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This story is a work of fiction and any resemblance

to people and places is purely coincidental.

For Bob, who for years entertained us for hours on end each and every week,

with never a complaint nor a sour look.

It’s all English to me
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A word on the language that’s used in this book, so you know what to expect. The version of English that is used here is British. This ought not to present much in the way of a problem for non-British readers. If you do find the occasional word or phrase a little odd, then I hope you still understand the essence of what is being said.
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“LOOK OUT, TEMPLEMAN.”

The shouted warning came from my right, out of a cluster of densely packed pine trees. The voice seemed familiar, though I couldn’t quite put a name to it, and I instinctively turned my head in search of whoever it was that had called out. That was a mistake, one I recognised a fraction of a second too late. There was a sudden movement behind me, an awareness of a rushing breeze, then a violent contact with the side of my head.

I awoke to find myself tangled in a bed sheet, sprawled across the bedroom floor. I had fallen out of bed. My right elbow ached, as did the side of my head. I cursed and began to extricate myself from the clutches of the sheet, which seemed, on its part, to be doing its best to resist such efforts.

The dream I had been having was not a new one. Indeed, it had plagued my efforts at sleep for the previous five nights, and was, I had determined, an unsettling reminder of how close I had come to losing my life on a recent assignment attempting to keep Professor Meyer-Hoffman from the clutches of the German secret service.

It was fortunate that my wife, Caroline, was staying with her parents. She had become rather alarmed at my recent habit of awaking in the night with a start, my forehead thick with sweat and my heart rate rapid. She had suggested more than once that I should consult our doctor about the matter.

As I climbed to my feet I noticed the first dull light of the approaching dawn seeping around the edges of the curtains. It was a little after six. As my aches began to ease, I laid back down on the bed and attempted to distract my mind. I began to contemplate the lecture I was due to attend that afternoon, but soon found myself wondering if Caroline might not be right after all. Perhaps a consultation with our doctor was, indeed, in order.
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I WAS, TO MY EMBARRASSMENT, a little late arriving at the lecture theatre and was obliged to make my way, as discretely as possible, to a vacant seat in the last row of chairs. I say discretely, but my cheeks were warmed a little by the unwelcome realisation that the person standing at the lectern had observed my arrival. I removed my hat and coat before sitting down and smiled apologetically at an elderly gentleman in the next seat, who looked a good deal less than pleased at the interruption.

The lecture theatre was a sizeable affair, the largest available within the Department of History at St Michael’s College. It’s construction had been completed two years previously, in the June of 1911, barely twelve months after the college had become part of London University. Despite its considerable size, the room was close to full, with an audience that a quick survey of the room suggested came from all walks of life; a very large number of them women. All appeared to be enraptured by the speaker, whose combination of solid authority and beguiling charm exerted a strong hold over the crowd.

Miss Catherine Bachini’s lecture on the subject of ancient Athens had been most enthusiastically recommended to me by an old friend, who had heard her speak the previous year. ‘Captivating’ was the word he kept falling back on, when describing her performance, and I could at once see why. There was a passion for her subject matter in her voice that was hard to miss and a glow in her eyes that held you at once, along with a delivery that told a story rather than presented us with cold, hard facts. I began to think that I might, perhaps, have been content to hear her lecture on any subject, no matter how uninspiring I might ordinarily find it.

I knew from my friend that Miss Bachini was Anglo-Italian. Her father, a diplomat of some repute, had met her mother while he was assigned to the Italian embassy in London. She had, I was also told, attended Durham University, where she read history and archaeology. Apart from that, I knew precious little about her, other than that she had spent time as a young girl in first England and then the United States before her father was called back to Italy. I did, though, make a mental note to thank my friend for his fine recommendation.

The hour I spent listening with rapt attention passed in what felt like half the time, so enthralled was I. Indeed, when the lecture came to its conclusion I felt somewhat saddened.

“Quite a remarkable performance, for a woman,” remarked the old fellow who had given me such a disapproving look earlier. “Even seems to know her stuff, which, I must say, I wasn’t at all expecting. Young people today seem to believe all it takes to become an expert on a topic is to read a few books and nothing more. I must assume Miss Bachini’s lecturers at Durham were of the finest quality.”

I might have engaged the man in a little conversation, but I’d barely replied that I agreed on the calibre of the lecture when he picked up his coat and departed. As the rest of the audience swarmed all around me, the sound of their conversations rising, I glanced up at the large, round clock set high on the wall at the back of the theatre. It was a little after noon and I had an awkward hour to dispose of before meeting Whitney Willard Straight, a one-time colleague of mine, for luncheon. Whitney had inherited a rather tidy sum upon the death of his only aunt at the start of the year and had immediately taken to a life of sloth and indolence in a rather whole-hearted manner. But, to be fair to the fellow, he was most generous in sharing his new-found wealth with his friends.

I had not the time to return home and had no pressing missions to accomplish that I could assign the hour to. There was, I had noticed, a tea room at the front of the building and, with little else to do, I decided to while away the time there, reading the newspapers.

But peering in through the window, it looked rather busy and I was hesitating about entering when I heard a voice call out, “Alexander. Alexander, it is you.”

Margaret Swinton was the sister of one of my old school friends, Justin Hinchwood. It had been two or perhaps even three years since I had last seen her. Hinchwood had assured me on many an occasion in the past that Margaret had rather a crush on me, something I had taken considerable care not to encourage. She was, how to put this politely, rather too strong a character for me to consider spending the rest of my days with. I’d heard via a mutual acquaintance that she had been married the previous year, to the youngest son of a knight of the realm, whose name escapes me.

“Margaret, what an unexpected pleasure,” I replied, as I turned around. “Were you here for the lecture by any chance?”

“Absolutely.”

“I didn’t know the Ancient Greeks were an interest of yours,” I remarked.

“They’re not particularly, but I’d been assured the opportunity to attend one of Catherine Bachini’s lectures should be grabbed with both hands, so here I am, and I’m jolly glad I came along.”

“Yes, she was very good,” I responded. “Charismatic, as well as highly knowledgeable.”

“It was really rather pleasing to see a woman give such a well-attended and excellently-received lecture, even if I didn’t fully understand parts of it. Who knows, we women might actually get the vote one of these days and then we’ll see a change or two in this male-dominated world of ours,” I was assured in a most forceful manner.

I managed a half-smile, feeling a little awkward. The topic of female emancipation was not one I was entirely comfortable with, even if I was broadly sympathetic to the notion. My wife, Caroline, is most insistent the day is almost upon us and not before time, as far as she is concerned, whereas I am rather more conservative in my outlook on such things and would prefer to ease more gently into such a major change.

“Of that I have no doubt whatsoever,” I replied, not sure I was keen to hear what changes might be on her agenda. “Though I fear there remain one or two important people in the corridors of Parliament who are yet to be persuaded as to the desirability of feminine emancipation.”

“Fear not, we’ll turn them to our view of things, one way or the other,” she replied with an unsettling twinkle in her eyes. “But do tell me how... Oh, here comes Miss Bachini. Oh, we really must have a moment of her time. Miss Bachini,” Margaret called out as she waved a hand in a very energetic manner.

Catherine Bachini stood little chance of avoiding the summons and gave in gracefully, joining us outside the tea rooms. I would like to say that I engaged her in some thought-provoking conversation on the subject of her lecture, but the truth is that, after the usual introductions, Margaret did rather dominate matters.

This did, however, provide me with an opportunity to make a more considered appraisal of Miss Bachini. At once I had to admit to myself that I had not done her complete justice when it came to her beauty. Her mouth was somewhat small, her nose a little on the large size and her eyebrows perhaps a little thicker than I would consider ideal, but the whole, framed by dark brown hair with a pleasing natural curl, was undeniably beautiful. And now that she was standing in front of me, those brown eyes of hers, deep and filled with something I could only describe as passion, were mesmerising. It was hard not to stare.

Her tolerance and good humour in dealing with the barrage of questions from Margaret was also impressive, never once showing any sign of irritation or a desire to be elsewhere, despite the banality of some of the enquiries and observations. I’ve no doubt that most male academics would have recoiled in bad temper from such an imposition.

I had, in fact, assumed such a position of silent observation that when Miss Bachini turned her attentions on me, I was caught rather off guard and ill prepared to provide an answer.

“And you, Mr Templeman, are you much acquainted with the history of Ancient Greece?” she asked. “Or do your true interests lie elsewhere?”

“Ancient Greece?” I repeated, my mind racing to catch up. “I’m afraid to say I know no more than the little we were taught at school, though it is a subject I have long wished to learn more about, hence my attendance at your excellent lecture.”

“Thank you and I’m glad you enjoyed it. You didn’t find it too lacking in academic discipline? Too accessible for the amateur enthusiast?”

She smiled beguilingly as she spoke and there was a playfulness in her voice that suggested she was teasing me. I gathered that she had, in all likelihood, faced some criticism from the old fuddy duddies of the academic world in regard to her success in engaging an inexpert audience on her specialist subject.

“Not at all,” I replied, fashioning something of a smile myself. “In my opinion, for what it’s worth, I thought you achieved a most agreeable balance, conveying some serious observations in a manner even someone like me could understand.”

She laughed, in a most disarming manner, which left Margaret looking somewhat confused. “I should wheel you in front of some of my older and more conservative colleagues,” Bachini said, “They seem to think that the public at large are not capable of taking on board an understanding of any history much beyond what they ate for breakfast this morning.”

I would have liked to have continued the conversation, but Margaret decided I had exhausted my allocation of time and took back a firm grip on proceedings with a question about the facilities available for women studying at university. A short while after this, Miss Bachini wished us both a pleasant day and departed, though her presence lingered a while longer. As for me, I pleaded the need to be on my way to my luncheon with Whitney, whom I was due to meet at his club, Greens, and thereby escaped the clutches of Margaret Swinton.

I mention this encounter with the beautiful and talented Catherine Bachini because, though I didn’t know it at the time, it was to prove a precursor to events of a far more serious nature in the weeks ahead. I suppose that, had we both known of its significance at the time, our conversation would have been of a very different nature. But I ought not to get too far ahead of myself, or I will risk causing you, the reader, a good deal of confusion.

As it was, I departed for my luncheon with Whitney Willard Straight pleased to have attended Miss Bachini’s lecture and delighted to have met her, if but briefly, afterwards. She was, perhaps, a living, breathing example of the future that Margaret Swinton had so enthusiastically alluded to and I wondered if the world was, in fact, prepared for such changes.
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EIGHT DAYS HAD PASSED since I attended Miss Bachini’s fine lecture and I was now waiting outside the office of Sir Joshua Childers, head of the Secret Intelligence Bureau and, thereby, my superior. I had been warned that he was not in the best of moods, having been forced to spend much of the morning with the Home Secretary after being accosted during one of his not infrequent and lengthy visits to our nondescript office. Thus I sat in a restless, nervous silence opposite his busy secretary.

When the door to Sir Joshua’s office swiftly swept open, it left me not a little startled as it was the normal practice of the head of the Bureau to summon his visitors via a button wired through to a buzzer on his secretary’s desk.

“Ah, there you are Templeman,” declared Sir Joshua, in his usual deep, clear voice, as he stood in the doorway. “Well, don’t loiter out there, man. Get yourself in here. Eastwood should be along shortly.”

Vivian Eastwood was our chief of intelligence gathering and he more often than not attended briefings with Sir Joshua, since he was central to the operations of the Bureau. His presence pointed towards our meeting being one of significance and I began to anticipate a new assignment.

As the door closed behind us, Sir Joshua took his seat behind his large, oak desk and I one of the high-backed chairs in the middle of the room. Sir Joshua was a short, plump man with a chubby face dominated by a somewhat old-fashioned bushy moustache that he twiddled as he sat back in his chair.

“How’s that wife of yours, Caroline, getting along?” he asked, rather brightly. “Not been put off by your more undesirable domestic habits, I hope. I imagine you’ve had to start making a few changes since getting married. No more arriving home in the small hours or loitering in bed beyond a reasonable hour of a morning.”

He sounded rather amused, far from the grumpy individual I had been expecting, and I felt myself relax a good deal.

“Caroline is a most understanding woman,” I replied. “I do believe she has had to make rather more accommodations and changes to her normal habits and routines than have I. However, it’s true, I have been leaving social engagements somewhat earlier than I once would have done.”

“Well, I’ve no doubt she will have you all ship shape and operating to a proper routine soon enough. I know it didn’t take Lady Childers long to sort me out,” he added, with some amusement.

There was a solid rap on the door and Sir Joshua called out for the new arrival to enter.

“Good afternoon, Sir Joshua,” announced Vivian Eastwood as he strode into the room. “Templeman. Glad to see you’re on time.”

Sir Joshua gestured for Eastwood to take a seat before leading us straight into business. “Now then, I’m sure you’ve already worked out that I’ve not called you here today for a social visit, Templeman. Far from it. There are vitally important developments taking place that, if not managed correctly, could have some pretty dire consequences for the country and the Empire. Word has reached us of a most serious threat that we must address as a matter of some urgency.”

Sir Joshua looked directly at Eastwood and gave a little nod of the head. The chief of intelligence gathering got to his feet and unrolled a map that he had brought along with him, pinning it to a section of the wooden panelling on the wall.

“As you can see, Templeman, this is a map of the Middle East and North-Eastern Africa and right here,” Eastwood added, tapping a cane on a spot towards the middle of the sheet, “you will observe, is the Suez Canal, which is, it doesn’t need me to remind you, a vitally important communications channel for us.”

It was a little awkward getting a clear sight of the map from where I was sitting, so I got to my feet and joined Eastwood, peering attentively at the part of the world he was pointing to.

“Of course,” I replied. “Our route to India and all that lies beyond.”

“Quite so. Now, look here,” commanded Eastwood, as if he was still addressing a room full of subordinates in an Army briefing. “See these areas coloured in dark blue?”

“Two at the mouth of the Red Sea and that larger area on the Horn?” I replied.

“That’s right and there are a few much smaller areas of territory along the southern coast of Arabia, most of the rest of which we have control over,” added Eastwood, tapping his cane several times in the vicinity of Aden. “They are the territories, the few that remain, of the Sultan of Zanzire.”

I looked quizzically at Eastwood. “The Sultan of Zanzire, you say. I don’t believe I am familiar with that sultanate. He’s not subject to the Ottomans, I take it?” I asked, hesitantly.

“Indeed he is not. The sultanate was established in 1719 and grew rapidly for a time, its territories extending further down the Horn than they do now and reaching some way inland to what is now Italian Somalia. The territory has been steadily whittled away since the early part of the last century, the current Sultan’s grandfather losing the Somalia lands in a disastrous attempt to extend further inland in the 1830s. The last Sultan did his best to steady the ship, but he wasn’t a particularly impressive man and the sultanate continued to shrink. If not for the talents of the current Sultan, it would probably have disappeared altogether by now.”

“But the Sultan seems to have kept control of some rather important parcels of land,” I remarked, gesturing towards the map.

“He has indeed,” replied Eastwood. “Erteria, in particular, offers a controlling position over the entrance to the Red Sea,” he said, resting the tip of his cane against the relevant portion of the map. “And the island of Adotra, off the coast of Aden, does almost as good a job, even though it is a little further away.”

“What about the larger part of his territory, on the Horn?”

Eastwood pulled his cane away from the map and began tapping it in his other hand. “Yemeenia, on the eastern coast of the Horn, is where his capital, Addis Mara, is located. Despite its size, it’s a rather poor part of the world, not as well placed for trade as the other territories.”

“And the bits and pieces along the southern Arabian coast?” I enquired, keen to complete the tour.

“Little more than fishing villages, every last one of them. Used to be a solid strip of land at one time, but the sultanate gradually lost its grip,” Eastwood replied.

“I suppose, under the circumstances, the Sultan has done rather well to keep a grasp on any of his remaining lands,” I suggested, peering in closer so as to better make out the tiny dark blue dots that had been marked on the southern Arabian coast.

“That’s true enough. However, it’s a situation that it appears is about to change.” Eastwood took a step back from the map before continuing. “In an effort to modernise his territories, especially their administrative apparatus and the armed forces, such as they are, the Sultan accepted a loan from the Kaiser’s government.”

I raised an eyebrow in acknowledgement of this news.

Eastwood continued, “That was four years ago and the capital repayments are due to begin next year. Since the Sultan has already been experiencing difficulties in making the interest payments, all concerned fully expect that he will not be able to meet the additional commitments and thereby default on the loan.”

I looked again at the map, my mind starting to work through the implications of such an outcome.

“As you may already have surmised,” said Eastwood. “The loan is, in effect, a mortgage over the Sultan’s territories.”

“And the Germans would be delighted to seize Erteria and, perhaps, also Adotra,” I suggested.

“Quite. The former in particular would provide them with an excellent strategically important position from which they would be able to disrupt our shipping movements up and down the Red Sea, should the anticipated war break out,” pointed out Eastwood, little lines appearing on his forehead.

“We, of course,” piped up Sir Joshua, “are most keen they don’t get their grasping little hands on the Sultan’s territories. Would be something close to a disaster if they were to succeed in that.”

“Are we not able to intercede?” I asked, addressing the head of the bureau. “Surely we could provide the Sultan with a new loan?”

“That would be the simplest of solutions, Templeman, you’re absolutely right about that. Trouble is, the matter has already become a rather complicated affair and one not without its risks. The French and Italians, you see, are both laying claim to Erteria. The French already having territory to the south in French Somalia and the Italians to the north in Italian Eritrea. The Germans, for their part, have been threatening to send in gun boats if either of them makes a move to occupy Erteria.”

“And that could precipitate a wider war in the region and possibly here in Europe,” I observed.

“Indeed it could,” replied Sir Joshua. “And one also has to acknowledge the role of the Sultan. He is, it is clear, feeling hemmed in and in need of a friend, but he’s no fool and understands the strength of his current position, despite the need to repay the German loan.”

Sir Joshua looked to Eastwood to pick up the story once more.

“Both the French and Italians have discreetly offered to provide the Sultan with a new loan,” he began. “One on better terms than they currently enjoy. This would, of course, allow them to pay off the Germans. But the Sultan has yet to accept either offer as he feels, it seems, he may be able to extract better terms from the forthcoming negotiations.”

“Negotiations?” I asked.

“His Majesty’s Government is keen to avoid this dispute turning into a war,” replied the head of intelligence gathering. “And to stop the Germans from taking the territories at the Red Sea entrance. The Foreign Secretary has offered to facilitate a conference to bring the matter to a mutually agreeable settlement. Whilst the Germans have shown themselves reluctant to attend, the Sultan has left them little choice, making it clear he has offers of alternative loans at his disposal. Indeed, he rather snapped up the offer of a conference, no doubt confident he will leave it on terms highly favourable to himself.”

“You understand, Templeman,” cut in Sir Joshua. “That our sole aim in all this is to keep the territories at the mouth of the Red Sea out of the hands of the Germans. Anything else is a minor matter of relatively little interest to us.”

“Quite so, Sir Joshua.”

“The Italians have offered to host the conference,” said Eastwood. “An offer the Sultan has insisted all parties accept. A venue in the hills just outside Rome has been agreed, as have the dates for the conference, which will take place between the 16th and 18th of October; so not long to go.”

I rubbed a hand over my chin as I took on board what I had been told. “And do I take it you want me to play some minor part at this conference?” I asked, not at all certain what role I could possibly be at all well-equipped to play.

Sir Joshua’s face darkened. “I’m afraid to say word has reached us that an attempt may be made on the life of the head of the Italian delegation, the Count of Villafranca. Should that happen, it would be certain to bring the negotiations to a swift and chaotic end, and leave the Germans in a position of unassailable strength, able to call in their loan the moment the Sultan defaults.”

“These threats are credible?” I asked.

“As far as we can determine,” replied Sir Joshua. “At the same time, the Germans have been talking up the right of the Sultan to determine his own future and the respect he deserves as a great leader in the region. This will all be in an effort to ingratiate themselves, of course. There has also been a steady stream of malicious rumours doing the rounds seeking to drive a bigger wedge between the French and Italians, which we strongly suspect are being promulgated by the Germans.”

“So, they are doing what they can to either put an end to the conference before an agreement can be reached or else to undermine our attempts to shepherd the Italians and French into an agreed resolution,” I summarised.

“Absolutely,” confirmed Sir Joshua. “And that’s where you come in. Vivian will provide you with a more detailed briefing after we’re finished here, but, in summary, you and Stoneman will be travelling out to Italy tasked with helping the Italians to ensure there are no attempts made on the life of Count Villafranca. Ideally, you will identify any assassin so the Italians can pick him up before he can make an attempt on the Count’s life. You’ll have to work with an Italian agent, I’m afraid. The Italians wouldn’t accept any other arrangement. Vivian will tell you more about that in his briefing.”

“Sounds like quite the challenge,” I observed, my mind beginning to fill with questions.

“It can’t be overstated how important a successful outcome is to this conference, Templeman. If things don’t go our way then the Germans will gain a strategically important position at the mouth of the Red Sea, from where they will be able to interrupt the movement of our naval and merchant ships passing to and from India in the event of a war. We don’t really mind if it’s the French or the Italians who end up coming out on top, just so long as it’s not the Germans. If you fail at your assignment the consequences could be disastrous.”

Sir Joshua rapped his fingers on his desk, then sat back down, looking a little apprehensive.

“That’s quite understood, Sir Joshua. I’m sure that, with the help of this Italian agent, Stoneman and I will be able to snuff out this threat.”

“Quite so,” replied the head of the Bureau, picking up his ever-present pipe and beginning to fiddle with it. “I’ve every faith in the pair of you. That’s why you’ve been selected for the assignment. Now then, Vivian will provide you with more details. Best of luck, Templeman, and remember to watch your own back too.”

“Thank you, Sir Joshua.”

As Eastwood and I left Sir Joshua’s office, I began to think of breaking the news of my imminent departure to Caroline. We were due to visit friends of hers in Somerset at the weekend, a trip she had been very much looking forward to. It seemed it would now need to be rearranged.
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