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Chapter 1

Bombay, 1880

 



The waiter, conspicuous in his white kurta among the soberly suited Parsee merchants conversing at their tables, positioned the glass of whisky and soda precisely in the centre of his silver tray and looked around for his customer. There he was, at the far end of the lounge, sitting alone and slightly cramped on the narrow balcony, partly outside, one boot on the carved wooden rail tilting back his chair, his head turned as he looked fixedly down at Parsi Bazaar Street. He presented a picture of a man completely absorbed by something at the distant end of that teeming thoroughfare and unaware of his immediate surroundings, or, indeed, of the speculation his presence at the hotel was causing.

Picking his way between the tables, the waiter regarded the static figure with curiosity. Europeans were rare residents of this little hotel - if this man was European, that is. His skin was dark, whether from sunburn or ethnic origin was unclear. And that was the point. He didn’t quite seem to fit in, even here in eclectic, expanding Bombay - now vying with Calcutta to be the largest city east of Suez until Tokyo and the largest in the British Empire after London. It was a city full of the wealth of East and West  and of the poverty and vice of both, where the hands of the gods Vishnu the Preserver and Shiva the Destroyer were evidenced daily. A breeding ground of millionaires but also of plague. Here in the heart of that city, this cramped, ancient hotel, with its extravagant wooden Gujarat carvings, set in the middle of the Fort away from the white men’s clubs, was accustomed to welcoming ethnic misfits and exotic travellers from the far fringes of the Indian Ocean. In this room, the waiter had seen Mosselmen from Arabia furtively drinking brandy and giant negroes from the African coast talking of gold. He had served suave Persians and, occasionally, an Anglo-Indian bureaucrat entertaining a coy Hindu lady. But this man fitted no pattern.

He wore the crumpled white cotton suit of a Eurasian civil servant, yet his bearing was that of a pukka sahib: erect and with a slim build that made him seem taller than his five foot nine inches. He had been commanding and confident in his requests. Yet he did not bark orders like the English. He spoke softly and politely, though he rarely smiled and his sad eyes were brown, not black like those born of the union of British Tommy and Hindu bazaar girl. The hair was brown, too, although obviously bleached by the sun, and it was worn long, not in the harsh, short cut of the Englishman. It was the face, though, which had caused the most speculation among the staff of the hotel. The waiter studied it again as it came into profile as he approached the guest. The broad cheekbones narrowing down to a small but firm jaw were commonplace enough, as was the thin-lipped mouth, although it did perhaps betray a sensitivity unusual in those ruling the Queen Empress’s Raj - if, that is, he was of that class. But the nose had been broken, seemingly quite recently, for it still bore  a white scar across the bridge that stood out savagely from the tanned features. The result, however, had not been to spread the nose across the face, but rather to hook it downwards, so that it gave a predatory expression to the visage. He looked, in fact, like a Pathan warrior in a suit, a man of the hills who had descended to the plains. A hunter resting between kills.

‘Whisky soda . . . ah . . . sahib,’ said the waiter, deciding to give his customer the benefit of the doubt and carefully placing the glass on the rattan table.

Simon Fonthill whirled round. ‘Thank you. Oh, no ice?’ To Fonthill, who had been in Bombay only two days, the rare luxury of ice after so many months on the dry plateaus and dusty scree of the Afghan hills had been a revelation and a delight.

‘Sorry, sahib. Bombay ice house is empty. But I have wrapped glass in damp towel.’

‘Very well.’ Fonthill looked away again, along the crowded street below him, and then back to the waiter. ‘Would you do me a service, if you have a moment, that is?’

The waiter inclined his head, flattered at the politeness of the request. ‘Of course, sahib.’

‘Thank you. I am watching for the arrival of someone and I do not wish to leave the balcony. Here is the key to my room. On the table inside - on the right-hand side of the door - there is a small field telescope. Please bring it to me.’

For a moment, the Hindu looked astonished. Would he not rob the room, taking all of the belongings of this strange white man - if, again, he was a white man, that is? Would he not delve beneath his shirts and look for that wallet which, he had been told, was always there? Would he not  take his socks and his spare shoes and sell them in the bazaar? He stared into the brown eyes that regarded him with just a trace of amusement.

Fonthill smiled fully now. ‘You are a man to be trusted, of course,’ he said and turned to redirect his gaze up the street.

The waiter bowed and was gone. Simon frowned and concentrated hard as he looked for that familiar face among the crowd stretching away from only twelve feet below him. That thronged street seemed, indeed, like the Biblical river of humanity, as though some giant hand had swept up examples of all the races of the Levant, the Orient and India and sprinkled them down, struggling north and south along Parsi Bazaar Street, two currents surging in random urgency. Arabs and Afridis from the north, all with precariously wound turbans, jostling with red-turbaned Banians and Persians in silken vests; prosperous Jains, in their snowy robes, using their tall staffs to make their way; fakirs, their eyes hollow and hypnotic under their mud-tangled hair, being allowed respectful passage; black-capped Jews hurrying towards another negotiation; and Parsees in gaily painted buggies carving swathes through the slow-moving pedestrians. The horse-driven trams, made in England and introduced to Bombay only ten years before, had not yet reached the crowded canyons of the Fort, but humped oxen, like ponderous islands in the stream, were doggedly pulling their loads, their drivers occasionally slipping down to wipe the muzzles of their beasts to avoid them suffocating from the froth that formed there in the heat.

Simon Fonthill unthinkingly took in the pageant. After the dun greyness of the Hindu Kush mountains, the colour almost hurt his eyes. But his mind did not record it. His  brain was dominated by one question: where the hell, where the bloody hell, was Jenkins?

Ex-Sergeant Jenkins, once of the 24th Regiment of Foot and latterly of the Queen’s Own Corps of Guides, Indian Army - ‘352’ Jenkins, always so-called (his Christian name hardly known and never used) because the last three units of his army number were the only means of identifying him from the other nine Jenkinses in the 24th, this most Welsh of regiments - had been away for nearly five hours now. The mission had been simple: gathering poste restante mail from the army collection point and picking up the tickets from the steamship line for their onward passage back home to Britain. Both destinations were only twenty minutes’ walk away from their hotel.

Simon’s brow wrinkled at the thought. Jenkins, the bravest of warriors, the most caring of servants and the warmest of comrades, had two great failings: a penchant for beer and an inability to find his way from A to B, even if the path was marked by flaming beacons. Somewhere out there, amongst the multitudes in this most populous of cities, was Jenkins - lost and probably drunk. It was not that the man could not take care of himself. Although only five foot four inches tall, the Welshman was as broad as a chapel door and hardened by years of adversity and of fighting in barracks and bar rooms and on battlefields around the world. Simon had seen him, unarmed, completely demolish a huge spear-carrying Zulu in single combat. Oh, Jenkins could fight all right! But drink never improved any warrior, and Simon knew that in a city like Bombay this could be dangerous. He was well aware that the cult of Thuggee, practised by the followers of the Hindu goddess Kali, had never been completely eradicated by the British. The Government formally boasted that the  campaign of Lord Bentinck back in the thirties had finally crushed the cult. But anyone who spent any time in India knew that it had lingered on in the rural hinterland of the sub-continent, with news of the garrotting of rich farmers and even, occasionally, of white men being reported and, usually, suppressed. Now, it was rumoured, the Thugs were creeping into the new cities, of which Bombay, with its thirty new textile mills and cotton fortunes being created by the month, must be a target. If Thugs were out there somewhere they would see a lone, drunken European as easy prey. They never hunted alone, and even Jenkins, an unsteady, unarmed Jenkins, would be no match for a group of them. Simon squinted against the sun and tried to focus into the distance, his worries now building.

‘Your eyeglass, sahib.’ The waiter was smiling now, with the shared intimacy of a man who had been trusted and had passed the test with glowing colours.

‘Ah, thank you.’ Simon put a handful of coins on the tray and picked up the telescope. He extended it and put it to his eye, looking to the south, the direction from which Jenkins should emerge. But all he could see was a mass of multicoloured turbans, bobbing away into the distance. Disheartened, he swung the glass in the other direction, away from the docks and the Post Office. At first, nothing. Then he stiffened. He focused the lens to gain a clearer definition - and there, heading in his direction, was the man himself: 352 Jenkins, his black hair sticking up like corn stubble in a newly fired field, his huge moustache curving away under his nose, his head atop that short, wide body appearing and disappearing in the middle of the crowd. A Jenkins who was, it could now be seen as he came closer into focus, staggering slightly and, by the look of it, singing. A very happy, drunken Jenkins.

‘Oh lord!’ Simon snapped the telescope shut and took a deep pull at his whisky and soda as he faced the prospect of sobering up the best yet most awkward friend in his life. It was drink which had led the young Jenkins, then a corporal, to hit a colour sergeant of the 24th Foot and spend a year in ‘the Glasshouse’, the new and violent detention centre in Aldershot. Reduced to the ranks on his return to the regiment, he had met Simon in the depot hospital at Brecon, Wales, when Simon was on his sickbed. As batman, it had been the older and barrack-wise Jenkins who had been Simon’s mentor through the long period of the young subaltern’s persecution by his commanding officer, Colonel Ralph Covington, the man who had remained Simon’s enemy ever since. Together Simon and Jenkins had fought through the Zulu War and the Second Afghan War, each saving the other’s life and forging a bond of friendship virtually unique in the class-structured army of Queen Victoria. Now, having left the army, they were homeward bound to Simon’s parents’ house in the Welsh borders, where Simon hoped that he could recover from the scars - both physical and spiritual - which he had sustained during those campaigns and where they could decide where next to seek their fortunes. They could, that is, if Jenkins could sober up.

Relaxed now to know that, at least, 352 was almost home, Simon put the glass to his eye again. No doubt about it. Jenkins was drunk right enough. He was happily rolling through the crowd, his mouth opening and closing in what Simon knew would be a completely tuneless rendition of ‘Men of Harlech’ (Jenkins was one of the few Welshmen known to Simon who could not carry a melody). Simon refocused the lens slightly and idly regarded the faces around the little Welshman. No one seemed  concerned, unless . . . He sat up and looked again. There were three men in black turbans immediately behind Jenkins, two of whom, as he watched, moved to either side of 352. Each put an arm around him, as though in a friendly, jocular manner, and then, to Simon’s horror, moved him out of sight into a side alley in one smoothly executed movement. The third stayed behind for a moment, smiling and speaking to someone in the crowd, before he too slipped away.

With a crash, Simon sent his side table flying and, with one hand on the wooden rail before him, vaulted unthinkingly into the crowded street below. The fall could have fractured an ankle at least but it was broken by a stout Parsee, whom Simon sent crashing into his companions and then to the ground. ‘Sorry,’ gasped the Englishman and then, shouting, ‘Make way!’ he began to run as best he could through the jostling multitude, thrusting men aside without care.

Simon had covered some 250 yards before he realised that he had taken no bearing on the side street into which Jenkins had been thrust. He had no way of knowing which of the many turnings he should take. He stopped at one corner, his chest heaving, unsure whether to waste precious time by delving into its shadows, when he caught the eye of a small ragged urchin who beckoned to him. Should he follow? Could it be a trap? Simon shook his head in frustration. This was no time to ponder. He had to take the risk. The boy was difficult to keep in sight because he was able to weave more skilfully through the crowd, but Simon hung on until, eventually, the lad stopped and, with wide eyes, pointed down an alleyway. Simon looked behind him towards the hotel, attempting to gauge the distance covered, but one multi-storeyed, overhanging building  looked much like another to him. With a nod to the boy, he ran down the turning.

There was an immediate opening to the right. It seemed to be a carpet shop, for brightly woven floor coverings were stacked all around and were hanging from the ceiling, yet the place seemed completely empty - and strangely quiet. Until, that is, there came a high-pitched scream of pain and then a crash from behind a low doorway, half concealed by vertical strings of beads.

Tearing the beads apart, Simon sprang through the opening. The scene within was inanimate just for the moment, as though the players were performing a tableau and had stopped to milk applause. Jenkins was standing with his back to a wall, his once-white cotton jacket wrapped round his left forearm, which was thrust forward, as though in a mediating gesture. Yet his frown and the gleam in his black eyes betrayed that he had no intention of mediating. Further proof lay at his feet, where one of the Hindus was lying completely still, his eyes and tongue protruding from a head that was twisted unnaturally. In one hand he still gripped a length of narrow black cord, clearly a garrotte. Blood poured from Jenkins’s left shoulder. The other two men were standing before him, garrottes dangling from loops around their wrists and knives in their hands. One of the blades was bloodstained.

The two men whirled round on Simon’s entry. Jenkins looked across and beamed. ‘Sorry I was a bit late, bach sir,’ he said. ‘Glad you’ve dropped in, though. Mind what you’re doin’ now. These lads are a bit rough, look you.’ It was clear that, if Jenkins had been drunk before, he was not now. For him, action and danger had always induced sobriety far quicker than cold water and the lashing of a sergeant major’s tongue.

The taller of the two Thugs gestured to the other and then to Jenkins. The smaller nodded. Then the first turned and began to walk softly towards Simon, limping a little, his knife held low. He was dressed all in black, the colour of his loose garments matching his eyes.

Simon looked at the blade of the knife and felt his mouth grow dry. He took an involuntary step backwards.

Then the voice of Jenkins, anxious now and almost mellifluous in its urgent Welshness, broke in. ‘Don’t ’ang about in ’ere, bach. I can ’andle these two. See if you can find a Peeler, eh?’

Simon came back to his senses before that old demon of fear had time to take hold. The Thug was now quite close, the knife still held low and his other hand stretched out in balance, as he trod forward slowly like a cat, his slippered feet making no noise. In desperation, Simon looked round for some kind of weapon. The room, it seemed, was a store place for the carpet stocks. From the corner of his eye Simon saw Jenkins edge between two piles of carpet and, as he did so, begin removing a green glass bottle from his back trouser pocket. He had no time to record more, for the Hindu stalking him now made his move, springing forward, the knife drawn back for a series of thrusts.

In turn, Simon danced back - straight into a stack of Afghan rugs. They caught him behind the knees and sent him sprawling, so saving his life, for as he fell, he threw out a despairing hand. This caught the edge of a deep-pile carpet which was hanging on display along a line strung from the ceiling, and Simon’s fingers clutched it, bringing down line and carpet. The heavy fabric crashed on to the Thug, knocking him off balance and sending his knife spinning across the earthen floor. Immediately, Simon threw  himself at the figure struggling beneath the carpet, sending both of them crashing down. The Hindu was momentarily winded as Simon landed on top of him but he fought like a trapped tiger, wrapping both hands round the Englishman’s neck and then slipping one end of the garrotte cord under Simon’s throat. As he did so, Simon pulled back his head and then sent his forehead crashing into the Indian’s nose. The crack as the bridge shattered was closely followed by another, as a beer bottle was brought down sharply on to the man’s head, knocking away his turban and sending a stream of blood from his broken nose into Simon’s eyes, momentarily blinding him.

It took perhaps twenty seconds before Simon could wipe the blood away and regain his vision. Blinking, half fearing what he would see, he looked around. Close to him, Jenkins was perched on the edge of a pile of rugs. His head was back and perspiration was pouring down his face. But his eyes were closed in an expression of divine ecstasy as he drank from the now-opened beer bottle, which protruded from under his great moustache as though it had been wedged there as a permanent fixture. Of the two Thugs there was no sign, although their comrade still lay where he had fallen.

‘Good God,’ exclaimed Simon. ‘Where have they gone?’

Continuing to drink, Jenkins opened his eyes and waved his hand to Simon. Then, with a great sigh, he put down the empty bottle and wiped the back of his hand across his moustache. ‘Sorry, bach sir. I needed that, see. Though just as well I ’ad it in my back pocket, isn’t it? I always say that a feller should carry a bottle o’ booze in ’is back pocket. You never know when you are goin’ to need it . . . one way or the other, that is.’

‘Oh do shut up, 352. If you hadn’t been drinking we  wouldn’t have got into this mess in the first place. Now tell me. What happened?’

‘Ah well, look you, when I pulled out me secret weapon - this fine but alas now very dead bottle of Indian pale ale - and when you cleverly pulled that carpet thing down on to ’is mate, my chap turned round and hoofed it.’ Jenkins spread a large palm across his face and flicked away the perspiration with his fingers. ‘I thought you ’ad probably knocked off your bloke with your ’ead, like . . .’ A huge beam spread across the Welshman’s face. ‘An’ I must say, bach sir, what a great dirty fighter you’re turnin’ out to be. Nobody would think you was an officer, see.’

‘Oh for goodness’ sake, just tell me what happened.’

‘Well, like I said, I thought you ’ad finished off your man, but, just to be sure, I clouted ’im one across the turban with me bottle - though not too ’ard, see, because I didn’t want to break it, did I? But it looks like I should ’ave ’it ’im ’arder, because no sooner ’ad I opened the top an’ taken the first gulp than ’e was off like an eel, the perisher, trailin’ blood all over the place.’

Simon gestured to the dead Thug by the wall. ‘What about him?’

‘Ah yes, ’im. Well, when they sort of pushed me into ’ere, I let on that I was more drunk than I was, see.’ Jenkins frowned earnestly. ‘Though I never really was very drunk, see, sir. I just ’ad a couple o’ jars with some lads from the Buffs I met when I was tryin’ to find me way back to the ’otel. I was never really—’

‘Oh yes you were. But just get on with it.’

‘Very well. So I pretended to stagger a bit an’ ’alf fell over. Then they tried to get me up an’ was feelin’ inside me jacket for me wallet, while one feller started to put this black string stuff round me gullet.’ He blinked for a  moment. ‘Cor, that didn’t ’alf ’urt, I’ll tell you. So I kicked one chap in the ballookers, threw the feller with the string over me shoulder - I was worried about me beer bottle then, I can tell yer - and the third one came at me with a knife. Got me in the shoulder, see, just ’ere.’ He pointed to where the blood had congealed on to his shirt. ‘Luckily it wasn’t much, so I was able to get ’old of ’im . . .’ he paused, as though in some embarrassment, ‘an’ . . . er . . . just break ’is neck, see. I think ’e’s a bit dead now. But he shouldn’t ’ave knifed me, look you. I don’t like fellers who fight with knives.’

Jenkins sat back with an air of indignation and drained the last dregs from the bottle before throwing it away. Then he looked at the floor and spoke shyly. ‘Sorry, bach sir, for all the inconvenience, like. But I’m very grateful, see, for you comin’ after me an’ all. I might ’ave ’ad a bit of trouble seein’ off three of ’em.’ He looked up, with the air of a terrier who had run after a rabbit and returned very, very wet.

‘Don’t mention it, I’m sure.’ Simon’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Here we are, stuck in this strange city. You have gone off and got blindingly drunk, killed a local inhabitant and wrecked a carpet shop. No one will believe they were Thugs because the state always claims that they’ve been stamped out. I’m glad you’re sorry, because we will probably be thrown into jail any minute now.’

Jenkins screwed up his face. ‘Yes, well, I don’t think it was completely my fault, see. I wasn’t interfering with those fellers in their black nighties, now was I . . .’

Lecture delivered, Simon relented. ‘Of course you weren’t. Let me think.’ He rose to his feet. ‘To be honest, I don’t quite know what to do about it. We could go to the police, of course, but whichever way you look at it, we’ve  killed a man and there he is. Mind you, there don’t seem to be any witnesses. Which is strange in itself.’ He looked around. ‘Where the hell are the people who own this shop - if that’s what it is? Why is it all so quiet and empty?’

‘P’raps they’re part of the plot. These bastards knew where to take me, look you.’

‘True. Either way, we’d better get out of here, because I don’t want trouble with the army. That shoulder needs attention anyway—’ Simon held up his hand. Just beyond the beaded curtain they heard the sound of a soft footfall. In an instant, Jenkins had leapt to his feet and was silently moving to the edge of the doorway. Then he plunged through, and when he returned, he was holding by the ear the urchin who had pointed the way for Simon. The boy made no attempt to escape but regarded Simon with large luminous eyes.

‘Let him go,’ said Simon. ‘He saw you taken and showed me the way.’

‘Did you now, young feller.’ Jenkins’s face broke into one of his expansive grins, so that his black moustache seemed to stretch from ear to ear. ‘Well, I regard that as neighbourly. Thank you very much, bach. ’Ere, let’s shake.’

The boy looked at the huge outstretched hand without expression. Jenkins seized his matchstick-thin arm and shook the tiny hand. ‘Well done, bach.’ Slowly a smile spread across the boy’s face as his arm was pumped.

‘All right,’ said Simon. ‘Let’s go.’ He put his hand on the urchin’s shoulder and pointed to the body on the floor. ‘Do you speak English?’

The boy remained expressionless. Then he opened his mouth and pointed inside.

‘Oh, the poor little devil’s dumb. Here.’ Simon reached into his pocket and pressed several rupees into the tiny  palm. Then he indicated the body again, put his fingers to his lips and slowly shook his head from side to side. ‘Understand?’ he asked.

This time the urchin, his fingers clenched tightly around the coins, nodded vigorously.

‘Good. Let’s be off. Put your jacket on, 352. We don’t want you dripping blood on the carpets and attracting attention.’

The three of them walked through the outer room and then into the alleyway. Once in the main street, the urchin slipped away and was gone in a flash, like a trout returned to a stream. The two men walked as nonchalantly as they could back to the hotel, where, once in Simon’s room - Jenkins had the one next door - Simon helped the Welshman off with his shirt and examined the wound.

‘Hmm. You’re right. It is only a flesh wound.’ He began gently washing the incision with soda water, poured on a little iodine and applied a gauze pad to the wound with a clumsily bound bandage. ‘There, keep your hand in your pocket so as not to open the wound again. That should fix you up until we can see a doctor. Which reminds me: did you get the tickets? When do we sail?’

‘Ah, sorry, bach sir. I quite forgot about all that, with all the fuss an’ all. Yes, two tickets for London and we sail in six days’ time. Through this Suez Canal place, which should be somethin’ to tell your folks back home. Ah, I forgot again. Two letters for you as well.’

He fumbled inside his jacket and produced the tickets and two envelopes. Simon checked the tickets. ‘Damn. I had hoped that we could be on our way within a couple of days. You’re sure there was nothing sooner through the Canal?’

Jenkins shook his head. ‘Goodness, lucky to get on board at all, look you.’

‘All right. Well, I think we both deserve a whisky. See if you can get the boy to bring us two here.’ Jenkins beamed and was gone and Simon looked at the two envelopes. The first, addressed to ‘Captain S. Fonthill, Queen’s Own Corps of Guides, Afghanistan’, bore the distinctive, boldly sloped handwriting of his mother. The second, made of coarse paper, carried an indecipherable postmark and was merely addressed to him ‘Care of the British Army, India’. He did not recognise the simple hand. He laid it to one side and, dutifully, read his mother’s letter first.

He had written to her from Kabul, explaining that he and Jenkins had resigned from the army and that they were on their way home, although he had given no estimated date for their arrival. This was just as well, because the pair had then become involved with General Roberts’s epic march on Kandahar, smuggling the plucky war correspondent Alice Griffith with them across the mountains. Alice . . . ah, Alice! He shook his head and continued reading. Predictably - and here he smiled - Charlotte Fonthill was ‘shocked, no, astonished’ at his decision to resign and urged him to reconsider. She demanded to know the reason behind the decision (Simon had only hinted at his dissatisfaction with the army staff) and why he was buying out ‘this servant person’ whom he was bringing home with him. She was not at all sure that there would be room for Jenkins in their house, although ‘your father believes it will be quite possible to fit him in - despite the fact that Papa, of course, knows nothing about the running of this establishment . . .’ They were both well, and she closed not with affection, of course, but ‘sincerely’.

Simon smiled again and turned to the other envelope. Looking again at the postmark, he made out the words ‘Cape Colony’. He tore open the envelope and scanned the single sheet of paper, ruled as though torn from a child’s exercise book. The letter was undated. Anxiously, he read:
Dear Simon,

I do not know if this letter will ever reach you but I am in desparate trouble and can only turn to you. I cannot write you a long story but Papa came to this place after the break-up of our farm in Zululand. He hoped to dig diamonds. He sent for me to come here and help him but when I came here Papa was gone and a Big Man has the house and says that he is Papa’s partner and Papa is away on business but he keeps me here and is not nice. Papa has been away a long time and this Big Man is bad to me and hurts me and there is no law here. I have smuggled this out to post and pray it will reach you somehow. Oh Simon you remember that I helped you once. Can you help me now?

Your freind Nandi





Simon looked up and stared hard at the wall of the room. But he saw nothing of the whitewashed plasterwork, only the vision of an exquisitely small coffee-coloured face, flashing a smile with tiny white teeth in sun-dappled shade. Nandi, with her warm trust of everyone, Nandi, who loved her country with as much passion as any jingo did England but who would not harm a soul. Nandi, whose courage was hidden behind a sweet gentleness. Nandi, who was now being—

He clenched his fists in an agony of frustrated anger and then looked again at the head of the paper, where she had scrawled, in her schoolgirl hand, ‘5 Currey Street, Kimberley’. Kimberley? He frowned. He had never heard of it - or had he? Something about diamonds came into his mind. But where the hell in the vast Cape Territory could it be? And how long ago had she penned this cri de coeur? He bit his thumb as he tried to grapple with the logistics of reaching her, but his efforts to concentrate were ruined by the memories which, unbidden, came rushing back.

This half-cast Zulu girl, daughter of John Dunn, a white hunter who had made his home in Zululand and become a trusted induna or chief to King Cetswayo, had helped them both escape from Ulundi, the Zulu capital, where they had been imprisoned by the King at the beginning of the Anglo-Zulu War. Then, with Alice Griffith’s connivance, Nandi had intervened at the last minute at a court martial brought against Simon by Colonel Ralph Covington. Her evidence had saved him from being shot for the false charges of cowardice and desertion. Simon had half fallen in love with her - despite his growing feelings for Alice - and Jenkins, he knew, had always been completely enamoured of this fey, brave girl. There was no question but that they should go now to her aid. But where the hell was she, and would they be too late?

His brain was still seething when Jenkins returned, beaming and carrying two large tumblers. Resourceful as always, he had found precious ice from somewhere.

‘Oh, not bad news, I hope?’

‘The worst. Here. Read for yourself.’ He threw the letter down on to the table.

Jenkins put down the tumblers and picked up the  notepaper. His brow immediately furrowed and his lips moved silently as he tried to follow the words.

Simon stood and retrieved the letter. ‘Sorry, 352. I’d forgotten.’

‘No. No. It’s all right. It’s just the big words, look you.’ But he made no attempt to take back the letter and Simon began to read it aloud. At the reference to Nandi being hurt, Jenkins let out a cry of anguish and snatched the letter back, finishing it himself. When he looked up at Simon, there were tears in his eyes.

‘Whoever ’e is, I swear I’ll kill the bastard,’ he said. ‘We’ve gotta go now, bach sir. Right away, isn’t it?’

‘Right away. We must change those damned tickets.’

‘Very good, sir. Kimberley, is it? Is that a port then?’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea, but I don’t think so. It must be in the north somewhere; in the Transvaal or the Orange Free State. I think they’ve found diamonds there.’

‘Is that where we were - with the Zulus?’

‘No. Much further north and west. But I don’t really know and we must find out - and quickly. Are you sure you want to come with me?’

Jenkins lowered his gaze and spoke quietly. ‘I’d do anything for that little girl. You know that.’

‘Yes, I’m sorry,’ said Simon. ‘I knew you would. Right. Go to that shop in the Fort where they sell everything. You know, the one with . . . no. You’ll get lost again. I will go. We need a map of South Africa. But can you find your way back to the shipping office? Honestly?’

‘ ’Course I can.’

‘Good. Change these tickets. Better book us to Durban. If we find we have to go on to Cape Town we can change later. But find the very first ship that is leaving and get us  on it, because we have no time to lose. Leave the whisky. Go now.’

Without a word, the Welshman turned on his heel and was gone.

 



The all-purpose shop, kept by the good and famous Parsee Jangerjee Nusserawanjee, sold everything from candied fruits to French clocks. It even possessed a much-folded map of South Africa. But the northern territories were blankly white and Simon could find no trace of a town named Kimberley. He bought the map anyway and returned home to pen a quick letter to his parents, explaining that alas, once again they would have to postpone their journey home to the Welsh borders - he hinted at urgent business but gave no other reason.

This time, Jenkins returned within the hour and triumphantly announced that he had secured passages for them both on a steamer that was leaving the very next day, bound for Durban, Port Elizabeth, Cape Town and London. They rose early the next morning, just as the half-naked  halalcore Kolis, the lowest of the Untouchables, were sweeping the streets, and Simon bought a copy of the local daily newspaper. He read it with some anxiety but there was no mention of a body being found in a carpet warehouse, nor any raised eyebrows when he announced at hotel reception that they were leaving early. Eccentrics who left their whisky and leapt from twelve-foot-high balconies were, it seemed, accepted as part of the rich pattern of life in bouncing, burgeoning Bombay.

They took a gharry, complete with leather hood and buttoned upholstery, down past the grand new Yacht Club to Apollo Bunder, where a bunder boat was waiting to take them out to the steamer riding at anchor in the bay. In  what the experienced India hands called ‘the good old days’, the journey home under sail round the Cape of Good Hope could take nine months or so. Now, since the opening of the Suez Canal eleven years before, the passage by steamship and via the Mediterranean could last as little as seventeen days.

The best ships, of course, were now plying that route, and it was an older vessel, with sails and spars still rigged to act as an auxiliary source of power - as well as a stabilising influence, where necessary - which awaited them out in the placid turquoise waters of the bay. Jenkins, no sailor, noticed rust patches on the waterline of the vessel as they climbed the ladder up its side.

‘Indeed to goodness,’ he muttered, ‘I don’t fancy this one little bit, bach sir.’

Not for the first time, Simon noticed how Jenkins’s Welshness increased the more agitated he became. He smiled. ‘Nothing to it, 352,’ he said. ‘Just a pleasure cruise across the Indian Ocean, that’s all.’

‘Humph. That’s what you said last time. And then we sank, look you.’

‘That was the Atlantic. This will be different. Sunshine all the way, you’ll see.’

Their cabins were spartan but comfortable enough and seemed luxurious to Jenkins, who, on the outward passage, had shared the Devonia’s fo’castle - a Stygian, plunging steel shell - with some 250 other troops. Nevertheless, Simon was less than happy at the age of the ship. The voyage to Durban would be slow and he was anxious to make all speed to go to the aid of Nandi. Goodness knows what might have happened to her, he mused, since she had penned her cry for help. And would they be able to find her on those vast plains of the northern Cape?

His state of mind was not improved when the appointed time for their departure in the late afternoon came and went. Steam had been raised but they remained moored to the giant buoy riding in the centre of the bay. Why the delay? He sought out one of the ship’s officers.

The man shrugged his shoulders. ‘Unusual, I agree,’ he said, ‘but not so vital these days when we don’t have to catch the evening breeze to sail or worry so much about the tide at this anchorage. We are waiting for a last-minute passenger. We understand that she is on her way and should be out with us within the half-hour. Then - a toot on the steam whistle and we’re off!’

Simon frowned. Time and tide, it seemed, waited for no man - but it could for a woman! While Jenkins unpacked their belongings down below, he walked to the stern and looked out at Bombay, the gateway to India for most Englishmen, where he and his servant had landed, it seemed years ago, but in fact only some ten months before. They had been shuttled off immediately to Gharagha, in the hills, for a lamentably short spell of training in the art of spying on the North West Frontier of India. Both he and Jenkins still bore, under their eyes, faint traces of the dye that had been applied to their skin to make them look like natives of that wild country. He gazed now over the pretty yellow and cream houses of the city to the white-spired Scottish church. The view was charming but he took little of it in. In his mind’s eye he saw the low mountains of Swat and the more terrifying jagged peaks of the Hindu Kush. The famous late-afternoon breeze that brought succour after the heat of Bombay’s day touched his cheek but it went unnoticed. Instead, he winced as he felt again the musket barrel crashing into his nose and remembered the torture he had endured in that Afghan village. He had been  lucky to survive and would always bear the scars. He heard nothing of the steam whistle sounded by a passing vessel, only the pitch of Alice’s voice in the fort at Kandahar as, hurriedly - to prevent him interrupting with his own proposal of marriage - she explained that she had accepted Covington’s proposal and had resigned from the Morning Post and her hard-won position as foreign correspondent to journey home to prepare for her wedding. His knuckles tightened on the stern rail. Well, that was that and it was all over now. He was glad to be leaving India. Good riddance to it, and to the British Army!

From the quay he saw now a bunder boat pulling towards them. He could just make out the figure of a woman sitting in the stern. Thank God for that! Now they could get under way. He turned and walked to the other side of the ship and looked out across the bay, where shallow-draught tramp steamers and coasters were anchored, waiting for their turn to pull in and unload. Beyond them stretched the line of the horizon where the light blue of the sky met the darker colour of the ocean. He couldn’t remember how long the voyage was expected to take - a week, perhaps, and then the trek to the north to find Kimberley. He still had no idea where this little township lay, but he suspected that the nearest point for disembarkation would be Durban, from which they could strike north-west towards the Transvaal border. They should be able to buy a map and horses at Durban, where the army would still have a strong base following the resettlement of Zululand. They would need rifles, too - and not just for hunting. This Kimberley sounded like a rough-and-ready border settlement and they would probably need guns to rescue Nandi.

His speculation was interrupted by a cry from Jenkins,  who had materialised and was now standing in the space between two deckhouses, beckoning him to come to the starboard side. ‘You’ll never believe this, bach sir,’ he called. ‘Quick, come over.’

Simon hurried to join the Welshman and together they looked down at the little boat gently rising and falling by the side of the boarding platform.

‘Good lord,’ exclaimed Simon. ‘Alice!’

Hearing her name, the young woman balancing in the boat looked up and then put her hand to her mouth in consternation. The movement did not prevent a blush from spreading across her cheeks. Then she gave a half-wave at the faces looking down at her and spoke quickly to the bunder boat boy, who nodded affirmatively.

‘Yes,’ called down Simon. ‘Bound for Durban. But you as well?’

Momentarily she frowned, and then nodded. She grasped the hand extended to her by a sailor and stepped on to the platform at the bottom of the companionway, pulling her light shawl tightly across her shoulders. She made a graceful figure as she mounted the steps, climbing without hesitation, the sunlight shining in her blonde hair and the simple shift dress she was wearing accentuating her slimness. The flush was still on her cheeks as she greeted the two men waiting for her as she stepped on to the deck.

‘My dear 352,’ she said, and kissed the beaming Welshman on both cheeks. It was with a little more restraint that she saluted Simon similarly, and her grey eyes were slightly troubled as they looked into his. ‘You were the last two people I expected to see here,’ she said. ‘I thought you would be well on your way along the Suez Canal by now.’

‘No,’ said Simon, not knowing whether to feel delighted or despairing to see so unexpectedly the loved face he was  now so used to banishing from his mind. ‘Our plans have changed - or, at least, have been changed for us.’

‘But South Africa! I thought you were going home.’

‘I could say the same of you. You told me that you were returning to England to marry Covington.’ A sudden, heart-lifting thought occurred to him. ‘The, er, wedding . . . it’s not been cancelled, has it?’

She looked away quickly. ‘No. Merely postponed.’

‘Excuse me, madam,’ a ship’s officer intervened. ‘We have been waiting for you to board. If your baggage can be unloaded from the boat quickly, if you please, then we can get under way. I will show you to your cabin and you can meet your friends at dinner.’

‘Oh, I am sorry. Yes, of course.’ She turned back to Simon and Jenkins. ‘We will, then, exchange our stories over a glass of wine. Please excuse me.’ She gave a rather stiff smile and turned away.

‘Wonderful to ’ave you on board anyway, miss,’ Jenkins called after her, his face beaming.

Alice looked back over her shoulder. ‘Ah, it’s so good to see you again, Mr Jenkins - oh, sorry, I mean Sergeant.’ And this time her smile was wide and genuine and she waved as she disappeared down the companionway.

Jenkins was still beaming as he turned to Simon. ‘Well, bach sir, that’s a turn-up for the book, eh? You must be as pleased as punch.’

‘I don’t know why you should say that.’ Simon’s voice was cold as his mind grappled with the renewal of his disappointment. ‘Miss Griffith is engaged to be married and means nothing to me now. Have you unpacked?’

‘Yes, everything stowed and shipshape. All ready for the bleedin’ shipwreck.’

‘Very well.’ The second and last of Alice’s bags - she  travelled amazingly light, noted Simon - was put on to the deck and taken down below. Then the anchor chain rattled and a steam whistle on the funnel sounded its farewell to Bombay and India, and slowly the big ship began to gather way. ‘I’ll see you down below in a minute or two,’ said Simon curtly and he strode away towards the bow.

‘Suit yerself, bach,’ muttered Jenkins to himself. ‘But it’s no use mopin’. She’s a strong-willed lass. She’s goin’ to marry ’im, that’s for sure.’

 



The three met up again some two hours later as sherry, wine and whisky were dispensed to the first-class passengers in the lounge before dinner. In deference to Jenkins, who, of course, possessed no evening wear, Simon did not dress for dinner. But Alice was looking radiant in grey taffeta which matched her eyes and revealed well-rounded shoulders of astonishing whiteness compared to her face, which, despite a light coating of powder, still showed a tan from the Afghan sun. Alice was Simon’s age, but she carried herself with a maturity that belied her twenty-five years and reflected, perhaps, something of the hardship of the campaigns on which she had reported in Zululand and Afghanistan over the last two years. Her face beneath its halo of shining hair smiled easily, but to Simon, her eyes seemed a little sad as they stood together, slightly self-consciously and apart from other passengers, Jenkins in his best white drill suit, formally at ease, army style, hands clasped behind his buttocks.

‘Now, Alice,’ said Simon, ‘do tell us why you are sailing for South Africa when you should have been sailing home to England.’

‘Please,’ said Alice, looking out of the porthole as though to seek inspiration on how to start her story. ‘You first.’

Simon related the story of Nandi’s letter and of their decision to go to her aid. Alice’s face clouded as she heard of the girl’s desperation. ‘But are there no police or government people she can turn to?’ she asked.

‘Apparently not. This Kimberley place sounds like some sort of frontier town from the American west. She does not seem to have help at hand. I only hope that we can find her and that, if we do, we are in time to be of some use.’

Alice grasped Simon’s arm impulsively. ‘Oh, my dear. I want to help you find her.’ Then she paused. ‘But I am afraid that I cannot come with you. You see . . .’

‘Yes. Tell us what has happened.’

‘Very well.’ The words were spoken with a sigh, as though she was not particularly proud of what she was about to relate. ‘Shall we sit at the table?’

They sat and Alice began. She spoke without looking at either of them, her eyes downcast. ‘You will remember that after . . . after you had so bravely taken me over the mountains to report the battle of Kandahar, when General Roberts forbade me from accompanying his column and . . .’ She paused.

The two nodded, although Alice was still staring at the tablecloth. ‘Well, I felt that I had had enough of killing - what with endangering your lives and all.’

‘No, no,’ Jenkins interrupted, his black eyebrows nearly meeting his moustache, so fierce was his frown. ‘You mustn’t blame yerself for all that, miss. These things ’appen in war, look you.’

She turned on him quickly. ‘That’s just the point. I didn’t want any more of it. Writing about killing and even being involved in it. I felt sick of it all. And then . . .’

‘And then?’ prompted Simon.

‘Yes, well,’ her eyes returned to the tablecloth, ‘then Ralph proposed to me and it seemed the way out. So I cabled to my editor at the Morning Post and resigned my job. He responded by trying to change my mind, but I refused. Then, I was packing to leave when I received another cable from him. This contained an urgent plea to “deviate”, as he put it, to Durban on the way home and file a couple of reports from there on the situation. It seems,’ and here her eyes began to light up as she turned to each of her listeners in turn, as though to share her excitement at the task offered her, ‘that there is a chance of war with the Boers of the Transvaal, who want their independence back. But before that, General Wolseley, who, as you know, is in command in South Africa and is at Durban, is determined to put down the bePedi tribe.’

‘Who are they, then, miss?’ enquired Jenkins.

‘They are people very like the Zulus who live in the north-eastern part of the Transvaal, near Portuguese-Mozambique territory. They raid and maraud from the mountains there and have been attacking farms. Both the Boers and the English have sent expeditions against them and been well and truly defeated by this tribe. Wolseley believes that he must put them down before he can even begin thinking about the problems with the Boers.’ She smiled. ‘There must be a touch of the good housekeeper about this general.’ Then she shrugged her shoulders. ‘It doesn’t really seem like a great international incident to report - perhaps just another little colonial bush fire - but the point is, William Russell is there, with Wolseley.’

‘William who?’ asked Jenkins.

‘Russell, the great special correspondent of the  Telegraph. You will know of him, Simon.’ Simon nodded, as Alice went on. ‘He made his reputation on the Times in  the Crimea by revealing just how poorly led and badly organised was the British Army in that war.’ Alice’s face became even more animated. ‘If it hadn’t been for his reports from the front line, none of the reforms of the army, such as Cardwell - you know, the introduction of formal officer training at Sandhurst, and so on - would have happened. Russell is a great journalist and someone I have always admired. But the point is that if he is there, there must be something up. He smells stories from continents away. It may be that he believes this little bePedi campaign could turn out to be another Isandlwana, and if that is so, the Morning Post mustn’t miss the story. That is why. . .’ she paused rather self-consciously, ‘my editor has asked me to go.’

The three sat silently for a moment. Then Simon cleared his throat. ‘But Alice,’ he said, ‘I thought you had had enough of fighting and wars. What has made you change your mind?’

Alice studied the tablecloth again. ‘Yes, I know. It seems perverse. Perhaps . . . oh, I don’t know.’ She looked up defiantly. ‘One can’t turn off being a journalist just like that, you know, as though twisting a tap handle. Anyway, I was the nearest member of staff to South Africa, the others having gone back long ago after the end of the Zulu War. I could not let my editor down.’

‘What did Covington say?’

Alice flushed and was silent for a moment. ‘He did not like it, of course. But he understands. Anyway,’ the defiance came back into her voice, ‘the wedding is only postponed. Not cancelled.’ She stared fixedly out of the porthole.

They spent the rest of the meal attempting to make light conversation, but the atmosphere between them was uncomfortable. And it continued to be so throughout the  voyage, which, as Simon had prophesied, turned out to be calm and uneventful. Alice increasingly took her meals alone in her cabin and seemed to avoid Simon, although she sometimes spent minutes leaning over the ship’s rail with Jenkins, listening as he regaled her with stories of his early life as a farm worker in Wales and as an itinerant bricklayer. Jenkins himself received attention from the ship’s doctor for the flesh wound in his shoulder, which, given rest for his arm, began to heal rapidly. Covington’s name was never mentioned again by any of them, and it was almost a relief when they rose one morning to find the surf booming on Durban’s beach on the far side of the bar.




Chapter 2

The bar and the surf caused difficulties in landing and they all had to go ashore in a longboat, riding the surf and getting wet in the process. Alice sat in the stern of the boat, in riding breeches and boots, her hair tied back in a scarf and her eyes shining with the excitement of shooting the surf. Simon thought that he had never seen anyone look so beautiful, and he bit his lip and cursed the salt spray that drenched him. He vowed to get out of Durban as soon as he could buy provisions and transport. He wished to leave Alice, with her troubled grey eyes, as far behind him and as quickly as possible.

The trio split up as soon as they had booked into a modest timber hotel, sited near the shore so as to allow the sea breeze to reduce the humidity somewhat. Durban, indeed, bore some resemblance to Bombay in that the atmosphere was moist and, surrounded as it was by sugar and coffee plantations, the streets were full of Indian coolies who worked in the fields. But it possessed none of the vitality and obvious prosperity of the Indian city. It oozed sleepiness, and even the presence of Wolseley’s troops gave it no sense of purpose or vitality. If there was going to be a war, it would be far away and of no great import to Natal, relieved and relaxed as it was after the threat of Cetswayo’s Zulus had been removed.

Alice immediately went to Wolseley’s headquarters to present her credentials, resigned to meeting once again the initial incredulity caused by a woman - and a young and attractive one at that - representing, as a war correspondent, a newspaper as traditional and important as the  Morning Post. On this occasion, however, she knew that her reputation would have preceded her and that her editor would have cabled the General’s staff and, to some extent, prepared the way for her.

Simon and Jenkins meanwhile set about equipping themselves for their long overland journey. A quick study of a locally bought map showed Kimberley as a small dot in the centre of southern Africa, at the far north of the Cape Colony, sitting by the Vaal River in a territory previously unknown to Simon called Griqualand West. To its north stretched the Transvaal, and to reach Kimberley they would have to traverse the Drakensberg Mountains and cross Basutoland and the independent Boer Republic of Orange Free State which fringed it to the east.

‘Funny name, that,’ said Jenkins. ‘Lots of oranges there, is there? And do they give them away?’

‘Not quite. It’s pretty barren, flat country, I think. Many of the Boers trekked there from the south, to get away from English rule. They established a new homeland there, and because they were originally of Dutch origin, they named it after the royal family of Holland. Something like that, anyway. It’s going to be a journey of five hundred miles or more, and there’s no railway and precious few roads by the look of it.’

It would mean travelling on horseback or by cart and oxen. The latter would be less uncomfortable, but Simon disliked the thought of outspanning. Their pace would be slow enough as it was, without the need for uncoupling  and coupling harnesses night and morning and putting the team of oxen out for grazing. They therefore purchased three riding horses, one to act as relief, and a pack mule. Simon knew that the high veldt country (it was marked on their map as 4,000 feet above sea level) could be cold, so they exchanged their light cotton clothing for flannel shirts and hard-wearing corduroys, and bought wide-brimmed Boer hats. At a gunsmith they were advised that they might cross lion country and should take heavy-calibre elephant guns, but Simon found, at the back of the store, two old ex-army Martini-Henry rifles. The gunsmith was reluctant to sell - they were probably illegal weapons - but Jenkins was adamant and Simon needed little persuading to pay the heavy premium demanded. Both men had fought with these single-shot breech-loading guns against the Zulus and the Pathans, and valued them highly. It was true that at ten pounds they were heavy, and with eighty-three grains of black powder behind each slug they kicked like a mule when fired, bruising the shoulder when in constant use, but they were proven man-stoppers. They could be accurate at a thousand yards and deadly at six hundred, firing .45 Boxer cartridges with a heavy lead slug so soft that on impact it spread to cause the most fearful wound. They would see off both lions and hostile natives, but as an afterthought Simon also bought a brace of Navy Colt pistols.

‘We goin’ to war again then, bach sir?’ enquired Jenkins with a sniff.

‘We may just have to. I don’t like the sound of the “Big Man” Nandi wrote about. And we’re going to be crossing pretty wild territory. Come on. We’re wasting time.’

A couple of low tents, groundsheets, blankets and basic provisions - including biltong, the dried beef which was  the Afrikaner’s staple when on trek - completed their preparations, and they decided to set off shortly after sun-up the next day. In both men’s minds was the thought of the time that had elapsed since Nandi had posted her plea for help. Anything could have happened to her. Time was at a premium.

They were delayed, however. Alice was waiting for them when they arrived back at the hotel. She too was concerned about the Zulu girl and had tried to make enquiries about her at army headquarters. Although John Dunn, Nandi’s father, had lived in Zululand as one of Cetswayo’s chiefs, he had been pressed into service by General Chelmsford to be head of intelligence for the British force that had reinvaded Zululand from the south after the disaster of Isandlwana. He was, therefore, known to the British staff. But he had disappeared after the dissolution of the Zulu kingdom and no one knew where he had gone.

‘I understand,’ Alice told Simon, ‘that Catherine, his number one wife, still lives on what remains of their farm in the south of Zululand. But no one has seen Dunn for some months now, and wherever Nandi is, she is not back on the farm.’

‘Thank you,’ said Simon, ‘but I’m afraid that doesn’t take us any further. We shall just have to set off and hope that she is still in Kimberley. We leave tomorrow.’

‘Oh no. You can’t do that.’ For a moment Simon’s heart leapt. Did she, could she care? Certainly Alice’s eyes were wide. Then her lids dropped. ‘What I mean is,’ she continued, ‘the General wishes to see you in the morning.’

‘What? Whatever for? Well, I don’t wish to see him. I’ve had enough of British generals. We leave at dawn.’

Alice leaned forward. ‘No, Simon. You forget that this man now virtually controls South Africa. He is High  Commissioner for South-East Africa, as well as army commander. If you went off without seeing him, he would send an army patrol after you and have you back within the hour. He is no Chelmsford, you know. He is a great reformer with a high reputation. He is very determined and absolutely ruthless. You must know about him.’

Simon nodded his head slowly. He did know about Sir Garnet Wolseley. So did every officer in the army. He was the nation’s most high-profile general, with a reputation for valour, efficiency and reforming zeal which infuriated the Duke of Cambridge, the Queen’s cousin, who commanded the British Army from a hidebound Horse Guards in London. Without patronage or a friend in high places, Wolseley had made his own way. He had lost an eye in the trenches before Sebastopol in the Crimean War, and in 1859, at the age of twenty-six had become the youngest lieutenant colonel in the British Army. He had made his name by leading the Red River Expedition in Canada in 1869, taking a small force 1,200 miles through forest and across lakes and prairie to crush a rebellion of French-Canadian Indians. What was more, he had done so without firing a single bullet in anger or exceeding his budget. The British Government loved him for that, whatever the feelings of the Duke. Following that he had won a difficult jungle war in Africa against the Ashanti, despite facing overwhelming odds. He was England’s hero, and at this very moment, Simon had heard, he was being affectionately satirised on the London stage by Gilbert and Sullivan as ‘the Very Model of a Modern Major General’. Now here he was, cleaning up after the Zulu War and, unofficially, softening up the Boers for confederation of the whole of South Africa under the British flag.

Oh, Simon knew about Wolseley all right. But he regarded him with ambivalence. Simon hated the conservatism still at the heart of the British Army - the power of the aristocracy and the unprofessionalism of many of the senior officers, displayed alarmingly when spear-carrying Zulus had wiped out a well-armed but badly led column of British soldiers at Isandlwana. To the extent that Wolseley was a moderniser and a radical, a man who argued that the army had fought too long ‘in the cold shade of aristocracy’ and that an officer should understand ways of providing shelter, good health and even clothing for his men - these views Simon, as a young subaltern, had applauded. They were rare among senior officers, most of whom valued the pleasures of the hunt and the levee before the study of military tactics. But he also knew that the General had his favourites, and that if you were outside his circle of approval it was difficult to rise to the top in his command. In the Ashanti War he had surrounded himself with officers who ever afterwards received his patronage. They were called ‘the Ashanti Ring’. Colonel Covington had fought against the Ashanti. He was one of the Ring.

‘Yes, I know about Wolseley,’ Simon said. ‘But why on earth should he want to see me here? Did you tell him anything about me?’

Alice shook her head. ‘No - well . . .’ She lowered her gaze again, then lifted her head and looked at him with that air of candour that had so intrigued him from the moment they’d been introduced by their parents, all those years ago in Wales. ‘I did say that I knew you to be a most brave man and that the charges brought against you in Zululand were unfounded. Mind you,’ she smiled, ‘Wolseley hates journalists, and he told me that if it suited  his purposes he would feed them false information on a campaign, so I doubt if my opinion would influence him either way.’

Simon felt his aloofness melt as he looked into those familiar grey eyes. ‘Well, thank you, Alice. But I can’t understand why he should ask about me or want to see me. Do you know why?’

‘No. But he knew that you and dear 352 - yes, he’d heard about him, too - were on the ship. He’s very shrewd, Simon. He seems to know everything that happens down here. Don’t underestimate him. Oh! One other thing. I think he dislikes General Roberts. I think he is jealous of him after Kandahar.’

They both laughed. ‘Good,’ said Simon. ‘That’s one thing in his favour, anyway. What about you? Has he accepted you?’

‘Yes, but he doesn’t like it. He clearly doesn’t favour women anywhere near the front line, and in fact he has told me that I will never see the actual fighting - well, we’ll see about that.’ Alice stuck out her jaw. ‘But, as I have said, he doesn’t like journalists reporting on him anyway, although it is as a result of people like me writing about him that his reputation is so high. And the Horse Guards have accredited me, so he has to take me on his advance. The other thing is that I am sure he has heard that I upset Roberts in Afghanistan. There was a definite twinkle in his eye when he asked after the General.’
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