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  1.

  Blaaw Kranz River, Natal, South Africa

  November 15, 1899

  THE STEAM ENGINE BELCHED BLACK coal smoke into a blazing Natal sky. The huge machine, nicknamed Hairy Mary by the troops, looked like a cross between a rag mop and Medusa’s head, every inch hung with heavy braided rope armor. A constant rhythmic panting emanated from the locomotive as though it were a large beast chomping at the bit. But for the moment, the train remained stationary, the eyes of its two engineers fixed on the small figure sitting on the ground on the shaded side of the train. He was dressed in jodhpurs and a dark jacket with a rakish, if crumpled, cowboy hat over his fair hair. His hand fairly flew as he wrote his daily dispatch for the Morning Post of London.

  One of the engineers leaned out and looked down the length of the track. The town of Ladysmith was barely visible in the distance, shimmering in the late-afternoon heat. In the other direction, a hazy cloud rose against the distant horizon of rolling veldt, whether a dust storm or moving troops was unclear. He grunted and turned to the other man who stood leaning on the catwalk that encircled the engine, staring at the oblivious writer on the ground.

  “If that’s Boers, we’re as good as dead if we don’t get out of here now,” he said.

  “Save it,” the second man said. “That’s Churchill. I saw him once in India when he was a second lieutenant in the 4th Hussars. Walked through a bloody riot to deliver his dispatch to the telegraph office. We’re not going anywhere until Winston completes his writing.”

  “Stupid,” said the first man and spat over the side. “God damn suicide. I’d like to know whose bright idea it was to send an entire train, over a hundred men, straight into the teeth of General Botha’s forces. All so that maniac can get close to the action.”

  “Better be careful. He doesn’t take well to that kind of comment. His father was Lord Randolph Churchill, you know. Whole family thinks pretty highly of itself.”

  The first engineer snorted, but he stared at the man below with more care.

  Of course it wasn’t an entire train. There were only six cars, three in front of the armored engine and three behind. The lead car was a flatcar with a mounted muzzle-loading seven-pounder naval gun manned by four seamen and commanded by a petty officer from HMS Tartar. The next two cars were armor-plated, with slits through which one hundred and seventeen men from the Durban Light Infantry and the Dublin Fusiliers could fire their rifles. Then came the locomotive and tender. Bringing up the rear were two more armored cars, followed by one for the breakdown gang and the guard.

  Despite the engineer’s remarks, their presence here was not all about Winston. The train made regular forays along this track, designed to reconnoiter the countryside as far as Colenso. The ostensible purpose of the exercise was to mask the weakness of the British garrison at Estcourt through a show of force and activity. Show the colors. It was a laughable military maneuver. The rail route was fixed, the size, smoke and noise of the locomotive precluded any possibility of surprise, and the Boer forces were poised to attack any plums that might fall into their laps.

  It was true, however, that this particular excursion, under the command of Captain Alymer Haldane, had the sole purpose of getting journalist Winston Churchill into Ladysmith, which was virtually surrounded and cut off, so he could give his readers the latest news from the front. Most Britons still believed the war would be a short one. How could 90,000 Afrikaners, more or less, fight off the crack British troops that had begun to flow into South Africa? But the guerilla tactics of the Boers were proving effective. It would be three long years before the British broke their resistance and then only by using a scorched earth policy, burning 30,000 farms in the South African Republic and Orange Free State and interning 25,000 Afrikaner women and children. In the lead-up to World War II, the Nazis would remind members of Parliament repeatedly that it was Great Britain that had invented the concentration camp.

  The pale twenty-five year-old Winston, head drooped forward in concentration, looked more like a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old. But he was already being lionized in England for his dispatches and for his new book, The River War, about the Sudan campaign, during which he had participated in the last great cavalry charge in history. The book had become a best-seller.

  Though he’d failed in his recent attempt to get elected to Parliament, everyone knew he was a man destined for great things, most of all Winston himself. And indeed, he was currently the highest paid journalist in South Africa, no mean feat in a war that had attracted such eminent correspondents as Arthur Conan Doyle, H. G. Wells and Rudyard Kipling.

  At last Winston stood up, dusted off his pants and folded his notes into his pocket. He rested one hand on the Mauser strapped to his hip, removed the cowboy hat and wiped his forehead, then saw the cloud on the horizon. He stared at it intently before turning to the engineers. “What do you make of that?” he said.

  “Boers,” the engineers said simultaneously.

  “You think so?” said Churchill. He turned and looked again. “How far away do you figure?”

  “Five miles maybe,” the first engineer replied.

  Captain Haldane appeared. “We’d best be getting on, Winston,” he said and nodded to the engineers, who wholeheartedly jumped into action.

  Winston and Haldane climbed to the catwalk at the front of the locomotive as the train began to move forward. Haldane was twenty years Winston’s senior, an experienced officer with a Distinguished Service Order to his credit. But he was deferential to Churchill, whose family connections and burgeoning reputation would have made him a figure of importance even if he weren’t also brilliant, impetuous and ambitious in the extreme.

  “Look!” Haldane said, pointing to their right.

  Winston turned and saw perhaps a hundred Boer horsemen cantering in a southerly direction a mile distant from them. Beyond they could see a low hill occupied by artillery.

  “Magnificent!” Churchill said, staring at the riders, his hands gripping the rail tightly. “Aren’t they grand? What say you, Aylmer, shall we give them a lesson in marksmanship?”

  Haldane nodded at the hill. “They hold the high ground Winston. I don’t like the idea of that artillery bearing down on us.”

  But Winston was eager for action. What a story it would make for his paper! Though he’d been in battle before, he had no experience of artillery bombardment or concentrated rifle fire. Excitedly, he said, “If we move quickly, we can get between the horsemen and their line. We can cut them off.”

  Haldane hesitated, but young Winston’s enthusiasm was infectious. He leaned back and yelled at the engineers to increase their speed.

  General Botha’s men held their fire until the train reached the section of track closest to them. Then a series of large flashes followed by delayed booms emanated from the hilltop. The Boers opened up at six hundred yards with two large field guns, a Maxim that fired small shells in a stream and a barrage from riflemen lying on the ridge.

  Winston and Haldane quickly sought shelter in one of the armored train cars as bullets whined and ricocheted against the steel. The engineers, desperate to escape the onslaught, poured on the speed, rounded the curve of the hill and headed down a steep grade straight into a large boulder that had been placed on the tracks.

  There was a tremendous crash as the train came to an abrupt halt. The first car jackknifed into the air landing upside down. The armored cars holding the troops were thrown on their sides, scattering the occupants onto the ground like kernels of rice spilled from a sack. Haldane was also thrown to the ground. Winston, who’d seen the boulder at the last instant, managed to leap from the train just before impact, hitting the hard, baked earth and tumbling head over heels. Somehow, he emerged unscathed. With the captain dazed if not badly hurt, Churchill assumed control, though he held no military rank or authority.

  Dodging bullets in complete disregard for his own safety, he ran the length of the train, assessing the damage. Blind good fortune had kept the locomotive from leaving the tracks. “You,” he shouted to a group of forty or so soldiers crouched behind one of the overturned cars. “Direct your fire on the hill. I need a dozen men to come with me.”

  The soldiers obeyed him instantly. At this juncture they could care less who was in charge, so long as it was someone who seemed to know what he was doing. The way things were going, their lives wouldn’t be worth six pence unless something happened to alter their circumstances quickly. The big guns on the hill were landing shells all around the train. At any moment one might penetrate the boiler, ending their chances for escape completely.

  The damaged cars had to be disconnected from the locomotive and one of them pushed off the track. The men struggled at the task under fire the entire time. Four were killed, but finally the locomotive managed to push past the last obstructing car by running at it full tilt and ramming it off the track. With a screeching and tearing of metal, the locomotive blasted free and the track was clear. Winston now hoped to tow the rear cars and men to safety but discovered that the couplings had all been damaged by shells, leaving the cars stranded some way behind.

  Haldane appeared at his side, recovered sufficiently to help organize the men to carry the wounded forward and place them on board the locomotive and its tender to evacuate. The rest of the soldiers used the locomotive as a shield from the blistering Boer fire, as they moved toward the trestle bridge over the Blaaw Kranz River half a mile away. The armored locomotive and the tender were pocked with bullet marks. As the engineer forced the engine to greater speed, the soldiers began to be left behind and the Boers increased their fire even more. At last the train crossed the bridge and was out of range.

  Winston jumped off as soon as they slowed down. “Wait here, damn you,” he shouted to the engineer above the din. “We can’t leave those poor buggers to their fate.” He sprinted across the bridge to look for the straggling soldiers and help them back to safety. It was the last time the engineer would see the young journalist. After waiting a short time, he determined no one was returning and headed for Estcourt.

  Meanwhile, Winston proceeded along a slight rise between the ambush site and the Blaaw Kranz River, searching for his comrades. He kept low, listening to the whine of bullets hitting the ridge line just over his head. He came to a pile of boulders that offered enough cover for him to climb up and peer over the hill. A hundred yards away, he saw the soldiers standing in the open, their hands held high, guns on the ground in front of them. They had already surrendered, a line of Boers encircling them. He swore and ducked back behind the rocks.

  Suddenly the boulder next to him exploded as a heavy bullet struck inches from his head. He was under direct fire from two horse soldiers who had appeared from behind a rock outcrop less than thirty yards away. He dove into the brush and scrambled down into a small depression overlooking the river far below. But there was almost no useful cover. The two horsemen closed on him quickly.

  He looked about frantically for some avenue of escape. He calculated he might make it into the river gorge if he fired several shots to delay his pursuers, but as he reached for his pistol, he discovered that the Mauser was gone. He’d taken it off and placed it in the cab while working to free the locomotive. Cursing his stupidity, he slipped farther down the side of the gorge, until his feet ran out of purchase, only barely stopping himself from a headlong fall over a fifty-foot precipice. He could now go neither forward nor backward and was little better than a clay pigeon in a shooting gallery.

  Though he’d only recently filed a dispatch in which he railed against soldiers who surrendered too quickly, he now found himself in just such a situation. Alone, unarmed, in open country with riflemen on horseback bearing down on him, surrender was the only option.

  Winston was a prisoner of the Boers.


  2.

  CHURCHILL STARED SULLENLY at the ground beneath his tired feet. This was only the second rest break since their forced march to the Boer railhead at Elandslaagte had begun. There they would entrain for Pretoria, the capital city of the Transvaal where all British prisoners of war were being held. They had already walked thirty miles from the point of their capture in a pouring rain, with an equal distance yet to be covered. A lifelong horseman, Winston was unused to walking such distances. His feet, encased in uncomfortable army-issue boots, were covered with blisters.

  The previous day, after ten hours forced march, they’d forded the chest-deep Klip River and made camp. Winston was billeted with the other officers in the black shadow of Bulwana Mountain surrounded by rugged, boulder-strewn hills. His captors were uncertain of his status but assumed he was someone of importance thanks to the deference and even salutes that many of the captured soldiers now gave him following his bravery during the attack. He’d spent much of the evening befriending two Boer guards named Spaarwater and Swanepoel, trying to bribe them into looking the other way so he might escape, but to no avail.

  Some might have looked askance at such a ploy and his willingness to leave the other men behind. But it was a typical, impetuous Churchill effort. His head was filled with one thought only, the need to escape and report to his paper what was happening. He was certainly of no use to anyone as a prisoner of war. From his earliest boyhood, he’d always felt in charge of whatever situation he found himself in, his fierce intellect directing his somewhat less than imposing physique. Now, for the first time, he was completely helpless, his fate in the hands of others.

  Haldane sat beside him humming softly, anything to distract his thoughts from their potential fate.

  “What is that?” an irritated Winston said.

  The captain stopped but continued to stare out across the soaking veldt. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Something my wife used to sing, but I don’t remember what it’s called.”

  “Well try something more military,” said Winston. “We ought to be thinking of ways to escape.”

  Churchill had seen himself furthering his reputation with this conflict by covering great battles and the movements of large forces, writing dispatches, keeping his name in the papers. Instead, here he was, sitting on a dirt path in the Transvaal, soaking wet, surrounded by armed guards. If he was interred for the duration, it would be the greatest lost opportunity of his young career. That he might actually be shot for a spy, since he’d been engaging the enemy while not wearing a regulation uniform, hardly concerned him. He trusted in destiny and firmly believed his own included great things still to come.

  Haldane sighed. “A soldier’s duty, to be sure, Winston. But you might want to recruit someone else. This . . .” he indicated his leg that had received a glancing shard of shrapnel. It was tightly wrapped with a filthy bandage and although he’d managed to keep up on the forced march, it was obviously an injury that was likely to become infected. Then he would be nothing but a liability in any escape attempt.

  Winston put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve done well to keep the pace, Aylmer. It must be quite painful.” He stared down the line of exhausted men. “Perhaps it would be better to wait until we reach Pretoria and have managed to rest and recuperate . . . but I wonder if conditions will ever be better than now, while we’re still in the open. In Pretoria we’ll certainly be placed in some kind of stockade.”

  In fact, the accommodations the Boers offered for captured officers in Pretoria were far better than a stockade. The States Model School, a large, single-storied brick building with a steep, corrugated tin roof and a wide verandah, had housed two hundred students when it had opened as a college in 1897. Now it had been requisitioned to provide quarters for officer prisoners of war.

  The building stood at the intersection of two broad, dusty thoroughfares crowded with carriages, carts and pedestrians. The so-called prison with its seventy-yard-square grounds was enclosed by a simple, chest-high ornamental iron fence. The only evidence that prisoners resided within was ten sentries who patrolled the fence. Inside, twelve classrooms on either side of a long corridor had been converted into dormitories with additional rooms for dining and recreation. Churchill found himself sharing a dormitory with Haldane and four other officers. This would be his home for the next twenty-five days.

  Escape was ever on the young journalist’s mind. He considered and abandoned one scheme after another, all the while attempting to convince his captors that as a non-combatant he ought to be released forthwith. But the Boer commanders had finally determined who they had, Lord Randolph Churchill’s son, clearly the most important prisoner of the two thousand or so British soldiers they held. This was a coup they would never give up. They did feel, however, that it was in their interest to permit him to continue making his dispatches to the newspapers and to write letters, though both were subject to censorship. He was even allowed to pen a thousand-word letter to Edward, Prince of Wales.

  Ever creative, Winston urged Haldane, whose wound had healed cleanly, to join him, not simply in escape, but in an audacious scheme to seize Pretoria itself through the promotion of an uprising. They were watched by only a handful of guards at a time and Winston felt it would be a simple matter to cut the electricity to the compound, plunging it into darkness, and attack the guards. They would then overwhelm the garrison at the nearby camp where two thousand British soldiers were being held and attack the town guard, which consisted of fewer than five hundred burghers, all deemed unfit for the front. President Kruger would become a prisoner in his own capital.

  It was a typical Churchill gambit, audacious, bold and creative . . . with virtually no chance of success. Haldane and the other officers vetoed the plan.

  Meanwhile, Winston developed a friendship with the Transvaal Secretary of State for War, Louis de Souza, whom he described to Haldane as a “kind-hearted little Portuguese.” The man brought Winston baskets of fruit and occasionally a forbidden bottle of whisky.

  One evening, after most of the men had gone to sleep, de Souza asked Winston to join him for a stroll around the compound.

  “What you suggest,” said Winston, “might well get us shot. You know we’re not allowed outside after dark.”

  But de Souza merely touched the side of his nose and winked. “It has been arranged, my friend.” And he would say nothing more, relying on Churchill’s natural curiosity and journalistic fervor to convince him to go along.

  The compound was quiet. Most of the soldiers not on duty went to bed by ten o’clock since there was little to do. Sleeping was one way of making the time pass. Winston followed de Souza down the long corridor and out into the poorly lit courtyard. Two guards sitting idly in the dust snapped to attention when they saw the Secretary of War.

  They continued to the entrance of the compound, where Winston realized with a start that a carriage awaited them. At his questioning look, his guide merely put a finger to his lips, ushered him into the buggy and climbed in after him. The driver pulled away.

  Churchill’s nerves were now at fever pitch. This was not what he had expected. It was entirely conceivable, after all, that his captors had decided he was too much of a risk to hold onto. They might not be above shooting him outright, claiming he’d tried to escape—believable enough for anyone who knew the brash young Englishman. Or he might be destined to simply disappear altogether, his body deposited on the veldt for the lions to eat.

  The horse trotted amiably enough along the dirt roadway. Only a few people were abroad at this hour. Winston tried again to engage de Souza in conversation, but his friend had become decidedly quiet and withdrawn. Since this had never happened before, it only added to his confusion and sense of impending danger.

  After some twenty minutes, they entered a more upscale neighborhood. Stately homes sat back from the roadway. Each had its own wrought iron balcony and fenced yard. It hardly seemed the place for an execution, and he relaxed a bit. Then they passed through a large stone gateway into what appeared to be a private, and very elegant, compound. A guard at the gate house examined them carefully before allowing them to continue down a long, tree-lined drive.

  “Here we are,” de Souza said at last, seeming to come out of his funk suddenly, as the carriage stopped in front of a large plantation-like residence.

  “This really is too much, Louis,” Winston said, his anger beginning to rise. “Here we are—where?”

  “You are to meet the Commander-in-Chief of the Boer army, Winston, at his request. It’s truly an honor. For security reasons, I wasn’t allowed to tell you where we were going, but there’s nothing at all to worry about.”

  Winston stared at him. “I’m going to meet Louis Botha?” At his friend’s nod, he felt a sudden surge of excitement. Botha was an almost mythical figure. Still in his thirties, he’d only recently been appointed to his new post. He was known as a fierce fighter but also a compassionate leader. He was destined to go on to a long and illustrious career that would include roles as Prime Minister of the Transvaal and first President of South Africa. After the Boer War, Botha would counsel reconciliation with the British and support them in World War I. He would even attend the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, where he would argue against harsh treatment of the Central Powers.

  But all this was in the future. For the moment Winston was aware only that the man he was about to meet held his fate in his hands.

  They entered a large hall lined with historic African implements of war, spears, war clubs, even early flintlock guns of Civil War vintage. A native woman dressed in white guided them to a second-floor library.

  As soon as he entered, Winston’s attention was seized by a figure in military dress who rose from a large desk and came forward to greet him. He was of medium build and had a black handlebar mustache, with the rest of his jaw covered in a three-day stubble. He was a good-looking man, but it was the eyes that riveted Winston immediately. He’d seen such eyes only rarely even in the halls of his own Parliament back in London. They were the eyes of a man intensely alive, one who burned with passion, ambition and the pure intensity of purpose. It was impossible not to be drawn in by them.

  “Mr. Churchill, a real pleasure!” Botha said, taking his hand and shaking it vigorously. “I hope they have been treating you properly?”

  Winston nodded. “Our quarters and treatment have been exemplary, Commander.”

  “Good. Good! Come sit down.” He turned to de Souza. “Louis, sit with us. Bring that chair over.”

  Botha sat in his own chair, glanced at some papers in front of him with a slight frown and sighed. He waved a hand. “You see all this, my English friend. So many decisions to be made. We appear to have a real war on our hands.”

  “One you can not win, Commander.”

  Botha laughed out loud. “Bravely said. But I believe the British Empire may yet find one small spot upon which the sun will set.”

  “Many others have thought so,” said Winston. “We have warred against the Ashanti, Kaffirs, Afghans, Mohmands, Zulus, Egyptians, Sudanese, Burmese, Matabeles and Waziris in the last twenty-five years. British values now guide them all. Good values. Worthy ones.”

  Botha nodded thoughtfully. “Values such as the invasion of one’s neighbors in order to steal their resources.” He raised a hand. “You are a student of history. Good. So am I. But nothing is written, despite what our Muslim friends like to say. No matter. I’ve read reports of your actions during the battle at the railhead. Exposing yourself to heavy fire, returning for your men even though it might result in capture. Very noteworthy. And this is why I invited you here. I believe you are a man made for adventure.”

  Winston looked at him quizzically. He glanced at de Souza, who stared at a painting with great concentration. Churchill fingered a rip in his still dirt-covered jacket and said, “To be honest with you, Commander, I think I’ve had enough adventure for a while.”

  Botha laughed again, stood up, went around the desk and placed one hand on Winston’s shoulder. “I like you,” he said. “Bravery and modesty are a good combination in a soldier—or a statesman. I wish I had more men with that kind of experience around me.” He turned toward the guard at the door and nodded. “There’s someone I want to bring into this meeting.”

  The door opened and a young woman entered. She was very tall, black-haired and dressed in a tunic that was as close to military garb as Winston guessed would be possible for a woman with her curves. She had striking features, with ebony skin and the high cheekbones of her native land.

  “This is Zeila, Mr. Churchill. One of my closest aides. She’s a member of the Zulu tribe. You will come to know her well before we are done.”

  Zeila held an object wrapped in an exquisite piece of leopard skin. Handling it with great care, she placed it gently on the desk, then gazed down on Winston from her considerable height advantage with what he thought was an amused look and put her hand out. In perfect English, she said, “I look forward to working with you, Mr. Churchill.”

  He hesitated, then took her hand and bowed slightly. “A pleasure, though everyone seems to have an idea what I’m doing here but me. If I could ask . . .” He stopped in mid-phrase as his eyes wandered past her to another figure who had come into the room. His mouth fell open.

  “Lord Sterne?” He said in astonishment.

  Botha smiled. “You see, we have one surprise after another for you today.”

  Lord Sterne was a powerfully built man of about thirty. He was of average height with broad shoulders and penetrating green eyes. Winston recalled hearing about his days as a top college rugby player. He was dressed in a faddish, khaki outfit that might have come from the display halls of Abercrombie & Fitch. He smiled and took Winston’s hand. “It’s been two years, hasn’t it? I believe we last met during your appearance before the Prince of Wales. He sends his regards, by the way. Appreciated the letter you sent him some weeks ago.”

  Winston was now entirely bewildered and his face was such a giveaway of his emotions that all of them laughed. It was de Souza who spoke first.

  “You are confused, and rightly so, but soon you will understand. We have something quite extraordinary to show you,” he said with a smile.

  Botha glanced again at the stack of papers on his desk. “Well, let’s get on with it. Zeila, if you will.”

  The men all sat in chairs surrounding the desk while Zeila carefully unfolded the leopard skin and removed the most wonderful object Winston had ever seen. It was the statue of a bird in what appeared to be soapstone. But the stone was the least part of the work’s appeal. It was mounted on a kind of pounded gold base that sparkled with precious stones. Most riveting of all were two enormous ruby eyes. There was an aura of age to the piece. The gold shone with such deep amber brilliance that Winston suspected it had to be of great purity.

  Gingerly, he took the object from Zeila and examined it from all angles. “Magnificent,” he said at last. “It must be very old. Of native derivation?” He looked at Botha but it was Lord Sterne who answered.

  “To be sure, Winston.” He paused, seeming to calculate how to go on. “Have you heard of the hill of Mapungubwe?”

  Winston shook his head.

  “One of the most beautiful parts of the northern Transvaal. It lies near the Limpopo River, at a ford that’s passable ten months of the year, including just now actually. It’s a small ‘table mountain’ of rough sandstone, very steep on every side, sloping northward toward the ancient ruins of Great Zimbabwe some two hundred miles distant. It is the wildest and most unsettled region of this land. Elephants, lions and remnants of the great Zulu and Ndebele tribes rule. Only a handful of Boers have even hunted there.” He leaned forward. “I must tell you, Winston, that this is all highly secret information. If you undertake the mission we have in mind, you’ll be working for Mr. Botha here, but also directly for the Prince of Wales and the royal family.”

  “For the Prince and for the Boers?” Winston said in astonishment. “I was under the impression there was a war going on. What sort of mission are you talking about?”

  “We’ll come to that. Let me continue. Three years ago, a hunter by the name of Max Grundy and his son climbed the hill with great difficulty. In addition to being steep, the sides were dense with thorn and scrub. It was perfect cover for lions. The men were attracted to the hill by a narrow chimney of rock that seemed to offer a way to the top. After they chopped their way to the chimney, they discovered that handholds, very old and very worn, had been cut into the rock, almost like a ladder. They went up the ladder to the summit.

  “There, at the edge, they found large mounds of boulders, apparently stockpiled to drop on intruders who might decide to make the climb. Grundy and his son wandered over the hill, finding stone foundations and broken pottery littered everywhere. In the dry soil, their boots scuffed up bits of beads, iron and copper. Then they came to a hillside that had only recently been washed out by a cloudburst. The entire hill sparkled in the sunlight. It was a golden hill.”

  Winston stared at him. “A golden hill?”

  “Very nearly that precisely. They found thousands of gold beads, bangles and bits of thin gold plating. Using only the knives they’d brought with them, they also uncovered many large pieces of heavy gold plate as well as solid gold carvings of rhinoceroses and elephants. In a depression, they found the bones of an ancient burial along with this object you see before you. All told, Grundy and his son packed out over one hundred fifty pounds of gold, all they could carry. But on the way down, they were suddenly attacked by a huge lion who carried Grundy’s son off in his mouth as though the poor fellow weighed no more than a doll.

  “The hunter was so overcome by the loss of his son that he left the gold behind, everything but this object here, which remained in his small pack. After many days, he stumbled blindly out of the bush and made his way back home.”

  Sterne picked up the soapstone. “This magnificent object came to me by way of Commander Botha’s young assistant here, Zeila.You see where a chip has been taken from the side of the gold band? I had it removed and tested. The gold is of the greatest purity ever seen by the examiners.”

  Winston looked at Zeila. “How did you come by the piece?” he said.

  “My family lives near the edge of this remote area,” she replied. “My father had worked with Grundy as a guide. When he came stumbling in half dead, my father took care of him. But the man’s ordeal, combined with the loss of his son left him weak and confused. He died about three months ago. Before he did, he gave the soapstone to my father.”

  “Quite a gift,” Winston said. “Ought to set your family up nicely for generations.”

  She looked at him witheringly. “This is part of our heritage. Here in my native land that you whites, Boer and British, now fight for control of, my black forebears once ruled and developed a kingdom to rival your own Great Britain.” She paused. “I have been to Mapungubwe.”

  “You’ve been to the site?” Winston felt himself rising to the challenge of this incredible tale. He had a passion for antiquities. Much of the wealth of the ancient world lay in the British Museum, and he’d spent many hours engrossed in those collections.

  Zeila nodded. “During my brief visit, we uncovered several more burials, including one skeleton whose legs were wreathed in more than one hundred bangles of coiled wire gold and many thousands of gold beads. This, I firmly believe, is a royal burial ground. I mean to see the contents saved.”

  “How? By stealing them yourself?”

  Botha said, “We live in difficult times, Winston. This war, I fear, may go on for years. I admire the British. You may find that hard to believe, but I do. However, you are in my country and you must go. I understand how Zeila feels. This was her land before it belonged to the Boers. She wants it back for her people as much as I want it back for mine. War makes for strange bedfellows. Zeila and I work together to rid our land of the British. Then, perhaps, she will make war on me.” He smiled at her. Zeila’s eyes remained fixed on him, but she showed no emotion.

  “I’m too busy with the war to direct this mission. But we’ve agreed that the treasure at Mapungubwe is at risk of looting and should be protected, which means dug up and hidden away. In the event we lose the war, at least the English will not be able to use our own nation’s wealth against us. And perhaps it can some day be used to at last rid the Transvaal of our enemies.”

  Winston looked from Zeila to Botha and then his eyes wandered to Lord Sterne. “If what you say is the real reason for all of this, to keep the treasure from the English, I find it difficult to understand how the Royal Family plays a part.”

  “A reasonable question,” said Sterne. He paused for a moment, as though preparing a response already scripted. Winston realized again how powerfully built the man was. It was something to keep in mind . . . along with his obvious connections.

  “I’ve been serving as a sort of behind-the-scenes liaison between Mr. Botha here and the Prince of Wales who, as you know, with Queen Victoria’s age, is likely to soon be king. As you can imagine, it would not be good for our plan to find its way into the press during a war between our two nations. It was one reason we hesitated to confide in you, Winston, since you’re a member of the press. We’re taking quite a risk, but we feel strongly that you are the man to lead such an expedition. And since you so conveniently fell into our lap several weeks ago, the Commander and I have been discussing the possibility intensely.”

  “I see,” Winston said slowly, “And if I refuse, I’ll remain a prisoner for the indefinite future, one who will find his letter writing privileges, I suspect, if not his life, forfeit.” He waved a hand as Botha started to protest. “You still haven’t told me what the Prince of Wales’s interest is,” he said.

  “The Prince’s fascination with antiquities is well known,” Sterne replied. “He is, after all, the royal patron of the British Museum. This will be a magnificent, joint effort of two nations, selflessly seeking to save and protect a great heritage from the vicissitudes of war. While he would like nothing better than to have this treasure for the people of Great Britain, the Prince would rather have it protected than become lost in the battles to come.” Sterne’s eyes took on a faraway look. “Think of it, Winston. Once the war is over, we’ll put on the greatest exhibit since the Elgin Marbles in 1816. The Prince will use it as the capstone to his coronation.”

  Churchill looked at Botha. “You agreed to this?”

  “Yes. As Lord Sterne says, once hostilities have passed, we’ll hold a joint exhibit in the British Museum before the relics are returned to their rightful home. This promise I have from the Prince of Wales.”

  Sterne spread his hands on the table. “It’s an honor for me to participate in this great work. My place in history will be assured. The Prince has directed me to pursue and protect this unsurpassed cultural treasure at all costs, Winston, and even suggested that you would be a good ally in the venture.”

  “I’m a prisoner of war,” Winston reminded him.

  “Indeed. However, I believe you are about to escape.”


  3.

  WINSTON SHOOK his friend hard, watching him rise up out of a deep sleep. “It’s time, Aylmer,” he whispered.

  Captain Haldane raised himself on one arm, looked out at the black predawn sky and groaned. “I ought to have my head examined, Winston. For all you know, this whole thing is a charade, designed to have us escape so we can be shot down like dogs.”

  They’d had the same argument for days and Winston wasn’t interested in continuing it. “Get dressed,” he said. “The guards at the back wall have been ordered away from their posts. They’ll do precisely what the Secretary of War tells them. Don’t worry, I trust de Souza.”

  “Can’t trust any bloody Boer,” Aylmer replied, “Not since the Battle of Majuba Hill twenty years ago.” But he rose quickly and dressed.

  The entire compound was in darkness, itself unusual, since lanterns were generally hung at night to enable the guards to see. They stumbled and tripped their way to the wall and were over it in a moment. Crouching on the street beyond, Winston saw a light flash across the way in an alley. A horse whinnied softly.

  Zeila and two men in civilian clothes were there, holding two additional horses. “You’re late,” Zeila said, handing each of them a set of reins.

  “Aylmer, this is Zeila,” Winston said. “She’s our guide I told you about.”

  Haldane stared at the tall, striking female intently. “You’re Botha’s woman,” he said.

  She gave him a look that could have boiled an egg. “I am no one’s woman. Try not to act as stupid as you look,” she said. “Keep your mouth shut and don’t fall behind.” She leaped onto her horse, swung the animal around expertly and headed straight across a field that led toward the distant veldt, just visible in the first light of dawn.

  Winston laughed softly at Aylmer’s surprised face. “I warned you she was no slouch. Looks like you’ve made your usual first impression.” Before Aylmer could reply, Churchill mounted his own animal and trotted after the others.

  An hour later, they were deep in the bushveld as the sun made its first appearance above the shimmering hills. Already, the landscape had taken on a more rugged look with steep-sided rock ledges, deep gullies and stunted trees. Winston could detect no path or trail, but Zeila wound her horse through the undergrowth without hesitation.

  With a few words, their guide sent one of the guards ahead to scout the way. The other she ordered to fall back to see if anyone was following them. After a while, he returned and shook his head.

  Winston felt himself relaxing for the first time in almost a month. They were free. While their prison had been a comfortable one, it was a prison nonetheless. He was unused to being cooped up for days on end. Now he had a good horse beneath him and the way open ahead. His mount carried a bedroll, canteen, saddle bags containing jerked antelope meat, and a pistol. A rifle rested in a holder at the side of his saddle; he took it out and examined it briefly. His adventurous nature took hold and he found himself enjoying their rugged surroundings. He trotted up beside Zeila.

  “How far is it to Mapungubwe?” he said.

  She replied without looking at him. “Four days hard riding. We meet Lord Sterne late on the third day near the Limpopo River. He’ll have more men and wagons to carry whatever we find.”

  “And whatever will we find?”

  She turned and met his eyes. He was struck again by her handsome features. She made a striking figure atop her horse. She wore tight pants and a white short-sleeved shirt, her strong dark arms contrasting starkly against the material. A rakish brimmed hat sat at an angle on her head. Her black hair shimmered beneath it, pulled back in a tight braid. He noted uncomfortably that even on horseback, she looked down on him.

  “You don’t entirely believe what Lord Sterne and Commander Botha told you, do you, Mr. Churchill?”

  He shrugged. “If we’re going to be together for a while, I’d prefer you call me Winston.” He chewed on what she’d said for a moment longer. “A lot has happened to us in a very short time. I don’t really know anything at all about you or Commander Botha. I’ve met Lord Sterne before and imagine he is a man of his word, but when large amounts of money are at stake, I’ve generally found that men sometimes forget their word.”

  She laughed and seemed to relax. “Commander Botha told me he thought you were a very smart and brave man, Winston. I think he may be right. I’ve known Louis Botha for many years. I can tell you he is entirely trustworthy. As much as any man can be who leads a nation in time of war. As for Lord Sterne . . . I think your evaluation of how money affects people is a good one to keep in mind.”

  Aylmer moved up beside them. “Am I missing a good joke?” he said.

  “Zeila seems to think Lord Sterne is a money-grubbing imperialist,” Winston said with a straight face.

  The captain stared at him and then his face edged into a smile. “There’s many a lord in Britain, Zeila, whose estates have dwindled over the centuries who would do almost anything to improve their status. Perhaps he has only the interests of the Crown at heart. But I’d listen to your instincts in dealing with him. He almost certainly hasn’t told us or Commander Botha or even the Prince of Wales his entire agenda.”

  She gave Aylmer a new look of respect. “Perhaps . . . you are not as stupid as you look,” she said with a wry smile.

  “Don’t be too hasty in your evaluation,” Winston said.

  Aylmer gave him a scowl, but he seemed glad at Zeila’s words.

  They began to move up a long, rising plateau. This was an arid, subtropical climate. Daytime temperatures could easily reach more than one hundred degrees, although the dryness of the heat made it easier to endure. Acacia trees and termite mounds dotted the red earth. Droughts were common and rainfall erratic in the region.

  Zeila grew more talkative. “You are both unfamiliar with this place, and there are some things to remember. You need to take in water at regular intervals to avoid dehydration. At night, check your bedroll before climbing into it. There are many poisonous snakes and spiders. Check your shoes in the morning too. If you need to relieve yourselves, don’t go far. The big cats hide in the brush and will take you if they think they can.”

  Winston nodded. “In India, there was a tiger . . . a man-killer. He stalked the soldiers and killed three men before he was found and shot. The local Indians said that particular cat had been responsible for killing forty people.”

  She nodded. “A big cat becomes more dangerous as he gets older and less able to catch antelope or other fast prey. Men are easy targets . . . slow and stupid.”

  Aylmer said, “You don’t think too much of men in general do you?”

  “Not too much,” she replied evenly.

  “Tell us about Mapungubwe,” said Winston to change the subject.

  “My people and members of many other tribes have mined the gold of South Africa for centuries,” she said. “They used it to trade with the Arabs and Portuguese along the east coast. Gold and diamonds have brought wealth to the white man in Africa, but only hard labor and death to my people. You’ve heard of the Rand?”

  Winston nodded, but Aylmer shook his head.

  “A dozen years ago,” Zeila said, “huge gold deposits were found on the Witwatersrand near Johannesburg. Last year, the mines produced eight million pounds Sterling or about one fifth of world production.”

  Aylmer whistled softly. “Someone once said that all wars happen for economic reasons. That amount of gold might be reason enough to explain why we are here.”

  She looked at him with a trace of approval. “That and the huge new diamond deposits discovered recently. Your country seems to feel she has a claim to any wealth anywhere in the world. Africa is a rich continent, captain. Fully one third of all the gold mined in human history has come out of South Africa. But we’ll always remain poor until we rid ourselves of the British and others who would steal from us.”

  Winston was a man of his times, and he believed in the positive aspects of British colonialism, but even he could understand the way Zeila felt. He tactfully expanded the discussion. “It might seem to a disinterested observer that the real reason Commander Botha is supporting this mission is to gain more gold to help pay for the war.”

  “I admit,” she said slowly, “that I considered it myself, but I don’t believe Louis has ever lied to me. The reason he chooses to work in partnership with Lord Sterne, even though we are at war, is because I think he really wishes to protect the finds at Mapungubwe. Lord Sterne has convinced him that together they can preserve the treasure.”

  “And you are here, representing Botha, to see that Lord Sterne does the right thing?” said Aylmer.

  Before she could answer, a small pebble came flying out of the sky and landed precisely in front of her horse. She looked up at the guard who was riding ahead of them. He’d dismounted and pulled his horse down to the ground, one hand over the animal’s muzzle. He motioned for them to come forward silently.

  They dismounted and tied their horses to a tree, then made their way up to the top of a ridge. The man said something to Zeila in Afrikaans. She put a finger to her lips, cautiously crawled up a few feet more and raised her head slightly. She stared at something for a long time, then lowered her head and silently backed down to them. In a whisper, she said, “Three men. They look like Boer soldiers, but my guess is they’re deserters. They have several prisoners . . . natives. I think they’re slave traders. We’ll have to go around, give them a wide berth.”

  Winston said, “If they’re slavers, they’re breaking the law. We should stop them.”

  “I don’t like it either, Winston, but that’s not our mission. If one of them were to get away and report on our whereabouts or if one of us is killed, all our plans would be jeopardized. The risk is too great.”

  Winston stared at her for a moment, then crawled up and peered at the scene below. The prisoners were two men and a woman. They appeared to be very young, at most fifteen or sixteen years of age. They were completely naked, had their hands tied and were being watched casually by one of the men who held a rifle. The other two men had begun to make camp, hobbling the horses and stringing a piece of cloth between several trees for protection from the sun. As Winston watched, one of the men went over and cut the bonds of one of their captives and ordered the man to begin gathering firewood. He pulled out a leather switch and occasionally lashed the man when he didn’t move quickly enough.

  Careful not to dislodge any loose stones, Winston backed down to the others. “It shouldn’t be too difficult,” he said. “We’ll wait until they settle down and are relaxed . . . less watchful. Zeila and Aylmer can cover the camp from here with their rifles. We’ll send our two guards around to the opposite side behind that gully. When everyone’s ready, I’ll slip down to that clump of thorn bushes near the camp, then move forward until they see me. When I raise my arm, that will be the signal for the rest of you to move forward and fire if they show any resistance.”

  “This is not a good idea, Winston,” Zeila said. “They’re dangerous men, these slavers, capable of anything.”

  “I’m not going to leave those poor buggers to be dragged off into slavery.” He fastened her eyes with his own. “Are you going to help or am I going to have to do it myself?”

  She sighed. “Commander Botha said you English might be difficult. All right, but I should be the one to go down there, unless you happen to speak Afrikaans.”

  They tied their horses a hundred yards away and waited until the men in the camp were sitting by the fire cooking something. The captives sat huddled together away from the fire. It was clear they would sleep on the cold ground with no protection. At that distance from the flames, they might not even make it through the night if a lion happened to pick up their scent.

  Zeila directed their two guards to the opposite side of the camp. Then Winston and Aylmer crouched behind the hill with rifles ready. Zeila took a circuitous route around the camp to the clump of thorn trees, from which vantage point she was less than twenty feet from the men. With a glance back at Churchill, she stood up and began to move forward.

  Winston had to admire the woman. She showed not an ounce of fear and moved catlike, rifle in hand, toward the men. Just as she came into view and was about to say something, one of the captives spotted her and cried out.

  Alerted, the men at the fire leaped to their feet and snatched their rifles. Clearly, they were ready for trouble. Winston suddenly realized that Zeila was totally exposed, less than a dozen feet from three men with guns who would think nothing of killing her instantly. He jumped up, Aylmer a step behind him and began to fire. Almost simultaneously, the guards on the other side of the camp also began to shoot.

  The slavers reacted with complete panic, spinning around at this confrontation from three sides at once. Bullets began to fly everywhere. One of the men pumped shots furiously and almost randomly. He hit one of the captives in the chest, killing him instantly. The other male captive jumped up and ran away into the bush, hands still tied. The woman froze and remained where she was.

  Zeila had fallen to the ground as soon as the firing started. From her prone position, she calmly shot and killed one of the slavers. A second man quickly fell to the fire of the guards on the opposite hill. Aylmer shot the last man with his pistol and suddenly all was quiet.

  Winston ran to Zeila, who was still lying on the ground, but she was unhurt and rose to her feet and went over to the remaining captive. She cut the woman’s bonds and then knelt, trying to comfort her in a dialect that sounded like pure babble to Winston. The poor thing was only a girl, very young and clearly terrified. She had no idea she’d been freed, only expecting herself to be shot momentarily.

  Winston left Zeila to her task and checked to make sure that no one else had been hurt by the blizzard of ineffective shots the slavers had loosed. Then he set the guards to burying the men as quickly as possible. Bodies could not be left out any time at all on the veldt or they’d attract all manner of scavengers.

  Aylmer joined Zeila beside the girl, who was beginning to comprehend that she wasn’t going to be killed. Her body was filthy, her feet nearly raw from walking on the rocks and hard earth. She was thin, though not emaciated, with small breasts and a decorative series of black dots tattooed from her shoulders to her elbows. Her hair was tightly bound in corn rows. The hair and tattoos suggested she’d once belonged to a secure family and tribe. She spoke haltingly to Zeila, who stroked her head and murmured reassuringly to her in the strange dialect.

  “My God,” Aylmer said flatly. “How can people do this to another human being?”

  “It wasn’t that long ago that millions of Africans were sent to be slaves in America,” said Zeila. “There’s nothing unusual about it at all. She says she was taken from her village two weeks ago. She didn’t know the other two captives who were picked up later. She’s sixteen years old.”

  Aylmer said, “Did they . . .”

  “No. One of the men wanted to take her but the others wouldn’t let him because she’s a virgin and worth a lot of money.”

  Winston came over. “I’ve left the guards to burial duty. I think we should make our own camp on the other side of the hill, far enough away that any animals attracted by the blood on the ground won’t be inclined to bother us. I saw a small spring there.” He looked down at the girl lying naked on the ground. “I’ve got an extra shirt in my bags I can give her, but maybe you should clean her up first.”

  Zeila nodded. “She won’t know what to do with your shirt. Her people wear virtually nothing as a matter of course. I’ll clean her up, though.” She stood and faced him. “You acted quickly and may have saved my life, Winston. Thank you. But I still don’t think this was a good thing. Four men have been killed, including one of the captives. The other has run off with his hands tied. We’ll never find him, and he’ll likely be eaten by something before the night is over. Do you still think it was worth the cost?”

  “Those men were slavers,” Winston said. “I have no problem killing the bloody bastards. I’m sorry for the two slaves, but they’re probably better off dead. And we saved the girl. I’d do it again. Such things should not be allowed to go on.”

  She just shook her head, took the girl by the arm and headed for their campsite.

  The night came on quickly. By the time camp was made, Zeila had taken the girl to the spring and bathed her. Then she used a piece of cloth to make her a sort of sarong to wear, more for the Victorian sense of modesty held by Winston and Aylmer than for the girl, who was nevertheless very pleased with the pretty cloth.
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