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			INTRODUCTION
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			In July 1880, two months after ascending to the throne of Afghanistan, the representative of the Governor-General of India, Sir Lepel Griffin delivered a letter by hand to Amir Abdul-Rahaman Khan.

			“Your Highness has requested that the views and intentions of the British Government about the position of the ruler at Kabul in relation to Foreign Powers should be placed on record for Your Highness’s information. The Viceroy and Governor-General in Council authorises me to declare to you that since the British Government admits no right of interference by Foreign Powers within Afghanistan, and since both Russia and Persia are pledged to abstain from all interference with the affairs of Afghanistan, it is plain that Your Highness can have no political relations with any Foreign Power except with the British government.”

			Then, after three years of struggle to take control of his foreign policy on his own, he received the following letter from the British Governor-General in India:

			The Viceroy and Governor-General of India to Ameer Abdur Rahaman Khan.

			Fort William, February 22, 1883

			Many vague rumours are doubtless afloat, but they are for the most part, without foundation, and need cause your Highness no uneasiness, more especially as, under the engagements of 1880, which are embodied in the Memorandum presented to your Highness by Sir Lepel Griffin in that year, your Highness is in possession of the assurance of the British Government that, if any foreign Power should lead to unprovoked aggression on the dominions of your Highness, in that event the British Government would be prepared to aid you - to such an extent and in such manner as may appear to the British government necessary - in repelling it, provided that your Highness follows unreservedly the advice of the British Government regarding your external relations.

			Under these circumstances, your Highness need be under no apprehension but may rest in secure reliance that the British Government has both the will and the power to make good all its engagements with your Highness.

			I beg to express the high consideration I entertain for your Highness and to subscribe myself your Highness’ sincere friend.

			George Frederick Samuel Robinson, 1st Marquess of Ripon

			Governor General of India.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			CHAPTER ONE
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			Four years into his reign, the British-backed Afghan ruler, Amir Abdul-Rahman Khan, triumphantly claimed his success. The stability of his dominion with boundaries delineated by two empires, Great Britain and Czarist Russia had been brought under his control and he could assure Great Britain that there need be no fear of disturbance or insurgency spilling over into neighboring British Colonial India and that, under his rule, security and stability would be restored to Afghanistan. 

			The aging Queen Victoria graciously thanked the Amir for his successes and accomplishments: “His Highness, the Amir has answered our prayers for controlling his nation and ensuring stability to our mission in India,” the Queen announced from Windsor Castle. “He is a forceful, intelligent leader, capable of welding his divided people into a state.”  In a final addition to her paeon of praise, she concluded: “He pursued success as a Knight of the Holy Grail.” 

			The British Viceroy and Governor-General of India also marked the Amir’s accomplishments as a successful milestone. In his letter, the Viceroy thanked him: “Your Highness! You have sailed through the world like a white yacht jubilant with flags. Britain is grateful to you, and I have proposed to the Queen an increase in the subsidy for your government.”

			Indeed, people called him the Iron Amir. By breaking down the power of warring tribes, he had established an absolute autocratic military force and did all he could to establish normalcy in his realm. The Amir’s goal was to maintain a firm grip on his state. His management style was severe and his punishments cruel. At the slightest suspicion of disloyalty, he brutally executed or exiled, men whose political influence he deemed a challenge.  Disturbances in all corners of Afghanistan were put down without compunction and the unwarranted ascendancy of local chieftains was stopped. Amir Abdul Rahman rid the land of violent crime through fear of torture and death.

			Despite this, the Amir was not able to hold power like his grandfather Amir Dost Mohammad Khan, or any of his Barakzai cousins and siblings. He was faced with an almost-destitute treasury, a tough and unsettled populace, a curmudgeonly government, widespread starvation, and contradictory rulings by chieftains in every village and city in the country.

			On an April day in Kabul, The Amir convened his darbar in his newly built palace and citadel, Arg. Inside this magnificent hall of politics, the Delkosha, he sat twice daily to grant an audience, receive complaints, petitions, personal grievances and to announce births and deaths, or to dole out punishments.

			Following Aristotle’s saying that the roots of education are bitter but the fruit is sweet, the Amir made it a point of inviting his two sons, Crown Prince Habibullah, aged twenty-one, and nineteen-year-old Prince Nasrullah, to listen and to gain enlightenment from the daily proceedings. The Royal court of justice was their only education; they watched and learned from the interaction of the viziers, muftis of the law, and visiting plenipotentiaries from every tribe and province in the dominion. It was here that criminals were tried; citizens presented their complaints to be heard, and where benisons were rewarded. The Amir, his viziers, and other courtiers listened to the charges, obsecrations, and pleas for mercy. The final decree lay with the Amir, who specified damages to be paid to a plaintiff, to be obtained from an appellant; and handed down judgment and punishment he deemed appropriate.

			In the Delkusha, where he received the title of Zia-ul-Millat-Wa-Ud Din, Light of the Nation and Religion, the Amir ascended the raised dais and glanced down upon his subjects before seating himself on his throne. Amir Abdul-Rahman was medium-height, stout, and broad-bodied and not much to look at as he sat facing the audience. After a cordial Salaam and an exchange of greetings with the courtiers, the Mullah of the royal court opened the darbar with a melodic recital: “Bismillah ir-Rahaman ir Rahim, in the name of God, most Gracious, most Compassionate, and then quoted a few short verses from the Qur’an.

			“Malika Weektorya sent me a letter from Englistan,” his deep thunderous voice echoed throughout the hall. He stroked his full beard crossed his short legs and rested them on an embroidered pillow. “She thanked me because I surely merited the title and have broken the power of rebellious chieftains and fanatical mullahs.” 

			The courtiers’ silence was as fear in a wilderness and their sharp eyes focused as lynxes’, but their love for the despotic ruler was like an epidemic, the more they feared him, the more they loved him.

			The Amir made it clear to his subjects that the increase of the British subsidy would have no significance in boosting the morale and prosperity of his countrymen but, by far, the greatest desire from the day he was enthroned was to free Afghanistan from British rule.
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			The Amir, fuming with frustration, slapped his open palm on the armrest of the winged chair. 

			 “Pa Khodai-Kay!, By God!” he screamed, pumping a fist defiantly into the air.  He shifted his right foot off the embroidered pillow and flinched.   The page boy in attendance quietly stepped forward and repositioned the pillow.   “I will secure full control of Afghan foreign policy for the sake of the country.  I’ve made it clear to Englistan that they must have confidence in me and my leadership. I am fully capable of taking control of my own nation’s foreign policy.  Yes, I can!   I’ve proved it to the blind Englees-Ha but it always falls on deaf ears, and they look the other way. This is our Afghanistan, I don’t need to answer to a foreign power!  Enough of enslavement and dependency!” 

			There was an enthusiastic murmur of assent, like the united call of Ameen in the mosque.

			The unique position of Afghanistan, as the buffer state between the two superpowers, the English lion and the Russian grizzly, was of vital importance, and the Amir’s skillful diplomacy between the contenders for regional domination had been remarkable.  In the eyes of the British aristocratic class, Amir Abdul Rahman had proved to be the savior of India, which was Queen Victoria’s Crown Jewel, the backbone of British superiority on the world stage.

			One of the courtiers stood up hesitantly and requested permission to speak to the Amir.

			“Permission granted,” the Amir replied, unexpectedly.  

			“Your Highness, we may have no option but to start a third war with Englistan, as did your respected grandfather, Amir Dost Mohammad Khan,” he bowed his head in deference to the memory of the great man, “when he too was challenged in his mission.”

			“Sit down, you imbecile!” Amir Abdul Rahman exploded, “War is not the solution!” he spluttered. “No one gives me advice! If I wanted it, I would ask.” His fearsome and merciless eyes bulged like poached eggs. The demoralized courtier sat down on the Toshak.  An eddy of fear swirled around him like a rabbit pounced upon by a lion.

			Next to him, another courtier muttered, “You are truly a fool! Have you no fear of death or torture, or hanging in a public square?  Keep a low profile before your bones rot in a cage!  Do you…” he stopped, not wanting to offend him further.

			“How much more Afghan blood must be spilled?” the Amir roared, gesticulating wildly. “What option do we have but to collect subsidies from the Satan Englees, to feed the hungry people, and avoid the sort of bloodbath we have seen for decades?  I know the Iblees Englees-Ha are untrustworthy but we have to accept their demands or lose the county.  Padar-Lanat-Ha, may their fathers be cursed!  They put a boundary-line dividing my people in two.  They think they can divide the country however they like and apply their policy of divide and rule.    By cutting them out of my dominion they will neither be of any use to you nor me.  We will always be engaged in fighting or other troubles with them, and they will always go on plundering.  But as long as this government remains strong and our land is at peace, we will keep control.”  He parted his thick lips and went on to say, “Let me give you an example of how to deal in the politics of this nation,” the Amir said in a quieter moment when his passion had faded.  He clicked his fingers at his Chamberlain and ordered tea. “When I was still in exile and my followers and I were fugitives in the hills in Northern Afghanistan, we arrived one afternoon at a village in the Kakar territory, where my followers set out their food and prepared to eat.   I looked around for a young, fat sheep for myself, I found a nice one and paid twenty Kabuli rupees for it and the owner agreed with the price.”  He took a sip of tea from his goblet handed to him by his chamberlain and went on, “we were just about to slaughter the animal when the owner changed his mind and wanted it back.   I shrugged and told him to take it back, but again he changed his mind.   We instantly slaughtered the animal.  Next thing, he threw my money at me, demanding that I should resurrect the creature.  ‘I don’t have that kind of power,’ I said, but if you want the dead sheep, you can have it and the money back.  He refused once more, insisting that I should miraculously resurrect his sheep.”  His courtiers laughed.

			“What did you do?”  they asked.

			“I called a Mullah who was unaware of the ongoing dispute between us and I told him that the owner of the sheep had been cursing his name and the name of his wife. 

			 ‘Curse me, if you like,” I said as the Mullah turned to face the man, “but do not insult this man’s wife. He is a holy man and a prophet!”  ‘The Mullah exploded with rage and called the man a pig for insulting his wife. The man cursed him back and a heated argument ensued. Meanwhile, I took the sheep and the money and walked away, leaving them to settle their differences.” The courtiers slapped their thighs and laughed uproariously at this ingenious trickery. “I became aware,” the Amir continued, “that half the spectators sided with the owner of the sheep and the other half with the Mullah and they mediated between them.  You can see,” he added, “how the man who brilliantly applies the strategy, walks away with everything. This is how we must deal with the Eenglesh-ha.” He finished his tea and set the goblet down on the table.  “Well, my fellow Afghans, knowing that I am the man, you have my word that I am well fitted to match the opposing Afghan factions against each other, and, a far greater task, to strike down the ambitions of the Lion, and the Bear! Under my leadership, we will not only receive the sheep, the throne of Afghanistan, but also hefty subsidies from the British government.”

			The Amir had not broken free from Britain’s bondage, but for the past fifteen years had fought against extreme odds both inside and outside the country. Often, the critical decisions by which he firmly shaped his nation affected both himself and his family. His people were divided by loyalties to a variety of princes and local warlords, and Afghan courts were poisoned with intrigues and conspiracies.  By exercising good and bad policies, Amir Abdul Rahman had played an effective role in bringing his country under the rule of his administration, successfully severing unscrupulous and sacrilegious hands from every cluster in his dominion.  He was described as genial, strong, clever, and well-informed in all subjects of general interest.  He was also eloquent, resolute, logical, humorous, demanding, and possessed no small capacity for cunning and intrigue.   Despite living to further his interests, he strove tirelessly to unify his divided people into a solid nation.  Conversely, some described him as a tyrant who wielded his power through cruelty and terror - a despotic ruler who used oppression and threats to run the country. As the British described him, “He is a hard and cruel ruler, but he rules a hard and cruel people.”

			The British and the Amir did not share the same view regarding control of Afghanistan. Britain’s hefty subsidy, provision of new arms and ammunition for the Afghan army, and, above all, full and immediate British support in the event of foreign aggression, determined that Britain still held the solution for security in the country.

			In Windsor Palace, the Governor-General of India clarified the position to the Queen, “Your Majesty,” he said, “Afghanistan is not ready to take control of its foreign policy.  If a Russian invasion took place, the Afghans could not defend the country militarily and politically.  In our absence, undoubtedly, Czarist Russia would interfere to destabilize the economy and the war machine that India provides us with.  Afghanistan is in the forefront of guarding our mighty resources, we cannot afford to lose that.”

			“I’m tired of Amir’s persistence in constantly asking Britain to grant him control of Afghanistan’s foreign policy.” The Queen spoke coolly but could not hide her misgivings.

			“Your Majesty,” The Governor-General drew his hands close to his chest, “As I understand Abdul Rahman, he’s a man of great strength and he will never abandon something once his mind is set on it. It’s hard to trust an Afghan, your Majesty, the Czar could buy him with a few pounds more than what we pay him. Britain cannot take this chance to leave the fate of our colonial India in the hands of Amir Abdul Rahman without Britain’s ultimate control. The Amir is walking a fine line,” he continued, “he cannot bear the criticism of his subjects if he remains in the service and mercy of Britain.  Your Majesty must see that his dignity and stature are on the line and he’ll fade precipitously if he doesn’t secure independence for his nation. He knows he could lose support amongst his people if he continues to play a subordinate role to Britain, but at the same time, he loves the handsome British subsidies.”   The Queen, who was listening carefully to the Governor-General’s words, nodded.

			“I am certain he ponders hard to find a solution,” he said. “Abdul Rahman is a man who has had an adventurous career.  Despite his present illness, he is a strong and purposeful leader who tries hard to find a resolution for his desires.  Indeed, self-confidence surrounds him like an allure.  I fear, your Majesty, that he is likely to put forth a plan to attempt to free his nation from the grip of a foreign power.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			The Amir groaned as Doctor Hamilton examined him.   Dr. Lillias Hamilton, sensing the distress and turmoil that exacerbated his pain, asked bluntly, “Your Highness, have you changed your eating habits, as I suggested?”

			“This is nothing to do with food!” 

			“In which case, I think the restlessness and fatigue you are experiencing, Amir, is not entirely related to your gout,” she replied, regarding him quizzically.   With the interpreter’s help she probed further, “Your Highness, I can see that your condition has worsened. Perhaps you are worrying?” After a brief pause, she added, “It is my job to help.”

			Dr. Lillias Hamilton had lived in Scotland, trained as a doctor in London and qualified in 1890. Most women doctors faced huge challenges in establishing practices in a male-dominated field and many were forced to leave England to work overseas. Lillias left England, and practiced in Calcutta before being offered the position of personal physician to the Amir in Afghanistan.

			“I don’t know why.  I’m also sleepless and weak,” he said, becoming almost child-like as he often did under her control.

			“Is there something bothering you?”

			“Yes, doctor. Malika Weektorya cannot understand that the policies they have instituted are causing me difficulties with my people.”

			“Please explain why.”

			“She doesn’t believe I can handle Afghanistan’s foreign policy and my people are angry with the demarcation.”

			A few days before, the British Mission under Sir Mortimer Durand, who had demarcated the new boundary line between India and Afghanistan, had left Kabul after the Amir reluctantly agreed to the delineation of eastern and southern boundaries of his dominion. 

			The fair-skinned doctor stopped the wheelchair and briefly touched the two ornately designed hair clips pinned to the hair piled high on the crown of her head.

			“Your Highness, if this problem is making you ill, a solution needs to be found,” she said earnestly.

			“Daktar-e-Aziz!, dear Doctor, my thoughts keep me awake at night, but do not disturb yourself, I will find a solution,”  he assured her. Lillias gripped the handles of the heavy wheelchair and pushed it forward.  The rhythmic rolling of the wheelchair against the gravel combined with sounds of the chirping birds and gushing water fountains created a continual musical symphony.  Fresh clear air blew across the city like the flowing glacier waters of the Hindu-Kush, and the turquoise blue of the sky brought to mind a vast field of dense young violets.  On the west of the city, the sixth-century stone walls zigzagged like a giant auger, while, from a distance, the mountain tops whitened with snow resembled crests of ocean waves.

			Dr. Hamilton stopped the wheelchair near a garden bench. “Your Highness,” she faced the Amir calmly. “Do you mind if I ask you more about your anxieties?”

			“Please, Daktar Laila, be my guest.”

			“Is there any other option open to you,” she asked, meeting his eyes firmly, “it seems you have tried everything in your power to convince Queen Victoria to accept your plea, but could there be another way?” 

			“Daktar Laila Jan! I have exhausted all options. I told Englistan, I would be loath to accept any conditions that might blacken me in their eyes, or make me appear ungrateful to them. I would endeavor to be the friend of both Zaar Neekolos and Malika Weektorya.  But especially of Malika Weektorya, who I hope would secure for me the same measure of independence that Englistan granted to Iran.   The people of Afghanistan also need to be appeased.”

			“Your Highness, do you feel you should travel and see the Queen in person?” she asked, “I could accompany you, if you prefer.”

			“Daktar Laila Jan! I’m grateful for your kind offer,” the Amir smiled pleasantly, displaying the loss of several teeth. “But I do not think I would cope with the long journey to Landan.” He stroked his bushy gray beard with an air of calm dignity.

			Lillias nodded, knowing that gout caused him severe pain and there was little she could offer to help the frail ruler. Although she had only been in his service for a few months, she considered herself almost a member of Amir’s family and recognized his need for physical and emotional support after the years of war and intense work.

			“As forthright as the doctor was inclined to be, compassion was reflected in her blue eyes as she looked at him, “I’ll do my best to care for you,” she said, “and I have decided to extend my stay in Kabul indefinitely so that I can be at Your Highness’s service.”

			The Amir’s brown eyes lit up, and his thick lips relaxed into a vivid smile; for a moment he looked young again.

			 “Daktar Laila Jan! I’m increasing your pay. I am truly grateful to you for you staying on.”

			“I’m happy to be of need, Your Highness.”
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			August 1894 - Afghan calendar month: Asad 1273

			Kabul, Afghanistan

			The Durand-Line agreement sprawled over the entire six-foot-long mahogany desk in Arg Palace. It was enhanced, revised, and signed by the Amir and Sir. Mortimer Durand.

			“They finally twisted the arm of Padar Jan, father, with this agreement,” Nasrullah said with an expression of disgust, “Land grabbing is what the Shaitan Englees, Satan English, does - the biggest land-grabber in the entire world!  They are here, they are there, they are colonizing everywhere - every country in the world - nothing is enough for these greedy warmongers!” He paced angrily as spoke, “Forcing them at gunpoint - bringing them under the subjection of Britain against the will of the people!  They colonize the weak and the vulnerable, loot their resources, and use them as slaves. Can you believe this?” he gestured bitterly towards the agreement set on the table. “They just gobbled up a huge territory on our frontier.”

			One courtier humbly nodded in agreement, “our territory once extended back to Attock, he said, “but not anymore. They may claim Kabul and Qandahar and Herat if they’re not stopped.”

			“Undoubtedly!” Nasrullah said bitterly. “Habibullah,” He turned to his brother who, until then had remained silent, “do you agree that the Englees-Ha have an agenda to control Afghanistan entirely?”  

			“My dear brother, let me say this, if we don’t have the backing of the Englees-Ha then Russians will rule us. We are better off with the Engless-Ha than the grizzlies up north. Please understand!  We need subsidies to survive. If the Russians can’t even feed their starving population, how could they give us such hefty subsidies as the Englees-Ha are giving us?”

			Princes Habibullah, Nasrullah, and two royal courtiers waited for the Amir to join them to mark the milestone of the inequitable Durand Line agreement. The Durand Line extended approximately one-thousand-five-hundred miles, starting from the Pamir Mountain range in Northern Afghanistan to the Arabian Sea. The border-line had proved unpopular amongst the tribal factions who found their territories suddenly severed by it, and themselves unexpectedly subject to British rule.  Afghans had hoped for an extension of their border to the ocean, but the Kochis, nomadic tribes, now found themselves under British control, and their migration routes possibly blocked.   Once Queen Victoria granted the Amir free rein over the territories within Afghanistan, inside the Durand Line, he contrived to push his advantage.  The British promise of non-interference became an invitation to seize Kafiristan, the land of infidels, and convert the population of two-hundred-thousand en mass, to Islam.

			“Why is the name Dooraand, given to this agreement?  Why not choor-wa-chapawol, loot and plunder?” Nasrullah demanded loudly.

			Prince Habibullah’s anxiety heightened noticeably and he rubbed the back of his neck. “You need to be more reticent, Padar Jan, our father is due here at any moment. You know he won’t tolerate your demeaning of the Englees-Ha.  Your rhetoric could cost you hugely. Be careful!”

			“We need to tell the facts, Habibullah!”

			“Go ahead and show him your valor if you consider yourself a tiger, but don’t be disappointed . . .” Habibullah stopped as the Amir rolled his wheelchair across the threshold.

			“The good news is Malika Weektorya finally granted me absolute autonomy without any British interference in our domestic affairs!” he roared cheerfully as he approached his sons. His wheelchair was still being pushed across the colossal darbar hall. 

			‘But only over this side of the Line,” Prince Nasrullah muttered under his breath. Habibullah shot him a warning glance.

			“However, there is disturbing news from India!” the Amir said and his countenance fell. He suddenly appeared subdued and anxious and he leaned towards his sons as he gave them the news.

			 “A journalist named Radyaad Kilpin published a report that a few years ago two Englees, English men, crossed into our territory of Kafiristan - one of them declared himself King there!”  Nasrullah shot a triumphant glance at his brother, which went unnoticed by the Amir.

			 “I sent a wireless to the Naib-Ul-Hokoma-e-Englistaan dar Kalkataa, British Governor-General in Calcutta, Aghai Booroos, Mr. Bruce.  He told me he’s unaware of this story and cannot confirm.”  The Amir snatched the telegram from the pageboy and waved it in the air, “Read it for yourselves, I don’t believe a renowned journalist like Radyaard Kilpin would ever publish an untrue story like this!” He handed it to Nasrullah.

			“Maybe Kilpin can be contacted in Lahore?” Nasrullah suggested, trying his best to remain respectful.

			“So?” Prince Habibullah said, “even if it’s true, what stops them from declaring themselves Kings of Kafiristan?” he stuttered slightly over the words, raised both hands, and dropped them as though baffled.

			“I will not allow any obtuse and worthless man to declare himself a king—not anywhere in my dominion!” the Amir declared adamantly.  “My decision cannot be overruled by anyone.  I am the absolute Amir!   I will declare a holy war to introduce the unbelievers into purity and cleanse their souls of sin.  They will be enlightened once the pure religion of Islam shines on their souls.”   

			A courtier bowed in deference, “May Allah reward you for your good intentions” 

			“Alahazrata, Your Majesty! You’re the true light of the nation and religion,” the other proclaimed.

			“Padar, Father!” Habibullah exclaimed, “Why resort to conquest and bloodshed when these phony kings can easily be removed?” he twisted his hands uneasily and his slight stutter became more pronounced, “Let’s make the right . . .”

			“The entire population of the land abides by the pure religion of Islam, so should those kafirs, infidels,” Nasrullah interjected.

			“Son!” Amir exclaimed, “even if these so-called kings are removed, the entire Kafiristan will remain vulnerable to rule by an outsider at any time. We must change them to Islam before it is too late!”

			“Padar Jan, dear father!” Habibullah interjected, “This is for you too, Nasrullah!” He scrambled his words as he attempted to make his point, “We h-h-have Hindus living all over the country and m-m-more than seventy thousand Jewish families in northern and western Afghanistan—should they all convert?  When Iran tried to force Jews to convert, they migrated to other counties—some even to Afghanistan. Do you want the entire Kafiristan to go into exile?”  He paused but continued when there was no response, “The people of Kafiristan are descendants of a Macedonian colony that were brought in and settled there by Iskandar-e-Kabir, Alexander the Great.  Why force them to convert when they’re at peace with themselves and the adjoining tribes?” 

			“They worship idols, you’re utterly ill-informed!” Nasrullah locked his gaze with Habibullah’s.

			Unlike the Amir and Nasrullah, the liberal-minded Habibullah was far ahead of his time. He understood that every religion had value and none taught evil, but his plea to dissuade his father from the onslaught against the innocent people of Kafiristan was a futile effort.  The Amir deployed thousands of his well-armed soldiers and enforced his full authority like a riptide. The curtain fell with complete darkness.  Later, rumors of the invasion spread throughout the city squares, mosques, and bazaars.  There was talk of horrible repressions, of young Kafir boys forcibly sent to Kabul to learn the religion of Islam and being indoctrinated with the false notion that they had emanated from the wandering tribe of Quraish. Finally, the evolution of the region was marked by a distinction in the name: from Kafiristan, Land of Unbelievers, to Nuristan, Land of the Enlightened.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			It had been five months since Lillias Hamilton’s stay in Kabul was extended.  

			She checked her appearance in the mirror, running her fingertips over her high cheekbones and smoothing her chestnut hair.  She glanced briefly at the clock on her mantelpiece. It was eight o’clock—later than she realized.  She hurried down to the carriage and briefly acknowledged the driver.

			 “Bostan-Sarai please.” 

			Dr. Hamilton was pale and tired from restless nights spent attending to the Amir. Her commitment to giving full care to her ailing patient was her only responsibility and she was in constant attendance, performing medical measurements and diagnoses, as well as nutritional monitoring.  Above all, she was closely watching the crystals of sodium urate that formed inside and around his joints, which was the cause of so much suffering. 

			“Salaam Your Highness! Please forgive me for my tardiness.”

			“Salaam Doctor Laila Jan! Glad you arrived. May Allah grant you long life and good health.”  He looked up at her from his wheelchair, “You are truly a life-saver and I have no worries when you’re here in Kabul.” 

			“You will always have my full attention, Your Highness.”  Lillias administered some medicine to the Amir to reduce his uric acid and tucked a shawl around his severely gout-diseased feet.  “Your Highness, you seem beset by pain.” 

			“I have my days, Daktar Laila Jan.” 

			She could see that the discomfort was almost unbearable; the Amir’s face was white and drawn, and he flinched constantly under the relentless torment; shafts of pain knifed through his legs from his throbbing ankles and feet.  His fingers made small jittery movements when the Doctor exerted any pressure on his ankle and, as she concluded her examination, he weakly attempted to reach his feet over his stout stomach.  He nodded to his page boy who promptly stepped forward and massaged them gently.  

			With the help of the attending nurse, Dr. Hamilton took him for frequent long strolls in the gardens of Arg Palace.  Today, Lillias slowly pushed the Amir, seated in his immaculately upholstered wheelchair, through the smooth dirt-packed paths fenced with ornate iron railings, toward the spacious and superbly manicured gardens, handsomely landscaped to an eighteen-century design.  The gardens were green and lush filled with ruby-colored cherry trees; beds of yellow crocuses stood erect like trumpets, flame-like tulips, and crown-imperial lilies bunched together in a frill of green like faded cauliflowers.  As the Amir breathed in the perfumed air, his anxiety decreased.  A flowing stream filled the marbled fountain pool where ducks, swans, and other waterfowl, paddled and swam.   The melodic sounds of chirping birds rang in the air like dropping coins.  This touch of paradise rested like a bed of glittering jewels in the heart of Kabul surrounded by gentle hills and towering mountain ranges.  Further away were the Northern Hindu-Kush meadows and eastern grassy plains spread out like immense green towels.  

			Doctor Hamilton and the Amir usually communicated through the Indian-born interpreter, Raj, whose constant mask-like smile, reminiscent of a circus clown, made him appear as though the corners of his mouth are strung up on invisible wires. Occasionally, the Amir would snap irritably at him when his interpretation from Dari became slap-dash.

			There were occasions when the Amir wanted to discuss something confidential with Doctor Hamilton, which he would prefer the interpreter should not know, but his skills were needed to translate.

			“Tarjuman! Interpreter!” he would say.

			“Accha Sahab? Yes, Master?”

			“What we discuss here, or anywhere, remains here. No shaitanee, blabber mouthing, or else the punishment will be severe . . . your organs make perfect maza for the stray dogs!” 

			“Achha Amir Sahab, certainly, Amir, Master!” He would join his palms together and bow, but his smile never faded.  

			Amir Abdul Rahman moved his body into a slightly more comfortable position and gestured to Lillias. 

			“Please, Daktar, bring the wheelchair close to that rose bush,” he said.  He reached over and plucked a flame-red rose and handed it to her, “Barai Daktar Ma! For my Doctor!”

			“Tashakur, Your Highness, she held her blue and white striped dress with one hand and dipped into a genteel curtsy. The Amir smiled briefly tilting his gray Karakul Astrakhan hat.  

			“Daktar Laila Jan. I wish my wives and concubines had your manners,” he said.

			As Raj interpreted she smiled down at the Amir.

			“Your Highness, I’m honored!  If I may be of service to the ladies of the Harem-Sarai, I would be happy to share with them anything they want to hear and introduce them to some of my English customs.  Some have expressed curiosity at my skin color, my upbringing, and the differences in our cultures.  We could learn from one another.”  Lillias pushed the wheelchair through the pavilion to where a wide variety of flowering stocks, sweet peas, and more gaily-colored roses grew. The air was heavy with their perfume.

			“Daktar Laila! How is your novel writing? I forgot the title.”

			“A Vizier’s Daughter, Your Highness.”

			“What is it about?”

			“It’s a Tale of the Hazara War, Your Highness.”

			“Daktar Laila,” the Amir said with a guarded look, “do you know why I’d to let Doctor Gray go?” He narrowed his eyes and met her gaze sternly.

			“No Your Highness.”

			“Have you read his books, At The Court Of The Amir, and My Residence At The Court?”

			“I’m looking forward to reading them, Your Highness!” Lillias said, then seeing his expression, her hand flew to her mouth, “Did he write something that offended you, Your Highness?”

			“Yes, Daktar Laila Jan, he referred to my illness, diagnoses, and symptoms. He publicly revealed my medical status . . . That’s exactly why he had to go.”

			“Your Highness, I would never reveal your health status in my book and you have my word that I will keep your private matters confidential.”

			“But Daktar Laila Jan, you well know that I ordered the conquest of those revolting Hazaras in Bamyan, I hope there’s nothing said to boost their filthy egos and make them more rebellious because I would have to shed more Hazara blood.”

			“Your Highness, this is simply a story of a Vizier’s daughter. I think you would probably be interested in reading it.” 

			“Of course, Daktar Laila Jan, I’ll be the first to receive a copy.”

			“Ba har-doo cheshem! With both eyes!” She raised both hands to her eyes in a cordial Afghan saying and gesture she had learned. 

			Indeed, the Amir’s life was dependent upon their relationship, Lillias was able to sense his problems both clinically and emotionally as their friendship grew, they were like two clocks keeping time.

			“Too mara az marg nejat dadee, you’ve saved me from death, Daktar Laila!” the Amir wheezed. “I will always be grateful to you.  I hope you’re happy with your stay in Kabul, for I want you here.”

			With the few words she knew in Dari, she replied smilingly, “Tashakur Amir, Sahib!  Ma hemesha ba khedmat shoma mebasham! I’ll always be at your service. 
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			During those months when the Amir’s life was in serious jeopardy, the palace Hakim, Jon Mohammad, who had jealously served the Amir for many years, fearing Amir’s imminent death and mindful of his future, blamed Dr. Hamilton for the patient’s turn for the worst.  

			Dr. Lillias Hamilton was constantly aware at that time that her life was in danger thanks to the well-planned intrigues of the Hakim.   If the Amir had died, or if she lost his protection under his waning health and mental instability, the result could quite possibly be imprisonment or execution on the charge of having poisoned the Afghan ruler.  

			 The duplicitous Hakim clad in white robes and a tightly-swathed white turban was suspicious even of the distorted candlelight that cast shadows across his wrinkled face. 

			“The fancy candle you brought for Amir Sahib from Englistan.” The Hakim pointed with his sinewy fingers at the candlestick set in a beveled holder on the mantelpiece. “Some candles from Englistan smell strange,” he said, his jaundiced eyes challenged the Doctor as she moved around the room and when he spoke, his voice held a hint of mockery.  His hands dangled loosely at his sides as he watched her every move.   “I hear they are made with a combination of arsenic and other secret ingredients,” he continued, not bothering to hide the stinging accusation behind his words.  “Supposedly, such candles are poisoned.  They can cause terrible ailments, insanity, and death. Untraceable too.”  There was a sardonic gleam in his eyes. “I need your assurance that there is no harm to Amir Sahib or any member of his family.” 

			As Dr. Hamilton turned to face him down, Hakim Mohammed averted his eyes from her angry gaze.

			“Hakim Sahib! It would never cross my mind to harm Amir Sahib, I’m an ethical and loyal doctor and I am here to ensure the wellbeing of Amir Sahib at all times,” she replied firmly.  “If those candles contained arsenic, I would be endangered as well!  It is preposterous that you would suggest such a thing!” 

			“I was told Englees-Ha are masters in killing covertly.” 

			“Well, that certainly does not apply to me!” she returned sharply, hands on hips, “and I do not appreciate your judgment of me!”  She felt her heart pounding against the stifling cage of her tightly laced corset.

			“Your lips are dripping with lies, Bibi Jan, dear Lady, so-called Daktar.”  The Hakim pounded the checkered marble floor with his cane as he spoke, causing his long straggly beard to quiver. “I hate to even call you a Daktar, because a woman like you, in fact, any woman, is incapable of practicing my profession.”

			“Your profession?” Dr. Hamilton replied phlegmatically. “Is it your superstitious profession that causes you to give quince seeds to the ladies of the Harem-Sarai to quell their temperament?” she demanded, blinking rapidly as she fought to bring her own emotions under control. “Prescribing one quince seed per day for forty days and telling them not to go in a rage, else it will not work?”  She shook her head vigorously, “And then, at the end of the forty-days, when, of course, it fails; you accuse them of having lost their temper during that period!  What are your facts, Sir, what is your source?” Pinching her lips together into a thin line, she folded her arms and met his eyes, willing him to back down.  “Apart from your bizarre quince remedy, the hemorrhoidal balm you asked me to give you to share with others who suffered the complication, you claimed was your invention!  Are you not ashamed to make that assertion?” Lillias was fuming but in full control of the situation.  “If I tell the Amir about this, who is he going to believe?” she demanded, “you or me?”

			He was no longer able to look the doctor in the eye. “Amir Sahib has known me for many years,” the Hakim muttered, “I’ve gained his full trust.”  He mumbled irritably under his breath and walked away. “We Afghans know every Angrez, English, who comes here, sucking every drop of our blood and now killing our beloved Amir.” The shuffling of his curly pointed shoes combined with the tap-tap of his cane echoed sharply as he walked away and then faded in the distance.  

			Despite Habibullah, the Amir’s son, personally reassuring her and pledging his protection to the Doctor, Lillias Hamilton kept a fast horse ready near the palace’s entrance to flee in the event of the Amir’s death. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR
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			June 1894 -- Afghan calendar month: Jawza 1273 

			Kabul, Afghanistan

			Shortly after agreeing to stay on indefinitely in Kabul, Doctor Hamilton received a telegram from her twin sister, Roma Hamilton to say that she was coming to pay her a visit.  Lillias’s excitement bubbled over into joyful song so that the guard outside her house looked in to check whether all was well. “Khoob astee Daktar Sahib?”

			“Everything is fine, Tashakur!” she responded in her broken Dari, “My sister will soon be visiting me.” 

			She read the telegram multiple times, but the initial pleasure was gradually replaced by a nagging fear.  How would Roma cross the Khyber Pass and travel to Kabul on her own?   For her sister to visit an extremely isolated country like Afghanistan would be like flying through a smokescreen of impossibilities.  Roads were rough and often impassable, there were no trains, and very little adequate security to protect her from robbers.  Lillias Hamilton remembered crossing freezing mountain passes and wide-open deserts with an unknown guide—it was like being ushered along by a stray shepherd dog!  Suddenly she was petrified at the idea of her sister making such a perilous journey. 

			There was one person she could ask for advice.  Lillias sent a boy ahead with her visiting card and an hour later called for the carriage. 

			 “Deh-Afghan,” she ordered.

			The driver clicked his tongue and cracked the whip and the two horses trotted forward.  The wheels rumbled over the Arg’s gravel road sounding like a crockery shop in an earthquake.  The faded, black carriage carrying Doctor Hamilton was escorted by multiple mounted armed guards.  They all wore colorless top coats and knee-high leather boots.  On their heads, they sported shaggy circular caps of goat hair.  The men were as filthy as birds of paradise that had spent all night in the mud and rain, while the lack-luster coats of their feisty horses, ungroomed since the day they were born, were mud-splashed and matted.

			As the escorted carriage made its way through the crowded streets, Lillias closed the casement window to stop the solicitation of beggars.  In places, Kabul smelt like an open drain: the streets reverberated with noise and clamor; horse-drawn carts, the wailing of babies, the cries of vendors, the braying of donkeys, and the clip-clop of horses’ hoofs—everything combined to form a maddening cacophony.  There were tea shops, tanners, dyers, salt grinders, pot makers, and slaughter shops.  Open braziers on the street corners grilled kebabs over the glowing coals.  In the milling crowd, pickpockets, thieves, and hawkers rubbed shoulders with businessmen. 

			The carriage stopped at the foothill of the Asema-Ye-Mountain, close to Martin’s house. Dr. Hamilton alighted from the carriage, carefully lifting her skirts as she by-passed a stinking pit.  She lifted the heavy cast-iron knocker and let it fall against the wooden door.  A servant opened it, bowed briefly to acknowledge her presence, and showed Lillias into the courtyard.

			“My dear Dr. Hamilton, please come in, this is a pleasant surprise!”  

			Chief Engineer, Frank Martin, ran the Amir’s arsenal and coinage factories in Kabul. Frank was in his late thirties, tall, well-groomed, and clean-shaven.  Lillias smiled to see he was wearing a gray Perahan-Tunban with an embroidered Koochie vest.  A servant set a tray of tea and refreshments on the low table and Frank dismissed him with a nod.   

			“Lillias, it is good to see you again,” he said.  “I am delighted, but I am sure you have come with news?  Please, take a seat.” 

			 “I have!” she replied.  “My sister, Roma is on her way to Kabul to visit me.”

			Frank Martin poured tea for them both and sat down on a charpaie, an Afghan cot, opposite Lillias.   “That is very good news,” he said with a smile, seeing the excitement in his friend’s face.

			“I wondered whether I could ask for your help in arranging her travel from Peshawar to Kabul? You know better than anyone that an elegant young English woman traveling alone across from Khyber Pass to Kabul is extremely dangerous. I am desperately worried about her, Frank, and I wondered if you know of anyone else who is coming that may be able to accompany her.”  

			Frank Martin thought for a moment. “Mr. Clemence’s wife is also on her way to Kabul,” Frank Martin replied setting his cup down on the table next to him.  “I’m not sure when she is due, but their travel plans may coincide…” 

			Lillias met his glance hopefully, “My sister is due to reach Peshawar in a week,” she said, “Mr. Clemence’s wife would no doubt be accompanied by an armed escort?” 

			“Certainly!” The Engineer crossed his legs and rubbed his chin thoughtfully, “He mentioned that his wife is on the train to Peshawar,” he said, “They could conceivably be on the same train.  Mr. Clemence would certainly have made arrangements for her to come here, he might be able to help you better than I.”

			“Do you have any further details?” she asked anxiously.

			“Only that, as we know, the journey from Peshawar will take a few weeks.” 

			“I hope it is not too late! It would be perfect if Roma was able to accompany her.” Her eyes shone with excitement. “You have truly been a great help, Frank, thank you so much.”  

			“Thomas Clemence is in Beymaroo, the military compound,” he gestured briefly towards the east side of the city, “It is a twenty-minute carriage ride from the palace.  He teaches Amir’s veterinarian students and maintains over twenty-thousand horses so he is on call around the clock.  Like the rest of us, Clemence carries more on his shoulders than he should, to keep the Amir happy.  How is Amir?  he added.  “I heard he had taken a turn for the worse.”

			“He is still very unwell, but he has improved recently,” the doctor replied.  “I am more at ease with his situation, but he is still in much pain.” 

			 He nodded empathetically.  “I suggest you invite Mr. Clemence to see you at his leisure,” he said.

			“I should be honored if you would come at the same time,” Lillias said blushing slightly, “I will organize a dinner.”

			Hamilton bowed, “I should be delighted.” 

			Martin took Lillias Hamilton by the arm and ushered her to the waiting carriage.  They had only taken a few steps beyond his courtyard when they were surrounded by a swarm of children that had appeared like bees from nowhere; imploring hands reached out, begging for food or Paisa.  Dr. Hamilton noticed, sadly, their infected eyes and matted hair.

			“They’re here every day,” Frank explained briefly, “the servants are instructed to give them bread and leftover food.” He opened the carriage door for Lillias and supported her arm as she stepped up and took her seat.  Moments later the carriage rolled forward, and the children gave chase until it picked up speed and faded into a cloud of dust. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE
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			Since her little cottage was within the Arg premises, Lillias felt it necessary to speak to the Amir before inviting Mr. Clemence and Frank Martin and so she broached the subject when she saw him later that day.   

			“Daktar Laila Jan, there is no need for you to ask for permission,” the Amir replied with a shaky voice. 

			“Thank you, Your Highness,” she said gratefully, “I have decided to deliver the invitation to Mr. Clemence personally tomorrow so that I can arrange a convenient time.”  

			The long gun turrets and high watchtowers of the newly built fortress of Baymaroo could be seen from a long way off.  As the carriage approached and the guards recognized the palace insignia, the huge wooden double doors, with rows of metal spikes were slowly opened, rusty hinges screeching like, Lillias thought, London’s fishwives.  The carriage rolled inside, the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves reverberated from the walls of the stables on either side of the long dirt road. The smell of horse dung, sweaty leather, and hay wafted into the moving carriage.   Soldiers could be seen as the carriage passed by, leading the Amir’s magnificent stallions to and fro between the stables and exercise pens. 

			Doctor Hamilton did not need to be told that the healthy, well-groomed horses were the result of the labor of veterinarian, Mr. Clemence; she was painfully aware that most stables run by Afghans were filthy and the horses neglected. She could see heaps of saddles stacked in storage rooms between some stables and the tack walls hung with bridles, woolen blankets, grooming tools, and handwoven Afghan saddle pads.

			The carriage drew to a halt at the end of the road, close to Mr. Clemence’s bungalow.  The older man was distinguished from the group of Afghan Army students he was lecturing, by his debonair mustaches and the pipe clenched firmly between his teeth.  He handed the bridle of the Arab stallion he was holding, to one of the students and strode across to the carriage.  Clad in khaki breeches and tall black boots, a white starched coat open at the neck, to reveal a ruffled shirt with a black, puffed cravat—Thomas Clemence was the picture of a well-attired British gentleman.  He waited for the cloud of dust to settle before courteously opening the door.

			“Good day Dr. Hamilton. It’s a surprise to see you here!”  He took her hand to help her alight from the carriage. 

			“I’m obliged, Mr. Clemence,” she curtsied respectfully, holding on with one hand to the straw bonnet that threatened to lift in the breeze. “Forgive me for arriving unannounced, but I heard the happy news that Mrs. Clemence will be joining you here in Kabul.”

			“Indeed, Doctor,” he smiled, “the telegram arrived two days ago, and I am expecting her within a month.” He politely gestured her to take a seat under the cool shade of a weeping willow tree where a set of steamer deck chairs and a hand-carved table were placed. He set his pipe down on the table and called for tea.

			“Chai byar!” A pageboy scuttled off in the direction of the house.

			 Sitting down opposite Dr. Hamilton, Clemence knocked the old tobacco from his pipe and began methodically to refill it.  Lillias, suddenly conscious of her impetuosity, smoothed the flowered fabric of her long skirt and looked down to where the toes of her brown buttoned boots peaked out beneath its folds.

			“My apologies again, at arriving unannounced, Mr. Clemence, but I felt my mission was quite urgent,” she looked up more brightly.  “You’ve given these stables a distinctly English feel and the horses are immaculate and well-taken care of.” 

			The pungent, but not unpleasant, smell of hay, horses, and their trappings filled the air with their unique odor.  

			“Yes Dr. Hamilton, I am employed to work with horses, which is what I love, and in so doing I aim to keep the Amir as happy as possible.  As you know, he is not always easy to please, but similar work in England and India is scarce.”

			The page boy set the tray on the table and poured the tea into glazed china cups.

			“You said your visit was urgent?” Clemence questioned as he handed her the cup and saucer.

			“My sister, Roma Hamilton will be arriving in Peshawar about the same time as Mrs. Clemence,” she said.  “I was hoping, if it is convenient, that the two ladies might travel to Kabul together.”  She added milk and sugar to her tea and stirred it with a sterling silver spoon.  “I am here to extend an invitation to have you and Mr. Martin join me for dinner in my cottage in Arg Palace so that we can discuss possible arrangements.”

			“Thank you, madam, English food would make a delightful change,” he replied, with a laugh, “and I hear your cooking is unsurpassed.” He glanced at her curiously, “Where are you from, I can’t place your accent?” he said. “There seems to be a Scottish twang…”

			Lillias laughed. My parents were Scottish,” she said, “but they moved to New South Wales in Australia,” which is where I was born.  Later, we returned to Britain and we lived in Cheltenham.”

			“So,” Clemence replied, “you followed your parents as an adventurer. How did you come to be in Kabul?”

			“It is a long story,” she said. “I studied as a doctor in England but women doctors don’t find employment easily.”

			He nodded, “It is a male-dominated profession,” he said sympathetically, “but Kabul is a most unlikely place to a woman to have arrived in—and particularly to have found employment as a doctor to the Amir!” 

			She smiled. “I first practiced in India, but I became ill with cholera during an epidemic in Calcutta. It was a long convalescence and I was forced to give up work. It’s well known that the air in Kabul is most conducive to good health, so I made my way here having heard the Amir was looking for a woman doctor for the Harem.”

			“Remarkable!” Thomas Clemence said. “And I gather you have been here for quite some time?”

			She nodded and smiled at the page as he offered to refill her cup. “After the first few months of working in the Harem, the Amir asked me to become his court doctor.”

			“That would have been after Dr. Gray left,” he said.

			She nodded. “To be quite honest, I was reluctant to take the position. By that time, I was aware that his nature was erratic and his ways lacked stability.”

			He laughed. “Dr. Hamilton, that is perhaps the most polite description of the Amir’s tyrannical rule that I have yet heard from anyone emanating from outside Afghanistan’s borders.”

			“When one lives within the palace grounds, it is preferable to err on the side of caution,” she replied with a lopsided smile. “But it is time I left; the carriage is waiting. Would this Friday evening be suitable for dinner?”

			“Certainly,” he replied. “I look forward to it.”

			“Then it is arranged, Mr. Clemence,” she said with a smile.
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			July 1894 -- Afghan calendar month: Saratan 1273

			Kabul, Afghanistan 

			In the months since Dr. Hamilton’s arrival to serve the Amir, she had spent time training the palace chefs in English cooking, pastries, and desserts.   The Amir himself had developed a keen taste for Doctor Hamilton’s cooking and occasionally ordered from the menus that she introduced. 

			The kitchen was in a separate building alongside the Bostan-Sarai Palace. Under the head chef, multiple master cooks scurried around the huge kitchen preparing curries and various other Afghan dishes around the clock.  Often, they would prepare for one-hundred-and-fifty to two-hundred members of the household and palace personnel, not including guests.  The daily requirements amounted to around a hundred-and-fifty pounds of meat, between a hundred to hundred-and-fifty eggs, and piles of vegetables of all sorts, all needing to be washed, chopped, or sliced. At the end of each day, portions of scraps and leftovers were distributed to palace helpers to take home.

			In preparation for her guests, Frank Martin and Mr. Clemence, Lillias asked the head chef to prepare a two-course English meal of mutton cutlets and chicken noisettes.  During her stay, she had taken time to carefully demonstrate these and other recipes to the head chef who was quick to learn. 

			“Please also do a separate course of mantoo,” the Chef smiled broadly knowing that this dumpling dish, with a meat and onion mixture encased in individual dough wrappers and served with split pea sauce and garlic yogurt, was Daktar Jan’s personal Afghan favorite. “And for dessert,” Lillias went on, “a plum pudding covered with custard cream served with tea or coffee!”  Every so often, the Doctor received a small supply of coffee from India.  The lack of coffee in Afghanistan was one thing she missed—most Afghans had never heard of it. 
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			In the unbearable summer heat, Kabul was swept by dust-laden winds, but it was the mild evenings and night skies resplendent with stars that Lillias cherished; she imagined those panoramic skies were a huge sheet of clear glass filled with glittering gems.  The songs of crickets and frogs enhanced the beauty of the night rising and falling like swelling sails, a symphony beneath those twinkling lights. 

			From the doorway where the doctor stood, the candle-lit chandelier behind her cast a long, flickering shadow to the end of her private courtyard. She took a deep breath like a swimmer coming up for air, and spoke quietly, “ Oh my God, I love Kabul’s starry nights—this is like a night in heaven!” 

			The sound of an approaching carriage drew her out of her reverie.  Her guard opened the small, arched door to her courtyard and stood aside to allow them to enter. With the formalities of greeting over, each presented the Doctor with a wrapped gift. 

			“If there is a servant here, open these later,” Clemence warned.

			She raised her eyebrows, “Gentlemen, you haven’t brought liquor?”

			Thomas Clemence grinned, “A gin just arrived from Peshawar, madam, flavored with sloe berries, and Frank has brandy made here in Kabul.”

			“In Kabul?” Lillias glanced at Frank doubtfully.

			“This is the one I make in the Mashin-Khana,” the engineer replied cheerfully.  He sat down on one of the hand-carved chairs.   

			“We know how cautious we have to be with alcohol here, Amir is a devoted Muslim, he hates it,” she said, alarmed. “I am sure you know, that he orders public amputations when his subjects are caught intoxicated.”  

			“Of course, Lillias, we have to be careful when consuming alcohol in Afghanistan,” Frank Martin agreed quietly.  “But we do produce a fine brandy here in Kabul,” he shifted his chair to see her better, “I ask you, of course, to keep it confidential.  I monitor one of the distilleries where I work.”

			“I had drinks with British military officers and Sir Mortimer Durand in Bala-Hisar Palace years ago and the Amir looked the other way,” Mr. Clemence said.  “I know for a fact, he publicly dismembers or executes his own Afghans for doing the same, but doesn’t care if we British drink.   Take my word for it and let’s enjoy the night.” 

			Both men were smartly dressed in frock coats with frilled white shirts, and Clemence sported a colorful cravat; they lit up their cheroots and Frank poured their brandy into crystal glasses.  Lillias also raised her glass with a delightful smile. “To eternity –may it last forever!” she said.  The clink of glasses filled the air and they tossed smiles at each other as though they were certificates of trust. 

			“Martin has also received some great news,” Thomas Clemence said setting his brandy glass down. He tapped the ash from his cheroot into the ashtray.  Grayish-blue smoke formed a cloud between them. 

			“Yes, I do, and it is such a coincidence!  I received a telegram from Charlotte, my wife, today.  She, with our young boy, William, and her childhood friend, Olivia Worth, granddaughter of Charles Worth, the famous dress designer,is also heading to Kabul,” he said, smiling broadly.  He drew deeply on his cheroot and blew the smoke into the air. 

			“That is wonderful news!” Lillias said delightedly.  “And the granddaughter of Charles Worth is also coming?”

			“Yes.”

			She was at once animated and her blue eyes sparkled. “Considering it will be such a large party, I could ask the Amir to provide a platoon of some twenty-five men to bring them all across the Khyber Pass.”  

			“I am sure he will put men at our disposal,” Frank Martin said.  The tip of his cheroot glowed red and then slowly faded to black; he leaned forward and extinguished it in the ashtray. 

			At that moment, the palace footmen began to set the hot food on the six-foot-long table in the small courtyard and the steam from the dishes wafted inside, to where the little group was seated, reminding them that they were hungry.    The immaculate silverware gleamed under the brightly lit torchères behind every chair, while in their light, dizzy moths fluttered like twirling leaves. Once the servants had left, another toast was offered for the safe arrival of their families to Kabul, to the satisfying clink of the crystal glasses. 

			They ate slowly, thoughtfully, as if fixing the taste of each spoonful in their minds. It was the taste of English food that the men had looked forward to for so long, reminding them of home and of their loved ones soon to join them.

			 “It’s no secret that the Amir has been invited to visit the Queen at Windsor,” Frank Martin said, “he has told all of us of his dilemma. Has any further decision been made?”   

			“Well,” Lillias carefully set her knife and fork down and dabbed her mouth with the starched white napkin, “ of course, he is unable to go in his present state of health but he is thinking of sending one of his sons.” 

			“It not going to be difficult for him to decide who to send,” Clemence said with a short laugh.  He took a sip and set his glass down, “Does the Queen realize the Amir will not manage to travel that distance? “ 

			“Queen Victoria suggested to the Amir that he send either Prince Habibullah or Nasrullah if he is unable to travel,” Lillias replied.  “Sir Durand told the Queen, regarding the demarcation of the boundary line between his people, that losing the vast Pashtun territory to India has deeply upset the Amir.  She has been in full communication with Sir Durand through the Viceroy in India.  I did ask the Amir if he would be willing to see the Queen in person,” she added, “but we both know he’s too frail to travel the long journey.” 

			“I have an idea the Viceroy is not communicating with the Queen effectively,” Martin commented bluntly.  He stopped talking while the next course was being served and kept his voice low when the servants stepped out of the room. “Just to caution you, Doctor Hamilton, the Amir deploys all sorts of informants, and you never know if the footmen speak fluent English.”  He continued where he left off, “Indeed, I strongly doubt whether he would make it to Karachi, let alone Windsor. He would die before reaching Peshawar!”

			“So, presumably, the Amir will ask Prince Habibullah to go in his place?”  Mr. Clemence asked, glancing first at Frank Martin and then at Lillias. 

			Habibullah was the obvious choice to represent his father being the more mature of the two princes; his manners were considerably more stately and he was endued with a greater sense of reason and diplomacy than his younger brother. He was, undoubtedly, the best candidate to convince the Queen to accept his father’s request for representation in the Court of St. James.

			“Well,” Dr. Hamilton replied, “Prince Habibullah is the oldest and the most obvious choice, so I am sure, the Amir would send him.  In any case, this is a golden opportunity for one of his sons to take the long journey to Windsor, it will be a life-changing experience.  Just imagine, an Afghan Prince seeing the wonders of the world for the first time—the Pyramids, the Sphinx, and the Suez Canal. And perhaps on his return trip, he might visit Paris and other European cities.”

			The two men continued eating.  They were both silently considering the possible scandal either of the princes might cause in Victoria’s court. 

			“Is there anything we can do to aid the Amir?” Clemence asked.

			 Frank Martin set his knife and fork neatly side by side on his plate, “There are many imponderables,” he said dubiously.  “The conflict of cultures . . .” he trailed off.  

			“No doubt we will be able to assist,” Dr. Hamilton replied firmly, taking a sip of her water. “I can assure you, much can be done to prepare whoever goes, but it will require patience.” She looked at the men thoughtfully, “Perhaps I should suggest to the Amir that you gentlemen could prepare a letter for Prince Habibullah to deliver on behalf of the Amir to Queen Victoria?  You would be far more suited to the task than his secretary.” 

			“A splendid idea, don’t you think, Martin!” Thomas Clemence exclaimed.  

			The footman removed the empty plates and changed the top tablecloth before laying out dessert plates and teacups.

			“I believe Habibullah would be easy to train in the etiquette of the court.  We could all help prepare him for his meeting with the Queen and the royal household in Windsor!” Lillias added eagerly as she prepared to take a spoonful of the plum pudding.

			“Train Habibullah in the etiquette of the Royal Court?” Frank asked, stupefied.

			“Yes, of course. He’s well-mannered but still needs a few things to be explained before he appears before the Queen.” 

			“We all know the one who really needs training,” Frank laughed, “Nasrullah!  He’s a long, long way from civilization!” 

			“We’ll deal with that when the Amir decides who should go,” Dr. Hamilton said politely. 

			“Doctor Hamilton,” Clemence said as he lifted his chin, removed his napkin, and placed it on the table, “A fine meal, madam, thank you.”

			“Wonderful!” Frank Martin agreed, contemplating a second helping dessert.

			“I recommend you ask Amir to send an escort for our family across the Khyber Pass before we propose anything regarding the prince’s trip to London,” Clemence said. “That would be our priority.” 

			Lillias smiled, “I totally agree, Mr. Clemence, I’ll make every effort to ask the Amir when I see fit.  Because he is in pain, his mood has been somewhat erratic lately.” 

			[image: ]

			A few days later, when Dr. Lillias Hamilton climbed the marble staircase to the Amir’s suite in the palace of Bostan-Sarai he was in noticeably better health.  She found him sitting in his deck chair on the gleaming travertine marble terrace, a cup of tea in hand, listening to the chirping of the birds.  He appeared to be deep in thought. 

			“Salaam Alaikum! Your Highness!  You seem to be in better spirits today.” 

			He smiled a greeting as she set her medical bag down on the table nearby: it was Lillias’s pride and joy, highly polished brown leather monogrammed with her initials and status—L.H. MD.   

			The Amir noticed with approval her cream full-length dress with its high collar and lacy neckline; the bodice was of draped, filmy fabric over the sleek line of the frock. The foundational garment of the era was the whale-boned corset designed to sculpt even the slenderest of waistlines, such as Lillias’s, into an even more perfect silhouette.  She had twisted her long brown hair into a bun at the crown of her head and loosed some curls over her forehead.  

			“Alaikum Asalaam! Daktar Laila Jan.” Setting the cup and the saucer down on the hand-carved table next to him, he nodded with a smile, “Khosh amadee! Welcome!  May Allah be praised, for he knows both how to keep me well and how to take me from this earth.” He raised both hands in a pious gesture of prayer. “Parwardegar khodesh meyfama! The Almighty himself knows.”  

			  As the interpreter translated, the Amir cupped his ear to better understand his chattering. 

			“Slow down,” he said irritably, “you sound like an excited blue jay!” 

			Dr. Hamilton smiled as she checked his pulse and then tucked the glass thermometer under his armpit and read his temperature.  

			 “May I ask a special favor of Your Highness?”

			“Daktar Laila Jan,” he lifted his full-bearded face to look at her directly, “As I have already said, you do not need to ask for permission.  Please ask me and I’ll do my best for you,” he smiled.

			“Your Highness, I hope this is not too much to ask on behalf of myself, Mr. Clemence, and Mr. Martin. Several of our family members are coming to visit us from England.” 

			“They are coming to visit you here?”

			“Yes, Your Highness.” She placed the monaural stethoscope on his gray, hairy chest, “Please take a deep breath.”  The Amir followed her instructions matter-of-factly as Lillias moved the stethoscope to different locations on his chest and back.

			He smiled up at her, “that will brighten your eyes and mine as well. They are always welcome to Afghanistan.”    

			“I’m grateful for Your Highness’s kind words,” she said.  “Mr. Martin, Mr. Clemence, and I desire an armed escort for the party across the Khyber Pass to Kabul,” she replied. “My younger sister is with the party, and their wives and a child.” 

			She knelt on a cushion at his feet, folding her legs underneath her thighs and placing one foot at a time onto her lap began to massage the curing balm in a circular motion into his rough, cracked skin.  

			“Of course, it is not too much to ask!  It will be my delight to do this with both my eyes,” he said with the Afghan gesture of hands to his eyes that Lillias loved to emulate. “I am honored to help them. Please do not worry, Madam.  I will instruct my men today.” 

			“Concerning the visit to London,” Lillias took a deep breath realizing this was as good a time as ever to raise the other thoughts they had had, “I understand Your Highness, that you
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