguese have vast territories in Mozambique in the east and Angola in the west, right next door, so to speak. Belgium  has the Congo in the centre of Africa to the north-west here. We’ve got the Germans, under . . . what’s his name?’
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