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 Chapter 1

Cairo, 1880

 



The Honourable Edward Ashley-Pemberton, First Secretary to Sir Evelyn Baring, British Representative on the Egyptian Commission of Public Debts, screwed his monocle more securely into his eye socket and dabbed his brow with a handkerchief, woven, of course, from the finest long-staple Egyptian cotton. Although the new mechanical fan creaked in the ceiling over his head, its effect was to stir only marginally the heavy, humid air that clung like swamp fever around him and his two visitors. Even in early October, Cairo was hot. Damned hot.

‘Dashed if I know why the Consul General sent you to us,’ he drawled. ‘Dashed if I do.’

‘He told me that nothing concerning the English here happened unless Sir Evelyn approved.’ The response came from the slimmer and taller of the two men sitting opposite the First Secretary, in tones similar to his own: those of an upper-class Englishman who would consider  it very bad form to betray any hint of emotion or, indeed, any great interest in what was being said.

Ashley-Pemberton’s top lip moved fractionally. Given a touch more energy it could have been a sneer. ‘That’s all very well, but Sir Evelyn has just been posted to be Finance Secretary in India. Went off yesterday, as a matter of fact. No replacement yet. Anyway,’ he looked down at the single sheet of paper on his desk, ‘says here you want employment in the Khedive’s army. Eh? What?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yes. Well then.’ He paused for a moment and took a good look at the two men opposite. The word ‘adventurers’ flashed through his mind and left a sour impression. In truth it was not surprising, for his visitors seemed an ill-assorted pair.

The slimmer and taller was obviously a gentleman, not only because of his accent and tone of voice but also because behind the veneer of indifference - or was it genuine diffidence? - could be detected an air of command. He carried himself well, sitting upright in the chair, and although the cream cotton suit was anonymous enough, it was well made and sat easily on his wiry but broad-shouldered frame. It was the face, though, that was most arresting. Burnt black by the sun, it was high-cheek-boned, clean-shaven - unusual for this hirsute age - and the nose had been broken at some time, leaving it slightly hooked and bestowing a lean and predatory look on his appearance. He could have been a young hunter - perhaps in his mid-twenties - from the middle of the great continent, or even a haughty, well-bred Arab from  the Saharan wastes, dressed well for the civilised city. Yet the eyes were brown not black, the thin-lipped mouth was more sensitive than cruel, and underneath the burnishing which the sun had given it, the hair was clearly brown.

The other man was decidedly different. Certainly no gentleman, he sat leaning forward on the chair, his great hands resting on his knees, a cheerful, enquiring grin bending upwards a huge black moustache that seemed to touch his ears. These were eyes black enough to match the short-cut, bristling hair, and they sparkled like an urchin’s marbles in the somnolent atmosphere of the room. The suit was of similar cut to that of his companion but it clothed a muscular body clearly not used to being confined by such sartorial discipline. He was short - at five foot four perhaps some five inches shorter than his companion - but he exuded great strength. He seemed, in fact, like an errant bruiser confronting a magistrate. But in no way fazed for all that. A strange pair indeed.

Ashley-Pemberton cleared his throat and repeated, ‘Yes. Well then. Can’t be done, y’ see. Consul General should know very well. This city is teeming with ex-officers of the Egyptian army - Gyppies, I mean, not Europeans - who have been thrown out of work because the Egyptian Government can’t afford to keep ’em on. You must know that the whole damned country is still virtually bankrupt and we and the French are tryin’ to haul ’em out of it.’ He looked again at the paper on his desk. ‘Y’ see, Mr . . . sorry, Captain Fonthill, and . . . er . . .’

‘Three five two Jenkins,’ said the broad man. ‘Late of the 24th Regiment of Foot and Royal Corps of Guides, Indian Army. Same as the captain ’ere.’ His voice carried the lilt of the Welsh valleys and his tone was cheerful, anxious to please.

Fonthill felt it necessary to intervene. ‘Sergeant Jenkins is always called 352 because there were so many Jenkinses in the 24th - a Welsh regiment - that the last three figures of his number had to be used.’

‘Really.’ The word expressed disdain. ‘Well, although there is plenty of work for soldiers to do, particularly down south to the Sudanese border and here in the desert where the damned Bedawis are raiding villages and caravans, there’s just no money to pay ’em.’

‘I see.’ Fonthill leaned forward. ‘But we walked here through the new city, with all the fine buildings and that fantastic Azbakiyya Square, with its fountains and plants. The whole place seems crowded with well-dressed people and fairly buzzing with prosperity.’

The First Secretary allowed his monocle to fall and polished it with his handkerchief. ‘Bit of a façade, I fear,’ he said. ‘The American Civil War brought great prosperity to Egypt as a result of the North’s blockade of the Southern ports. Manchester couldn’t get cotton for love nor money, so we had to buy it from India and Egypt, and this lot’s long-staple stuff fetched a pretty penny, I can tell you. It rose from sevenpence ha’penny a pound to nearly two shillings and five pence within a few months.’ He sniffed. ‘But Ismail Pasha, the Khedive, blew it all on trying to make Cairo like Paris.’

Fonthill smiled. ‘Sounds good to me.’

‘Well it wasn’t. The Egyptian National Debt soared from four million pounds to a hundred million, and it got to the point where Egypt couldn’t even pay the interest on the bonds let alone begin repaying the debts.’ Ashley-Pemberton’s voice registered indignation. He was clearly shocked. ‘We and the French were the main bankers, so we had to foreclose, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘What?’ The First Secretary looked up sharply. But Fonthill’s face betrayed no sarcasm. ‘Quite so. We appealed to the Turks - they still formally own this damned country, y’ know - and got Ismail out and put his son in his place. As you can see, we’re now running the finances here and trying to sort things out. Trouble is, we’re getting the blame for the fact that the fellaheen - the peasants - in the fields are hungry. Which reminds me. You’re staying at Shepheards, of course?’

Fonthill shook his head. ‘No.’

‘The Continental? Savoy?’

‘No.’

‘What . . .?’

‘We are in the Metropolitan in Bourse al-Gadid Street.’

‘Yes,’ Jenkins chimed in. ‘Nice little place, see. Two pound ten shillings a week for two rooms, a bath, light and breakfast each. Worth rememberin’ it is, look you, in case you’re ever ’ard up, like us at the moment, see.’

Ashley-Pemberton slowly replaced his monocle, his face set. ‘How kind of you to let me know,’ he murmured.

Jenkins beamed back. Irony was always wasted on him.

‘What I was going to say,’ continued the First Secretary coldly, ‘was that there is considerable anti-British feeling in Cairo at the moment and I recommend that you don’t stray into the Old Town after dark. But you seem to be living there at the moment anyway.’

‘Thank you,’ said Simon. ‘It’s good of you to advise us.’

‘Hmmm.’ It was clear that Ashley-Pemberton’s worst apprehensions about his visitors had been confirmed by Jenkins’s happy explanation of their financial condition. ‘I’m afraid,’ he continued, his voice now quite remote, as though he was making an aside in his club, ‘I cannot help you in your search for employment. Under the circumstances, I could not possibly recommend you . . .’ As he spoke, his eyes strayed down to Simon’s letter and then his voice tailed away. He looked up again with a frown. ‘Captain Fonthill, did you say? Ah, Captain Simon Fonthill?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Would you, by any chance, have made the acquaintance of General Sir Garnet Wolseley, the Quartermaster-General at the army’s headquarters at the Horse Guards, London?’ He asked the question as though there was only the faintest chance of the answer being in the affirmative. Wolseley was the best-known soldier in Queen Victoria’s army, and after a series of brilliant successes against her enemies in various parts of the Empire, he had recently returned in triumph to London  to be fêted, and, indeed, to be genially satirised by Gilbert and Sullivan in their latest musical The Pirates of Penzance, as ‘the very model of a modern major general’. It seemed quite impossible that these two penniless adventurers could know this hero.

‘Yes. Knew him very well. We served with him in the Sekukuni campaign in South Africa, on the Mozambique border, a few months ago.’

‘Ah.’ The First Secretary’s jaw didn’t exactly drop but his mouth opened perhaps an inch and stayed that way for a moment. Then he spoke again, this time with an air almost of urgency. ‘I say. I do wish you’d said . . . or at least made clear . . . Do forgive me, Fonthill.’ He picked up a small silver bell on his desk and tinkled it. ‘I . . . er . . . think we may have something for you, don’t you know.’

Within seconds an Egyptian in loose garments topped with a red fez materialised and Ashley-Pemberton addressed him sharply in a language unknown to Simon. The man returned equally quickly with a single sheet of paper and gave it to the First Secretary, who perused it briefly and passed it over the desk.

‘Cable, from Sir Garnet,’ he said. ‘Came about a week ago. Addressed to you but we didn’t, of course, know you from Adam so we just hung on to it, so to speak. Slipped my mind. I do apologise.’

‘Good lord.’ Simon took the cable. ‘He must have contacted my parents. They’re the only people who knew we would call here. Excuse me for a moment.’  Companionably, Jenkins leaned over his shoulder and they read the cable together:
GENERAL POMEROY-COLLEY NOW C-IN-C DURBAN STOP GOOD MAN STOP TRANSVAAL BOERS THREATEN WAR STOP HE NEEDS GOOD SCOUTS STOP HAVE RECOMMENDED YOU STOP IF INTERESTED CONTACT HIM MARITZBURG SOONEST STOP REGARDS WOLSELEY END





‘It seems,’ murmured Ashley-Pemberton, ‘that you are in demand.’

‘Yes. More than here, anyway.’

Jenkins took the cable and his lips moved slowly as he followed the words again. Then: ‘We’d better get goin’, bach sir. Back the way we came, I suppose?’

Ashley-Pemberton’s brows rose - threatening the security of the monocle - at the familiarity between the two. ‘You’ll need to take the train back to Alex,’ he said, ‘and then on to Port Said to board a steamer going to Durban down the Canal.’

Simon was frowning and spoke almost to himself. ‘Yes, dammit. It’ll take at least a month and it’s damned expensive.’

‘Can’t help there, old boy, I’m afraid.’

Simon stuffed the cable into his pocket and rose. ‘Wasn’t asking for it. Thank you. Good afternoon.’ Then he spun on his heel and walked through the door.

Ashley-Pemberton belatedly got to his feet and raised a finger. ‘I say . . .’ he began.

Jenkins gave him a beatific smile. ‘Cheerio, old top.’ Then he too was gone.

Outside, under the high white sun, the pair walked together in silence back to the green shade of the Azbakiyya Square, Ismail Pasha’s twenty-acre folly, where one could buy anything from a live tiger in a cage to the services of an Italian whore. They found a stone bench and sat beneath an Australian gum tree, imported at great expense. Doves above them moaned to each other in gentle courtship and tame crested hoopoe birds speared insects in the lush, well-watered grass at their feet. The traffic around them belied the reality of national bankruptcy. Dandy fezzed beys rode by on prancing, well-groomed English stallions, fastidiously avoiding the street hackneys carrying Mr Cook’s tourists eager to spend their inflated sovereigns. Arabs of the Nejd mingled with fellaheens astride donkeys and locals in caftans, sheikhs in green turbans and Bashibazouks idling in their tall hats and swathed cummerbunds, daggers peeping from the folds. Cairo seemed a fecund crossroads, where there was money to be made and spent.

‘Are you thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?’ asked Jenkins.

Simon nodded. ‘We have exactly nine pounds, twelve and sixpence between us. How the hell are we going to get to Durban and then ’Maritzburg?’

Jenkins broke the silence again. ‘I don’t like suggestin’ it, see, but you could mail your folks again . . .’

‘No.’

‘Well, I understand, bach sir. They’d only say “Come’ome, then”, wouldn’t they? An’ I suppose you still don’t want that, eh?’

Simon didn’t reply, but stared ahead unseeingly at the passing throng, his elbow on his knee and his chin resting on his fist. Jenkins knew very well that he couldn’t go home. Alice Griffith, his long-time love, would be getting married at about this time, in the little parish church near her parents’ home on the Welsh-English border, only some ten miles away from his own parents’ house. Alice, with her fair hair and steady grey eyes, would be walking down the aisle at the side of her husband, Colonel Ralph Covington. This wounded hero of the Sekukuni campaign, his former commanding officer, who had long persecuted him, was marrying the woman whom Simon loved more than life itself and who loved him in return. He wouldn’t want to be even in the same country when the nuptials were celebrated.

‘No,’ murmured Simon, contemplating but not absorbing the saffron-clad hips of a dark-skinned woman walking by. ‘We can’t go home. This offer is just what we want - working for the army, doing what we do best, but on our own, not serving within that bloody institution. We’ve got to get down to see Colley as soon as we can.’

‘What? On nine pounds, twelve shillings and sixpence?’

Both had received good back pay as army scouts, working for Wolseley in the Sekukuni campaign, and  Simon also had a fair allowance from his father. He had insisted some time ago, however, that he could earn his keep and that the latter should be banked at home for his return - minus the hundred pounds that he had asked his mother to use to fund a good wedding present for Alice (he had not specified what it should be, nor did he care). His pride forbade him now from requesting that his allowance should be restored. It savoured, somehow, of failure. Unfortunately, since the end of the Sekukuni war nearly four months before, he and Jenkins had lived comparatively high on the hog, going on safari to the north-west of Zululand, and then, not finding congenial employment in South Africa, making the long and expensive journey to Egypt, where Simon had felt sure they could serve the Khedive in some adventurous capacity or other. Now their funds were virtually exhausted. But not quite.

Simon turned to Jenkins. ‘You know what we could do?’

Jenkins grimaced. ‘Oh yes. But I thought we were going to keep them for a rainy day?’

‘As far as I am concerned,’ Simon looked up at the brazen sky, ‘it’s pissing down. Come on.’

With a new certainty, the pair joined the milling crowd and made their way back to their modest hotel in Old Cairo. Bourse al-Gadid Street was as unlike the wide boulevards beyond the Azbakiyya in Ismail’s new town as a Bombay bazaar was Haussmann’s Paris. It sat on the edge of the labyrinth of narrow lanes but the upper storeys of its houses leaned towards each other so  that a leap, it seemed, could easily take one across the gap, and indeed, so thick was the traffic of the pedestrians below that it appeared to be the quickest way of crossing the street.

The two men climbed the stairs to the second floor of the building where the corridor opened out to a surprisingly cool and spacious reception area. Jenkins was right. The Metropolitan was indeed ‘a nice little place’, modest but clean and ideal for two ex-soldiers down on their luck. The white-gowned manager beamed at his two guests from behind his reception desk. ‘Tea, effendi?’ he enquired of Simon. He had been delighted that the slim English gentleman and his servant had chosen his hotel for their stay in Cairo, rather than any of the gilded palaces usually favoured by the Europeans. This young man was a person of taste and culture, obviously.

‘Thank you no, Ahmed,’ said Simon. ‘But you can help us.’ He looked around to ensure that they were alone. ‘We have a mind to buy a little jewellery to take home to our wives. Something - what shall I say? - ah, ethnic, perhaps, that we would not normally find in the shops near the Azbakiyya. Is there a jewellery quarter in the old part of town?’

Ahmed’s teeth flashed. ‘Oh indeed, indeed, effendi. Here. Let me show you.’

He reached below his counter and pulled out a flat board, scuffed at the edges, on which had been pasted a street map of Cairo. It had been hand-drawn with no obvious reference to scale and it was much thumbed, but Ahmed exhibited it with pride.

He jabbed a finger down. ‘We are here,’ he said. ‘Now, just here,’ he pointed to a long thoroughfare which cut arrow straight through the hatchwork of narrow alleys that constituted Old Cairo, ‘is the Musky, a very fine street indeed. It goes right the way through the city to the East Wall here at the Bab El-Ghurayib, so. But here, observe closely, you must turn right into the Ghuriya, and around here,’ his black fingernail circled a maze of little lanes leading off the Musky, ‘is jewellery quarter. Many fine shops there, effendi. You will surely find what you want, but,’ he squinted up to where light filtered through the mushraybia screen from the lane, ‘go soon because the sun will be setting in an hour.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘And it is not perhaps wise for you to be there after dark. You understand . . .?’

Simon nodded and smiled. ‘That is most helpful. We will go immediately.’

But first they had to visit Simon’s room. Once inside, Jenkins quietly turned the key in the lock and Simon reached inside the single wooden wardrobe and withdrew a dirty rolled shirt. Three of its six buttons were missing, the collar was torn and it had clearly not seen water or soap for weeks. It was no prize for even the most indigent thief, but Simon handled it with care, opening it out so that at each armpit, where the fabric of the sleeve met the body of the shirt, small patches could be seen, as though they had been sewn there to soak up perspiration.

‘’Ow many, do you think?’ enquired Jenkins.

‘Not sure. Maybe two. Certainly no more.’ Simon  picked away at the stitching delicately with the end of his pocket knife, so that, eventually, one of the patches fell on to the bed, revealed as a tiny fabric bag. A moment’s more work with the knife opened one end, and as Simon shook it, two small stones rolled out on to the cotton blanket. They lay there, irregular in shape and dull-looking, though they winked now as a stray shard of sunlight filtered through the wooden screen into the room.

Simon held them to the light. ‘Let’s see what these two are worth,’ he said. ‘I would rather keep the other two in reserve.’ He looked across at Jenkins and grinned. ‘Till it really rains.’

The Welshman frowned. ‘But why do we ’ave to go into these back streets to sell ’em? Why can’t we go to a proper merchant or whatever? Get a better price, wouldn’t we?’

‘Maybe.’ Simon rubbed at the larger of the two diamonds with his thumb. ‘But I’d rather not risk it. A pukka merchant would have to ask questions about how we had acquired two uncut diamonds, and when it emerged that we had been in Kimberley, we would be bound to come under suspicion as diamond thieves. You heard what old tight-arse said about the English being unpopular here. I don’t want to end up in an Egyptian jail just when we’ve got the chance of a decent job in South Africa. No. Let’s take our chance in the bazaar.’

Jenkins sniffed. ‘All right, bach sir, but I don’t much fancy roamin’ about in these streets after dark without a bit of protection, look you.’ He walked back to the  cupboard and, standing on a chair, reached to the flat top and drew down two long, thin objects, loosely wrapped in blankets and tied with cord. ‘Let’s take the rifles, eh?’

‘Good God, no. We can’t walk through the streets of Old Cairo carrying two Martini-Henrys.’

‘Suppose you’re right.’ He replaced the rifles. ‘Better be knives, then. I’ve got a spare.’

Simon shuddered. ‘Ugh. I’m no bloody back-street knife-fighter, 352. You know that. You can fight with the damned things, but I wouldn’t know where to start. We weren’t taught how to use knives at Sandhurst, only nicely polished sabres. No. I’ll do without. Anyway, I don’t want a fight. I want to keep out of trouble.’ He shot a keen glance at his servant. ‘These diamonds have enough blood on them as it is.’

Jenkins’s nose buried itself in his moustache as he made a face and nodded. ‘You’re right about that, bach sir. That you are.’

Before keeping their promise to scout for General Wolseley in his war against the Sekukuni nation, some ten months before, the pair had risked their lives in the brutal diamond-mining town of Kimberley and then on the veldt of the Transvaal to rescue their old friend Nandi, a young half-Zulu girl, from the clutches of Mozambique diamond smugglers. The girl had insisted on giving them four diamonds, as ‘keepsakes’.

Now Simon jingled the two stones together in his hand for a moment. ‘God knows what they’re worth,’ he mused. ‘But the bastards who stole them defended them  stoutly enough. They should get us back to Durban.’ He replaced the gems in their little sack, put it in the breast pocket of his shirt and carefully buttoned it. ‘Come on. Let’s try our luck at diamond trading.’

They found the Musky easily enough and followed it to the junction described by Ahmed. There they took a right turn, plunging into the narrow alleyways where only a thin streak of light above marked the narrow space between the lattice windows of the overhanging storeys. Almost immediately they were in amongst the traders. There were no street stalls, as they had come to expect from places like Bombay and Durban - indeed, if there had been, there would have been no space for customers to pass by. Instead, the ground floors of what seemed to be private houses, constructed of large stone slabs climbing up to the balconies above, had been opened out to create small shops, often only some six feet high and eight feet deep and seemingly unconnected to the living quarters within the house. The shopkeepers lounged on their steps, smoking pipes or more elegant cigarettes and seemingly quite uninterested in selling the wares that choked the interiors of their little cubicles.

Fascinated by the bustle, sights and smells of the crowded thoroughfares, Simon - his hand nonchalantly protecting his buttoned-down shirt pocket underneath his jacket - and Jenkins made their way through first the cotton market, and then the tinned goods suk, where the products of the West were piled high, leading on to the armourers’ section, with its old chain-mail shirts, curved scimitars that the hand of Saladin might have  gripped and elderly muskets, their butts worked in silver. Simon had no idea in which direction they had wandered or how far when, on impulse, he stopped and bought a sturdy ebony walking stick, with a bulbous hand grip. He staggered the vendor by paying the asking price without demur and then enquired of him the location of the jewellery quarter. The man raised a languid hand and motioned that they should take the next turn to the right. They did so and immediately found themselves in another marketplace. This one glittered and sparkled with the skills of the jeweller and silversmith, with each alcove a treasure trove of bangles, baubles, beaten copper, elegant silver and shining gold; trinkets and more precious objects mixed in a seemingly haphazard fashion.

‘Blimey,’ said Jenkins. ‘It’s Aladdin’s cave!’

They shuffled along, heads turning, until they came to a shop which seemed a cut above the rest, in that, tucked away in the dim recesses of a deeper than usual cavity, they could see what seemed like precious stones arrayed in various settings and displayed on cushions along a series of shelves which themselves had been draped in fine silks and cottons. Sitting on the edge of his shop, his back to a huge hinged shutter, sat the owner, puffing a long, curved pipe. His blue turban was elegantly wound and his long white robe was gathered in at the waist by a knotted black cord that glittered with gold tassels. His beard was white and he looked up at the two Europeans with black eyes that seemed quite expressionless.

‘Good evening, sir,’ said Simon. ‘Do you speak English?’

Perhaps a little surprised at the politeness of this Englishman, the old man struggled to his feet, put his hands together in an almost Hindu gesture and bowed his head slightly. ‘Yes, effendi. You are welcome. What can I do to help your honour?’

Simon gestured to the shallow interior. ‘May we step inside for a moment?’

‘Of course.’

They moved three paces into the dim interior, where two oil lamps shed a little light, sufficient, however, to elicit a myriad sparkles from stones set in exotic bracelets, necklaces, pendants and rings, all ranged along the shelves without thought of security. Used to window-shopping in London’s Bond Street, where widely spaced jewels were exhibited in locked glass cabinets, Simon was struck by how easy it would be to scoop up these Eastern treasures and be off down the street. A glance at the sauntering crowd outside, however, made him realise that one cry in Arabic of ‘Stop, thief!’ would result in a dagger in his back within seconds.

‘Do you purchase precious stones, as well as sell them?’ he enquired.

Immediately the old man’s posture changed slightly. It was almost imperceptible but sufficient for him to establish that he was dropping the role of supplicant and assuming that of reluctant purchaser. The black eyes seemed to harden as he took in these two  Englishmen. ‘Sometimes, effendi,’ he said, ‘but not often, and as you can see,’ he indicated his emporium, empty although in truth there was room for perhaps only one more person to have entered it, ‘trade is not good.’

‘Very well.’ Simon took out his small sack. ‘I have two uncut diamonds here, which you may care to look at.’ He rolled the stones out on to his cupped hand. Dirty as they were, with traces of yellow Kimberley clay still adhering to them, they glinted promisingly in the half-light.

The old man produced a jeweller’s glass, screwed it into his eye and examined each stone in turn. His nose wrinkled and he looked up at Simon. ‘You wish to sell these, effendi?’


‘Yes, but only if the price is right. I appreciate that I could probably receive more for them in Amsterdam or London, but I do not wish to return to Europe yet and the money in hand would be useful.’

The Egyptian resumed his study of the stones for a moment and murmured, ‘You realise that these are not top-quality diamonds? They are uncut and must be cleaned and polished as well as fashioned, and the price must recognise this.’ He put down the glass and his black eyes shot a glance first at Jenkins and then at Simon. ‘May I ask how you came by them?’

‘They were given to me by a diamond merchant in Kimberley in return for a service I was able to render him. He assured me that they were worth one hundred English pounds each.’

Jenkins nodded gravely, both in support of his master and in admiration at the impudence of the lie.

‘Ah.’ The old man hesitated, then returned to his examination for a moment. Then: ‘I fear that you were misled.’ He held up his hand as Simon made to interrupt. ‘Oh, they are genuine diamonds, but they are of a very poor quality and are worth much less than your friend’s estimation. I fear I could offer you nothing that might interest you.’

Simon nodded. ‘I understand. Thank you for your time. I shall try elsewhere . . .’ and he made to take the diamonds back but the shopkeeper held up his hand and gave a wan smile.

‘Perhaps, however,’ he said, ‘you would allow me to examine them properly in good light at my workbench in my house.’ He waved a hand to the interior. ‘And while I am doing so, perhaps you would do me the honour of taking a little tea there. It should not take long. It might be that we can do business, although I doubt it.’

Simon inclined his head. ‘Very well, but I do hope that we can be quick. We have other business to conduct this evening.’

The old man half bowed. ‘Of course. Here, take your stones and let me close these premises.’ He ushered them outside and then, with some difficulty, swung across the thick wooden shutters - more like two heavy doors - which covered the opening. He clicked and locked an ancient padlock to secure them, then beckoned for Simon and Jenkins to follow him a couple of paces  towards where, recessed into the blank stone wall, an equally old and formidable door led into the house behind the shop. He had no key but pulled on a cord that jangled a bell above his head. This led eventually to the door being pulled back by an elderly and incredibly fat shaven-headed retainer.

They entered a charming inner courtyard, in which a fountain tinkled. The shopkeeper took off his slippers and left them on a marble slab outside a door, and Simon and Jenkins did the same with their boots. ‘ ’Ope we don’t ’ave to run for it,’ murmured Jenkins, but he followed Simon into a narrow carpeted corridor which led into a square room whose floor was covered with rugs and furnished with a low divan around three sides. Dim illumination - for the light was now rapidly fading outside - was provided by small pieces of coloured glass let into a framework of stucco high on the wall. The elderly servant, however, lit candles and revealed a room with whitewashed walls and a ceiling formed of planks laid on massive beams and painted a dark red. Shallow recesses framed fine-looking examples of the goldsmith’s work.

The old man gestured for them to sit on the divan and whispered something to his servant. He turned to his visitors. ‘Tea will be brought to you very soon. It will be from India and served with milk and sugar in the European style.’ The last sentence was added with a touch of pride. ‘If you will trust me with your diamonds for a moment longer I will examine them and rejoin you within ten minutes.’ He smiled and gestured to the  artefacts in the recesses. ‘As you see, if I fail to return you have adequate securities.’

Simon smiled in response and gave him the diamonds. Then the two men sat in silence for a moment until a half-stifled giggle made Simon look up. A mushraybia screen - the interlocking lattices made of finely carved knotted wood, the traditional Ottoman and Mamluk method of allowing warm air to cool as it passed, while preventing outsiders from seeing through - had been set into the top half of the wall facing them at mezzanine level. It was clear that they were being observed.

‘Well I’m dashed,’ said Jenkins in a loud stage whisper. ‘Is it the harem, then, bach sir? I always wanted to ’ave a peep into one o’ them, see.’

‘Probably, but I shouldn’t try to climb up.’ Simon’s response was barely audible. ‘I understand that the ladies are usually fat and a bit unwashed. But keep your voice down. I don’t want to give offence - or be overheard for that matter.’

Tea came very quickly, but they hardly had time to sip it before the old man returned. He sat down beside Simon companionably, and produced the diamonds.

‘It is as I thought, effendi,’ he said. ‘They have not the value given to them by your friend. Here, take the glass and examine them closely. I have taken away a little of the clay and you will see that they have a slightly yellow appearance. This is typical of South African diamonds - we call them “Cape Yellows” - and it lowers their price. Now, also observe,’ he put a finely manicured finger to the edge of the slightly larger of the two stones, ‘the  bearded girdle there. There are what we call tiny hairline fractures at the edge of the stone. You may also see one or two carbon spots in the gem itself.’

Simon carefully examined the stone but could see none of this, although there was, perhaps, a slight yellowish tint to the gem. Damn! The prospect of them buying tickets for Durban seemed to be receding. And yet the suks were renowned for sharp dealing. And the English were universally disliked in Cairo . . . He decided to bluff it out.

He returned the glass. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘It is kind of you to point out these imperfections. Perhaps, after all, it would be best for us to take our chances with the market in Amsterdam, because I cannot believe that the gems are worthless. So,’ he rose to his feet, ‘we shall bother you no more.’

The old man laid a hand on his arm. ‘I did not say, effendi, that your diamonds were worthless. I merely pointed out that they were not worth two hundred of your English pounds.’ He smiled, gesturing for Simon to regain his seat. ‘I can have these stones mounted in a way that will, to some extent, conceal their imperfections, but the processing - the cleaning, the cutting, the polishing and then the mounting - will be an expensive matter. I could offer you no more than fifty pounds for the two.’

Simon made a quick calculation. Their railway fare to Suez, then the cost of third-class tickets down the Suez Canal, through the Red Sea and on to the east coast of South Africa would cost at least sixty pounds for the two of them. The bargaining must continue.

‘I quite appreciate, of course, that your processing costs on the gems must be included in the price,’ he responded, ‘but I cannot believe that my merchant friend in Kimberley, who deals in world prices, would have been so wrong in his estimation of the worth of the diamonds. Perhaps I could accept one hundred and twenty pounds, but no less.’

Jenkins blew his nose. He was clearly enjoying this.

The Egyptian shook his head sorrowfully. ‘It would give me great pleasure to be able to meet your request, but I cannot do so. If I did business in that fashion, effendi, my wives would grow thin and my children would have no shoes for their feet. I will offer sixty pounds but no more.’

Simon screwed up his eyes. ‘I understand your problems, but unfortunately I have difficulties of my own. One hundred pounds is the least I could accept.’

‘Alas, we are too far away on this puzzling question of price. Let me, then, make one last - and very generous - offer, which must be regarded, effendi, as positively my last. I will give you seventy-five pounds.’

Simon noticed that there was no light now filtering through the stained-glass diamonds on the walls. It must be dark outside. Time to go. He waited a moment longer, then, with a great show of reluctance, nodded his head. ‘I fear I cannot accept,’ he said. ‘But I am prepared to take ninety, if you pay me in sovereigns, for where we must travel paper money will be a hindrance. I presume that this will be no problem?’

The old man inclined his head. ‘You drive a hard bargain, but very well. It will take me a moment longer, effendi, to get the coins, that is all. Allow me to take the diamonds.’ A final thought struck him. ‘Where are you staying? Shepheards, of course?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then I shall send two of my men to guide you. It will not be easy to find your way in these lanes after dark, particularly,’ he smiled, although it did not reach his dark eyes, ‘carrying your precious burden.’

‘Oh, that will not be necessary, thank you. I believe we shall find our way safely.’

‘No. I insist. It will be safer and quicker.’ With a half-bow, the old man left the room, leaving the two friends sitting side by side, staring straight ahead and trying to retain straight faces.

‘Well,’ whispered Jenkins after a moment’s silence, ‘I know you can’t sit a horse properly nor shoot straight to save your life, but you lie and argue beautifully, bach sir. I’ll say that for you.’

‘Thank you, 352,’ Simon murmured to the wall opposite. ‘I’ve probably been diddled out of a fortune but the money will get us safely out of here.’ Another subdued giggle from beyond the lattice above them could have either confirmed or refuted that.

Eventually the shopkeeper returned clutching a goatskin containing the coins. With him were two black-bearded men, tall for Egyptians, with visages that seemed permanently set in scowls beneath their black turbans. One would have been forgiven for thinking that  they resented the tiresome business of escorting two infidels back to their marble-pillared hotel.

‘Please count the coins, and I insist that Sulimein and Abdul accompany you,’ said the old man. ‘I would not sleep if I thought that you had left here without escorts to guide you and keep you safe.’

For the first time Simon thought that he detected a faint hint of irony in the old man’s tone. But, as ever, the black eyes remained expressionless and the half-smile that played around the thin-lipped mouth seemed genuine. He counted the coins quickly, replaced them in the bag and wrapped the cord which secured the puckered top around his wrist. Then he offered the shopkeeper his hand. ‘Thank you for the tea and for trading with us. May God be with you.’

The old man took his hand and then that of Jenkins. He did not speak but gestured down the passageway, and the bald-headed servant led the way into the courtyard. There they regained their boots and the man slid open the bolts on the old door, and the four of them stepped out into the alleyway. They found that the narrow street had been transformed. In the gloom - for there was no lighting - they saw that all the shops had been boarded up and that the alley was now completely deserted. Where once the trinkets of the silversmiths had glittered, now each shop presented a dead façade, with crude wooden shutters bolted and barred. The stone walls of the houses, looming so close together, seemed to form narrow canyons. The suk now seemed an alien, unfriendly - even dangerous - place.

‘Blimey,’ said Jenkins. ‘What’s ’appened to all the fairy caves?’

Simon strengthened his grip on the ebony stick and tucked the cord of the goatskin through his trouser belt, securing it with a knot. He spoke softly to Jenkins. ‘I may be completely wrong, 352, but I don’t like the look of these two. We need only one man to guide us to the hotel, so why give us these two great bruisers? It doesn’t seem right. It would be the simplest thing in the world for them to lead us into a dark cul-de-sac, cut our throats and take the money back to our white-bearded friend. Let’s see where they lead us, but if they are making for Shepheards Hotel, then we should be on that main street, the Musky, or the other wide one, the Muhammad Ali, within about three minutes. If we’re not, we had better prepare for trouble.’

Jenkins nodded. ‘Right you are, bach sir. If it comes to it, look you, I’ll take that big bugger on the right. You take the littler one, though ’e’s big enough.’ He shot a quick, concerned glance at Simon. ‘Remember, if there is a fight, look at their eyes. That’ll tell you which way they’re goin’ to jump, see.’ He snorted. ‘Bugger it, I told you I should ’ave brought me extra knife.’ And he unbuttoned his jacket to free the handle of the knife protruding from his trouser top.

It soon became clear that if they were being led to Shepheards Hotel, then they were certainly not being taken by the most direct route. It was no use relying on Jenkins. This impeccable horseman, crack shot, alley fighter, dedicated washer of shirts and polisher of boots  had no sense of direction and had, in fact, taken the Queen’s shilling in Birmingham when he thought he was in Manchester. All Simon’s instincts told him they should be turning right. Instead, however, the two men ahead of them now turned left again into what seemed to be the heart of the tangle of alleyways in the Old Town.

The walls above them seemed to lean in closer and only a sliver of moonlight, catching the top of the stone-work high above them, cast any light at all on the street down which they were now being led. The echo from the clump of Simon and Jenkins’s boots on the cobblestones was the only sound and, screwing his eyes to peer ahead into the gloom, it seemed to Simon that the alley ended in a blank wall.

‘It’ll be now,’ whispered Jenkins.

Suddenly both men whirled round, knives appearing in their hands as if by magic. The bigger of the two sprang at Simon in an obviously prepared plan, but in doing so, he had to pass Jenkins, who had moved a pace ahead of his partner. The Welshman’s boot caught the shin of the big Egyptian, who cursed and lashed backhandedly at his assailant, but Jenkins had slipped aside so that the knife swung harmlessly down and in front of the other attacker, thus hampering that man’s own attempt to close in on the elusive Welshman. Simon took advantage and slashed the weighted head of his stick across the second Egyptian’s face. The force of the blow was partly softened by the end of the man’s turban, but it was strong enough to send him staggering back.

The advantage of surprise had been lost to the attackers and now the fight had been reduced to two separate encounters, so that, despite the narrowness of the alley and the closeness of all four men, each pair of antagonists had only eyes and ears for his opponent. It was as though two separate duels were taking place, at venues far from each other.

Certainly Simon had no sense of how Jenkins was faring, for with throat dry and perspiration trickling down his forehead, he was fiercely concentrating on the man confronting him - a man who was now softly approaching him again, his left hand extended as though to maintain balance, his right hand held slightly back, with the long, curved blade of the knife glinting in the half-light. Simon licked his lips and found them as dry as sandpaper. He felt fear all right, for he remembered what it was like for sharp, hot steel to cut into soft flesh. That had been a Zulu assegai two years ago, but at least he had had a weapon of sorts to defend himself then. Now he had only a walking stick and no training in this disgusting alley-cat, knife-in-the-ribs warfare to fall back on. Or was that quite true . . .? He remembered the fencing master at Sandhurst encouraging him after hours with foil and sabre: ‘You’ve got talent for this, Fonthill. You could make a swordsman.’

Simon immediately reversed his grip on the ebony stick, which he had previously used two-handedly as a cudgel. Holding it only with his right hand, his left held high behind him, he bent his knees and presented the sharp end to the Egyptian and stood waiting, en garde.  The latter halted in his advance for a moment, clearly puzzled. What was it Jenkins had said? Ah yes, watch the eyes. Simon looked hard at the dark visage opposite him, the face exuding hate and determination, the whites of the eyes standing out.

Now those eyes glanced quickly at the end of the stick. Simon realised intuitively that his opponent was going to grab the end of that piece of wood, pull Simon towards him and then swing his blade from the side deep into the ribs. And so it proved. Quickly the Egyptian feinted to Simon’s right with his left hand and then swung it back to clutch the end of the stick. But Simon was even quicker. Now perfectly balanced, he lifted the end of the stick marginally, took a quick fencer’s step forward and lunged in the classic style, left leg braced behind him, right leg bent to its fullest extent, his sword arm stretched to the limit. The thrust was made with the speed of a cobra striking and the end of the stick took the assassin directly in the left eye as he swung forward. The man let out a howl of anguish and staggered back, clutching his eye with his free hand. Quickly reversing his grip, Simon now brought the club end of the stick across the wrist of the Egyptian’s knife hand, splintering the bone and sending the blade spinning across the cobbles.

A cry behind him made Simon spin round, his heart in his mouth at what he might see. Jenkins and the big Egyptian were locked together in a strange embrace against one wall of the alley - strange because the big man was half draped across the Welshman’s broad shoulders, so that Jenkins’s head protruded from under  the other’s armpit. As Simon watched, the Egyptian uttered another cry, more a half-sigh this time, and gradually crumpled to the floor, Jenkins seemingly helping him down with his shoulder but in fact sinking his knife even deeper into the other’s stomach until, with a twist, he sent him crashing on to the cobblestones.

Jenkins withdrew the blade and looked up, his black hair matted across his forehead. His face distorted, he cried, ‘Look out, bach!’

Simon instinctively ducked his head and twisted low, but there was no threat. The second assassin, still clutching his eye, was running as fast as he could down the alley, away from these foreigners who looked so easy to take but who fought like tigers. The encounter had lasted less than a minute and now the street was silent again, apart from the heavy breathing of the victors.

‘Bloody ’ell, man,’ gasped Jenkins. ‘You only ’ad a bit of wood. What did you do?’

‘Just watched his eyes,’ said Simon, both hands on his knees, trying to regain his breath. ‘Good advice. Thanks.’ Then he looked across at the inert form of the big man, blood oozing out of two wounds, one in the chest and the other in the stomach. ‘Oh hell, 352,’ he wheezed, ‘did you have to kill him, for God’s sake?’

Jenkins drew himself up to all of his five feet four inches. ‘Well, as a matter of fact, bach sir, I bloody well did, saving your presence, like. The bugger was trying to kill me an’ ’e ’ad a knife and ’e was bigger ’n me as well, see.’ His tone grew grudging. ‘I’m surprised you ’ad to ask that, look you.’

‘Sorry, old chap. You’re right, of course. Lordy, I wouldn’t want to go through that again.’ Simon hitched up the goatskin of coins which was now hanging down his thigh and looked again at the dead man. ‘I’m afraid we’ll just have to leave him and get out of here before my one-eyed friend gets back to the shopkeeper and starts a hue and cry.’

Jenkins sniffed, only half mollified, but he bent over the corpse, wiped the blade of his knife clean on the dead man’s burnous and slipped the weapon back beneath the band of his trousers. Together the two friends walked quickly down the silent street and began the difficult task of finding their way back, out of the maze of suks and alleys, to one of the main thoroughfares.

They were lucky, and after some ten minutes of squinting up at what stars could be seen in the narrow slits of sky they emerged on to the Musky. There, in a doorway, they jettisoned Jenkins’s bloodstained jacket and did what they could to smarten their appearance before hailing a late hackney cab to take them back to their hotel. Jenkins, typically, seemed quite unperturbed by their desperate encounter and hummed tunelessly - he was one of the few Welshmen who could not carry a tune to save his life - as he sat back on the buttoned cracked leather. Simon’s mind, however, was racing.

‘That nasty business means that we must change our plans,’ he said eventually.

‘Why? We’ve got our money and that killin’ wasn’t our fault.’

Simon sighed. ‘Look. Despite the English influence,  Egypt is a Turkish possession and not part of the British Empire. We are unknown here and must appear as just a pair of penniless adventurers. You have killed a man and I’ve injured one and, more to the point, let him get away to tell the story. The body will be found in the morning. That villainous shopkeeper will want his money back, and in this city with its strong anti-British atmosphere he could spin any story and raise feelings against us. I am not sure that old Ashley-Pemberton would raise a finger to help us - in fact he’d probably throw us to the dogs to placate the authorities - and Wolseley is too far away to help, even if he could.’

Jenkins sucked in his moustache. ‘Ah. Right. So what do we do, then?’

‘Well . . .’ Simon mused. ‘We will have a few hours in hand anyway, because I told old greybeard that we were staying at Shepheards. First thing in the morning I shall cable General Colley in South Africa that we are on our way to serve him as scouts, following Wolseley’s message to us - that will put him under some sort of obligation and make sure that we get work. But Ashley-Pemberton knows that we intended to go back to Alexandria and pick up a steamer going down the Canal from Port Said, and I don’t trust him not to pass this on if he is questioned.’

‘So?’

‘So we won’t take the train across the desert to the mouth of the Canal.’

‘What? Are we goin’ to march through the jungle to South Africa, then? It’ll be a bit ’ot.’

Simon smiled. ‘You’re not far off, 352. But no. Not through the jungle. We’re going to go due east across the desert to Suez at the southern end of the Canal and pick up a steamer from there. No one will think of looking for us there. The train will be too dangerous, but I would think that there will still be traders crossing the desert. We will buy passage on a camel train.’

Jenkins’s jaw dropped. ‘What? Ride on camels?’

‘Certainly. It’s the only way.’

‘But with respect, bach sir, you can barely sit on a horse when it’s movin’ a bit. You’ll just fall off a camel.’

‘Don’t be impertinent. Anyway, I’m much better on a horse now. A camel goes slower. They must be easier. You’ll see.’

They found Ahmed still at the reception desk on their return - in fact, he never seemed to leave it. If he was surprised at Jenkins’s appearance in shirtsleeves and their general air of dishevelment, he gave no sign. ‘Whisky, effendi?’ he enquired.

‘Yes please. Two large ones, in my room, please. But Ahmed, there is one further service you can render us.’ Simon placed two gold sovereigns on the desk.

‘Ah sir, you are very kind, but no.’ He gently pushed the coins back. ‘We are honoured to have you stay at the Metropolitan. No extra payment is required. I shall be glad to help you further.’

‘Good man. I knew we could rely on you, but I do insist you take this as a small token of thanks for what I am now asking you to do.’ Simon pushed the coins back and leaned forward conspiratorially, beckoning Ahmed  towards him. The Egyptian, eyes wide, inclined his head across the counter.

‘Now, Ahmed,’ continued Simon in a low voice. ‘With your intelligence and sharp eye, I know you will have realised that we have been here in Cairo these last three days on special work.’ Ahmed, his mouth open, began to shake his head in denial, then switched to nodding in happy agreement. ‘Of course,’ said Simon, ‘I knew you would. Nothing escapes you. In fact, we have been liaising between the British Government and the Khedive on matters of the utmost secrecy. Now, can I rely completely on your discretion?’

Ahmed looked quickly to his right and left. ‘Of course, effendi. Oh yes, indeed.’

‘Good. It has now become necessary for us to leave Cairo early in the morning to take a steamer from Alexandria to Italy. But for reasons which you will understand I cannot reveal . . .’ the Egyptian nodded his head solemnly, ‘we cannot take the train to Alexandria. This means we must somehow cross the desert to Suez at the southern end of the Canal and pick up a northbound boat from there. Is it possible to do this?’

The Egyptian frowned. ‘Let me see . . . what day is it? Ah yes, Monday. You are in luck, effendi. There is a camel train which leaves at about ten o’clock tomorrow, from the Bab El-Ghurayib gateway in the East Wall, right at the end of the Musky. The caravan takes goods to the little villages at oases on the way to Suez. The leader of the train is Mahmud Muharram and he is my brother. I am sure that for a fair price he will take you  across the desert. I can go now and arrange it for the morning, if you wish.’

‘That would be very kind of you, Ahmed. I knew we could rely on you. But there is one last task I ask of you.’ Simon added another sovereign to the little pile. ‘We must travel incognito until we reach Suez, you understand?’ Ahmed nodded his head vigorously. ‘Do you think that you could procure for us some Arab garments? Nothing elegant, just something so that we do not stand out from your friends conspicuously as Europeans. Mahmud can know that we are English, but until we leave Cairo, no one else must. Yes?’

‘Of course, effendi. That will be no problem. No problem at all.’

Simon leaned across and shook his hand, and equally solemnly, so did Jenkins. ‘Thank you, Ahmed,’ said Simon. ‘You have done our two countries a great service.’

‘It is nothing, sir. Nothing at all.’

Jenkins gave him a great grin. ‘And don’t forget the whiskies, bach. Right away if you can. Bit parched, see.’




 Chapter 2

Ahmed was as good as his word, and shortly after dawn they found small bundles of clothing outside each of their doors. He knocked on Simon’s door shortly afterwards - did the man never sleep? - and assured him that his brother would take them on the journey with his funduq for six English sovereigns. Then he showed him how to dress, displaying the delight of a mother arraying her child for the school fancy dress.

Simon was allowed to keep his plain white trousers, tucked into his riding boots. It was not possible, explained Ahmed, to find Egyptian slippers to fit, but the boots would merely show that he was probably from the northern coast, more accustomed to riding horses, and he would pass. His tailored shirt was replaced by a simple cotton garment, buttoned to the neck, worn under a voluminous and unstructured white robe, gathered at the waist by a red sash. A head cloth of undyed cotton, allowed to flow over the forehead to the eyes and also over the shoulders to offer protection against the sun, but loose enough to be tucked across  the mouth to keep out sand, was kept in place by two plaited cords tied around the crown of the head. To Simon’s untutored eye, this seemed more the dress of an Arab than an Egyptian, but he was relieved to be spared the great Egyptian turban, wound precariously round the head like a bundle of washing, which he knew, from previous experience with something similar in Afghanistan, Jenkins would be unable to keep in place. Ahmed assured him that the dress was typical of a desert traveller and would fit them for the eighty-mile journey across the plains and sand dunes to Suez.

Once Jenkins had been similarly equipped, they shouldered their duffel bags, took down their still-wrapped Martini-Henrys, paid their bill, shook hands warmly once again with Ahmed and left the little hotel before the other guests were up and about to marvel at their transformation. Within the hour they had passed through the great gate of Bab El-Ghurayib in the East Wall to where a bewildering number of camels and men were milling about on the scrub and arid shingle that lapped the walls of the city. The activity seemed haphazard, with camels snarling their yellow tombstone teeth and refusing to rise from their kneeling positions, tents being struck and household utensils being rolled into untidy bundles. The smell of camel dung forced the two men to wrinkle their noses.

They soon found Mahmud Muharram - not difficult in that he stood tall in the chaos, shouting words of command and swishing in emphasis with a long frayed  whip. He was a big man and wore a black beard behind which his teeth flashed in welcome as he nodded in approval of their garb.

‘Good, you are dressed for the desert,’ he said in excellent English. Then he frowned and pointed at their awkwardly wrapped rifles. ‘What are they?’

‘English army rifles,’ said Simon. ‘We have no wish to use them on this journey but they will be necessary when we reach our final destination.’

The frown remained. ‘You are soldiers, then?’

‘No, although we used to be. We have been asked to work for the British army as scouts.’

‘I do not know what that means. But I want no shooting on my funduq. Show me the rifles, but not here. Come.’ He beckoned to them to follow him to where one tent was still standing. It was long and shallow, secured by a seemingly random web of ropes tied to pegs in the ground or pinned down by rocks, and it had no defined shape except for a low peak in the middle. It looked as though the first breath of wind could blow it away, but Simon and Jenkins were to come to respect its strength and resilience to desert storms. One end had been left open and they ducked their heads and followed Mahmud into the interior. There they sat on cushions and Simon carefully unwrapped his rifle.

The Egyptian took it and his eyes lit up as he weighed it in his hands, worked the ejector lever behind the trigger and then lifted the stock into his shoulder and sighted along its barrel. He raised an eyebrow towards Simon: ‘It is the latest, I think?’

‘Yes. We have used it in the Zulu War and last year against the Afghans.’

‘Ah.’ The big man nodded his head slowly. ‘Then you are truly warriors.’

‘Well,’ said Jenkins, ‘used to be, that is. We’ve sort of retired now, see.’

The smile returned to Mahmud’s eyes. ‘Good. I am glad to hear it. I do not want any soldiering on the journey to Suez.’

‘Of course not,’ Simon hastily agreed. ‘We will keep the rifles out of sight, of course. But there will be no danger in the desert, surely?’

The Egyptian shrugged his shoulders. ‘If we are lucky, no. But there are always the Bedawis.’

‘Who are they?’

‘They are not Egyptians.’ His lip curled. ‘They are from the south and they are nomads, desert dwellers. They have drifted up from the big desert lands above the Sudan and they look after small herds of sheep and cattle. But that is not all they do. Some - the bad ones - raid small villages and steal and they sometimes stop caravans like ours and demand payment to allow us to progress.’

‘Good lord. They are just pirates, then?’

Jenkins’s moustache bristled. ‘Why don’t you just send them off with a bloody nose or whatever, eh?’

Mahmud looked from one to the other uneasily, as though acknowledging a weakness. ‘Ah, unlike you, my friends, we are not warriors. We are just traders. My people are not brave. It seems easiest just to give them  what they want and then get on with our business. You see, these Bedawis are cruel people. They will kill if they are opposed.’

‘I understand,’ said Simon. ‘It is not easy for you. But you deserve protection. Why does the army of the Khedive not give you that protection?’

The big man shrugged again. ‘There was a time when the army sent out patrols to keep the camel routes open. But now we see very few soldiers. The Bedawis know this and they are growing more . . . what do you call it? . . . yes, arrogant. They stopped me a month ago and also last week, on the way here. But,’ he opened out his hands in a fatalistic gesture, ‘that was unusual. Perhaps Allah will be good this time.’

Simon involuntarily put a hand on his pack, where a slight bulge revealed the presence of the gold sovereigns. He exchanged glances with Jenkins. ‘When they stop you, what do they demand?’

‘Ah, nothing particular. They just go through our wares, taking what they want. But they are not stupid. They do not take everything, for that would mean the end of our journeys and the end of their income. It is best to let them have their way. It is like a tax that we pay. But,’ he frowned again as he ran his hand along the steel-blue barrel of the Martini, ‘keep these out of sight. They will want them.’
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