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For my darling Tamar










Preface


Copy of an undated letter given to the eighteen-year-old George Hart in the autumn of 1877 by Josiah Ward of Ward & Mills, a London firm of Solicitors-at-Law, shortly before George joined the 1st King’s Dragoon Guards as a young officer fresh from Sandhurst:


 


To my son George Arthur Hart, Esq.,


To encourage you in your early military career, I have put aside the sum of £30,000. But it will only be made over to you, in the amounts mentioned, if you manage to comply with the following conditions before your twenty-eighth birthday, a lapse of ten years:


 


1.        Marry respectably, that is to a lady of gentle birth – £5,000.


2.        Reach the substantive rank of lieutenant colonel in the British Army – £5,000.


3.        Be awarded the Victoria Cross – £10,000.


 


If you comply with all three conditions within the time allotted, you will receive an additional sum of £10,000. This money is in the safekeeping of my solicitor, Josiah Ward of Ward & Mills, and will be disbursed by him once reasonable proofs of compliance have been provided.










Chapter 1


Haymarket, London, late spring 1879


‘Thirty-three black!’ announced the croupier. 


George shook his head slowly, scarcely able to believe his luck. He preferred gambling at cards but neither baccarat nor chemin-de-fer had been kind to him today and he had switched in desperation to roulette, placing his last fifteen pounds of chips on black. It had won and, for want of a better strategy, he had bet on the same colour for five more spins, each time doubling his money, so that with this latest success, he now had the princely sum of £960. One more win would give him the two thousand or so that he desperately needed. He took another gulp of whisky and decided to let the money ride. All or nothing.


But something in his drink-fuddled brain told him it couldn’t be black again, not seven times in a row, though he knew the odds on each new bet were the same for either colour. At the last moment, as the croupier was about to spin the wheel, he leant forward and moved all his chips to red. Then he closed his eyes and prayed.


As the ball was released, George glanced nervously round the dingy gambling den, its candelabra casting ghostly shadows over the few remaining players. He was alone at his table but for the croupier, a small, wiry man with greasy hair and a lopsided bow-tie, who was staring at the wheel as if his life depended upon it. Maybe it did, because his brow glistened with beads of sweat and his hands were gripping the table so tightly that the knuckles were white. 


George looked back at the wheel and, almost imperceptibly, the croupier moved his right thumb below the level of the table, felt for a small button and pressed it. Seconds later the ball ran out of momentum and fell into the bed of the wheel, rattling along the numbers before finally coming to rest. 


‘Zero green,’ announced the croupier, with as straight a face as he could muster, before raking George’s neat pile of chips from the red diamond at the side of the baize. 


Oh, my God, thought George. It’s fallen into the only number I didn’t consider, the one that gives the house its advantage. But even as his racing heart and clammy hands registered the consequences, he noticed the visibly relieved croupier grinning at someone behind him. He swung round to see the rotund proprietor, Mr Milton Samuels, advancing towards him.


‘So sorry for your loss, Captain Hart,’ said Samuels, thumbs crooked in his bright checked waistcoat. ‘You win some . . .’


George’s eyes narrowed. He had lost money before, of course, but Samuels had never felt the need to console him. Something was wrong. He looked from boss to employee, and back again, and felt sure he had been cheated. ‘Don’t give me that flannel, Samuels,’ he said, a hard edge to his voice. ‘You’re not sorry at all. And why would you be when you’ve just fleeced me of everything I own?’


‘Now, now, Captain Hart, there’s no need for that.’


‘Isn’t there?’ said George, his voice rising. ‘So, you keep your temper when you’ve been rooked, do you?’


The room had fallen silent, all eyes on the altercation. Samuels glanced beyond George to the stairs. ‘I assure you, sir, that nothing untoward—’


‘I saw your croupier gripping the side of the table and suspect you may have fitted some mechanical device to ensure the ball landed on green.’


George strode towards the croupier’s end of the table, intent on discovering the truth, but Samuels intercepted him, his arms outstretched. ‘I don’t want no trouble, Captain Hart, so if you leave quietly we’ll say no more about it.’


‘I shall go nowhere without my money.’


‘That right, Cap’n?’ said a new voice, behind him. Before George could turn he felt an iron-like grip on his throat as an arm pinned him from behind. The more he struggled, the more the pressure increased. He could feel blood pounding in his ears and knew he was close to blacking out. But then the pressure on his throat eased a little and, coughing and spluttering, he regained his senses. 


‘Like I was saying,’ snarled Samuels, ‘I don’t want no trouble but you would insist. All right, Paddy, throw him out.’


George felt as helpless as a rag doll as he was dragged backwards up the stairs, through the entrance and propelled on to the pavement, the boisterous Haymarket crowd parting for yet another drunk. Furious, he scrambled to his feet and advanced towards O’Reilly, the huge doorman who had thrown him out and was now standing coolly on the steps, his arms crossed. ‘Don’t be a fool, Cap’n. I’ll make mincemeat of you, so I will, and it’d be a shame to damage that handsome figurehead of yours.’


George knew he was no match for the former prize-fighter, and was likely to receive a thrashing, but he was so angry and drunk he didn’t care. He swung a right hook that missed as the battle-scarred Irishman swayed out of range, moving his large frame with the speed and grace of a cat. Overbalancing, George stumbled forward into a hammer of a counter-punch, O’Reilly’s right fist slamming into his solar plexus, driving the air from his lungs and dropping him to his knees. He had never been hit so hard. 


‘You won’t get away with this,’ he said, gasping for breath. But he knew that they would, for he could hardly complain to the police about an illegal gambling den. 


‘Go home and sober up, Cap’n, though I’ll wager home for you is far from these shores.’


Normally such an insulting reference to his dark skin, which made him look more southern Mediterranean than British, would have provoked a violent response. But the blow George had received had knocked much of the fight out of him and, as he crouched on the pavement, he realized he had only himself to blame for his humiliation. He rose to his feet, dusted himself down and, with a last scornful glance at O’Reilly, set off in the direction of his hotel in Knightsbridge. It was a fair distance and he would normally have hailed a cab but he had decided to walk to save money and to clear his head. 


Halfway down Piccadilly – oblivious of the fashionable swells in their frock coats, checked waistcoats and tight blue trousers, and the ladies in dolman-style cloaks and narrow-brimmed bonnets – he pulled out his mother’s letter and read it a second time. 


 


17 Connaught Square


Dublin


 


Dearest George,


It was wonderful to have you to myself again for those few short weeks of your convalescence, and to hear all your news. I am so proud that your gallantry in South Africa has been rewarded with a regular commission, and that you now have a second chance to make something of your military career. 


I am grateful for the £500 you sent on your return to England. I have never been good with money, and since your father stopped paying your allowance it has been a constant struggle to keep my creditors at bay. In truth the £500 was quickly eaten up by debts and I have been forced to resort to moneylenders. But their interest is exorbitant and they have warned me that if I do not pay the £2,000 I shall owe by January next year they will force me to sell the house. I hate to burden you with this, my darling, particularly after your recent generosity, but I don’t know where else to turn.


Your loving mother,


Emma


 


George folded the letter and groaned. He knew he had been a fool to try to raise the money his mother needed by gambling, but what was the alternative? After having kitted himself out with his new regimental uniform he had been left with barely two hundred pounds. Now, thanks to his idiocy, that money was almost gone and tomorrow he would return to South Africa to join his new regiment. It was almost a relief.


He set off at an unsteady walk and, twenty minutes later, was in sight of his hotel on Queen’s Gate when he registered footsteps behind him. They grew gradually louder, and as the pedestrian caught up, George moved aside to let him pass. Instead he felt a tap on the shoulder.


‘What do you­­­—’ As he turned, George froze in mid-sentence. There, standing before him in a top hat and cape, was a ghost. The ghost of a man he had killed in a fight the year before: the same huge frame, clothes and blotchy red face. It couldn’t be, yet he seemed real enough in the flickering light from a nearby gas lamp. ‘It can’t be­­ . . .’ he whispered. ‘You’re dead.’ 


‘Not me,’ snarled the man, ‘my brother Henry. I’m Bob Thompson.’


‘You’re his brother?’ George was aghast.


‘Yes. And I’m here to see you pay.’


George looked down at the man’s hands, expecting to see a weapon. They were bunched into fists. ‘Now just a minute. I can understand your anger, but your brother drew a sword on me. I had to defend myself.’


‘That’s not what you told the police. They said they were about to arrest you when a lady gave you an alibi. And yet you’ve just admitted to me that you did kill my brother.’


A voice in George’s head was screaming at him to stop incriminating himself and say no more, but perhaps because of the drink, or the shock, or perhaps because in truth he was haunted every day by his distress at having killed a man and run from the fact, he spoke again: ‘It was self-defence, I swear.’


‘Then why not swear to the police, and let a jury decide?’


‘Because I cannot believe I’ll receive a fair trial. I fought your brother because he was trying to apprehend a young girl I was travelling with. She had just left the employment of my former commanding officer, Colonel Harris, who wanted her back. But she feared he would ravish her – he had tried once before, which was why she left.’


A shadow passed over the big man’s face. ‘So my brother was acting on Harris’s orders?’


‘Exactly.’


‘And you say he drew a sword on you?’


‘A sword-stick, to be exact.’


Thompson swore. ‘John always were a bully, quick to use his fists. But he never killed no one, not to my knowledge.’


‘Well, he almost killed me. As I say, he left me no alternative.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ said Thompson, shaking his head. ‘I reckon you were taking a beating and you pulled a pistol.’


‘That was not how it was. He drew his weapon first. I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn’t let us go. So I told the girl to run, which was when your brother tried to stab me. I shot him in self-defence.’


‘So you keep saying, but old Bob can’t speak for himself, can he?’


‘No.’


‘Which is why I’m asking you nicely, Captain Hart, to hand yourself in. Our poor old mother won’t rest until she knows justice has been done.’


‘I’m sorry for her, I truly am. But no jury influenced by Harris will believe I was justified in using a pistol against a sword-stick, though I know I was. If I admit to killing your brother I’ll swing, and I don’t deserve that.’ 


‘And that’s your final answer?’


‘It is.’


‘You bloody coward.’ Thompson lurched forward, swinging a left-handed haymaker at the side of George’s head. 


But George, though drunk, was the nimbler of the two, easily slipping the punch and countering with one of his own, a straight right that caught Thompson flush on the jaw with a crack that echoed down the empty street. It was a blow made all the more potent by the humiliation he had already suffered at the gambling den, and Thompson reaped the consequences. He staggered and fell backwards into a sitting position, his eyes glazed.


‘Like your brother, you left me no choice,’ said George. Suddenly sober, he walked briskly away. 










Chapter 2


George’s heart was still pounding as he entered the lobby of his small, discreet hotel at the bottom of Queen’s Gate. It had been an evening to forget and he wished he was already on the ship to South Africa.


‘Room thirty-two. Any messages?’ he asked, more out of habit than expectation.


‘Yes, sir,’ said the tail-coated concierge, handing over his key and a thick white envelope. ‘This came for you an hour ago.’


Recognizing at once the crest of the Commander-in-Chief, George tore open the letter and read: 


 


The Horse Guards


Pall Mall


 


My dear Captain Hart


There is a matter of some urgency I would like to discuss with you this evening at my private residence, 6 Queen Street, Mayfair. Would you be so good as to arrive no later than half past nine? I look forward to renewing our acquaintance then.


I am, etc.


George Cambridge, Field Marshal


 


George pulled out his pocket-watch and cursed. It was ten minutes past the hour, which gave him just twenty minutes to change his clothes, hail a cab and get to the Commander-in-Chief’s house in Mayfair. He grabbed his room key and ran for the stairs, taking them two at a time.


A quarter of an hour later George’s cab was snarled in traffic on Piccadilly, a swearing, tangled mass of horse-riders, private carriages and hansoms jostling for position. The evening was going from bad to worse. ‘How much longer?’ he asked the driver, perched high above him. 


‘Don’t worry, sir,’ shouted the cabbie, as he steered his horse left off Piccadilly into Half Moon Street. ‘Almost there.’


A couple of minutes later the cab drew up outside a substantial but far from palatial Georgian townhouse, the home of HRH the Duke of Cambridge and his morganatic wife, the former actress Mrs FitzGeorge. George had not heard from the duke since their interview two months earlier, and could only assume there were some last-minute instructions or messages the War Office wanted him to convey to South Africa. But why not summon him to Pall Mall, as before? Why ask a lowly captain to his private residence? George was intrigued and not a little flattered. 


He was also hoping to meet Mrs FitzGeorge, who was, like his mother, a famous beauty of the stage; she was said to have secretly – and illegally – married the duke after she had had three illegitimate sons by him. They had since had another and all four were serving officers, known by the royal suffix ‘Fitz’, signifying bastard. Because of her humble origins as the daughter of a Bow Street printer, Mrs FitzGeorge had neither been accepted by society nor acknowledged by the Queen, the duke’s first cousin. 


George Hart himself occupied an ambivalent position in the British class system: dark-skinned and illegitimate, he had been sent to Harrow and Sandhurst and was now masquerading as an officer and a gentleman. He assumed they would have much in common.


The door was opened by a florid-faced butler who, having taken George’s hat and coat, led him upstairs to the first-floor drawing room. ‘Captain George Hart,’ he announced.


‘At last,’ said a voice George recognised as the duke’s. ‘Show him in.’


The room contained three men in evening dress. The duke was standing by the empty fireplace, a portly figure with bald pate and white mutton-chop whiskers. Seated on a sofa to his left was a younger man George did not know, also bald but with a full beard and pince-nez hanging from his neck. Opposite him, on a second sofa, he saw the unmistakable figure of Lord Beaconsfield, the Prime Minister, with his thin, pinched face, prominent nose and goatee beard. 


‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost, Captain,’ said the duke, with a chuckle. ‘I can assure you, Lord Beaconsfield is flesh and blood. As is Lord Salisbury,’ he added, gesturing towards the second man. ‘Come over and all will be explained.’


George was taken aback – the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary – but he did as he was bidden, bowing slightly as he shook the duke’s hand. Salisbury rose to greet him, but Beaconsfield remained sitting. ‘Forgive my impolitesse, Captain,’ he said, ‘but I’ve been unwell and my doctor advises rest – as if that were possible in these troubled times.’


‘I quite understand, Prime Minister.’


‘Now, before we start,’ said the duke, ‘would you care for a drink?’


George knew it was unwise to accept, but felt it might calm his nerves. ‘Whisky, please.’


‘What you’re about to hear is a matter of national security and must not be repeated without our authority. Secrecy is paramount. Do you understand?’


George nodded as he took his drink from the butler, who then left the room, closing the double doors behind him. 


‘First may I congratulate you, Captain Hart,’ began Beaconsfield, ‘on surviving the catastrophe at Isandlwana. I don’t mind telling you that receiving the news of that defeat was one of the darkest moments of my life. The government might have fallen there and then without the glimmer of sunshine provided by the heroic defence of Rorke’s Drift. I gather you fought there too?’


Unwelcome memories of the vicious fighting, particularly the death of his friend Jake, swirled into George’s head. ‘I did, my lord,’ said George, as if in a trance, ‘until I was wounded.’


‘Of course,’ said Beaconsfield, nodding, ‘and I trust you’re fully recovered.’


‘I am. Thank you.’


‘From what His Royal Highness tells me, you have performed a double service for your country – first, by your acts of valour during the fighting, and second, by exposing the inadequacies of the military command in South Africa. My instinct on hearing the news of Isandlwana was at once to relieve Lord Chelmsford of his command. But the duke argued against this, as did Her Majesty the Queen, on the grounds that it would be unfair to condemn the man before the full details of the battle were known. Well, now they are, thanks to you, and a few days ago Her Majesty finally sanctioned the Cabinet’s recommendation to replace Lord Chelmsford with Sir Garnet Wolseley, who will leave on the SS Edinburgh Castle tomorrow. I hear you are booked on the same passage.’


‘Indeed I am,’ said George, barely able to conceal his delight that Chelmsford had finally received his comeuppance. He was eager to return to South Africa – to take revenge on his Zulu cousin Mehlokazulu for killing Jake at Isandlwana, to settle scores with Sir Jocelyn Harris, his former CO, for drumming him out of the 1st Dragoon Guards and to avoid retribution for killing Thompson – but he had dreaded serving again under Chelmsford and his deputy Crealock. Now that threat had been lifted.


‘I can see from your expression that you approve of the Cabinet’s decision,’ said Beaconsfield, leaning forward. ‘Quite right. But you may not have the opportunity to make Sir Garnet’s acquaintance. We have in mind for you a quite different form of military service in another country that should suit your unique talents. Lord Salisbury will explain.’


Nonplussed, and not a little irked that his return to South Africa was in doubt, George swung round to face the Foreign Secretary. ‘Have you ever heard of the Prophet’s Cloak?’ asked Salisbury, in a deep, gravelly voice.


‘No,’ replied George, ‘but I imagine it has something to do with the Muhammadan religion.’


‘Exactly so. The Mussulmans believe it was once owned by the Prophet Muhammad himself and as such is one of their most sacred relics. How it found its way to Afghanistan has never been properly explained. Some say it was given as a present to an Afghan chief called Kais who fought on behalf of the Prophet in the seventh century, others that it was brought to the country from Bokhara in the late eighteenth century by Ahmad Shah Durrani, the founder of the ruling dynasty. Today it resides in a locked silver box, itself protected by two outer wooden chests, in the shrine of Kharka Sharif in Kandahar in the south of the country. If we could be sure it would stay there, and never see the light of day, we would not be having this conversation. But experience tells us it can and will be brought out in times of national emergency. It was last donned by Dost Mahomed, the late Amir of Kabul. Does that name sound familiar?’


‘Of course, my lord. Every schoolboy knows of Dost, and of how Britain was forced to restore him as ruler after the disasters of the first Afghan war in the forties.’


‘Quite right. Dost understood the symbolic power of the cloak as a means of rallying the faithful against the foreign invader, which brings me to the point. While you were battling the Zulu, a quite separate war was being fought in Afghanistan. And, like your war, it was launched by a pro-consul who exceeded his brief. When Lord Lytton took up his post as Viceroy of India in seventy-six he was instructed by the Cabinet to prevent the ruler of Afghanistan, Sher Ali, falling under Russian influence. One by one the khanates of Central Asia have fallen to the Russians, who now stand on Afghanistan’s northern border. Our greatest fear is that they will continue their march south and use Afghanistan to invade India. Lord Lytton’s task was to encourage Sher Ali to accept a British resident in Kabul who could keep an eye on the Russians.


‘What he was not authorized to do was send a mission up the Khyber Pass without Sher’s permission, which was what happened last autumn. Inevitably the mission was turned back by the Afghans and war was the result. It might have been avoided, but only if Sher had apologized and agreed to accept a resident. It was vital to our prestige that he agreed to some form of reparation. He refused. These Orientals are very proud.’ 


The sequence of events was not dissimilar to that which had preceded the Zulu war. Yet there was one vital difference, and George voiced it in the hope that it would end all talk of cloaks and holy war. ‘All this is fascinating, my lord, but was not the recent Afghan war brought to a satisfactory conclusion, unlike the fighting in Zululand, which continues? Or that is the impression one has from the newspapers.’


‘And newspapers never lie, do they?’ asked Salisbury, with more than a hint of sarcasm. ‘But you’re mostly right, Captain Hart. For once our military operations went like clockwork – though the Afghans fought well against Roberts at Peiwar Kotal – and by January this year it was mostly over. Sher Ali had fled north and both Kandahar and Kabul were in our hands. Then in February we heard of Sher Ali’s death and the accession of his son, and former prisoner, Yakub Khan, who had enough sense to open negotiations with us. He signed a treaty last week at Gandamak, ceding a strip of Afghan territory that includes the Khyber Pass and the Kurram valley, agreeing to our original request for a British resident in Kabul, and guaranteeing British control over Afghan foreign policy and freedom of commerce. In return he will receive an annual subsidy of sixty thousand pounds and the promise of British support in the event of war with a foreign aggressor.’ 


Salisbury paused to let the details sink in, but George was confused. ‘Forgive me, my lord,’ he said, ‘but I don’t see what this has to do with me or the cloak. Surely with the war over and the treaty signed you have everything you want – a British resident, a pliant amir and Russian influence nowhere to be seen.’


Beaconsfield could remain silent no longer. ‘Appearances can be deceptive, Captain Hart. But in truth the situation in Afghanistan is far less satisfactory than the newspapers would have you believe. How do we know this? Because the Foreign Office has a spy in Kabul, and his last report warned that Yakub is despised by the majority of his countrymen for concluding such a shameful treaty, and that an extremist cleric from Ghazni . . .’ Beaconsfield turned to Salisbury for help. ‘What’s his name?’


‘Mullah Mushk-i-Alam, Prime Minister,’ said Salisbury, ‘which apparently means “Perfume of the Universe”.’


‘Extraordinary! Well, this fellow, according to our spy, is trying to rouse the faithful against our presence in Afghanistan and all who condone it, including Yakub. And the easiest way for him to achieve this is to don the Prophet’s Cloak and declare himself the spiritual leader not just of Afghanistan but of the whole Mussulman world. It goes without saying that it is in our vital interest to prevent this happening – which is where you come in. We want you to travel to Afghanistan, find the cloak and bring it back to Britain.’


Until now George had listened to both men in respectful silence. They were, after all, the most powerful men in the country, which, by dint of the Empire’s pre-eminence, meant the world. But this request was insane. No, he decided, it was worse than insane – it was guaranteed to get him killed. ‘I’m flattered that you’ve considered me for such an important mission, Prime Minister,’ he began, careful not to sound ungrateful, ‘but, with all due respect, I fail to see how I fit the bill. I’m still young and learning my profession, I’ve never been to Afghanistan, and I’ve no experience of espionage. Surely it would make more sense to send an agent of the Indian government who knows the country and can speak the lingo.’


‘You might think so, Captain Hart,’ said Salisbury, ‘but we and the Indian government don’t always see eye to eye. For the last few years they’ve been pursuing a quite different—’


Beaconsfield raised his hand. ‘I don’t think we need to go into that, Salisbury. Suffice to say, Captain Hart, we have our reasons. As for your fitness to undertake this mission, I can think of no one better. Yes, you are young, but you were the best in your class at Sandhurst and your feats in Zululand confirm you as an officer of outstanding promise. You’ve shown bravery, endurance, resourcefulness and integrity, all qualities that are needed for the Afghan mission. I’m told you pick up languages easily, that you are an excellent horseman – and you have one important advantage over almost any other British officer for an undercover operation of this nature, and that is – how shall I put this? – you’re . . .’


‘Expendable?’ suggested George, one eyebrow raised.


‘Why on earth would you think that?’ asked the Prime Minister.


‘I apologize, Prime Minister, I was being flippant, though it strikes me that you’d be much less likely to send a titled member of the Brigade of Guards than a misfit like me.’


Beaconsfield smiled. ‘There’s more to it than that.’ He turned to the duke, who was still standing by the fireplace, a glass of whisky in hand. ‘Your Royal Highness, would you mind if I had a word in private with young Hart?’


‘Not at all. I’ll be next door.’


‘You too, Salisbury.’


The Foreign Secretary frowned. ‘Is that really necessary, Prime Minister?’


‘Yes.’


Once the pair had left the room, Beaconsfield turned back to George, a faint smile playing on his lips. ‘You may be surprised to hear this, Captain Hart, but you and I have much in common.’


‘We do?’ asked an unconvinced George.


‘Yes. We’re both . . . cuckoos in the nest. We may look the part, say the right things, but we don’t really belong. My father was a practising Jew who baptized his children into the Church of England so that they could get on in society. Did you know that?’ 


‘I did not.’


‘It’s true, and just as well for me because I couldn’t have climbed the greasy pole if I hadn’t become an Anglican. Until a few years ago Jews couldn’t vote, let alone stand for Parliament. But don’t misunderstand me. I didn’t always want to be a politician. Before I became an MP I tried my hand at business and writing novels. I wasn’t very successful at either, which mattered to me because I always want to be the best at anything I do, and I suspect you feel the same. Am I right?’


George hadn’t given it much thought before now, but he couldn’t deny he had always been fiercely competitive and had worked twice as hard as his peers at Harrow and Sandhurst. 


‘I thought so. The truth is, Hart, people like ourselves don’t fit neatly into English society and never will. They know it and, more importantly, we know it, which is why we will move Heaven and Earth to prove ourselves superior. Harrow and Sandhurst can’t have been easy for someone of your background yet you excelled, and clearly have determination as well as brains, a combination not usually found in a pink-cheeked ensign of the Grenadier Guards. You believe we’ve selected you for this mission because you’re nobody and therefore expendable. Far from it. You possess a range of qualities that are rarely found in someone of your age and education – not least a handsome figurehead, which, alas, I was not blessed with – and that is why we – I – would hate to lose you.’


Not as much as I’d hate to lose myself, thought George, as he tried to read between the Prime Minister’s honeyed lines. Did they really have that much in common? Or was Beaconsfield, consummate politician that he was, simply telling him what he wanted to hear? He couldn’t decide. And something about the undercover mission made him uneasy. ‘I’m flattered, of course, my lord,’ said George, after a lengthy pause, ‘but there’s much to consider. I appreciate your intention is to avoid more bloodshed and turmoil, but would it not be best to withdraw from Afghanistan and leave the Afghans to their own devices?’


‘Thus allowing the Russians to advance to the very borders of British India? We cannot allow that to happen.’


‘But would it, my lord? Surely the Russians would find the Afghans every bit as tough a nut to crack as we have. Is it not better to have Russians dying in the Hindu Kush than our own soldiers in the Khyber Pass?’


‘Of course. But we cannot guarantee the Afghans will win such a war. And if they do not we shall face a mortal threat in India. No, Hart, the only sensible option is to retain a British envoy in Kabul to keep an eye on things. But the position of our current resident, Sir Louis Cavagnari, is in danger of being undermined by religious radicals, as I’ve explained, and the best way to prevent this is for us to get our hands on the Prophet’s Cloak.’


George rubbed his chin. ‘I see the sense of that, my lord, but I can’t help feeling uneasy. The cloak is clearly a religious artefact of great importance to the Afghans. Won’t our removing it make it harder for them to accept us as an ally?’


‘Of course, but only if they know we’re responsible – which they will not, if you’re careful.’


‘It doesn’t seem right to interfere in someone else’s religion. Or sensible. After all, isn’t that what caused the Mutiny of fifty-seven?’


‘Partly, though I suspect many Indian sepoys were simply using the defence of their religion as a pretext to overthrow our rule. In any event, we’ve learnt our lesson. This is not about meddling with the Muhammadan religion but about safeguarding our vital interests in the region. As long as the Afghans keep the Russians out, they can worship whom they damn well please. Well, I’ve said my piece and now, I think, it’s best if the others rejoin us. Andrews!’


The butler put his head round the door. ‘My lord?’


‘Be so good as to ask your master and Lord Salisbury to come back in.’


Once the pair had resumed their former places, Beaconsfield continued, ‘I think, gentlemen, that Captain Hart is ready to give us his answer. Is that right?’


‘Not quite, my lord,’ said George. ‘You still haven’t explained the “important advantage” I have over my peers for a mission of this kind.’


Beaconsfield chuckled. ‘I would have thought that was obvious. Why, it’s the colour of your skin, of course. Put you in Afghan clothing and you’ll pass for a native in no time. What do you say, Salisbury?’


The Foreign Secretary nodded vigorously. ‘I agree. They’ll never know you’re British.’


That’s because I’m not, thought George. Well, not entirely. But he was not about to explain to these powerful men that a mixture of Zulu, Irish and British blood ran in his veins. What would be the point? Far better to stick to the story his mother had told him as a boy: that she was of Maltese descent. That way he could continue the charade that he was an officer and a gentleman with only a touch of the tarbrush. After all, if Beaconsfield – the son of a practising Jew – could become Prime Minister, what was to stop George Hart rising to the very top of his profession, if he kept quiet about his African past?


‘I am, of course, happy to second you to the Foreign Office for the duration of the mission,’ interjected the duke, ‘and if you’re successful there’s a good chance, a very good chance, that Her Majesty will approve your promotion to the rank of major.’


‘So will you do it?’ asked Beaconsfield.


George paused. Every bone in his body was urging him to say thank you, but no thank you. It wasn’t just the qualms he felt about purloining an article of such religious significance, or that he had unfinished business in South Africa: he had been looking forward to joining the 3rd/60th Rifles and becoming a proper regimental officer with men under his command. Yet, on the other hand, promotion to major would take him tantalizingly close to the rank of lieutenant colonel and five thousand pounds of his father’s money. Neither could he deny that Lord Beaconsfield had a point: he indeed possessed many of the attributes required for such a mission. This gave him, he realised, a crucial bargaining chip that might help him solve his mother’s financial worries. And something else swayed him, something to which Beaconsfield had just alluded: the determination to excel at soldiering, the only profession that interested him, and to prove himself as good as, if not better than, all those officers who were unmistakably ‘white’. His heart was thumping as he drained his glass, then set out his terms.


‘I will, Prime Minister, but on one condition.’


‘Now, Captain,’ said the duke, gruffly, ‘I hardly think you’re in a position to set conditions.’


‘On the contrary,’ said Beaconsfield. ‘It seems to me he’s in a very strong position to do so. We need him but does he need us? Let us hear what he has to say.’


‘I won’t go into the details, Your Royal Highness, my lords,’ said George, ‘but for personal reasons I need a substantial sum of money by January next at the latest. Therefore I will undertake the mission if you promise to pay me two thousand pounds.’


‘What?’ said the duke, red-faced. ‘You have the gall to demand money to serve your country? Have you lost your reason? You’re a British officer, not some soldier of fortune.’


‘Your Royal Highness, please,’ said Beaconsfield, his hand raised. ‘Let me handle this. Two thousand pounds, you say? That’s quite a sum, but not impossible to come by.’ He turned to the Foreign Secretary. ‘Salisbury, could we procure this amount from the Secret Service Fund? After all, Captain Hart will be undertaking special duties for your department.’


Salisbury frowned at the irregularity of the request, but he knew Beaconsfield well enough to grasp when he was being asked and when he was being told. ‘I’m sure that could be arranged, Prime Minister, but I’d like to add a caveat of my own – that we pay the two thousand pounds if Captain Hart’s mission is successful and he returns to this country with the cloak intact.’


‘Will that satisfy you, Hart?’ Beaconsfield asked.


‘It sounds fair.’


‘Excellent.’ Beaconsfield rose stiffly from his chair. ‘Now I must be getting back to Number Ten. It’s late.’


‘I must go too,’ said Salisbury. 


George stood to shake hands. ‘Good luck in Afghanistan, Hart,’ said Beaconsfield.


‘I’ll second that,’ added Salisbury, ‘but remember this. Officially the government knows nothing of your mission. If anything goes wrong you’re on your own. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘Very well. You’ll be briefed tomorrow at the Foreign Office, nine sharp.’


As the door closed on the departing politicians, the duke turned to George. ‘You’ve made the right decision, Hart. You wouldn’t have enjoyed serving under that pretentious snob Wolseley who, had it been up to me, would never have been appointed. I wanted Napier, but the Cabinet said he was too old and that only Wolseley would do. Bloody fools! What do they know of military affairs?’


George was surprised that the duke was prepared to criticize openly the two men who had just left his house.


‘Oh, make no mistake,’ continued the duke, ‘I admire Dizzy and his set as politicians, and would see them in government before any of the ghastly alternatives, particularly that old prig Gladstone. They, at least, act in the best interests of the service and the Empire. And Dizzy clearly has a high opinion of you or he wouldn’t have asked you to undertake such an important mission. But enough of that. You should be getting along, too. Before you go, though, I have a favour to ask.’


‘Your Royal Highness?’


‘It’s . . . a personal matter,’ said the duke, colouring slightly. ‘You’ll be travelling to Afghanistan incognito, and not in any official capacity, but if you cross paths with my son Major Harry FitzGeorge, who’s serving on General Roberts’s staff, could you somehow encourage him to write more frequently to his mother? An odd request, I know, but she worries.’


‘Of course,’ said George, with a smile. ‘All mothers do.’


‘Yes, but some have more reason than others. With Harry and his brothers, it’s one scrape after another,’ said the duke, shaking his head. ‘I imagined the military life would straighten them out, but it hasn’t made a blind bit of difference. They’re constantly in debt and I’ve lost count of the times I’ve had to pay off their creditors. If they had been anyone else’s sons they’d have been cashiered years ago. But I’m convinced Harry in particular has good in him, and not a little aptitude for soldiering – lately he has shown signs of having put behind him the wildness of his youth. Why, only last week I received a letter from General Roberts complimenting Harry on his excellent intelligence work during the recent war. Naturally his mother is delighted.’


George could not imagine why the duke was talking so freely about his errant sons. ‘If we do meet I’ll do my best to carry out your request, sir, though I won’t be at liberty to repeat this conversation.’


‘No, of course not,’ said the duke, his head cocked to one side. ‘But I’m grateful to you for trying, and wish you the best of luck in Afghanistan. I once met an officer who was on the retreat in forty-two. He wouldn’t talk about the horrors of the march, but he did say the Afghans were easily the toughest, most treacherous and pitiless foe he’d had the misfortune to encounter. So my advice is, expect the worst and trust no one. Oh, and one more thing, Captain. You may not agree with everything we’re trying to achieve in Afghanistan, but remember where your loyalties lie.’


George was already nervous about the mission, and this was not the pep talk he had hoped for. But the duke’s sentiments were genuine, and he marvelled again at the contrast between the public’s perception of him as a cold, unimaginative bureaucrat and the warm-hearted family man before him. ‘I’ll endeavour to remember that, sir,’ he said.










Chapter 3


Off Karachi, Sind province, midsummer 1879


The sun was setting as George got his first glimpse of British India from the poop-deck of the steamer Windsor Castle: a barren shoreline of low hills and stunted shrubs, soon giving way to the hustle and bustle of a working port as the ship approached Karachi, the capital of Sind and the nearest British-controlled port to Afghanistan.


It had taken just twenty-five days to cover the six thousand nautical miles that separated Karachi from Gravesend, though the sweltering weather and snail’s pace through the Suez Canal had replicated the tedium of his earlier voyage to South Africa. This time he had kept to himself, exchanging the barest pleasantries with his fellow first-class passengers, the usual mix of army officers, civilian officials, businessmen and their families to be found on any passage to India. To anyone who enquired, he gave his name as James Harper, an employee of the Anglo-Indian Trading Company who was keen to investigate new opportunities in Afghanistan made possible by the recent treaty. 


To back his cover, the Foreign Office had provided him with a false passport and a letter of introduction from the company chairman to the Amir of Kabul. He also carried with him a money-belt, containing sixty gold sovereigns, and a brand new six-shot Adams revolver. He regretted the loss of his grandfather’s Colt at Rorke’s Drift, but this weapon had the advantage of an extra shot and, because it did not need firing caps, was easier to reload.


George had spent much of the trip reading up on the history of Afghanistan, its people, customs and language. He now knew the country to be a largely roadless tract of grey-green mountains and dusty deserts, yet its strategic position astride the route from Persia and central Asia to India meant it had been fought over and traded through for thousands of years. Many of history’s great conquerors – the Persian kings Cyrus and Darius, Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan – had passed through Afghanistan on their way to India. More recently the British had tramped in the opposite direction in the hope of bringing the Afghans to heel. 


The chief obstacle to control, George discovered, was that Afghanistan was so ethnically diverse, with a multitude of races and nationalities, each with rival interests and antagonistic ambitions. In the south and east were the Pashto-speaking Pathans, descendants of the original Afghans from Syria, transplanted to the country in the time of Nebuchadnezzar; further north, beyond the Hindu Kush, lived Mongol-looking Hazaras, Turkic-featured Uzbeks and their neighbours the Tajiks, and to the west, in the mountain fastness of Nuristan, a tall people with fair hair, blue eyes and freckles. 


Since 1740 the country had been nominally ruled by the shahs and amirs of Kabul, members of the Sadozai and Barakzai tribes of Pathans, but rarely had they established complete control. The exception was Dost Mahomed, scourge of the British and grandfather of the current ruler, who had died in 1863, thus ushering in a new era of internecine strife. The only thing Afghans seemed to have in common was the Muhammadan religion.


The more George had read about the Pathans – whose honour code, the pashtunwali, guaranteed life to friends and death to strangers – the less confident he had become that he would leave Afghanistan in one piece. To have any chance of survival, much less of carrying out his mission, he knew he needed a guide he could trust, and determined to find one at the earliest opportunity. But first he would have to acclimatise to the heat of the sub-continent which, though past its hot-season worst, was still severe enough to discourage most Europeans from venturing out between the hours of ten and two.


Fortunately it was early evening, with a light breeze cooling the deck, as the Windsor Castle passed slowly between Shark Island and the breakwater, coming to a halt in Karachi harbour off the wharfs of Kiamari Island. No sooner had the anchors dropped than the ship was surrounded by a swarm of native boats, their turbaned skippers loudly hawking their services as they fended the competition away. George watched with amusement as an aggrieved captain boarded his rival’s boat and pushed the occupant overboard. The sodden victim took it in good part and, back on his vessel, continued searching for passengers to take to shore. George admired the fellow’s stoicism and, having fetched his valise from his cabin and said goodbye to the ship’s captain, he climbed down the rope-ladder, called the man to him and leapt aboard.


They agreed the extortionate fare of four annas – the equivalent of sixpence, more than most boatmen would earn in a day – and George was soon ashore and striding up the wharf towards the village of Kiamari where a second riot ensued as pairs of palanquin-wallahs vied for his custom. He selected the sturdiest duo he could find and, climbing inside the covered rickety litter, told them to head for the Hotel Metropole on Frere Road; a fellow traveller had assured him it was the best in town. The pair hoisted the litter to waist level and set off at a trot. Their route took them down Napier mole – named after Sir Charles Napier, who had conquered Sind in 1843 – past the Customs House and on up Bunder Road, the dividing line in Karachi between the narrow, people- and refuse-choked streets of the native town and the broader, tree-lined avenues and spacious bungalows of the European quarter. Bunder Road itself was something of a hybrid with its tall two- and three-storey public buildings, stores and hotels in the Indo-Gothic and Anglo-Mughal styles so beloved of the post-Mutiny period. 


George had read of this, but nothing could have prepared him for the towering grandeur of the Metropole: set in its own lush gardens, three storeys high and as wide as a country mansion, it was distinctively Indian, with its Mughal arches, minarets and cupolas. Having paid off the palanquin, he gazed up in awe at the scale and splendour of the place. ‘Welcome to the Metropole, huzoor,’ said a voice to his left.


He swung round to see the smiling, bearded face of a turbaned doorman, six feet six if he was an inch, his smart white tunic, or kurta, and pyjama trousers held in place with a broad red sash. ‘Thank you,’ said George, as he entered the hotel’s large vaulted lobby, his boots ringing on the polished marble floor.


 


George spent the next few days getting used to the heat and humidity, buying supplies and planning his route north. The quickest option was rail, a branch line between Karachi and Multan, eight hundred miles distant, having opened the year before. But George knew that if his mission was to have any chance of success he needed to learn Pashto, the language spoken in most of southern and central Afghanistan, which would take time. He decided to journey by train as far as Kotri, ten hours away, then continue up the Indus river by steamer, a more comfortable and leisurely means of travel.


He still required a tutor, and it dawned on him that if he could find a guide-cum-bodyguard who could also teach him the language he could kill three birds with the same stone. His initial enquiries drew a blank, until he overheard a comment by one porter to a colleague on his first day in the job: ‘Work hard and you should do well. The food is good and the tips are the best in Karachi. But don’t forget to give ten per cent of your pay, tips included, to Ilderim Khan,’ he said, pointing to the giant doorkeeper.


‘And if I don’t?’ asked the newcomer.


‘You may not live to regret it. Ilderim’s a Pathan from beyond the Khyber.’


He’d be ideal, thought George, who knew that the Khyber Pass led directly to Kabul, and that its tribesmen were among the fiercest in Afghanistan. It did not occur to him to ask why a member of such a proud race was employed as a humble doorkeeper, but Ilderim provided the answer anyway. ‘Yes, huzoor,’ he replied, to George’s simple enquiry, ‘I was born in the Khyber but I left twenty years ago to join the Corps of Guides.’


George had been at Sandhurst with a young subaltern destined for the Guides, and knew of the regiment’s reputation as the finest in the sub-continent. Any young Indian soldier from the North West Frontier of the Punjab would have given his eye teeth to serve with it, hence the presence in the regiment of Pathans, Punjabi Muslims and Sikhs. But an Afghan recruit, George knew, would have been regarded by his people as a traitor. ‘Why the Guides? Why not an Afghan regiment?’


Ilderim’s brow darkened. ‘If you’d seen the Afghan Army, huzoor, you wouldn’t ask such a question. Its soldiers are a rabble, low-born, half trained and undisciplined. The Guides are different. I first heard of them from a cousin who was born near Peshawar and joined the corps in forty-six when it was raised to protect the frontier. On the few times I met him at family gatherings, he’d fill my young head with tales of the Guides’ exploits during the Mutiny, particularly the legendary march from the Punjab to Delhi when the infantry covered almost six hundred miles in just twenty-two days. I could hardly wait until I was eighteen and old enough to enlist.’


‘And did you ever regret your decision?’


‘No, huzoor. Those thirteen years in the corps were the best of my life. I didn’t want to leave. I was forced to after injuring my shoulder in a bad fall. It was my troop commander who found me this job.’ 


‘Do you like working here?’


Ilderim frowned. ‘It pays for my bed and board, and the occasional prostitute.’


‘But it doesn’t compare with soldiering.’


‘No.’


‘Well,’ said George, flashing his broadest smile, ‘I might have the solution. How would you like to work for me? My name’s James Harper. I’m employed by the Anglo-Indian Trading Company and in two days I leave for Kabul to find new business. But as it’s my first time in the country I need a bodyguard-cum-guide-cum-language tutor. Your background and military training suggests you would be just the man.’


Ilderim raised his eyebrows. ‘You say you’re a businessman, huzoor? You look more like an officer to me.’


‘Are you calling me a liar?’ 


‘I know a soldier when I see one.’


George’s jaw dropped. He could not believe how easily Ilderim had seen through his cover story, but knew it would be counterproductive to lose his temper. ‘I was a soldier, but I’m not any longer. Are you satisfied?’


‘It means nothing to me, huzoor, but I will say this. Soldier or no, your grasp of Pashto is shakier than a Hindu’s rifle aim. I heard you practising earlier. Not good.’


‘Bloody cheek!’ said George, laughing. ‘Though I won’t deny I’ve much to learn, which is where you come in. Clearly you think highly of yourself so I’ll pay you double what you’re earning here, and a bonus of a hundred rupees when we return to Karachi. What do you say? It must be better than opening doors for fat businessmen and their ugly, uptight wives.’


Ilderim grinned wolfishly. ‘They’re not all ugly, huzoor, or so uptight they won’t ask for Ilderim to deliver a glass of warm milk to their room. But what you say is true – it’s no job for a warrior. So I’ll eat your salt if you treble my pitiful wage and offer a bonus of two hundred rupees.’


‘Is there no limit to your effrontery?’ asked George. ‘Two and a half times and one hundred and fifty rupees. Take it or leave it.’


‘I will take it.’


‘Then let us shake on it,’ said George, and regretted this excess of bonhomie as Ilderim’s huge fist closed painfully over his.


 


Two days later, after a hearty breakfast of lamb chops and curried fowl, George was striding across the lobby to the main staircase when he was hailed by the clerk at the desk. ‘Excuse me, Harper Sahib, a letter has arrived for you from South Africa.’


George’s heart gave a little skip. Perhaps it was from Fanny Colenso, the daughter of the Bishop of Natal, with whom he had fallen in love the previous year, only for her to tell him that she did not reciprocate his feelings. Instead she would devote her life to clearing the name of her lover Colonel Durnford, killed at Isandlwana and a convenient scapegoat for the defeat. But the childlike handwriting on the cream envelope told him it was from Lucy Hawkins, the former housemaid he had been trying to protect when he had killed Henry Thompson in Plymouth. He had written to both women before his departure with the barest outline of his mission and his alias, saying that the Metropole would forward any mail. How typical, he thought, that Lucy was the first to respond. She had done well for herself since their first parting at Cape Town in March 1878, and was now running a successful saloon in the diamond town of Kimberley. She loved him still – and had said as much as he lay in hospital in Pietermaritzburg, recovering from the wound he had received at Rorke’s Drift. He had told her he was in love with Fanny Colenso. 
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