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CHAPTER ONE

An air of intense excitement enveloped the thatched mud huts of the King’s kraal in the valley of Khami. Hearts beat faster and the mouth dried involuntarily. It was as though the village itself lay beneath the huge dust cloud that hung high above the red, dry-parched Matopos Hills like a giant umbrella.

The dust was being kicked up by the hooves of more than six thousand cattle. Pouring down the rounded slopes of a hill, they streamed towards the village, a wide, living ribbon extending for half-a-mile to the east.

The beasts were by no means prime cattle. They stumbled along with heads hanging low, red-rimmed eyes bulging from fear and exhaustion. A man could hide two fingers between their bony ribs. The cattle caught in the centre of the herd coughed and choked, swinging horned heads against the flanks of their neighbours as they breathed in more dust than air.

Yet, until a few weeks before, these scrawny animals had represented the proud wealth of a village of Manica tribesmen in their homeland around the foothills of the Inyanga mountains. Men had died for them.

Herding the cattle along their way were five hundred trotting Matabele warriors. Bedecked with ostrich feathers, they jogged along, hammering on taut hide war shields to keep the sea of cattle moving. Sunlight glinted on the gleaming, broad blades of their assegais.

The excitement in Khami was for the return of these warriors. The Matabele regiment – an ‘impi’ – had been away from its home kraal for three anxious months. Now it was almost home and the success of the foray was plain for all to see. The dust cloud of the captured cattle had been visible for hours before they came into view.

There would be a great celebration in the kraal tonight, in which all but a handful of mourning families would join. These warriors were part of the finest army in Africa and they had encountered little resistance during their campaigning. Those few tribes foolish enough to make a stand against them had been overwhelmed and slaughtered by the ruthless Matabele fighting-men.

Working in a back room of his stone-built store at the edge of the kraal, Daniel Retallick was aware of both the excitement and its cause. Twenty-six years of age now, he had been living in the royal kraal for almost five years. He had seen many victorious impis return. He knew that in addition to the cattle they would be bringing back prisoners. Captured children to be assimilated into the Matabele tribe, the girls as servants and chattels, the boys as warriors. There would be women prisoners too, to provide savage entertainment for the evening festivities.

Gritting his teeth against the images conjured up by the memories of previous ‘entertainments’, Daniel swung a wooden keg filled with gunpowder from the hard-packed dirt floor to the top of the three-tiered stack of barrels already against the stone wall.

Daniel loved the country of the Matabele, with its ancient hills and deep fertile valleys. Parched brown by the dry winter, it would erupt in a riot of flowering trees and shrubs in the rains of summer. He loved its people too and worked hard to protect them from the greed and exploitation of the English and the Boers who crowded Matabeleland’s southern borders. But Daniel recognised the shortcomings of the tribe and its despotic ruler.

In his own quiet way, Daniel had tried to wean Mzilikazi, the Matabele King, away from many of the barbaric practices that more civilised nations found unacceptable. He was succeeding – but very slowly. He feared his efforts would be overtaken by the pressing needs of those men seeking entry to the riches they believed Matabeleland to hold.

Suddenly, the sound outside the store became a great roar that echoed from the surrounding hills. Leaping on the barrels of gunpowder, Daniel peered through a high, barred window. The returning warriors and the cattle were still more than a mile away. The object of the crowd’s approbation was much closer.

Another roar, and the word ‘BAYETE!’ thundered to the sky from a thousand throats, setting a stack of tin plates rattling on a shelf in the store. ‘Bayete’ was a greeting by the people to their Paramount Chief – their King.

Daniel eased the keg of gunpowder further on to the stack before jumping to the ground. Wiping perspiration from his face with the crumpled kerchief he wore about his neck, he made his way to the front door of the store.

To cries of ‘He comes! The mountain walks among his people’, Mzilikazi was going out to meet the returning warriors, accompanied by many of his three hundred wives. Daniel realised this raid must have been something out of the ordinary.

Absolute ruler of the Matabele nation and the suzerain of a dozen lesser tribes, forty-six years had passed since Mzilikazi’s break from Shaka, the Zulu Chief. Heading northwards from Natal, Mzilikazi had taken his own people first to the Transvaal, then, later, across the Limpopo River. Here, in the hills and plains that would one day be known as Rhodesia, and later as Zimbabwe, he had welded them together as the powerful and much-feared Matabele nation.

In those days Mzilikazi had been a great chief and a warrior in the prime of life. Now, in 1868, he was almost eighty years of age and rarely left the royal enclosure. Monarch of a greatly expanded nation, heavy drinking and the cares of his warrior people had dulled his mind and taken a toll of his once-fine physique. Mzilikazi now weighed more than three hundred pounds and his gross body needed to be supported wherever he went by two of his strongest bodyguards.

But the eyes of Mzilikazi were still as keen as ever. He missed nothing. Surrounded though he was by hundreds of shouting and applauding subjects, Mzilikazi saw Daniel. Shaking himself free from his helpers, he held up a massive hand for silence. Immediately, all sound was cut off, leaving behind a stillness so unexpected that a startled flock of red-billed quelea birds took to the air in a whirring cloud from the trees in the King’s royal enclosure.

‘The day is too warm for work, trader,’ called Mzilikazi to Daniel. ‘Come! I go to meet my son, Kanje. He returns from his first raid against the Manicas.’

He waved an overweight arm in the direction of the hills, where the tail end of the cattle herd had just come into sight, ‘See? The cattle he has brought to me move across the land like locusts. He has done well.’

At Mzilikazi’s side one of his favourite younger wives beamed her pleasure at his words. She was the mother of Kanje and had worked hard for this moment. At night, in the sweaty darkness of Mzilikazi’s hut, with no one near to remind the King of her lowly status as a junior wife, she had used every wile known to woman to further the career of her only son. Sired by Mzilikazi when she was hardly thirteen years old, Kanje was but one of many hundred such royal ‘princes’. Less respectful subjects declared they were as numerous as ticks on the great royal herds. Few would even rise high enough to command one of the King’s impis. Kanje’s mother was determined that her son should profit from his royal heritage – and one day take the throne from his father.

‘Are you coming with me, trader? Would you look upon the faces of the Manica women and their spawn? My runner tells me there are many.’

Over the King’s head, Daniel could see the blood-red leaves of the royal msasa trees. He shuddered, then shook his head. ‘This is a day for your warriors and their families, Mzilikazi. I have much work to do in my store.’

The mother of Kanje glared malevolently at Daniel, incensed by what she considered to be a slight to her son.

‘You are not pleased that my warriors have won a great victory … ?’ Mzilikazi’s narrowed angrily and Daniel’s heart sank. He was probably one of the King’s most trusted friends and, in return, had a great affection for the despotic old ruler, but in recent months drink and senility had combined to make Mzilikazi dangerously unpredictable.

‘I’m happy at the success of your army, Mzilikazi,’ Daniel chose his words carefully. ‘I congratulate you on having such a brave warrior for a son – but I am a white man. Looking upon the faces of those who are soon to die gives me no pleasure.’

To Daniel’s relief, the frown lifted from Mzilikazi’s face. Daniel’s dislike of the Matabele’s more violent ways was no secret to anyone. With an expression of amusement on his face, Mzilikazi looked at Daniel speculatively.

‘Very well, trader. Stay and continue your work – but I insist that you attend the celebrations tonight. You understand me?’

The King’s eyes held Daniel’s and, sick to his stomach, Daniel could only nod his head in agreement. He knew he should have swallowed his pride and accompanied Mzilikazi to meet his son and the victorious Matabele warriors. True, there would have been isolated acts of cruelty perpetrated against the unfortunate Manica prisoners by the jeering villagers but it would be nothing compared to what he would be forced to witness at the evening’s victory celebrations. After consuming gallons of thick, kraal-brewed beer, the Matabele had no inhibitions. They would lay the dust about the celebration fires with the blood of their prisoners.

Daniel looked wearily along the valley. The first cattle of the stolen herd were now passing the low wooden shacks of the mission station that occupied an isolated position beside the main track to the kraal. There was no sign of the missionaries, but Daniel knew they would not be missing a single incident happening outside. The quill pens would be scratching the pages of their journals in a fury tonight.

There were two missionaries resident at the mission station. One was a single man, the other accompanied by his wife. Theirs was a lonely and frustrated existence. The station had been established as the result of an unguarded promise made by Mzilikazi to the veteran missionary, Robert Moffat, some years before. But giving his word to allow a mission station to be built was one thing – permitting it to function successfully was something quite different. Mzilikazi was adamant that the missionaries must not preach to his people. Summary execution was speedily imposed on any subject who appeared ready for conversion to the white man’s faith.

Daniel did not like the missionaries. Both were quarrelsome and bigotted men. Their ambition of converting the Matabele to Christianity involved sweeping away all tribal traditions and pride. Covering the people’s nakedness with western-style clothing and modelling the Matabele along the lines of Sunday-school children. In pursuit of this aim the missionaries schemed and connived to bring Europeans to the country, ignoring the dangers of such a policy. They argued that there was nothing wrong in using powder and shot to blast the benefits of The Word into the lives of Mzilikazi’s reluctant savages.

Nevertheless, in spite of his dislike for them, Daniel sympathised with the missionaries in their well-nigh impossible task. He felt a grudging admiration for their tenacity in remaining in this land, where they were so patently unwanted. Mzilikazi would not go back on the promise he had made to Moffat, but he made no secret of the fact that he would be happy if the two men abandoned the mission station and left the Matabele to the Devil – and Mzilikazi. In an attempt to achieve this aim, he insisted they perform various menial tasks for him that were beneath the dignity of his own warriors. In addition, he demanded that they grow produce for the royal household and gather wood for his fires.

The missionaries took up these additional burdens without complaint, but both men kept carefully detailed diaries of their humiliations. They hoped that future publication, together with information of the happenings in Matabeleland might arouse the passions of the British public and force the government to send an army against the Matabele and their despotic ruler. At the very least, the diaries should ensure appropriate recognition for their devotion to the Christian cause.

Thinking of the ordeal he would have to undergo that evening, Daniel wished the missionaries were men he could talk to. It would be even better if Sam Speke were in Khami … Sam and his daughter Victoria.

Sam Speke had come to Khami many years before, with Daniel. Married to a girl of the Herero tribe from South West Africa, Sam was currently on a visit with his family to his wife’s village, almost a thousand miles away.

A solid, reliable man, Sam Speke had been with Daniel’s parents when they were shipwrecked on the treacherous Skeleton Coast of South West Africa. Only three years old at the time, Daniel, with his family, had been given sanctuary by the Hereros and lived in their village for many years. Daniel’s parents had returned to England when he moved to Matabeleland, but Sam Speke came with him. He helped run the Matabele end of a remarkable trade route extending more than half the breadth of the African continent. From Mzilikazi’s capital to Whalefish Bay, on the Atlantic coast. The South West African end of the operation was looked after by Aaron Copping, Daniel’s partner. Aaron had been trading in Africa for most of his life and knew more about South West Africa than any other man alive.

Theirs was a unique trading venture. Initially, it had begun as a trading link between Whalefish Bay and the Herero heartland. Daniel had extended the route first to the Bechuanas at Lake Ngami, in the Kalahari Desert, and then to the land of the Matabele. It was a hazardous life, at best – but Daniel was the envy of a great many white adventurers. These were the men who were gradually edging the frontiers of exploration and commerce closer to Matabeleland. Only Mzilikazi’s impis, jealously guarding the rich lands over which their King claimed jurisdiction, kept them at bay.

Mzilikazi did not trust white men. He occasionally befriended certain individuals, but their numbers could be counted on the fingers of one hand and their friendship did not change his opinion of their fellows. What he learned from these select few convinced Mzilikazi beyond all doubt that if ever his country were thrown open to them the way of life of the Matabele would end forever. Mzilikazi was determined it would not come to pass in his lifetime.

As the sun sank below the summit of the range of hills to the west of Khami, the taut monkey-skin drums began to beat out from the great square in the centre of the capital. Others took up the rhythm eagerly. Soon the sound of a hundred drums echoed back and forth between the rocky crags about the town. In the centre of the square many fires sprang up and impromptu dancing began. As the dancers shuffled and swayed together in the flickering light the rapidly growing crowds about them sang and clapped in time to the music.

Daniel had hoped to arrive late at the festivities and slip away at the earliest moment without being noticed. His plans were dashed when Jandu, another of Mzilikazi’s many sons, arrived at the store with orders to escort him to the square.

‘You are to be honoured tonight, trader,’ Jandu called from the store-room as he weighed a new percussion rifle in his hands while Daniel dressed.

Daniel entered the store fastening the long sleeves of his shirt at the wrists. The mosquitoes were always worse at night and it paid to leave as little skin exposed as possible. ‘Honoured … ?’ he frowned at Jandu. ‘I’m damned if I see it that way. There’s no honour in watching unarmed women being hacked to death by young boys!’

Jandu looked very much like his father when he was amused, ‘Those young boys will one day be men – and men must be warriors. They need to know the feel of a spear entering the body of an enemy … to know which thrusts kill and which only maim. Such knowledge can make the difference between life and death to a warrior in his first battle …’

Jandu held the gun in his hands close to the spluttering animal-oil lamp and peered down the barrel. ‘Why should you care what happens to Manica women? Are they more to you than Matabele women?’

Mzilikazi’s son voiced the curiosity felt by many of the Matabele at Daniel’s apparent celibacy while living among them. It was in marked contrast to the behaviour of the few other white men who had visited Khami, seeking permission to hunt, or search for precious metals – or simply explore the land of the Matabele. Their eagerness to have a ‘slave girl’ was the subject of many ribald tribal jokes. It was rumoured that this was the real reason why so many white men wished to enter Mzilikazi’s kingdom. Indeed, before the arrival of the missionary’s wife it was believed by the Matabele that there could be no white women in Africa.

‘They are no more, and no less, than any other women,’ Daniel retorted, but Jandu had already dismissed the matter of Daniel’s taste in women from his mind. He held the rifle out towards him.

‘This is a good gun?’

‘The best. A man’s family would never go hungry if he hunted for food with one of those – but it will cost you more elephant tusks than you could collect in a full year.’

Jandu lowered the gun. With a snort of derision he tossed it carelessly aside on a pile of colourful blankets. ‘My family has never been hungry – and I hunt only with a spear. Such guns are for white men – and my father’s son, Kanje.’

Daniel looked at Jandu sharply. ‘Kanje has one of these? I’ve traded only one since they arrived – to Mzilikazi.’

‘Are such guns made only for you, trader? Kanje’s raid took him far from our home. He met with the bearded men who come on horses from the south.’

Daniel knew Jandu was talking about the Boers. Their mounted commandos often rode to the borders of Matabeleland in the hope of surprising a small group of tribesmen and stealing their cattle.

‘Kanje captured rifles from the Boers? I don’t believe it!’

Jandu allowed himself a quick smile. ‘Had Kanje captured guns from the bearded ones the Matabele would have a future King who even I would follow without question. No, trader. Kanje and twenty of his men were given the guns when the bearded ones learned he was a son of Mzilikazi.’

‘If Kanje’s accepted gifts from the Boers he’s a fool!’

Jandu nodded. ‘I see you understand the situation. Kanje does not. As you say, he is a fool – a young fool. He would rule our people, yet does not realise he has already put himself in debt to the bearded ones. If ever he becomes King they will be here, demanding the right to trade.’

Daniel remembered the look Kanje’s mother had given him earlier in the day. She was a strong-willed woman who would always influence her son. If Kanje ever ruled in his father’s place Daniel’s trading days with the Matabele would be over. The Boers would move in to take his place. Daniel knew this. So did Jandu.

‘You and I should be of one mind, trader. We both have much to lose should my brother be chosen to lead our people. You, your trade. I … my life. While I and my other brothers live we would always pose a threat to him. Unfortunately, there is little I can do to prevent Kanje having his way. I am just one of Mzilikazi’s many troublesome sons. But you have my father’s ear. You are a trusted friend. He will listen to you.’

Daniel looked at Jandu suspiciously. About thirty years of age, the Matabele was tall, even when judged by the standards of his own tribe, and he had the massive chest of his father. He also had remarkably large eyes that at first glance appeared docile, but when given a direct glance, a man felt they were burning into his very soul. Jandu had only recently returned to Khami, after serving as an Induna, or commander, of one of the King’s impis in a far-off border district.

A man of exceptional intelligence and presence, Jandu would pose a threat to the ambitions of any of Mzilikazi’s sons. Daniel hoped, for Jandu’s sake, that he had not yet attracted too much attention. But, although he was impressed by what he had seen of the other man, Daniel was reluctant to be drawn into their accession feuds.

‘You would like me to put in a good word for you, of course?’

To Daniel’s surprise, Jandu shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly, ‘There are many of my brothers who would rule better than I – but Kanje is not one of them. Under his leadership Matabeleland would become a skeleton, picked clean by the jackals who squat about our borders. I have no wish to see this happen.’

Daniel stared thoughtfully at Jandu, wondering whether all this was no more than a devious ploy by Mzilikazi himself to draw him into the intrigues of the King’s court, and so declare himself. He dismissed the idea immediately. Mzilikazi knew him better. He had always been very careful to remain aloof from the constant scheming of those who surrounded the King.

‘You need make no reply now, but do not take too long to think about what has been said here today. Mzilikazi is an old man.’

‘True – but he is still King of the Matabele, and tonight I’ve been ordered to witness Kanje’s triumph. Let’s go and get it over with.’


CHAPTER TWO

When Daniel arrived in the great square the victory celebrations were well under way, huge wood fires blazing furiously. The area surrounding the kraal had long since been denuded of trees and the wood had been brought from the river valley, more than two miles distant from Khami. No effort was being spared to make this a night the King’s subjects would long remember.

Around the fires beer gourds were passing from hand to hand, and mouth to mouth, the drinking accompanied by shouted bawdy jokes and loud, uninhibited laughter. Many of the men, particularly those with sons in the returning impi, had been celebrating from the moment the first warrior had been sighted on the hills beyond the capital.

In the cleared space between the fires the women danced in long, linked lines, stamping their feet, bodies newly anointed with animal fat, swaying in time to the music of the drummers.

The women of the royal harem, dressed in their finest beads and feathers were performing their own exclusive dance in the very centre of the square, watched by their happy and relaxed husband. Mzilikazi sat on a pile of cattle hides, drinking vast quantities of beer. He was far too close to the nearest fire for comfort, but seemed not to mind the glistening rivulets of perspiration that formed salt pools in the deep creases of his body.

Seeing Daniel, Mzilikazi roared for him to come and sit at his side. Daniel would have preferred to sit further away from the heat of the fire, but he dared not refuse. A gesture from the King dismissed Jandu, and Daniel chose a place on the heaped cow hides, accepting the gourd of beer that was quickly passed to him by one of Mzilikazi’s wives.

The beer, brewed and drunk by the Matabele, had the consistency of a well-watered porridge. It smelled sour but the taste was not unpleasant. Under the watchful eyes of Mzilikazi, Daniel took a deep draught before setting the gourd down on the ground beside him.

Resting a heavy hand briefly on Daniel’s shoulder, the Matabele King beamed at him benignly. ‘I am pleased to see you are still one of us, trader,’ he boomed. ‘Now you will hear of my son’s first raid.’

Clapping his hands, Mzilikazi ordered the dancers from the square.

As the women hurried to find space on the ground behind their menfolk, the crowd’s excitement increased in volume, drowning the complaining lowing of the captured cattle, penned within the royal cattle kraal, just beyond the village.

Another signal from Mzilikazi, then he sprawled back on his hide throne to enjoy a re-enactment of the raid on the Manicas.

First to take the stage was the King’s ‘Inganga’ – his ‘witch-doctor’. Accompanied by two assistants, he wore a hideous mask and a tall headdress of fur and feathers and made a frightening giant figure in the capricious light from the fire. After performing a series of incredible leaps and contortions that had the appreciative crowd gasping in awe, the Inganga stood in front of Mzilikazi and scattered a variety of powdered potions to the four winds. Then he began extolling the virtues of the King, reminding his subjects of past victories. As each one was mentioned the great crowd let out a sigh of appreciation.

When he felt enough had been said to satisfy the King’s vanity, the Inganga began telling his listeners of the success of Kanje’s raid in the unknown lands of the Manica tribes. He reminded King and the subjects that it was he, the Inganga, who had sent the raiding-party on its way protected by some of his most powerful ‘medicine’.

‘Powerful it may have been,’ interrupted the King. ‘But some faces were missing from the returning impi. How many of my warriors died?’

The Inganga turned to the Induna of the impi, who fell to his knees in front of his King.

‘Seven, Kumalo.’ Kumalo meant literally ‘Majesty’.

‘Name them.’

The Induna called out seven names. As each rolled off his tongue there was a groan from the listening crowd, and a wail from the women of the dead warrior’s family.

‘How did they die?’ asked the King, when the names were known.

‘They died bravely, Kumalo. They were truly Matabele warriors.’

Mzilikazi nodded his satisfaction, ‘Each elder son, or father of the dead men is to be given ten captured cattle.’

There was a sigh of approval from the crowd. It was a generous gesture.

Next, the Inganga gave details of the number of their enemies killed, cattle gained for the Matabele, and the number of prisoners secured.

As the Inganga spoke, evidence of his statistics were produced for the benefit of his audience. A dozen cattle, terrified by the din about them, were dragged into the square and Mzilikazi immediately ordered them to be killed and roasted over the fires for his people. Next came the unfortunate prisoners, women and boys, herded into the firelight to the derisive jeers of the spectators. Many of the captured women fell to their knees in front of Mzilikazi, begging him to spare their lives. The children who were to be assimilated into the tribe clung to their mothers, too bewildered to understand what was about to happen. After no more than a brief glance in their direction, Mzilikazi dismissed them from his presence.

Next, the Inganga’s assistants ran towards Mzilikazi carrying two bulging hide bags. As the bags were upturned before the King a dozen dust-smeared heads thudded to the ground and a great roar of approval went up from the crowd.

Daniel had been prepared for this display of barbarism. He had witnessed such incidents before – but he was not expecting Mzilikazi’s next move.

The Inganga peered at each head in turn, finally selecting one topped with short, curly grey hair. Carrying it to the King, he handed over the gruesome object, declaring it to be the head of the Chief of the Manica tribe.

Mzilikazi took the head and held it up before him, studying the features. Suddenly, he tossed the head through the air towards Daniel who caught it in an involuntary action.

‘There, trader. Does he look as noble as a Matabele?’

Aware of the laughter of the watching Matabele, Daniel shrugged, carefully concealing the revulsion he felt. ‘He looks like any other man. No doubt he was proud of his tribe, and honoured his ancestors.’

Daniel placed the gruesome trophy next to the King. Mzilikazi hurriedly pushed it to the ground and ordered the main event of the evening to begin.

Daniel had played upon the King’s own superstitious beliefs. The Matabele were taught that if a man honoured his ancestors throughout his own life, his own spirit would be welcomed by them after death. These ancestral spirits would not be pleased with any mortal who made their task more difficult by separating head from body.

The Inganga’s two assistants removed the heads of the dead Manica warriors and now the victorious Matabele impi marched proudly to the firelit square, applauded loudly by relatives and friends. Dressed in their warrior feathers and carrying tall, hide shields and broad-bladed assegais, they spread across the square, assuming the extended-horn battle formation of an attacking Matabele impi. This was the Zulu manoeuvre that had struck terror in the hearts of enemies from Natal to the Zambezi River.

Chanting slogans and thudding their feet heavily to the ground with each step, the impi advanced across the square until it was within a few paces of Mzilikazi. Then, with a great shout of ‘Bayete!’ it broke ranks and the warriors moved off to one side.

Their Induna stepped forward and began giving Mzilikazi a lurid account of the raid. He was a good narrator and the crowd remained absolutely silent, straining to hear the Induna’s every word. As each man was mentioned, he stepped forward and re-enacted the incident that had provoked such an honour, each stroke of his assegai signifying the death of an enemy at his hands.

Finally it was the turn of Kanje to step forward and impress the King with a display of his prowess. Glistening muscles rippling, the junior son sprang from the ranks of his fellow warriors, scornfully discarding his shield. Brandishing an assegai in his right hand and a rifle in his left, he performed well. To the accompaniment of the Induna’s recital, he vividly relived the highlights of his great adventure. The watching subjects held their breath as Kanje crept from the broken rocks of a Manica hillside towards an unsuspecting sentry. They gasped as he fought with three enemy warriors in desperate hand-to-hand combat and shouted an urgent warning when, hard-pressed by the Manica warriors, he was attacked from behind.

When the last of the Manicas had been overwhelmed by the ferocity of his lone attack, Kanje stood facing the King, his father. Head thrown back proudly, he awaited the praise that was his due. Behind him, the crowd exploded in a frenzy of applause. Kanje was the hero of the moment. This was assuredly the greatest day of his young life.

Kanje’s moment of glory might have lasted longer had not the Induna been so carried away by the enthusiasm of the crowd that he forgot the suspicious and jealous nature of the Matabele King. Enthusiastically, he concluded his contribution to Kanje’s realistic performance by declaring to Mzilikazi, ‘Truly, Great One, all who saw Kanje in battle said that he fought as bravely as his father once did. You can be proud of him, Great King.’

‘Proud? Proud of a warrior who has hardly left boyhood behind, yet returns from his first raid convinced he is as brave as Mzilikazi?’

The King struggled to his feet, throwing off the bodyguard who rushed to his aid. Standing unsteadily, glaring from the Induna to Kanje, he boomed, ‘I have defeated warriors who were said to be unbeatable. Yes … and the bearded white men from the south too. You would liken a first-blooded boy to me? Induna – I spit upon you!’

Mzilikazi matched words with the deed as the terrified Induna stood before him, not daring to move a muscle.

‘Guards! Bring the prisoners to me.’ Mzilikazi roared the words and there was hurried movement from his bodyguard.

The spectators had maintained a frightened silence during the King’s angry outburst, fearful lest the slightest sound be interpreted as criticism and so attract the ever-vigilant court executioners. Now they relaxed, eager for what they believed was to follow.

The Manica women and children were herded forward, but now they had been divided into two wailing groups, women in one, children in the other. The paths of their lives would divide sharply now. Life for the young boys would take an upward surge. Given to families among the Matabele people, they would be set to work as herd-boys until they were of an age to join one of Mzilikazi’s impis.

There was no such future for the women. They would take only a few steps more along their particular path. It was Matabele tradition that they should be turned loose in the square and there hunted down and slaughtered by the older herd-boys, many themselves sons of earlier victims. Those boys who showed a particular aptitude for killing would be drafted to an impi to begin their training as Matabele warriors.

This was the moment Daniel had been dreading. He had witnessed a similar ‘spear washing’ ceremony in his first year with the tribe. The memory of the savagery had haunted him for many months.

The prisoners were brought before Mzilikazi and the herd-boys raised their assegais and waited in quivering anticipation. The moments of waiting grew longer, but still the order to release the Manica women did not come. Daniel had dropped his gaze when the women were pushed forward, now he looked up, to see the King studying him.

‘You do not wish to see the women killed, trader? If you were King of the Matabele what would you do with them?’

‘Let them join their sons and brothers and become useful members of the tribe,’ declared Daniel, unhesitantly.

Mzilikazi shifted his gaze to the face of Kanje, still standing proudly before him. But when he spoke it was to Daniel once more. ‘You have never given me bad advice – and your honesty is greater than that of my son. So be it.’ To the Induna of his personal bodyguard, he called, ‘Release the Manica women. They will become servants to the Matabele. Take them away now.’

As a howl of disappointment rose from the throats of those villagers close enough to hear Mzilikazi’s words, one of the Manica women who had been following the conversation closely, broke away from the others and flung herself at Daniel’s feet.

A guard seized her arm to drag her away, but Mzilikazi waved him off.

‘Leave her!’ Grinning broadly, he said to Daniel. ‘You have saved their lives, the least you can do is contribute in some way to their keep. This girl shall be yours.’ To the guard he said, ‘Have her taken to the trader’s store.’

Mzilikazi’s good humour was short-lived. Before Daniel could reply, Kanje took an angry pace forward. ‘The prisoners are mine. It has always been the custom for the herd-boys to kill captive women. Since when have the Matabele looked to a white man for orders?’

Mzilikazi was a huge man, yet at Kanje’s words it seemed to his awestruck people that he swelled to twice his normal size, so great was his wrath. Lunging forward, he snatched the rifle from the hands of his recalcitrant younger son.

‘The Matabele put themselves in the power of the white man from the day warriors accept gifts such as this from his hands. Do you think it was given to you because a white man wants you for a brother? Fool! Black men and white can never be brothers. He gives you guns because he knows it will make you put aside your spears and rely upon this alone.’

Mzilikazi shook the rifle above his head for everyone to see. ‘One day you will find you have an enemy to fight – but no bullets for your gun. Then you will need to turn to the white man and plead with him for more. In exchange he will demand that you allow traders, hunters and gold-diggers in the lands of the Matabele. Once they are here they will multiply like weeds in a field tended by a lazy woman. Where one white man places his foot you will soon find a hundred. For every hundred there will one day be a thousand. When that happens it will be the white man and not the Matabele who rules this land and we will be as the Mashona – men of no account.’

Mzilikazi waved the rifle in Kanje’s face and gave him a look of withering scorn. ‘I taught the Matabele to fight like men. To look in the face of an enemy and be close enough to smell the fear ooze from him. A brave warrior draws strength from the terror he sees in the eyes of an enemy. A gun is for a coward, a man who knows he is less than his enemy.’

Gripping the rifle as though it were a throwing spear, Mzilikazi hurled it from him, into the fire. It landed at the heart of the blaze, scattering sparks high into the night air.

Turning his back on Kanje and ignoring the wife whose earlier pride had given way to tearful dismay, Mzilikazi tottered from the square on the arms of his two attendants.

Just as he was about to enter the royal enclosure, there was a sudden sharp explosion from the fire. Fragments of burning wood were hurled over the assembled impi and the nearby spectators. They fled in momentary panic.

One man was left behind, lying face downwards in the dirt. It was the Induna who had led Kanje’s raid.

Daniel leaped from his seat of skins and kneeled beside the still form. Turning the Induna over he saw an ugly blue-edged wound, just beneath the man’s ribs. He was dead, killed by the single bullet in Kanje’s gun.

The bullet had merely saved the Induna from a far more unpleasant fate. After praising the younger son in such glowing terms, Mzilikazi could not have allowed him to live. Only Induna’s who were unswervingly loyal to Mzilikazi led his regiments. Indunas who favoured younger sons were particularly dangerous to an aged king. After all, Mzilikazi had himself broken away from the Zulu nation and founded the Matabele empire with only a single impi.

But the incident with the rifle meant that Mzilikazi would not need to worry about a challenge to his authority for a very long time. His subjects regarded the Induna’s death as an awesome example of their King’s power. He had used his son’s gun to kill one who had offended him, without any man’s finger being on the trigger.

But if the King had consolidated his own position, Daniel had made a dangerous enemy. He saw the look that Kanje cast in his direction before hurrying off to choke on his humiliation. Not only had Daniel deprived the Matabele of their anticipated ‘spear washing’ spectacle, he had robbed Kanje of the adulation of the herd-boys who might have proved themselves tonight. They would have made the name ‘Kanje’ ring around the square, committing it to the memories of those elders who one day soon would meet to appoint Mzilikazi’s successor.

Back in his store, Daniel found that Jandu was the warrior who had brought the Manica girl to his living quarters and he was waiting with her.

The girl told Daniel her name was Suliyana. She was younger than she had appeared during the brief glimpse he had of her in the square. Looking at her slim body, naked from the waist up, Daniel thought she was probably an undernourished sixteen-year-old.

It seemed that Jandu’s thoughts were moving along similar lines. ‘You will need to feed her before you send her out to till your fields. She would be blown away by the first breeze that came along.’

‘I can work as hard as any Matabele woman,’ retorted Suliyana, scornfully. She had a soft, pleasant voice together with a disconcerting and challenging way of looking directly at the person to whom she was talking. ‘And I will eat less than the women I saw in Mzilikazi’s household.’

Jandu frowned and Daniel said hurriedly, ‘I doubt if you’ll be here long enough to impress me with your work – or lack of appetite. There’s little enough room for one to live in this store.’

Jandu’s frown became a smile. ‘She’ll have to stay here tonight. Mzilikazi will be very angry if you turn her out – and one night should be long enough to cause you much trouble, as Mzilikazi knows well. Just before you saved the lives of the Manica women a runner arrived with a message. Your friend Speke has returned to Matabeleland with his Herero wife and their daughter. They should reach Khami in the morning.’


CHAPTER THREE

Victoria Speke galloped her horse up to the door of the store a bare two hours after dawn. The manner of her arrival raised a cloud of choking dust in her wake and scattered bleary-eyed Matabele women, dogs and chickens.

She rode like a man and, with her short black hair and boy’s clothing, an onlooker might have been excused for thinking she was an excited and boisterous youth, and not a lively young woman of twenty.

Sawing her horse to a slithering, foam-blowing halt, Victoria swung a leg across the pommel of the saddle. Kicking her other foot free of the stirrup, she slid to the ground with an agile, easy movement.

Running inside the store, she collided heavily with Daniel. Before he was able to recover his balance, her arms went about him and, while he pressed back against an uncomfortable stack of iron kettles and small cauldrons, Victoria kissed him with an ardour that would have raised eyebrows in even the most advanced-thinking European community.

‘Daniel! It’s good to be back. I’ve missed you … I feel I’ve been away from you for years! Have you missed me too? What’s been happening?’

At that moment, Victoria caught sight of Suliyana.

The Manica girl was wearing no more, and no less, than she had on the day she was first captured. A string of beads about her waist, from which hung a brief leather apron, no more than eight inches square, at front and rear. She was standing by the store-blanket bed Daniel had provided for her in a corner of the store.

Victoria’s hands dropped away from Daniel and went up to her thick, black hair in an automatic gesture. Stepping back from him, she looked from the girl to Daniel, her face registering incredulous disbelief, ‘Who … who is this?’

Daniel had hoped to have Suliyana out of the store by the time Victoria and the others reached Khami. Victoria’s early arrival had taken him by surprise. His embarrassed explanation was garbled and disjointed and did nothing to lessen Victoria’s growing dismay.

‘… at least she and the others are alive,’ he ended, lamely.

‘Others? You have more of them here?’ Victoria cast a hurried glance about the store.

‘No, of course not. Mzilikazi ordered Suliyana to be brought here. The others will be put to work in Khami.’

‘And she’s only been here since last night?’

‘Of course. I was hoping to be rid of her by the time you arrived. You took me by surprise.’

‘I can see that,’ Victoria smiled again and Daniel relaxed. Fortunately, Victoria would never learn how difficult it had been to convince the Manica girl that she would not be sharing his bed.

Victoria took Daniel’s hand and squeezed it so tightly she hurt his fingers. ‘All right, I’ll forgive you – but she can’t stay here. She can come and work for us. We’ll need some help in the house after all these months away.’

Sam Speke had built a large wooden cabin for his family. It was about fifty yards away from the store.

‘Get your horse and I’ll take you back along the trail to meet Dad and Aaron. On the way you can bring me up to date on all that’s happened while I’ve been away.’

‘Aaron is with you? Why? What’s happening to our stores in South West Africa?’

‘The fighting is bad, Daniel. While we were at home in Otjimkandje the village was raided three times, and most of the while the warriors are out raiding someone else. On the way we’ve passed through villages that have been razed to the ground. The stench of death is everywhere. Nobody is trading. Whatever one tribe needs it takes from another. It’s dangerous for a man to have anything worth stealing. Even so, it took Dad a long time to persuade Aaron to leave with us … but there’ll be time enough to talk about things like that when we meet up with the others. Let’s just talk about you and me for a while.’

Since arriving in Khami, five years before, theirs had been a warm and easy relationship. Even then the fifteen-year-old Victoria had adored the twenty-one-year-old Daniel, already experienced in trading and the harsh ways of nineteenth-century Africa. Nothing had ever been said, but it was assumed by those about them that one day they would marry and set up home together among the Matabele.

Suliyana watched as they walked away, hand-in-hand, Victoria leaning her slight body against Daniel. The Manica girl was filled with an emotion she had never before experienced. She did not recognise it as the pangs of jealousy.

Daniel was not the first European Suliyana had met. She came from a village which was frequently visited by Portuguese traders. Occasionally she would also see a Portuguese official who had reluctantly forsaken the comforts of coastal life in order to undertake a tour of inspection through the interior of Manicaland. It was an area to which Portugal laid a vague and somewhat indifferent claim.

But none of the Portuguese men Suliyana had met were like Daniel. The Portuguese would sit with the village elders, sipping the brandy they had brought with them, their bloodshot eyes following the swaying bodies of village girls as they passed by. As soon as night fell the officials disappeared into their huts. Giggling children would creep to the low doorways and listen to the Portuguese grunting like wart hogs as they made sweaty love to the women the village headman was obliged to provide.

Daniel was different. He was an altogether gentler man. Suliyana would have given herself to him willingly, but he had not taken her. She had been both hurt and confused at the time. Now she thought she knew the reason. He had been saving himself for the girl who touched his hand now.

Suliyana had also met those with skins the colour of Victoria – but never before a woman. There were many half-caste renegades roaming the hills and forests of the land that lay between her country and the sea. The Manica’s called them ‘Pombeiros’. They were bastards and descendants of bastards. The result of four centuries of haphazard colonisation by the men who had introduced God and the sword to the tribes of Mozambique.

The Pombeiros were the scourge of the land. They resented the fathers who had sired them so carelessly and scorned the tribes to which they did not – and would not – belong. Outcasts from both societies, their numbers grew rapidly and they joined together to form formidable rebel forces. They traded in ivory and slaves and sold their military skill to warring chiefs. Between wars they terrorised the countryside far and wide.

Yes, Suliyana had met Pombeiros before. It was only because her own tribe was strong that she did not remember such meetings with shame. Suliyana believed that Daniel was worthy of more than a Pombeiro girl.

Daniel and Victoria met up with Sam Speke, Mary and Aaron with their half-dozen ox-wagons in a narrow, dust-dry valley, five miles west of Khami. About the valley towered rounded granite hills, worn smooth by the wind and rain of twenty-five million African years. Here and there, giant rocks balanced one upon the other in defiance of the elements, recording the incredible depth of the aeons of erosion.

The men exchanged boisterous greetings before Daniel asked Aaron about the South West African end of their trade route.

Much of the humour left the aged Jew’s lined face and he spread his arms wide in a characteristic gesture. ‘How can you set a few shillings profit against a man’s life, Daniel? The country is in turmoil. Not only is tribe fighting against tribe, but village against village. I’ve spent days negotiating a safe passage through the territory of a chief, only to be attacked by one of his own kraal heads who has changed sides. I stayed as long as I could – longer than any other trader, but I had to make the decision to get out while we still had some trade goods left. There will be no more business in South West until the wars are over.’

The finality of Aaron’s statement left Daniel stunned. The whole of the Matabele trading operation depended upon being able to carry ivory, ostrich feathers and animal skins to the South West African port of Whalefish Bay.

‘Don’t let it worry you, Daniel,’ the bearded Jewish trader tried to make light of their problems. ‘I hear the Boers are trekking all the way from the Cape to the borders of Matabeleland. If they can do it, so can we. We’ll carry our goods to Natal, use Durban … or Delagoa Bay.’

Daniel shook his head. ‘We’d be crossing the country of both the Boers and the Zulus. Neither would think twice about killing us. If we escaped them our oxen would be eaten alive by Tsetse fly.’

‘So, what do we do? Are you suggesting we throw away all our years of hard work? Become shopkeepers in Cape Town, maybe?’

Daniel said nothing for a few minutes. He had ruled out Aaron’s proposed route to the Indian Ocean, but there was an alternative….

Thoughtfully, he said, ‘A few months ago Mzilikazi sent me to warn off an expedition trying to enter Matabeleland from the Kalahari. With the party was an artist. During a conversation I had with him he told me he’d travelled up the Zambezi River from the Indian Ocean in company with a missionary. On that occasion they only got as far as some rapids at Cabora Bassa, three hundred miles upriver. Later, the missionary followed the river on his own and reached the Makololo tribe. Their country is well to the north east, so a trading route along the Zambeze River is feasible. Not only that, the artist had heard of a route inland from Sofala, well to the south of the Zambezi. That would suit us even better.’

‘There! Didn’t I say you’d think of something? But how do we find this route?’

‘I suppose I’ll have to go and search for it. The main problem will be the tribes along the way. The first will be the Mashona. I don’t anticipate any trouble with them. I’ve traded with them before and they owe allegiance to Mzilikazi – but I’m more worried about the Manicas. Their lands are beyond the Mashona and one of Mzilikazi’s impis has just returned from a raid against them. They’re hardly likely to welcome us with open arms.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ interjected Victoria, mischievously. ‘I saw the look your little Manica girl gave you before we left. I wouldn’t say they seem unfriendly people.’

Victoria had made the remark sarcastically, peeved because she had been back for no more than an hour and Daniel was already talking of going away. But, much to her dismay, Daniel seized upon her words, the sarcasm ignored.

‘I think you’ve come up with the answer.’ Seeing the puzzled expressions on the faces of the others, Daniel explained quickly about Kanje’s raid and its consequence. ‘It means that not only have we someone who knows Manicaland, but her family should be grateful enough to have her back to be ready to help us.’

‘Wasn’t I right to leave South West?’ Aaron lifted his hands to the sky in gratitude. ‘Lord, I should have known you wouldn’t slam a door in my face without opening another.’

Daniel grinned ruefully. ‘Save your thanks until we reach the Indian Ocean, Aaron. A lot can happen between here and there.’

Victoria also had misgivings, but for very different reasons. Daniel would be taking a Manica girl – a grateful Manica girl, on a long journey through unknown country. Together they would share dangers and new, exciting experiences. Victoria had no doubt the Manica girl would use her big, expressive brown eyes to good purpose along the way. Tears of frustration stung her eyes like grains of fine sand. Angrily she blinked them back. Pulling the reins of her startled horse towards her, she leaped upon its back and rode away along the track.

Sam Speke watched her go, a troubled frown on his face. He understood what was upsetting her. If only Daniel would say something to her about their future together …. Victoria was of an age for marriage – and Daniel was the man she had chosen. Sam Speke had always given his daughter everything she wanted. He would not allow the one thing she desired more than any other to escape from her now.

With a sigh, he cracked the long, rawhide whip over the flanks of his oxen. As the patient beasts leaned into their yokes, Sam Speke spoke to his wife, Mary, who clung to the seat beside him. ‘I reckon I’ll need to go with young Daniel on this trip of his to the coast. Our Victoria would never recover if he got lost somewhere along the way.’

Riding ahead of the others, Daniel caught up with Victoria where the rough path from the west joined the main track into the valley from the south. The mission station was only a few hundred yards distant and Victoria was talking to the two missionaries.

This was not the moment to ask Victoria why she had ridden off so hastily, and one of the missionaries was beckoning to him. ‘I’ve been waiting to have a word with you, Retallick. You know, of course, that Mzilikazi’s impis have been on the rampage again? One returned only yesterday with thousands of stolen cattle and at least a hundred women prisoners. It sickened me to see them. The good Lord alone knows how many more were slaughtered. Can’t you put a stop to such ghastly happenings? I know you live in the kraal with these savages, but you’re a white man, after all. You must do something.’

The Reverend Farewell Loveday had been born in the Cape Colony thirty years before. At the age of seven he had accompanied his missionary parents on a recklessly misguided evangelistic voyage to the Natal coast, almost a thousand miles beyond the protection of the nearest British garrison. Only two days after they landed, the infant Farewell Loveday saw his parents hacked to pieces by the broad-bladed assegais of Shaka’s Zulus. The experience rendered him totally unsuited for missionary work but, brought up by missionary colleagues of his late father, Farewell Loveday’s future role in life was never in doubt. Now he was labouring amidst the Matabele, an off-shoot of the Zulu tribe he both hated and feared.

Leaning forward in his saddle, Daniel said cryptically, ‘Plead with the Lord, Farewell. He’s the only one who can influence Mzilikazi. I certainly can’t – and I didn’t see you outside registering a protest when the impi passed by the mission station.’

‘You know as well as I do, they’d have overrun me with their stolen cattle.’

Swinging his horse’s head away from the Reverend Farewell Loveday, Daniel spoke to the second missionary who stood nervously dabbing his unnaturally pale face with a damp handkerchief. ‘How about you, Reverend Pugh-Williams? Didn’t you think of pointing out the error of their ways to the warriors of the impi?’

‘I … I was sick. Too sick to leave my bed. I should be there now … I’m not a well man.’ The Reverend Pugh-Williams stammered the words unhappily in his sing-song Welsh voice.

Daniel’s scornful look was tinged with pity. Arnold Pugh-Williams was a weak man. His failings would have been apparent in whatever calling he chose, in any country. Here, in the heart of Africa where a man needed to be strong to survive, he was an object of derision. His only defence against the harsh world about him lay in his illnesses, some real, but most imagined. When things became too much for him he took to his bed, tended in a somewhat desultory manner by his wife. He would have left Khami within weeks of his arrival had it not been for her. Helena Pugh-Williams insisted that The Lord’s will had brought them to Khami – so here they must stay. The daughter of an English Anglican Bishop, Helena Pugh-Williams was an attractive and strong-willed young woman. Malicious Cape Town gossip had it that she had persuaded her timid husband to go to Khami – in order to be near the more ebullient Farewell Loveday.

‘This heathen country is in sore need of red-blooded white men,’ Farewell Loveday complained bitterly. ‘I have a great many Boer friends who wouldn’t stand by and stick their heads in the sand while Mzilikazi’s warriors hacked innocent women to death. I trust their screams didn’t keep you awake last night, Retallick?’

‘They didn’t,’ replied Daniel, truthfully. ‘And I hope you didn’t report their deaths in your diary because they are still alive! Oh, and so that you might keep your journal accurate, there were only forty prisoners brought in, not a hundred.’

Jerking the reins of his horse, Daniel rode on to the store, Victoria falling silently in place behind him.

A basic difference of opinion separated Daniel and the two missionaries. Farewell Loveday, in particular, was working to have Matabeleland thrown open to white settlers, many of whom had already tried to obtain land grants from Mzilikazi. By far the most persistent were the Boers. Chafing at the petty restrictions imposed upon them by the rapidly expanding authority of the British administration in the Cape Colony, the Boers had set up their own Republic of Transvaal, extending to the southernmost limits of Mzilikazi’s lands.

Only the ferocity and weight of numbers of Mzilikazi’s warriors kept the Boers to the south of the Limpopo River. Missionaries of all denominations constantly fired their hopes of a northward trek, believing the Boers to be the only hope of forcing Christian standards on the Matabele and their vassals.

Daniel’s experiences in South West Africa made him rather more sceptical of the outcome of such a white invasion. In that unfortunate territory traders had set one tribe against another, selling arms to each of the combatants in turn and making huge profits. In Matabeleland a confrontation between Boer and native would be bound to result in bitter and bloody fighting. The Boers wanted to carve out farms and homesteads to pass on to their sons and grandchildren. Those of them who had seen Matabeleland enthused about its lush, rolling hills and bountiful rivers and streams. Here a man could raise two crops every year.

Mzilikazi knew the worth of his lands. In order to keep them he and his warriors would fight to the death. However, his policy of maintaining a huge, well-trained army, coupled with the firm exclusion of whites from Matabeleland had succeeded in giving his people peace – so far. Many years before, a Boer adventurer had brought a large party to Matabeleland. Mounted and well-armed, they were confident of their superiority. They had stolen a great many Matabele cattle – but never got them back to Transvaal. Mzilikazi ambushed the raiders among the hills of the Matopos. Wounding many Boers, he slew all their retainers and recovered his cattle.

Since that day no European had entered Matabeleland without first obtaining Mzilikazi’s permission. If relations between Matabele and white man were cool, at least they were not spilling each other’s blood.

Daniel tackled Suliyana later that evening in Sam Speke’s house, to which she had reluctantly moved. Victoria brought her to the room where Daniel, Aaron and Sam Speke were enjoying the brandy carried from the coast of South West Africa. Suliyana stood before them without any show of self-consciousness, and her eyes went instinctively to Daniel.

He smiled at her with more friendliness than he had dared display the previous evening. ‘Suliyana, we’ve been talking here about setting up a new route to the coast for our trade goods. If it went through the country of your people do you think they would welcome us?’

Suliyana was an intelligent girl and she realised immediately how important she might be to the white man who had saved her life, but she contained her excitement as she answered.

‘My people have never fought the white man. You will be welcome in our villages.’

Daniel’s interest quickened at her words and he removed the pipe from his mouth. ‘Other white men have been to your land?’

‘Many come there, but they do not speak your language. They are the Mapunga – the rice eaters.’

‘The Portuguese! Do these men bring trade goods from the sea?’

‘Some do. I too have seen the sea upon which the white man floats his great wooden houses.’

‘You’ve been to the sea and seen ships?’ Daniel’s excitement was shared by the others. ‘What was the name of this place – and how far is it from your village?’

‘The Mapunga call it “Sofala”. It is ten days walk through the hills from my village.’

‘Suliyana, if I return you to your people will you guide me to Sofala?’

‘You are going to take me back to my village?’ Now Suliyana’s delight could not be hidden.

‘Yes … that’s if there’s anyone left alive after Kanje’s raid.’

Suliyana looked disdainful. ‘The Matabele killed only old men and boys. They raided the working kraal of one of the headmen responsible for the chief’s cattle. The headman was my uncle. I was visiting him from my own kraal, two days walk away. The Matabele would not dare attack such a place.’

She smiled happily at Daniel. ‘Yes, I will guide you to the coast. I, or some of my people. But do not tell them you are Mzilikazi’s friend, only that you trade with his tribe. My people have heard much of Mzilikazi from our neighbours, the tribes you call the Mashona. They have suffered much from the Matabele.’

The Mashonas occupied the high plateau to the north west of Matabeleland, forming an uncomfortable buffer between the Matabele and the Manica.

‘Will you travel alone to Manicaland, Daniel?’ Victoria asked the question very quietly.

‘I haven’t given it any thought yet. I’ll probably take a few Mashonas with me to look after the pack animals.’

The Mashonas and their allied tribes did most of the work about the Matabele capital. Their situation was scarcely better than that of slaves, but for most of them it was enough that they lived. The means used by Mzilikazi to subjugate them came very close to genocide and the whole tribe lived in constant fear of Matabele raids.

Daniel looked to where Aaron sat back in an armchair, contentedly puffing at his pipe. ‘Would you like to come with me to Sofala, Aaron?’

‘Me …. ? Go gallivanting about the country searching for the Indian Ocean? No, my boy, to me one stretch of water is the same as another. You go off and find your ocean, you are the young pioneer. I have spent many months journeying from the Atlantic and have had enough of travelling. I’m just a poor old man who should have retired many years ago.’

Daniel smiled. Aaron had spent all his adult life travelling through the trackless wastes of southern Africa, trading as he went. He could not change his way of life now, even if he were so inclined. But he had just completed a very exhausting journey. He had earned a rest.

‘You know, I’ve got a hankering to see the Indian Ocean, Daniel.’

Sam Speke’s words came as a complete surprise to everyone except his wife. No adventurous traveller, Sam was usually quite content to remain at the kraal, manufacturing furniture for the store and the mission church, and building wagons for Mzilikazi. They were wagons that would never be used because Mzilikazi refused to allow any of his oxen to haul them. The oxen, in common with his cattle, were as children to him. To set them to work would be ‘cruel’.

Before Daniel could reply to Sam Speke, Victoria spoke to her father. ‘If you go, then I can come too.’

Anticipating Daniel’s objections, she said quickly to Suliyana, ‘Would I be safe in your country too?’

It was a difficult question for the Manica girl to answer. Suliyana had her own plans for the journey. After struggling without success for the right reply, she shrugged and said noncommitally, ‘My people do not attack women.’

Victoria turned triumphantly to Daniel. ‘There! Now there’s no reason at all why I shouldn’t come with you. I’ll be safe in Manicaland and we’ll be under Mzilikazi’s protection until we get there.’

Victoria knew she would eventually get her own way with her father, she always did. But she expected Daniel to object. To her surprise, he did no more than raise a nominal protest. Then he too accepted that she would go with him to the east coast.

Daniel knew full well that Victoria had over-simplified the difficulties they would encounter, but he would be happy to have her along. Not only was she an attractive girl, but she could outshoot and outride most men. All were welcome qualities in a companion for a long journey in Africa.

Before leaving Matabeleland it was necessary for all would-be travellers to be ‘given the road’ – permission to leave the country – from Mzilikazi. The Matabele King was far from enthusiastic about Daniel’s proposed new trade route to the sea.

‘You will find many Tsetse flies that way, trader. You will lose your horses and oxen.’

‘Tsetse flies shouldn’t bother me at this time of the year and I’ll be back before the rains begin.’

The rainy season would begin in November or December and last no longer than three months. It was now June, the coolest month of the year. Daniel felt he had allowed himself ample time to reach the coast and return safely to Khami.

‘You will meet with tribes who are enemies of the Matabele. I cannot spare warriors to protect you from them.’

‘I have no wish to take any of your warriors, Mzilikazi. I’m setting out to establish a trade route to the coast. In order to do that I need to make friends. I’d find that difficult if I were travelling with one of your impis. Your warriors would attack anything that moved.’

Mzilikazi was suspicious of Daniel’s motives, but he accepted that a new trade route had to be found. The Matabele king received half the profit on all the ivory Daniel shipped out and he needed the money to keep his wives supplied with the beads and baubles Daniel brought in for them. Mzilikazi’s motive in not wanting Daniel to leave was not entirely mercenary. He was genuinely fond of the young trader who had made his home among the Matabele. Daniel was honest and forth-right, and cared for Mzilikazi’s people. The King had come to rely on his advice. Mzilikazi feared that Daniel might find another tribe that suited him better and not return to the Matabele.

‘Oh, very well, go if you must. But you will take my son Jandu with you. One Matabele warrior will not provoke a war, but his presence will mean that an attack upon you is an attack upon Mzilikazi. Go, trader, but return quickly. I am an old man and will not live forever.’

Daniel smiled, Mzilikazi had been saying the same thing to him for years.


CHAPTER FOUR

Daniel set off for Manicaland at the end of June 1868. He planned to return to Khami by the end of October. It gave him four months to make a round trip of a thousand miles through unknown country. After giving the matter some consideration he had ruled out ox-wagons. Ponderous and slow, oxen could only make fifteen miles a day given the best of conditions. Across country it would have been necessary to select longer routes for them, or cut a track for them. Instead, Daniel took riding horses for himself, Victoria and Sam Speke and a dozen pack mules.

Jandu scorned the horses. He and Suliyana chose to travel on foot with the fifty Mashona tribesmen Daniel was taking along to look after the mules and the trekkers. The Mashonas would also act as an escort without exciting the animosity of those tribes who feared and hated the Matabele.

Most of Khami turned out to see the party off. Mzilikazi himself braved the chill morning air to bid a safe journey to his trader, and to his junior son. Only the two missionaries remained in their cabins, behind closed doors, but Daniel placed no significance on their churlishness.

Daniel felt he had remained in Khami for far too long. There had been many times when he wanted to make expeditions about the country, or travel to the unknown lands of the Mashona. Mzilikazi had always found a reason to refuse permission for Daniel to leave the royal kraal for more than a day or two.

Now Mzilikazi seemed to have run out of reasonable excuses to prevent Daniel from leaving. It was a sign of the King’s advancing years. There had been a time when he would not have needed to find an excuse. A curt refusal would have been sufficient. Taking a last look back at Khami before he passed out of sight, Daniel wondered how many years Mzilikazi had left to him, and what changes his death would bring about. It was certain there would be a fierce dispute among his many sons before the leadership issue was decided.

Daniel looked to where Jandu strode along behind the riders and speculated on his chances of becoming the King of the Matabele. Daniel wished he knew more of the enigmatic younger son, but was satisfied he would get to know him better on the long journey that lay ahead.

For five days the party toiled through high veldt country that presented them with a wide variety of landscapes. There were thickly wooded valleys, wide rolling plains where the dry, coarse brown grass was higher than a man’s head, and endless folds of broken-granite hills.

Up to this point the country had been familiar to Jandu, but on the sixth day they began to descend a rock-strewn slope to where a river could be seen winding its way through well-treed country below them. This was the furthest Jandu had ever been from his home village in this direction. Suliyana would be guilding them from here.

Although the river was no more than fifty yards wide, the muddy brown water was deeper than Daniel had expected. It was also well-stocked with crocodiles. Looking for a place to cross, Daniel walked his horse carefully along the bank of the river and stopped opposite a series of low mud-flats, lying cracked and summer dry in mid-stream.

On the mud-flats a great number of crocodiles lay belly down, like so many harmless, rough-barked logs. Then, no more than six feet from the bank where Daniel stood, the eyes and nostrils of a crocodile rose above the surface of the sluggish river without making a ripple. The eyes, black slits in an orange marble setting stared malevolently in Daniel’s direction.

Beside him, Victoria reined in her horse and shuddered. ‘I hate crocodiles. There’s something evil about them.’

‘I agree, but we have to get across the river and this looks the likeliest spot.’

Daniel slid his heavy double-barrelled elephant gun from the scabbard hanging in front of his saddle. Raising it to his shoulder and lining it on the almost submerged crocodile, he eased back the pin-firing hammers with his thumb. He fired both barrels in quick succession and the result was immediate and spectacular. The crocodile turned a cartwheel in the water before dropping back to thrash about in a dying frenzy that churned the water to blood tinged froth. Then the great reptile rolled over to expose a bright yellow stomach and disappeared beneath the surface of the river.

As the sound of the shots rolled away, the crocodiles on the mud flats raised themselves on short, stocky legs and flung themselves at the river with surprising speed, sliding beneath the surface with a protest of expelled breath.

Reloading his rifle, Daniel snapped off two more shots at crocodiles not sufficiently startled to swim well clear of the area of the proposed river crossing.

Calling for Victoria to cover him against any unexpected attack, Daniel coaxed his horse into the river. Snorting with fear, the animal eased forward gingerly and twice slipped out of its depth before emerging safely on the far side of the river.

Sam Speke took over the task of guarding the other bank of the river and Victoria crossed with the first of the pack-horses. Some horses were more reluctant to enter the river than others, yet all went well until the last animal was almost across. Then a piece of dead wood drifted slowly between the animal and the bank. Mistaking it for a crocodile, the horse reared and fought against the Mashona who struggled desperately to hold it.

Sliding his rifle into its scabbard, Daniel kneed his own horse into the water to go to the rescue of the hard-pressed African. Reaching from the saddle, he grasped the bridle and was turning to lead the terrified animal to safety when it reared up again, catching Daniel off-balance. Pulled from his saddle, he was unceremoniously dumped in the river.

Victoria sat on the muddy bank, rifle across her knees, and surveyed the scene with great amusement. As Daniel floundered ashore, followed by the belatedly subdued pack-horse, she leaned back on her elbows and laughed at his bedraggled appearance.

Suddenly, something moved beneath Victoria’s right arm and her expression changed to one of horror. She leaped to her feet, a snake, fangs sunk deep into the flesh just above her elbow, dangling from the bare arm.

The snake dropped to the ground and Jandu darted forward and cut off its head with a single stroke of his razor-sharp assegai. But the damage had been done. Victoria stood clutching her arm, grimacing at the pain.

Daniel splashed through the last few feet of water and scrambled up the river bank to Victoria’s side. Glancing at the decapitated snake, still squirming on the ground, his mouth set in a grim line. Putting an arm about Victoria, he led her to a nearby grass-covered hillock and lowered her gently to the ground.

‘Lie back and stay as still as you possibly can.’

Calling the Mashona tribesman in charge of the pack-horses to him, Daniel took his whip and cut off a few feet of its length. Making it into a loose loop, he put it about Victoria’s upper arm and drew it tight, making an effective tourniquet.

Victoria was in great pain now and Sam Speke, last man to cross the river, leaped from his horse and dropped to his knees beside his daughter. He had not seen the incident and looked to Daniel for an explanation.

Daniel nodded to where two of the Mashonas were examining the snake. ‘Boomslang. We need to work fast. Hold her, Sam. Get Jandu to help you.’

A boomslang was one of Africa’s deadliest snakes. A member of the cobra family, its bite was invariably fatal.

‘You won’t need to hold me, Daniel. You’re going to cut?’

‘Yes.’ Daniel avoided her eyes, nodding his readiness to Sam Speke.

Daniel looked down at the back of Victoria’s arm. It was no more than a couple of minutes since the snake had bitten her, but already the area about the twin punctures were ugly and puffy. He would have liked time to sterilise his skinning knife over a flame, but every second was precious now. Sam Speke held his daughter to him and Jandu took her arm in his strong hands, holding the elbow joint immobile.

Daniel sucked in a great gulp of air, steadied his hand, then made a deep slash diagonally across the puncture marks left by the hollow, poison-filled fangs of the boomslang.

Victoria twitched as blood welled out, but Daniel was not satisfied. He made another cut, half-an-inch above the first. This time Victoria cried out in pain, but Daniel already had his mouth to the incisions he had made. He sucked at the wound in a bid to draw out the poison, spitting blood on the ground. He repeated the treatment eight or nine times, then removed the tourniquet. He allowed the blood to flow freely from the knife-inflicted wounds for some minutes before applying ammonia from his medical bag and binding up the wound.

Standing up, Daniel discovered he was perspiring heavily, despite his recent ducking, and his knees felt weak and shaky. Smiling down at Victoria, he said, ‘That should fix it. You’ll be as fit as a grasshopper by morning.’

Daniel spoke with a cheerfulness he did not feel. Victoria made no reply and as Sam Speke turned her over in his arms, her head fell back loosely.

‘She’s fainted.’ Sam Speke turned a worried face up to Daniel. ‘Do you really believe she’s going to be all right?’

‘Of course.’ Daniel did his best to sound convincing. He did not want Sam Speke to share his misgivings. The burly ex-sailor adored his daughter and Daniel was reluctant to add to his concern. ‘We’ll stop here for a while and let her rest. You make her comfortable, Sam. I’ll get a camp organised.’

Daniel gave the orders to the Mashonas, but Suliyana already had a fire going. She had pushed a pot to the crackling heart of the fire and was carefully ‘milking’ the remains of the venom from the boomslang’s fangs.

‘What are you doing?’

Suliyana raised her head briefly. ‘I’m making a soup from the poison of the snake. It will help Victoria – if we are in time.’ Adding water to the pot from a gourd, she asked, ‘Victoria means much much to you?’

‘Yes.’

Suliyana looked at Daniel sympathetically. ‘You need not worry about her. She will live. I know ….’

Suliyana’s confident prediction was no more reassuring than her snake-poison soup had been when morning came. Victoria was still unconscious and her breathing had become shallow and laboured.

Sam Speke was beside himself with worry. He had remained at his daughter’s side all night, keeping her warm with blankets, applying more ammonia to the snake bite when he could endure his own helplessness no longer.

When Daniel examined Victoria’s arm he shared Sam Speke’s concern. The arm was swollen to more than twice its normal size, the skin dark and mottled. The arm was hot to his touch and a trickle of yellow oozed from the wound.

‘We’ve got to get help. She needs more treatment than we can give her here.’

Sam Speke looked at Daniel in desperation. ‘But where can we take her? There isn’t a doctor within five hundred miles … and not a missionary closer than Khami.’

While the two men were talking, Suliyana stood beside the still form of Victoria. When she turned to them it was evident that she had arrived at an important decision.

‘We must take her to the White Mondoro.’

‘The … who?’

‘The Mondoro is the voice of Chiminuka – the great spirit worshipped by the Mashona and Manica people.’

The explanation came from Jandu, but for once he did not use the scornful tone that was usual when he spoke of the despised Mashonas. ‘Chiminuka speaks only through the White Mondoro. He is said to be a great man.’

Daniel and Sam Speke exchanged glances. Both had lived in Africa far too long to scoff at the thought of a medium speaking with the voice of a god, and able to heal sickness. Besides, where there was an important medium there would also be a native doctor, skilled in the use of herbs and with some experience in treating snake bites.

‘Where is this Mondoro?’ Daniel asked Suliyana.

She indicated a direction about forty-five degrees south of the course they were on. ‘That way. He lives in the Great House of the Chiefs. It is no more than half a day’s walk.’

‘We’ll do it in less than that,’ declared Daniel. ‘Get a sling rigged up for Victoria, Sam. I’d prefer to be taking her to a European doctor, but anything’s better than sitting here and watching her die. I’ll set the Mashonas breaking up camp.’

The Mashonas seemed unusually reluctant to move. Not until Jandu stepped in did they make any real effort to prepare for the day’s march.

‘They are afraid that Chiminuka will be angry if they go uninvited to the Great House of the Chiefs,’ explained Jandu. ‘I had to convince them that the anger of Mzilikazi would be equally great and the consequences even more certain.’

Once on the move they found the going easier than before, the countryside being much flatter than the hills of Matabeleland. A mountain range loomed high in the distance, but only the occasional hill rose from the dusty, wooded plain on which they now travelled.

They had been on the move for three hours when Daniel first saw a group of tribesmen watching them silently from the slopes of one of the isolated hills. A mile further on, he looked back to see that the tribesmen had left the hill and were following at a distance of a couple of hundred yards. Leaning forward, Daniel released the strap securing his rifle.

‘You will not need your gun,’ Suliyana said quietly. ‘Those men are Rozwis, the guardians of the Great House of the Chiefs. They do not harm those who come to them in peace.’

She pointed to where a solitary figure could be seen running ahead of them. ‘See? They send a runner to say we are coming. It is their duty to keep the White Mondoro informed of all strangers. If we were a raiding party his guards would take him and hide him until it was safe once more.’

‘You seem to know a great deal about this place,’ commented Daniel. ‘I thought your lands were still many miles from here?’

‘They are, but the White Mondoro is known to my people.’

‘This Mondoro. Why is he called “white”?’

‘Because that is the colour of his skin … but he is not like you.’ Suliyana gave Daniel a gentle smile. ‘Be patient. You will soon see him for yourself. We are very close now.’

They entered a more thickly wooded area, and through the trees Daniel could see that their escort had increased in size. The silent warriors now moved on either side of them and fear oozed from every pore of the Mashona porters’ bodies.

Suddenly they broke clear of the trees and Daniel reined in his horse, his mouth dropping open in sheer astonishment. In front of them was an incredible stone-built, fort-like building. Circular in shape, it was at least two hundred feet in diameter and had walls thirty feet high. Daniel had never seen anything like it before. Beyond the stone structure was a rocky, steep-sided hill on which similar stonework had been used to reinforce natural borders, creating a second, almost inviolable fortress.

Daniel had time for no more than a glance at these remarkable building achievements. Advancing towards him was a grizzle-haired old man flanked by an escort of warriors. Other spear-carrying warriors emerged from the trees about the new arrivals and took position beside the old man.

Daniel was nervous, but the man held up his hands, palms forward, in a gesture of peace. Then, to Daniel’s surprise, he spoke to Suliyana first.

‘Greetings, Suliyana, daughter of uTshwebe, Queen of the House of Rozwi. Our home is your home, as always. You and your friends have been expected and are welcome.’

At the old man’s words, Jandu started violently and a look of awe crossed his face. In answer to Daniel’s question, Jandu whispered, ‘She is the daughter of uTshwebe … and a Rozwi!’

Before he could say more, Suliyana walked towards the old man, arms held out in greeting. But this was a Suliyana Daniel had not seen before. A new, confident girl who accepted the old man’s deference as her due.

‘Thank you, Pamire, Keeper of the Great House of the Chiefs. We have one with us who is very sick. She has been bitten by a snake – a boomslang.’

‘When?’

‘Yesterday. She has been bled and I gave her soup made from the poison of the same snake, but still she does not wake.’

Pamire nodded. ‘You have done enough. She will not die. Bring her to my hut.’

Turning away, the old man walked off without a word of greeting to Daniel or the others. While they waited uncertainly, Suliyana called for the Mashonas to bring Victoria, then she followed Pamire. The Mashonas had also heard Pamire’s respectful greeting and hurried to do Suliyana’s bidding.

‘Who is this uTshwebe?’

Daniel asked Jandu the question and the Matabele licked his dry lips anxiously before replying.

‘uTshwebe is a chieftainess … but she is more than that too. Many men swear she is a goddess. They say she can walk upon water – like the bird after which she is named. She also has two hearts, and my people know this to be true. Many years ago a tribe of Zulus came far from the south to the lands of the Manica, who for hundreds of years had been ruled by the Rozwi tribe, a people favoured by the gods. uTshwebe was captured by the Zulus and taken before their Chief. She refused to marry him and he became angry. He ordered one of his strongest warriors to plunge a spear through her heart. This he did and uTshwebe fell to the ground. A moment later she rose to her feet once more. Although bleeding from the wound which should have killed her, she spat in the face of the Chief. He immediately fell to the ground and died. His warriors fled. I have heard no one talk of seeing her since that day.’

Jandu gave Daniel a wide-eyed look of apprehension, ‘What manner of people have we fallen in with? A woman who is the daughter of uTshwebe, a people who live in a great stone house … and a White Mondoro!’

Daniel remembered the night Suliyana had spent in his store at Khami. He wondered what would be happening to him now had he shared his bed with the daughter of a ‘Goddess’.

Before Daniel could pursue this line of thought further, a warrior came to lead them to more modest accommodation than the Great House of the Chiefs. They were taken to huts in the valley, a hundred yards away. Here Daniel was given a hut of his own, Sam Speke being led away with the promise that he was being taken to Victoria. Food and milk were brought for Daniel, but when he tried to leave the hut to discuss what was happening with the others, he found his way barred by a spear, wielded by one of Pamire’s warriors.

Daniel remained alone in the hut until darkness fell and the drums in the sprawling village about the great stone fortress began pounding out their rhythm, setting the night air throbbing.

Without warning, the blanket hanging over the open doorway was brushed aside and a warrior entered. Curtly ordering Daniel to follow him, he turned on his heel and ducked out of the hut.

Daniel stepped into the night and hurried after the uncommunicative warrior. Skirting the village, he was taken to the river. Here, in the light of half-a-dozen flickering torches, he saw Sam Speke and Jandu bathing under the watchful eyes of Pamire.

‘I am sorry you have been left alone all day,’ Pamire apologised. ‘Chiminuka had to be told of your arrival and the woman made well. Now you will be taken to the Mondoro.’
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