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Chapter 1

The Syrian trader shielded his eyes against the sun and squinted along the banks of the Nile, where the great brown river bent as it wound to the south, ever more deeply into the heart of the Sudan. The fertile flood plains bordering the Nile in northern Egypt had long since given way to the barren nothingness of yellow sand and rock that now ushered the river on its way through to its source a thousand miles away. The dangers posed by the bouncing white waters of the three cataracts that lay behind them had almost been a welcome diversion to the Syrian and his small party, although their boat had been overturned twice, forcing them to clutch at rocks and then lose three precious days in salvaging what they could of their belongings from debris-strewn beaches on inlets downriver.

Balancing himself against the gentle list of the filuka as it made steady progress upriver under its triangular sail, the man concentrated his gaze ahead, on the left bank of the river.

Slim but broad-shouldered, and of medium height, he was dressed in the ubiquitous long, shirt-like jibba of the desert, caught in the middle by an embroidered belt through which was thrust a sheathed dagger. His feet were tucked into open sandals, showing dirty toes and feet and ankles the colour of dark chocolate. His face, what little of it could be seen between the folds of his loosely wound esharp or headscarf, seemed even darker, with high cheekbones and a black beard. The eyes, though, were of a light brown, betraying that his origins were not from this Nubian part of Africa and hinting at something within - a gentleness, or was it uncertainty? - that sat ill with his general appearance. For it was clear that, whatever the eyes might suggest, the Syrian carried himself warily, with an air of militant readiness for whatever violence the river and its people might present.  This trace of aggression was reinforced by a nose that had been broken at some time and now appeared hooked and predatory. In fact, if the eyes had been black instead of a gentle brown, the man would have looked more like a marauding Pathan from the cruel hills of India’s North-West Frontier than a peaceful trader of the Nile.

He spoke at last, at first as though he was murmuring to himself, so that the boatman at the stern could not hear. ‘I’ve had just about enough of this bloody river and its cataracts.’ Then he turned. ‘There’s a village up ahead, Ahmed,’ he said, still quietly. ‘Do you think that if we paid off the boatman there we could buy camels?’

The accent was that of an upper-class Englishman and the words came incongruously from the Arab. They had been addressed to the smaller of his two companions, a slim man with the light-coloured skin of an Egyptian, similarly bearded but with the delicate features of a skilled clerk and looking, perhaps, more at home in a Cairo counting house than here, in the Sudan of the Mahdi. Ahmed Muhurram, proprietor of the excellent Metropolitan Hotel in Cairo, rose unsteadily and joined Simon Fonthill, formerly lieutenant in the 24th Regiment of Foot and captain in the Queen’s Own Corps of Guides, Indian Army, in the prow of their filuka.

The two men stood in silence for a moment as, slowly, the village came more clearly into view.

‘I think we get camels there,’ said Ahmed eventually. ‘But I am not sure. You think all bloody Egyptians know about camels and the desert. But I keep telling you I don’t know the bloody desert. I don’t like it, nor the bloody sand, you know. It gets into ears, underpants, testicles, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera . . .’

Fonthill gave a theatrical sigh. ‘Yes, I confess I have noticed that, but you’re the only bloody Arab we have and you’ve just been promoted to Honorary Camel Master on this trip - unpaid, of course.’

The two men grinned. ‘I tell boatman to pull into village,’ said Ahmed and wobbled his way to the stern, where the white-clothed boatman was sitting, half dozing, his skullcap pushed to the back of his head and his arm slung over the long tiller.

Simon Fonthill climbed forward over their packs on the crowded deck to where 352 Jenkins, his former batman and now his servant, boon companion and fellow adventurer in the service of General Lord  Wolseley, commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Force to the Sudan, was lying asleep on a sack, a happy dribble of saliva trickling down his chin. Jenkins - his Christian name long forgotten since he had formed part of a holding company of the 24th at Brecon barracks, where the presence of many Jenkinses in this definitively Welsh regiment had forced each to be known by the last three digits of his army number - lay curled like a cat. He too was dressed as an Arab, a pose given verisimilitude in his case by his naturally dark countenance and coal-black eyes and hair. Unlike Fonthill, there had been no need for Jenkins to dye his hair, moustache and beard, which now lay stiffly upon his chest, spread like a child’s bib. Even in repose, the Welshman displayed the strength of a pithead collier. At five foot four, some five inches shorter than Simon, he seemed almost as broad as he was tall, and within the folds of his jibba, it was clear that he was strongly muscled. Five years of campaigning with Fonthill as a scout to British forces in Zululand, Afghanistan, the Transvaal and Egypt had hardened Jenkins’s already formidable physique.

Simon grinned at the familiar figure and gently prodded the sleeping man’s bottom with his toe. Immediately he found himself staring into the barrel of a long-barrelled silver Colt revolver, which appeared as if by magic from the folds of Jenkins’s garment.

‘Ooh, sorry, bach sir,’ grunted the Welshman, sitting up. ‘I never did like to be woken, specially not with a toe up me balls, like, see.’

‘Yes, well, put that damned revolver away before the boatman sees it. It’s not the sort of weapon that people would carry in the Sudan - not unless you’re an officer in the US cavalry, that is.’

‘Right.’ The Colt disappeared back into Jenkins’s midriff and he wiped his beard with the edge of the esharp that, predictably, had slipped down the back of his neck. ‘What’s ’appenin’? We repellin’ boarders, is it, then?’

‘No.’ Simon sat down cross-legged next to his friend and produced a crumpled map. ‘Take a look at this. Here we are, just upstream of the Third Cataract and Dongola, the big town we passed last night, you remember?’

Jenkins nodded. ‘Yes, I would ’ave appreciated the chance for a run ashore and a drop of somethin’ refreshin’, like, instead of scurryin’ past in the dark like rats swimmin’ up the Conwy.’

‘Don’t talk rot. You know we are vulnerable in towns. And anyway, this is Mosselman country. You won’t find alcohol outside Cairo. Now listen.’ He pointed at the map. ‘You see where we left the train at Sarras, just over the border in Sudan - although there’s no real border, of course. We took to the Nile there and we’ve sailed about, oh, some two hundred miles, but it’s taken bloody ages, not to mention the difficulties of the cataracts. If we stay on the Nile, which, in theory anyway is the safest way, in that trade follows the river and we are supposed to be traders, then we will be forced to go back up to the north on this great loop before coming back south again towards Berber.’ He eased his buttocks on the cross-planking. ‘Not only will we have to fight our way through another two cataracts . . .’

Jenkins rolled his eyes. ‘God forbid.’

‘Quite. Not only that, but we will also go about three hundred miles out of our way, costing us precious time. From what I understand, Gordon is now completely surrounded and besieged in Khartoum; no one is sure how long he can hold out, and my orders are to get through to him as soon as possible.’

‘So?’

‘So, there’s a village up ahead. If Ahmed can buy us some camels there, I propose that we ride south-east across the desert, here and here, cutting out these two big loops of the Nile. We could save ourselves two weeks or even three and come out at Berber, the last big town before Khartoum.’

‘What about water?’

‘Good point. But this map shows that there is a track across both pieces of desert, and that track wouldn’t exist unless there were wells along the way. And, of course, we will fill our water bags before we start.’

Jenkins sniffed and then looked about him in some alarm as the  filuka listed in response to the tiller. ‘Oh bloody ’ell,’ he exclaimed, pointing to where long grey shapes lay on the rocks that came down to the water’s edge on the port side. ‘Look, crocs!’

‘Oh for goodness’ sake! We’ve seen dozens so far in this part of the Upper Nile. They are not going to bother us if we don’t bother them. You know that.’

‘Yes, well. I ’ope this village place ’as a proper landin’ stage. I don’t like crocodiles, I ’ave to acknowledge. ’Orrible things.’

Fonthill sighed. ‘Crocodiles don’t worry me, but,’ and he jabbed his finger on to the map again, ‘I must confess that the Mahdi’s army does. ‘In this first part of the desert we are not too deep into his territory. In fact, we are in the area ruled by the Mudir of Dongala, who, according to Wolseley, is supporting the British. But this is well and truly the Sudan now, and the Mahdi is winning fanatical support all over this huge country. And once we cross the Nile again, here, at about this place called Abu Dom, we will be well and truly in the land of the Dervish. What’s more, Berber, here, fell to the Mahdi’s hordes in May, and we shall have to change our tune there.’

‘What d’you mean?’

Fonthill scratched his beard. ‘Being Syrian traders has got us so far, but we really don’t have any artefacts to trade now - we left most of ’em being carried down the Nile at the Second Cataract - and I don’t see my knowledge of Persian Pushtu helping us if we get into trouble with tribesmen out in the desert or in Berber.’

‘But we’ve got old Amen and ’is Arabic.’

‘True. But we won’t be able to sustain our role as traders. We shall have to be true Mosselmen, though still Syrians, mind you, from the north, coming to join the Mahdi in his great crusade.’

‘Blimey. You’d better tell me again about this Mahdi bloke. Where did ’e come from then? Oh, lor!’

Jenkins grabbed a gunwale as a large crocodile, disturbed by their approach, slipped off a rock and slid underneath them, causing the boat to rock gently. Over the years, the Welshman had proved himself to be a completely fearless warrior, a fine horseman, a crack shot and a loyal and shrewd comrade. Simon, however, had found that his rock of a servant was undoubtedly fissured. In addition to an immoderate and uncontrollable love of alcohol, he lacked any sense of direction and hated heights and water. Now, it seemed, a fear of crocodiles must be added to the list.

Fonthill looked ahead and saw that they were approaching a rickety wooden landing stage. He tucked the map away. ‘Don’t worry about the crocs. I’ll tell you about the Mahdi later. Pick up that rope and throw it to Ahmed when he jumps ashore.’

The boat was swiftly tied up to a post on the landing stage, and Fonthill stepped ashore and looked about him carefully. He knew that  the Mahdi’s militant followers wore a rough kind of uniform: a shirt-like garment with wide sleeves, patched with squares of black, white, red and yellow cloth, not unlike harlequins. He had seen none so far, and indeed, now only the usual scattering of peasant fellaheen, sitting in the shade occasionally waving away the flies, or idling down the filthy main street, met his gaze. Yet the place exuded a threat he could not place. An intangible air of evil emanated from the sloppily whitewashed mud boxes of houses. They might be in the Mudir of Dongola’s territory, but the whole country was now in the grip of the Mahdi. One slip and their mission could be over before it had even begun. Yet his body ached from sitting for so long on the hard cross-thwarts of the boat. It was time he looked around. He waved to Ahmed and Jenkins to join him and moved away so that they could not be heard.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Ahmed, tell the boatman that you are going to find food and then see what you can do about camels. We shall need three good riding beasts and two pack animals for what we have left of our baggage. We should not tell the boatman that we are leaving him here until we can be sure we have transport. Three five two, you stay on board and keep an eye on our things. But don’t feed the crocodiles.’

‘What are you goin’ to do, then, bach sir?’

‘I feel the need to stretch my legs and make a reconnaissance. I’ll be back in about half an hour. I don’t think there’s much to see.’

Nor was there. The village was nothing more than a collection of mud huts, baked hard by the sun and populated by several million flies and a handful of Sudanese, their eyes as black as their faces. The flies hardly seemed to worry the people, even though the insects crawled into and around the eyes, only occasionally prompting a languid wave of the hand to disperse them for a second or two before they were back. Fonthill realised that the physical characteristics of the Arabs he had observed on the Lower Nile had now virtually disappeared, and that people here were more purely African. Those not muffled in the pervasive esharp headdresses revealed hair treated with oil or mud and twisted into elaborate braids. Despite the fierce sun, little girls and boys ran around wearing nothing more than a light fringe of black string about six inches long around their waists.

On their way up the Nile, Fonthill had worked hard to imitate the  unhurried lope of the Arab, and dressed as he was in dusty and anonymous clothing, he seemed to attract little attention as he made his way slowly down what appeared to be the main avenue of the hamlet. He was half hoping that some distinct trail would lead out into the desert to the south-east, showing that the main route across the wasteland to the loop of the Nile started from there, but the street petered out merely into a beaten patch. And then the flat, gravel-strewn desert stretched out before him, featureless except for a little scrub and the occasional tree of the desert, a large-leafed shrub that was useless to thirsty travellers in that, when cut, it oozed a milk-like substance that was poisonous to drink.

Fonthill sighed. The horizon far away was indistinct, perhaps a purple smudge of hills, but more likely to be the edge of a heat haze filled with dust. He knew that the country was vast, the biggest in Africa, larger than France, the new Germany, Austria, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Switzerland, Greece, Great Britain, Holland and Belgium combined; and yet only some three million people lived out there. He was aware that they were plagued by sleeping sickness, guinea worm, malaria, yellow fever and leprosy and that their life expectancy was no more than twenty-five or thirty years. No wonder they flocked to the Mahdi’s green and white banners! He offered them escape, however intangible, from their misery. Fonthill waved away the flies from his eyes and recalled something that General Gordon, who had previously served time here as governor general on behalf of the Egyptian government, had written about the country: ‘No one who has ever lived in the Sudan can escape the reflection what a useless possession is this land. Few men can stand its fearful monotony and dreadful climate . . .’

He turned to make his way back, selecting this time a different but still quite similar street. His nostrils twitched as they were assailed by a familiar smell, and at a turning to the right in a small square, he saw dozens of camels tethered, with white-robed men of the desert milling around between them. He caught a glimpse of Ahmed in earnest conversation with a man. Ah, good. A camel market. They were in luck! This little village was not as dead as it seemed. He hurried away, for he had no wish to interfere with Ahmed’s bargaining. Despite Ahmed’s protested hatred of the desert, the little man was a born negotiator; an Egyptian fellaheen of the river, who had escaped the  whips of the Turkish tax collectors to set up his small hotel in the native quarter of Cairo, from which he had emerged two years before to accompany Fonthill and Jenkins as scouts for General Wolseley’s successful campaign against the revolt of the Egyptian Colonel Arabi. No, Ahmed would do better without him - and anyway, Simon did not want to draw attention to himself. They had been lucky up till now. Best not to press that luck too far.

He walked on, back towards the river, and followed the street as it veered away to the right, so that he realised he would emerge away from the village a little, further downriver. Indeed, the Nile’s influence immediately manifested itself in the form of a few scattered cultivated patches emerging from the now muddy sand: peas and a little corn and sorghum, which he knew the natives ground into a flour to become the principal ingredient of an unleavened bread called durra. It was refreshing to see a flash of colour enlivening the pervading ochre. Nevertheless, Fonthill realised that he was becoming increasingly uneasy as he walked. The heat and flies? No, he was used to both now. He swivelled his head. No one was following and the street was empty, except for the inevitable mongrel dogs sniffing at the accumulated filth piled against the mud walls of the houses. Whatever it was, it seemed intangible and yet quite persistent; again that sense of evil - a sourness, like a taste in the mouth. No, more a smell. Yes, a smell.

Yet he had no time to discover its source, for ahead of him, as though by magic, had appeared two men, walking towards him with a sense of purpose not displayed by the few children and adult loungers he had encountered so far. Had they doubled up a side street to get ahead of him and cut him off? They were dressed in the loose folds of Sudan, but, thank God, their dress showed no obvious signs of allegiance to the Mahdi, although their eyes glowed black and they paused, waiting for him. Ah! It was to be an encounter.

Fonthill forced himself to maintain his steady, leisurely pace and approached the pair, his left hand resting lightly on the curved dagger at his waist. His mind raced. The men seemed to be villagers, unshod and with mud-caked beards, yet they too had daggers tucked into their waistbands. Despite his efforts to appear nondescript, Simon was clearly not of the region. He had dressed, of course, as a trader and must appear to be a man of more substance than was to be found in  this fly-infested village on most days. Rich pickings in this seemingly deserted back street. Casually, he looked behind him. No one. If he shouted now, his companions on the filuka would not hear him, for he had wandered too far. If this was to be a fight, there would be no Jenkins to help him this time. He cursed inwardly his stupidity in walking alone in this baking heat, but he maintained his steady pace and the two men moved slightly apart so that he would be forced to walk between them.

Abreast of them at last, he nodded his head and gave the conventional Arab greeting, ‘As-salaam alaykum,’ but received no response. Instead, one of the two men addressed him in quick Arabic. Fonthill shook his head and replied in his Pushtu, ‘Alas, I am from Syria and do not speak your tongue.’ This produced only a frown. The other man now stepped forward, fingered Simon’s jibba and put out his other hand, rubbing his thumb and forefinger together in the universal request for money. His breath was heavy and carried the smell of food highly seasoned.

Fonthill thought quickly. He had a little money in his purse, but to present it meekly would be no guarantee that his throat would not be cut afterwards. Even if he was spared, so servile a capitulation could encourage an attack on the whole party, perhaps tonight, while they slept on the filuka. There could be further loot to be plundered from the boat. No. He had to resist. But how? Both men were tall and armed with the ubiquitous dagger, but they were also slim and, by the look of it, undernourished. At least Simon was stronger.

As the baksheesh gesture was repeated, Fonthill’s mind raced. He had to attack while he had the advantage of surprise, for these two would think that they had the Syrian at their mercy. But how? Unlike the redoubtable Jenkins, he had no skill with a knife, and there were two of them. Then, from years ago, he recalled the tactics of Osbert Wilkinson. Wilkinson, the sixth-form bully at Shrewsbury school, when Simon was a first-former, a humble fag or servant to the prefects. Osbert, the great Osbert, had a technique with small boys whom he thought were being cheeky. Could it possibly work here?

Simon allowed his face to light up in recognition at the request for money. He nodded, and gently dislodged the man’s hand from his garment, as though to thrust his own inside to find his purse. Then, in  one swift movement, in a recall of Osbert’s technique, he placed both of his hands on the other’s wrist and twisted it fiercely, whirling the man around as though quickly winding a wheel, so spinning his arm behind his back. He then pulled the Man’s little finger out and backwards so that it broke. Osbert, of course, had never gone that far, but here it was clearly necessary, and the Arab howled in pain. The other assailant had advanced hesitantly, but Simon pushed the first man fiercely towards him, so that the two fell backwards into the dust in a welter of arms and legs. The second man was the first to recover, and as he scrambled to his feet, Simon spun around and kicked the heel of his sandal into the man’s groin; then, as he doubled up in pain, kneed him in the face.

The action took only a matter of a few seconds, and Simon suddenly found himself the master of the situation, standing wide-legged, looking down on the two men at his feet. Slowly he withdrew the dagger from its scabbard and reached down to the throat of the man who lay still clutching his broken finger and whimpering. The man’s jaw dropped as, wide-eyed, he shook his head in terrified denial. But Simon merely cut a few inches off his beard and blew it into his face. Then he withdrew the Arab’s dagger from its sheath and threw it far over his shoulder.

The other would-be assailant had regained his feet but showed no sign of fight. He backed away, one hand clutching at his bleeding nose, and then turned and fled. Simon gestured after him to the man with the broken finger in an unmistakable gesture, and he too shuffled to his feet and ran.

Sweat pouring down his face and breathing heavily, as much from the narrowness of his escape as his exertions, Simon watched them go. Would they return with reinforcements? He was still far from the filuka  and had no clear idea of the way back. He would have to risk that, for to repeat his steps through the village would be asking for trouble and might indeed prejudice Ahmed’s negotiations with the camel dealers. No, better to find the Nile and walk back to the boat along the river bank, hoping that news of his obvious ability to defend himself would spread and deter other robbers. He blew out his cheeks as he tried to regain his breath and discovered that he was trembling. He was glad that he had not had to use the dagger in earnest. God bless dear old  Osbert, the Bully of the Sixth! At least no one had been killed, and he doubted, on reflection, if retribution would fall on the boat party. Would the two men admit that they had been beaten in unarmed combat by one seemingly effete Syrian? Unlikely. Even so, this village was no place to linger. The warnings he had received in Cairo about the dangers that stalked this primitive land had already been demonstrated.

He lengthened his stride, and as the street ended abruptly and he emerged on to the Nile river bank, the source of the persistent smell was revealed. Crocodiles! At least a dozen of them, lying on the sand below the rocks and exuding a smell that Fonthill could only equate with rotten fish. He wrinkled his nose and took an involuntary pace backwards. His brain told him that he was in no danger, for he was far enough away - twenty-five, thirty feet? - to edge past the reptiles without prompting an attack. Yet he had read that crocodiles could charge at up to twelve miles an hour over short distances, faster than he could run, and at least two of the larger animals nearest to him had now turned their great heads to regard him with yellow, malevolent eyes. Below them were smaller reptiles, lying somnolently - females nurturing their buried eggs, with the bigger males protecting them? A jumble of further half-forgotten statistics suddenly thrust their way into his brain: the jaws of a crocodile contained up to sixty teeth and could exert a pressure of - what was it? - three thousand pounds per square inch, or something like that. And in Egypt alone they were said to cause about two hundred human deaths a year. God knows what depredations they were responsible for in this desert land, where they were more plentiful and no statistics were kept. Simon had boasted to Jenkins that crocodiles didn’t bother him. But that was then and this was now. He must be careful, very careful.

Taking deep breaths, he edged away to his left, back towards the main part of the village, keeping his eyes firmly on the great beasts nearest to him, who followed him with their heads. They must be used to humans, he reasoned, living so close to the village, and therefore would be unlikely to attack unprovoked. Or did they live close to the village because it was a good food source? He lengthened his sideways step, keeping his eyes locked on to those of the male crocodiles.

At last he had made enough ground to be out of danger, and he  turned to make his way back to the boat, which he could see some quarter of a mile away. Then a movement to his right and a little ahead caught his eye. Down by the river, a young boy was walking slowly back from the water’s edge, carrying a long line at the end of which wriggled a small fish. The look of immense joy on the face of the urchin brought an answering smile from Simon, for it immediately triggered the memory of the sense of triumph that had surged through him when he landed his own first trout on the banks of the River Wye, near his home, many years ago.

The boy, perhaps eight years of age, was dressed - or half dressed - in a makeshift garment of old sacking that trailed to the ground behind him from one shoulder, leaving the other bare. His hair was black and curly and he looked thin and undernourished, although his eyes were bright as he concentrated near the water’s edge on unhooking the fish from his line. His back was to the river and he was completely absorbed in his task and unaware of the strange swirl of water that moved just behind him.

Fonthill just had time to scream a word of warning before the crocodile struck, flashing from the water in a grey, gleaming mass of watery scales. The shout startled the boy so that he jumped forward, causing the crocodile’s jaws to miss his leg by a couple of inches. Instead, its teeth caught in the rough weave of the sacking, tearing it from the boy’s body and then waving it in the air, in an attempt to free it from its jaws.

‘Run!’ screamed Fonthill to the boy. And he ran towards him, waving an arm in a pathetic attempt to distract the crocodile while fumbling under his jibba with his other hand to extract his Colt. Then he remembered that he had left the revolver in his pack on the filuka, anxious that it should not protrude from his gown and attract attention. He only had his dagger.

The boy, however, did not run. He had retrieved one end of his sacking and, pathetically, was pulling at it, for what reason Fonthill, still some twenty feet away, could not perceive. Still running, Simon recalled a little of what he had read about crocodile attacks.

‘The tail!’ he screamed, forgetting that the boy would not understand a word. ‘The bloody tail,’ he shouted again.

As if prompted, the monster - it seemed all of twenty feet long -  suddenly swung its great tail from the water in a glittering arc, intending to knock the lad into the river and probably breaking his legs or back in the process. But the boy jumped nimbly over the tail and then jumped again as it swung back, as though he was playing skipping in a school playground. With immense courage, the lad flipped his end of the sack across the crocodile’s eyes and then darted to his right, his hand going to the ground.

Fonthill suddenly realised what the boy was doing. He was trying to rescue his fish, which now lay by the side of the great reptile!

It was at this point that the crocodile became aware of Simon, who stood panting a few feet away, his knife pathetically in hand. Simon became aware of an intense stare from the reptilian eyes and that awful, musky smell. From the corner of his own eye he saw the boy retrieve the fish, almost from under the belly of the crocodile, pull again at the cloth, so tearing it free, and jump away. At least he would be safe now, if he ran. But how would the croc attack his new enemy? A quick heave of those stubby forelegs and the frightening charge, or the swing of that deadly tail again? Fonthill realised that perspiration was pouring down into his eyes and blurring his vision, but that his mouth was completely dry. Running meant turning his back on the monster, who could outpace him over the short distance to the rocks anyway. He had to face it and be ready. Whatever the first attack, he had to evade it. After that . . . he was probably finished. Once again there was no resourceful Jenkins to come to his aid here, as so often in the past.

It was the tail, in fact. But the giant reptile was still half in the river, and the water was just deep enough to retard slightly the great sweep of the tail as it sent up a high plume of spray. This gave Fonthill a split-second warning, and somehow he was able to jump over the scales, as the boy had done. But he knew as he did so that he would not be able to evade the second, reverse sweep, for he lacked the agility of the urchin and the sweat was half blinding him.

The boy, however, had not fled the scene. Clutching his fish in one hand and his rag in the other, and now completely naked, he danced back towards the reptile on twinkling feet, waving the cloth to distract the great head. For a second the crocodile was bewildered, not knowing at which target to strike. Then the tail, half coiled now on the sand,  flicked out at the urchin. He jumped again, but this time just a little too slowly, and the end caught his ankle, spinning him over in mid-air and landing him a few feet higher up the beach. Immediately, the crocodile lurched forward.

But Fonthill was even quicker. He ran up behind and beside the body of the beast and, aware that he had no choice, flung himself astride it, his knife poised. He knew it would be useless to try and penetrate the armour-like scales, and so he plunged the blade into the eye of the crocodile, sinking it as deeply as he could to reach the brain and then twisting to retrieve it, as the Zulus did with their assegais.

The animal flung up its head and a great primeval roar came from its throat. Simon was immediately thrown away, half into the water, as the crocodile writhed, its head tossing from side to side and blood pouring from its eye. It seemed unaware of its tormentors as it swung in pain, the tail thrashing the water and the huge jaws gnashing abortively. Then, slowly, as man and boy watched in awe, the head sank to the ground and the tail began to move, perhaps reflexively, sliding the body gradually back into the water until it disappeared, leaving a thin trail of blood rising to the surface.

Fonthill lay gasping for a second and then, realising the danger, splashed to his feet and ran up the beach. Gathering the boy, fish and all, under his arm, he ran to the safety of the path above the sand and the rocks. There the two lay for perhaps half a minute, trembling and sucking air back into their lungs.

Sitting up, Simon looked down at the urchin and summoned up a grin. ‘Bloody close shave I’d say, wouldn’t you?’ he gasped, feeling the need to communicate, although realising he could not be understood. ‘Just as well old 352 wasn’t here, eh? He would have wet his breeches.’ His grin widened at the thought. ‘My word, lad, you’re a plucky young devil. I’m not sure whether I saved your life or you saved mine. Bit of both, I think.’

The boy stayed looking up unsmilingly at Simon with wide brown eyes. Then, in one swift movement, he picked up the fish and began gnawing at it savagely, spitting out skin and bones but gulping down the flesh.

For the first time, Fonthill realised how emaciated the boy was. The upper part of his body was corrugated by protruding ribs, and his  stomach bulged unnaturally. Despite the strength of those leaps, his legs were as thin as matchsticks. As the lad bent over the fish, Simon observed that his back bore the signs of what appeared to be many beatings. Some of the scars were old, but others were quite new, for there had hardly been time for scabs to form along the weals.

Simon’s lip curled in disgust. ‘What swine would whip a little boy like that?’ he said, half to himself. ‘And you’re starving, you poor little bastard. But that raw fish isn’t going to do you much good, you know.’

He leaned over and gently began to remove the fish from the boy’s hands. Immediately the lad swung away, hunched his back and continued to gnaw at his catch. Simon sat back and let him be, instead looking around. The beach, thank goodness, was untenanted by crocodiles, and only a swathe of blood and disturbed sand showed where they had so nearly met their deaths. There was not a soul to be seen along the river path in either direction, and he could only presume that no one had witnessed the encounter down below.

Simon left the boy and, with great caution, descended the rocks to the sand, where he retrieved his dagger and, on quick afterthought, the scrap of cloth that lay near the water’s edge. It had probably saved both their lives, and the lad deserved to keep what was left of it.

Somewhat to his surprise, the boy still sat where he had left him, his wide brown eyes fixed on Fonthill and the skeleton of the little fish, minus the head, at his feet. Simon squatted beside him and gave him the fragment of cloth. With a solemn air of decorum, the boy accepted it and wrapped it round his tiny waist, as best he could, to cover his genitals. Then he looked up and gave an almighty belch, followed by a slow, wide smile.

Grinning back, Simon extended his hand, and was surprised when, after a second or two, the boy put his own hand in it, tightened his grip and solemnly shook hands, European style.

‘Well done, lad. Now,’ he pointed to his own chest and said, ‘Simon.’ Immediately the grin came back and the boy pointed a finger at his small body and said something Fonthill could not catch.

‘What on earth are we going to do with you, my boy, eh?’ Simon pulled at his beard as he examined the wasted frame before him. ‘Whoever your parents are, they seem to favour whipping you before feeding you. So I suppose the first thing to do is to take you back to the  boat and give you a good meal. Come on then, oh mighty crocodile hunter, let’s find you something to eat that’s better than raw fish.’

The two stood and, hand in hand, began walking slowly back towards the jetty. Simon was surprised to find himself feeling self-conscious and was aware of the strange figures they cut, merchant and semi-naked urchin, both of them leaving little puddles of water behind them as they walked side by side along the river bank. Part of Fonthill’s discomfort - he had almost forgotten now the affray in the street - lay in the fact that he expected that at any moment the boy’s parents would appear and demand his return. What would he do then? He shrugged. He would cross that bridge when he came to it. As it was, he tightened his grip on the boy and walked on.

They reached the boat without being accosted and found the boatman in the stern stirring a large pan of durra and meat of some description, flavoured with dates. It smelt delicious. The boy’s eyes widened and his grip tightened on Simon’s hand as they stepped over the gunwale and met the astonished gazes of Ahmed and Jenkins.

‘Who the bloody ’ell is this, then?’ demanded the Welshman. ‘An’ where ’ave you bin, all dripping wet, look you?’

‘Oh, just a bit of fishing,’ said Simon, sitting down, drawing his knife from its scabbard and wiping the blood from its blade on the side of a sack. ‘Ahmed, see if you can talk to the boy and find out his name and where he is from - particularly if his parents live in the village.’

‘I can tell you now,’ replied the Egyptian, his eyes fixed on the urchin. ‘His parents are almost certainly dead. He is slave boy, and if his master comes looking for him we can be in trouble. You do not take slave from the Sudanese, Simon. Oh no.’

‘Oh lord,’ said Fonthill and ruffled the boy’s hair.

‘Poor little bleeder.’ Jenkins took the boy’s hand. ‘You ’ungry, lad? Course you are. Stay an’ ’ave a bit of supper with us, then. Eh? What d’yer think? Eh?’

It was clear that the boy did not understand, but Jenkins had travelled the world refusing to speak a word of anyone else’s language, and somehow, the mellifluence of his Welsh sing-song had always broken through any language barrier it confronted. It did so now, and the boy gave Jenkins his big, slow grin, revealing white, even teeth.

The Welshman kneeled down before the boy and, taking out his grimy handkerchief, moistened the end and began cleaning the mud from the narrow cheeks. The grin disappeared and was replaced by a fretful frown, and the urchin turned his face from side to side in the universal action of a small boy who hated having his face washed.

Jenkins winked at Ahmed, who shook his head in puzzlement. ‘What do you want us to do with him, Simon?’ he asked.

‘Can you find out his name and where he comes from? And tell the boatman that we’ve got a very important guest for dinner.’ He gestured towards Jenkins’s filthy handkerchief. ‘I don’t think you’re making much progress there, 352. Fetch a bowl of water and do the job properly. He ought to be cleaned up for dinner.’

As Jenkins sponged down the boy, who stood quite still in what seemed to be amazement at the attention being devoted to him, Ahmed interrogated him. The conversation went on for some time, with the boy becoming more voluble as it continued and the Egyptian’s face becoming more concerned.

‘All right, Ahmed,’ said Fonthill. ‘I don’t want his life story. Just enough to know where we can take him so that we can leave him safely.’

‘Ah. That will not be easy. You see,’ Ahmed wrinkled his brow as he tried to find the right words, ‘boy says he does not remember father or mother but was brought up by Catholic nuns in Khartoum. When he was old enough to work, perhaps four years, he was put out to merchant in the town. That merchant put him in slave market right away - a bastard, I think, eh? - and boy then bought by Mahdi follower, who keeps him since. The man beat him regularly and give him very little food. Boy escapes and ends up here, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera . . .’

Fonthill and Jenkins exchanged glances. ‘These et cetera bits are important, Ahmed,’ said Fonthill. ‘How long ago did he escape and how did he find his way here?’

The Egyptian had a further exchange in Arabic with the boy. ‘He say he escape about week ago, further up Nile, and hide. Then he walks to here and lives by begging - he don’t get much - and fishing. His name is Mustapha, by the way, and he don’t know second name. He is eight, I think.’

‘No. Ten.’

The words came from the boy, who turned his head from one to the other and grinned proudly.

‘Good lord,’ exclaimed Simon. ‘You speak English!’

‘Yes, but no very good no more. I was taught by Irish nuns in Khartoum, bejabbers.’ The grin widened even further, if that was possible, but then faded and he turned to Simon. ‘I thank you for saving me from . . .’ His voice faltered as he sought for the English word. ‘From timsah.’

‘That is crocodile,’ explained Ahmed.

‘ ’Ere. What’s this about a crocodile, then?’ Jenkins’s head turned to look across the brown water in some consternation.

Simon then related his tale - including his clash with the two Arabs - finishing just as the boatman called them to the stern to eat. Fonthill delved into a pack and pulled out a clean shirt that he slipped over Mustapha’s head, tying it at the waist with cord and rolling up the sleeves. It was so voluminous on the boy that it looked like a jibba, and he seemed in no way out of place as they all sat on the cross-thwarts at the stern, eating with their fingers - no one more eagerly than Mustapha. Simon, however, ordered that a keen watch be kept on the shore and Jenkins’s Colt kept close to hand.

‘We should talk,’ said Ahmed at the end of the meal. The three men walked to the prow, leaving the boy and the boatman to wash the utensils.

Ahmed looked anxiously down the main street and then up and down the river path as he spoke. ‘Apart from danger from robbers, we cannot keep escaped slave,’ he hissed. ‘To Sudanese that is robbery and they don’t like it. He said his master was follower of Mahdi, and we get into big trouble if he finds the boy with us.’

‘So . . . what do we do with ’im?’ asked Jenkins. ‘We can’t exactly go lookin’ for this bloke to give ’im back, now can we?’

Ahmed shook his head. ‘No. But this whole village will know now that we have him and word will go across desert, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. We let him keep shirt and just leave him here.’

‘Oh, blimey,’ said Jenkins. ‘Not that shirt, bach sir, if you don’t mind. That’s yer best. There’s an old one of mine ’e can ’ave. But,’ he cast an eye back to where the boy was chatting happily to the boatman, ‘it don’t seem right to leave ’im ’ere. ’E was starvin’ when we found ’im,  and if this bloke that bought ’im finds ’im again, there’ll be ’ell to pay, see, judgin’ by the state of the lad’s back.’

‘Quite.’ Fonthill spoke meditatively. ‘I agree that we can’t leave him here.’ He frowned. ‘I am beginning to feel that he should come with us to Khartoum. It’s dangerous but it could be the lesser of the two evils for him. And he could be useful to us.’

Now Jenkins and Ahmed exchanged worried glances. ‘Is this wise, Simon?’ asked the Egyptian. ‘There will be trouble if we meet his master, and if we have to fight he will be very much in the way, I think.’

Fonthill smiled, but there was little humour in it. ‘If we do meet the bastard who flogged him, I might just restrain myself from killing him long enough to offer to buy the boy from him. Look here,’ he bent forward, ‘slavery is endemic in the Sudan. It’s the biggest trade in this blasted country and it would be perfectly normal for us to be travelling with a slave boy. It is an absolute boon that he speaks English and that he grew up in Khartoum. I’ll wager he will know a way into the city, even beleaguered as it is. As for being in the way in a fight - God, you should have seen him with that crocodile. If I saved his life, he certainly saved mine. No. I think he comes with us. Now, Ahmed. What about camels?’

Ahmed shrugged his shoulders, but his face lightened. ‘That is good news. I get three good riding camels and two pack camels in the square in morning. Your camel, Simon, is very pretty.’ They all grinned at the old joke. ‘I give low price for them. What is more, I am told that trail across desert to Abu Dom starts about one mile downriver. We cannot miss it. Does the boy walk?’

‘Ah, ’e’s as light as a Welsh collie,’ said Jenkins. ‘ ’E can sit on the baggage.’

So it was that the little cavalcade set off early the next morning, leaving the Nile behind them, with Mustapha walking proudly in the lead in his new shirt but with the old scrap of sacking tied round his head. Simon, riding at the head on a camel certainly as ugly as the others, wrinkled his eyes at the blood-red sun as it rose slightly to his left, and wondered if Alice his fiancée had forgiven him yet.




Chapter 2

Far from the heat and dust of the Sudan, Major General Sir Henry Ponsonby, Private Secretary to Her Majesty Queen Victoria, walked to the window in his office at Osborne House and contemplated the view. It was pleasing enough: long, well-tended lawns stretching to the gravelled driveway and then, beyond, to the rows of coniferous trees giving the Queen’s summer palace on the Isle of Wight the privacy that she craved. On the other side of the great house, where the Queen had her bedroom, drawing and sitting rooms, the view led of course to a sparkling sea, the Solent, where the crisp white sails of passing yachts gave a Mediterranean aspect to indulge Her Majesty.

Not that Ponsonby craved a better view. He was content that his office was functional and comfortable enough in its overfurnished way. He smiled at the thought. His wife had shuddered on her first visit to Osborne: ‘Quite the oddest combination of upholstery,’ she had confided to him. ‘All those hideous presents they have received, and as ill-arranged rooms as I ever saw . . .’

‘If you think these rooms are ugly,’ he had replied, ‘you should see Balmoral!’

Ponsonby’s smile turned melancholic as he conjured up his wife’s face. He missed Mary so much. For fourteen years, since, as a young colonel in 1870, he had been rather controversially appointed as Private Secretary, he had followed the Queen on her rigidly set perambulations between her palaces and country houses around the country and on the Continent: Osborne for Christmas and the first two months of the New Year; Italy or Germany (to visit her many relations) in March; Windsor in the spring; Balmoral, Scotland, in May; Windsor for at least part of June; Osborne in July and August; back to Scotland for early autumn; and then Windsor before returning to the Isle of Wight  again. Buckingham Palace was now comparatively untenanted. The Queen hated London. But for a monarch in semi-retirement, she travelled with a determination that bordered on obsession. The trouble, however, was that Mary Ponsonby was only occasionally allowed to travel with the royal party. Sometimes she stayed with her husband in the small cottage in the Osborne grounds they had recently been granted, but rarely did she accompany the royal party to Scotland or abroad. The Ponsonbys’ grace-and-favour apartment in a tower at Windsor Castle was their family home, and Sir Henry devoutly wished that the Queen would spend more time in her Berkshire castle, so allowing him to be with his beloved wife and their five children. But it was not to be - and where the peripatetic Queen of Great Britain and Empress of India went, so must he go too.

A tall, erect man - a bearing instilled by years of service in the Grenadier Guards, Britain’s premier regiment - Ponsonby’s natural elegance was only slightly marred by the rather scruffy tail coat he wore and the elastic-sided boots that certainly could benefit from a touch of polish. His long nose, hooded eyes and slightly unkempt beard gave him a lugubrious air, but those who knew him - and the Queen, her ministers and all her many courtiers and household staff members now knew him very well - were aware that underneath the air of melancholy lay a strong and even satirical sense of humour. It was an unusual attribute for a professional courtier in this formal and rigid environment. He had begun life at court as an equerry to the Queen’s husband, Prince Albert, the Prince Consort. Ponsonby grew to admire the man, but found him completely humourless, a serious failing in his view. In fact, he and Mary joked that the sombre Prince reminded them of the Snark in Lewis Carroll’s poem, noted for:

. . . its slowness in taking a jest.  
Should you happen to venture on one,  
It will sigh like a thing that is deeply distressed  
And it always looks grave at a pun






Henry’s sense of humour, however, also concealed a determination that, as usual, was leading him now into conflict with his Queen.

Ponsonby sniffed at the view, then walked back to his desk and  picked up a newspaper from the pile that lay there. The headline caused him to wince. ‘GORDON BESIEGED!’ it shrieked. The second in the stack gave him no respite: ‘NET TIGHTENS AROUND GENERAL GORDON’. The second deck of the headline asked, in smaller type: ‘Can Relief Expedition Arrive in Time?’ The third broadsheet followed the same theme: ‘GORDON SURROUNDED’.

‘Damn the man,’ murmured Ponsonby, sitting down at his desk and leaning back in his chair. ‘Damn the half-crazed Christian lunatic. Is there no other story to catch the public’s imagination?’

He knew, of course, that there was not. General Gordon, ‘Chinese’ Gordon, was England’s hero. The news that the man was trapped on the banks of the Nile in a walled town, surrounded by thousands of black followers of the so-called prophet Mahdi, all baying for his blood, was stirring stuff for a populace brought up on Britain’s success in colonial warfare - yet one that had become increasingly dissatisfied recently at being fed an unaccustomed diet of defeat at Isandlwana in Zululand and Majuba in the Transvaal.

Yet it was not Gordon’s plight in itself that sat so heavily on Ponsonby’s shoulders. It was the fact that the Queen herself shared every ounce of her people’s indignation at what was perceived to be the government’s vacillation in sending Gordon out to the Sudan in the first place, and then its tardiness in attempting to rescue him now that the man was in trouble. Despite her virtual withdrawal from public life since the death of her beloved husband twenty-three years ago - a retirement that she was gradually beginning to put behind her now, with gentle encouragement from Ponsonby and her government - Victoria had always taken the keenest interest in army and naval affairs. She was, as she liked to remind everyone, a soldier’s daughter after all. It was anathema to her, then, to see her country humbled, as she put it, by ‘wild Arabs who do not stand against regular good troops at all’. A blow, she demanded, ‘must be struck’. The Queen undoubtedly was a jingoist - and, equally undoubtedly, her prime minister was not.

Once again, Ponsonby stood between the two. This, of course, was his task in life. The Queen often wrote directly to her ministers and even to her generals, at least to those who were her favourites, such as Sir Evelyn Wood, Commander-in-Chief of the Egyptian Army. But the practice, which had been encouraged by Disraeli, her last prime  minister, did not exactly meet with the approval of the present incumbent, William Ewart Gladstone, ‘the People’s William’. It was Ponsonby’s responsibility, therefore, to be the interface between the Queen and the outside world and to put the monarch’s often injudicially vehement words into more restrained language. It was also his duty to advise the Queen personally on political matters. And here was the rub: Victoria was a convinced right-wing Tory, still yearning for the flattery, the dynamism and the forceful imperialism of Disraeli. Ponsonby, on the other hand, was a Liberal and recognised as a supporter of Gladstone and his anti-imperialist foreign policy.

Yet again, then, Sir Henry was wondering how to restrain his royal mistress and to persuade her that her prime minister had a mandate from the people to carry out his policies in the way he thought fit, without constant criticism from the monarch.

He threw down the newspapers with a sigh. Then he opened a drawer, adjusted his pince-nez and took out a bundle of royal crested notepaper, each sheet carrying messages written in ink in the Queen’s fine, strongly sloping hand. They dated from the previous few months and had all been ‘interpreted’ by him and then conveyed in his own upright hand to their recipients, usually the Prime Minister or members of his Cabinet.

He selected one, laid it on his desk and read:
To Mr Gladstone

The Queen feels very strongly about Sudan and Egypt and must say she thinks a blow must be struck or we shall never be able to convince the Muhammedians that they have not beaten us. We must make a demonstration of strength and show determination and we must not let this fine and fruitful country . . .





Ponsonby raised his eyes to the ceiling at this. Everything he had read about the Sudan had convinced him that it was a huge, barren wilderness that offered little except drought, disease and slavery. It was formally ruled from Cairo as part of the Ottoman Empire, as was Egypt, yet Britain, with the approval of Turkey, had taken over the handling of both countries’ fiscal affairs to protect her own interests there, including the Suez Canal. Sorting out Egypt’s books, however,  was one thing. Putting down a seething rebellion in the baking deserts of the Sudan was quite another. He fully shared Gladstone’s view that Britain could not afford to send troops to crush a rebellion that had probably been caused by Turkish and Egyptian cruelty. And Gordon, of course, had been sent not to fight, but to withdraw the Egyptian garrisons in the Sudan. Sighing, Ponsonby read on:
. . . with its peaceable inhabitants, be left a prey to murder and rapine and utter confusion. It would be a disgrace to the British name and the country will not stand it. The Queen trembles for General Gordon’s safety. If anything befalls him the result will be awful.





Sir Henry knew when to let the Queen’s anxiety and anger have its head, and he had done little to mitigate the tone of this draft. Gladstone’s reply, as usual, had been courteous, seemingly conciliatory, and above all verbose, so that it was difficult to detect whether he was agreeing with the Queen or not. It was the length of his letters and the orotund syntax and style of them that so infuriated Victoria, prompting a remark that would live on down the decades: ‘He talks to me as though he was addressing a public meeting.’

Selecting a second draft, this time to Lord Hartington, Secretary of State for War, Ponsonby read:
Gordon is in danger: you are bound to try and save him. Surely Indian troops might go from Aden? They could bear the climate. You have incurred fearful responsibility.





The third was written a week later and was a direct instruction to Ponsonby:
The Queen wishes to cipher to Mr Gladstone: Am greatly distressed at the news about Gordon. You told me when you last saw me, Gordon must be trusted and supported and yet what he asked for repeatedly nearly five weeks ago has been refused. If not only for humanity’s sake, for the honour of the Government and the nation, he must not be abandoned.





Ponsonby grinned. The old lady certainly did not pull her punches, and, surprisingly for a head of state who rarely read newspapers, disliked meeting her ministers and had had little contact with the outside world, she had a knack of understanding public opinion. And, of course, both she and it had a point. The government had dithered about Gordon and had taken an unacceptably long time to make up its mind to fund an expeditionary force to rescue him. This was because Gladstone himself, obsessed with the problems of Ireland, could not bring himself to take an interest in a junior general who had got himself into trouble in a faraway land. Gordon’s supporters had not exactly been helped by the conflicting messages that had arrived from him before the telegraph had been cut. In this context Ponsonby had heard that General Wolseley had sent out two highly experienced scouts to ascertain Gordon’s exact position. He shrugged and put the drafts back into the drawer. The Queen had eventually had her way and the expedition had been sent. But the controversy had not gone away. Now the question was: would its ponderous movement up the Nile prove too late to rescue the nation’s hero?

Pulling a sheet of his own notepaper towards him, Ponsonby dipped his pen into the ink and began writing:
General Sir Henry Ponsonby presents his humble duty to Your Majesty and begs to . . .





It was the usual way he addressed the Queen; indeed, letter-writing was the conventional mode of communicating with her. Although he quite often met her for dinner with other members of the royal family and household, they transacted normal business in the form of letters to each other, delivered to and fro in red-leather-covered dispatch boxes, carried by liveried footmen, even though they lived and worked under the same roof. Only rarely did he meet the Queen face to face to discuss business.

It was a surprise, then, when a footman entered after a discreet tap at the door. ‘Her Majesty would like to see you at your earliest convenience, sir.’

Ponsonby put down his pen. ‘Very well,’ he said, and followed the man down the long corridor. He was ushered into a large drawing  room, where the Queen was sitting at one of the two identical desks, placed side by side, where years ago she would sit in happy working communion with Prince Albert. Miniatures and photographs of her husband and many children cluttered the desk, and tall marble pillars broke up the length of the chamber.

He bowed. ‘Good morning, Your Majesty.’

The Queen inclined her head and smiled, revealing two rather rabbit-like front teeth. But the smile lit up her slightly podgy countenance, giving evidence of what must have been great vivacity in her youth. ‘Good morning, dear Sir Henry,’ she replied. Despite their differences she was always impeccably courteous to him, although he remained standing and she remained sitting, as usual.

She waved a copy of the Conservative magazine, the St James’s Gazette, which represented the extent of her recreational reading these days. Sir Henry, of course, preferred its Liberal competitor, the Pall Mall Gazette. ‘We have been referred to as being “a jingo”,’ she said. ‘What pray is that exactly?’

‘I believe it means someone who holds rather conservative views, ma’am.’

‘Oh. And what is its provenance, then?’

‘Ah, I think the word was used as a, er, strong affirmation in some sort of music-hall verse that became the vogue six years or so back, when, you will remember, ma’am, your government of the day was considering whether we should intervene in the Russian war with Turkey.’

‘Really. Do you remember the words of the verse?’

‘I think so, ma’am.’ He cleared his throat. ‘It went something like this:

We don’t want to fight  
But by jingo if we do  
We’ve got the ships  
We’ve got the men  
We’ve got the money, too.’





The Queen lifted her eyebrows. ‘Quite apt, in its way, I suppose. But rather vulgar, don’t you think?’

‘Indeed. I quite agree.’

‘Well, enough of that. What I wanted to talk about, Sir Henry, was poor General Gordon . . .’

Ponsonby gave an inward groan. Did the bloody man have to dominate everything? He inclined his head. ‘Ma’am?’




Chapter 3

Fonthill and his three companions rode to the south-south-east, following a trail that was not exactly well beaten but was defined enough for the compass to need consulting only rarely. As the desert and the heat demanded, their pace was slow - their camels hardly put three miles into the hour - and Simon found the soporific gait of the beasts congenial, once he had become used again to the nodding motion and the gentle roll that the saddle allowed. He pondered the task that lay ahead of them and then found his mind turning back to the interview with General Wolseley in Cairo, five weeks before.

Wolseley had been genuinely grateful for Fonthill’s prompt response to his cable. ‘After all,’ the General said, pumping Simon’s hand as though trying to extract water, ‘it’s not every man who would postpone his wedding to risk his neck in the armpit of the world that is the Sudan.’

‘Quite so, sir,’ said Simon. ‘I fear that neither you nor I are popular at what is to be my new home in Norfolk.’

‘Yers, well. I do hope that your fiancée will forgive us both. Country must come first, I am afraid, and you are just about the only man I can trust to do this job. Now, sit down.’

As always with Wolseley, the briefing had been detailed and to the point. Simon, Jenkins and ‘that marvellous little hotelier of yours to speak the lingo’ were to travel by train and boat up the Nile and then into the Sudan. Disguised as traders, they were to make their way through the country to where the Mahdi’s army was encamped, besieging Khartoum, and then, somehow, enter the city, stay only long enough to form an appreciation of how long General Gordon could hold out, and make their way back to where, by that time, Wolseley would be well advanced up the Nile.

‘There. Not much to ask, eh, my boy?’

‘A mere trifle, sir. Just a stroll, by the sound of it.’

Then the familiar joshing had stopped. ‘It’s damned dangerous, Fonthill. If you are captured, it could mean mutilation before decapitation, or worse - incarceration in one of the Mahdi’s camps. Do you still feel you can do it?’

‘Of course, sir. But surely you must have heard directly from the General giving you this information before the telegraph was cut?’

It was at this point that Wolseley had become embarrassed - far more so than when he apologised for aborting Fonthill’s wedding. As the question was answered, Simon realised that the General’s embarrassment was on behalf of his old friend, General Gordon, the man whom he had been responsible for sending out to the Sudan.

‘Y’see, Fonthill, he’s a wonderful man. One of the best soldiers I have ever known. But it’s as if the sun, or the damned situation in that arid land, has got to his head. In five days alone, he sent thirty telegrams back to Cairo, and in a month five lengthy papers, offering completely different proposals for resolving the situation. He was supposed to come out to organise the evacuation of Egyptian troops in the country. Then he telegraphs saying that he planned to “smash” the Mahdi. He blows hot and cold, and now that the line is cut we don’t know how long he can hold out.’

Wolseley tapped his cigar. ‘He’s got about eight thousand men in the city - it’s more of a town, really, horrible place. I probably won’t be able to reach Khartoum until the end of January. Can he hold out until then? In theory he should be able to, because we know he has plenty of ammunition, food and water. But I must know for certain, because it will affect my strategy on the advance with the relieving column. I want you to find out, Fonthill; assess for yourself the defences of the town and the state of mind of my old friend, and tell him he has to hang on until the end of January. But . . . don’t stay with him. Get back to me as soon as you possibly can.’

‘Yes, sir. I understand the need. But why me? I believe you have a proper intelligence department set up here, with men already out in the field. Why me?’

‘Because, my dear Fonthill, the army officers whose opinion on Gordon’s state of mind and ability to defend the town I would respect,  would never get through the Mahdi’s hordes. And those who could wouldn’t have the skill to make the assessment. You can do both. You’ve done this sort of thing before for me - and for Roberts in Afghanistan. You can do it, me boy. You’ll have to black up, of course, but I know you can get through. Pay of major again, with whatever you want for your Welshman and Egyptian.’

Fonthill kicked his heels into the flanks of his camel, more in reaction at the memory of the conversation than in hope that the beast would quicken its robotic plod. It did not, of course. Yet they had so little time! It was mid-October now. They should reach Khartoum in about a month’s time, if they were unhindered. And there lay the rub. The Dervishes were massed in the desert from Berber to Khartoum. Could the little party get through without being discovered? It was, he had to admit, a long shot.

He looked up ahead, where, despite the white heat of the sun, Mustapha was running towards a rocky hill that rose from the plain and obscured the trail ahead. He grinned. The boy’s energy was amazing considering how badly he had been treated. It was remarkable what a couple of good meals had done for him. And he would be useful in Khartoum, there was no doubt about that. Then the grin disappeared. Was he endangering the boy’s life by taking him with them? He shrugged. The life of an escaped slave was short, whatever his age. At least he would be well looked after with them . . .

His reverie was interrupted as Mustapha reached the top of the slight hill ahead, paused there and then turned and came running back as fast as those matchstick legs could carry him. He ran to Simon and pointed behind him.

‘Men coming,’ he said. ‘Mahdi. Mahdi.’

‘Damn.’ Simon called back to Ahmed: ‘Dervishes ahead. Remember, we two are from Syria, coming to join the Mahdi to follow the true faith. You are tired of the lax religious ways of the Egyptians and are doing the same. Tell the boy. If you have to speak to me, speak very quickly in sing-song English and let’s hope they think it’s Syrian Arabic. Three five two: if we have to fight, only the Colts. No time for rifles.’

Jenkins nodded. After much thought, they had decided to bring three British Army-issue Martini-Henry rifles, instead of the  Remingtons that the Dervishes were using. The Martinis were more accurate but their British origin could betray them, so the guns were carefully swathed in anonymous cotton and packed away.

As Ahmed was briefing the boy, three men crested the rise ahead of them at a fast pace and came riding towards them, the stocks of their rifles resting on their thighs, their fingers on the triggers. Their faces were swathed, so that only their eyes could be seen between the folds of their esharps, but they wore the multicoloured patches of the Mahdi on their long gowns, and wide cross-handled swords hung from their belts. Their attitude was unmistakably hostile, and a gasp came from Mustapha, who immediately took shelter behind Simon’s mount.

As their leader approached, the boy hissed up at Simon, ‘He my master. Bad man.’

‘Oh blast!’ breathed Fonthill. In a country covering nearly a million square miles and with a population of only just over two million, they had blundered into Mustapha’s previous master. It was damned bad luck - or had the man followed them from the village?

Ahmed had ridden slightly ahead, raised his hand and given the customary greeting. But the Dervish gave no answering ‘We-alaykum e-salaam waramet allah wabarakatahl.’ Instead, he brushed ahead of Ahmed, pointed to Mustapha and broke into forceful Arabic.

Quickly Ahmed intervened, and replied with many gestures towards Fonthill and Jenkins. It was clear that the Dervish was having none of it. Ahmed turned and murmured to Simon: ‘He says the boy is his and that he wants him back, pretty damn quick, you might say. I have explained how we found him, but he accuses us of stealing. Better give him the boy.’

Simon slowly moved his hand beneath his glabya until he felt the reassuring curve of the Colt. ‘Tell him I will buy the boy off him,’ he murmured.

Ahmed translated, but the response was clearly in the negative and the Dervish reached behind his saddle and produced a long, coiled whip. At this, Mustapha shrank further behind Fonthill’s camel, his brown eyes now wide with fear.

Simon raised his hand to the Arab and, fixing his eyes on those glaring at him from the slit between the folds of the esharp, spoke  again to Ahmed, but this time very quickly and firmly. ‘Tell him that I have grown fond of the boy and that he can name his price.’

The response came with a snarl and an uplifted middle finger. With a quick movement, the Arab uncoiled the whip and swung it so that it caught Mustapha across the shoulders. The end also flicked Fonthill’s camel across the haunches, so that the animal started, almost unseating Simon. Not sufficiently, however, to prevent him drawing the Colt and firing. At such close quarters the bullet could not miss, and it took the Arab in the chest, blasting him on to the sand. In one fluid movement, Fonthill fanned the hammer of the revolver with his left hand and delivered two more shots, hitting the second Arab in the shoulder but missing the third, whose camel had reared in alarm. It did not matter, however, because Jenkins’s shot shattered the man’s brain. Coolly Fonthill took aim at the second Dervish, who, mouth agape, was clutching his shoulder, and shot him also in the breast. Within seconds, all three Dervishes were sprawled on the sand, their blood colouring it, and the desert became quiet again as the echo of the shots died away.

Ahmed struggled to control his camel, which had shied at the gunshots, and looked at Fonthill with shocked wide eyes.

Jenkins’s jaw had dropped. ‘Bloody ’ell, bach sir,’ he said ‘I know you’ve grown a bit ’arder like, since the old days. But did we ’ave to kill ’em all?’

Simon did not reply, but slowly tucked his Colt back under the folds of his dress and then reached a hand down to Mustapha. The boy, his eyes as wide as Ahmed’s, gripped the hand and was hauled up on to Fonthill’s saddle, perching before him.

Then Simon looked across at his companions and spoke slowly. ‘Three points. Firstly, anyone who beats a boy like that deserves to die. Secondly, I do not wish to lose Mustapha, for all kinds of reasons . . .’ His voice faltered for a moment and then went on strongly. ‘Particularly because he will be very useful to us in Khartoum. Thirdly, we could not afford to let any of these Dervishes escape to tell the story. This is a cruel country and we are on a very dangerous journey. We can take no prisoners.’ He ran his hand through Mustapha’s curls and spoke to him, more softly. ‘Now, you go on ahead to that rise again and make sure that we are alone in this bloody desert. Stay there and keep  watch while we see if we can get rid of these bad men. Off you go.’ And he handed the boy down.

Mustapha scampered away and the three men descended. Jenkins reached into their packs and retrieved a small collapsible spade, while Ahmed gathered in the Dervishes’ camels and Simon, his eyes cold, bent over the Arabs and confirmed that all three were dead. Luckily the desert here had lost the hard, gravelly texture found at the beginning of their trek and the sand was looser, enabling them to shovel depressions deep enough to take the three bodies and their rifles.

Fonthill looked up. A solitary vulture was wheeling high overhead. ‘It won’t be long before that fellow attracts more of his kind, and they will probably dig up the bodies,’ he said, in the flat monotone that he had used since the killings. ‘But we can’t help that. And the skeletons won’t tell any stories in this godforsaken place anyway. Come on, we have no time to waste.’

‘What do we do with camels, Simon?’ asked Ahmed.

‘Ah yes. We’d better strip them down a bit and bury whatever will show them to be mounts from the Mahdi’s army. We will bury two of the saddles and let Mustapha use the third on the best of the three camels. We can spread our loads across the other two and add them to the pack animals. They could be useful currency anyway. Let’s do it quickly.’

They all set to, and within fifteen minutes the loads had been redistributed and this small patch of desert sand had returned to its virgin state. If it wasn’t for the extra camels linked behind Jenkins’s mount on lead reins, the three Dervishes might never have existed.

Mustapha was recalled from his guard post and hoisted on to the fourth camel, to his great delight. Then he was sent some hundred yards to the front to scout ahead. Fonthill looked up and saw that the solitary vulture had now been joined by three others, all of them wheeling overhead in seeming disinterest, but clearly marking the spot where violence had erupted - for those, that is, who had the desert skills to understand the signs.

‘Damn,’ said Simon. Then he shrugged his shoulders. ‘Can’t be helped,’ and he tapped the rump of his camel. The beast arched its long neck and broke into a clumsy trot for a few moments before dropping back into its somnolent, head-nodding walk, the wide pads on its feet  sending up sprays of sand grains as it flicked them behind with each stride.

Jenkins eased his camel alongside Simon. ‘You all right, bach sir?’ he asked.

Fonthill remained looking ahead. ‘Of course. Why?’

The Welshman wrinkled his nose. ‘Well, see, I just wondered, like . . .’ His voice tailed away. ‘It’s just that, well . . . I never seen you kill anyone like that, see. It was all a bit strange, like. You know . . .’ Although Jenkins was from North Wales, his voice always lapsed back into the lilts and intonations of the valleys when he was embarrassed or concerned - which was not often. It rose at the end of every sentence, as though he was asking a question.

‘No, I don’t know.’ Fonthill spoke sharply. ‘I didn’t exactly enjoy it, if you must know, but it had to be done, that was all. God, I’ve seen you kill enough men.’

‘Yes, well, that’s me, look you. I was more or less brought up to it, I suppose. But you weren’t, and it was . . . well . . . a bit strange and not like you, that’s all.’

‘It’s over and done with, and that’s all there is to it.’ Simon turned his head to look up at the sky behind him. ‘I only hope that the sound of those shots hasn’t carried too far and that those blasted birds aren’t going to act like a signpost.’ He frowned. ‘I can’t think what those Dervishes were doing so far north; this is supposed to be the territory of the Mudir of Dongola, who has thrown in his lot with the British. I didn’t expect that we would meet the Mahdi’s Dervishes until we crossed the Nile again at Abu Dom and were on our way to Berber. I suppose it shows that they are growing in confidence and ranging further from Khartoum. Ah well.’

He lifted himself awkwardly in the saddle to look ahead. ‘Damn, I can’t see Mustapha.’ He raised his voice and shouted forward. ‘Ahmed. Go on a little and make sure the boy’s all right, there’s a good fellow.’

The little Egyptian raised his hand and urged his camel forward.

Jenkins fell silent but continued riding at Fonthill’s side. Eventually he coughed and nodded ahead. ‘ ’E’s a nice little lad, isn’t ’e?’

‘Who? Ahmed or Mustapha?’

‘Oh, come on, bach sir. You know who I mean. The little lad.’

Fonthill frowned again. ‘Yes. He’s got spirit.’ The silence, unusually awkward between the two, fell again. Then, after some twenty seconds, Simon spoke. ‘You know he will be . . . er . . . very useful to us when we get to Khartoum,’ he said, staring straight ahead.

‘Oh, o’ course, o’ course. Very useful. Good thing, though, that you got rid of his previous owner, so to speak. I just ’ope that none of these other Dervish blokes got to know ’im when ’e was knockin’ about the town, like.’

Fonthill turned his head sharply. ‘Why?’

‘Well . . . I mean. It might be a bit awkward us explainin’ why ’e’s with us, particularly if ’is owner ’asn’t shown up to collect ’is pay and rations, like.’

‘Well, we’ll handle that when we come to it.’

Once more they rode in silence. Then: ‘We shan’t be able to keep ’im, though, o’ course.’ Jenkins spoke as though to himself. ‘I mean, what would we do with ’im? Couldn’t exactly take him back to Miss Alice, now, could we, sayin’ we’ve brought this little chap back to live with us, as a sort of mascot to ’ave about the ’ouse. That is, of course, if there’s to be a weddin’ after this little lot is over.’

Fonthill swung round in the saddle. ‘Of course there’s going to be a wedding. Don’t talk such rot.’

‘No offence intended, bach sir. It’s just that you ’aven’t spoken about Miss Alice for ages, and I just wondered . . .’

‘There’s nothing to wonder about, for God’s sake. Nothing at all.’

‘O’ course, o’ course. I just wondered, that’s all.’

Chastened, Jenkins let his camel and its two attendants fall back, to leave Fonthill to ride alone once more. Immediately, Simon felt guilty. Why had he been so testy with Jenkins? For eight years the two had shared an equable relationship, more that of comrades and friends than master and servant. It was a bond unusual in this Victorian age, where the line between classes was rarely crossed, but it was one forged in war and danger. Each had saved the other’s life on several occasions, and gentle banter had always been the basic form of intercourse between them. They were at ease with each other and rarely had they exchanged words in anger. Why then had he snapped at Jenkins now?
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