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Egypt 

I had survived my first four months in the desert. I had led men in battle and I had buried one of them. I would not call myself a veteran but I no longer had the pallid skin of an Englishman from the north west of England. I had the tanned skin of a warrior who rode a camel while wearing a keffiyeh in the oven of the African desert. Second Lieutenant Griff Roberts had begun his military career and while I could never hope to emulate the deeds of my illustrious father, Jack, a hero of Rorke’s Drift, Tel El Kebir and Omdurman, I knew that I was well thought of and that was enough for me.

The fort at Farafra was now home. We were miles from the nearest help and the caravans that brought us our food and ammunition were a lifeline. They also brought something we had not enjoyed at first; they brought letters. They meant we could send letters home. Of course, the letters had a long journey. They had to go from here to Faiyum and thence along the railway to Cairo. From there it would be a ship to England and then the British Post Office. I had sent one letter when I had taken the survivors of the Ottoman attack in the desert to take the train. I did not expect a reply from my father and aunt any time soon. I was, therefore, surprised when a month after I had sent the letter there was mail for me when the relief caravan arrived. The letter was not from home but from Lucinda Cowley, one of the survivors. We had got on and I know that I was smitten but Lucinda had seemed to me a very practical young woman who had her heart set on becoming an archaeologist. It was a lofty ambition. The letter surprised me. She had written it in Alexandria while they had waited for a ship to take them to England. That she had thought to write to me was touching enough but the tone of the letter was so friendly that I re-read it many times to see if I had made a mistake. She said that she had enjoyed my company and wished to maintain the correspondence. That sentence alone set my pulse racing. She said that she and her guardian would live at the family home in Grasmere until he could secure a position at a university or a college teaching archaeology. She would let me know when they made the move and gave me the address in Grasmere. It was the salutation at the end which made me smile so much that I had to force myself to become serious when I faced my men. She also said that she would write to my father when in England, I had given her his address, and tell him how I fared. That letter would get home before any missive that I might send. At the end she wrote, ‘all my love, Lucinda’. I had not had many friends growing up. When I had been at Sandhurst I had made three friends but they were posted across the globe and we did not write. I now had a young lady to whom I could correspond. How had that happened?

Paul Cartwright was my batman. I had been reluctant to have one at first just as he had been reluctant to be a soldier but I now relied on him and he seemed to enjoy the life at the fort. When he had brought me the letter he had smiled, “A letter for you, Sir, and from the perfume, a young lady. Perhaps Miss Lucinda?” After I had read it many times, he had knocked on the door and said, “A cup of tea, Sir? Freshly made.”

“Thank you, Cartwright.” I placed the letter on the cabinet next to the bed. It was one of the three pieces of furniture in the tiny room: a bed, a chair and the small bedside cabinet made from a packing case. My clothes hung from a spear that we had taken which, placed horizontally, filled a convenient gap between two walls.

Cartwright handed me my tea and I saw his eyes flick to the letter and then the smile. I felt embarrassed. I don’t know why. “Miss Cowley wrote to thank us for saving them, Cartwright. Thoughtful, eh?”

He nodded, “She struck me as a thoughtful young lady who measured all that she said and did.” Cartwright had been a gentleman’s gentleman and had moved in far loftier circles than I had. My only experience of such people had been an unhappy one. The Blue Bloods as we called them from Sandhurst had driven one of the cadets to suicide. 

I looked up at Cartwright. I valued his opinion, “Her letter was...” I hesitated as I sought the words, “friendly.”

“And that she wrote from, where was it,” He glanced at the top of the letter, “Alexandria, implies that you are much on her mind. Sir, the caravan will be leaving in the morning. You have time to write the reply.” He smiled, “It would be the proper thing to do, Sir, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

He was right. I bit my lower lip, “But what would I say? I have never written to a young lady.”

“Nor have I, Sir, but it seems to me that if you write to her the way that you spoke to her when we rode to the railway then that would be the correct tone. Neither she nor her guardian objected to the manner of your speech.”

I grinned, “Cartwright, you are a genius.”

“I am just doing my job, Sir, but one last piece of advice.”

“Yes?”

“I think you have the salutation, eh? The young lady has invited informality.” I flushed. He had read the last part. “I would put your title below your Christian name. After all she addressed you that way, did she not?”

After he had gone I knew that he was right. I went to the office. I was adjutant and had to write most of the reports. The office was empty. I lit the lamp and took a sheet of paper. After dipping the nib into the ink and shaking off the excess on blotting paper, I began to write, ‘Dearest Lucinda’. I was being too personal and I was going to tear the paper up and start again. I shook my head. My heart had directed my pen and I would continue in the same vein. I wrote and filled the two sheets. I wrote the address on the envelope and then sealed it. It was done. If no reply came then I would know I had been too bold. It might take months for a reply to come and I would need to be patient. My life had changed.
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Fort Farafra

Patience was a necessity in the desert. Each day was almost identical to the previous one. Every third day I would lead a patrol into the desert to ensure that the caravans that plied the desert were safe. On the days when we were in the fort we trained and I did the paperwork. It was an ordered, though largely dull, life.

The day that the caravan headed back to the railway, carrying my letter, Captain Dunn summoned me to the office. “Take a seat, Griff.” He tapped the official looking document that lay on the desk. “This came from Cairo; you can read it at your leisure but I will give you the gist of it now.” He shook his head, “You can tell that Kitchener is no longer in command. It says that thanks to losses in South Africa and the demands of India there will be no relief for us. Instead of a six-month tour of duty it is more likely to be a year.”

My heart sank. I had hoped to be able to travel back and see Lucinda. My dreams the previous night had been amorous ones and I had fantasised about courting her. If it was a year then she would meet some young man who was more of her class than I was. I had seen a light flickering in the dark only to have it doused. I forced myself to keep a stoic expression. “The men may not like it, Sir.”

“I am damned sure that they won’t but we are all soldiers. Even worse is that the brass don’t seem to take the threat from the Ottomans very seriously. Englishmen were killed at the dig and yet it is being ignored.”

“Our hands are tied then, Sir?”

He smiled, “They appear to be but nowhere does it say that we cannot police the border rigorously. Thanks to our patrols the bandits appear to be leaving the caravans alone. I think that Sergeant Major Leonard and Sergeant Shaw are more than capable of taking a couple of troopers to escort the caravans who head to Abu Minqar and Mut. We can concentrate on extended patrols to Siwa and the border.” He shook his head, “And there is more bad news, Major Lowery and his Egyptians have been withdrawn from Siwa. The sergeant in charge of the caravan told me that, apparently, the officer liked to drink. When the Turks came across the border he was drunk and that was why they got past him. Half of his men deserted. He has been sent back to England to face charges and the rest of the unit disbanded. We are the only British force between here and the Turks. The coast has the Royal Navy to keep it safe but we are it as far as the desert is concerned.”

I brightened. Throwing myself into work would help me to put thoughts of Lucinda and other young men, from my mind. “And we have a name too, Sir, to put to the man who led the raid.”

“Name?”

“Yes, Sir, remember, that dying Turk said Captain Mustapha.”

“Ah, yes, but how does that help?”

“I am not sure it helps but the Turk said that he was an aggressive officer. I cannot see him sitting on his side of the border, can you? If we see no signs of Turks then we know that he is no longer in the area but if we come across their trail then we can expect trouble.”

He smiled, “I am a navigator, Griff. I love the challenge of finding my way across this sea of sand but you are a warrior. You are like your father and that is what makes us a good team.”

“Will we tell the men. Sir?”

He nodded, “I think it is only right, don’t you? You have a good eye for such things. Watch the chaps when I tell them and let me know if any are particularly unhappy.”

“Sir.”

Bugler Wilson sounded the bugle for assembly. Sergeant Major Leonard barked, “Get a move on you slovenly shower.” The words were said without venom. Old habits died hard. When they were lined up he said, “Attention!”

They all snapped to attention.

“Stand easy.” The men relaxed a little. The parade ground could be like an oven but it was early enough and there was enough shade to be relatively pleasant. Captain Dunn would not keep them long. He held the message from Cairo in his hand and he tapped it, “Orders from Cairo.” He smiled, “They brought the rum and the supplies, this is the payment.” I saw smiles appear on the faces of most of the troopers. “We are to continue our patrols and to keep the land between here and the border safe. Nothing new there, eh? What is new, however, and somewhat more unpalatable is that we will not be relieved. The Boer War has cost the British Army many soldiers and the ones who were due to replace us and give us three months in England are now needed elsewhere.” He paused to let the words sink in and I scanned the faces but saw no anger, just resignation. “It means that this pleasant weather of winter will be replaced by the hot sun of summer before we can hope to get back to England. Anyway, I just thought I would let you know. Sergeant Major, this will be a make do and mend morning. I would like to see all non-commissioned officers and officers in my office.”

“Sir.” The men were dismissed and dispersed. Make and mend days were always welcome.

The office was pleasantly cool, “Burton, make a pot of tea and then join the others, I am sure there are tasks to keep you occupied.”

“There always are, Sir.”

The office was crowded when the four NCOs arrived. Burton brought in the huge pot of tea, the mugs, sugar and tinned milk. “Thank you, Burton, we can serve ourselves.”

“Sir.” He left.

“Gentlemen, help yourselves.”

The four poured their tea and made it suit their own taste. Sergeant Major Leonard waited until the rest of us had poured our tea and then took his. It was not out of politeness; he liked his stronger than the rest of us. He took four spoons of sugar. He liked it sweet.

“You may smoke if you wish.” Those who had the habit did so. “I am sorry about the bad news but I thought it best to give all of you the information at the same time.” He waited but they were all old soldiers who knew better than to voice an opinion without being asked. “What do you think about it?”

Bob Leonard was the oldest soldier in the troop as well as the most experienced. He had twenty years in the army. “Well, Sir, for me it makes no odds. This is my last year and then I can retire to England. I have a place picked out already and I can grow flowers and a few veggies and bore the life out of the blokes in the pub. I would not be travelling back to England before retiring in any case. This saves me a few bob. I don’t spend much and this posting suits me.” He picked up his mug and topped it up, “Now some of these young lads might have a different opinion.”

Stan Shaw shook his head, “I am with the sergeant major on this matter. Cairo has no lure for me and the thought of ten days on a boat to get back to England does not appeal.”

I saw corporals Higgins and Atkinson nod in agreement. The captain looked questioningly at the Egyptian, “Sergeant?”

“Effendi, for me and my men it is different. We have families back in Cairo and Alexandria. Some of my men have families at Faiyum. We work here for pay. It would be pleasant to get back home but we can wait. If any of my men need to get home because of an emergency then we can arrange it.”

The Egyptians were responsible for the fort. Even if we left they would still be here. Our presence meant that they could take leave if they wished. Most preferred the life at the fort rather than at home. Like Sergeant Major Leonard, they all husbanded their pay.

“Good. I have asked Lieutenant Roberts to keep an ear to the ground. We don’t want any malcontents. I ask you to do the same. Any trouble then let me know.” They nodded, “Now, the matter of patrols. The lieutenant and I are both worried about the Turks. Cairo does not appear to be. We are forbidden to cross the border. However, we can be as aggressive as we like on this side. What we plan is for Sergeant Major Leonard and four chosen men to remain at the fort to be available to escort caravans safely on the road south. The rest of the troop will be divided equally between the lieutenant and me. We will each take ten days to patrol to the border and then return. It will mean there is always an officer in the fort but we will have men in the desert.”

He paused again and this time there was a response. Once more it was the sergeant major. “Sir, that is three hundred miles. It will mean a round trip of six hundred miles. Sixty miles a day is asking a lot.”

He smiled, “If it takes longer then it is not a problem, Sarn’t Major. However long it takes the other half have an easy time while they are away.”

Stan put up his hand and Captain Dunn smiled, “Just come out with it, Shaw.”

“And if there is trouble, Sir, then that patrol would have no help, would it?”

There was silence and Captain Dunn said, “No, but I think this troop has shown that we have the measure of any enemies we might encounter. When Lieutenant Roberts sent the Turks packing the last time he was outnumbered but it was they who ran.” He stood and went to the map, “In a perfect world there would be a fort at Siwa. The business in South Africa means that will not happen. Lieutenant Roberts and I are both sensible chaps. We will make measured decisions. It is in neither of our interests to jeopardise this troop. Any more questions?”

Corporal Higgins said, “How about more camels, Sir? Long patrols will take it out of them and we will need a pack camel for such along patrol.”

“Good point. I will make a request. Now, let us choose our men. Sergeant Major, who do you want?”

He had clearly thought about it and he said, immediately, “Troopers Bentinck, Dale and Peters.”

“Lieutenant?”

I was more guarded in my selection. I knew the captain would want the bugler and he and Tom Higgins seemed to get on well. I went with the men from the Carnic, “Sergeant Shaw, Corporal Atkinson, Troopers Cartwright, Hunter and Bates.”

He had been writing the names down, “Good. They seem balanced. I will leave with my patrol tomorrow. When I return I will send my report to Cairo and ask for the extra camels. By then I should have a clearer picture of the scale of the problem. This afternoon have the men check their equipment, draw ammo and make sure the camels are in tip top condition.”

I went with Shaw and Atkinson. The glare and heat of the sun hit us the moment we left the shade of the office. Wrapping his keffiyeh around his head Stan Shaw said, “Thanks for picking us, Sir. We both appreciate it.”

I shrugged, “I didn’t like to break up a successful team. Sergeant, you tell the men. I will speak to Cartwright.”

My batman had expressed doubts to me about serving here in the desert. While he had done nothing to let me down I wanted the air cleared before we left for the border. He and the other batman, Bill Burton were washing the captain’s shirt and mine. We had dhobi wallers but they were perfectionists. The shirts would be washed, starched and ironed fit for us to attend a gentleman’s club.

“You have no need to do this, Cartwright.”

Burton laughed, “It is one of his few pleasures in life, Sir. It makes him think he is back in England.”

“Well, I do miss it, Sir. Dressing the young master for a dinner always made me proud. If we were in a regiment I could do this for regimental dinners but here...”

“Then we shall see if we can have a troop dinner, I will speak to the captain.” I felt guilty for I said it facetiously but Cartwright’s reaction told me that he thought it was a grand idea.

“Splendid, Sir. Capital.”

I saw Burton roll his eyes. “I shall just go and hang this up. See you later, Paul. Sir.”

We were alone in the dhobi area and I said, “How do you feel about no leave, Cartwright?”

“Nothing in England for me, Sir, I have no family and, to be honest my memories of England are not the best.”

“Do you still regret joining the army?”

“Oh, no, Sir. The alternative does not bear thinking about. I could have taken a job in a hotel but...” he shook his head, “dealing with women and the like. Not for me. I have grown used to this life, Sir. Like I just said there are many things I miss but here I feel like we are making a difference. Until we rescued the archaeologists I was not so sure but when we escorted the survivors I knew that but for us they might all have been dead. The men in the caravans owed their lives to us too. If I was still a gentleman’s gentleman that would never have happened. No matter what I did in my job I would not make a difference. Forget my whining, Sir. I was just feeling sorry for myself.”

I believed him. “Good. Now we have ten days in the fort and then we go on a long patrol to the border and back. You are a sensible fellow. Work out what we need to take. There will be just six of us and we shall need to be self-sufficient.”

Pleased to be given something to tax his mind he grinned, “Righto, Sir!”

That evening as we all dined together, there was no separate officer’s mess, I mentioned Cartwright’s idea. Archie was bemused by it. “I can see what he means. At sea eating is all very formal and I hear that regular battalions also make a point of dressing up regularly but that is what makes us unique, Griff, we don’t do things the normal way. I think it gives us the edge when it comes to fighting. We may be small in number but our enemies can’t predict what we are going to do.” He was dismissing the idea.

I told him about the change my father had experienced. “He went from red, woollen uniforms with high colours and unsuitable headgear to this sort of thing. How they managed to fight in those red uniforms...I wore it once, in England and in winter. It was just for fun but I was melting... in winter.”

“You are right, Griff, and I think that this is the future.”

It was strange the effect that the letter had on me. The next day, when the captain and his men had left us and I was in charge I did not feel, as I had on previous occasions, as though the weight of the world was on my shoulders. I found myself dealing with the problems that arose in a calmer manner. As usual, with Archie gone, I was more isolated and left alone with my own thoughts. When I ate the men spoke to me but they were more engrossed in their own lives, the games of dominoes, the wood carving and the other hobbies they engaged in. The NCOs were a tight bunch and I think Sergeant Major Leonard regarded them as the sons he would never sire. Even Cartwright kept to himself. It allowed me to sit in the cool of the evening and fantasise about Lucinda. I imagined a future with her. It was just fantasy and I could let my imagination run riot and it did. The effect was that I rose bright and eager for the day having had pleasant dreams while I slept.

The first caravan passed through the oasis four days after Captain Dunn had left. We did not recognise the caravan master but word must have spread amongst the merchants that the British soldiers at Farafra would escort them. They never asked for assistance. I think they feared if we did that we might charge them but they made a point of coming to the fort to ask our permission to water their camels and they usually made us a gift, normally of dates or figs.

After we had eaten, Sergeant Major Leonard and I walked to the tower overlooking the gates. From there we had a good view of the camp. “All set for the morning, Sergeant Major?”

“Yes, Sir. It will be a little easier with fewer men and the last few patrols have been without incident.”

“You are too wise a bird to take that for granted though, eh Bob?”

When there were no men around I used his Christian name and he did not seem to mind despite my youth. He chuckled, “No, Sir. The minute you think it is easy is your last in this world. I have good lads with me, it is why I chose them. One good thing is that we have done this route so often that if there was anything odd we would spot it straight away.”

He was right. The ancient caravan trails that had been barely discernible to us when we had first come to the desert now seemed so clear that they were like the turnpikes back in England. The bones of dead animals were like the mile markers on the roads and the occasional piece of vegetation was like a signpost.

“Will you be alright until we return, Sir?”

“I think so. I have a mind to have the men clear the ditch. That last storm blew in more sand and the stakes are less effective.”

He laughed, “They will love that.”

The caravans always left before dawn to take advantage of the cool. In the middle of the day they would rest. I rose with the patrol to see them off. Cartwright was always a good batman and he rose with me. The two of us were the first at breakfast as the Egyptian bugle sounded reveille. It meant I had finished by the time my men were beginning to eat. While Cartwright took our plates and mugs to wash I stood, “No drilling today.” There were smiles but they were wise enough not to actually cheer, “Instead we will don fatigues and clear the ditch.” Their faces fell.

I laboured with the men. We had spades and shovels. The sand we removed we packed against the base of the walls. Vegetation was removed and where the spiky thorn branches had been broken they were replaced. That was a messy and sometimes painful job. By noon we had cleared most of the ditch around three walls.

“Sergeant Shaw, when we have eaten I will take Cartwright and we will fetch more thorns.”

“I can get Corporal Atkinson to take Flynn and get that done, Sir.”

I shook my head, “I have the gloves. I will manage it, Sergeant.” One of the things my father had insisted I buy, when we had gone to the outfitters in Liverpool before I had left was a pair of hide gloves. As he had told me they were useful not only for doing what I would be doing in the afternoon, desert gardening, they were also handy when riding a camel. They afforded protection. Thus far I had not had to use my sword but the Turks we had fought all carried them and I knew that one day the gloves might save me from a wound. As well as the gloves Cartwright and I took two of the Turkish swords we had taken at the battle of the archaeologists’ camp. They were two short ones and we could use them like machetes. With keffiyeh wrapped around our heads we headed towards, not the oasis, but the stand of thorn bushes that grew half a mile from the fort. I guessed that the water which fed the oasis came close enough to the surface for the hardy thorn bushes to suck up enough water to survive. They also acted as a sort of wind break and the sand piled up on one side of the bushes.

I knew exactly what we needed. We wanted straight branches that were at least two feet in length. In a perfect world they would be three feet long but beggars could not be choosers. Cartwright and I worked our way through hacking the best branches. The gloves would be needed when it came time to collect them. We had brought thick twine to bind them. I quite enjoyed the work. My father had worked at Pritchard’s in St. Helens when he had been a young man and had done physical labour. I had not. The rhythm of hacking the base of the branch and moving on to seek the next one was satisfying and the pile of branches grew. 

We had quite a few but we still had time for more and I pointed to another stand, just forty yards away, “We will find a few more from over there and then call it a day.”

“Yes, Sir.” Paul’s weary voice told me that he had hoped we would have enough already. While I liked the labour Cartwright did not.

Leaving our collection we trudged through the sand to the next stand. As we neared it I said, “Stand still, Cartwright.”

He stopped and looked around, fearfully, “What is it, Sir? Snake? Scorpion?”

“No, something worse, the sign of man.” What I had seen were the footprints of boots. They might have been our Egyptians but they were not for close by were the dog-ends from cigarettes, Turkish cigarettes. I walked over to peer at them. I saw, over to one side, the remains of a cigar. I had read ‘The Moonstone’ by Wilkie Collins and I had been fascinated by the idea of a mystery. Here I had my own mystery and I used logic to make sense of what I saw. Cartwright had obeyed me and not moved. I looked at the footprints and the dog-ends. The cigar was to one side and the boot prints there were longer and narrower. I deduced that it was an officer. The other prints were more jumbled but, it seemed to me that there were four or five men. Without disturbing the prints I headed down into the wadi that ran just beyond it. I found the camel prints and the holes where the tether stakes had been planted. It confirmed six camels. I headed back to Cartwright.

“Sir, what is it?”

I pointed, “Men smoked here and watched the fort.” Cartwright turned. The fort was clearly visible as was the oasis beyond. “They had camels that they hid in the wadi. Follow me.”

He was not yet a soldier and he didn’t really understand the implications of what I had said, “What about the thorn branches, Sir?”

“We will have to make do with what we have. This is more important.” I did not head back the way we had come but followed the wadi. There I saw signs of men walking. They were harder to see than at the thorn bushes for there were no cigarette ends. When we reached the end of the wadi I saw that we were just two hundred yards from the walls. One of the Egyptian guards gave a friendly wave. The rocks that were at the end ended my hunt for tracks.

“Let us collect our stakes and head back. I have seen enough.”

We planted the stakes and then, as the time for the evening meal approached we returned to the fort. As the men went to wash up I said, “Shaw, fetch Sergeant Hamed.”

“Trouble, Sir?”

“Could be.” When I reached the office I took a fresh sheet of paper and then wrote down my thoughts. I was halfway through when the two sergeants appeared. “Take a seat.” I leaned back, “I have found evidence that there were men watching the fort.” The Egyptian sergeant frowned. He took pride in his work and if men had got close enough to the fort for me to find evidence then they had not been doing their job properly. “Sergeant Hamed, they were hidden in the wadi. I found where they smoked their cigarettes and cigar. Your face tells me that they were not your men.”

“The were not, Lieutenant.”

“Then they were Turks and they were scouting us out. Until the rest return we are vulnerable. I want either you or me on duty at night, Sergeant Hamed.”

“I will stand the watch tonight.”

I nodded, “Shaw, tomorrow I want you to take Bates and ride a five-mile circle to the north and west. Find their route. They clearly did not come down the trail or the sentries would have seen them, even at night. If we know their route then we can watch for them.”

They both nodded and then Sergeant Hamed said, “When do you think they watched, Lieutenant?”

“Since the rain and as the sand had not blown over the dog-ends and boot marks then it has to have been in the last two nights. We had that sandstorm the day before that.”

“I will speak to my men.”

I finished writing down my thoughts and left the unfinished report on the desk. I washed up and went to eat. As I was eating Sergeant Hamed came over. “Sir, I have spoken with my men. The night the caravan arrived, Ahmed, he was on duty on the wall furthest from the oasis, says he smelled cigar smoke. He thought it was from the oasis or perhaps one of your men had smoked one.” He shook his head, “The man has the brain of a chicken whose head has been removed, but he is honest.”

I pushed away the plate and spoke my thoughts aloud. I saw my men and the two sergeants listening, “That all makes sense. The Turks used the arrival of the caravan to disguise their presence.” Strange camels always made our camels a little restless. They had been restless on the night in question. We had put it down to the caravan. “From now on, Sergeant Hamed, I want your men to report anything they hear, see or smell, no matter how inconsequential it appears.”

“Sir.”

I finished my report and left it on the desk.

That night as I lay in my bed I did not fantasise about Lucinda. Like my father, the writer, I had a fertile imagination. I put myself in the Turks’ position. They must have seen Captain Dunn’s patrol leave. If they saw the caravan arrive then they might have seen Sergeant Major Leonard leave. What if they were scouting out the defences? From what I knew of their officer, Captain Mustapha, he was a hawk and a hawk took its chances as soon as they appeared. We were in danger.
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Chapter 2
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I was a little relieved when the sergeant told me that he and his men had heard and seen nothing. After breakfast I sent out Shaw and Flynn and then, with Lee Enfields at the ready, led my men to the thorn bushes. Charlie Atkinson picked up the cigar butt. “Sir.”

“Yes, Corporal?”

“This is not a cheap cigar.”

“How do you know?”

“When we went back to England I visited a tobacconists in Alexandria. I wanted some nice cigars for my dad to smoke at Christmas.” 

I remembered the cigars my uncle had produced after dinner when we had enjoyed a Christmas at his house before he was killed. I nodded, “Go on.”

“Well the chap there, I knew he was trying to get me to spend as much possible and he tried to sell me the best. You can see the wrapper is still there on this cigar.” I had not seen it and I berated myself. It was evidence and I had ignored it. “Well, that tells me that this is expensive. Can you see how thick it is? There is still a good couple of inches left to smoke. Most men would nip it out and smoke it later on. The man who smoked this is not bothered about cost.”

I knelt and looked at the boot print. I had known it was an officer’s boot but now I studied the outline a little more. This was a good boot and while the other boots showed their hobnails the print on this one was smooth.

“Well done, Atkinson.” I did not know what this told us but it was all grist to the mill. There was no such thing as useless information. There was just knowledge you had not needed...yet.

When Sergeant Shaw returned it was with more disturbing news, “Sir, we found the camel trail. There were six camels and they used the trail yesterday morning.”

“You are sure?” That meant that while we had been clearing the ditch the watchers were still there.

“The camel dung had not dried out.” One thing we were experts in was camel dung. When it was dry enough we used it for fires when we camped in the desert.

“Right. Until the others return we are on full alert. The gates remain closed during the day. Have as much water brought in as we can and fill the barrels.”

“Sir.”

We had a well but I wanted to be as prepared as we could be.

“I want the men to keep their weapons loaded and close to hand. If the alarm is sounded I want the walls manned as quickly as we can.”

“Sir.” The sergeant added, “Surely if they were scouting they would have to get back to Al Jagbub. The captain would see them.”

“Unless they were already in the desert. They could be on their way here now. Think about it, Sergeant. The attack on the archaeologists was a few weeks ago. They have had time to plan. We were waiting for the relief column and assumed that the garrison at Siwa was still there. There could be an army out there.”

“An army, Sir?”

I nodded, “I don’t think for one moment that there is but the desert is big enough to hide one. The attack on the camp was not an act of war but it was aggressive. Whoever commands, this Captain Mustapha or another, may well have his own agenda. We will be vigilant.”

“Sir.” 

I took a nap after the evening meal and then wrapped up against the cold as I prepared for a night watch. Sergeant Shaw and Corporal Atkinson offered to watch instead but I declined their offer. “We will need you to be alert tomorrow. I am just an officer and lead a life of luxury, eh?”

I knew most of the Egyptians and I walked the walls and spoke to each one before I took my position at the top of the guard tower that loomed over the rest. There was one sentry there and the two of us watched the desert. There was movement. Animals hunted at night. Knowing that there might be enemies out there, however, focussed our senses. It was not a watch for anything but one for the sound of a boot on a stone; the smell of cigarettes or humans; the glint of moonlight on metal.

When dawn came we had seen nothing and while that was good in one way, I had lost a night of sleep to no good purpose although it had been good to see, hear and smell what the garrison had. I was ready for my breakfast and the cooks had made a pot of strong coffee for me. The Egyptians preferred it to tea. I normally enjoyed my tea in the morning but the coffee would keep me awake. After a filling breakfast I went to the office to complete the paperwork. I had ordered, the night before, for two patrols to leave the fort. They would just scout out the land a couple of miles to the north and west. It was a risk because it left us perilously short of men but I thought it was worth it. They came back with the news that there was nothing to be seen and no more signs had appeared.

By the time we ate our evening meal I was exhausted. I had been awake for more than twenty-four hours and tension made a man even more tired. “Sir, turn in early, eh? Sergeant Hamed is on duty tonight and he will keep a good watch.” I didn’t answer Cartwright immediately. “Sir, you will be no good to anyone if you are over tired.”

He was right, “Very well, Cartwright, and thank you. I never knew my mother but you do a damned good impression of one.”

I almost collapsed into the bed and for the third night in a row I did not fantasise about Lucinda. I was too weary.

It was Cartwright who shook me awake, “Sir, trouble.” I was out of bed in an instant. My batman held my tunic for me to don and he spoke as he dressed me. “Sergeant Hamed reported the smell of men and camels from the north.”

“Sergeant Shaw?”

“He has the men already heading to the walls, Sir.” 

It did not take long to dress and I grabbed my Lee Enfield. My two pistols were already loaded and with ammunition pouches that were full I was prepared.

There was silence as I left my room and entered the square. I glanced up and saw the shadows that were the defenders. I hurried up the stairs to the main gate. Sergeant Shaw was there. He pointed to the north and sniffed. I nodded. I signed for him to go to the north west tower and for Sergeant Hamed to go to the north east. That left me with Cartwright and two Egyptian soldiers on the main gate. I turned to look at the highest tower. Corporal Atkinson and Flynn would be there. That I did not see them was comforting. The only problem as I saw it was that there were no sentries patrolling. The Turks might be suspicious. It could not be helped. We did not have enough men to risk sentries being picked off by sharpshooters. I stood and looked into the dark. Had I done all that was needed? The men had plenty of magazines. There was water strategically placed along the fighting platform. The ditches had been cleared and fresh stakes implanted. What had I not foreseen? The one thing we could not plan for was an assault by artillery. We had asked for a small six pounder but, as with the replacements, Cairo said that guns were needed for other theatres. We were forgotten.

The shadows moved. I did not need to alert my men; I saw my NCOs tap men on the shoulder and point. Tucked behind the embrasures my men had a good view of the outside. If they poked their rifles over then it would give away our presence. Our weapons remained hidden. I saw that the shadows moved in groups of three and only one group moved at a time. It was like a long shadow moving, almost undulating, from the wadi. These were commanded by an officer who knew what he was doing. They were using classic skirmisher tactics. One group ran while another group covered them. I now had a decision to make. When did I give the order to fire? Too soon and we would not drop enough. Too late and they might make the ditch. To remove them from there we would have to expose ourselves. We had placed a ring of white painted stones one hundred and fifty yards from the ditch. They could be seen in the dark. The Lee Enfield had an effective range of five hundred and fifty yards. I decided that the white stones would be the time to give the order to fire. We had men all around the walls but the rear walls had the sparsest number. We had to outgun our attackers somewhere. If this attacker had sense then they would attack where we least expected it. 

I counted the shadows, there were forty of them. If we had a full complement then we could have repelled them easily. As it was we had half their numbers. My first order would be the most important one. I saw that more than half of the shadows had reached the white stones. I made out the rifles. “Open Fire!” I hoped that the simple command would give us an edge. I had not told them to present and take aim. I trusted that they would all have a bullet up the spout and be able to raise their weapon and fire within a heartbeat of the order. My rifle was aimed at a shadow towards the rear, beyond the white stones. I knew that the Egyptians would fire at the closest target. Some of the attackers might be hit by more than one bullet. We needed as many men to be hit as we could.

The voice that gave the command to fire was a European one. I heard it through the bang and crack of Lee Enfields. I put the thought to the back of my mind but I was intrigued. The shadow at which I had aimed fell. I switched targets. As I had predicted the soldiers from the garrison were hitting fewer men than the handful of troopers. It was to be expected. They were largely cooks and dhobi wallers. The sergeant was the only real soldier amongst them. The shadows rose and a wall of flame rippled through the dark. I heard bullets ricochet off the walls of the fort and there was a cry as someone was hit. It might not have been a bullet. It could have been a piece of stone. As if to prove the point, as I leaned over to shoot at the shadow pointing forward a bullet pinged in front of me. A piece of stone sliced across my cheek. I had cut myself more badly when I used to shave but it was a warning. Men naturally ducked when they were fired upon and, in that ducking, the shadows made forty yards. 

Desperate times called for equally drastic orders, “On my command I want a mad minute!” I had warned everyone about the possibility of such an order. If we had not had such a reliable weapon and as much ammunition as we had then it would have been impossible. “Fire!” I stood and loaded and reloaded as fast as I could. Sergeant Instructor Snoxall had taught me well. The air was filled with the sound of cracking guns. There was not as much smoke with the Lee Enfield as there had been when my father had first fought in Africa but the air was filled with the smell. “Cease fire!”

I looked and saw that there were fifteen shadows that were not moving. The European voice gave a command. It was a command to fire. The enemy were using guns that only fired one bullet at a time and the desultory popping seemed tame in comparison to the roar we had made with the mad minute. Bullets pinged off the walls and men, me included, ducked. I heard the command to withdraw and shouted, “Open fire!” The shadows were moving back to the wadi. Whoever commanded had seen the folly of trying to attack a wall that had such firepower upon it.

I aimed carefully and hit another shadow but the man I hit was helped by a comrade and when they reached the wadi I shouted, “Cease fire!”

Sergeant Shaw shouted, “Sound off!”

“Here, Sergeant,” Corporal Atkinson was alive and unhurt.

“Here, Sergeant,” Trooper Hunter’s voice carried from the far tower.

“Here, Sergeant,” Trooper Baters waved a cheery hand from my right.

I turned to my batman, “Are you alive, Cartwright?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Then answer.”

“Here, Sergeant!”

“All present and accounted for, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you. Sergent Hamed.”

The sergeant did the same but it was as the replies came in that we discovered one man had died and two others were wounded.

Cartwright acted as the medical orderly and I said, “Cartwright, make the mess into a sick bay. Do what you can for them.”

“Yes, Sir.”

We needed a doctor and that had been something else we had been promised. The South African War’s ripples still affected us.

I was left with the two Egyptian soldiers. I took my water bottle and drank. I pointed to theirs, “Drink, the night is not over.”

“Yes, Effendi.”

When I heard the sound of camel’s hooves disappearing north I knew that the attack was over but only a fool would relax. The hooves could be a trap and if we went to investigate we might find ourselves ambushed. As we waited for dawn I reflected on the attack. Why an attack on the fort? They had sent too few men to guarantee victory. They had to have been led by a man who thought he had the measure of a depleted fort. We knew from the stubs and dung that they had watched us. They would have seen the Egyptians and might have underestimated their quality. They would have seen almost two thirds of the troopers leave and had gambled. If it had succeeded then the two returning patrols would have walked into a fort held by the enemy. Someone was trying to make a name for himself.

When the sun rose in the east I sent for Sergeant Shaw and Sergeant Hamed. “Well done, to both of you and your men. That was stoutly done. Sergeant Hamed, I want half of your men on watch. The other half can get food ready. Full bellies are what we need. Sergeant Shaw, Cartwright apart, we will see what remains of those who chose to attack us.”

“Sir.” Sergeant Hamed looked pleased.

“Sir.” Sergeant Shaw added, “And you gave the right commands, Sir. In the dark I could have mistaken you for your dad.”

It was the best compliment I could have had. I left my Lee Enfield at the gate and drew my service revolver. 

When we reached the gate Sergeant Shaw said, “Fix bayonets.”

The two Egyptians held open the door to allow us to leave and then slammed it shut behind us. Sergeant Shaw was on the extreme left and Charlie Atkinson the right. All my men held their Lee Enfields and were ready to fire or stab. We approached the bodies as though they were cobras. I saw that the nearest body to me was dead. The bullet hole in his chest had puddled a large pool of blood. Where there was doubt my men used their bayonets to flick over the body or to poke it. The fifteen were all dead.

“We will take their weapons and search their bodies later. Let us just make sure that they have all gone.”

We moved beyond the thorn bushes as though the enemy was still there. I saw that they had gone. 

“Sir.”

“Yes, Flynn.”

“There is blood here. They took wounded away.”

Charlie Atkinson triumphantly held up the half a cigar. He blew on the end and it glowed, “Same chap was here again and he likes his cigars. He had a quick puff before they left.”

“They had camels, Sir. Their dung is all around.”

“Right, let’s get back to the bodies. I want them searched. Take all their weapons and any paperwork. This was an act of war and we need to let Cairo know.”

“And the bodies, Sir? Burn them?”

I shook my head, “We will bury them and mark their graves. I think you would want your family to know where you were buried, eh, Sergeant?”

We had enough evidence to point the finger at the garrison across the border at Al Jagbub. I put it all in a manilla envelope. I wrote half the report while the graves were dug. Leaving just my men on watch in the fort, Sergeant Hamed said the right words over the fifteen Turks and one Egyptian who had died in the action. I had the men fire their rifles as a mark of respect. They had been our enemies but they had been brave men. I had the report finished by lunchtime. Cartwright reported that the wounds were not life threatening but they meant that the garrison was now three men down. Until the captain and the sergeant major returned there would be more work for everyone.

I held an officer’s call after we had eaten lunch. I had come to a decision while eating and looking at the strained faces of both troopers and garrison troops.

“Until the sergeant major and his patrol return we are dangerously short-handed. We need to let Cairo know the situation but that will have to wait until the captain returns. We have, by my estimate, two or more days until Sergeant Major Leonard returns and five days until the captain makes it back. I want to divide each twenty-four hours into eight-hour blocks. The two sergeants and myself will command each block.” I held up a piece of paper. “Cartwright will continue to act as a doctor. The rest of the men I have divided up. Sergeant Hamed, can you handle the midnight to eight a.m. slot?”

“Sir.”

“Stan, four p.m. until midnight?”

“Sir.”

“Charlie, you will be with me. We have the day shift.”

“Sir.”

I took a breath, “I intend to use the daylight to scout around the fort. Scheherazade is the best camel and...”

Stan shook his head, “That is too risky, Sir. You said it yourself. Hunker down for a couple of days and wait until the lads return.”

“I cannot leave us blind, Sergeant. I will be careful but I want to know if an enemy is up to something. Captain Dunn never expected an attack. He would not have implemented such a patrol regime if he had. Anyway, this is not a debating club. I have given the orders and they will be obeyed.”

It was not bravado that made me ride out in the early afternoon. We had almost been caught napping and but for the luck of finding the stubs and the vigilance of my men it could have all ended badly. Nor did I think that we were in immediate danger for the enemy had to get back across the border, but I would sleep better knowing I had done all that I could. 

I deliberately went out while it was still relatively hot. I wanted to catch any watchers while they rested from the noon day sun. I rode, first, to the north east. I found nothing and so I returned to the wadi. I plodded along it and followed the clear sign of the flight of the Turks. I was about to turn around when Scheherazade suddenly raised her head. She made not a sound but I knew the animal well and that meant she had sensed something. I drew my Lee Enfield and chambered a round. I did not use my voice to command her but by heels and she moved off. She went slowly as though she knew there was danger. The wadi was a dried-up riverbed. I had heard from the archaeologists that in ancient times more of the desert had been farmed and that the climate, they said, was different. Rivers twisted and turned and so did the wadi.

I saw the smoke from the two Turks’ cigarettes before I saw them and I had my Lee Enfield levelled with my arm resting on my camel’s hump as I turned the
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