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			Port Elizabeth, Algoa Bay, Cape Colony, 9 April 1871

			The cloudless sky was the palest blue as the Englishman walked away from the narrow jetty, a salt-stained carpet bag carried easily in his left hand, his right resting on the holstered revolver on his hip. He was not dressed for the cold of that early morning, and he quickly began to shiver. The heavy army boots he wore were snug enough, and he would not give them up no matter the climate, his time as an infantryman making him appreciate their comfort. But he wore long trousers made from a pale brown lightweight cotton, a loose-fitting scarlet Manchester shirt and a rumpled and well-worn jacket with four pockets on the front, along with a number of fabric loops around the waist. In an attempt to stop at least some of the chilly sea breeze from filtering inside the collar of his shirt, he adjusted the bright red neckerchief he wore; he had learned of the many uses for the simple square of cloth from the Texan cavalrymen he had once led. Around his waist was a British army officer’s belt with matching holster and ammunition pouch, and on his head a solar topee with a bright red pagdi wrapped tight around it, which could be unwound and used to cover his entire head if needed. It was a good outfit, suitable for a life far from civilisation, but it was also designed to keep its wearer cool under the burning African sun, something that was distinctly absent that morning.

			The early mist was lingering in the air, screening much of the port town from his view, but he could see enough to know it barely deserved to be called a port. There was a single large breakwater under construction, but he doubted it would be enough to tame the surging waters that dominated the bay and that had made the journey from the steamer, which was still lying well out to sea, a puke-invoking hell. He did not care to think what that same transfer would have been like if one of the gales that had delayed their arrival by nearly a week had been blowing. He did know that he was heartily glad to have left the steamer behind, that feeling only reinforced by the half-dozen blackened skeletons of ships that littered the beach, each one a memorial to the fate of other seafarers who had not been as fortunate as he. It was a warning he intended to heed. He had spent far too long on board one ship or another. It was high time to get back to where he belonged.

			He began to walk away from the jetty, his legs half buckling as he struggled to adjust to being back on firm ground, the earth beneath his heavy boots shifting as if he were still out at sea. It was not easy going. Every square inch was filled with a haphazard arrangement of fishing lines slung this way and that, each one holding dead fish that had been opened, gutted and hung up to dry. The air was filled with the rancid stink of fish guts, the rank odour almost more than he could stand. The town’s fishermen had landed a bountiful catch that morning. He saw dozens of snooks, and something that looked to his landlubber’s eye to be a solitary pike amidst a forest of mullets, their stomachs slit open to let in the air. There were buckets of spider crabs, the poor creatures climbing over one another in a futile attempt to escape their incarceration, and at least a hundred water-filled pails teeming with crayfish or writhing water snakes, the sight of which was enough to make him cringe. Most plentiful of all were the hottentot fish, the fat, toothy creatures familiar to him after he had dined on not a lot else for the better part of the last few weeks.

			The fish entrails had been tossed onto the ground, where they were attracting the attention of great flocks of seabirds. They swarmed overhead, filling the sky as they circled over the catch, diving down then swooping low to snatch up an entrail or a discarded eye before soaring away. One huge bird flew by, momentarily casting him into shadow. He looked up in time to see a mollymawk climbing fast, its enormous ten-foot wingspan powering it away from the smaller birds, which looked weak and fragile in comparison. He hoped the sight of the bird was as good an omen as the sailors claimed. He had a feeling he would need all the luck he could get before long. For he was far from home and about to enter a world where he did not know the rules. Or even whether any rules existed. He had wished for a fresh start, but as he took his first strides into the fringes of the port town, he found himself wondering quite why he had chosen this path amongst all the others that had been open to him.

			Leaving the stink of fish behind, he joined the main thoroughfare, which ran from one side of the town to the other, with just a handful of stubby side streets leading off it. Beyond the road was a ridge lined with fine-looking and substantial dwellings, villas and bungalows boasting neatly laid-out gardens and wide, airy verandas. It did not take any knowledge of the place to realise that these would be owned by the more successful merchants and the public officials stationed here in Port Elizabeth. They had done a pretty fair job of securing the best land for their dwellings, the elevated position providing the houses with a fresh breeze along with a spectacular view out to the bay. It also kept them away from the rough working classes who lived lower down. It was clear that this was no shanty town on the frontier of civilisation. He might well be in what felt like the arse end of nowhere, but there was wealth in this far-flung port, and that had to be a good thing. He just needed to find the right way to ensure that some of it found its way into his own well-deserving pockets.

			It was still early, yet the street was busy. Men dressed in the rough clothes of those expecting a hard day of graft sauntered past, hands thrust deep in pockets or else carrying cloth-wrapped bundles that likely contained their lunch. A few looked warily at the Englishman, eyes narrowing in instant suspicion at the sight of the revolver snug in its holster on his hip. For he was alone in carrying a weapon on open display, the men heading out to work armed with nothing more dangerous than a pocketknife attached to their belt, or the ubiquitous docker’s hook, which looked no different to the ones that had been wielded by the dock workers in the streets of London’s East End, where he had been born. Not that he cared about attracting such attention. The men of the town could think what they wanted, even if it meant that they looked at him like he was a sort of madman or outlaw. He had long ago learned never to take anything for granted, and he was on foreign shores, far from anywhere he had known before. He wouldn’t dream of venturing into such a place without the loaded Lefaucheux revolver.

			He walked on, keeping his pace easy, gradually becoming accustomed to being back on dry land. The port town was laid out along the shoreline, and he headed west, the rising sun on his back. The street was lined with well-built brick and wood buildings, most looking well cared for, with fresh paint and unbroken windows. The majority appeared to cater to the needs of the local populace, selling everything from fish to Cape beer at thruppence a quart. He counted at least five buildings claiming to belong to diamond and precious stone buyers, one even claiming to hail from Mayfair. Another, the busiest of the five, was owned, according to its signage, by a man named De Witt, who promised the best prices in town. Interspersed with the mercantile establishments were some fine public buildings, the offices of the clerks and officials who administered the town. These were in a slightly worse state of repair, clearly suffering from being so close to the shore; the salt-laden air had stripped back the paint to leave bare patches of wood on every facade.

			As he walked, he noted a large number of churches, the various faiths vying for attention. An Anglican church stood two doors down from a Methodist chapel. There was a church for Catholics and another for Presbyterians. On the opposite side of the street, he even spied a synagogue for the local Jewish population. Clearly the populace of Port Elizabeth needed the guiding hand of an accumulation of religious institutions to keep them in their place.

			Near the end of the thoroughfare, he found a neat-looking building bearing the sign Dreyer’s Phoenix Hotel. It appeared to be an upmarket establishment, the facade bright and clean, the veranda along the front painted a pleasant shade of yellow. He marked its position for later. He would need somewhere to sleep, and the place looked to be of a better quality than he had expected to find so far from the main cities of Cape Colony. After weeks of travel, he had learned not to be choosy, but it seemed that for once he would have somewhere decent to lay his head that night.

			‘Good morning.’

			The Englishman started as a well-dressed gentleman tipped his tile and offered a greeting as he walked by. He caught the man’s eye, noting the raised eyebrow and half-smile playing on his face, but he was gone before the startled Englishman could even think of forming a reply.

			‘Blow me tight,’ he muttered. He had not been ready for the greeting. It put him on his guard. He did not know the rules here, and that left him feeling a strong sense of disquiet, as if the world was watching him. He knew what it was like to be a fugitive, and the sensation that was raising the hackles on his neck at that moment made him feel just the same.

			The well-dressed fellow was not the only one to notice the new arrival. A group of black men came past in a tight group, their eyes roving over him, their expressions revealing nothing of their thoughts. All were dressed akin to the white workers he had seen before, and he marked the observation, keen to learn more of these lands. He had seen a fair amount of Africa now, from Egypt in the far north to the dangerous mountainous terrain of Abyssinia and the wilds of the Sudan. In his experience, the local population lived a life apart from the many foreigners who had come to Africa in their droves over the course of the last two hundred years. Here in Port Elizabeth, it appeared that at least some had integrated with the white-faced foreigners, though he reckoned that would be quite different even just a few miles inland, where he expected to find that the local tribes had been ravaged by the ruthless invaders who had come to profit from their land’s riches. It would be the same as he had seen in the Sudan, where the towns and villages near the Nile had been stripped almost bare by the ruthless slavers and ivory traders, who thought only of turning a profit, no matter the cost to the people who had lived on the land since time immemorial. Yet no matter what the humanitarian societies of Europe might proclaim, there was nothing that could be done to prevent it. It was the one rule he had learned always applied, no matter his destination. The powerful would prey on the weak. Just as they always had. Just as they always would.

			An older woman followed the black workers, her walking stick tapping a fast staccato on the hard-baked dirt that formed the surface of the street.

			‘Good morning, ma’am.’ The Englishman paused to touch a hand to the peak of his solar topee, aping the greeting that had come his way moments before.

			The old woman barely glanced his way, the rhythm of her stick unaltered.

			‘Bollocks to it.’ He shook his head and strode on.

			The street was beginning to come to an end, the buildings now spaced further apart, the gaps filled with tumbled piles of dry-looking vegetation or human detritus. He was about to turn on his heel and return the way he had come when he heard raised voices, the telltale signs of a confrontation catching his attention and tempting him to walk a little further, his right hand instinctively slipping to his holstered revolver, fingers sliding the buckle open so that the weapon could be drawn in an instant.

			The altercation was coming from an empty plot of land sandwiched between two single-storey wooden buildings that were clearly in a state of advanced decay, their wooden facades mottled with rot and damp and streaked with muck, the dark windows barred with planks of wood.

			‘Listen to me, you verdolt Engelschman.’

			‘I’m not a bloody Englishman, you bloody Dutch idiot.’

			‘Ag, mon, I don’t care where you blerrie come from. You’re all the same to me.’

			The Englishman came closer. He was drawn to the argument and the threat of violence like a bluebottle was drawn to a heap of fresh shit. It was a world he understood. Somewhere he felt at home.

			‘Listen, mate, I don’t have anything worth bloody taking, all right. So just piss off and leave me alone.’

			‘Hou jou bek. I don’t want your fokken money.’

			The Englishman stopped when he spied the group of men whose voices he had heard. There were four in total, and it was not hard to see who was who. One man was sitting on his backside, legs stretched out in front him, blood flowing freely over the fingers of his right hand, which was clamped tight to his nose. Facing him were three hard-faced men dressed in baggy corduroy trousers and dirty flannel shirts. Their broad-brimmed felt hats cast their faces into shadow, but the Englishman could see that all three had long, lank hair and rough beards. He did not know what nationality they were, but it was clear they were all cut from the same cloth. And it was clear that the man nursing his busted nose was facing a grim time of it.

			‘Listen to me, you bloody idiots.’ The man on the ground spoke again, the words muffled by the hand cradling his face. If he cared for the claret flowing from his beak, he gave no sign of showing it. ‘You’ve got the wrong bloody man. It wasn’t me.’

			‘It was you, mon, and you fokken know it.’

			The Englishman was sure that the man speaking was the group’s leader, something in his stance marking him out. Keen as he was to observe what was to come, he came to a halt a good hundred yards short of the four men. He might have been drawn to the altercation, but that did not mean he had any intention of getting involved. It was certainly tempting to keep moving until he became a part of whatever was about to occur, if only to even the unequal odds. There would be something pleasing about releasing the pent-up energy that was the product of too many weeks of boredom incarcerated in polite company on board the steamer. There would be something freeing in being the man he knew he was meant to be. And he did not like what he was seeing. Three against one was not a fair fight, not on any continent. It spoke of bullying and power, two things that stuck in his craw. He had been on the receiving end of both too many times to stand idly by and watch as three men dominated another.

			But he had intervened in fights that were not his in the past. Mistakes had been made and lessons had been learned. Yet that did not mean he would just walk away. It was an intriguing set-up, and if nothing else, it might teach him something of the land he was now entering.

			He was learning already. For starters, it was easy enough to tell that the men spoke with very different accents. The three heavy set crusty fellows standing around the man on the ground sounded German to his ear, but he had noted that the fellow sitting on his arse had called them Dutch, which sort of made sense. That man himself spoke with an odd accent, one the Englishman could not place. His nasal twang gave each word a strange melody, and it sounded as if he was always asking a question, each sentence ending in a rising inflection that was already grating on the Englishman’s nerves.

			‘Hey, you!’

			The Englishman looked up sharply. He had been spotted.

			‘Are you going to let these Dutch bastards beat me right in front of your bloody eyes, mate?’ The man with the bloody face waved his free hand in the air as if to summon the Englishman over.

			Three heads turned the Englishman’s way. Three bearded faces sneered.

			‘Is this poephol your blerrie friend, mon?’ The question was thrown towards the Englishman.

			‘No.’

			The Dutchman who had asked the question nodded, head moving slowly up and down as if he were giving the answer serious consideration, no matter its simplicity. ‘Are you going to stop us teaching this dopkaas a lesson?’ He indicated the fellow on the ground with his thumb.

			‘Should I?’ The Englishman kept his tone even.

			‘Not if you know what’s blerrie good for you.’ The answer came back wrapped in an iron threat.

			It was enough to make the Englishman half smile. He liked the belligerent tone and the confidence. ‘What’s he done?’

			‘If he’s not your mate, then I don’t see how it’s any business of yours.’

			The Englishman pulled a wry expression at the reply. ‘Fair enough.’

			‘What the hell!’ The man on the ground half rose as he heard his potential saviour deny him the aid he had called for. ‘I ain’t done nothing, and these Dutch bastards know it. I’m as innocent as the bleeding snow, I swear.’

			‘Hou jou bek.’ One of the other Dutchmen snapped the command, taking a step forward, hands bunching into fists.

			The man facing a beating complied, shutting his mouth as he was ordered.

			‘Do you want to blerrie watch then, mon?’

			The Englishman shrugged. It was all the answer he cared to give at that moment. The urge to intervene was growing. Like an itchy mosquito bite, it needed scratching. Yet he held back, standing his ground, contemplating what he would do. He did not know what was going on here, what had caused the man sitting on his arse to face a slating at the hands of the three dour Dutchmen, but he wanted to find out. It might be that the beating was well deserved. Indeed, if he knew what was what, then perhaps he would be happy to deliver it himself. After all, he had never held back in the past. But if the man awaiting his fate was indeed innocent, then the Englishman might still step forward and save him from further violence.

			‘I suggest you fok off.’ The command was shouted by the Dutchman doing most of the talking. His patience was clearly starting to wear thin.

			‘What’s that you said?’ The Englishman’s voice was emotionless.

			‘I said fok off before I stick my boot into your blerrie poephol.’

			He inclined his head, absorbing the insult. The itch was getting stronger. It was almost impossible to resist the urge to scratch it.

			‘Look, mon, this dopkaas stole from us. We saw him do it and now we’re going to teach him a lesson. If you’ve got a problem with that, feel free to come over here and join him. If not, then like I said, fok off.’

			The Englishman looked from the three men standing to the man on the ground. The explanation was a good one and he sensed that it was true. ‘What did he take?’

			The leader of the group sighed. ‘Does it matter?’

			‘It matters to me.’

			‘For fok’s sake. He took my mother’s necklace, all right? We found him trying to sell it to De Witt.’ The explanation was given through gritted teeth.

			And it was enough.

			The Englishman nodded and turned away. He might not like uneven odds, and he himself had been known to steal when it was needed. But he reckoned this was theft for theft’s sake. The man about to be beaten dressed too well, and looked too well fed, to have been forced to steal to stay alive. And so he would not intervene and in so doing cause a possible miscarriage of justice. At least that was how he saw it, and for now that was enough. He had vowed to try to keep out of trouble rather than walk willingly straight into it as he had too many times before. And so he made his decision, turning on his heel and showing his back to the three Dutchmen and the man they would likely beat bloody and blue.

			‘Hey, come on now, mate, you’re leaving me in the bloody lurch here.’ The man on the ground made a last desperate plea for aid, the plaintive wail following the Englishman as he began to walk away. ‘Mate? Come on. Help me out here.’

			The Englishman kept walking. His mind was set.

			The talkative Dutchman said something else. The Englishman did not catch what it was, and he knew he would not have understood it even if he had, the three men speaking a guttural language quite beyond his comprehension. But he knew it was a jibe, a comment meant to insult, or else to turn him around so that he would be drawn into the violence that was to come. It was followed by a peal of laughter, the three men loud and confident of their power, even with the stranger still close by.

			He stopped.

			Silence followed. Expectant. Heavy. Filled with foreboding. He could feel four sets of eyes on his back like they were a physical thing, the attention setting his nerves on edge.

			The itch remained.

			For a moment he stood there letting his breathing settle. Resisting the urge. Then he began to walk again, slow, even paces taking him away from the future he had rejected. He did not look back even as he heard the sound of boots moving and a cry as a heavy fist made the first of many contacts with flesh.

			The itch would not be scratched.

			Not that day.

			Not ever.

			For Jack Lark had learned his lesson.

			He would no longer repeat the mistakes of his past.
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			Jack sat at the simple wooden table, washing the dust from his throat with a long draught of warm beer. Belching softly, he sat back in his chair, stretching his legs out in front of him. After he had left the three Dutchmen and their thief to it, he had spent the rest of the morning exploring Port Elizabeth, searching out the stores that would sell what he needed for the next leg of his journey. It was enough knowledge for now. Especially as he did not know what the next leg of the journey really entailed, beyond some vague notions based more on hearsay and hope than fact. Securing a room at Dreyer’s Phoenix Hotel had been easy enough, and now he sat in the wide foyer, comfortable in a leather club armchair, a pint of Bass’s Indian Pale Ale in front of him as he waited.

			The foyer bar was beginning to fill as it got closer to noon. Most people seemed to be drawn to the bill of fare chalked on a board nailed to the wall above the room’s only fireplace, and Jack watched as the first heavily stacked plates were ferried from a back room to the hotel’s hungry clientele. It was enough to make his stomach growl. He had refrained from breaking his fast on board the steamer that morning, choosing to tackle the journey from ship to shore with an empty stomach. Now he was very hungry, and that hunger was not being helped by the warm beer that was now sloshing around in his belly, or the enticing aroma of hot food.

			A woman entered the foyer. She wore the garb of an explorer, or at least someone who spent their time far from polite society, and her face was tanned by the sun. She was dressed in long trousers and a long-sleeved shirt, both made from the same earthy-toned cotton and both sporting a good spattering of sewn-up rents and tears, the tightly tied threads standing out like scars on pale flesh. On her head was a wideawake hat with a long string that drooped beneath her chin. As she entered the foyer, she pushed the hat back from her head, letting the string catch it so that it sat high on her back. The action revealed dark brown hair bound tightly into braids that were tied tidily behind her head with a short black ribbon. On her right hip was a holstered handgun, the weapon smaller than the heavy French revolver that Jack himself wore. In her hands she held a navy umbrella, the tip resting precisely on the ground as she surveyed the room, searching for someone.

			Searching for him.

			She spotted him quickly enough, then moved briskly towards him, a warm smile spreading across her face. Jack necked the last of his beer, then rose to his feet, moving around the table to pull back another armchair for her.

			‘Beer? Before luncheon?’ she asked.

			‘It was medicinal.’

			She arched an eyebrow.

			‘I had a dry throat. The dust.’

			‘Then I would happily have provided you with a tincture.’

			Jack grinned. ‘Thank you for the generous offer, but it seems to be much improved now. Would you care to eat?’

			‘Gosh, yes, I’m famished.’

			‘Me too.’ He stood back as she sat, then gently pushed her seat closer to the table. ‘It says they have bacon.’ He nodded towards the bill of fare.

			‘Ah, that explains your smile. Or is that from the beer?’

			‘Both.’ He laughed. ‘Come on, Anna. Would you really deny a man one beer after he has completed all his chores?’

			‘Chores indeed. I do not set you chores, Jack.’ Anna Baker tutted, but grinned at his foolishness. ‘But I am glad to hear you have done what was needed.’

			Jack liked her smile. It sat well on her face. She was still too thin; the long and exhausting expedition deep into the wilds of the Sudan with her uncle, Sir Samuel White Baker, the famous explorer turned Egyptian pasha, had sucked every last vestige of fat from them both, and the dark circles under her eyes were those of someone who had been travelling for too long without a proper break. Yet she could still turn heads, and he noticed that a good half of the room’s occupants had paused in their drinking or scoffing to watch as she came across to his table.

			‘Well, whatever you wish to call them, they are all done. I have taken a room for us here, one with a view if you pay credence to the creature behind the desk.’

			‘Creature?’

			‘Well, I am not sure what to call him. The buck-toothed bugger couldn’t speak clearly. I could barely understand a word he said.’

			‘You are being cruel.’

			‘Wait until you see him before you judge me.’ Jack took his own seat and turned his attention to the bill of fare. It was hard to resist the lure of bacon and eggs, but he noted a few other options that took his fancy. There were oysters and a half-dozen types of fish on offer, something that came as no surprise given the location. There was also a game pie, along with the more intriguing prospect of springbuck. He gave the decision his full concentration, ignoring the sound of more arrivals filing into what was clearly a popular dining room.

			‘Hey, you!’

			He looked up as a loud voice announced the arrival of a noisier than normal diner. To his surprise, the man was striding, or at least limping, as fast as he could towards the table where Jack and Anna sat, a thunderous expression writ large on his face, purple veins in his neck throbbing.

			‘You! I see you sitting there, you bloody bastard.’

			Anna frowned. ‘Is he a friend of yours?’

			‘No.’ Jack sighed. He recognised the fellow well enough as he staggered closer, even though one of the man’s eyes was now streaked with red, while the other was surrounded by a sea of puffy blue and purple bruises. Both of his cheeks were scratched and bright crimson, while his upper lip looked at least twice its normal size. From the thick layer of scabs on his chin and around the corners of his mouth, it was clear that he had received one hell of a battering, but it seemed to have done little to lessen his love for a confrontation.

			‘Well, he clearly thinks he knows you.’ Anna found something funny either in the situation or in the expression she saw etched onto Jack’s face in reaction to the man’s arrival.

			Jack sighed. He did not need this. But still he rose, standing four-square as the man blundered on, at least two chairs and a table coming close to being upturned by his clumsy gait.

			‘I want a bloody word with you, chum. What the hell were you playing at, letting me get my bloody arse kicked by those Boer bastards?’

			‘Keep your voice down,’ Jack hissed.

			‘Why?’ The reply was belligerent. ‘You think no one wants to know that you left me on my own to get a bloody kicking?’

			‘I think no one wants their lunch interrupted. Me least of all.’ Jack took a step away from the table, interposing himself between the man and Anna. ‘If you’ve got something to say, say it, then walk your bloody chalk.’ He could feel his temper starting to fray.

			‘Oh, I’ve got something to say all right. A fellow like you, wearing a revolver like you’re some sort of bloody toy soldier, leaving me to face those three Dutch fuckers all on my lonesome.’

			‘I won’t tell you again to keep your voice down and moderate your damn language. There are ladies present.’

			The man glanced at Anna. ‘Sorry, miss, and all. But this cobber here, why, he left me in the bloody lurch.’

			Anna smiled graciously. ‘There is no need to miss me. Now, why don’t you sit down so we can talk about this like adults?’ There was censure in her tone, albeit censure flavoured with honey.

			‘I’m sorry, miss, but I’d sooner sit in the bloody gutter than with this man. Why, leaving one of his own to be done over—’

			‘Sit down and shut your damn muzzle.’ Jack cut him off in mid flow. ‘I don’t know what your bloody problem is, but I suggest you speak a hell of a lot quieter.’ He was aware that people had stopped whatever they were doing and were now watching the altercation closely, a fine entertainment to accompany their luncheon.

			‘And you’re going to make me, are you? I don’t reckon you’ve got the bloody stomach for it, mate. Bloody yellow belly, that’s what you’ve got.’

			‘Sit. Down.’ The two words were spoken calmly and slowly, and they left Jack’s mouth laced with genuine venom, so that not even the most thick-skulled fool could mistake them for anything but a command that was to be obeyed. And obeyed instantly.

			Finally the man understood. He was clasping his hat against his belly, and now he looked down at it, shamefaced. ‘You might’ve bloody helped me, mate,’ he said quietly.

			‘Why?’ Jack returned to his own seat, then gestured at a free chair.

			The man sat. ‘It was three against one.’

			‘And?’

			‘Those aren’t fair odds, mate. Not in anyone’s book.’

			Jack shook his head. He was already tiring of the conversation.

			‘Would one of you kindly tell me what this is all about?’ Anna seemed more amused than disgruntled at having the loud-mouthed stranger sit at her table.

			‘Sorry, miss.’

			‘I have already told you that you don’t have to address me like that. Please call me Anna.’ She reached out to place a hand on the man’s forearm. ‘Now, I can tell you are from Australia.’

			‘That’s right, miss.’

			She shook her head, but didn’t correct him again.

			Jack sat back in his chair as he finally placed the man’s odd accent. He hadn’t met an Australian before. From what he had seen thus far, he hadn’t missed much.

			‘Now that you’re sitting quietly, Jack will buy you a beer.’ Anna made the offer without so much as glancing at Jack.

			He tried to speak, but she shut him down with a sharp gesture. He had learned not to argue with her. The repercussions could see him consigned to a lonely bed, or worse.

			‘Now, are you badly hurt?’ She turned back to the Australian. ‘I can see you have been through the mill.’

			He shook his head. ‘I’ll be okay. I could sure use that beer, though. That’d see me right, I reckon.’

			‘For God’s sake,’ Jack muttered, just loudly enough to be heard. But at a frosty glare from Anna, he waved at a nearby waiter, lifting three fingers then pointing at his empty glass.

			‘My name is Anna. And this is Jack.’ Anna raised her eyebrows. ‘And you are?’

			‘Clarke. Joe Clarke.’

			‘That’s better.’ She patted his arm, then withdrew her hand. ‘So, what brings you to Port Elizabeth, Joe?’ She had taken control of the situation, setting it on a calm footing with nothing more than manners and a kind smile.

			‘I’ve just come down from the diggings near the Vaal river. I needed a breather. Got too much dust in my throat.’ He glared rather pointedly at Jack.

			‘It’s coming.’ Jack’s tone was about as friendly as a starving wolf greeting a lost lamb. ‘If you’re just here for a rest, why did those men accuse you of being a thief?’ He kept his voice pitched low so that the question would not be overheard.

			‘They’re Boers; they don’t have much between the ears, if you know what I mean. And I didn’t steal a thing.’

			‘So they were lying?’

			‘They were mistaken.’ Clarke winced as he shifted in his seat.

			‘You didn’t steal that necklace?’

			‘No, mate. I found that neck-lace.’ He pronounced the last word as two separate syllables. ‘I didn’t know who it bloody belonged to.’

			‘But you still tried to sell it.’

			‘Wouldn’t you?’ He lifted a hand to dab at his mouth as the effort of speaking cracked a fresh scab and set a thin rivulet of blood dribbling down his chin.

			‘So you’re an innocent victim?’

			‘I bloody am, mate.’

			‘I don’t believe you.’

			‘Believe whatever you want.’

			‘Now then.’ Anna intervened to put a stop to the belligerent back-and-forth. ‘That’s enough from both of you.’

			Jack heard the warning in her tone. She knew him well enough to spot when his temper was starting to fray, so he did as she said. He knew her well enough to heed her when she spoke.

			‘Joe, you mentioned that you’re down from the diggings. Are those the ones at the Pniel river? We’ve heard they’re producing a splendid number of diamonds.’

			‘No, those are no bloody good, not if you ask me. Fair dinkum, the Pniel’s a pretty enough place, and I can see the attraction of having running water and all that. There’s plenty of trees for shade and for firewood, and there’s folk who think that’s reason enough to dig there.’ Clarke shook his head. ‘But I’ve been there and I can tell you that there’s lean pickings now. Don’t get me wrong. Some fella found a thirty-carat shiner not so long ago. But mainly the finds aren’t all that great. No, miss, the river diggings, they’re no good. For me, it’s the dry diggings. There’s a fair few to choose from. Some say the best is at Klipdrift, but there’s been folk working there for a while now, and getting a claim is one hell of a fight. Cawood’s Hope was good for a bit, but I don’t know anyone who’s still there. It’s the same over at Sifonell, where there were some good finds a few months ago, but nothing to speak of since. A few folks are finding stones at Forlorn Hope and Delport’s Hope, or at least that’s what I hear, but for me, your best bet is going to be the diggings at Du Toit’s Pan. We’ve found some big ’uns there these past few months all right. When I was last there, a fella found one that was well over one hundred carats. There was even talk about a diamond they dug up a few months back that was over three hundred! Can you imagine that? A man could live like a bloody king for a dozen lifetimes on a find like that.’ He trailed off as he contemplated a life with such wealth.

			‘Are you going back there?’ Anna did not let him drift too far into reverie. ‘To the dry diggings? Du Toit’s Pan, did you say?’

			‘Yes, miss, I am that. I leave next week. Just got to get myself a seat on a wagon heading up there.’

			Anna looked pointedly at Jack. A lot was said in that look.

			Jack eased forward in his chair. ‘We’re of a mind to try our hand at the diggings.’

			‘The pair of you?’

			‘Yes.’

			The Australian sat back, a sickly smile sliding onto his bloodied lips. ‘Do you know much about digging then?’

			‘What’s there to know?’ Jack did not take kindly to the mocking undertone in the other man’s voice. ‘It can’t be that hard to dig a bloody hole in the ground.’

			‘Oh, there’s plenty to know, mate.’ Clarke reached out and picked up one of Anna’s hands. He made a play of inspecting it, then dropped it back on the table. ‘And neither of you looks like you know which end of the bloody shovel to hold, if you ask me.’

			‘I didn’t ask you.’

			‘Ha, fair enough.’ He fell silent, waiting for them to draw him out.

			‘So, tell us what we need to know.’ Jack forced himself to take the lure, choking down his dislike of the beefy digger.

			‘Just like that?’

			‘I’m buying you a beer.’

			‘Oh, it’ll take more than one beer, mate.’ Clarke laughed, his face revealing his pleasure at finding he held some cards after all.

			‘What will it take?’

			He rubbed his chin with a grubby hand. ‘Seems to me you two could use a little advice. So how’s about this – I can tell you what you need to know. Help get you set up too, if you like.’ He smiled wolfishly. ‘And my rates are reasonable.’

			‘You want us to pay you?’

			‘I ain’t about to do it all for free, mate.’

			‘Then you can take a running fuck—’

			‘That’s an interesting offer, Joe. Thank you.’ Anna cut Jack off. ‘But I have a different proposition for you.’

			‘Anna?’ Jack sighed. Anna Baker was not easily swayed once her mind was made up. It was a trait she must have inherited from her uncle, and it had given her the confidence to leave the safety of her family and travel at the side of a man she had only known for a few short months. It was both a boon and a curse. At least from his point of view.

			‘As well as trying our hand at the diggings, we are of a mind to invest. We have capital.’ She reached out and sketched an imaginary circle on the tabletop. ‘We just need to find the right partner.’

			Clarke was drawn to the very edge of his chair. ‘Partner?’ He did his best not to look too keen.

			‘We provide the funds. Our partner provides the expertise.’

			‘Anna, this isn’t the time,’ Jack hissed. She was rushing ahead too quickly for his liking. Their plans were new, and worryingly vague, made on the long journey down from Khartoum. They had first heard of the diamond fields from the master of the ship they had taken to bring them down the east coast of Africa. At first they had thought simply to travel, and as they had started out from Cairo, it had made sense to head south and see what they could find at the tip of the enormous continent. But once they had heard of the fortunes being made from finding diamonds, they had decided to try their luck for themselves. Neither was naive enough to believe that the precious stones were simply lying on the surface of the ground just waiting to be found, as many of the tales would have them believe, but they had come just the same.

			‘What sort of share were you thinking, miss?’

			Anna glanced at Jack, holding his gaze for a second before turning to direct the full force of her personality onto the bloodied Australian. ‘For the right partner, we would offer a twenty-five per cent share of our profits. All expenses would be borne by us.’

			Clarke licked his lips. ‘That’s not a great share. Not if you find a big one.’

			Jack fought the urge to laugh. The Australian had a hand to play, but he was clearly hopeless at cards, his thoughts obvious to anyone looking at his face.

			‘It is a very fair offer.’ Anna’s tone was unaltered.

			‘It’s a fucking great one.’ Jack delivered his own pithy verdict. But he respected Anna’s opinion, and so he would back her no matter what he thought. He trusted her judgement more than he trusted his own.

			‘You’d pay all the expenses?’ Clarke had clearly given up his attempt at haggling.

			‘All of them. Starting today.’ Anna paused. ‘If you accept, of course.’

			‘And if you don’t, you can walk your bloody chalk right here and now,’ Jack added.

			‘Fair dinkum.’ Clarke grinned from ear to ear. ‘I accept.’

			Jack shook his head at the odd expression. But the deal was done.

			For better or worse, they had themselves a partner.
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			‘How much will it cost?’

			‘For you, mon, it’s seventy quid.’

			‘That’s a ridiculous price and well you know it.’ Jack did not have to fake his astonishment at the figure he was being quoted for hiring a wagon to take them from Port Elizabeth to the dry diggings at Du Toit’s Pan.

			He was standing in front of Dreyer’s Phoenix Hotel. It was proving to be another beautiful day, the sky a beguiling azure blue with not a single cloud in sight, but it was just as chilly as the day before, a brisk breeze whipping off the sea and straight through the town. The main thoroughfare was quiet in the hour after lunch, barely more than a dozen people in sight. The dusty roadway was empty, with just a single wagon trundling slowly towards the port, its load a dozen fat wooden kegs. The driver, an old man with a great shock of bright grey hair, wearing a smart navy canvas jacket, looked to be half asleep, his whip forgotten as his mules ambled along, the wagon moving at barely half the pace of a walking man.

			‘Then bugger off. There’s no shortage of folk looking to go up to the diggings, and I’ve only got the one driver and wagon doing the run.’

			They had found the wagon master thanks to the Australian, Clarke, who had travelled on his wagons a few months previously. The owner had given his name simply as JW, and he ran his company out of King William’s Town. It was clear he knew his business.

			‘There’s just three of us,’ Jack pointed out. ‘We don’t need the whole wagon.’

			JW shook his head impatiently. ‘It’s still seventy quid, mon. I don’t care if it’s just you, or you and all your blerrie mates. The rate’s the same.’

			Jack held his gaze. He believed he could read people well, and he was pretty damn sure that this man was certain of his wagon’s value. There was only one sensible route from Port Elizabeth to the diggings, and only a handful of transport companies making the trip. If Clarke was telling the truth, it was a journey of over four hundred miles, too far for them to manage by themselves, even if they could afford to buy the horses and mules they would need. Which they couldn’t.

			‘How many people can you carry?’

			‘Thirteen, if you’re light with the luggage. The more gear you take, the fewer of you I can fit in.’

			Jack understood JW’s no-nonsense approach easily enough. The truth of it was that the funds they had available for their diamond-hunting expedition were both finite and relatively small. Which meant that if they were going to hire a wagon, they would have to find others to share the cost. It was not a notion he relished. He did not trust other people. At least, not easily.

			‘How long will the journey take?’ he asked.

			JW smiled, happy in the knowledge that he had his man. ‘First we go to Graham’s Town, that’s about eighty-five miles from here. Then it’s on to Fort Beaufort, then Queen’s Town, Burghersdorp and Fauresmith. It’ll take thirty days, if we don’t run into any trouble.’

			‘Trouble?’

			‘We have to cross the Katberg.’

			‘What’s that?’

			The wagon master made a scoffing sound. ‘You’re new here then.’ It was a statement, not a question.

			‘And you’re a rude bastard who’s committing daylight robbery.’

			JW bellowed with laughter. ‘Who says Englishmen are always polite.’

			‘Whoever said that needs to take their head out of their arse.’ Jack was warming to the man. ‘So what’s this Katberg when it’s at home?’

			‘The Katberg is a mountain pass.’

			‘It’s dangerous?’

			‘Only if you don’t know what you’re doing.’

			‘And you do?’ Jack raised his eyebrows as he asked the pointed but pertinent question.

			‘My driver’s done the journey a hundred times and I’ve done it more times myself than I can count. And I’ll be there to make sure you don’t come to any harm. I’ve got business up at the diggings and so I’ll be tagging along. We’ll get you there.’

			‘Then I’m glad I’m in safe hands.’

			‘Oh, you are that. At least until you get up to the diggings. After that, you’ll be on your own. I’ll wish you good luck and leave you to it.’

			Jack heard the unspoken warning. But he would not be deterred. They had set upon this course and he would see it through. ‘I reckon we’ll be fine. Just get us there in one piece.’

			JW made a play of looking him up and down, as if sizing him up for a suit, or maybe a coffin. ‘You look like you can handle yourself all right, and you might need to. Folk have been fighting over the diggings at Du Toit’s Pan ever since they found the first blerrie diamonds up there. Whether it’s the Griquas, my lot or your lot, someone is always laying claim to the land up there.’

			‘And who is your lot?’

			‘The Boers, man. Those diamond fields are rightly ours, there’s no doubt about that. But now your man Keate, or whatever he’s called, he’s tramping all over the damn place as if it’s up to him to decide whose land it is, and that’s only made things worse. The Griqua leader, that Waterboer poephol, he won’t be able to control the diggers now there are so many of them up there. And if your lot take control then it’s only a matter of time before they kick everyone out and sell the rights to whichever crony of your damn government is lining the right pockets.’

			‘How many are there?’

			‘Nigh on thirty thousand, they say.’ JW thrust his hands deep into his pockets. He seemed happy enough to answer Jack’s questions. And he had a lot.

			‘What do the locals think about that many people turning up?’

			‘The locals?’ JW looked surprised at the question. ‘It’s farmland. Owned by some of my folk. They’re getting well paid.’

			‘But it hasn’t always been their land?’ Jack probed.

			‘You mean the blacks?’ Both of JW’s eyebrows rose. ‘It’s not their land, not any more. It’s been years since they could think of this place as theirs. The Hottentots and the Bushmen were all driven off by the Dutch East India Company decades ago. It’s been Boer land ever since. The Griqua still think it’s theirs, of course. You won’t have to be here long to hear about the claims their leader is making over it. But so long as they don’t get in the way, I don’t mind them, and there’s plenty working up at the diggings. Not that they own the claims, but there’s folk willing to pay them for their labour. To be honest, I don’t care who owns the bloody land, or who thinks they own it. So long as they leave my wagon in peace, I’ll be happy.’

			‘Fair enough.’ Jack tended to agree with that sentiment. He had seen a similar situation in India. The land there had been ravaged by the East India Company, the men from Leadenhall running the country as their own personal fiefdom. The locals had had little say in the matter and he had seen first-hand what could happen should those who had ruled the place for centuries dare to stand up to the Company. From what JW was saying, the area around the diamond fields was claimed by more than one group. He just hoped that the ownership of the valuable diggings did not become the subject of a more open conflict. He would not take up arms for anyone any more. No matter the validity of their claim.

			JW half smiled. ‘The truth of it, is that this is our land, Boer land, no matter what you uitlanders think. We’ve been here for nigh on two hundred years now. Of course, that doesn’t mean you blerrie English will leave us alone. It seems the Cape Colony isn’t enough for you bastards, and I reckon it won’t be long before you want to take over the whole of the damn country. We won’t let you. We’ll fight for this land. But I don’t reckon that will stop you. You’re persistent fokkers, I’ll give you that. We’ll have to teach you a lesson at some point.’

			Jack was doing his best to take in all the information. He could hear the passion in JW’s voice as he spoke of his people’s land and their desire to hold on to it. He knew next to nothing of the Boers and he was fascinated by their history. He would have to learn more if he were to thrive here.

			‘So, with all these claims to the land, is it dangerous up at the diggings?’

			JW pulled a face at what he clearly believed to be a naive question. ‘Of course it’s blerrie dangerous. If the digging itself doesn’t kill you, or a landslide doesn’t bury you alive, then you might get sick. If that doesn’t get you, then maybe something else will. It’s every man for himself these days, I hear. That’s why I keep clear. Leave it to blerrie idiots like you to scrabble around in the dirt.’

			‘If it’s that bad, do you think I’ll find ten people willing to share the journey?’ Jack frowned. He knew little of the diamond fields beyond what he and Anna had heard before they arrived in Port Elizabeth.

			‘Ja, mon. Should be easy enough. There are plenty of fools like you still looking to go to the diggings.’

			‘Fools?’

			JW looked shrewdly at Jack, his eyes scanning his face. ‘Looks to me like you’ve been around the world a bit. Seen a bit of action too.’

			‘A bit.’ Jack resisted the urge to lift a finger to trace the scar that ran across the left side of his face. The weal had faded over the years, but it was still obvious to anyone looking at him. The memory of its taking had not faded; the moment when the Indian sawar had sliced his talwar across Jack’s face still haunted him, as did the moment when he hit the ground, bleeding and powerless. That moment had cost him more than the wound to his face.

			‘But here you are. And just like every other damn rooinekke, you think you’ll make your fortune at the diggings. You think you’ll find the big one.’

			‘You don’t believe we will?’

			‘There’s a reason I supply the blerrie wagons.’

			‘So the stories of the finds up there are just bullshit, are they?’

			‘Oh no, they’re true. But there’s thirty thousand folk digging away like little fokken bunny rabbits every day, and how many of them make it big?’

			‘Some.’ The answer sounded lame even to Jack’s ears.

			‘Some.’ JW repeated the word with scorn. ‘You know who makes all the money?’

			‘I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’

			‘The fellas that buy the diamonds, that’s who. And the sensible folk like me who take the money from fools like you.’ He laughed deep in his belly at the look he saw on Jack’s face. ‘I can see you don’t believe me. So you’ll have to find out for yourself, just like all the other poephols I’ve transported up there.’

			‘Maybe.’ Jack felt himself bristle. For years people had told him what he could and couldn’t do. The freedom to choose had come at a high price, and it had taken him a long time to become the man he was that day.

			‘Agh, I know you won’t listen to me.’ JW shook his head. ‘No one comes this far then turns tail. And who knows? Maybe you will find something and prove me wrong. But then if you do, who’s to say you’ll keep it. You’re not in jolly old England now. There’ll be plenty of holnaaier waiting to take it from you.’

			Jack was struggling to understand the words that peppered JW’s speech. But he got the gist of it well enough. ‘So who polices the place?’

			‘No one.’ JW grinned broadly. ‘The diggers organise a few things themselves, but they do bugger all. No, it’s every man for himself up there. So if you do find something, I reckon you should keep it to yourselves. Make sure no one hears of it, or before you know it, they’ll be coming round to take it off you.’

			Jack made a note of the advice, but he was not concerned. He had fought on more than a dozen battlefields, waging war on everyone from Persian Fars to men dressed in the blue uniforms of the American Union. He did not fear anyone, not now. It was not because he thought he was better than any foe. He knew what he was, what he had become. Survival was down to the whim of fate, not his skills on the battlefield or his ability to kill. In a way, that knowledge had made surviving, and fighting, easier. He could do his best, no more and no less. If it was his turn to die, he knew there was nothing he could do about it, save to face his fate in the same way he had lived his life, fighting to the last and refusing to go meekly.

			JW was watching him closely. ‘You don’t believe me.’

			‘No. I believe you.’ Jack looked him dead in the eye. ‘I guess I’m just not easily swayed.’

			JW nodded slowly. ‘Then I wish you luck, my friend.’ He paused to check around him, as if suddenly keen to be away. ‘So do you want my blerrie wagon or not?’

			Jack did not answer immediately. It was not really his decision to make, since it involved spending Anna’s money. His own was long gone, used up on the journey south from Khartoum. What little they had left had to be husbanded carefully, especially as they would need every last penny if they were going to be able to put their plan into action. It was the one fact Anna had failed to mention when she had offered to partner up with the Australian. There was enough money to get them to the diggings, but not much more. But Clarke didn’t need to know that. At least not yet.

			At last he stuck out a hand. ‘I’ll take it.’

			JW spat on his own hand, then reached out to shake Jack’s. ‘I knew you would. We leave on Saturday. You’ll need to pay me before then.’

			Their transport to Du Toit’s Pan was arranged.

			Only time would tell if JW was right, and if Jack and Anna were indeed fools.

			Or if they would be the ones to find riches.
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			Port Elizabeth, 15 April 1871

			The wagon rolled out of Port Elizabeth early on Saturday morning, heading away from the coast under a clear blue sky, the weather as temperate and calm as an English summer’s day. It was drawn by sixteen huge oxen, each one carrying a wide wooden yoke around its broad neck. The animals were silent, even as they hauled the fully laden wagon the first of what would be many, many miles, their wide backs barely showing the strain, their mouths working constantly as they chewed the cud without pause. They ignored the dense clouds of flies that surrounded them as they dragged their hopeful load across veldt, forest and mountain pass, enduring stoically so that twelve men and one woman could seek their fortune amongst the dust and rocks of the dry diggings.

			The long journey to Du Toit’s Pan had begun.

			Jack sat as comfortably as he could, resting his back against the side of the wagon, getting used to balancing himself as it rolled and pitched and started to pick up speed. Anna sat at his side, her body jolting from side to side in time with his own, so that they swayed in unison, pressed close together. It was hard not to feel a moment’s excitement. He had been to many places in his life, from the scorching mofussil of India to the noisy streets of Boston, yet he could not recall a time when he’d felt as free as
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