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        CHAPTER 1

      


      
        It was funny, Richard Sharpe thought, that there were no vultures in England. None that he had seen, anyway. Ugly things they were. Rats with wings.


        He thought about vultures a lot, and he had a lot of time to think because he was a soldier, a private, and so the army insisted on doing a lot of his thinking for him. The army decided when he woke up, when he slept, when he ate, when he marched, and when he was to sit about doing nothing and that was what he did most of the time—nothing. Hurry up and do nothing, that was the army’s way of doing things, and he was fed up with it. He was bored and thinking of running.


        Him and Mary. Run away. Desert. He was thinking about it now, and it was an odd thing to worry about right now because the army was about to give Richard Sharpe his first proper battle. He had been in one fight, but that was five years ago and it had been a messy, confused business in fog, and no one had known why the 33rd Regiment was in Flanders or what they were supposed to be doing there, and in the end they had done nothing except fire some shots at the mist-shrouded French and the whole thing had been over almost before young Richard Sharpe had known it had begun. He had seen a couple of men killed. He remembered Sergeant Hawthorne’s death best because the Sergeant had been hit by a musket ball that drove a rib clean out of his red coat. There was hardly a drop of blood to be seen, just the white rib sticking out of the faded red cloth. “You could hang your hat on that,” Hawthorne had said in a tone of wonder, then he had sobbed, and after that he had choked up blood and collapsed. Sharpe had gone on loading and firing, and then, just as he was beginning to enjoy himself, the battalion had marched away and sailed back to England. Some battle.


        Now he was in India. He did not know why he was invading Mysore and nor did he particularly care. King George III wanted Richard Sharpe to be in India, so in India Richard Sharpe was, but Richard Sharpe had now become bored with the King’s service. He was young and he reckoned life had more to offer than hurrying up and doing nothing. There was money to be made. He was not sure how to make money, except by thieving, but he did know that he was bored and that he could do better than stay on the bottom of the dungheap. That was where he was, he kept telling himself, the bottom of a dungheap and everyone knew what was piled on top of a dungheap. Better to run, he told himself. All that was needed to get ahead in the world was a bit of sense and the ability to lack a bastard faster than the bastard could kick you, and Richard Sharpe reckoned he had those talents right enough.


        Though where to run in India? Half the natives seemed to be in British pay and those would turn you in for a handful of tin pice, and the pice was only worth a farthing, and the other Indians were all fighting against the British, or readying to fight them, and if he ran to them he would just be forced to serve in their armies. He would fetch more pay in a native army, probably far more than the tuppence a day Sharpe got now after stoppages, but why change one uniform for another? No, he would have to run to some place where the army would never find him, or else it would be the firing squad on some hot morning. A blast of musket shots, a scrape in the red earth for a grave, and next day the rats with wings would be yanking the guts out of your belly like a bunch of blackbirds tugging worms out of a lawn.


        That was why he was thinking about vultures. He was thinking that he wanted to run, but that he did not want to feed the vultures. Do not get caught. Rule number one in the army, and the only rule that mattered. Because if you got caught the bastards would flog you to death or else reorganize your ribs with musket balls, and either way the vultures got fat.


        The vultures were always there, sometimes circling on long wings that tilted to the sudden winds of the warm upper air and sometimes standing hunched on branches. They fed on death and a marching army gave them a glutton’s diet, and now, in this last year of the eighteenth century, two allied armies were crossing this hot fertile plain in southern India. One was a British army and the other belonged to a British ally, the Nizam of Hyderabad, and both armies provided a feast of vulture fodder. Horses died, oxen died, camels died, even two of the elephants that had seemed so indestructible had died, and then the people died. The twin armies had a tail ten times longer than themselves: a great sprawl of camp followers, merchants, herders, whores, wives, and children, and among all of those people, as it did among the armies themselves, the plagues ran riot. Men died with bloody dysentery, or shaking with a fever or choking on their own vomit. They died struggling for breath or drenched in sweat or raving like mad things or with skins blistered raw. Men, women, and children all died, and whether they were buried or burned it did not matter because, in the end, the vultures fed on them anyway, for there was never enough time nor sufficient timber to make a proper funeral pyre and so the vultures would rip the half-cooked flesh off the scorched bones, and if the bodies were buried then no amount of stones heaped on the soil would stop the scavenging beasts from digging up the swollen, rotting flesh and the vultures’ hooked beaks took what the ravenous teeth left behind.


        And this hot March day promised food in abundance and the vultures seemed to sense it for, as the early afternoon passed, more and more birds joined the spiring column of wings that circled above the marching men. The birds did not flap their wings, but simply soared in the warm air as they glided, tilted, slid, and waited, always waited, as if they knew that death’s succulence would fill their gullets soon enough. “Ugly bastard birds,” Sharpe said, “just rats with wings,” but no one in the 33rd’s Light Company answered him. No one had the breath to answer him. The air was choking from the dust kicked up by the men ahead so that the rearward ranks stumbled through a warm, gritty mix that parched their throats and stung their eyes. Most of the men were not even aware of the vultures, while others were so weary that they had not even noticed the troop of cavalry that had suddenly appeared a half-mile to the north. The horsemen trotted beside a grove of trees that were bright with red blossom, then accelerated away. Their drawn sabres flashed reflected sunlight as they wheeled away from the infantrymen, but then, as inexplicably as they had hurried and swerved away, they suddenly stopped. Sharpe noticed them. British cavalry, they were. The fancy boys come to see how proper soldiers fought.


        Ahead, from the low rise of land where a second group of horsemen was silhouetted against the furnace whiteness of the sky, a gun fired. The crack of the cannon was immense, a billow of sound that punched hollow and malignant across the plain. The gun’s smoke billowed white as the heavy ball thrashed into some bushes, tore leaves and blossoms to tatters, struck dust from the baked ground, then ran on in ever decreasing bounces to lodge against a gnarled fallen tree from which a pale shower of decaying wood spurted. The shot had missed the red-coated infantry by a good two hundred paces, but the sound of the cannon woke up the weary. “Jesus!” a voice in the rear file said. “What was that?”


        “A bleeding camel farted, what the hell do you think it was?” a corporal answered.


        “It was a bloody awful shot,” Sharpe said. “My mother could lay a gun better than that.”


        “I didn’t think you had a mother,” Private Garrard said.


        “Everyone’s got a mother, Tom.”


        “Not Sergeant Hakeswill,” Garrard said, then spat a mix of dust and spittle. The column of men had momentarily halted, not because of any orders, but rather because the cannon shot had unnerved the officer leading the front company who was no longer sure exactly where he was supposed to lead the battalion. “Hakeswill wasn’t born of a mother,” Garrard said vehemently. He took off his shako and used his sleeve to wipe the dust and sweat from his face. The woollen sleeve left a faint trace of red dye on his forehead. “Hakeswill was spawned of the devil,” Garrard said, jamming the shako back on his white-powdered hair.


        Sharpe wondered whether Tom Garrard would run with him. Two men might survive better than one. And what about Mary? Would she come? He thought about Mary a lot, when he was not thinking about everything else, except that Mary was inextricably twisted into everything else. It was confusing. She was Sergeant Bickerstaff’s widow and she was half Indian and half English and she was twenty-two, which was the same age as Sharpe, or at least he thought it was the same age. It could be that he was twenty-one, or twenty-three; he was not really sure on account of not ever having had a mother to tell him. Of course he did have a mother, everyone had a mother, but not everyone had a Cat Lane whore for a mother who disappeared just after her son was born. The child had been named for the wealthy patron of the foundling home that had raised him, but the naming had not brought Richard Sharpe any patronage, only brought him to the reeking bottom of the army’s dungheap. Still, Sharpe reckoned, he could have a future, and Mary spoke one or two Indian languages which could be useful if he and Tom did run.


        The cavalry off to Sharpe’s right spurred into a trot again and disappeared beyond the red-blossomed trees, leaving only a drifting cloud of dust behind. Two galloper guns, light six-pounder cannons, followed them, bouncing dangerously on the uneven ground behind their teams of horses. Every other cannon in the army was drawn by oxen, but the galloper guns had horse teams that were three times as fast as the plodding draught cattle. The lone enemy cannon fired again, its brutal sound punching the warm air with an almost palpable impact. Sharpe could see more enemy guns on the ridge, but they were smaller than the gun that had just fired and Sharpe presumed they did not have the long range of the bigger cannon. Then he saw a trace of gray in the air, a flicker like a vertical pencil stroke drawn against the pale blue sky and he knew that the big gun’s shot must be coming straight toward him, and he knew too that there was no wind to carry the heavy ball gently aside, and all that he realized in the second or so that the ball was in the air, too short a time to react, only to recognize death’s approach, but then the ball slammed into the ground a dozen paces short of him and bounced on up over his head to run harmlessly into a field of sugar cane. “I reckon the bastards have got your mother laying the gun now, Dick,” Garrard said.


        “No talking now!” Sergeant Hakeswill’s voice screeched suddenly. “Save your godless breath. Was that you talking, Garrard?”


        “Not me, Sarge. Ain’t got the breath.”


        “You ain’t got the breath?” Sergeant Hakeswill came hurrying down the company’s ranks and thrust his face up toward Garrard. “You ain’t got the breath? That means you’re dead, Private Garrard! Dead! No use to King or country if you’s dead, but you never was any bleeding use anyway.” The Sergeant’s malevolent eyes flicked to Sharpe. “Was it you talking, Sharpie?”


        “Not me, Sarge.”


        “You ain’t got orders to talk. If the King wanted you to have a conversation I’d have told you so. Says so in the scriptures. Give me your firelock, Sharpie. Quick now!”


        Sharpe handed his musket to the Sergeant. It was Hakeswill’s arrival in the company that had persuaded Sharpe that it was time to run from the army. He had been bored anyway, but Hakeswill had added injustice to boredom. Not that Sharpe cared about injustice, for only the rich had justice in this world, but Hakeswill’s injustice was touched with such malevolence that there was hardly a man in the Light Company not ready to rebel, and all that kept them from mutiny was the knowledge that Hakeswill understood their desire, wanted it, and wanted to punish them for it. He was a great man for provoking insolence and then punishing it. He was always two steps ahead of you, waiting around a corner with a bludgeon. He was a devil, was Hakeswill, a devil in a smart red coat decorated with a sergeant’s badges.


        Yet to look at Hakeswill was to see the perfect soldier. It was true that his oddly lumpy face twitched every few seconds as though an evil spirit was twisting and jerking just beneath his sun-reddened skin, but his eyes were blue, his hair was powdered as white as the snow that never fell on this land, and his uniform was as smart as though he stood guard at Windsor Castle. He performed drill like a Prussian, each movement so crisp and clean that it was a pleasure to watch, but then the face would twitch and his oddly childlike eyes would flicker a sideways glance and you could see the devil peering out. Back when he had been a recruiting sergeant Hakeswill had taken care not to let the devil show, and that was when Sharpe had first met him, but now, when the Sergeant no longer needed to gull and trick young fools into the ranks, Hakeswill did not care who saw his malignancy.


        Sharpe stood motionless as the Sergeant untied the scrap of rag that Sharpe used to protect his musket’s lock from the insidious red dust. Hakeswill peered at the lock, found nothing wrong, then turned away from Sharpe so that the sun could fall full on the weapon. He peered again, cocked the gun, dry-fired it, then seemed to lose interest in the musket as a group of officers spurred their horses towards the head of the stalled column. “Company!” Hakeswill shouted. “Company! ’Shun!”


        The men shuffled their feet together and straightened as the three officers galloped past. Hakeswill had stiffened into a grotesque pose; his right boot tucked behind his left, his legs straight, his head and shoulders thrown back, his belly thrust forward and his bent elbows straining to meet in the concavity at the small of his back. None of the other companies of the King’s 33rd Regiment had been stood to attention in honor of the passing officers, but Hakeswill’s gesture of respect was nevertheless ignored. The neglect had no effect on the Sergeant who, when the trio of officers had gone past, shouted at the company to stand easy and then peered again at Sharpe’s musket.


        “You’ll not find ’owt wrong with it, Sarge,” Sharpe said.


        Hakeswill, still standing at attention, did an elaborate about turn, his right boot thumping down to the ground. “Did you hear me give you permission to speak, Sharpie?”


        “No, Sarge.”


        “No, Sarge. No, you did not. Flogging offence that, Sharpie.” Hakeswill’s right cheek twitched with the involuntary spasm that disfigured his face every few seconds and the vehement evil of the face was suddenly so intense that the whole Light Company momentarily held its breath in expectation of Sharpe’s arrest, but then the thumping discharge of the enemy cannon rolled across the countryside and the heavy ball splashed and bounced and tore its way through a bright-green patch of growing rice, and the violence of the harmless missile served to distract Hakeswill who turned to watch as the ball rolled to a stop. “Poor bloody shooting,” Hakeswill said scathingly. “Heathens can’t lay guns, I dare say. Or maybe they’re toying with us. Toying!” The thought made him laugh. It was not, Sharpe suspected, the anticipation of excitement that had brought Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill to this state of near joviality, but rather the thought that a battle would cause casualties and misery, and misery was the Sergeant’s delight. He liked to see men cowed and frightened, for that made them biddable, and Sergeant Hakeswill was always at his happiest when he was in control of unhappy men.


        The three officers had stopped their horses at the head of the column and now used telescopes to inspect the distant ridge which was clouded by a ragged fringe of smoke left from the last discharge of the enemy cannon. “That’s our Colonel, boys,” Hakeswill announced to the 33rd’s Light Company, “Colonel Arthur Wellesley himself, God bless him for a gentleman, which he is and you ain’t. He’s come to see you fight, so make sure you do. Fight like the Englishmen you are.”


        “I’m a Scot,” a sour voice spoke from the rear rank.


        “I heard that! Who said that?” Hakeswill glared at the company, his face twitching uncontrollably. In a less blithe mood the Sergeant would have ferreted out the speaker and punished him, but the excitement of pending battle persuaded him to let the offence pass. “A Scot!” he said derisively instead. “What is the finest thing a Scotsman ever saw? Answer me that!” No one did. “The high road to England, that’s what. Says so in the scriptures, so it must be true.” He hefted Sharpe’s musket as he looked down the waiting ranks. “I shall be watching you,” he snarled. “You ain’t none of you been in a proper fight before, not a proper fight, but on the other side of that bleeding hill there’s a horde of black-faced heathens what can’t wait to lay their filthy hands on your womenfolk, so if so much as one of you turns his back I’ll have the skin off the lot of you! Bare bones and blood, that’s what you’ll be. But you does your duty and obeys your orders and you can’t go wrong. And who gives the orders?”


        The Sergeant waited for an answer and eventually Private Mallinson offered one. “The officers, Sergeant.”


        “The officers! The officers!” Hakeswill spat his disgust at the answer. “Officers are here to show us what we are fighting for. Gentlemen, they are. Proper gentlemen! Men of property and breeding, not broken potboys and scarlet-coated pickpockets like what you are. Sergeants give the orders. Sergeants is what the army is. Remember that, lads! You’re about to go into battle against heathens and if you ignore me then you’ll be dead men!” The face twitched grotesquely, its jaw wrenched suddenly sideways, and Sharpe, watching the Sergeant’s face, wondered if it was nervousness that had made Hakeswill so voluble. “But keeps your eyes on me, lads,” Hakeswill went on, “and you’ll be right as trivets. And you know why?” He cried the last word out in a high dramatic tone as he stalked down the Light Company’s front rank. “You know why?” he asked again, now sounding like some dissenting preacher ranting in a hedgerow. “Because I cannot die, boys, I cannot die!” He was suddenly intense, his voice hoarse and full of fervor as he spoke. It was a speech that all the Light Company had heard many times before, but it was remarkable for all that, though Sergeant Green, who was outranked by Hakeswill, turned away in disgust. Hakeswill jeered at Green, then tugged at the tight constriction of the leather stock that circled his neck, pulling it down so that an old dark scar was visible at his throat. “The hangman’s noose, boys!” he cried. “That’s what marked me there, the hangman’s noose! See it? See it? But I am alive, boys, alive and on two feet instead of being buried under the sod, proof as never was that you needs not die!” His face twitched again as he released the stock. “Marked by God,” he finished, his voice gruff with emotion, “that’s what I am, marked by God!”


        “Mad as a hare,” Tom Garrard muttered.


        “Did you speak, Sharpie?” Hakeswill whipped around to stare at Sharpe, but Sharpe was so palpably still and staring mutely ahead that his innocence was indisputable. Hakeswill paced back down the Light Company. “I have watched men die, better men than any of you pieces of scum, proper men, but God has spared me! So you do what I says, boys, or else you’ll be carrion.” He abruptly thrust the musket back into Sharpe’s hands. “Clean weapon, Sharpie. Well done, lad.” He paced smartly away and Sharpe, to his surprise, saw that the scrap of rag had been neatly retied about the lock.


        The compliment to Sharpe had astonished all the light Company. “He’s in a rare good mood,” Garrard said.


        “I heard that, Private Garrard!” Hakeswill shouted over his shoulder. “Got ears in the back of me head, I have. Silence now. Don’t want no heathen horde thinking you’re frit! You’re white men, remember, bleached in the cleansing blood of the bleeding lamb, so no bleeding talking in the ranks! Nice and quiet, like them bleeding nuns what never utters a sound on account of having had their papist tongues cut out.” He suddenly crashed to attention once again and saluted by bringing his spear-tipped halberd across his body. “Company all present, sir!” he shouted in a voice that must have been audible on the enemy-held ridge. “All present and quiet, sir! Have their backs whipped bloody else, sir.”


        Lieutenant William Lawford curbed his horse and nodded at Sergeant Hakeswill. Lawford was the Light Company’s second officer, junior to Captain Morris and senior to the brace of young ensigns, but he was newly arrived in the battalion and was as frightened of Hakeswill as were the men in the ranks. “The men can talk, Sergeant,” Lawford observed mildly. “The other companies aren’t silent.”


        “No, sir. Must save their breath, sir. Too bleeding hot to talk, sir, and besides, they got heathens to loll, sir, mustn’t waste breath on chit-chat, not when there are black-faced heathens to kill, sir. Says so in the scriptures, sir.”


        “If you say so, Sergeant,” Lawford said, unwilling to provoke a confrontation, then he found he had nothing else to say and so, awkwardly aware of the scrutiny of the Light Company’s seventy-six men, he stared at the enemy-held ridge. But he was also conscious of having ignominiously surrendered to the will of Sergeant Hakeswill and so he slowly colored as he gazed toward the west. Lawford was popular, but thought to be weak, though Sharpe was not so sure of that judgement. He thought the Lieutenant was still finding his way among the strange and sometimes frightening human currents that made up the 33rd, and that in time Lawford would prove a tough and resilient officer. For now, though, William Lawford was twenty-four years old and had only recently purchased his lieutenancy, and that made him unsure of his authority.


        Ensign Fitzgerald, who was only eighteen, strolled back from the column’s head. He was whistling as he walked and slashing with a drawn sabre at tall weeds. “Off in a moment, sir,” he called up cheerfully to Lawford, then seemed to become aware of the Light Company’s ominous silence. “Not frightened, are you?” he asked.


        “Saving their breath, Mister Fitzgerald, sir,” Hakeswill snapped.


        “They’ve got breath enough to sing a dozen songs and still beat the enemy,” Fitzgerald said scornfully. “Ain’t that so, lads?”


        “We’ll beat the bastards, sir,” Tom Garrard said.


        “Then let me hear you sing,” Fitzgerald demanded. “Can’t bear silence. We’ll have a quiet time in our tombs, lads, so we might as well make a noise now.” Fitzgerald had a fine tenor voice that he used to start the song about the milkmaid and the rector, and by the time the Light Company had reached the verse that told how the naked rector, blindfolded by the milkmaid and thinking he was about to have his heart’s desire, was being steered toward Bessie the cow, the whole company was bawling the song enthusiastically.


        They never did reach the end. Captain Morris, the Light Company’s commanding officer, rode back from the head of the battalion and interrupted the singing. “Half-companies!” he shouted at Hakeswill.


        “Half-companies it is, sir! At once, sir. Light Company! Stop your bleeding noise! You heard the officer!” Hakeswill bellowed. “Sergeant Green! Take charge of the after ranks. Mister Fitzgerald! I’ll trouble you to take your proper place on the left, sir. Forward ranks! Shoulder firelocks! Twenty paces, forward, march! Smartly now! Smartly!”


        Hakeswill’s face shuddered as the front ten ranks of the company marched twenty paces and halted, leaving the other nine ranks behind. All along the battalion column the companies were similarly dividing, their drill as crisp as though they were back on their Yorkshire parade ground. A quarter-mile off to the 33rd’s left another six battalions were going through the same maneuver, and performing it with just as much precision. Those six battalions were all native soldiers in the service of the East India Company, though they wore red coats just like the King’s men. The six sepoy battalions shook out their colors and Sharpe, seeing the bright flags, looked ahead to where the 33rd’s two great regimental banners were being loosed from their leather tubes to the fierce Indian sun. The first, the King’s Color, was a British flag on which the regiment’s battle honors were embroidered, while the second was the Regimental Color and had the 33rd’s badge displayed on a scarlet field, the same scarlet as the men’s jacket facings. The tasseled silk banners blazed, and the sight of them prompted a sudden cannonade from the ridge. Till now there had only been the one heavy gun firing, but abruptly six other cannon joined the fight. The new guns were smaller and their round shot fell well short of the seven battalions.


        Major Shee, the Irishman who commanded the 33rd while its Colonel, Arthur Wellesley, had control of the whole brigade, cantered his horse back, spoke briefly to Morris, then wheeled away toward the head of the column. “We’re going to push the bastards off the ridge!” Morris shouted at the Light Company, then bent his head to light a cigar with a tinderbox. “Any bastard that turns tail, Sergeant,” Morris went on when his cigar was properly alight, “will be shot. You hear me?”


        “Loud and clear, sir!” Hakeswill shouted. “Shot, sir! Shot like the coward he is.” He turned and scowled at the two half-companies. “Shot! And your names posted in your church porch at home as the cowards you are. So fight like Englishmen!”


        “Scotsmen,” a voice growled behind Sharpe, but too softly for Hakeswill to hear.


        “Irish,” another man said.


        “We ain’t none of us cowards,” Garrard said more loudly.


        Sergeant Green, a decent man, hushed him. “Quiet, lads. I know you’ll do your duty.”


        The front of the column was marching now, but the rearmost companies were kept waiting so that the battalion could advance with wide intervals between its twenty half-companies. Sharpe guessed that the scattered formation was intended to reduce any casualties caused by the enemy’s bombardment which, because it was still being fired at extreme range, was doing no damage. Behind him, a long way behind, the rest of the allied armies were waiting for the ridge to be cleared. That mass looked like a formidable horde, but Sharpe knew that most of what he saw was the two armies’ civilian tail: the chaos of merchants, wives, sutlers, and herdsmen who kept the fighting soldiers alive and whose supplies would make the siege of the enemy’s capital possible. It needed more than six thousand oxen just to carry the cannonballs for the big siege guns, and all those oxen had to be herded and fed and the herdsmen all traveled with their families who, in turn, needed more oxen to carry their own supplies. Lieutenant Lawford had once remarked that the expedition did not look like an army on the march, but like a great migrating tribe. The vast horde of civilians and animals was encircled by a thin crust of red-coated infantry, most of them Indian sepoys, whose job was to protect the merchants, ammunition, and draught animals from the quick-riding, hard-hitting light cavalry of the Tippoo Sultan.


        The Tippoo Sultan. The enemy. The tyrant of Mysore and the man who was presumably directing the gunfire on the ridge. The Tippoo ruled Mysore and he was the enemy, but what he was, or why he was an enemy, or whether he was a tyrant, beast, or demigod, Sharpe had no idea. Sharpe was here because he was a soldier and it was sufficient that he had been told that the Tippoo Sultan was his enemy and so he waited patiently under the Indian sun that was soaking his lean tall body in sweat.


        Captain Morris leaned on his saddle’s pommel. He took off his cocked hat and wiped sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief that had been soaked in cologne water. He had been drunk the previous night and his stomach was still churning with pain and wind. If the battalion had not been going into battle he would have galloped away, found a private spot, and voided his bowels, but he could hardly do that now in case his men thought it a sign of weakness and so he raised his canteen instead and swallowed some arrack in the hope that the harsh spirit would calm the turmoil in his belly. “Now, Sergeant!” he called when the company in front had moved sufficiently far ahead.


        “Forward half-company!” Hakeswill shouted. “Forward march! Smartly now!”


        Lieutenant Lawford, given supervision of the last half-company of the battalion, waited until Hakeswill’s men had marched twenty paces, then nodded at Sergeant Green. “Forward, Sergeant.”


        The redcoats marched with unloaded muskets for the enemy was still a long way off and there was no sign of the Tippoo Sultan’s infantry, nor of his feared cavalry. There were only the enemy’s guns and, high in the fierce sky, the circling vultures. Sharpe was in the leading rank of the final half-company and Lieutenant Lawford, glancing at him, thought once again what a fine-looking man Sharpe was. There was a confidence in Sharpe’s thin, sun-darkened face and hard blue eyes that spoke of an easy competence, and that appearance was a comfort to a young nervous lieutenant advancing toward his first battle. With men like Sharpe, Lawford thought, how could they lose?


        Sharpe was ignorant of the Lieutenant’s glance and would have laughed had he been told that his very appearance inspired confidence. Sharpe had no conception of how he looked, for he rarely saw a mirror and when he did the reflected image meant nothing, though he did know that the ladies liked him and that he liked them. He knew, too, that he was the tallest man in the Light Company, so tall, indeed, that he should have been in the Grenadier Company that led the battalion’s advance, but when he had first joined the regiment, six years before, the commanding officer of the light Company had insisted on having Sharpe in his ranks. Captain Hughes was dead now, killed by a bowel-loosening flux in Calcutta, but in his time Hughes had prided himself on having the quickest, smartest men in his company, men he could trust to fight alone in the skirmish line, and it had been Hughes’s tragedy that he had only ever seen his picked men face an enemy once, and that once had been the misbegotten, fever-ridden expedition to the foggy island off the coast of Flanders where no amount of quick-wittedness by the men could salvage success from the commanding general’s stupidity. Now, five years later, on an Indian field, the 33rd again marched toward an enemy, though instead of the enthusiastic and generous Captain Hughes, the Light Company was now commanded by Captain Morris who did not care how clever or quick his men were, only that they gave him no trouble. Which was why he had brought Sergeant Hakeswill into the company. And that was why the tall, good-looking, hard-eyed private called Richard Sharpe was thinking of running.


        Except he would not run today. Today there would be a fight and Sharpe was happy at that prospect. A fight meant plunder, what the Indian soldiers called loot, and any man who was thinking of running and striking up life on his own could do with a bit of loot to prime the pump.


        The seven battalions marched toward the ridge. They were all in columns of half-companies so that, from a vulture’s view, they would have appeared as one hundred and forty small scarlet rectangles spread across a square mile of green country as they advanced steadily toward the waiting line of guns on the enemy-held ridge. The sergeants paced beside the half-companies while the officers either rode or walked ahead. From a distance the red squares looked smart, for the men’s red coats were bright scarlet and slashed with white crossbelts, but in truth the troops were filthy and sweating. Their coats were wool, designed for battlefields in Flanders, not India, and the scarlet dye had run in the heavy rains so that the coats were now a pale pink or a dull purple, and all were stained white with dried sweat. Every man in the 33rd wore a leather stock, a cruel high collar that dug into the flesh of his neck, and each man’s long hair had been pulled harshly back, greased with candle wax, then twisted about a small sand-filled leather bag that was secured with a strip of black leather so that the hair hung like a club at the nape of the neck. The hair was then powdered white with flour, and though the clubbed and whitened hair looked smart and neat, it was a haven for lice and fleas. The native sepoys of the East India Company were luckier. They did not cake their hair with powder, nor did they wear the heavy trousers of the British troops but instead marched bare-legged. They did not wear the leather stocks either and, even more amazing, there was no flogging in the Indian battalions.


        An enemy cannonball at last found a target and Sharpe saw a half-company of the 33rd broken apart as the round shot whipped through the ranks. He thought he glimpsed an instant red mist appear in the air above the formation as the ball slashed through, but maybe that was an illusion. Two men stayed on the ground as a sergeant closed the ranks up. Two more men were limping and one of them staggered, reeled, and finally collapsed. The drummer boys, advancing just behind the unfurled colors, marked the rhythm of the march with steady beats interspersed with quicker flourishes, but when the boys marched past the twin heaps of offal that had been soldiers of the Grenadier Company a few seconds before they began to hurry their sticks and thus quickened the regiment’s pace until Major Shee turned in his saddle and damned their eagerness.


        “When are we going to load?” Private Mallinson asked Sergeant Green.


        “When you’re told to, lad, when you’re told to. Not before. Oh, sweet Jesus!” This last imprecation from Sergeant Green had been caused by a deafening ripple of gunfire from the ridge. A dozen more of the Tippoo’s smaller guns had opened fire and the crest of the ridge was now fogged by a grey-white cloud of smoke. The two British galloper guns off to the right had unlimbered and started to return the fire, but the enemy cannon were hidden by their own smoke and that thick screen obscured any damage the small galloper guns might be inflicting. More cavalry trotted forward to the 33rd’s right. These newcomers were Indian troops dressed in scarlet turbans and holding long, wicked-pointed lances.


        “So what are we bleeding supposed to do?” Mallinson complained. “Just march straight up the bloody ridge with empty muskets?”


        “If you’re told to,” Sergeant Green said, “that’s what you’ll do. Now hold your bloody tongue.”


        “Quiet back there!” Hakeswill called from the half-company in front. “This ain’t a bleeding parish outing! This is a fight, you bastards!”


        Sharpe wanted to be ready and so he untied the rag from his musket’s lock and stuffed it into the pocket where he kept the ring Mary had given him. The ring, a plain band of worn silver, had belonged to Sergeant Bickerstaff, Mary’s husband, but the Sergeant was dead now and Green had taken Bickerstaff’s sergeant’s stripes and Sharpe his bed. Mary came from Calcutta. That was no place to run, Sharpe thought. Place was full of redcoats.


        Then he forgot any prospect of deserting, for suddenly the landscape ahead was filling with enemy soldiers. A mass of infantry was crossing the northern end of the low ridge and marching down onto the plain. Their uniforms were pale purple, they had wide red hats and, like the British Indian troops, were bare-legged. The flags above the marching men were red and yellow, but the wind was so feeble that the flags hung straight down to obscure whatever device they might have shown. More and more men appeared until Sharpe could not even begin to estimate their numbers.


        “Thirty-third!” a voice shouted from somewhere ahead, “line to the left!”


        “Line to the left!” Captain Morris echoed the shout.


        “You heard the officer!” Sergeant Hakeswill bawled. “Line to the left! Smartly now!”


        “On the double!” Sergeant Green called.


        The leading half-company of the 33rd had halted and every other half-company angled to their left and sped their pace, with the final half-company, in which Sharpe marched, having the farthest and fastest to go. The men began to jog, their packs and pouches and bayonet scabbards bumping up and down as they stumbled over the small fields of crops. Like a swinging door, the column, that had been marching directly toward the ridge, was now turning itself into a line that would lie parallel to the ridge and so bar the advance of the enemy infantry.


        “Two files!” a voice shouted.


        “Two files!” Captain Morris echoed.


        “You heard the officer!” Hakeswill shouted. “Two files! On the right! Smartly now!”


        All the running half-companies now split themselves into two smaller units, each of two ranks and each aligning itself on the unit to its right so that the whole battalion formed a fighting line two ranks deep. As Sharpe ran into position he glanced to his right and saw the drummer boys taking their place behind the regiment’s colors which were guarded by a squad of sergeants armed with long, axe-headed poles.


        The Light Company was the last into position. There were a few seconds of shuffling as the men glanced right to check their alignment, then there was stillness and silence except for the corporals fussily closing up the files. In less than a minute, in a marvellous display of drill, the King’s 33rd had deployed from column of march into line of battle so that seven hundred men, arrayed in two long ranks, now faced the enemy.


        “You may load, Major Shee!” That was Colonel Wellesley’s voice. He had galloped his horse close to where Major Shee brooded under the regiment’s twin flags. The six Indian battalions were still hurrying forward on the left, but the enemy infantry had appeared at the northern end of the ridge and that meant the 33rd was the nearest unit and the one most likely to receive the Tippoo’s assault.


        “Load!” Captain Morris shouted at Hakeswill.


        Sharpe felt suddenly nervous as he dropped the musket from his shoulder to hold it across his body. He fumbled with the musket’s hammer as he pulled it back to the half cock. Sweat stung his eyes. He could hear the enemy drummers.


        “Handle cartridge!” Sergeant Hakeswill shouted, and each man of the Light Company pulled a cartridge from his belt pouch and bit through the tough waxed paper. They held the bullets in their mouths, tasting the sour salty gunpowder.


        “Prime!” Seventy-six men trickled a small pinch of powder from the opened cartridges into their muskets’ pans, then closed the locks so that the priming was trapped.


        “Cast about!” Hakeswill called and seventy-six right hands released their musket stocks so that the weapons’ butts dropped toward the ground. “And I’m watching you!” Hakeswill added. “If any of you lilywhite bastards don’t use all his powder, I’ll skin your hides off you and rub salt on your miserable flesh. Do it proper now!” Some old soldiers advised only using half the powder of a cartridge, letting the rest trickle to the ground so that the musket’s brutal kick would be diminished, but faced by an advancing enemy, no man thought of employing that trick this day. They poured the remainder of their cartridges’ powder down their musket barrels, stuffed the cartridge paper after the powder, then took the balls from their mouths and pushed them into the muzzles. The enemy infantry was two hundred yards away and advancing steadily to the beat of drums and the blare of trumpets. The Tippoo’s guns were still firing, but they had turned their barrels away from the 33rd for fear of hitting their own infantry and were instead aiming at the six Indian regiments that were hurrying to close the gap between themselves and the 33rd.


        “Draw ramrod!” Hakeswill shouted and Sharpe tugged the ramrod free of the three brass pipes that held it under the musket’s thirty-nine-inch barrel. His mouth was salty with the taste of gunpowder. He was still nervous, not because the enemy was tramping ever closer, but because he had a sudden idiotic idea that he might have forgotten how to load a musket. He twisted the ramrod in the air, then placed the ramrod’s flared tip into the barrel.


        “Ram cartridge!” Hakeswill snapped. Seventy-six men thrust down, forcing the ball, wadding and powder charge to the bottom of the barrels.


        “Return ramrod!” Sharpe tugged the ramrod up, listening to it scrape against the barrel, then twirled it about so that its narrow end would slide down into the brass pipes. He let it drop into place.


        “Order arms!” Captain Morris called and the Light Company, now with loaded muskets, stood to attention with their guns held against their right sides. The enemy was still too far off for a musket to be either accurate or lethal and the long, two-deep line of seven hundred redcoats would wait until their opening volley could do real damage.


        “’Talion!” Sergeant Major Bywaters’s voice called from the center of the line. “Fix bayonets!”


        Sharpe dragged the seventeen-inch blade from its sheath which hung behind his right hip. He slotted the blade over the musket’s muzzle, then locked it in place by twisting its slot onto the lug. Now no enemy could pull the bayonet off the musket. Having the blade mounted made reloading the musket far more difficult, but Sharpe guessed that Colonel Wellesley had decided to shoot one volley and then charge. “Going to be a right mucky brawl,” he said to Tom Garrard.


        “More of them than us,” Garrard muttered, staring at the enemy. “The buggers look steady enough.”


        The enemy indeed looked steady. The leading troops had momentarily paused to allow the men behind to catch up, but now, re-formed into a solid column, they were readying to advance again. Their ranks and files were ramrod straight. Their officers wore waist sashes and carried highly curved sabres. One of the flags was being waved to and fro and Sharpe could just make out that it showed a golden sun blazoned against a scarlet sky. Vultures swooped lower. The galloper guns, unable to resist the target of the great column of infantry, poured solid shot into its flank, but the Tippoo’s men stoically endured the punishment as their officers made certain that the column was tight packed and ready to deliver its crushing blow on the waiting redcoat line.


        Sharpe licked his dry lips. So these, he thought, were the Tippoo’s men. Fine-looking bastards they were, too, and close enough now so that he could see that their tunics were not plain pale purple, but were instead cut from a creamy-white cloth decorated with mauve tiger stripes. Their cross-belts were black and their turbans and waist sashes crimson. Heathens, they might be, but not to be despised for that, for only fifteen years before these same tiger-striped men had torn apart a British army and forced its survivors to surrender. These were the famed tiger troops of Mysore, the warriors of the Tippoo Sultan who had dominated all of southern India until the British thought to climb the ghats from the coastal plain and plunge into Mysore itself. The French were these men’s allies, and some Frenchmen served in the Tippoo’s forces, but Sharpe could see no white faces in the massive column that at last was ready and, to the deep beat of a single drum, lurched ponderously forward. The tiger-striped troops were marching directly toward the King’s 33rd and Sharpe, glancing to his left, saw that the sepoys of the East India Company regiments were still too far away to offer help. The 33rd would have to deal with the Tippoo’s column alone.


        “Private Sharpe!” Hakeswill’s sudden scream was loud enough to drown the cheer that the Tippoo’s troops gave as they advanced. “Private Sharpe!” Hakeswill screamed again. He was hurrying along the back of the Light Company and Captain Morris, momentarily dismounted, was following him. “Give me your musket, Private Sharpe!” Hakeswill bellowed.


        “Nothing wrong with it,” Sharpe protested. He was in the front rank and had to turn and push his way between Garrard and Mallinson to hand the gun over.


        Hakeswill snatched the musket and gleefully presented it to Captain Morris. “See, sir!” the Sergeant crowed. “Just as I thought, sir! Bastard sold his flint, sir! Sold it to an ’eathen darkie.” Hakeswill’s face twitched as he gave Sharpe a triumphant glance. The Sergeant had unscrewed the musket’s doghead, extracted the flint in its folded leather pad, and now offered the scrap of stone to Captain Morris. “Piece of common rock, sir, no good to man or beast. Must have flogged his flint, sir. Flogged it in exchange for a pagan whore, sir, I dare say. Filthy beast that he is.”


        Morris peered at the flint. “Sell the flint, did you, Private?” he asked in a voice that mingled derision, pleasure, and bitterness.


        “No, sir.”


        “Silence!” Hakeswill screamed into Sharpe’s face, spattering him with spittle. “Lying to an officer! Flogging offence, sir, flogging offence. Selling his flint, sir? Another flogging offence, sir. Says so in the scriptures, sir.”


        “It is a flogging offence,” Morris said with a tone of satisfaction. He was as tall and lean as Sharpe, with fair hair and a fine-boned face that was just beginning to show the ravages of the liquor with which the Captain assuaged his boredom. His eyes betrayed his cynicism and something much worse: that he despised his men. Hakeswill and Morris, Sharpe thought as he watched them, a right bloody pair.


        “Nothing wrong with that flint, sir,” Sharpe insisted.


        Morris held the flint in the palm of his right hand. “Looks like a chip of stone to me.”


        “Common grit, sir,” Hakeswill said. “Common bloody grit, sir, no good to man or beast.”


        “Might I?” A new voice spoke. Lieutenant William Lawford had dismounted to join Morris and now, without waiting for his Captain’s permission, he reached over and took the flint from Morris’s hand. Lawford was blushing again, astonished by his own temerity in thus intervening. “There’s an easy way to check, sir,” Lawford said nervously, then he drew out his pistol, cocked it, and struck the loose flint against the pistol’s steel. Even in the day’s bright sunlight there was an obvious spark. “Seems like a good flint to me, sir,” Lawford said mildly. Ensign Fitzgerald, standing behind Lawford, gave Sharpe a conspiratorial grin. “A perfectly good flint,” Lawford insisted less diffidently.


        Morris gave Hakeswill a furious look then turned on his heel and strode back toward his horse. Lawford tossed the flint to Sharpe. “Make your gun ready, Sharpe,” he said.


        “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


        Lawford and Fitzgerald walked away as Hakeswill, humiliated, thrust the musket back at Sharpe. “Clever bastard, Sharpie, aren’t you?”


        “I’ll have the leather as well, Sergeant,” Sharpe said and, once he had the flint’s seating back, he called after Hakeswill who had begun to walk away. “Sergeant!”


        Hakeswill turned back.


        “You want this, Sergeant?” Sharpe called. He took a chip of stone out of his pocket. He had found it when he had untied the rag from the musket’s lock and realized that Hakeswill had substituted the stone for the flint when he had pretended to inspect Sharpe’s musket. “No use to me, Sergeant,” Sharpe said. “Here.” He tossed the stone at Hakeswill who ignored it. Instead the Sergeant spat and turned away. “Thanks, Tom,” Sharpe said, for it had been Garrard who had supplied him with a spare flint.


        “Worth being in the army to see that,” Garrard said, and all around him men laughed to have seen Hakeswill and Morris defeated.


        “Eyes to your front, lads!” Ensign Fitzgerald called. The Irish Ensign was the youngest officer in the company, but he had the confidence of a much older man. “Got some shooting to do.”


        Sharpe pushed back into his file. He brought up the musket, folded the leather over the flint, and seated it in the doghead, then looked up to see that the mass of the enemy was now just a hundred paces away. They were shouting rhythmically and pausing occasionally to let a trumpet sound or a drum flourish a ripple, but the loudest sound was the beat of their feet on the dry earth. Sharpe tried to count the column’s front rank, but kept losing count as enemy officers marched slantwise across the column’s face. There had to be thousands of the tiger troops, all marching like a great sledgehammer to shatter the two-deep line of redcoats.


        “Cutting it fine, aren’t we?” a man complained.


        “Wait lads, wait,” Sergeant Green said calmly.


        The enemy now filled the landscape ahead. They came in a column formed of sixty ranks of fifty men, three thousand in all, though to Sharpe’s inexperienced eye it seemed as if there must be ten times that number. None of the Tippoo’s men fired as they advanced, but held their fire just as the 33rd were holding theirs. The enemy’s muskets were tipped with bayonets while their officers were holding deeply curved sabres. On they came and to Sharpe, who was watching the column from the left of the line so that he could see its flank as well as its leading file, the enemy formation seemed as unstoppable as a heavily loaded farm wagon that was rolling slowly and inexorably toward a flimsy fence.


        He could see the enemy’s faces now. They were dark, with black mustaches and oddly white teeth. The tiger men were close, so close, and their chanting began to dissolve into individual war shouts. Any second now, Sharpe thought, and the heavy column would break into a run and charge with leveled bayonets.


        “Thirty-third!” Colonel Wellesley’s voice called out sharply from beneath the regiment’s colors. “Make ready!”


        Sharpe put his right foot behind his left so that his body half turned to the right, then he brought his musket to hip height and pulled the hammer back to full cock. It clicked solidly into place, and somehow the pent-up pressure of the gun’s mainspring was reassuring. To the approaching enemy it seemed as though the whole British line had half turned and the sudden movement, coming from men who had been waiting so silently, momentarily checked their eagerness. Above the tiger troops of Mysore, beneath a bunch of flags on the ridge where the guns fired, a group of horsemen watched the column. Was the Tippoo himself there? Sharpe wondered. And was the Tippoo dreaming of that far-off day when he had broken three and a half thousand British and Indian troops and marched them off to captivity in his capital at Seringapatam? The cheers of the attackers were filling the sky now, but still Colonel Wellesley’s voice was audible over the tumult. “Present!”


        Seven hundred muskets came up to seven hundred shoulders. The muskets were tipped with steel, seven hundred muskets aimed at the head of the column and about to blast seven hundred ounces of lead at the leading ranks of that fast-moving, confident mass that was plunging straight toward the pair of British colors under which Colonel Arthur Wellesley waited. The tiger men were hurrying now, their front rank breaking apart as they began running. The wagon was about to hit the fence.


        Arthur Wellesley had waited six years for this moment. He was twenty-nine years old and had begun to fear that he would never see battle, but now, at last, he would discover whether he and his regiment could fight, and so he filled his lungs to give the order that would start the slaughter.


        


        Colonel Jean Gudin sighed, then, for the thousandth time in the last hour, he fanned his face to drive away the flies. He liked India, but he hated flies, which made India quite hard to like, but on balance, despite the flies, he did like India. Not nearly as much as he liked his native Provence, but where on earth was as lovely as Provence? “Your Majesty?” he ventured diffidently, then waited as his interpreter struggled to gain the Tippoo’s attention. The interpreter was exchanging Gudin’s French for the Tippoo’s Persian tongue. The Tippoo did understand some French and he spoke the local Kanarese language well enough, but he preferred Persian for it reminded him that his lineage went back to the great Persian dynasties. The Tippoo was ever mindful that he was superior to the darker-skinned natives of Mysore. He was a Muslim, he was a Persian, and he was a ruler, while they were mostly Hindus, and all of them, whether rich, poor, great, or lowly, were his obedient, subjects. “Your Majesty?” Colonel Gudin tried again.


        “Colonel?” The Tippoo was a short man inclined to plumpness, with a mustached face, wide eyes, and a prominent nose. He was not an impressive-looking man, but Gudin knew the Tippoo’s unprepossessing appearance disguised a decisive mind and a brave heart. Although the Tippoo acknowledged Gudin, he did not turn to look at the Colonel. Instead he leaned forward in his saddle with one hand clasped over the tiger hilt of his curved sabre as he watched his infantry march on the infidel British. The sword was slung on a silken sash that crossed the pale yellow silk jacket that the Tippoo wore above chintz trousers. His turban was of red silk and pinned with a gold badge showing a tiger’s mask. The Tippoo’s every possible accoutrement was decorated with the tiger, for the tiger was his mascot and inspiration, but the badge on his turban also incorporated his reverence for Allah, for the tiger’s snarling face was formed by a cunning cipher that spelled out a verse of the Koran: “The Lion of God is the Conqueror.” Above it, pinned to the turban’s brief white plume and brilliant in the day’s sunlight, there glittered a ruby the size of a pigeon’s egg. “Colonel?” the Tippoo said again.


        “It might be wise, Your Majesty,” Gudin suggested hesitantly, “if we advanced cannon and cavalry onto the British flank.” Gudin gestured to where the 33rd waited in its thin red line to receive the charge of the Tippoo’s column. If the Tippoo threatened a flank of that fragile line with cavalry then the British regiment would be forced to shrink into square and thus deny three quarters of their muskets a chance to fire at the column.


        The Tippoo shook his head. “We shall sweep that scum away with our infantry, Gudin, then send the cavalry against the baggage.” He let go of his sword’s hilt to touch his fingers fleetingly together. “Please Allah.”


        “And if it does not please Allah?” Gudin asked, and suspected that his interpreter would change the insolence of the question into something more acceptable to the Tippoo.


        “Then we shall fight them from the walls of Seringapatam,” the Tippoo answered, and turned briefly from watching the imminent battle to offer Colonel Gudin a quick smile. It was not a friendly smile, but a feral grimace of anticipation. “We shall destroy them with cannon, Colonel,” the Tippoo continued with relish, “and shatter them with rockets, and in a few weeks the monsoon will drown their survivors, and after that, if Allah pleases, we shall hunt fugitive Englishmen from here to the sea.”


        “If Allah pleases,” Gudin said resignedly. Officially he was an adviser to the Tippoo, sent by the Directorate in Paris to help Mysore defeat the British, and the patient Gudin had just done his best to give advice and it was none of his fault if the advice was spurned. He brushed flies from his face, then watched as the 33rd brought their muskets to their shoulders. When those muskets flamed, the Frenchman thought, the front of the Tippoo’s column would crumple like a honeycomb hit by a hammer, but at least the slaughter would teach the Tippoo that battles could not be won against disciplined troops unless every weapon was used against them: cavalry to force them to bunch up in protection, then artillery and infantry to pour fire into the massed ranks. The Tippoo surely knew that, yet he had insisted on throwing his three thousand infantry forward without cavalry support, and Gudin could only suppose that either the Tippoo believed Allah would be fighting on his side this afternoon, or else he was so consumed by his famous victory over the British fifteen years before that he believed he could always beat them in open conflict.


        Gudin slapped at flies again. It was time, he thought, to go home. Much as he liked India he felt frustrated. He suspected that the government in Paris had forgotten about his existence, and he was keenly aware that the Tippoo was not receptive to his advice. He did not blame the Tippoo; Paris had made so many promises, but no French army had come to fight for Mysore and Gudin sensed the Tippoo’s disappointment and even sympathized with it, while Gudin himself felt useless and abandoned. Some of his contemporaries were already generals; even little Bonaparte, a Corsican whom Gudin had known slightly in Toulon, now had an army of his own, while Jean Gudin was stranded in distant Mysore. Which made victory all the more important, and if the British were not broken here then they would have to be beaten by the massed artillery and rockets that waited on Seringapatam’s walls. That was also where Gudin’s small battalion of European soldiers was waiting, and Seringapatam, he suspected, was where this campaign would be decided. And if there was victory, and if the British were thrown out of southern India, then Gudin’s reward would surely be back in France. Back home where the flies did not swarm like mice.


        The enemy regiment waited with leveled muskets. The Tippoo’s men cheered and charged impetuously onward. The Tippoo leaned forward, unconsciously biting his lower lip as he waited for the impact.


        Gudin wondered whether his woman in Seringapatam would like Provence, or whether Provence would like her. Or maybe it was time for a new woman. He sighed, slapped at flies, then involuntarily shuddered.


        For, beneath him, the killing had begun.


        


        “Fire!” Colonel Wellesley shouted.


        Seven hundred men pulled their triggers and seven hundred flints snapped forward onto frizzens. The sparks ignited the powder in the pans, there was a pause as the fire fizzed through the seven hundred touchholes, then an almighty crackling roar as the heavy muskets flamed.


        The brass butt of the gun slammed into Sharpe’s shoulder. He had aimed the weapon at a sashed officer leading the enemy column, though even at sixty yards’ range it was hardly worth aiming a musket for it was a frighteningly inaccurate weapon, but unless the ball flew high it ought to hit someone. He could not tell what damage the volley had caused for the instant the musket banged into his shoulder his vision was obscured by the filthy bank of rolling smoke coughed out of the seven hundred musket muzzles. He could hardly hear anything either, for the sound of the rear rank muskets, going off close beside his head, had left his ears ringing. His right hand automatically went to find a new cartridge from his pouch, but then, above the ringing in his ears, he heard the Colonel’s brusque voice. “Forward! Thirty-third, forward!”


        “Go on, boys!” Sergeant Green called. “Steady now! Don’t run! Walk!”


        “Damn your eagerness!” Ensign Fitzgerald shouted at the company. “Hold your ranks! This ain’t a race!”


        The regiment marched into the musket smoke which stank like rotting eggs. Lieutenant Lawford suddenly remembered to draw his sword. He could see nothing beyond the smoke, but imagined a terrible enemy waiting with raised muskets. He touched the pocket of his coat in which he kept the Bible given to him by his mother.


        The front rank advanced clear of the stinking smoke fog and suddenly there was nothing ahead but chaos and carnage.


        The seven hundred lead balls had converged on the front of the column to strike home with a brutal efficiency. Where there had been orderly ranks there were now only dead men and dying men who writhed on the ground. The rearward ranks of the enemy could not advance over the barrier of the dead and injured, so they stood uncertainly as, out of the smoke, the seven hundred bayonets appeared.


        “On the double! On the double! Don’t let them stand!” Colonel Wellesley called.


        “Give them a cheer, boys!” Sergeant Green called. “Go for them now! Kill the buggers!”


        Sharpe had no thought of deserting now, for now he was about to fight. If there was any one good reason to join the army, it was to fight. Not to hurry up and do nothing, but to fight the King’s enemies, and this enemy had been shocked by the awful violence of the close-range volley and now they stared in horror as the redcoats screamed and ran toward them. The 33rd, released from the tight discipline of the ranks, charged eagerly. There was loot ahead. Loot and food and stunned men to slaughter and there were few men in the 33rd who did not like a good fight. Not many had joined the ranks out of patriotism; instead, like Sharpe, they had taken the King’s shilling because hunger or desperation had forced them into uniform, but they were still good soldiers. They came from the gutters of Britain where a man survived by savagery rather than by cleverness. They were brawlers and bastards, alley-fighters with nothing to lose but tuppence a day.


        Sharpe howled as he ran. The sepoy battalions were closing up on the left, but there was no need for their musketry now, for the Tippoo’s vaunted tiger infantry were not staying to contest the afternoon. They were edging backward, looking for escape, and then, out of the north where they had been half hidden by the red-blossomed trees, the British and Indian cavalry charged to the sound of a trumpet’s call. Lances were lowered and sabres held like spears as the horsemen thundered onto the enemy’s flank.


        The Tippoo’s infantry fled. A few, the lucky few, scrambled back up the ridge, but most were caught in the open ground between the 33rd and the ridge’s slope and there the killing became a massacre. Sharpe reached the pile of dead and leapt over them. Just beyond the bloody pile a wounded man tried to bring up his musket, but Sharpe slammed the butt of his gun onto the man’s head, kicked the musket out of his enfeebled hands, and ran on. He was aiming for an officer, a brave man who had tried to rally his troops and who now hesitated fatally. The man was carrying a drawn sabre, then he remembered the pistol in his belt and fumbled to draw it, but saw he was too late and turned to run after his men. Sharpe was faster. He rammed his bayonet forward and struck the Indian officer on the side of the neck. The man turned, his sabre whistling as he sliced the curved blade at Sharpe’s head. Sharpe parried the blow with the barrel of his musket. A sliver of wood was slashed off the stock as Sharpe kicked the officer between the legs. Sharpe was screaming a challenge, a scream of hate that had nothing to do with Mysore or the enemy officer, and everything to do with the frustrations of his life. The Indian staggered, hunched over, and Sharpe slammed the musket’s heavy butt into the dark face. The enemy officer went down, his sabre falling from his hand. He shouted something, maybe offering his surrender, but Sharpe did not care. He just put his left foot on the man’s sword arm, then drove the bayonet hard down into his throat. The fight might have lasted three seconds.


        Sharpe advanced no farther. Other men ran past, screaming as they pursued the fleeing enemy, but Sharpe had found his victim. He had thrust the bayonet so hard that the blade had gone clean through the officer’s neck into the soil beneath and it was hard work to pull the steel free, and in the end he had to put a boot on the dying man’s forehead before he could tug the bayonet out. Blood gushed from the wound, then subsided to a throbbing pulse of spilling red as Sharpe knelt and began rifling the man’s gaudy uniform, oblivious of the choking, bubbling sound that the officer was making as he died. Sharpe ripped off the yellow silk sash and tossed it aside together with the silver-hilted sabre and the pistol. The sabre scabbard was made of boiled leather, nothing of any value to Sharpe, but behind it was a small embroidered pouch and Sharpe drew out his knife, unfolded the blade, and slashed through the pouch’s straps. He fumbled the pouch open to find that it was filled with nothing but dry rice and one small scrap of what looked like cake. He smelled it gingerly and guessed it was made of some kind of bean. He tossed the food aside and spat a curse at the dying man. “Where’s your bleeding money?”


        The man gasped, made a choking sound, then his whole body jerked as his heart finally gave up the struggle. Sharpe tore at the tunic that was decorated with mauve tiger stripes. He felt the seams, looking for coins, found none so pulled off the wide red turban that was sticky with fresh blood. The dead man’s face was already crawling with flies. Sharpe pulled the turban apart and there, in the very center of the greasy cloth, he found three silver and a dozen small copper coins. “Knew you’d have something,” he told the dead man, then pushed the coins into his own pouch.


        The cavalry was finishing off the remnants of the Tippoo’s infantry. The Tippoo himself, with his entourage and standard-bearers, had gone from the top of the ridge, and there were no cannon firing there either. The enemy had slipped away, abandoning their trapped infantry to the sabres and lances of the British and Indian cavalry. The Indian cavalry had been recruited from the city of Madras and the East Coast states which had all suffered from the Tippoo’s raids and now they took a bloody revenge, whooping and laughing as their blades cut down the terrified fugitives. Some cavalrymen, running out of targets, were already dismounted and searching the dead for plunder. The sepoy infantry, too late to join the killing, arrived to join the plunder.


        Sharpe twisted the bayonet off his musket, wiped it clean on the dead man’s sash, scooped up the sabre and pistol, then went to find more loot. He was grinning, and thinking that there was nothing to this fighting business, nothing at all. A few shots in Flanders, one volley here; and neither fight was worthy of the name battle. Flanders had been a muddle and this fight had been as easy as slaughtering sheep. No wonder Sergeant Hakeswill would live for ever. And so would he, Sharpe reckoned, because there was nothing to this business. Just a couple of bangs and it was all over. He laughed, slid the bayonet into its sheath, and knelt beside another dead man. There was work to do and a future to finance.


        If only he could decide where it would be safe to run.

      

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 2

    


    
      Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill glanced about to see what his men were doing. Just about all of them were plundering, and quite right too. That was a soldier’s privilege. Fight the battle then strip the enemy of anything worth a penny. The officers were not looting, but officers never did, at least not so that anyone noticed them, but Hakeswill did see that Ensign Fitzgerald had somehow managed to get himself a jeweled sabre that he was now flashing around like a shilling whore given a guinea fan. Mister bloody Ensign Fitzgerald was getting above himself in Sergeant Hakeswill’s considered opinion. Ensigns were the lowest of the low, apprentice officers, lads in silver lace, and Mister bloody Fitzgerald had no business countermanding Hakeswill’s orders so Mister bloody Fitzgerald must be taught his place, but the trouble was that Mister Fitzgerald was Irish and Hakeswill was of the opinion that the Irish were only half civilized and never did understand their place. Most of them, anyway. Major Shee was Irish, and he was civilized, at least when he was sober, and Colonel Wellesley, who was from Dublin, was wholly civilized, but the Colonel had possessed the sense to make himself more English than the English, while Mister bloody Fitzgerald made no pretence about his birth.


      “See this, Hakeswill?” Fitzgerald, sublimely unaware of Hakeswill’s glowering thoughts, stepped across a body to show off his new sabre.


      “See what, sir?”


      “Damned blade is made in Birmingham! Will you credit that? Birmingham! Says so on the blade, see? ‘Made in Birmingham.’”


      Hakeswill dutifully examined the legend on the blade, then fingered the sabre’s pommel which was elegantly set with a ring of seven small rubies. “Looks like glass to me, sir,” he said dismissively, hoping he could somehow persuade Fitzgerald to relinquish the blade.


      “Nonsense!” Fitzgerald said cheerfully. “Best rubies! Bit small, maybe, but I doubt the ladies will mind that. Seven pieces of glitter? That adds up to a week of sin, Sergeant. It was worth killing the rascal for that.”


      If you did kill him, Hakeswill thought sourly as he stumped away from the exuberant Ensign. More likely picked it up off the ground. And Fitzgerald was right; seven rubies, even small ones, would buy a lot of Naig’s ladies. “Nasty” Naig was a merchant from Madras, one of the many traveling with the army, and he had brought his brothel with him. It was an expensive brothel, officers only, or at least only those who could pay an officer’s price, and that made Hakeswill think of Mary Bickerstaff. Mrs. Mary Bickerstaff. She was a half and half, half Indian and half British, and that made her valuable. Very valuable. Most of the women who followed the army were dark as Hades, and while Obadiah Hakeswill had no distaste for dark skin he did miss the touch of white flesh. So did many of the officers, and there was a guinea or two to be made out of that lust. Naig would pay well for a skin as pale as Mary Bickerstaff’s.


      She was a rare beauty, Mary Bickerstaff. A beauty amongst a pack of ugly, rancid women. Hakeswill watched as a group of the battalion’s wives ran to take part in the plundering and almost shuddered as he contemplated their ugliness. About two thirds of the wives were bibbis, Indians, and most of those, Hakeswill knew, were not properly married with the Colonel’s permission, while the rest were those lucky British women who had won the brutal lottery that had taken place on the night before the battalion had sailed from England. The wives had been gathered in a barrack room, their names had been put into ten shakos, one for each company, and the first ten names drawn from each hat were allowed to accompany their husbands. The rest had to stay in Britain, and what happened to them there was anybody’s guess. Most went on the parish, but parishes resented feeding soldiers’ wives, so as like as not they were forced to become whores. Barrack-gate whores, for the most part, because they lacked the looks for anything better. But a few, a precious few, were pretty, and none was prettier than Sergeant Bickerstaff’s half and half widow.


      The women spread out among the dead and dying Mysoreans. If anything they were even more efficient than their men at plundering the dead, for the men tended to hurry and so missed the hiding places where a soldier secreted his money. Hakeswill watched Flora Placket strip the body of a tall tiger-striped corpse whose throat had been slashed to the backbone by the slice of a cavalryman’s sabre. She did not rush her work, but searched carefully, garment by garment, then handed each piece of clothing to one of her two children to fold and stack. Hakeswill approved of Flora Placket for she was a large and steady woman who kept her man in good order and made no fuss about a campaign’s discomforts. She was a good mother too, and that was why Obadiah did not care that Flora Placket was as ugly as a haversack. Mothers were sacred. Mothers were not expected to be pretty. Mothers were Obadiah Hakeswill’s guardian angels, and Flora Placket reminded Obadiah of his own mother who was the only person in all his life who had shown him kindness. Biddy Hakeswill was long dead now, she had died a year before the twelve-year-old Obadiah had dangled on a scaffold for the trumped-up charge of sheep stealing and, to amuse the crowd, the executioner had not let any of that day’s victims drop from the gallows, but had instead hoisted them gently into the air so that they choked slowly as their piss-soaked legs jerked in the death dance of the gibbet. No one had taken much notice of the small boy at the scaffold’s end and, when the heavens had opened and the rain come down in bucketfuls to scatter the crowd, no one had bothered when Biddy Hakeswill’s brother had cut the boy down and set him loose. “Did it for your mother,” his uncle had snarled. “God rest her soul. Now be off with you and don’t ever show your face in the dale again.” Hakeswill had run south, joined the army as a drummer boy, had risen to sergeant and had never forgotten his dying mother’s words. “No one will ever get rid of Obadiah,” she had said, “not my Obadiah. Death’s too good for him.” The gallows had proved that. Touched by God, he was, indestructible!


      A groan sounded near Hakeswill and the Sergeant snapped out of his reverie to see a tiger-striped Indian struggling to turn onto his belly. Hakeswill scurried over, forced the man onto his back again and placed his halberd’s spear point at the man’s throat. “Money?” Hakeswill snarled, then held out his left hand and motioned the counting of coins. “Money?”


      The man blinked slowly, then said something in his own language.


      “I’ll let you live, you bugger,” Hakeswill promised, leering at the wounded man. “Not that you’ll live long. Got a goolie in your belly, see?” He pointed at the wound in the man’s belly where the bullet had driven home. “Now where’s your money? Money! Pice? Dan? Pagodas? Annas? Rupees?”


      The man must have understood for his hand fluttered weakly toward his chest.


      “Good boy, now,” Hakeswill said, smiling again, then his face jerked in its involuntary spasms as he pushed the spear point home, but not too quickly for he liked to see the realization of death on a man’s face. “You’re a stupid bugger, too,” Hakeswill said when the man’s death throes had ended, then he cut open the tunic and found that the man had strapped some coins to his chest with a cotton sash. He undid the sash and pocketed the handful of copper change. Not a big haul, but Hakeswill was not dependent on his own plundering to fill his purse. He would take a cut from whatever the soldiers of the Light Company found. They knew they would have to pay up or else face punishment.


      He saw Sharpe kneeling beside a body and hurried across. “Got a sword there, Sharpie?” Hakeswill asked. “Stole it, did you?”


      “I killed the man, Sergeant.” Sharpe looked up.


      “Doesn’t bleeding matter, does it, lad? You ain’t permitted to carry a sword. Officer’s weapon, a sword is. Mustn’t get above your station, Sharpie. Get above yourself, boy, and you’ll be cut down. So I’ll take the blade, I will.” Hakeswill half expected Sharpe to resist, but the Private did nothing as the Sergeant picked up the silver-hilted blade. “Worth a few bob, I dare say,” Hakeswill said appreciatively, then he laid the sword’s tip against the stock at Sharpe’s neck. “Which is more than you’re worth, Sharpie. Too clever for your own good, you are.”


      Sharpe edged away from the sword and stood up. “I ain’t got a quarrel with you, Sergeant,” he said.


      “But you do, boy, you do.” Hakeswill grimaced as his face went into spasm. “And you know what the quarrel’s about, don’t you?”


      Sharpe backed away from the sword. “I ain’t got a quarrel with you,” he repeated stubbornly.


      “I think our quarrel is called Mrs. Bickerstaff,” Hakeswill said, and grinned when Sharpe said nothing. “I almost got you with that flint, didn’t I? Would have had you flogged raw, boy, and you’d have died of a fever within a week. A flogging does that in this climate. Wears a man down, a flogging does. But you got a friendly officer, don’t you? Mister Lawford. He likes you, does he?” He prodded Sharpe’s chest with the sword’s tip. “Is that what it is? Officer’s pet, are you?”


      “Mister Lawford ain’t nothing to me,” Sharpe said.


      “That’s what you say, but my eyes tell different.” Hakeswill giggled. “Sweet on each other, are you? You and Mister Lawford? Ain’t that nice, Sharpie, but it don’t make you much use to Mrs. Bickerstaff, does it? Reckon she’d be better off with a real man.”


      “She ain’t your business,” Sharpe said.


      “Ain’t my business! Oh, listen to it!” Hakeswill sneered, then prodded the sword forward again. He wanted to provoke Sharpe into resisting, for then he could charge him with attacking a superior, but the tall young man just backed away from the blade. “You listen, Sharpie,” Hakeswill said, “and you listen well. She’s a sergeant’s wife, not the whore of some common ranker like you.”


      “Sergeant Bickerstaff’s dead,” Sharpe protested.


      “So she needs a man!” Hakeswill said. “And a sergeant’s widow doesn’t get rogered by a stinking bit of dirt like you. It ain’t right. Ain’t natural. It’s beneath her station, Sharpie, and it can’t be allowed. Says so in the scriptures.”


      “She can choose who she wants,” Sharpe insisted.


      “Choose, Sharpie? Choose?” Hakeswill laughed. “Women don’t choose, you soft bugger. Women get taken by the strongest. Says so in the scriptures, and if you stand in my way, Sharpie”—he pushed the sword hard forward—“then I’ll have your spine laid open to the daylight. A lost flint? That would have been two hundred lashes, lad, but next time? A thousand. And laid on hard! Real hard! Be blood and bones, boy, bones and blood, and who’ll look after your Mrs. Bickerstaff then? Eh? Tell me that. So you takes your filthy hands off her. Leave her to me, Sharpie.” He leered at Sharpe, but still the younger man refused to be provoked and Hakeswill at last abandoned the attempt. “Worth a few guineas, this sword,” the Sergeant said again as he backed away. “Obliged to you, Sharpie.”


      Sharpe swore uselessly at Hakeswill’s back, then turned as a woman hailed him from among the heaped bodies that had been the leading ranks of the Tippoo’s column. Those bodies were now being dragged apart to be searched and Mary Bickerstaff was helping the work along.


      He walked toward her and, as ever, was struck by the beauty of the girl. She had black hair, a thin face, and dark big eyes that could spark with mischief. Now, though, she looked worried. “What did Hakeswill want?” she asked.


      “You.”


      She spat, then crouched again to the body she was searching. “He can’t touch you, Richard,” she said, “not if you do your duty.”


      “The army’s not like that. And you know it.”


      “You’ve just got to be clever,” Mary insisted. She was a soldier’s daughter who had grown up in the Calcutta barrack lines. She had inherited her dark Indian beauty from her mother and learned the ways of soldiers from her father who had been an engineer sergeant in the Old Fort’s garrison before an outbreak of cholera had killed him and his native wife. Mary’s father had always claimed she was pretty enough to marry an officer and so rise in the world, but no officer would marry a half-caste, at least no officer who cared about advancement, and so after her parents’ death Mary had married Sergeant Jem Bickerstaff of the 33rd, a good man, but Bickerstaff had died of the fever shortly after the army had left Madras to climb to the Mysore plateau and Mary, at twenty-two, was now an orphan and a widow. She was also wise to the army’s ways. “If you’re made up to sergeant, Richard,” she told Sharpe now, “then Hakeswill can’t touch you.”


      Sharpe laughed. “Me? A sergeant? That’ll be the day, lass. I made corporal once, but that didn’t last.”


      “You can be a sergeant,” she insisted, “and you should be a sergeant. And Hakeswill couldn’t touch you if you were.”


      Sharpe shrugged. “It ain’t me he wants to touch, lass, but you.”


      Mary had been cutting a tiger-striped tunic from a dead man, but now she paused and looked quizzically up at Sharpe. She had not been in love with Jem Bickerstaff, but she had recognized that the Sergeant was a good, kind man, and she saw the same decency in Sharpe. It was not exactly the same decency, for Sharpe, she reckoned, had ten times Jem Bickerstaff’s fire and he could be as cunning as a snake when it suited him, but Mary still trusted Sharpe. She was also attracted to him. There was something very striking about Sharpe’s lean good looks, something dangerous, she acknowledged, but very exciting. She looked at him for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Maybe he won’t dare touch me if we’re married,” she said. “I mean proper married, with the Colonel’s permission.”


      “Married!” Sharpe said, flustered by the word.


      Mary stood. “It ain’t easy being a widow in the army, Richard. Every man reckons you’re loot.”


      “Aye, I know it’s hard,” Sharpe said, frowning. He stared at her as he thought about the idea of getting married. Till now he had only been thinking of desertion, but maybe marriage was not such a bad idea. At least it would make it much harder for Hakeswill to get his hands on Mary’s skin. And a married man, Sharpe reckoned, was more likely to be promoted. But what was the point of rising an inch or two in the dunghill? Even a sergeant was still at the bottom of the heap. It was better to be out of the army altogether and Mary, Sharpe decided, would be more likely to desert with him if she was properly married to him. That thought made him nod slowly. “I reckon I might like to be married,” he said shyly.


      “Me too.” She smiled and, awkwardly, Sharpe smiled back. For a moment neither had anything to say, then Mary excitedly fished in the pocket of her apron to produce a jewel she had taken from a dead man. “Look what I found!” She handed Sharpe a red stone, half the size of a hen’s egg. “You reckon it’s a ruby?” Mary asked eagerly.


      Sharpe tossed the stone up and down. “I reckon it’s glass, lass,” he said gently, “just glass. But I’ll get you a ruby for a wedding gift, just you watch me.”


      “I’ll more than watch you, Dick Sharpe,” she said happily and put her arm into his. Sergeant Hakeswill, a hundred paces away, watched them and his face twitched.


      While on the edges of the killing place, where the looted and naked bodies lay scattered, the vultures came down, sidled forward, and began to tear at the dead.


      


      The allied armies camped a quarter of a mile short of the place where the dead lay. The camp sprawled across the plain: an instant town where fifty thousand soldiers and thousands of camp followers would spend the night. Tents went up for officers well away from the places where the vast herds of cattle were guarded for the night. Some of the cattle were beeves, being herded and slaughtered for food, some were oxen that carried panniers filled with the eighteen- and twenty-four-pounder cannonballs that would be needed to blast a hole through the walls of Seringapatam, while yet others were bullocks that hauled the wagons and guns, and the heaviest guns, the big siege pieces, needed sixty bullocks apiece. There were more than two hundred thousand cattle with the army, but all were now scrawny for the Tippoo’s cavalry was stripping the land of fodder as the British and Hyderabad armies advanced.


      The common soldiers had no tents. They would sleep on the ground close to their fires, but first they ate and this night the feeding was good, at least for the men of the King’s 33rd who had coins taken from the enemy dead to spend with the bhinjarries, the merchant clans that traveled with the army and had their own private guards to protect their goods. The bhinjarries all sold chickens, rice, flour, beans, and, best of all, the throat-burning skins of arrack which could make a man drunk even faster than rum. Some of the bhinjarries also hired out whores and the 33rd gave those men good business that night.


      Captain Morris expected to visit the famous green tents of Naig, the bhinjarrie whose stock in trade was the most expensive whores of Madras, but for now he was stuck in his own tent where, under the feeble light of a candle that flickered on his table, he disposed of the company’s business. Or rather Sergeant Hakeswill disposed of it while Morris, his coat unbuttoned and silk stock loosened, sprawled in a camp chair. Sweat dripped down his face. There was a small wind, but the muslin screen hanging at the entrance to the tent took away its cooling effects, and if the screen was discarded the tent would fill with savagely huge moths. Morris hated moths, hated the heat, hated India. “Guard rosters, sir,” Hakeswill said, offering the papers.


      “Anything I should know?”


      “Not a thing, sir. Just like last week’s, sir. Ensign Hicks made up the roster, sir. A good man, sir, Ensign Hicks. Knows his place.”


      “You mean he does what you tell him to do?” Morris asked drily.


      “Learning his trade, sir, learning his trade, just like a good little ensign should. Unlike some as I could mention.”


      Morris ignored the sly reference to Fitzgerald and instead dipped his quill in ink and scrawled his name at the foot of the rosters. “I assume Ensign Fitzgerald and Sergeant Green have been assigned all the night duty?” he asked.


      “They needs the practice, sir.”


      “And you need your sleep, Sergeant?”


      “Punishment book, sir,” Hakeswill said, offering the leather-bound ledger and taking back the guard roster without acknowledging Morris’s last comment.


      Morris leafed through the book. “No floggings this week?”


      “Will be soon, sir, will be soon.”


      “Private Sharpe escaped you today, eh?” Morris laughed. “Losing your touch, Obadiah.” There was no friendliness in his use of the Christian name, just scorn, but Sergeant Hakeswill took no offence. Officers were officers, at least those above ensigns were proper officers in Hakeswill’s opinion, and such gentlemen had every right to be scornful of lesser ranks.


      “I ain’t losing nothing, sir,” Hakeswill answered equably. “If the rat don’t die first shake, sir, then you puts the dog in again. That’s how it’s done, sir. Says so in the scriptures. Sick report, sir. Nothing new, except that Sears has the fever, so he won’t be with us long, but he won’t be no loss, sir. No good to man or beast, Private Sears. Better off dead, he is.”


      “Are we done?” Morris asked when he had signed the sick report, but then a tactful cough sounded at the tent’s opening and Lieutenant Lawford ducked under the flap and pushed through the muslin screen.


      “Busy, Charles?” Lawford asked Morris.


      “Always pleased to see you, William,” Morris said sarcastically, “but I was about to go for a stroll.”


      “There’s a soldier to see you,” Lawford explained. “Man’s got a request, sir.”


      Morris sighed as though he was too busy to be bothered with such trifles, but then he shrugged and waved a hand as if to suggest he was making a great and generous gesture by giving the man a moment of his precious time. “Who?” he asked.


      “Private Sharpe, sir.”


      “Troublemaker, sir,” Hakeswill put in.


      “He’s a good man,” Lawford insisted hotly, but then decided his small experience of the army hardly qualified him to make such judgements and so, diffidently, he added that it was only his opinion. “But he seems like a good man, sir,” he finished.


      “Let him in,” Morris said. He sipped from a tin mug of arrack while Sharpe negotiated the muslin screen and then stood to attention beneath the ridge pole. “Hat off, boy!” Hakeswill snapped. “Don’t you know to take your hat off in the presence of an officer?”


      Sharpe snatched off his shako.


      “Well?” Morris asked.


      For a second it seemed that Sharpe did not know what to say, but then he cleared his throat and, staring at the tent wall a few inches above Captain Morris’s head, he at last found his voice. “Permission to marry, sir.”


      Morris grinned. “Marry! Found yourself a bibbi, have you?” He sipped more arrack, then looked at Hakeswill. “How many wives are on the company strength now, Sergeant?”


      “Full complement, sir! No room for more, sir! Full up, sir. Not a vacancy to be had. Shall I dismiss Private Sharpe, sir?”


      “This girl’s on the complement,” Lieutenant Lawford intervened. “She’s Sergeant Bickerstaff’s widow.”


      Morris stared up at Sharpe. “Bickerstaff,” he said vaguely as though the name was strange to him. “Bickerstaff. Fellow who died of a fever on the march, is that right?”


      “Yes, sir,” Hakeswill answered.


      “Didn’t know the man was even married,” Morris said. “Official wife, was she?”


      “Very official, sir,” Hakeswill answered. “On the company strength, sir. Colonel’s signature on the certificate, sir. Proper married before God and the army, sir.”


      Morris sniffed and looked up at Sharpe again. “Why on earth do you want to marry, Sharpe?”


      Sharpe looked embarrassed. “Just do, sir,” he said lamely.


      “Can’t say I disapprove of marriage,” Morris said. “Steadies a man does marriage, but a fellow like you, Sharpe, can do better than a soldier’s widow, can’t you? Dreadful creatures, soldiers’ widows! Used goods, Private. Fat and greasy, like lumps of lard wrapped up in linen. Get yourself a sweet little bibbi, man, something that ain’t yet run to seed.”


      “Very good advice, sir,” Hakeswill said, his face twitching. “Words of wisdom, sir. Shall I dismiss him, sir?”


      “Mary Bickerstaff is a good woman, sir,” Lieutenant Lawford said. The Lieutenant, whom Sharpe had first approached with his request, was eager to do his best. “Sharpe could do a lot worse than marry Mary Bickerstaff, sir.”


      Morris cut a cigar and lit it from the guttering candle that burned on his camp table. “White, is she?” he asked negligently.


      “Half bibbi and half Christian, sir,” Hakeswill said, “but she had a good man for her husband.” He sniffed, pretending that he was suddenly overcome with emotion. “And Jem Bickerstaff ain’t this month in his grave, sir. Too soon for the trollop to marry again. It ain’t right, sir. Says so in the scriptures.”


      Morris offered Hakeswill a cynical glance. “Don’t be absurd, Sergeant. Most army widows marry the next day! The ranks are hardly high society, you know.”


      “But Jem Bickerstaff was a friend of mine, sir,” Hakeswill said, sniffing again and even cuffing at an invisible tear. “Friend of mine, sir,” he repeated more hoarsely, “and on his dying bed, sir, he begged me to look after his little wife, sir. I know she ain’t through and through white, he told me, but she deserves to be looked after. His very dying words, sir.”


      “He bloody hated you!” Sharpe could not resist the words.


      “Quiet in front of an officer!” Hakeswill shouted. “Speak when you’re spoken to, boy, and otherwise keep your filthy mouth buttoned like God wanted it.”


      Morris frowned as though Hakeswill’s loud voice was giving him a headache. Then he looked up at Sharpe. “I’ll talk to Major Shee about it, Sharpe. If the woman is on the strength and wants to marry you, then I don’t suppose we can stop her. I’ll talk to the Major. You’re dismissed.”


      Sharpe hesitated, wondering whether he should thank the Captain for the laconic words, but before he could say anything, Hakeswill was bawling in his ear. “About turn! Smartly now! Hat on! Quick march! One two one two, smartly now. Mind the bleeding curtain, boy! This ain’t a pig sty like what you grew up in, but an officer’s quarters!”


      Morris waited till Sharpe was gone, then looked up at Lawford. “Nothing more, Lieutenant?”


      Lawford guessed that he too was dismissed. “You will talk to Major Shee, Charles?” he pressed Morris.


      “I just said so, didn’t I?” Morris glared up at the lieutenant.


      Lawford hesitated, then nodded. “Good night, sir,” he said and ducked under the muslin screen.


      Morris waited until he was certain that both men were out of earshot. “Now what do we do?” he asked Hakeswill.


      “Tell the silly bugger that Major Shee refused permission, sir.”


      “And Willie Lawford will talk to the Major and find that he didn’t. Or else he’ll go straight to Wellesley. Lawford’s uncle is on the staff, or had you forgotten that? Use your wits, man!” Morris slapped at a moth that had managed to slip through the screen. “What do we do?” he asked again.


      Hakeswill sat on a stool opposite the camp table. He scratched his head, glanced into the night, then looked back to Morris. “He’s a sharp one, Sharpie, he is. Slippery. But I’ll do him.” He paused. “Of course, sir, if you helped, it’d be quicker. Much quicker.”


      Morris looked dubious. “The girl will only find herself another protector,” he said. “I think you’re wasting my time, Sergeant.”


      “What me, sir? No, sir. Not at all, sir. I’ll have the girl, sir, just you watch, and Nasty Naig says you can have all you want of her. Free and gratis, sir, like you ought to.”


      Morris stood, pulled on his jacket and picked up his hat and sword. “You think I’d share your woman, Hakeswill?” The Captain shuddered. “And get your pox?”


      “Pox, sir? Me, sir?” Hakeswill stood. “Not me, sir. Clean as a whistle, I am, sir. Cured, sir. Mercury.” His face twitched. “Ask the surgeon, sir, he’ll tell you.”


      Morris hesitated, thinking of Mary Bickerstaff. He thought a great deal about Mary Bickerstaff. Her beauty ensured that, and men on campaign were deprived of beauty and so Mary’s allure only increased with every mile the army marched westward. Morris was not alone. On the night when Mary’s husband had died, the 33rd’s officers, at least those who had a mind for such games, had wagered which of them would first take the widow to their bed and so far none of them had succeeded. Morris wanted to win, not only for the fourteen guineas that would accrue to the successful seducer, but because he had become besotted by the woman. Soon after she had become a widow he had asked Mary to do his laundry, thinking that thereby he could begin the intimacy he craved, but she had refused him with a lacerating scorn. Morris wanted to punish her for that scorn, and Hakeswill, with his intuition for other men’s weaknesses, had sensed what Morris wanted and promised he would arrange everything. Naig, Hakeswill assured his bitter officer, had a way of breaking reluctant girls. “There ain’t a bibbi born that Nasty can’t break, sir,” Hakeswill had promised Morris, “and he’d give a small fortune for a proper white one. Not that Mrs. Bickerstaff’s proper white, sir, not like a Christian, but in the dark she’d pass well enough.” The Sergeant needed Morris’s help in ridding Mrs. Bickerstaff of Richard Sharpe and as an inducement he had offered Morris the free run of Naig’s tent. In return, Morris knew, Hakeswill would expect a lifetime’s patronage. As Morris climbed the army’s ranks, so Hakeswill would be drawn ineluctably after him and with each step the Sergeant would garner more power and influence.


      “So when will you free Mrs. Bickerstaff of Sharpe?” Morris asked, buckling his sword belt.


      “Tonight, sir. With your help. You’ll be back here by midnight, I dare say?”


      “I might.”


      “If you are, sir, we’ll do him. Tonight, sir.”


      Morris clapped the cocked hat on his head, made sure his purse was in his coattail pocket, and ducked under the muslin. “Carry on, Sergeant,” he called back.


      “Sir!” Hakeswill stood to attention for a full ten seconds after the Captain was gone, and then, with a sly grin twitching on his lumpy face, followed Morris into the night.


      


      Nineteen miles to the south lay a temple. It was an ancient place, deep in the country, one of the many Hindu shrines where the country folk came on high days and holidays to do honor to their gods and to pray for a timely monsoon, for good crops and for the absence of warlords. For the rest of the year the temple lay abandoned, its gods and altars and richly carved spires home to scorpions, snakes, and monkeys.


      The temple was surrounded by a wall through which one gate led, though the wall was not high and the gate was never shut. Villagers left small offerings of leaves, flowers, and food in niches of the gateposts, and sometimes they would go into the temple itself, cross the courtyard, and climb to the inner shrine where they would place their small gifts beneath the image of a god, but at night, when the Indian sky lay black over a heat-exhausted land, no one would ever dream of disturbing the gods.


      But this night, the night after battle, a man entered the temple. He was tall and thin, with white hair and a harsh, suntanned face. He was over sixty years old, but his back was still straight and he moved with the ease of a much younger man. Like many Europeans who had lived a long time in India he was prone to bouts of debilitating fever, but otherwise he was in sterling health, and Colonel Hector McCandless ascribed that good health to his religion and to a regimen that abjured alcohol, tobacco, and meat. His religion was Calvinism for Hector McCandless had grown up in Scotland and the godly lessons that had been whipped into his young, earnest soul had never been forgotten. He was an honest man, a tough man, and a wise one.


      His soul was old in experience, but even so it was offended by the idols that reflected the small light of the lantern he had lit once he was through the temple’s ever-open gate. He had lived in India for over sixteen years now and he was more accustomed to these heathen shrines than to the kirks of his childhood, but still, whenever he saw these strange gods with their multiplicity of arms, their elephant heads, their grotesquely colored faces, and their cobra-hooded masks, he felt a stab of disapproval. He never let that disapproval show, for that would have imperiled his duty, and McCandless was a man who believed that duty was a master second only to God.


      He wore the red coat and the tartan kilt of the King’s Scotch Brigade, a Highland regiment that had not seen McCandless’s stern features for sixteen years. He had served with the brigade for over thirty years, but lack of funds had obstructed his promotion and so, with his Colonel’s blessing, he had accepted a job with the army of the East India Company which governed those parts of India that were under British rule. In his time he had commanded battalions of sepoys, but McCandless’s first love was surveying. He had mapped the Carnatic coast, he had charted the Sundarbans of the Hoogli, and he had once ridden the length and breadth of Mysore, and while he had been so engaged he had learned a half-dozen Indian languages and met a score of princes, rajahs, and nawabs. Few men understood India as McCandless did, which was why the Company had promoted him to Colonel and attached him to the British army as its chief of intelligence. It was McCandless’s task to advise General Harris of the enemy’s strength and dispositions, and, in particular, to discover just what defenses waited for the allied armies when they reached Seringapatam.


      It was his search for that particular answer that had brought Colonel McCandless to this ancient temple. He had surveyed the temple seven years before, when Lord Cornwallis’s army had marched against Mysore, and back then McCandless had admired the extraordinary carvings that covered every inch of the temple’s walls. The Scotsman’s religion had been offended by so much decoration, but he was too honest a man to deny that the old stoneworkers had been marvellous craftsmen, for the sculpture here was as fine, if not finer, than anything produced in medieval Europe. The wan yellow light of his lantern washed across caparisoned elephants, fierce gods, and marching armies, all made of stone.


      He climbed the steps to the central shrine, passed between its vast, squat pillars, and so went into the sanctuary. The roof here, beneath the temple’s high carved tower, was fashioned into lotus blossoms. The idols stared blankly from their niches with flowers and leaves drying at their feet. The Colonel placed the lantern on the flagstone floor, then sat cross-legged and waited. He closed his eyes, letting his ears identify the noises of the night beyond the temple’s walls. McCandless had come to this remote temple with an escort of six Indian lancers, but he had left that escort two miles away in case their presence should have inhibited the man he was hoping to meet. So now he just waited with eyes closed and arms folded, and after a while he heard the thump of a hoof on dry earth, the chink of a snaffle chain, and then, once again, silence. And still he waited with eyes closed.


      “If you were not in that uniform,” a voice said a few moments later, “I would think you were at your prayers.”


      “The uniform does not disqualify me from prayer, any more than does your uniform,” the Colonel answered, opening his eyes. He stood. “Welcome, General.”


      The man who faced McCandless was younger than the Scot, but every inch as tall and lean. Appah Rao was now a general in the forces of the Tippoo Sultan, but once, many years before, he had been an officer in one of McCandless’s sepoy battalions and it was that old acquaintanceship, which had verged upon friendship, that had persuaded McCandless it was worth risking his own life to talk to Appah Rao. Appah Rao had served under McCandless’s orders until his father had died, and then, trained as a soldier, he had returned to his native Mysore. Today he had watched from the ridge as the Tippoo’s infantry had been massacred by a single British volley. The experience had made him sour, but he forced a grudging courtesy into his voice. “So you’re still alive, Major?” Appah Rao spoke in Kanarese, the language of the native Mysoreans.


      “Still alive, and a full colonel now,” McCandless answered in the same tongue. “Shall we sit?”


      Appah Rao grunted, then sat opposite McCandless. Behind him, beyond the sunken courtyard where they were framed by the temple’s gateway, were two soldiers. They were Appah Rao’s escort and McCandless knew they must be trusted men, for if the Tippoo Sultan were ever to discover that this meeting had taken place then Appah Rao and all his family would be killed. Unless, of course, the Tippoo already knew and was using Appah Rao to make some mischief of his own.


      The Tippoo’s General was dressed in his master’s tiger-striped tunic, but over it he wore a sash of the finest silk and slung across his shoulder was a second silk sash from which hung a gold-hilted sword. His boots were red leather and his hat a coil of watered red silk on which a milky-blue jewel gleamed soft in the lantern’s flickering light. “You were at Malavelly today?” he asked McCandless.


      “I was,” McCandless said. Malavelly was the nearest village to where the battle had been fought.


      “So you know what happened?”


      “I know the Tippoo sacrificed hundreds of your people,” McCandless said. “Your people, General, not his.”


      Appah Rao dismissed the distinction. “The people follow him.”


      “Because they have no choice. They follow, but do they love him?”


      “Some do,” Appah Rao answered. “But what does it matter? Why should a ruler want his people’s love? Their obedience, yes, but love? Love is for children, McCandless, and for gods and for women.”


      McCandless smiled, tacitly yielding the argument which was not important. He did not have to persuade Appah Rao to treachery, the very presence of the Mysorean General was proof that he was already halfway to betraying the Tippoo, but McCandless did not expect the General to yield gracefully. There was pride at stake here, and Appah Rao’s pride was great and needed to be handled as gently as a cocked dueling pistol. Appah Rao had always been thus, even when he was a young man in the Company’s army, and McCandless approved of that pride. He had always respected Appah Rao, and still did, and he believed Appah Rao returned the respect. It was in that belief that the Colonel had sent a message to Seringapatam. The message was carried by one of the Company’s native agents who wandered as a naked fakir through southern India. The message had been concealed in the man’s long greasy hair and it had invited Appah Rao to a reunion with his old commanding officer. The reply had specified this temple and this night as the rendezvous. Appah Rao was flirting with treachery, but that did not mean he was finding it either easy or pleasant.


      “I have a gift,” McCandless said, changing the subject, “for your Rajah.”


      “He is in need of gifts.”


      “Then this comes with our most humble duty and high respect.” McCandless took a leather bag from his sporran and placed it beside the lantern. The bag chinked as it was laid down and, though Appah Rao glanced at it, he did not take it. “Tell your Rajah,” McCandless said, “that it is our desire to place him back on his throne.”


      “And who will stand behind his throne?” Appah Rao demanded. “Men in red coats?”


      “You will,” McCandless said, “as your family always did.”


      “And you?” the General asked. “What do you want?”


      “To trade. That is the Company’s business: trade. Why should we become rulers?”


      Appah Rao sneered. “Because you always do. You come as merchants, but you bring guns and use them to make yourselves into taxmen, judges, and executioners. Then you bring your churches.” He shuddered.


      “We come to trade,” McCandless insisted equably. “And what would you prefer, General? To trade with the British or be ruled by Muslims?”


      And that, McCandless knew, was the question that had brought Appah Rao to this temple in the dark night. Mysore was a Hindu country and its ancient rulers, the Wodeyars, were Hindus like their people, but the Tippoo’s father, the fierce Hyder Ali, had come from the north and conquered their state and the Tippoo had inherited his father’s stolen throne. To give himself a shred of legality the Tippoo, like his father before him, kept the old ruling family alive, but the Wodeyars were now reduced to poverty and to ceremonial appearances only. The new Rajah was scarce more than a child, but to many of Mysore’s Hindus he was still their rightful monarch, though that was an opinion best kept secret from the Tippoo.


      Appah Rao had not answered the Scotsman’s question, so McCandless phrased it differently. “Are you the last Hindu senior officer in the Tippoo’s army?”


      “There are others,” Appah Rao said evasively.


      “And the rest?”


      Appah Rao paused. “Fed to his tigers,” he eventually admitted.


      “And soon, General,” McCandless said softly, “there will be no more Hindu officers in Mysore and some very fat tigers. And if you defeat us you will still not be safe. The French will come.”


      Appah Rao shrugged. “There are already Frenchmen in Seringapatam. They demand nothing of us.”


      “Yet,” McCandless said ominously. “But let me tell you what stirs in the wide world, General. There is a new French general named Bonaparte. His army sits on the Nile now, but there is nothing in Egypt that interests Bonaparte or the French. They have their eyes farther east. They have their eyes on India. Bonaparte wrote to the Tippoo earlier this year. Did the Tippoo show you his letter?” Appah Rao said nothing and McCandless took the silence to mean that Rao knew nothing of the French General’s letter and so he took from his sporran a piece of paper. “Do you speak French, General?”


      “No.”


      “Then let me translate for you. One of our agents copied the letter before it was sent and it reads, ‘le sept pluviose, I’an six de la République Française.’ That’s the twenty-seventh of January this year to the rest of us, and it says, ‘I have reached the borders of the Red Sea with an innumerable and invincible army, full of the desire to deliver you from the yoke of England.’ Here.” McCandless offered Appah Rao the letter. “There’s plenty more in the letter like that. Take it back with you and find someone who will translate it.”


      “I believe you,” Appah Rao said, ignoring the proffered letter. “But why should I fear this French General?”


      “Because Bonaparte’s ally is the Tippoo and Bonaparte’s ambition is to take away the Company’s trade. His victory will strengthen the Muslims and weaken the Hindus. But if he sees Mysore defeated, and if he sees your Rajah back on his ancestor’s throne, and if he sees a Hindu army led by General Appah Rao then he will think twice before he takes ship. Bonaparte needs allies in this land, and without Mysore he will have none.”


      Appah Rao frowned. “This Bonaparte, he is a Muslim?”


      “He’s friendly to Muslims, but he has no religion that we know of.”


      “If he’s friendly to Muslims,” Appah Rao observed, “why should he not be friendly to Hindus also?”


      “Because it is to the Muslims that he looks for allies. He will reward them.”


      Appah Rao shifted on the hard floor. “Why should we not let this Bonaparte come and defeat you?”


      “Because then he will have made the Tippoo all-powerful, and after that, General, how long will there be any Hindus in his service? And how long will the surviving Wodeyars live? The Tippoo keeps the Wodeyar family alive for he needs Hindu infantry and cavalry, but if he no longer has enemies, why will he need reluctant friends?”


      “And you will restore the Wodeyars?”


      “I promise it.”


      Appah Rao looked past McCandless, gazing up at the small light reflecting off the serene image of a Hindu goddess. The temple was still here, as were all Mysore’s temples, for though the Tippoo was a Muslim he had not torn down the Hindu sanctuaries. Indeed, like his father, the Tippoo had restored some of the temples. Life was not hard under the Tippoo, but all the same the Tippoo was not the ancestral ruler of Appah Rao’s country. That ruler was a boy kept in poverty in a small house in a back alley of Seringapatam, and Appah Rao’s hidden loyalty was to the Wodeyar dynasty, not to the Muslim interlopers. The General’s dark eyes shifted to McCandless. “You British captured the city seven years ago. Why didn’t you replace the Tippoo then?”


      “A mistake,” McCandless admitted candidly. “We thought he could be trusted to keep his promises, but we were wrong. This time, if God wills it, we shall replace him. A man bitten by a snake once does not let the snake live a second time.”


      Appah Rao brooded for a while. Bats flickered in the courtyard. The two men in the gateway watched as McCandless let the silence stretch. The Colonel knew it would not serve to pressure this General too hard, but McCandless also knew he did not need to press. Appah Rao might not be certain that a British victory would be in Mysore’s best interest, but what would serve that interest in these hard, confusing times? Appah Rao’s choice lay between the Muslim usurpers and foreign domination, and McCandless knew only too well of the simmering distrust that lay between Hindus and Muslims. It was that breach that the Scotsman was assaulting in the hope that he could widen the rift into full betrayal.


      Appah Rao finally shook his head, then raised an arm and beckoned. One of the two men in the gateway came running forward and knelt beside the General. He was a young man of startling good looks, black-haired and with a fine long face of strong bones and defiant eyes. Like Appah Rao he wore the tiger tunic and had a gold-hilted sword slung at his hip. “This is Kunwar Singh,” Appah Rao introduced the young man. “He is the son of a cousin of mine”—he announced the relationship vaguely, intimating that it was not close—“and the commander of my bodyguard.”


      McCandless looked into Kunwar Singh’s eyes. “Do your job well, my friend. Your master is valuable.”


      Kunwar Singh smiled and then, at a signal from Appah Rao, he took a roll of paper from inside his tunic. He unrolled the sheet and weighted its corners with a pistol, a knife, a handful of bullets, and the lantern.


      McCandless leaned forward. The scroll was a map and it showed the big island in the River Cauvery on which the Tippoo’s capital of Seringapatam was built. The fortress town occupied the island’s western tip, while beyond its walls, to the east, were pleasure gardens, suburbs, the Tippoo’s summer palace, and the mausoleum where the fearsome Hyder Ali was entombed.


      Appah Rao drew a knife from his belt. He tapped the island’s northern bank where it fronted the Cauvery’s main channel. “That is where General Cornwallis crossed. But since then the walls have been strengthened. The French advised us how to do it. There are new guns on the walls, hundreds of them.” He looked up into McCandless’s eyes. “I mean hundreds, McCandless. That is not an exaggeration. The Tippoo is fond of cannon and rockets. He has thousands of rocketmen and deep arsenals crammed with weapons. All this”—he swept the knife’s tip around the walls that faced the river—“has been rebuilt, refortified, and given cannon and rockets.”


      “We have cannon too,” McCandless said.


      Appah Rao ignored the comment. Instead he tapped the knife against the western ramparts that overlooked the Cauvery’s smaller channel. “At this time of year, McCandless, the river here is shallow. The crocodiles have gone to the deeper pools and a man can walk across the river with dry knees. And when your army reaches Seringapatam they will see that these walls”—he tapped the western fortifications again—“have not been rebuilt. They are made of mud bricks and the rains have crumbled the rampart. It looks like a weak place and you will be tempted to attack there. Do not, for that is where the Tippoo wants you to attack.” A beetle flew onto the map and crawled along the line marking the western walls. Appah Rao gently swept the insect aside. “There is another wall there, a new wall, hidden behind that rampart, McCandless, and when your men get through the first wall they will be in a trap. Here”—he pointed to a bastion that connected the outer and inner walls—“that used to be a water gate, but it’s been blocked up and there are hundreds of pounds of gunpowder inside. Once your men are trapped between the two walls the Tippoo plans to blow the mine.” Appah Rao shrugged. “Hundreds of pounds of powder, McCandless, just waiting for you. And when that attack has failed you will have no time to make another before the monsoon comes, and when the rains do come the river will rise and the roads will turn to mud and you will be forced to retreat, and every foot of your way back to Madras will be dogged by the Tippoo’s cavalry. That is how he plans to beat you.”


      “So we must attack anywhere but in the west?”


      “Anywhere but from the west,” Appah Rao said. “The new inner wall”—he demonstrated on the map with the tip of his knife—“extends all the way around the north. These other walls”—he tapped the southern and eastern ramparts—“look stronger, but don’t be deceived. The west wall is a trap, and if you fall into it, it will be your death.” He moved the weights off the corners of the map and let it roll itself up. Then he unshielded McCandless’s lantern and held one end of the scroll in the candle flame. The paper blazed, lighting the intricate carvings of the shrine. The three men watched as the paper burned to ash. “Anywhere but from the west,” Appah Rao said, then, after a moment’s hesitation, he lifted the bag of gold coins from beside the lantern. “All this will go to my Rajah,” he said. “I shall keep none.”


      “I never expected you to,” McCandless said. “You have my thanks, General.”


      “I don’t want your thanks. I want my Rajah back. That is why I came. And if you disappoint me, then you English will have a new enemy.”


      “I’m a Scot.”


      “But you would still be my enemy,” Appah Rao said, then turned away, but paused and looked back from the inner shrine’s threshold. “Tell your General that his men should be gentle with the people of the city.”


      “I will tell General Harris.”


      “Then I shall look to see you in Seringapatam,” Appah Rao said heavily.


      “Me and thousands of others,” McCandless said.


      “Thousands!” Appah Rao’s tone mocked the claim. “You may have thousands, Colonel, but the Tippoo has tigers.” He turned and walked to the temple’s outer gateway, followed by Kunwar Singh.


      McCandless burned the copy of Bonaparte’s letter, waited another half-hour, and then, as silently as he had come to the temple, he left it. He would join his escort, sleep a few hours, then ride with his precious secret to the waiting army.


      


      Few men of the 33rd slept that night for the excitement of fighting and beating the Tippoo’s vaunted troops had filled them with a nervous energy. Some spent their loot on arrack, and those fell asleep soon enough, but the others stayed around their fires and relived the day’s brief excitement. For most of the troops it had been their first battle, and on its slim evidence they built a picture of war and their own valor.


      Mary Bickerstaff sat with Sharpe and listened patiently to the tales. She was accustomed to soldiers’ stories and shrewd enough to know which men exaggerated their prowess and which pretended not to have been nauseated by the horrors of the dead and wounded. Sharpe, after he returned from Captain Morris’s tent with the news that the Captain would ask Major Shee’s permission for them to marry, was silent and Mary sensed he was not really listening to the tales, not even when he pretended to be amused or amazed. “What is it?” she asked him after a long while.


      “Nothing, lass.”


      “Are you worried about Captain Morris?”


      “If he says no, we just ask Major Shee,” Sharpe said with a confidence he did not entirely feel. Morris was a bastard, but Shee was a drunk, and in truth there was little to choose between them. Sharpe had an idea that Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Wellesley, the 33rd’s real commanding officer, was a man who might be reasonable, but Wellesley had been temporarily appointed as one of the army’s two deputy commanders and had thus shrugged off all regimental business. “We’ll get our permission,” he told Mary.


      “So what’s worrying you?”


      “I told you. Nothing.”


      “You’re miles away, Richard.”


      He hesitated. “Wish I was.”


      Mary tightened the grip of her hand on his fingers, then lowered her voice to something scarce above a whisper. “Are you thinking of running, Richard Sharpe?”


      He leaned away from the fire, trying to make a small private space where they could talk without being overheard. “Got to be a better life than this, love,” he said.


      “Don’t do it!” Mary said fiercely, but laying a hand on his cheek as she spoke. Some of the men on the other side of the fire saw the tender gesture and greeted it with a chorus of jeers and whistles. Mary ignored them. “They’ll catch you, Richard,” she insisted, “catch you and shoot you.”


      “Not if we run far enough.”


      “We?” she asked cautiously.


      “I’d want you, lass.”


      Mary took hold of one of his hands and squeezed it. “Listen,” she hissed. “Work to become a sergeant! Once you’re a sergeant, you’re made. You could even become an officer! Don’t laugh, Richard! Mister Lambert in Calcutta, he was a sergeant once, and he was a private before that. They made him up to ensign.”


      Sharpe smiled and traced a finger down her cheek. “You’re mad, Mary. I love you, but you’re mad. I couldn’t be an officer! You have to know how to read!”


      “I can teach you,” Mary said.


      Sharpe glanced at her with some surprise. He had never known she could read and the knowledge made him somewhat nervous of her. “I wouldn’t want to be an officer anyway,” he said scathingly. “Stuck-up bastards, all of them.”


      “But you can be a sergeant,” Mary insisted, “and a good one. But don’t run, love. Whatever you do, don’t ran.”


      “Is that the lovebirds?” Sergeant Hakeswill’s mocking voice cut through their conversation. “Ah, it’s sweet, isn’t it? Good to see a couple in love. Restores a man’s faith in human nature, it does.”


      Sharpe and Mary sat up and disentangled their fingers as the Sergeant stalked through the ring of men beside the fire. “I want you, Sharpie,” Hakeswill said when he reached their side. “Got a message for you, I have.” He touched his hat to Mary. “Not you, Ma’am,” he said as she stood to accompany Sharpe. “This is men’s business, Mrs. Bickerstaff. Soldiers’ business. No business for bibbis. Come on, Sharpie! Ain’t got all night! Look lively now!” He strode away, thumping the ground with the butt of his halberd as he threaded his way between the fires. “Got news for you, Sharpie,” he called over his shoulder, “good news, lad, good news.”


      “I can marry?” Sharpe asked eagerly.


      Hakeswill threw a sly glance over his shoulder as he led Sharpe toward the picketed lines of officers’ horses. “Now why would a lad like you want to marry? Why throw all your spunk away on one bibbi, eh? And that one used goods, too? Another man’s leavings, that’s all Mary Bickerstaff is. You should spread it about, boy. Enjoy yourself when you’re still young.” Hakeswill pushed his way between the horses to reach the dark space between the two picketed lines where he turned and faced Sharpe. “Good news, Sharpe. You can’t marry. Permission is refused. You want to know why, boy?”


      Sharpe felt his hopes crumbling. At that moment he hated Hakeswill more than ever, but his pride forced him not to show that hate, nor his disappointment. “Why?” he asked.


      “I’ll tell you why, Sharpie,” Hakeswill said. “And stand still, boy! When a sergeant condescends to talk to you, you stand still! ’Tenshun! That’s better, lad. Bit of respect, like what is proper to show to a sergeant.” His face twitched as he grinned. “You want to know why, boy? Because I don’t want you to marry her, Sharpie, that is why. I don’t want little Mrs. Bickerstaff married to anyone. Not to you, not to me, not even to the King of England himself, God bless him.” He was circling Sharpe as he talked. “And do you know why, boy?” He stopped in front of Sharpe and pushed his face up toward the younger man. “Because that Mrs. Bickerstaff is a bibbi, Sharpie, with possibilities. Possibibbibilities!” He giggled at his joke. “Got a future, she has.” He grinned again, and the grin was suddenly twisted as his face shuddered with its distorting rictus. “You familiar with Naig? Nasty Naig? Answer me, boy!”


      “I’ve heard of him,” Sharpe said.


      “Fat bugger, Sharpie, he is. Fat and rich. Rides a helephant, he does, and he’s got a dozen green tents. One of the army’s followers, Sharpie, and rich as a rich man can be. Richer than you’ll ever be, Sharpie, and you know why? ’Cos Nasty Naig provides the officers with their women, that’s why. And I’m not talking about those rancid slags the other heathens hires out to you nasty common soldiers, I’m talking about the desirable women, Sharpie. Desirable.” He lingered on the word. “Nasty’s got a whole herd of expensive whores, Sharpie, he does, all riding in those closed wagons with the colored curtains. Full of officers’ meat, those wagons are, fat ones, skinny ones, dark ones, light ones, dirty ones, clean ones, tall ones, short ones, all sorts of ones, and all of ’em are prettier than you could ever dream of, but there ain’t one of them as pretty as little Mrs. Bickerstaff, and there ain’t one who looks as white as pretty little Mary does, and if there’s one thing an English officer abroad wants once in a while, Sharpie, it’s a spot of the white meat. That’s the itch Morris has got, Sharpie, got it bad, but he ain’t no different from the others. They get bored with the dark meat, Sharpie. And the Indian officers! Naig tells me they’ll pay a month’s wages for a white. You following me, Sharpie? You and me marching in step, are we?”


      Sharpe said nothing. It had taken all his self-discipline not to hit the Sergeant, and Hakeswill knew it and mocked him for it. “Go on, Sharpie! Hit me!” Hakeswill taunted him, and when Sharpe did not move, the Sergeant laughed. “You ain’t got the guts, have you?”


      “I’ll find a place and time,” Sharpe said angrily.


      “Place and time! Listen to him!” Hakeswill chuckled, then began pacing around Sharpe once again. “We’ve made a deal, Nasty and me. Like brothers, we are, me and him, just like brothers. We understand each other, see, and Nasty’s right keen on your little Mary. Profit there, you see, boy. And I’ll get a cut of it.”


      “Mary stays with me, Sarge,” Sharpe said stubbornly, “married or not.”


      “Oh, Sharpie, dear me. You don’t understand, do you? You didn’t hear me, boy, did you? Nasty and me, we’ve made a bargain. Drunk to it, we did, and not in arrack, neither, but in proper gentlemen’s brandy. I give him little Mrs. Bickerstaff and he gives me half the money she earns. He’ll cheat me, of course he’ll cheat me, but she’ll make so much that it won’t signify. She won’t have a choice, Sharpie. She’ll get snatched on the march and given to one of Nasty’s men. One of the ugly buggers. She’ll be raped wicked for a week, whipped every night, and at the end of it, Sharpie, she’ll do whatever she’s told. That’s the way the business works, Sharpie, says so in the scriptures, and how are you going to stop it? Answer me that, boy. Are you going to pay me more than Nasty will?” Hakeswill stopped in front of Sharpe where he waited for an answer and, when none came, he shook his head derisively. “You’re a boy playing in men’s games, Sharpie, and you’re going to lose unless you’re a man. Are you man enough to fight me here? Put me down? Claim I was kicked by a horse in the night? You can try, Sharpie, but you’re not man enough, are you?”


      “Hit you, Sergeant,” Sharpe said, “and be put on a flogging charge? I’m not daft.”


      Hakeswill made an elaborate charade of looking right and left. “Ain’t no one here but you and me, Sharpie. Nice and private!”


      Sharpe resisted the urge to lash out at his persecutor. “I’m not daft,” he said again, stubbornly remaining at attention.


      “But you are, boy. Daft as a bucket. Don’t you understand? I’m offering you the soldier’s way out! Forget the bloody officers, you daft boy. You and me, Sharpie, we’re soldiers, and soldiers settle their arguments by fighting. Says so in the scriptures, don’t it? So beat me now, lad, beat me here and now, beat me in a square fight and I warrant you can keep Mrs. Bickerstaff all to your little self.” He paused, grinning up into Sharpe’s face. “That’s a promise, Sharpie. Fight me now, fair and honest, and our argument’s over. But you’re not man enough, are you? You’re just a boy.”


      “I’m not falling for your tricks, Sergeant,” Sharpe said.


      “There ain’t no trick, boy,” Hakeswill said hoarsely. He stepped two paces away from Sharpe, reversed his halberd, and thrust its steel point hard into the turf. “I can beat you, Sharpie, that’s what I’m reckoning. I’ve been around a bit. Know how to fight. You might be taller than me, and you might be stronger, but you ain’t as quick as me and you ain’t half as dirty. I’m going to pound the bloody guts out of you, and when I’ve finished with you I’ll take little Mary down to Nasty’s tents and earn my money. But not if you beat me, boy. You beat me, and on a soldier’s honor, I’ll persuade Captain Morris to let you marry. You’ve got my word on it, boy. A soldier’s honor.” He waited for an answer. “You ain’t a soldier,” he said scornfully when Sharpe still kept quiet. “You ain’t got the guts!” He stepped up to Sharpe and slapped him hard across the face. “Nothing but a lily, ain’t you? Lieutenant Lawford’s lily-boy. Maybe that’s why you ain’t got the guts to fight for your Mary!”


      The last insult provoked Sharpe to hit Hakeswill. He did it hard and fast. He slammed a low blow into Hakeswill’s belly that folded the Sergeant over, then cut his other hand hard up into the Sergeant’s face to split open Hakeswill’s nose and jerk his head back up. Sharpe brought up his knee, missed the Sergeant’s crotch, but his left hand had hold of Hakeswill’s clubbed hair now and he was just feeling with his right fingers for the squealing Sergeant’s eyeballs when a voice was suddenly shouting close behind him.


      “Guard!” the voice called. “Guard!”


      “Jesus!” Sharpe let go of his enemy, turned, and saw Captain Morris standing just beyond the picketed horses. Ensign Hicks was with him.


      Hakeswill had sunk onto the ground, but now hauled himself upright on the staff of his halberd. “Assaulted me, sir, he did!” The Sergeant could scarcely speak for the pain in his belly. “He went mad, sir! Just mad, sir!”


      “Don’t worry, Sergeant, Hicks and I both saw it,” Morris said. “Came to check on the horses, ain’t that right, Hicks?”


      “Yes, sir,” Hicks said. He was a small young man, very officious, who would never contradict a superior. If Morris claimed the clouds were made of cheese Hicks would just stand to attention, twitch his nose, and swear blind he could smell Cheddar. “Plain case of assault, sir,” the Ensign said. “Unprovoked assault.”


      “Guard!” Morris shouted. “Here! Now!”


      Blood was pouring down Hakeswill’s face, but the Sergeant managed a grin. “Got you, Sharpie,” he said softly, “got you. Flogging offence, that.”


      “You bastard,” Sharpe said softly, and wondered if he should run. He wondered if he would stand any chance of making it safely away if he just sprinted into the dark, but Ensign Hicks had drawn his pistol and the sound of the hammer being cocked stilled Sharpe’s tiny impulse to flee.


      A panting Sergeant Green arrived with four men of the guard and Morris pushed the horses aside to let them through. “Arrest Private Sharpe, Sergeant,” he told Green. “Close arrest. He struck Sergeant Hakeswill, and Hicks and I witnessed the assault. Ensign Hicks will do the paperwork.”


      “Gladly, sir,” Hicks agreed. The Ensign was slurring his words, betraying that he had been drinking.


      Morris looked at Sharpe. “It’s a court martial offence, Sharpe,” the Captain said, then he turned back to Green who had not moved to obey his orders. “Do it!”


      “Sir!” Green said, stepping forward. “Come on, Sharpie.”


      “I didn’t do nothing, Sergeant,” Sharpe protested.


      “Come on, lad. It’ll sort itself out,” Green said quietly, then he took Sharpe’s elbow and led him away. Hicks went with them, happy to please Morris by writing up the charge.


      Morris waited until the prisoner and his escort had gone, then grinned at Hakeswill. “The boy was faster than you thought, Sergeant.”


      “He’s a devil, that one, sir, a devil. Broke my nose, he did.” Hakeswill gingerly tried to straighten the cartilage and the bleeding nose made a horrible crunching noise. “But his woman’s ours.”


      “Tonight?” Morris could not keep the eagerness from his voice.


      “Not tonight, sir,” Hakeswill said in a tone that suggested the Captain had made a foolish suggestion. “There’ll be enough trouble in the company with Sharpe arrested, sir, and if we go after his bibbi tonight there’ll be a rare brawl. Half the bastards are full of arrack. No, sir. Wait till the bastard’s flogged to death. Wait for that, sir, and then they’ll all be meek as lambs. Meek as lambs. Flogging does that to men. Quietens them down something proper, a good whipping does. All be done in a couple of days, sir.”


      Morris flinched as Hakeswill tried to straighten his nose again. “You’d better see Mister Micklewhite, Hakeswill.”


      “No, sir. Don’t believe in doctors, sir, except for the pox. I’ll strap it up, sir, and soon be right as rain. Besides, watching Sharpie flogged will be treatment enough. I reckon we done him, sir. You won’t have long to wait, sir, not long at all.”


      Morris found Hakeswill’s intimate tone unseemly, and stepped stiffly back. “Then I’ll wish you a good night, Sergeant.”


      “Thank you kindly, sir, and the same to you, sir. And sweet dreams too, sir.” Hakeswill laughed. “Just as sweet as sweet can ever be, sir.”


      For Sharpie was done.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 3

    


    
      Colonel McCandless woke as the dawn touched the world’s rim with a streak of fire. The crimson light glowed bright on the lower edge of a long cloud that lay on the eastern horizon like the smoke rill left by a musket volley. It was the only cloud in the sky. He rolled his plaid and tied it onto his saddle’s cantle, then rinsed his mouth with water. His horse, picketed close by, had been saddled all night in case some enemy discovered McCandless and his escort. That escort, six picked men of the 4th Native Cavalry, had needed no orders to be about the day. They grinned a greeting at McCandless, stowed their meager bedding, then made a breakfast out of warm canteen water and a dry cake of ground lentils and rice. McCandless shared the cavalrymen’s meal. He liked a cup of tea in the mornings, but he dared not light a fire for the smoke might attract the pestilential patrols of the Tippoo’s Light Cavalry. “It will be a hot day, sahib,” die Havildar remarked to McCandless.


      “They’re all hot,” McCandless answered. “Haven’t had a cold day since I came here.” He thought for a second, then worked out that it must be Thursday the twenty-eighth of March. It would be cold in Scotland today and, for an indulgent moment, he thought of Lochaber and imagined the snow lying deep in Glen Scaddle and the ice edging the loch’s foreshore, and though he could see the image clearly enough, he could not really imagine what the cold would feel like. He had been away from home too long and now he wondered if he could ever live in Scotland again. He certainly would not live in England, not in Hampshire where his sister lived with her petulant English husband. Harriet kept pressing him to retire to Hampshire, saying that they had no relatives left in Scotland and that her husband had a wee cottage that would suit McCandless’s declining years to perfection, but the Colonel had no taste for a soft, plump, English landscape, nor, indeed, for his soft, plump sister’s company. Harriet’s son, McCandless’s nephew William Lawford, was a decent enough young fellow even if he had forgotten his Scottish ancestry, but young William was now in the army, here in Mysore indeed, which meant that the only relative McCandless liked was close at hand and that circumstance merely strengthened McCandless’s distaste for retiring to Hampshire. But to Scotland? He often dreamed of going back, though whenever the opportunity arose for him to take the Company’s pension and sail to his native land, he always found some unfinished business that kept him in India. Next year, he promised himself, the year of our Lord 1800, would be a good year to go home, though in truth he had promised himself the same thing every year for the last decade.


      The seven men unpicketed the horses and hauled themselves into their worn saddles. The Indian escort was armed with lances, sabres, and pistols, while McCandless carried a claymore, a horse pistol, and a carbine that was holstered on his saddle. He glanced once toward the rising sun to check his direction, then led his men northward. He said nothing, but he needed to give these men no orders. They knew well enough to keep a keen lookout in this dangerous land.


      For this was the kingdom of Mysore, high on the southern Indian plateau, and as far as the horsemen could see the land was under the rule of the Tippoo Sultan. Indeed this was the Tippoo’s heartland, a fertile plain rich with villages, fields, and water cisterns; only now, as the British army advanced and the Tippoo’s retreated, the country was being blighted. McCandless could see six pillars of smoke showing where the Tippoo’s cavalry had burned granaries to make sure that the hated British could not find food. The cisterns would all have been poisoned, the livestock driven westward, and every storehouse emptied, thus forcing the armies of Britain and Hyderabad to carry all their own supplies on the cumbersome bullock carts. McCandless guessed that yesterday’s brief and unequal battle had been an attempt by the Tippoo to draw the escorting troops away from the precious baggage onto his infantry, after which he would have released his fearsome horsemen onto the wagons of grain and rice and salt, but the British had not taken the bait which meant that General Harris’s ponderous advance would continue. Say another week until they arrived at Seringapatam? Then they would face two months of short rations and searing weather before the monsoon broke, but McCandless reckoned that two months was plenty enough time to do the job, especially as the British would soon know how to avoid the Tippoo’s trap at the western walls.


      He threaded his horse through a grove of cork trees, glad of the shade cast by the deep-green leaves. He paused at the grove’s edge to watch the land ahead, which dropped gently into a valley where a score of people were working in rice paddies. The valley, McCandless supposed, lay far enough from the line of the British advance to have been spared the destruction of its stores and water supply. A small village lay to the west of the rice paddies, and McCandless could see another dozen people working in the small gardens around the houses, and he knew that he and his men would be spotted as soon as they left the cover of the cork grove, but he doubted that any of the villagers would investigate seven strange horsemen. The folk of Mysore, like villagers throughout all the Indian states, avoided mysterious soldiers in the hope that the soldiers would avoid them. At the far side of the rice paddies were plantations of mango and date palms, and beyond them a bare hill crest. McCandless watched that empty crest for a few minutes and then, satisfied that no enemy was nearby, he spurred his mare forward.


      The people working the rice immediately fled toward their homes and McCandless swerved eastward to show them he meant no harm, then kicked the mare into a trot. He rode beside a grove of carefully tended mulberry trees, part of the Tippoo’s scheme to make silk-weaving into a major industry of Mysore, then he spurred into a canter as he approached the bed of the valley. His escort’s curb and scabbard chains jingled behind him as the horses pounded down the slope, splashed through the shrunken stream that trickled from the paddies, then began the gentle climb to the date palm grove.


      It was then that McCandless saw the flash of light in the mango trees.


      He instinctively dragged his horse around to face the rising sun and pricked back his spurs. He looked behind as he rode, hoping that the flash of light was nothing but some errant reflection, but then he saw horsemen spurring from the trees. They carried lances and all of them were dressed in the tiger-striped tunic. There were a dozen men at least, but the Scotsman had no time to count them properly for he was plunging his spurs back to race his mare diagonally up the slope toward the crest.


      One of the pursuing horsemen fired a shot that echoed through the valley. The bullet went wide. McCandless doubted it had been supposed to hit anything, but was rather intended as a signal to alert other horsemen who must be in the area. For a second or two the Scotsman debated turning and charging directly at his pursuers, but he rejected the idea. The odds were marginally too great and his news far too important to be gambled on a skirmish. Flight was his only option. He pulled the carbine from its saddle holster, cocked it, then clapped his heels hard onto the mare’s flank. Once over the crest he reckoned there was a good chance he could outrun his pursuers.


      Goats scattered from his path as he spurred the mare over the ridge’s skyline. One glance behind satisfied McCandless that he had gained a long enough lead to let him turn north without being headed off, and so he twitched the rein and let the mare run. A long stretch of open, tree-dotted country lay ahead and beyond were thick stands of timber in which he and his escort could lose themselves. “Run, girl!” he called to the mare, then looked behind to make certain his escort was closed up and safe. Sweat dripped down his face, his scabbarded claymore thumped up and down on his hip, but the strong mare was running like the wind now, her speed blowing the kilt back up around his hips. This was not the first time McCandless had raced away from enemies. He had once run for a whole day, dawn to twilight, to escape a Mahratta band and the mare had never once lost her footing. In all India, and that meant all the world, McCandless had no friend better than this mare. “Run, girl!” he called to her again, then looked behind once more and it was then that the Havildar shouted a warning. McCandless turned to see more horsemen coming from the trees to the north.


      There must have been fifty or sixty horsemen racing toward the Scotsman and, even as he swerved the mare eastward, he realized that his original dozen pursuers must have been the scouts for this larger party of cavalry and that by running north he had been galloping toward the enemy rather than away from them. Now he rode toward the rising sun again, but there was no cover to the east and these new pursuers were already dangerously close. He angled back to the south, hoping he might find some shelter in the valley beyond the crest, but then a wild volley of shots sounded from his pursuers.


      One bullet struck the mare. It was a fortunate shot, fired at the gallop, and ninety-nine times out of a hundred such a shot would have flown yards wide, but this ball struck the mare’s haunch and McCandless felt her falter. He slapped her rump with the stock of his carbine and she tried to respond, but the bullet had driven close to the mare’s spine and the pain was growing and she stumbled, neighed, yet still she tried to run again. Then one of her back legs simply stopped working and the horse slewed around in a cloud of dust. McCandless kicked his feet out of the stirrups as his escort galloped past. The Havildar was already hauling on his reins, wheeling his horse to rescue McCandless, but the Scotsman knew it was too late. He sprawled on the ground, hurled free of the falling mare, and shouted at the Havildar. “Go, man!” he called. “Go!” But the escort had sworn to protect the Colonel and, instead of fleeing, the Havildar led his men toward the rapidly approaching enemy.


      “You fools!” McCandless shouted after them. Brave fools, but fools. He was bruised, but otherwise unhurt, though his mare was dying. She was whinnying and somehow she had managed to raise the front part of her body on her forelegs and seemed puzzled that her back legs would not work. She whinnied again, and McCandless knew she would never again run like the wind and so he did the friend’s duty. He went to her head, pulled it down by the reins, kissed her nose, and then put a bullet into her skull just above her eyes. She reared back, white-eyed and with blood spraying, then she slumped down. Her forelegs kicked a few times and after that she was still. The flies came to settle on her wounds.


      The Havildar’s small group rode full tilt into the enemy’s pursuit. That enemy had been scattered by their gallop and the Havildar’s men were closed up and so the first few seconds were an easy victory. Two lances found Mysore bellies, two sabres drew more blood, but then the main body of the enemy crashed into the fight. The Havildar himself had ridden clean through the leading ranks, leaving his lance behind, and he now looked back to see his men fighting desperately among a milling group of enemy horsemen. He drew his sabre and turned back to help when he heard McCandless shouting. “Go, man, go! Go!” McCandless yelled, pointing north. The Havildar could not take back the vital news McCandless had gained from Appah Rao, but it was still important to let the army know that the Colonel had been captured. McCandless was not a vain man, but he knew his own value, and he had left some careful instructions that might retrieve some of the damage of his capture. Those instructions offered a chance for the army to rescue McCandless, and that dangerous expedient was now the Scotsman’s only hope of passing on Appah Rao’s message. “Go!” McCandless roared as loudly as he could.


      The Havildar was caught between his duty to his men and his duty to obey McCandless’s orders. He hesitated, and two of the pursuers swerved aside to pounce on him. That made up his mind. He clapped his spurs back, charged the pursuers, touched the rein at the last moment and swung his sabre as he went past the two men. The blade sliced across the nape of the nearer man’s neck and then the Havildar curved away northwards, galloping free while the rest of the enemy gathered about the survivors for the kill.


      McCandless threw down his pistol and carbine, drew his heavy claymore, and walked toward the mêlée. He never reached it, for an enemy officer detached himself from the clash of sabres and turned his horse to meet the Scotsman. The Mysorean officer sheathed his sabre, then mutely held out his right hand for McCandless’s blade. Behind him the sabres and lances worked briefly, then the small fight was over and McCandless knew that his escort, all but the Havildar, was dead. He looked at the horseman above him. “This sword,” he said bitterly, “belonged to my father and to his father.” He spoke in English. “This sword,” McCandless said, “was carried for Charles Stuart at Culloden.”


      The officer said nothing, just held his hand out, his eyes steady on McCandless. The Scotsman slowly reversed his blade, then held the hilt upwards. The Mysorean officer took it and seemed surprised by the claymore’s weight. “What were you doing here?” the officer asked in Kanarese.


      “Do you speak English?” McCandless asked in that tongue, determined to hide his knowledge of India’s languages.


      The officer shrugged. He looked at the old claymore then slid it into his sash. His men, their horses white with sweat, gathered excitedly to stare at the captured heathen. They saw an old man and some wondered if they had captured the enemy’s General, but the captive seemed to speak no language any of them knew and so his identity would have to wait. He was given one of his dead escort’s horses and then, as the sun climbed toward its daily furnace heat, McCandless was taken west toward the Tippoo’s stronghold.


      While behind him the vultures circled and at last, sure that nothing lived where the dust and flies had settled on the newly-made corpses, flew down for their feast.


      


      It took two days to convene the court martial. The army could not spare the time in its march for the business to be done immediately and so Captain Morris had to wait until the great ponderous horde was given a half-day’s rest to allow the straggling herds to catch up with the main armies. Only then was there time to assemble the officers and have Private Sharpe brought into Major Shee’s tent which had one of its sides brailed up to make more space. Captain Morris laid the charge and Sergeant Hakeswill and Ensign Hicks gave evidence.


      Major John Shee was irritable. The Major was irritable at the best of times, but the need to stay at least apparently sober had only shortened his already short Irish temper. He did not, in truth, enjoy commanding the 33rd. Major Shee suspected, when he was sober enough to suspect anything, that he did the job badly and that suspicion had given rise to a haunting fear of mutiny, and mutiny, to Major Shee’s befuddled mind, was signaled by any sign of disrespect for established authority. Private Sharpe was plainly a man who brimmed over with such disrespect and the offence with which he was charged was plain and the remedy just as obvious, but the court proceedings were delayed because Lieutenant Lawford, who should have spoken for Sharpe, was not present. “Then where the devil is he?” Shee demanded.


      Captain Fillmore, commander of the fourth company, spoke for Lawford. “He was summoned to General Harris’s tent, sir.”


      Shee frowned at Fillmore. “He knew he was supposed to be here?”


      “Indeed, sir. But the General insisted.”


      “And we’re just supposed to twiddle our thumbs while he takes tea with the General?” Shee demanded.


      Captain Fillmore glanced through the tent’s open side as if he hoped to see Lawford hurrying toward the court martial, but there were only sentries to be seen. “Lieutenant Lawford did ask me to assure the court, sir, that Private Sharpe is a most reliable man,” Fillmore said, fearing that he was not doing a very good job of defending the unfortunate prisoner. “The Lieutenant would have spoken most forcibly for the prisoner’s character, sir, and begged the court to grant him the benefit of any doubt.”


      “Doubt?” Shee snapped. “What doubt is there? He struck a sergeant, he was seen doing it by two officers, and you think there’s doubt? It’s an open-and-shut case! That’s what it is, open and shut!”


      Fillmore shrugged. “Ensign Fitzgerald would also like to say something.”


      Shee glared at Fitzgerald. “Not much to say, Ensign, I trust?”


      “Whatever it might take, sir, to prevent a miscarriage of justice.” Fitzgerald, young and confident, stood and smiled at his commanding officer and fellow Irishman. “I doubt we’ve a better soldier in the regiment, sir, and I suspect Private Sharpe was given provocation.”


      “Captain Morris says not,” Shee insisted, “and so does Ensign Hicks.”


      “I cannot contradict the Captain, sir,” Fitzgerald said blandly, “but I was drinking with Timothy Hicks earlier that evening, sir, and if his eyes weren’t crossed by midnight then he must possess a belly like a Flanders cauldron.”


      Shee looked dangerously belligerent. “Are you accusing a fellow officer of being under the influence of liquor?”


      Fitzgerald reckoned that most of the 33rd’s mess was ever under the influence of arrack, rum, or brandy, but he also knew better than to say as” much. “I’m just agreeing with Captain Fillmore, sir, that we should give Private Sharpe the benefit of the doubt.”


      “Doubt?” Shee spat. “There is no doubt! Open and shut!” He gestured at Sharpe who stood hatless in front of his escort. Flies crawled on Sharpe’s face, but he was not allowed to brush them away. Shee seemed to shudder at the thought of Sharpe’s villainy. “He struck a sergeant in full view of two officers, and you think there’s doubt about what happened?”


      “I do, sir,” Fitzgerald declared forcibly. “Indeed I do.”


      Sergeant Hakeswill’s face twitched. He watched Fitzgerald with loathing. Major Shee stared at Fitzgerald for a few seconds, then shook his head as though questioning the Ensign’s sanity.


      Captain Fillmore tried one last time. Fillmore doubted the evidence of Morris and Hicks, and he had never trusted Hakeswill, but he knew Shee could never be persuaded to take the word of a private against that of two officers and a sergeant. “Might I beg the court,” Fillmore said respectfully, “to suspend judgment until Lieutenant Lawford can speak for the prisoner?”


      “What can Lawford say, in the name of God?” Shee demanded. There was a flask of arrack waiting in his baggage and he wanted to get these proceedings over and done. He had a brief, muttered conversation with his two fellow judges, both of them field officers from other regiments, then glared at the prisoner. “You’re a damned villain, Sharpe, and the army has no need of villains. If you can’t respect authority, then don’t expect authority to respect you. Two thousand lashes.” He ignored the shudder of astonishment and horror that some of the onlookers gave and looked instead at the Sergeant Major. “How soon can it be done?”


      “This afternoon’s as good a time as any, sir,” Bywaters answered stolidly. He had expected a flogging verdict, though not as severe as this, and he had already made the necessary arrangements.


      Shee nodded. “Parade the battalion in two hours. These proceedings are over.” He gave Sharpe one foul glance, then pushed his chair back. He would need some arrack, Shee thought, if he was to sit his horse in the sun through two thousand lashes. Maybe he should have only given one thousand, for a thousand lashes were as liable to kill as two, but it was too late now, the verdict was given, and Shee’s only hope of respite from the dreadful heat was his hope that the prisoner would die long before the awful punishment was finished.


      Sharpe was kept under guard. His sentinels were not men from his own battalion, but six men from the King’s 12th who did not know him and who could therefore be trusted not to connive in his escape. They kept him in a makeshift pen behind Shee’s tent and no one spoke to Sharpe there until Sergeant Green arrived. “I’m sorry about this, Sharpie,” Green said, stepping over the ammunition boxes that formed the crude walls of the pen.


      Sharpe was sitting with his back against the boxes. He shrugged. “I’ve been whipped before, Sergeant.”


      “Not in the army, lad, not in the army. Here.” Green held out a canteen. “It’s rum.”


      Sharpe uncorked the canteen and drank a good slug of the liquor. “I didn’t do nothing anyway,” he said sullenly.


      “Maybe, maybe not,” Green said, “but the more you drink the less you’ll feel. Finish it, lad.”


      “Tomkins says you don’t feel a damn thing after the first thirty,” Sharpe said.


      “I hope he’s right, lad, I hope he’s right, but you drink that rum anyway.” Green took off his shako and wiped the sweat from his bald head with a scrap of rag.


      Sharpe tipped the canteen again. “And where was Mister Lawford?” he asked bitterly.


      “You heard, son. He was called off to see the General.” Green hesitated. “But what could he have said anyway?” he added.


      Sharpe leaned his head against the box-built wall. “He could have said that Morris is a lying bastard and that Hicks will say anything to please him.”


      “No, he couldn’t say that, lad, and you know it.” Green filled a clay pipe with tobacco and lit it with his tinderbox. He sat on the ground opposite Sharpe and saw the fear in the younger man’s eyes. Sharpe was doing his best to hide it, but it was plainly there and so it should be, for only a fool did not fear two thousand lashes and only a lucky man came away alive. No man had ever actually walked away from such a punishment, but a handful had recovered after a month in the sick tent. “Your Mary’s all right,” Green told Sharpe.


      Sharpe gave a sullen grimace. “You know what Hakeswill told me? That he was going to sell her as a whore.”


      Green frowned. “He won’t, lad. He won’t.”


      “And how will you stop him?” Sharpe asked bitterly.


      “She’s being looked after now,” Green reassured him. “The lads are making sure of that, and the women are all protecting her.”


      “But for how long?” Sharpe asked. He drank more of the rum which seemed to be having no effect that he could sense. He momentarily closed his eyes. He knew he had been given an effective death sentence, but there was always hope. Some men had survived. Their ribs might have been bared to the sun and their skin and flesh be hanging from their backs in bloody ribbons, yet they had lived, but how was he to look after Mary when he was bandaged in a bed? If he was even lucky enough to reach a sick bed instead of a grave. He felt tears pricking at his eyes, not for the punishment he faced, but for Mary. “How long can they protect her?” he asked gruffly, cursing himself for being so near to weeping.


      “I tell you she’ll be all right,” Green insisted.


      “You don’t know Hakeswill,” Sharpe said.


      “Oh, but I do, lad, I do,” Green said feelingly, then paused. For a second or two he looked embarrassed, then glanced up at Sharpe. “The bastard can’t touch her if she’s married. Married proper, I mean, with the Colonel’s blessing.”


      “That’s what I thought.”


      Green drew on the pipe. “If the worst does happen, Sharpie…” he said, then stopped in embarrassment again.


      “Aye?” Sharpe prompted him.


      “Not that it will, of course,” Green said hurriedly. “Billy Nixon survived a couple of thousand tickles, but you probably don’t remember him, do you? Little fellow, with a wall eye. He survived all right. He was never quite the same afterward, of course, but you’re a tough lad, Sharpie. Tougher than Billy.”


      “But if the worst does happen?” Sharpe reminded the Sergeant.


      “Well,” Green said, coloring, but then at last he summoned the courage to say what he had come to say. “I mean if it don’t offend you, lad, and only if the worst does happen, which of course it won’t, and I pray it won’t, but if it does then I thought I might ask for Mrs. Bickerstaff’s hand myself, if you follow my meaning.”


      Sharpe almost laughed, but then the thought of two thousand lashes choked off even the beginnings of a smile. Two thousand! He had seen men with backs looking like offal after just a hundred lashes and how the hell was he to survive with another nineteen hundred strokes on top of that? Such survival really depended on the battalion surgeon. If Mister Micklewhite thought Sharpe was dying after five or six hundred lashes he might stop the punishment to give his back time to heal before the rest of the lashes were given, but Micklewhite was not known for stopping whippings. The rumor in the battalion was that so long as the man did not scream like a baby and thus disturb the more squeamish of the officers, the surgeon would keep the blows coming, even if they were falling onto a dead man’s spine. That was the rumor, and Sharpe could only hope it was not true.


      “Did you hear me, Sharpie?” Sergeant Green interrupted Sharpe’s gloomy thoughts.


      “I heard you, Sergeant,” Sharpe said.


      “So would you mind? If I asked her?”


      “Have you asked her already?” Sharpe said accusingly.


      “No!” Green said hastily. “Wouldn’t be right! Not while you’re still, well, you know.”


      “Alive,” Sharpe said bitterly.


      “It’s only if the worst happens.” Green tried to sound optimistic. “Which it won’t.”


      “You won’t need my permission when I’m dead, Sergeant.”


      “No, but if I can tell Mary you wanted her to accept me, then it’ll help. Don’t you see that? I’ll be a good man to her, Sharpie. I was married before, I was, only she died on me, but she never complained about me. No more than any woman ever complains, anyhow.”


      “Hakeswill might stop you marrying her.”


      Green nodded. “Aye, he might, but I can’t see how. Not if we tie the knot quick. I’ll ask Major Shee, and he’s always fair with me. Ask him tonight, see? But only if the worst happens.”


      “But you need a chaplain,” Sharpe warned the Sergeant. The 33rd’s own chaplain had committed suicide on the voyage to Madras and no marriage in the army was considered official unless it had the regimental commander’s permission and the blessing of a chaplain.


      “The lads in the Old Dozen tell me they’ve got a God-walloper,” Green said, gesturing at the soldiers guarding Sharpe, “and he can do the splicing tomorrow. I’ll probably have to slip the bugger a shilling, but Mary’s worth a bob.”


      Sharpe shrugged. “Ask her, Sergeant,” he said, “ask her.” What else could he say? And if Mary was properly married to Sergeant Green then she would be protected by the army’s regulations. “But see what happens to me first,” Sharpe added.


      “Of course I will, Sharpie. Hope for the best, eh? Never say die.”


      Sharpe drained the canteen. “There’s a couple of things in my pack, Sergeant. A good pistol I took off an Indian officer the other day and a few coins. You’ll give them to Mary?”


      “Of course I will,” Green said, carefully hiding the fact that Hakeswill had already plundered Sharpe’s pack. “She’ll be all right, Sharpie. Promise you, lad.”


      “And some dark night, Sergeant, give bloody Hakeswill a kicking for me.”


      Green nodded. “Be a pleasure, Sharpie. Be a pleasure.” He knocked the ashes of his pipe against the ammunition boxes, then stood. “I’ll bring you some more rum, lad. The more the better.”


      The preparations for Sharpe’s flogging had all been made. Not that they were many, but it took a few moments to make sure everything was to the Sergeant Major’s satisfaction. A tripod had been constructed out of three sergeant’s halberds, their spearpoints uppermost and lashed together so that the whole thing stood two feet higher than a tall man. The three halberd butts were sunk into the dry soil, then a fourth halberd was firmly lashed crosswise on one face of the tripod at the height of a man’s armpits.


      Sergeant Hakeswill personally selected two of the 33rd’s drummer boys. The drummer boys always administered the floggings, a small element of mercy in a bestial punishment, but Hakeswill made certain that the two biggest and strongest boys were given the task and then he collected the two whips from the Sergeant Major and made the boys practice on a tree trunk. “Put your body into it, lads,” he told them, “and keep the arm moving fast after the whip’s landed. Like this.” He took one of the whips and slashed it across the bark, then showed them how to keep the lash sliding across the target by following the stroke through. “I did it often enough when I was a drummer,” he told them, “and I always did a good job. Best flogger in the battalion, I was. Second to none.” Once he was sure their technique was sufficient for the task he warned them not to tire too quickly, and then, with a pocketknife, he nicked the edges of the leather lashes so that their abrasions would tear at the exposed flesh as they were dragged across Sharpe’s back. “Do it well, lads,” he promised them, “and there’s one of these for each of you.” He showed them one of the Tippoo’s gold coins which had been part of the battle’s loot. “I don’t want this bastard walking again,” he told them. “Nor do you neither, for if Sharpie ever finds his feet he’ll give you two a rare kicking, so make sure you finish the bastard off proper. Whip him bloody then put him underground, like it says in the scriptures.”


      Hakeswill coiled the two whips and hung them on the halberd that was mounted crosswise on the tripod, then went to find the surgeon. Mister Micklewhite was in his tent where he was trying to tie his white silk stock in preparation for the punishment parade. He grunted when he saw Hakeswill. “You don’t need more mercury, do you?” he snarled.


      “No, sir. Cured, sir. Thanks to your worship’s skill, sir. Clean as a whistle I am, sir.”


      Micklewhite swore as the knot in the damned stock loosened. He did not like Hakeswill, but like everyone else in the regiment he feared him. There was a wildness in the back of Hakeswill’s childlike eyes that spoke of terrible mischief, and, though the Sergeant was always punctilious in his dealings with officers, Micklewhite still felt obscurely threatened. “So what do you want, Sergeant?”


      “Major Shee asked me to say a word, sir.”


      “Couldn’t speak to me himself?”


      “You know the Major, sir. No doubt he’s thirsty. A hot day.” Hakeswill’s face quivered in a series of tremors. “It’s about the prisoner, sir.”


      “What about him?”


      “Troublemaker, sir. Known for it. A thief, a liar, and a cheat.”


      “So he’s a redcoat. So?”


      “So Major Shee ain’t keen to see him back among the living, sir, if you follow my meaning. Is this what I owe you for the mercury, sir?” Hakeswill held up a gold coin, a haideri, which was worth around two shillings and sixpence. The coin was certainly not payment for the cure of his pox, for that cost had already been deducted from the Sergeant’s pay, so Micklewhite knew it was a bribe. Not a great bribe, but half a crown could still go a long way. Micklewhite glanced at it then nodded. “Put it on the table, Sergeant.”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      Micklewhite tugged the silk stock tight, then waved Hakeswill off. He pulled on his coat and pocketed the gold coin. The bribe had not been necessary, for Micklewhite’s opposition to the coddling of flogging victims was well enough known in the battalion. Micklewhite hated caring for men who had been flogged, for in his experience they almost always died, and if he did stop a punishment then the recovering victim only cluttered up his sick cots. And if, by some miracle, the man was restored to health, it was only so he could be strapped to the triangle to be given the rest of his punishment and that second dose almost always proved fatal and so, all things considered, it was more prudent to let a man die at the first flogging. It saved money on medicine and, in Micklewhite’s view, it was kinder too. Micklewhite buttoned his coat and wondered just why Sergeant Hakeswill wanted this particular man dead. Not that Micklewhite really cared, he just wanted the bloody business over and done.


      The 33rd paraded under the afternoon’s burning sun. Four companies faced the tripod, while three were arraigned at either side so that the battalion’s ten companies formed a hollow oblong with the tripod standing in the one empty long side. The officers sat on their horses in front of their companies while Major Shee, his aides, and the adjutant stood their horses just behind the tripod. Mister Micklewhite, his head protected from the sun by a wide straw hat, stood to one side of the triangle. Major Shee, fortified by arrack and satisfied that everything was in proper order, nodded to Bywaters. “You will begin punishment, Sergeant Major.”


      “Sir!” Bywaters acknowledged, then turned and bellowed for the prisoner to be fetched. The two drummer boys stood nervously with their whips in hand. They alone of the parading soldiers were in shirtsleeves, while everyone else was in full wool uniform. Women and children peered between the company intervals. Mary Bickerstaff was not there. Hakeswill had looked for her, wanting to enjoy her horror, but Mary had stayed away. The women who had come for the spectacle, like their men, were silent and sullen. Sharpe was a popular man, and Hakeswill knew that everyone here was hating him for engineering this flogging, but Obadiah Hakeswill had never been concerned by such enmity. Power did not lie in being liked, but in being feared.


      Sharpe was brought to the triangle. He was bareheaded and already stripped to the waist. The skin of his chest and back were as white as his powdered hair and contrasted oddly with his darkly tanned face. He walked steadily, for though he had the best part of a pint of rum in his belly, the liquor had not seemed to have the slightest effect. He did not look at either Hakeswill or Morris as he walked to the tripod.


      “Arms up, lad,” the Sergeant Major said quietly. “Stand against the triangle. Feet apart. There’s a good lad.”


      Sharpe obediently stepped up to the triangular face of the tripod. Two corporals knelt at his feet and lashed his ankles to the halberds, then stood and pushed his arms over the crosswise halberd. They pulled his hands down and tied them to the uprights, thus forcing his naked back up and outward. That way he could not sag between the triangle and so hope to exhaust some of the blows on the halberd staffs. The corporals finished their knots, then stepped back.


      The Sergeant Major went to the back of the triangle and brought from his pouch a folded piece of leather that was deeply marked by tooth prints. “Open your mouth, lad,” he said softly. He smelled the rum on the prisoner’s breath and hoped it would help him survive, then he pushed the leather between Sharpe’s teeth. The gag served a double purpose. It would stifle any cries the victim might make and would stop him biting off his tongue. “Be brave, boy,” Bywaters said quietly. “Don’t let the regiment down.”


      Sharpe nodded.


      Bywaters stepped smartly back and came to attention. “Prisoner ready for punishment, sir!” he called to Major Shee.


      The Major looked to the surgeon. “Is the prisoner fit for punishment, Mister Micklewhite?”


      Micklewhite did not even give Sharpe a glance. “Hale and fit, sir.”


      “Then carry on, Sergeant Major.”


      “Right, boys,” the Sergeant Major said, “do your duty! Lay it on hard now, and keep the strokes high. Above his trousers. Drummer! Begin.”


      A third drummer boy was standing behind the floggers. He lifted his sticks, paused, then brought the first stick down.


      The boy to the right brought his whip hard down on Sharpe’s back.


      “One!” Bywaters shouted.


      The whip had left a red mark across Sharpe’s shoulder blades. Sharpe had flinched, but the rope fetters restricted his movement and only those close to the triangle saw the tremor run through his muscles. He stared up at Major Shee who took good care to avoid the baleful gaze.


      “Two!” Bywaters called and the drummer brought down his stick as the second boy planted a red mark crosswise on the first.


      Hakeswill’s face twitched uncontrollably, but he was smiling under the rictus. For the drumbeat of death had begun.


      


      Colonel McCandless stood alone in the center of the courtyard of the Tippoo’s Inner Palace inside Seringapatam. The Scotsman was still in his full uniform: red-coated, tartan-kilted, and with his feather-plumed hat cocked on his head. Six tigers were chained to the courtyard’s walls and those tigers sometimes strained to reach him, but they were always checked by the heavy chains that quivered tautly whenever one of the muscled beasts sprang toward the Scotsman. McCandless did not move and the tigers, after one or two fruitless lunges, contented themselves with snarling at him. The tigers’ keepers, big men armed with long staves, watched from the courtyard entrance. It was those men who might receive the orders to unleash the tigers and McCandless was determined to show them a calm face.


      The courtyard was covered with sand, its lower walls were of dressed stone, but above the stone the palace’s second story was a riot of stuccoed teak that had been painted red, white, green, and yellow. That decorated second story was composed of Moorish arches and McCandless knew just enough Arabic to guess that the writing incised above each arch was a surah from the Koran. There were two entrances to the courtyard. The one behind McCandless, through which he had entered and where the tiger’s keepers now stood, was a plain double gateway that led to a tangle of stables and storehouses behind the palace, while in front of him, and evidently leading into the palace’s staterooms, was a brief marble staircase rising to a wide door of black wood that had been decorated with patterns of inlaid ivory. Above that lavish door was a balcony that jutted out from three of the stuccoed arches. A screen of intricately carved wood hid the balcony, but McCandless could see that there were men behind the screen. He suspected the Tippoo was there and, the Scotsman trusted, so was the Frenchman who had first questioned him. Colonel Gudin had struck him as an honest fellow and right now, McCandless hoped, Gudin was pleading to let him live, though McCandless had taken good care not to offer the Frenchman his real name. He feared that the Tippoo would recognize it, and realize just what a prize his cavalry had taken, and so the Scotsman had given his name as Ross instead.


      McCandless was right. Colonel Gudin and the Tippoo were both staring down through the screen. “This Colonel Ross,” the Tippoo asked, “he says he was looking for forage?”


      “Yes, sir,” Gudin replied through the interpreter.


      “You believe him?” It was plain from his tone that the Tippoo was skeptical.


      Gudin shrugged. “Their horses are thin.”


      The Tippoo grunted. He had done his best to deny the advancing enemy any food, but the British had taken to making sudden marches north or south of their approach to enter territory where his horsemen had not yet destroyed the villagers’ supplies. Not only that, but they had brought a vast amount of food with them. Yet even so the Tippoo’s spies reported that the enemy was going hungry. Their horses and oxen were especially ill fed, so it was not unlikely that this British officer had been searching for forage. But why would a full colonel be sent on such an errand? The Tippoo could find no answer to that, and the question fed his suspicions. “Could he have been spying?”


      “Scouting, maybe,” Gudin said, “but not spying. Spies do not ride in uniform, Your Majesty.”


      The Tippoo grunted when the answer was translated into Persian. He was a naturally suspicious man, as any ruler should be, but he consoled himself with the observation that whatever this Britisher had been doing, he must have failed. The Tippoo turned to his entourage and saw the tall, dark-faced Appah Rao. “You think this Colonel Ross was looking for food, General?”


      Appah Rao knew exactly who Colonel Ross truly was, and what McCandless had been looking for, and worse, Rao now knew that his own treachery was in dire danger of being discovered which meant that this was no time to look weak in front of the Tippoo. But nor was Appah Rao ready to betray McCandless. That was partly because of an old friendship, and partly because Appah Rao half suspected he might have a better future if he was allied to the British. “We know they’re short of food,” he said, “and that man looks thin enough.”


      “So you don’t consider him a spy?”


      “Spy or not,” Appah Rao said coldly, “he is your enemy.”


      The Tippoo shrugged at the evasive answer. His good sense suggested that the prisoner was not a spy, for why would he wear his uniform? But even if he was, that did not worry the Tippoo overmuch. He expected Seringapatam was full of spies, just as he had two score of his own men marching with the British, but most spies, in the Tippoo’s experience, were useless. They passed on rumors, they inflated guesses, and they muddled far more than they ever made plain.


      “Kill him,” one of the Tippoo’s Muslim generals suggested.


      “I shall think about it,” the Tippoo said, and turned back through one of the balcony’s inner archways into a gorgeous room of marble pillars and painted walls. The room was dominated by his throne, which was a canopied platform eight feet wide, five foot deep, and held four feet above the tiled floor by a model of a snarling tiger that supported the platform’s center and was flanked on each side by four carved tiger legs. Two silver gilt ladders gave access to the throne’s platform which was made of ebony wood on which a sheet of gold, thick as a prayer mat, had been fixed with silver nails. The edge of the platform was carved with quotations from the Koran, the Arabic letters picked out in gold, while above each of the throne’s eight legs was a finial in the form of a tiger’s head. The tiger heads were each the size of a pineapple, cast from solid gold and studded with rubies, emeralds, and diamonds. The central tiger, whose long, lean body supported the middle of the throne, was made of wood covered with gold, while its head was entirely of gold. The tiger’s mouth was open, revealing teeth cut from rock crystal between which a gold tongue was hinged so that it could be moved up and down. The canopy above the golden platform was supported by a curved pole which, like the canopy itself, had been covered with sheet gold. The fringes of the canopy were made of strung pearls, and at its topmost point was a golden model of the fabulous hummah, the royal bird that rose from fire. The hummah, like the tiger finials, was studded with jewels; its back was one solid glorious emerald and its peacock-like tail a dazzle of precious stones arrayed so thickly that the underlying gold was scarcely visible.


      The Tippoo did not spare the gorgeous throne a glance. He had ordered the throne made, but had then sworn an oath that he would never climb its silver steps nor sit on the cushions of its golden platform until he had at last driven the British from southern India. Only then would he take his royal place beneath the pearl-strung canopy and until that bright day the tiger throne would stay empty. The Tippoo had made his oath, and the oath meant that he would either sit on the tiger throne or else he would die, and the Tippoo’s dreams had given him no presentiment of death. Instead he expected to expand Mysore’s frontiers and to drive the infidel British into the sea where they belonged, for they had no business here. They had their own land, and if that far country was not good enough for them, then let them all drown.


      So the British must go, and if their destruction meant an alliance with the French, then that was a small price to pay for the Tippoo’s ambitions. He envisaged his empire spreading throughout southern India, then northward into the Mahratta territories which were all ruled by weak kings or child kings or by tired kings and in their place the Tippoo would offer what his dynasty had already given to Mysore: a firm and tolerant government. The Tippoo was a Muslim, and a devout one, but he knew the surest way to lose his throne was to upset his Hindu subjects and so he took good care to show their temples reverence. He did not entirely trust the Hindu aristocracy, and he had done what he could to weaken that elite over the years, but he wished only prosperity on his other Hindu subjects for if they were prosperous then they would not care what god was worshipped in the new mosque that the Tippoo had built in the city. In time, he prayed, every person in Mysore would kneel to Allah, but until that happy day he would take care not to stir the Hindus into rebellion. He needed them. He needed them to fight for him against the infidel British. He needed them to cut down the red-coated enemy before the walls of Seringapatam.


      For it was here, on his island capital, that the Tippoo expected to defeat the British and their allies from Hyderabad. Here, in front of his tiger-muzzled guns, the redcoats would be beaten down like rice under a flail. He hoped they could be lured into the slaughteryard he was preparing on the western bastions, but even if they did not take the bait and came at the southern or eastern walls, he was still ready for them. He had thousands of cannon and thousands of rockets and thousands of men ready to fight. He would turn their infidel army into blood and he would destroy the army of Hyderabad and then he would hunt down the Nizam of Hyderabad, a fellow Muslim, and torture him to a slow and deserved death which the Tippoo would watch from his canopied golden throne.


      He walked past the throne to stare at his favorite tiger. This one was a lifesize model, made by a French craftsman, that showed a full-grown beast crouching above the carved figure of a British redcoat. There was a handle in the tiger’s flank and when it was turned the tiger’s paw mauled at the redcoat’s face and reeds hidden within the tiger’s body made a growling sound and a pathetic noise that imitated the cries of a man dying. A flap opened in the tiger’s flank to reveal a keyboard on which an organ, concealed in the tiger’s belly, could be played, but the Tippoo rarely bothered with the instrument, preferring to operate the separate bellows that made the tiger growl and the victim cry out. He turned the handle now, delighting in the thin, reedy sound of the dying man. In a few days’ time, he thought, he would stun the very heavens with the genuine cries of dying redcoats.


      The Tippoo finally let the tiger organ fall silent. “I suspect the man is a spy,” he said suddenly.


      “Then kill him,” Appah Rao said.


      “A failed spy,” the Tippoo said. “You say he is a Scot?” he asked Gudin.


      “Indeed, Your Majesty.”


      “Not English, then?”


      “No, sire.”


      The Tippoo shrugged at the distinction. “Whatever his tribe, he is an old man, but is that reason to show him mercy?”


      The question was directed at Colonel Gudin who, once it was translated, stiffened. “He was captured in uniform, Your Majesty, so he does not deserve death.” Gudin would have liked to add that it would be uncivilized even to contemplate killing such a prisoner, but he knew the Tippoo hated being patronized and so he kept silent.


      “He is here, is he not?” the Tippoo demanded. “Does that not deserve death? This is not his land, these are not his people, and the bread and water he consumes are not his.”


      “Kill him, Your Majesty,” Gudin warned, “and the British will show no mercy on any prisoners they take.”


      “I am full of mercy,” the Tippoo said, and mostly that was true. There was a time for being ruthless and a time for showing mercy, and maybe this Scotsman would be a useful pawn if there was a need to hold a hostage. Besides, the Tippoo’s dream the night before had promised well, and this morning’s auguries had been similarly hopeful, so today he could afford to show mercy. “Put him in the cells for now,” the Tippoo said. Somewhere in the palace a French-made clock chimed the hour, reminding the Tippoo that it was time for his prayers. He dismissed his entourage, then went to the simple chamber where, facing west toward Mecca, he made his daily obeisances.


      Outside, cheated of their prey, the tigers slunk back to the courtyard’s shadows. One beast yawned, another slept. There would be other days and other men to eat. That was what the six tigers lived for, the days when their master was not merciful.


      While up in the Inner Palace, with his back to the canopied throne of gold, Colonel Jean Gudin turned the tiger’s handle. The tiger growled, the claws raked back and forth across the wooden, blood-painted flesh, and the redcoat cried aloud.


      


      Sharpe had not meant to cry out. Before the punishment had begun he had been determined to show no weakness and he had even been angry with himself that he had flinched as the first blow fell, but that sudden pain had been so acute that he had involuntarily shuddered. Since then he had closed his eyes and bitten down on the leather, but in his head a silent scream shrilled as the lashes landed one after the other.


      “One hundred and twenty-three!” Bywaters shouted hoarsely.


      The drummer boys’ arms were tiring, but they still knew better than to slacken their efforts for Sergeant Hakeswill was watching and savoring every blow.


      “One hundred and twenty-four,” Bywaters called, and it was then, through the silent scream that was filling his head, Sharpe heard a whimper. Then he heard another, and realized that it was he who was making the noise and so he snarled instead, opened his eyes, and stared his loathing at the bastard officers sitting on their horses a few paces away. He stared at them fixedly as if he could transfer the ghastly pain from his back onto their faces, but not one of them looked at him. They stared at the sky, they gazed at the ground, they all tried to ignore the sight of a man being beaten to death in front of their eyes.


      “One hundred and thirty-six,” Bywaters shouted and the drummer boy beat his instrument again.


      Blood had run down Sharpe’s back and stained the weave of his white trousers past his knees. More blood had spattered onto his greased and powdered hair, and still the lashes whistled down and each blow of the leather thongs splashed into the mess of broken flesh and ribboned skin, and more gleaming blood spurted away.


      “One hundred and forty. Keep it high, boy, keep it high! Not on the kidneys,” Bywaters snapped, and the Sergeant Major looked across at the surgeon and saw that Micklewhite was staring vaguely up over die tripod’s peak, his jowly face looking as calm as though he was merely idling away a summer’s day. “Want to look at him, Mister Micklewhite, sir?” the Sergeant Major suggested, but Micklewhite just shook his head. “Keep going, lads,” the Sergeant Major told the drummer boys, not bothering to keep the disapproval from his voice.


      The flogging went on. Hakeswill watched it with delight, but most of the men stared into the sky and prayed that Sharpe would not cry aloud. That would be his victory, even if he died in achieving it. Some Indian troops had gathered around the hollow square to watch the flogging. Such punishments were not permitted in the East India Company and most of the sepoys found it inexplicable that the British inflicted it upon themselves.


      “One hundred and sixty-nine!” Bywaters shouted, then saw a gleam of white under a lash. The gleam was instantly obscured by a trickle of blood. “Can see a rib, sir!” the Sergeant Major called to the Surgeon.


      Micklewhite waved a fly away from his face and stared up at a small cloud that was drifting northward. Must be some wind up there, he thought, and it was a pity that there was none down here to alleviate the heat. A tiny droplet of blood splashed onto his blue coat and he fastidiously backed farther away.


      “One hundred and seventy-four,” Bywaters shouted, trying to imbue the bare numbers with a tone of disapproval.


      Sharpe was scarcely conscious now. The pain was beyond bearing. It was as if he was being burned alive and being stabbed at the same time. He was whimpering with each blow, but the sound was tiny, scarce loud enough to be audible to the two sweating boys whose aching arms brought the lashes down again and again. Sharpe kept his eyes closed. The breath hissed in and out of his mouth, past the gag, and the sweat and saliva dribbled down his chin and dripped onto the earth where his blood showed as dark splashes in the dust.


      “Two hundred and one,” Bywaters called, and wondered if he dared take a sip of water from his canteen. His voice was becoming hoarse.


      “Stop!” a voice shouted.


      “Two hundred and two.”


      “Stop!” the voice shouted again, and this time it was as if the whole battalion had been suddenly woken from a sleep. The drummer boy gave a last hesitant tap, then let his hands fall to his sides as Sergeant Major Bywaters held up his hand to stop the next stroke which was already faltering. Sharpe lifted up his head and opened his eyes, but saw nothing but a blur. The pain surged through him, he whimpered, then dropped his face again and a string of spittle fell slowly from his mouth.


      Colonel Arthur Wellesley had ridden up to the tripod. For a moment Shee and his aides looked at their Colonel almost guiltily, as though they had been caught in some illicit pastime. No one spoke as the Colonel edged his horse closer to the prisoner. Wellesley looked down sourly, then put his riding crop under Sharpe’s chin to lift up his head. The Colonel almost recoiled from the look of hatred he saw in the victim’s eyes. He pulled the crop away, then wiped its tip on his saddle cloth to remove the spittle. “The prisoner is to be cut down, Major Shee,” the Colonel said icily.


      “Yes, sir.” Shee was nervous, wondering if he had made some terrible mistake. “At once, sir,” he added, though he gave no orders.


      “I dislike stopping a well-deserved punishment,” Wellesley said loudly enough for all the nearby officers to hear, “but Private Sharpe is to be taken to General Harris’s tent as soon as he’s recovered.”


      “General Harris, sir?” Major Shee asked in astonishment. General Harris was the commander of this expedition against the Tippoo, and what possible business could the commanding General have with a half-flogged private? “Yes, sir, of course, sir,” Shee added quickly when he saw that his query had annoyed Wellesley. “At once, sir.”


      “Then do it!” Wellesley snapped. The Colonel was a thin young man with a narrow face, hard eyes, and a prominently beaked nose. Many older men resented that the twenty-nine-year-old Wellesley was already a full colonel, but he came from a wealthy and titled family and his elder brother, the Earl of Mornington, was Governor-General of the East India Company’s British possessions in India, so it was hardly surprising that the young Arthur Wellesley had risen so high so fast. Any officer given the money to buy promotion and lucky enough to possess relations who could put him in the way of advancement was bound to rise, but even the less fortunate men who resented Wellesley’s privileges were forced to admit that the young Colonel had a natural and chilling authority, and maybe, some thought, even a talent for soldiering. He was certainly dedicated enough to his chosen trade if that was any sign of talent.


      Wellesley nudged his horse forward and stared down as the prisoner’s bonds were cut loose. “Private Sharpe?” He spoke with utter disdain, as though he dirtied himself by even addressing Sharpe.


      Sharpe looked up, blinked, then made a guttural noise. Bywaters ran forward and worked the gag out of Sharpe’s mouth. Freeing the pad took some manipulation, for Sharpe had sunk his teeth deep into the folded leather. “Good lad now,” Bywaters said softly, “good lad. Didn’t cry, did you? Proud of you, lad.” The Sergeant Major at last managed to work the gag free and Sharpe tried to spit.


      “Private Sharpe?” Wellesley’s disdainful voice repeated.


      Sharpe forced his head up. “Sir?” The word came out as a croak. “Sir,” he tried again and this time it sounded like a moan.


      Wellesley’s face twitched with distaste for what he was doing. “You’re to be fetched to General Harris’s tent. Do you understand me, Sharpe?”


      Sharpe blinked up at Wellesley. His head was spinning and the pain in his body was vying with disbelief at what he heard and with rage against the army.


      “You heard the Colonel, boy,” Bywaters prompted Sharpe.


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe managed to answer Wellesley.


      Wellesley turned to Micklewhite. “Bandage him, Mister Micklewhite. Put a salve on his back, whatever you think best. I want him compos mentis within the hour. You understand me?”


      “Within an hour!” the surgeon said in disbelief, then saw the anger on his young Colonel’s face. “Yes, sir,” he said swiftly, “within an hour, sir.”


      “And give him clean clothes,” Wellesley ordered the Sergeant Major before giving Sharpe one last withering look and spurring his horse away.


      The last of the ropes holding Sharpe to the tripod were cut away. Shee and the officers watched, all of them wondering just what extraordinary business had caused a summons to General Harris’s tent. No one spoke as the Sergeant Major plucked away the last strands of rope from Sharpe’s right wrist, then offered his own hand. “Here, lad. Hold onto me. Gently now.”


      Sharpe shook his head. “I’m all right, Sergeant Major,” he said. He was not, but he would be damned before he showed weakness in front of his comrades, and double damned before he showed it in front of Sergeant Hakeswill who had watched aghast as his victim was cut down from the triangle. “I’m all right,” Sharpe insisted and he slowly pushed himself away from the tripod, then, tottering slightly, turned and took three steps.


      A cheer sounded in the Light Company.


      “Quiet!” Captain Morris snapped. “Take names, Sergeant Hakeswill!”


      “Take names, sir! Yes, sir!”


      Sharpe staggered twice and almost fell, but he forced himself to stand upright and then to take some steady steps toward the surgeon. “Reporting for bandaging, sir,” he croaked. Blood had soaked his trousers, his back was carnage, but he had recovered most of his wits and the look he gave the surgeon almost made Micklewhite flinch because of its savagery.


      “Come with me, Private,” Micklewhite said.


      “Help him! Help him!” Bywaters snapped at the drummer boys and the two sweating lads dropped their whips and hurried to support Sharpe’s elbows. He had managed to remain upright, but Bywaters had seen him swaying and feared he was about to collapse.


      Sharpe half walked and was half carried away. Major Shee took off his hat, scratched his graying hair, and then, unsure what he should do, looked down at Bywaters. “It seems we have no more business today, Sergeant Major.”


      “No, sir.”


      Shee paused. It was all so irregular.


      “Dismiss the battalion, sir?” Bywaters suggested.


      Shee nodded, glad to have been given some guidance. “Dismiss them, Sergeant Major.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Sharpe had survived.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 4

    


    
      It seemed airless inside General Harris’s tent. It was a large tent, as big as a parish marquee, and though both its wide entrances had been brailed back there was no wind to stir the damp air trapped under the high ridge. The light inside the big tent was yellowed by the canvas to the color of urine and gave the grass underfoot a dank, unhealthy look.


      Four men waited inside the tent. The youngest and most nervous was William Lawford who, because he was a mere lieutenant and by far the most junior officer present, was sitting far off to one side on a gilt chair of such spindly and fragile construction it seemed a miracle that it had survived its transport on the army’s wagons. Lawford scarcely dared move lest he draw attention to himself, and so he sat awkward and uncomfortable as the sweat trickled down his face and dripped onto the crown of his cocked hat which rested on his thighs.


      Opposite Lawford, and utterly ignoring the younger man, sat his Colonel, Arthur Wellesley. The Colonel made small talk, but gruffly, as though he resented being forced to wait. Once or twice he pulled a watch from his fob pocket, snapped open the lid, glared at the revealed face, then restored the watch to his pocket without making a comment.


      General Harris, the army’s commander, sat behind a long table that was spread with maps. The commander of the allied armies was a trim, middle-aged man who possessed an uncommon measure of common sense and a great deal of practical ability, and both were qualities he recognized in his younger deputy, Colonel Wellesley. George Harris was an affable man, but now, waiting in the tent’s yellow gloom, he seemed distracted. He stared at the maps, he wiped the sweat from his face with a big blue handkerchief, but he rarely looked up to acknowledge the stilted conversation. Harris was uneasy for, like Wellesley, he did not really approve of what they were about to do. It was not so much the irregularity of the action that concerned the two men, for neither was hidebound, but rather because they suspected that the proposed operation would fail and that two good men, or rather one good man and one bad, would be lost.


      The fourth man in the tent refused to sit, but instead strode up and down between the tables and the scatter of flimsy chairs. It was this man who kept alive what little conversation managed to survive the tent’s stiff, damp, and airless atmosphere. He jollied his companions, he encouraged them, he tried to amuse them, though every now and then his efforts would fail and then he would stride to one of the tent doorways and stoop to peer out. “Can’t be long now,” he would say each time and then begin his pacing again. His name was Major General David Baird and he was the senior and older of General Harris’s two deputy commanders. Unlike his colleagues he had discarded his uniform coat and waistcoat, stripping down to a dirty, much-darned shirt and letting the braces of his breeches hang down to his knees. His dark hair was damp and tousled, while his broad face was so tanned that, to Lawford’s nervous gaze, Baird looked more like a laborer than a general. The resemblance was even more acute because there was nothing delicate or refined about David Baird’s appearance. He was a huge Scotsman, tall as a giant, broad-shouldered and muscled like a coal-heaver. It had been Baird who had persuaded his two colleagues to act, or rather he had persuaded General Harris to act much against that officer’s better judgement, and Baird frankly did not give a tinker’s damn whether Colonel Arthur bloody Wellesley approved or not. Baird disliked Wellesley, and bitterly resented the fact that the younger man had been made into his fellow second-in-command. Baird, never a man to let his grudges simmer unspoken, had protested Arthur Wellesley’s appointment to Harris. “If his brother wasn’t Governor-General, Harris, you’d never have promoted him.”


      “Not true, Baird,” Harris had answered mildly. “Wellesley has ability.”


      “Ability, my arse. He’s got family!” Baird spat.


      “We all have family.”


      “Not prinking English popinjay families with too much bloody money.”


      “He was born in Ireland.”


      “Poor bloody Ireland, then, but he ain’t Irish, Harris, and you know it. The man doesn’t even drink, for God’s sake! A little wine, maybe, but nothing I’d call a proper drink. Have you ever met an Irishman so sober?”


      “Some, quite a few, a good number, to tell the truth,” Harris, a fair-minded man, had answered honestly, “but is inebriation such a desirable quality in a military commander?”


      “Experience is,” Baird had growled. “Hell, man, you and I have seen some service! We’ve lost blood! And what has Wellesley lost? Money! Nothing but money while he purchased his way up to colonel. Man’s never been in a battle!”


      “He will still make a very good second-in-command, and that’s all that matters,” Harris had insisted, and indeed Harris had been well pleased with Wellesley’s performance. The Colonel’s responsibilities lay mainly with the army of the Nizam of Hyderabad, and he had proved adept at persuading that potentate to submit to Harris’s suggestions, a task Baird could never have performed even half so well for the Scotsman was notorious for his hatred of all Indians.


      That hatred went back to the years Baird had spent in the dungeons of the Tippoo Sultan in Seringapatam. Nineteen years before, in battle against the Tippoo’s fierce father, Hyder Ali, the young David Baird had been captured. He and the other prisoners had been marched to Seringapatam and there endured forty-four humiliating months of hot, damp hell in Hyder Ali’s cells. For some of those months Baird had been manacled to the wall and now the Scotsman wanted revenge. He dreamed of carrying his Scottish claymore across the city’s ramparts and cornering the Tippoo, and then, by Christ, the hell of Seringapatam’s cells would be paid back a thousandfold.


      It was the memory of that ordeal and the knowledge that his fellow Scotsman, McCandless, was now doomed to endure it, that had persuaded Baird that McCandless must be freed. Colonel McCandless had himself suggested how that release might be achieved for, before setting out on his mission, he had left a letter with David Baird. The letter, which had instructions penned on its cover saying that it should only be opened if McCandless failed to return, suggested that if the Colonel should be captured, and should General Harris feel it was important to make an attempt to release him, then a trusted man should be sent secretly into Seringapatam where he should contact a merchant named Ravi Shekhar. “If any man has the resources to free me, it is Shekhar,” McCandless had written, “though I trust both you and the General will weigh well the risk of losing such a prized informant against whatever small advantages might be gained from my release.”


      Baird had no doubts about McCandless’s worth. McCandless alone knew the identities of the British agents in the Tippoo’s service and no one in the army knew as much of the Tippoo as did McCandless, and Baird was aware that should the Tippoo ever discover McCandless’s true responsibilities then McCandless would be given to the tigers. It was Baird who had remembered that McCandless’s English nephew, William Lawford, was serving in the army, and Baird who had persuaded Lawford to enter Seringapatam in an effort to free McCandless, and Baird who had then proposed the mission to General Harris. Harris had initially scorned the idea, though he had unbent sufficiently to suggest that maybe an Indian volunteer could be found who would stand a much greater chance of remaining undetected in the enemy capital, but Baird had vigorously defended his choice. “This is too important to be left to some blackamoor, Harris, and besides, only McCandless knows which of the bastards can be trusted. Me, I wouldn’t trust any damned one of them.”


      Harris had sighed. He led two armies, fifty thousand men, and all but five thousand of those soldiers were Indians, and if “blackamoors” could not be trusted then Harris, Baird, and everyone else was doomed, but the General knew he would make no headway against Baird’s stubborn dislike of all Indians. “I would like McCandless freed,” Harris had allowed, “but, upon my soul, Baird, I can’t see a white man living long in Seringapatam.”


      “We can’t send a blackamoor,” Baird had insisted. “They’ll take money from us, then go straight to the Tippoo and get more money from him. Then you can kiss farewell to McCandless and to this Shekhar fellow.”


      “But why send this young man Lawford?” Harris had asked.


      “Because McCandless is a secretive fellow, sir, more cautious than most, and if he sees Willie Lawford then he’ll know that we sent him, but if it’s some other British fellow he might think it’s some deserter sent to trap him by the Tippoo. Never underestimate the Tippoo, Harris, he’s a clever little bastard. He reminds me of Wellesley. He’s always thinking.”


      Harris had grunted. He had resisted the idea, but it had still tempted him, for the Havildar who had survived McCandless’s ill-starred expedition had returned to the army, and his story suggested that McCandless had met with the man he hoped to meet, and, though Harris did not know who that man was, he did know that McCandless had been searching for the key to the Tippoo’s city. Only a mission so important, a mission that could guarantee success, had persuaded Harris to allow McCandless to risk himself, and now McCandless was taken and Harris was being offered a chance to fetch him back, or at least to retrieve McCandless’s news, even if the Colonel himself could not be fetched out of the Tippoo’s dungeons. Harris was not so confident of British success in the campaign that he could disregard such a windfall. “But how in God’s name is this fellow Lawford supposed to survive inside the city?” Harris had asked.


      “Easy!” Baird had answered scornfully. “The Tippoo’s only too damned eager for European volunteers, so we dress young Lawford in a private’s uniform and he can pretend to be a deserter. He’ll be welcomed with open arms! They’ll be hanging bloody flowers round his neck and giving him first choice of the bibbis.”


      Harris had slowly allowed himself to be persuaded, though Wellesley, once introduced to the idea, had advised against it. Lawford, Wellesley insisted, could never pass himself off as an enlisted man, but Wellesley had been overruled by Baird’s enthusiasm and so Lieutenant Lawford had been summoned to Harris’s tent where he had complicated matters by agreeing with his Colonel. “I’d dearly like to help, sir,” he had told Harris, “but I’m not sure I’m capable of the pretence.”


      “Good God, man,” Baird intervened, “spit and swear! It ain’t difficult!”


      “It will be very difficult,” Harris had insisted, staring at the diffident Lieutenant. He was doubtful whether Lawford had the resources to carry off the deception, for the Lieutenant, while plainly a decent man, seemed guileless.


      Then Lawford had complicated matters still further. “I think it would be more plausible, sir,” he suggested respectfully, “if I could take another man with me. Deserters usually run in pairs, don’t they? And if the man is the genuine article, a ranker, it’ll be altogether more convincing.”


      “Makes sense, makes sense,” Baird had put in encouragingly.


      “You have a man in mind?” Wellesley had asked coldly.


      “His name is Sharpe, sir,” Lawford said. “They’re probably about to flog him.”


      “Then he’ll be no damned use to you,” Wellesley said in a tone which suggested the matter was now closed.


      “I’ll go with no one else, sir,” Lawford retorted stubbornly, addressing himself to General Harris rather than to his Colonel, and Harris was pleased to see this evidence of backbone. The Lieutenant, it seemed, was not quite so diffident as he appeared.


      “How many lashes is this fellow getting?” Harris asked.


      “Don’t know, sir. He’s standing trial now, sir, and if I wasn’t here I’d be giving evidence on his behalf. I doubt his guilt.”


      The argument over whether to employ Sharpe had continued over a midday meal of rice and stewed goat. Wellesley was refusing to intervene in the court martial or its subsequent punishment, declaring that such an act would be prejudicial to discipline, but William Lawford stubbornly and respectfully refused to take any other man. It had, he said, to be a man he could trust. “We could send another officer,” Wellesley had suggested, but that idea had faltered when the difficulties of finding a reliable volunteer were explored. There were plenty of men who might go, but few were steady, and the steady ones would be too sensible to risk their precious commissions on what Wellesley scathingly called a fool’s errand. “So why are you willing to go?” Harris had asked Lawford. “You don’t look like a fool.”


      “I trust I’m not, sir. But my uncle gave me the money to purchase my commission.”


      “Did he, by God! That’s damned generous.”


      “And I hope I’m damned grateful, sir.”


      “Grateful enough to die for him?” Wellesley put in sourly.


      Lawford had colored, but stuck to his guns. “I suspect Private Sharpe is resourceful enough for both of us, sir.”


      The decision whether or not to employ Sharpe belonged, in the end, to General Harris who privately agreed with Wellesley that to spare a man his well-earned punishment was to display a dangerous laxity, but at last, persuaded that extraordinary measures were needed to save McCandless, the General surrendered to Baird’s enthusiasm and so, with a heavy heart, Harris had ordered the unfortunate Sharpe fetched to the tent. Which was why, at long last, Private Richard Sharpe limped into the wan, yellow light cast through the tent’s high canvas. He was dressed in a clean uniform, but everyone in the tent could see that he was still in dreadful pain. He moved stiffly, and the stiffness was not just caused by the yards of bandage that circled his torso, but by the agony of every movement of his body. He had tried to wash the blood out of his hair and had succeeded in taking out most of the powder as well so that when Colonel Wellesley told him to take off his shako he appeared with curiously mottled hair.


      “I think you’d better sit, man,” General Baird suggested, with a glance at Harris for his permission.


      “Fetch that stool,” Harris ordered Sharpe, then saw that the private could not bend down to pick it up.


      Baird fetched the stool. “Is it hurting?” he asked sympathetically.


      “Yes, sir.”


      “It’s supposed to hurt,” Wellesley said curtly. “Pain is the point of punishment.” He kept his back to Sharpe, pointedly demonstrating his disapproval. “I do not like cancelling a flogging,” Wellesley went on to no one in particular. “It erodes good order. Once men think their sentences can be curtailed, then God only knows what roguery they’ll be up to.” He suddenly twisted in his chair and gave Sharpe an icy glare. “If I had my way, Private Sharpe, I’d march you back to the triangle and finish the job.”


      “I doubt Private Sharpe even deserved the punishment,” Lawford dared to intervene, blushing as he did.


      “The time for that sentiment, Lieutenant, was during the court martial!” Wellesley snapped, his tone suggesting that it would have been a wasted sentiment anyway. “You’ve been lucky, Private Sharpe,” Wellesley said with distaste. “I shall announce that you’ve been spared the rest of your punishment as a reward for fighting well the other day. Did you fight well?”


      Sharpe nodded. “Killed my share of the enemy, sir.”


      “So I’m commuting your sentence. And tonight, damn your eyes, you’ll reward me by deserting.”


      Sharpe wondered if he had heard right, decided it was best not to ask, and so he looked away from the Colonel, composed his face, and stared fixedly at the wall of the tent.


      “Have you ever thought about deserting, Sharpe?” General Baird asked him.


      “Me, sir?” Sharpe managed to look surprised. “Not me, sir, no, sir. Never crossed my mind, sir.”


      Baird smiled. “We need a good liar for this particular service. So maybe you’re an excellent choice, Sharpe. Besides, anyone who looks at your back will know why you wanted to desert.” Baird liked that idea and his face betrayed a sudden enthusiasm. “In fact if you hadn’t already conveniently had yourself flogged, man, we might have had to give you a few lashes anyway!” He smiled.


      Sharpe did not smile back. Instead he looked warily from one officer to the other. He could see that Mister Lawford was nervous, Baird was doing his best to be friendly, General Harris’s face was unreadable, while Colonel Wellesley had turned away in disgust. But Wellesley had always been a cold fish, so there was no point in trying to gain his approval. Baird was the man who had saved him, Sharpe guessed, and that fitted with Baird’s reputation in the army. The Scotsman was a soldier’s general, a brave man and well liked by the troops.


      Baird smiled again, trying to put Sharpe at his ease. “Let me explain why you’re running, Sharpe. Three days ago we lost a good man, a Colonel McCandless. The Tippoo’s forces captured him and, so far as we know, they took him back to Seringapatam. We want you to go to that city and be captured by the Tippoo’s forces. Are you understanding me this far?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said obediently.


      “Good man. Now, when you reach Seringapatam the Tippoo will want you to join his army. He likes to have white men in his ranks, so you won’t have any trouble taking his shilling. And once you’re trusted your job is to find Colonel McCandless and bring him out alive. Are you still following me, now?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said stoically, and wondered why they did not first ask him to hop over to London and steal the crown jewels. Bloody idiots! Put a bit of gold lace on a man’s coat and his brain turned to mush! Still, they were doing what he wanted them to do, which was lacking him out of the army and so he sat very still, very quiet, and very straight, not so much out of respect, but because his back hurt like the very devil every time he moved.


      “You won’t be going alone,” Baird told Sharpe. “Lieutenant Lawford volunteered your services and he’s going as well. He’ll pretend to be a private and a deserter, and your job is to look after him.”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said, and hid his dismay that perhaps things were not going to be quite so easy after all. He could not just run now, not with Lawford tied to his apron strings. He glanced at the Lieutenant, who gave him a reassuring smile.


      “The thing is, Sharpe,” Lawford said, still smiling, “I’m not too certain I can pass myself off as a private. But they’ll believe you, and you can say I’m a new recruit.”


      A new recruit! Sharpe almost laughed. You could no more pass the Lieutenant off as a new recruit than you could pass Sharpe off as an officer! He had an idea then, and the idea surprised him, not because it was a good idea, but because it implied he was suddenly trying to make this idiotic scheme work. “Better if you said you was a company clerk, sir.” He muttered the words too softly, made shy by the presence of so many senior officers.


      “Speak up, man!” Wellesley snarled.


      “It would be better, sir,” Sharpe said so loudly that he was verging on insolence, “if the Lieutenant said he was a company clerk, sir.”


      “A clerk?” Baird asked. “Why?”


      “He’s got soft hands, sir. Clean hands, sir. Clerks don’t muck about in the dirt like the rest of us. And recruits, sir, they’re usually just as filthy-handed as the rest of us. But not clerks, sir.” Harris, who had been writing, looked up with a faint expression of admiration. “Put some ink on his hands, sir,” Sharpe still spoke to Baird, “and he won’t look wrong.”


      “I like it, Sharpe, indeed I do!” Baird said. “Well done.”


      Wellesley sneered, then pointedly stared through one of the tent openings as though he found the proceedings tiresome. General Harris looked at Lawford. “You could manage to play the part of a disgruntled clerk, Lieutenant?” he asked.


      “Oh, indeed, sir. I’m sure, sir.” Lawford at last sounded confident.


      “Good,” Harris said, laying down his pen. The General wore a wig to hide the scar where an American bullet had torn away a scrap of his skull on Bunker Hill. Now, unconsciously, he lifted a comer of the wig and scratched at that old scar. “And I suppose, once you reach the city, you contact this merchant. Remind me of his name, Baird?”


      “Ravi Shekhar, sir.”


      “And what if this fellow Shekhar ain’t there?” Harris asked. “Or won’t help?” There was silence after the question. The sentries outside the tent, moved far enough away so they could not overhear the conversation, stamped up and down. A dog barked. “You have to anticipate these things,” Harris said mildly, scratching again under his wig. Wellesley offered a harsh laugh, but no suggestion.


      “If Ravi Shekhar won’t help us, sir,” Baird suggested, “then Lawford and Sharpe must get themselves into McCandless’s jail, then find a way of getting themselves out.” The Scotsman turned to Sharpe. “Were you by any chance a thief before you joined up?”


      A heartbeat’s hesitation, then Sharpe nodded. “Yes, sir.”


      “What kind of a thief?” Wellesley asked in a disgusted voice as though he was astonished to discover the ranks of his battalion contained criminals, and, when Sharpe did not answer, the Colonel became even more irritable. “A diver? A scamp?”


      Sharpe was surprised that his Colonel even knew such slang. He shook his head indignantly, denying he had ever been a mere pickpocket or a highwayman. “I was a house boner, sir,” he said. “And proper trained, too,” he added proudly. In fact he had done his share on the highway, not so much holding up coaches as slicing the leather straps that held the passengers’ portmanteaus on the backs of coaches. The job was done while the coach was speeding along a road so that the noise of the hooves and wheels would hide the sound of the tumbling luggage. It was a job for agile youngsters and Sharpe had been good at it.


      “A house boner means he was a burglar,” Wellesley translated for his two senior officers, unable to hide his scorn.


      Baird was pleased with Sharpe’s answers. “Do you still have a picklock, Private?”


      “Me, sir? No, sir. But I suppose I could find one, sir, if I had a guinea.”


      Baird laughed, suspecting the true cost was nearer a shilling, but he still went to his coat which was hanging from a hook on one of the tent poles and fished out a guinea which he tossed onto Sharpe’s lap. “Find one before tonight, Private Sharpe,” he said, “for who knows, it might be useful.” He turned to Harris. “But I doubt it will come to that, sir. I pray it doesn’t come to that for I’m not sure that any man, even Private Sharpe here, can escape from the Tippoo’s dungeons.” The tall General turned back to Sharpe. “I was near four years in those cells, Sharpe, and in all that time not one man escaped. Not one.” Baird paced restlessly as he remembered the ordeal. “The Tippoo’s cells have barred doors with padlocks, so your picklock could take care of that, but when I was there we always had four jailers in the daytime, and some days there were even jettis on guard.”


      “Jettis, sir?” Lawford asked.


      “Jettis, Lieutenant. The Tippoo inherited a dozen of the bastards from his father. They’re professional strongmen and their favorite trick is executing prisoners. They have several ways of doing it, none of them pleasant. You want to know their methods?”


      “No, sir,” Lawford said hurriedly, blanching at the thought. Sharpe was disappointed, but dared not ask for the details.


      Baird grimaced. “Very unpleasant executions, Lieutenant,” he said grimly. “You still want to go?”


      Lawford remained pale, but nodded. “I think it’s worth a try, sir.”


      Wellesley snorted at the Lieutenant’s foolishness, but Baird ignored the Colonel. “At night the guards are withdrawn,” he went on, “but there’s still a sentry.”


      “Just one?” Sharpe asked.


      “Just one, Private,” Baird confirmed.


      “I can take care of one sentry, sir,” Sharpe boasted.


      “Not this one,” Baird said grimly, “because when I was there he was eight feet long if he was an inch. He was a tiger, Sharpe. A man-eater, and the eight foot don’t count his tail. He used to be put in the corridor every night, so pray you don’t ever end up in the Tippoo’s cells. Pray that Ravi Shekhar will know how to get McCandless out.”


      “Or at the very least,” Harris intervened, “pray that Shekhar can discover what McCandless knows and that you can get that news out to us.”


      “So that’s what we want of you!” Baird said to Sharpe with a brusque cheerfulness. “Are you willing to go, man?”


      Sharpe reckoned it was all idiocy, and he did not much like the sound of the tiger, but he knew better than to show any reluctance. “I reckon three is better than two thousand, sir,” he said.


      “Three?” Baird asked, puzzled.


      “Three stripes are better than two thousand lashes, sir. If we find out what you want to know or else fetch this Colonel McCandless out of jail, sir, can I be a sergeant?” He asked the question of Wellesley.


      Wellesley looked enraged at Sharpe’s presumption, and for a second it was plain that he proposed to turn him down, but General Harris cleared his throat and mildly remarked that it sounded a reasonable suggestion to him.


      Wellesley thought about opposing the General, then decided that it was most unlikely that Sharpe would even survive this nonsense and so, albeit reluctantly, he nodded. “A sergeant’s stripes, Sharpe, if you succeed.”


      “Thank you, sir,” Sharpe said.


      Baird dismissed him. “Go with Lieutenant Lawford now, Sharpe, he’ll tell you what to do. And one other thing…” The Scotsman’s voice became urgent. “For God’s sake, man, don’t tell another soul what you’re doing.”


      “Wouldn’t dream of it, sir,” Sharpe said, flinching as he stood up.


      “Go then,” Baird said. He waited till the two men were gone, then sighed. “A bright young fellow, that Sharpe.” He spoke to Harris.


      “A rogue,” Wellesley interjected. “I could provide you with a hundred others just as disreputable. Scum, all of them, and the only thing that keeps them from riot is discipline.”


      Harris rapped the table to stop the squabbling of his two seconds-in-command. “But will the rogue succeed?” he asked.


      “Not a chance,” Wellesley said confidently.


      “A woefully small chance,” Baird admitted dourly, then added more vigorously, “but even a small chance is worth it if we can get McCandless back.”


      “At the risk of losing two good men?” Harris asked.


      “One man who might become a decent officer,” Wellesley corrected the General, “and one man whose loss the world won’t mourn for a second.”


      “But McCandless might hold the key to the city, General,” Baird reminded Harris.


      “True,” Harris said heavily, then unrolled a map that had lain scrolled on the edge of his table. The map showed Seringapatam and whenever he gazed at it he wondered how he was to set about besieging the city. Lord Cornwallis, who had captured the city seven years before, had assaulted the north side of the island and then attacked the eastern walls, but Harris doubted that he would be given that route again. The Tippoo would have been forewarned by that earlier success, which meant this new assault must come from either the south or the west. A dozen deserters from the enemy’s forces had all claimed that the west wall was in bad repair, and maybe that would give Harris his best chance. “South or west,” he said aloud, reiterating the problem he had already discussed a score of times with his two deputies. “But either way, gentlemen, the place is crammed with guns, thick with rockets and filled with infantry. And we’ll have only the one chance before the rains come. Just one. West or south, eh?” He stared at the map, hoping against hope that McCandless could be fetched from his dungeon to offer some guidance, but that, he admitted to himself, was a most unlikely outcome, which meant the decision would inevitably be all his to make. The final decision could wait till the army was close to the city and Harris had been given a chance to view the Tippoo’s defenses, but once the army was ready to make camp the choice would have to be made swiftly and, all things being equal, Harris was fairly sure which route he would choose. For weeks now his instinct had been telling him where to attack, but he worried that the Tippoo might have foreseen the weakness in his city’s defences. But there was no point in wondering whether the Tippoo was outfoxing him, that way lay indecision, and so Harris tapped his quill on the map. “My instincts tell me to attack here, gentlemen, right here.” He was indicating the west wall. “Across the river shallows and right through the weakest stretch of the walls. It seems the obvious place.” He tapped the map again. “Right here, right here.”


      Right where the Tippoo had set his trap.


      


      Allah, in His infinite mercy, had been good to the Tippoo Sultan, for Allah, in His immeasurable wisdom, had revealed the existence of a merchant who was sending information to the British army. The man dealt in common metals, in copper, tin, and brass, and his wagons frequently passed through one of the city’s two main gates loaded with their heavy cargoes. God alone knows how many such cargoes had passed out of Seringapatam in the last three months, but at least the gate guards had searched the right wagon, the one that carried a coded letter which, under interrogation, the wretched merchant had admitted contained a report of the strange work that was being done in the old closed gateway of the western wall. That work should have been a close secret, for the only men allowed near the gateway were Gudin’s reliable European troops and a small band of the Tippoo’s Muslim warriors whom he regarded as utterly trustworthy. The merchant, not surprisingly, was a Hindu, but when his wife was brought into the interrogation room and threatened with the red-hot pincers, the merchant had confessed the name of the Muslim soldier who had allowed himself to be suborned by the merchant’s gold. And so much gold! A strongroom filled with the metal, far more than the Tippoo suspected could be earned from trading in tin, brass, and copper. It was British gold, the merchant confessed, given him so he could raise rebellion inside Seringapatam.


      The Tippoo did not consider himself a cruel man, but nor, indeed, did he think of himself as a gentle one. He was a ruler, and cruelty and mercy were both weapons of rulers. Any monarch who flinched from cruelty would not rule long, just as any ruler who forgot mercy would soon earn hatred, and so the Tippoo tried to balance mercy with cruelty. He did not want the reputation of being lenient any more than he wanted to be judged a tyrant, and so he tried to use both mercy and cruelty judiciously. The Hindu merchant, his confession made, had pleaded for mercy, but the Tippoo knew this was no time to show weakness. This was the time to let a shudder of horror ripple through the streets and alleys of Seringapatam. It was a time to let his enemies know that the price for treason was death, and so both the merchant and the Muslim soldier who had taken the merchant’s gold were now standing on the hot sand of the Inner Palace’s courtyard where they were being guarded by two of the Tippoo’s favored jettis.


      The jettis were Hindus, and their strength, which was remarkable, was devoted to their religion. That amused the Tippoo. Some Hindus sought the rewards of godliness by growing their hair and fingernails, others by denying themselves food, still others by abjuring all earthly pleasures, but the jettis did it by developing their muscles, and the results, the Tippoo admitted, were extraordinary. He might disagree with their religion, but he encouraged them all the same and like his father he had hired a dozen of the most impressive strongmen to amuse and serve him. Two of the finest now stood beneath the throne-room balcony, stripped to their waists and with their vast chests oiled so that their muscles shone dark in the early-afternoon sun. The six tigers, restless because they had been denied their midday meal of freshly slaughtered goat meat, glared with yellow eyes from the courtyard’s edges.


      The Tippoo came from his prayers to the balcony where he threw open the filigree shutters so that he and his entourage could view the courtyard clearly. Colonel Gudin was in attendance, as was Appah Rao. Both men had been summoned from the city ramparts where they had been making the last preparations for the arrival of the British. Gun carriages were being repaired, ammunition being laid down in magazines deep enough to be shielded from the fall of enemy howitzer shells, while dozens of rockets were in the ready magazines on the ramparts’ firesteps. The Tippoo liked to tour his defenses where he could imagine his rockets and shells searing down into the enemy ranks, but now, in the courtyard of his inner palace, he had an even more pleasurable duty to perform. He would kill traitors. “Both men betrayed me,” he told Colonel Gudin through the interpreter, “and one is also a spy. What would you do in France with such men, Colonel?”


      “Send them to Madame Guillotine, Your Majesty.”


      The Tippoo chuckled when the answer was translated. He was curious about the guillotine and at one time he had thought of having such a machine built in the city. He was fascinated by all things French and indeed, when the revolution had swept France and destroyed the ancien régime, the Tippoo had for a time embraced the new ideas of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity. He had erected a Tree of Liberty in Seringapatam, ordered his guards to wear the red hats of the revolution, and had even ordered revolutionary declarations to be posted in the city’s main streets, but the fascination had not endured. The Tippoo had begun to fear that his people might become too fond of liberty, or even infected with equality, and so he had removed the Tree of Liberty and had the declarations torn down, yet still the Tippoo treasured a love of France. He had never built the guillotine, not for lack of funds, but rather because Gudin had persuaded him that the machine was a device of mercy, constructed to end a criminal’s life with such swiftness that the victim would never even realize he was being killed. It was an ingenious device, the Tippoo admitted, but much too merciful. How could such a machine deter traitors?


      “That man”—the Tippoo now pointed to the Muslim soldier who had betrayed the secrets of the gatehouse—“will be killed first and then his body will be fed to pigs. I can think of no fate worse for a Muslim, and believe me, Colonel, he fears the pigs more than he fears his death. The other man will feed my tigers and his bones will be ground to powder and delivered to his widow. Their deaths will be short, not perhaps as quick as your machine, Colonel, but still mercifully short.” He clapped his hands and the two chained prisoners were dragged forward until they stood in the center of the courtyard.


      The Muslim soldier was forced to his knees. His tiger-striped uniform had been stripped from him and now he wore nothing but a short pair of loose cotton breeches. He stared up at the Tippoo who was gaudy in a yellow silk tunic and a jeweled turban, and the man raised his manacled hands in a mute appeal for clemency that the Tippoo ignored. Gudin tensed himself. He had seen the jettis at work before, but familiarity did not make the spectacle any more pleasant.


      The first jetti placed a nail on the crown of the victim’s bare head. The nail was of black iron and had a six-inch shank that was topped by a flat head that was a good three inches wide. The man held the nail in place with his left hand, then looked up at the balcony. The doomed soldier, feeling the touch of the iron point on his scalp, called for forgiveness. The Tippoo listened for a second to the soldier’s desperate excuses, then pointed a finger at him. The Tippoo held the finger steady for a few seconds and the soldier held his breath as he dared to believe he might be forgiven, but then the Tippoo’s hand abruptly dropped.


      The jetti raised his right hand, its palm facing downward, then took a deep breath. He paused, summoning his huge strength, then he slapped the hand fast down so that his open palm struck the nail’s flat top. He shouted aloud as he struck, and at the very instant that his right hand slapped the nail so he snatched his left hand away from the long shank which was driven hard and deep into the soldier’s skull. It went so deep that the nail’s flat head crushed the prisoner’s black hair. Blood spurted from under the nail as its shank slammed home. The jetti stepped away, gesturing at the nail as if to show how much strength had been needed to so drive it through the thick bone of the skull. The traitor still lived. He was babbling and shrieking, and blood was spilling down his face in quick, lacing rivulets as he swayed on his knees. His body was shaking, but then, quite suddenly, his back arched, he stared wide-eyed up at the Tippoo, and then fell forward. His body shuddered twice, then was still. One of the six chained tigers stirred at the smell of blood and padded forward until its chain stretched to its full length and so held it back. The beast growled, then settled down to watch the second man die.


      The Tippoo and his entourage applauded the first jetti’s skill, then the Tippoo pointed at the wretched Hindu merchant. This second prisoner was a big man, fat as butter, and his gross size would only make the second demonstration all the more impressive.


      The first jetti, his execution successfully completed, fetched a stool from the gateway. He set it down and forced the fat, weeping merchant onto its seat. Then he knelt in front of the chair and pinned the man’s manacled arms down tight against his sagging belly so that he could not move. The chair faced the Tippoo and the kneeling jetti made certain he stayed low so that he would not spoil his master’s view. “It takes more strength than you would think,” the Tippoo remarked to Gudin, “to drive a nail into a skull.”


      “So Your Majesty has been kind enough to inform me before,” Gudin answered drily.


      The Tippoo laughed. “You do not enjoy this, Colonel?”


      “The death of traitors is ever necessary, sire,” Gudin said evasively.


      “But I should like to think you derive amusement from it. Surely you appreciate my men’s strength?”


      “I do admire it, sire.”


      “Then admire it now,” the Tippoo said, “for the next death takes even more strength than the nail.” The Tippoo smiled and turned back to look into the courtyard where the second jetti waited behind the prisoner. The Tippoo pointed at the merchant, held the gesture as before, then dropped his hand abruptly. The merchant screamed in anticipation, then began to shake like a leaf as the jetti placed his hands against the sides of the merchant’s skull. His touch was gentle at first, almost a caress. His palms covered the merchant’s ears as his fingers groped to find a purchase among the skull bones beneath the victim’s fat cheeks. Then the jetti suddenly tightened his grip, distorting the plump face, and the merchant’s scream became frantic until, at last, he had no breath left to scream and could only mew in terror. The jetti drew breath, paused to concentrate all his force, then gave a great shout that made the six tigers leap to their feet in alarm.


      As he shouted the jetti twisted the merchant’s head. He was wringing his victim’s neck like a man would wring a chicken’s gullet, only this neck was thick and fat, but the jetti’s first great effort twisted it so far around that the face was already looking back across its right shoulder when the executioner made his second effort, marked by a grunt, which pulled the head all the way around and Gudin, flinching from the sight on the balcony, heard the distinct crack as the merchant’s spine was broken. The jetti let go of the head and sprang back, proud of his work as the dead merchant collapsed off the stool. The Tippoo applauded, then tossed down two small bags of gold. “Take that one to the pigs,” he said, pointing at the Muslim. “And leave the other here. Let the tigers loose.”


      The balcony shutters were closed. Somewhere deep in the palace, perhaps from the harem where the Tippoo’s six hundred wives, concubines, and handmaidens all lived, a harp tinkled prettily, while down in the courtyard the tigers’ keepers used their long staves to herd the beasts as they released them from their chains. The Tippoo smiled at his followers. “Back to the walls, gentlemen,” he said. “We have work to do.”


      The keepers released the last tiger, then followed the jettis out through the gateway. The dead soldier had been dragged away. For a moment the tigers watched the remaining body, then one of the beasts crossed to the merchant’s corpse and eviscerated the fat belly with one blow of its huge paw.


      And so Ravi Shekhar had died. And now was eaten.


      


      Sharpe was back with his company before sunset. He was greeted ebulliently by men who saw in his release from the flogging a small victory for the lower ranks against blind authority. Private Mallinson even clapped Sharpe on the back, and was rewarded with a stream of curses.


      Sharpe ate with his usual six companions who, as ever, were joined by three wives and by Mary. The supper was a stew of beans, rice, and salt beef, and it was at the end of the small meal, when they were sharing a canteen of arrack, that Sergeant Hakeswill appeared. “Private Sharpe!” He was carrying a cane that he pointed toward Sharpe. “I wants you!”


      “Sergeant.” Sharpe acknowledged Hakeswill, but did not move.


      “A word with you, Private. On your feet now!”


      Sharpe still did not move. “I’m excused company duties, Sergeant. Colonel’s orders.”


      Hakeswill’s face wrenched itself in a grotesque twitch. “This ain’t your duty,” the Sergeant said, “this is your bleeding pleasure. So get on your bloody feet and come here.”


      Sharpe obediently stood, flinching as his coat tugged at his grievously wounded back. He followed the Sergeant to an open space behind the surgeon’s tent where Hakeswill turned and rammed his cane into Sharpe’s chest. “How the hell did you escape that flogging, Sharpie?”


      Sharpe ignored the question. Hakeswill’s broken nose was still swollen and bruised, and Sharpe could see the worry in the Sergeant’s eyes.


      “Didn’t you hear me, boy?” Hakeswill shoved the cane’s tip into Sharpe’s belly. “How come you was cut down?”


      “How come you were cut down from the scaffold, Sergeant?” Sharpe asked.


      “No lip from you, boy. No lip, or by God I’ll have you strapped to the tripod again. Now tell me what the General wanted.”


      Sharpe shook his head. “If you want to know that, Sergeant,” he said, “you’d better ask General Harris yourself.”


      “Stand still! Stand straight!” Hakeswill snapped, then cut with his cane at a nearby guy rope. He sniffed, wondering how best to worm the information out of Sharpe and decided, for a change, to try gentleness. “I admire you, Sharpie,” the Sergeant said hoarsely. “Not many men have the guts to walk after getting two hundred tickles of the whip. Takes a strong man to do that, Sharpie, and I’d hate to see you getting even more tickles. It’s in your best interest to tell me, Sharpie. You know that. It’ll go bad with you else. So why was you released, lad?”


      Sharpe pretended to relent. “You know why I was released, Sergeant,” he said. “The Colonel announced it.”


      “No, I don’t know, lad,” Hakeswill said. “Upon my soul, I don’t. So you tell me now.”


      Sharpe shrugged. “Because we fought well the other day, Sergeant. It’s a reward, like.”


      “No, it bleeding ain’t!” Hakeswill shouted, then dodged to one side and slashed his cane onto Sharpe’s wounded back. Sharpe almost screamed with the pain. “You don’t get called away to a general’s tent for that, Sharpie!” Hakeswill said. “Stands to reason! Never heard nothing like it in all my born days. So you tell me why, you bastard.”


      Sharpe turned to face his persecutor. “You lay that cane on me again, Obadiah,” he said softly, “and I’ll tell General Harris about you. I’ll have you skinned of your stripes, I will, and turned back into a private. Would you like that, Obadiah? You and me in the same file? I’d like that, Obadiah.”


      “Stand still!” Hakeswill spat.


      “Shut your face, Sergeant,” Sharpe said. He had called Hakeswill’s bluff, and there was pleasure in that. The Sergeant had doubtless thought he could bully the truth out of Sharpe, but Sharpe held all the trump cards here. “How’s your nose?” he asked Hakeswill.


      “Be careful, Sharpie. Be careful.”


      “Oh, I am, Sergeant, I am. I’m real careful. Have you done now?” Sharpe did not wait for an answer, but just walked away. The next time he faced Obadiah, he thought, he would have the stripes on his sleeve, and God help Hakeswill then.


      He talked to Mary for half an hour, then it was time to make the excuses that Lieutenant Lawford had rehearsed with him. He picked up his pack, took his musket, and said he had to report to the paymaster’s tent. “I’m on light duties till the stripes heal,” he told his mates, “doing sentry-go on the money. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


      Major General Baird had made all the arrangements. The camp’s western perimeter was guarded by men he could trust, and those men had orders to disregard anything they saw, while next day, Baird promised Lawford, the army would take care not to send any cavalry patrols directly west in case those patrols discovered the two fugitives. “Your job is to go as far west as you can tonight,” Baird told Sharpe and Lawford when he met them close to the western picquet line, “and then keep walking west in the morning. You understand now?”


      “Yes, sir,” Lawford answered. The Lieutenant, beneath a heavy cloak that disguised his uniform, was now dressed in the common soldier’s red wool coat and white trousers. Sharpe had tugged Lawford’s hair back, then wrapped it around the leather pad to form the queue, and after that he had smothered it with a mix of grease and powder so that Lawford looked no different from any other private except that his hands were still too soft, but at least they now had ink under the fingernails and ground into the pores. Lawford had grimaced as Sharpe had tugged at his hair, and protested when Sharpe had gouged two marks in his neck where a stock would have scraped twin calluses, but Baird had hushed him. Lawford winced again when he put on the leather stock and realized just what discomfort the ordinary soldier endured daily. Now, safe out of sight of the soldiers about their campfires, he dropped the cloak, pulled on a pack, and picked up his musket.


      Baird hauled a huge watch from his pocket and tilted its face to the half moon. “Eleven o’clock,” the General said. “Time you fellows were away.” He put two fingers in his mouth and sounded a shrill quick whistle and the picquet, visible in the pale moonlight, magically parted north and south to leave an unguarded gap in the camp’s perimeter. Baird had shaken Lawford’s hand, then patted Sharpe’s shoulder. “How’s your back, Sharpe?”


      “Hurts like hell, sir.” It did too.


      Baird looked worried. “You’ll manage, though?”


      “I ain’t soft, sir.”


      “I never supposed you were, Private.” Baird patted Sharpe’s shoulder again, then gestured into the dark. “Off you go, lads, and God be with you.” Baird watched the two men run across the open ground and disappear into the darkness on the farther side. He waited for a long time, hoping to catch a last glimpse of the two men’s shadows, but he saw nothing, and his best judgement suggested that he would probably never see either soldier again and that reflection saddened him. He sounded the whistle again and watched as the sentries reformed the picquet line, then he turned and walked slowly back to his tent.


      “This way, Sharpe,” Lawford said when they were out of earshot of the sentries. “We’re following a star.”


      “Just like the wise men, Bill,” Sharpe said. It had taken Sharpe an extraordinary effort to use Mister Lawford’s first name, but he knew he had to do it. His survival, and Lawford’s, depended on everything being done right.


      But the use of the name shocked Lawford, who stopped and stared at Sharpe. “What did you call me?”


      “I called you Bill,” Sharpe said, “because that’s your bleeding name. You ain’t an officer now, you’re one of us. I’m Dick, you’re Bill. And we ain’t following any bloody star. We’re going to those trees over there. See? The three big buggers?”


      “Sharpe!” Lawford protested.


      “No!” Sharpe turned savagely on Lawford. “My job is to keep you alive, Bill, so get one thing straight. You’re a bleeding private now, not a bloody officer. You volunteered, remember? And we’re deserters. There ain’t no ranks here, no ‘sirs,’ no bloody salutes, no gentlemen. When we get back to the army I promise you I’ll pretend this never happened and I’ll salute you till my bloody arm drops off, but not now, and not till you and me get out of this bloody nonsense alive. So come on!”


      Lawford, stunned by Sharpe’s confidence, meekly followed. “But this is south of west!” he protested, glancing up at the stars to check the direction Sharpe was taking.


      “We’ll go west later,” Sharpe said. “Now get your bleeding stock off.” He ripped his own off and tossed it into some bushes. “First thing any runner does, sir”—the “sir” was accidental, a habit, and he silently cursed himself for using it—“is take off his stock. Then mess your hair. And get those trousers dirty. You look like you’re standing guard on Windsor bleeding Castle.” Sharpe watched as Lawford did his best to obey. “So where did you join up, Bill?” he asked.


      Lawford was still resentful of this sudden reversal of roles, but he was sensible enough to realize Sharpe was right. “Join up?” he repeated. “I didn’t.”


      “Of course you did! Where did they recruit you?”


      “My home’s near Portsmouth.”


      “That’s no bloody good. Navy would press you in Portsmouth before a recruiting sergeant could get near to you. Ever been to Sheffield?”


      “Good Lord, no!” Lawford sounded horrified.


      “Good place, Sheffield,” Sharpe said. “And there’s a pub on Pond Street called The Hawle in the Pond. Can you remember that? The Hawle in the Pond in Sheffield. It’s a favorite hunting hole for the 33rd’s recruiters, especially on market days. You was tricked there by some bleeding sergeant. He got you drunk and before you knew it you’d taken the King’s shilling. He was a sergeant of the 33rd, so what did he have on his bayonet?”


      “His bayonet?” Lawford, fumbling to release the leather binding of his newly clubbed hair, frowned in perplexity. “Nothing, I should hope.”


      “We’re the 33rd, Bill! The Havercakes! He carried an oatcake on his bayonet, remember? And he promised you’d be an officer inside two years because he was a lying bastard. What did you do before you met him?”


      Lawford shrugged. “A farmer?”


      “No one would ever believe you labored on a farm,” Sharpe said scornfully. “You ain’t got a farmer’s arms. That General Baird now, he’s got proper arms. Looks as if he could hoist hay all day long and not feel a damn thing, but not you. You were a lawyer’s clerk.”


      Lawford nodded. “I think we should go now,” he said, trying to reassert his rapidly vanishing authority.


      “We’re waiting,” Sharpe said stubbornly. “So why the hell are you running?”


      Lawford frowned. “Unhappiness, I suppose.”


      “Bleeding hell, you’re a soldier! You ain’t supposed to be happy! No, let’s think now. You boned the Captain’s watch, how about that? Got caught, and you faced a flogging. You saw me flogged and didn’t fancy you could survive, so you and me, being mates like, ran.”


      “I really do think we must go!” Lawford insisted.


      “In a minute, sir.” Again Sharpe cursed himself for using the honorific. “Just let my back settle down.”


      “Oh, of course.” Lawford was immediately contrite. “But we can’t wait too long, Sharpe.”


      “Dick, sir. You call me Dick. We’re friends, remember?”


      “Of course.” Lawford, as uncomfortable with this sudden intimacy as with the need to waste time, settled awkwardly by Sharpe at the base of a tree. “So why did you join up?” he asked Sharpe.


      “The harmen were after me.”


      “The harmen? Oh yes, the constables.” Lawford paused. Somewhere in the night a creature shrieked as it was caught by a predator, while off to the east the sergeants called to their sentries. The sky glowed with the light of the army’s myriad fires. “What had you done?” Lawford asked.


      “Killed a man. Put a knife in him.”


      Lawford gazed at Sharpe. “Murdered him, you mean?”


      “Oh, aye, it was murder right enough, even though the bugger deserved it. But the judge at York Assizes wouldn’t have seen it my way, would he? Which meant Dick Sharpe would have been morris-dancing at the end of a rope so I reckoned it was easier to put on the scarlet coat. The harmen don’t bother a man once he’s in uniform, not unless he killed one of the gentry.”


      Lawford hesitated, not sure whether he should inquire too deeply, then decided it was worth a try. “So who was the fellow you killed?”


      “Bugger kept an inn. I worked for him, see? It was a coaching inn so he knew what coaches were carrying good baggage and my job was to snaffle the stuff once the coach was on the road. That and some prigging.” Lawford did not like to ask what prigging was, so kept quiet. “He were a right bastard,” Sharpe went on, “but that wasn’t why I stuck him. It was over a girl, see? And he and I had a disagreement about who should keep her blanket warm. He lost and I’m here and God knows where the lass is now.” He laughed.


      “We’re wasting time,” Lawford said.


      “Quiet!” Sharpe snapped, then picked up his musket and pointed it toward some bushes. “Is that you, lass?”


      “It’s me, Richard.” Mary Bickerstaff emerged from the shadows carrying a bundle. “Evening, Mr. Lawford, sir,” she said shyly.


      “Call him Bill,” Sharpe insisted, then stood and shouldered his musket. “Come on, Bill!” he said. “No point in wasting time here. There’s three of us now and wise men always travel in threes, don’t they? So find your bleeding star and let’s be moving.”


      


      They walked all night, following Lawford’s star toward the western skyline. Lawford took Sharpe aside at one point and, insisting on his ever-more precarious authority, ordered Sharpe to send the woman back. “That’s an order, Sharpe,” Lawford said.


      “She won’t go,” Sharpe retorted.


      “We can’t take a woman!” Lawford snapped.


      “Why not? Deserters always take their valuables, sir. Bill, I mean.”


      “Christ, Private, if you mess this up I’ll make sure you get all the stripes you escaped yesterday.”


      Sharpe grinned. “It won’t be me who messes it. It’s the damn fool idea itself.”


      “Nonsense.” Lawford strode ahead, forcing Sharpe to follow. Mary, guessing that they were arguing about her, kept a few paces behind. “There’s nothing wrong with General Baird’s notion,” Lawford said. “We fall into the Tippoo’s hands, we join his wretched army, find this man Ravi Shekhar, then leave everything to him. And just what part does Mrs. Bickerstaff play in that?” He asked the question angrily.


      “Whatever part she wants,” Sharpe said stubbornly.


      Lawford knew he should argue, or rather that he should impose his authority on Sharpe, but he sensed he could never win. He was beginning to wonder whether it had been such a good idea to bring Sharpe after all, but from the first moment when Baird had suggested this desperate endeavor, Lawford had known he would need help and he had also known which of the Light Company’s soldiers he wanted. Private Sharpe had always stood out, not just because of his height, but because he was by far the quickest-witted man in the company. But even so, Lawford had not been ready for the speed or force with which Sharpe had taken over this mission. Lawford had expected gratitude from Sharpe, and also deference; he even believed he deserved that deference purely by virtue of being an officer, but Sharpe had swiftly torn that assumption into tatters. It was rather as if Lawford had harnessed a solid-looking draught horse to his gig only to discover it was a runaway racer, but why had the racehorse insisted on bringing the filly? That offended Lawford, suggesting to him that Sharpe was taking advantage of the freedom offered by this mission. Lawford glanced at Sharpe, noting how pale and strained he looked, and he guessed that the flogging had taken far more from the Private than he realized. “I still think Mrs. Bickerstaff should go back to the army,” he said gently.


      “She can’t,” Sharpe said curtly. “Tell him, Mary.”


      Mary ran to catch up. “I’m not safe while Hakeswill’s alive,” she told Lawford.


      “You could have been looked after,” Lawford suggested vaguely.


      “Who by?” Mary asked. “A man looks after a woman in the army and he wants his price. You know that, sir.”


      “Call him Bill!” Sharpe snarled. “Our lives might depend on it! If one of us calls him ‘sir’ then they’ll feed us to their bloody tigers.”


      “And it isn’t just Hakeswill,” Mary went on. “Sergeant Green wants to marry me now, which is at least more than Hakeswill does, but I don’t want either. I just want to be left in peace with Richard.”


      “God knows,” Lawford said bitterly, “but you’ve probably jumped out of the frying pan into the fire.”


      “I’ll take my chances,” Mary said obstinately, though she had taken what care she could to reduce her chances of being raped. She had dressed herself in a torn dark frock and a filthy apron, both garments as drab and greasy as she could find. She had smeared ashes and dirt into her hair, but she had done nothing to disguise the lively beauty in her face. “Besides,” she said to Lawford, “neither you nor Richard speak any of the languages. You need me. And I brought some more food.” She hoisted the cloth bundle.


      Lawford grunted. Behind them the horizon was now marked with a pale glow that silhouetted trees and bushes. He guessed they had traveled about a dozen miles and, as the pale glow turned brighter and the dawn’s light seeped across the landscape, he suggested they stop and rest. Mary’s bundle held a half-dozen loaves of flat unleavened bread and had two canteens of water which they shared as their breakfast. After he had eaten, Lawford went into the bushes for privacy and, as he came back, he saw Sharpe hit Mary hard in the face. “For God’s sake, man,” Lawford shouted, “what are you doing?”


      “Blacking my eye,” Mary answered. “I asked him to.”


      “Dear God!” Lawford said. Mary’s left eye was already swelling, and tears were running down her cheeks. “Whatever for?”


      “Keep the buggers off her, of course,” Sharpe said. “Are you all right, love?”


      “I’ll live,” Mary said. “You hit hard, Richard.”


      “No point in hitting softly. Didn’t mean to hurt you, though.”


      Mary splashed water on her eye, then they all started walking again. They were now in an open stretch of country that was dotted with groves of bright-blossomed trees. There were no villages in sight, though they did come to an aqueduct an hour after dawn and wasted another hour trying to find a way across before simply plunging into the weed-filled water and wading through. Seringapatam lay well below the horizon, but Lawford knew the city was almost due west and he planned to angle southward until he reached the Cauvery and then follow that river to the city.


      The Lieutenant’s spirits were low. He had volunteered for this mission readily enough, but in the night it had begun to dawn on him just how risky the errand was. He felt lonely, too. He was only two years older than Sharpe and he envied Sharpe Mary’s companionship, and he still resented the Private’s lack of deference. He did not dare express that resentment, for he knew it would be scorned, but nor did he really wish to express it, for he had discovered that he wanted Sharpe’s admiration rather than his deference. Lawford wanted to prove that he was as tough as the Private, and that desire kept him stoically walking on toward the horrid unknown.


      Sharpe was equally worried. He liked Lawford, but suspected he would have to work hard to keep the Lieutenant out of trouble. He was a quick study, the Lieutenant, but so ignorant of the world’s ways that he could easily betray the fact that he was no common soldier. As for the Tippoo, he was an unknown danger, but Sharpe was canny enough to know that he would have to do whatever the Tippoo’s men wanted. He worried about Mary, too. He had persuaded her to come on this fool’s errand, and she had not taken much persuading, but now she was here Sharpe was concerned that he could not protect both her and Lawford. But despite his worries he still felt free. He was, after all, off the army’s leash and he reckoned he could survive so long as Lawford made no mistake, and if Sharpe survived he knew how to prosper. The rules were simple: trust no one, be ever watchful, and if trouble came hit first and hit hard. It had worked for him so far.


      Mary too had doubts. She had persuaded herself she was in love with Sharpe, but she sensed a restlessness in him that made her think he might not always be in love with her. Still, she was happier here than back with the army, and that was not just because of Sergeant Hakeswill’s threat but because, although the army was the only life Mary had ever known, she sensed the world could offer her more. She had grown up in Calcutta and, though her mother had been Indian, Mary had never felt at home in either the army or in India. She was neither one thing nor the other. To the army she was a bibbi, while to the Indians she was outside their castes, and she was acceptable to neither. She was a half-breed, suspended in a purgatory of distrust, with only her looks to help her survive, and though the army was the place that provided the friendliest company, it hardly offered a secure future. Ahead of her stretched a succession of husbands, each one succeeding as the previous one was killed in battle or else died of a fever, and when she was too old to attract another man she would be left with her children to fend as best she could. Mary, just like Sharpe, wanted to find some way up and out of that fate, but how she was to do it she did not know, though this expedition at least gave her a chance to break temporarily out of the trap.


      Lawford led them to a slight hill from where, screened by flowering bushes, he scanned the country ahead. He thought he could see a gleam of water to the south and the small glimpse was sufficient to persuade him that it must be the River Cauvery. “That way,” he said, “but we’ll have to avoid the villages.” There were two in sight, both barring the direct path to the river.


      “The villagers will see us anyway,” Mary said. “They don’t miss much.”


      “We’re not here to trouble them,” Lawford said, “so perhaps they’ll leave us alone?”


      “Turn our coats, Bill,” Sharpe suggested.


      “Turn our coats?”


      “We’re running, aren’t we? So put your coat on back to front as a sign that you’re on the run.”


      “The villagers will hardly realize the significance of that,” Lawford observed tartly.


      “Bugger the villagers,” Sharpe said. “It’s the Tippoo’s bloody men I’m worried about. If those bastards see red coats, they’ll shoot before they ask questions.” Sharpe had already undone his crossbelts and was shrugging off the wool coat, grunting with the pain that the exertion gave to his back. Lawford, watching, saw that blood had seeped through the thick bandages to stain the dirty shirt.


      Lawford was reluctant to turn his coat. A turned coat was a sign of disgrace. Battalions that had let the army down in battle were sometimes forced to turn their coats as a badge of shame, but once again the Lieutenant saw the wisdom of Sharpe’s argument and so he stripped and turned his coat so that its gray lining was outermost. “Maybe we shouldn’t carry the muskets?” he suggested.


      “No deserter would throw away his gun,” Sharpe answered. He buckled his belt over the turned coat and picked up his gun and pack. He had carried the pack in his hand all night rather than have its weight press on his wounds. “Are you ready?”


      “In a moment,” Lawford said, then, to Sharpe’s surprise, the Lieutenant went on one knee and said a silent prayer. “I don’t pray often,” Lawford admitted as he stood, “but maybe some help from on high would be providential today.” For today, Lawford guessed, would be the day they would meet the Tippoo’s patrols.


      They walked south toward the gleam of water. All three were tired, and Sharpe was plainly weakened by the loss of blood, but anticipation gave them all a nervous energy. They skirted the nearest village, watched by cows with pendulous folds of skin hanging beneath their necks, then they walked through groves of cocoa trees as the sun climbed. They saw no one. A deer skittered away from their path in the late morning and an hour later an excited troupe of small monkeys scampered beside them. At midday they rested in the small shade offered by a grove of bamboos, then pressed on again beneath the baking sun. By early afternoon the river was in sight and Lawford suggested they should rest on its bank. Mary’s eye had swollen and blackened, giving her the grotesque look she believed would protect her.


      “I could do with a rest now,” Sharpe admitted. The pain was terrible and every step was now an agony. “And I need to wet the bandages.”


      “Wet them?” Lawford asked.


      “That’s what that bastard Micklewhite said. Said to keep the bandages damp or else the stripes won’t heal.”


      “We’ll wet them at the river,” Lawford promised.


      But they never reached the riverbank. They were walking beside some beech trees when a shout sounded behind them and Sharpe turned to see horsemen coming from the west. They were fine-looking men in tiger-striped tunics and with spiring brass helmets who couched their lances and galloped hard toward the three fugitives. Sharpe’s heart pounded. He stepped ahead of his companions and held up a hand to show they meant no harm, but the leading lancer only grinned in reply and lowered his lance point as he pricked back his spurs.


      Sharpe shook his head and waved, then realized the man intended to skewer the spear into his belly. “Bastard!” Sharpe shouted, and dropped his pack and put both hands on his musket as though it was a quarterstaff. Mary screamed in terror.


      “No!” Lawford shouted at the galloping lancers. “No!”


      The lancer thrust his blade at Sharpe who knocked the spear point aside with the muzzle of the gun, then swung the gun fast back so that its butt smacked hard onto the horse’s head. The beast whinnied and reared, throwing its rider backward. The other lancers laughed, then sawed their reins to swerve past the fallen man. Mary was shouting at them in a language Sharpe did not understand, Lawford was waving his hands desperately, but the lancers bored on in, concentrating on Sharpe who stepped backward from their wicked-looking spearpoints. He slashed a second lance aside, then a third man rammed his spurs back and attempted to drive his spear hard into Sharpe’s belly. Sharpe half managed to edge away from the blow and, instead of skewering his stomach, the lance sliced through the skin of his waist, through his coat, and into the tree behind him. The lancer left his spear buried in the beech and wheeled his horse away. Sharpe was pinned to the bark, his back a sheet of agony where it was forced against the tree. He tugged at the lance, but his loss of blood had made him far too weak and the weapon would not budge, and then another lancer spurred toward him with his spearpoint aimed at Sharpe’s eyes. Mary shouted frantically.


      The spearpoint paused an inch from Sharpe’s left eyeball. The lancer looked at Mary, grimaced at her filthy state, then said something.


      Mary answered.


      The lancer, who was evidently an officer, looked back to Sharpe and seemed to be debating whether to kill or to spare him. Finally he grinned, leaned down, and grasped the spear pinning Sharpe to the tree. He dragged it free.


      Sharpe swore foully, then collapsed at the foot of the tree.


      There were a score of horsemen and they all now gathered around the fugitives. Two of them held their razor-sharp lances at Lawford’s neck while the officer spoke to Mary. She answered defiantly, and to Sharpe, who was struggling to stand, it seemed that the conversation went on for a long time. Nor did the lancers seem friendly. They were magnificent-looking men and Sharpe, despite his pain, noted how well they maintained their weapons. There was no rust on the lanceheads, and the shafts were oiled smooth. Mary argued with the officer, and he seemed indifferent to her pleading, but at last she must have made her point for she turned and looked at Lawford. “He wants to know if you’re willing to serve in the Tippoo’s forces,” she told the Lieutenant.


      The lance tips were tickling Lawford’s neck, and as a recruiting device they worked wonders. The Lieutenant nodded eagerly. “Absolutely!” he said. “Just what we want! Volunteers! Tell him we’re ready to serve! Both of us! Long live the Tippoo!”


      The officer did not need the enthusiastic reply translated. He smiled and ordered his lancers to take their weapons from the redcoat’s neck.


      And thus Sharpe joined the enemy’s army.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 5

    


    
      Sharpe was near to exhausted despair by the time he reached the city. The lancers had driven the three fugitives westward at an unrelenting pace, but had offered none of them a saddle, and so the three had walked and by the time he stumbled through the ford that took them south across the Cauvery to the island on which Seringapatam was built Sharpe’s back burned like a sheet of fire. The city itself still lay a mile to the west, but the whole island had been ringed with new earthworks inside which thousands of refugees were gathered. The refugees had brought their livestock, obedient to the Tippoo’s orders that all food stocks should be denied to the slowly advancing British army. A half-mile from the city wall a second earthwork had been thrown up to protect a sprawling encampment of thatched, mud-brick barracks in which thousands of the Tippoo’s infantry and cavalry lived. None of the troops were idle. Some were drilling, others were heightening the mud wall around the encampment, and still more were firing their muskets at targets of straw men propped against the city’s stone wall. The straw men were all dressed in makeshift red coats and Lawford watched aghast as the muskets knocked the targets over or else exploded great chunks from their straw-stuffed torsos. The soldiers’ families lived inside the encampment and the women and children flocked to see the two white men pass. They assumed Sharpe and Lawford were prisoners and some jeered as they went by and others laughed when Sharpe staggered in pain.


      “Keep going, Sharpe,” Lawford said encouragingly.


      “Call me Dick, for Christ’s sake,” Sharpe snapped.


      “Keep going, Dick,” Lawford managed to say, albeit angrily for having been reproved by the Private.


      “Not far now,” Mary said in Sharpe’s ear. She was helping Sharpe walk, though at times, when the jeering became raucous, she clung to Sharpe for support. Ahead of them were the city walls and Lawford, seeing them, wondered how anyone could hope to blast through such massive works. The great ramparts were limewashed so that they seemed to shine in the sun, and Lawford could see cannon muzzles showing in every embrasure. Cavaliers, jutting out like small square bastions, had been built everywhere along the face of the wall so that yet more guns could be brought to bear on any attacker. Above the walls, on which the Tippoo’s flags stirred in the small warm wind, the twin white minarets of the city’s mosque towered in the sunlight. Beyond the minarets Lawford could see the intricate tower of a Hindu temple, its stone layers elaborately carved and gorgeously painted, while just north of the temple there shone the gleaming green tiles of what Lawford supposed was the Tippoo’s palace. The city was all much bigger and grander than Lawford had expected, while the white-painted wall was higher and stronger than he had ever feared. He had expected a mud wall, but as he drew closer to the ramparts he could see that these eastern walls were made from massive stone blocks that would need to be chipped away by the siege guns if a breach were ever to be made. In places, where the wall had been damaged by previous sieges, there were patches where the stone had been repaired by brickwork, but nowhere did the wall look weak. It was true that the city had not had time to build itself a modern European type of defense with star-shaped walls and outlying forts and awkward bastions and confusing ravelins, but even so the place looked dauntingly strong, and even now vast ant-like gangs of laborers, some of them naked in the heat, were carrying baskets of deep-red earth on their backs and piling the soil to heighten the glacis that lay directly in front of the limewashed walls. The growing earthen glacis, that was separated from the walls by a ditch that could be flooded with river water, was designed to deflect the besiegers’ shots up and over the ramparts. Lawford consoled himself that Lord Cornwallis had managed to smash into this formidable city seven years before, but the heightening of the glacis demonstrated that the Tippoo had learned from that defeat and suggested that General Harris would not find it nearly so easy.


      The lancers ducked their spired helmets as they clattered through the tunnel of the city’s Bangalore Gate and so led the fugitives into the stinking tangle of crowded streets. The spears forged the lancers’ path, driving civilians aside and forcing wagons and handcarts into hasty retreats up any convenient alley. Even the sacred cows that wandered freely inside the city were forced aside, though the lancers did it gently, not wanting to offend the sensibilities of the Hindus. They passed the mosque, then turned down a street lined with shops, their open fronts thickly hung with cloth, silk, silver jewelery, vegetables, shoes, and hides. In one alley Lawford caught a glimpse of bloodsoaked men butchering two camels and the sight almost made him gag. A naked child hurled a bloody camel’s tail at the two white men, and soon a horde of tattered, chanting children were dodging through the lancers’ horses to mock the prisoners and pelt them with animal dung. Sharpe cursed them, Lawford hunched low as he walked, and the children only ran away when two European soldiers, both dressed in blue jackets, chased them away. “Prisonniers?” one of the two men called cheerfully.


      “Non, monsieur” Lawford answered in his best schoolboy French. “Nous sommes déserteurs.”


      “C’est bon!” The man tossed Lawford a mango. “La femme aussi?”


      “La femme est notre prisonnière.” Lawford tried a little wit and was rewarded with a laugh and a farewell shout of bonne chance.


      “You speak French?” Sharpe asked.


      “A little,” Lawford claimed modestly. “Really only a little.”


      “Bloody amazing,” Sharpe said and Lawford was obscurely pleased that he had at last succeeded in impressing his companion. “But not many private soldiers speak Frog,” Sharpe dashed Lawford’s pleasure, “so don’t show yourself as being too good at it. Stick to bloody English.”


      “I didn’t think of that,” Lawford said ruefully. He looked at the mango as though he had never seen such a piece of fruit before, and it was plain that his hunger was tempting him to bite into the sweet flesh, but then his manners prevailed and he gallantly insisted that Mary eat the fruit instead.


      The lancers turned into a delicately sculpted archway where two sentries stood guard. Once inside the archway the cavalrymen slid down from their saddles and, lances in hand, led their horses down a narrow passage between two high brick walls. Sharpe, Mary, and Lawford were more or less abandoned just inside the gateway where the two sentries ignored them, but did chase away the more curious townsfolk who had gathered to stare at the Europeans. Sharpe sat on a mounting block and tried to ignore the pain in his back. Then the lancer officer returned and shouted at them to follow him. He led them through another arch, then under an arcade where flowers twined round pillars, and so to a guardroom. The officer said something to Mary, then locked the door. “He says we’re to wait,” Mary said. She still had the mango, and though the lancers had stripped Sharpe and Lawford of their coats and packs and had searched the two men for coins and hidden weapons, they had not searched Mary and she took a small folding penknife from an inside pocket of her skirt and cut the fruit into three portions. Lawford ate his share, then wiped juice from his chin. “Did you ever get that picklock, Sharpe?” he asked, saw Sharpe’s furious glare, and colored. “Dick,” he corrected himself.


      “Had it all along,” Sharpe said. “Mary’s got it. And she’s got the guinea.” He grinned despite his pain.


      “You mean you lied to General Baird?” Lawford asked sternly.


      “’Course I bloody lied!” Sharpe snarled. “What land of a fool admits to having a picklock?”


      For a moment Lawford looked as though he would reprove Sharpe for dishonesty, but the Lieutenant controlled the urge. He merely shook his head in mute disapproval, then sat with his back against the bare brick wall. The floor was made of small green tiles on which Sharpe lay on his belly. In minutes he was asleep. Mary sat beside him, sometimes stroking his hair and Lawford found himself embarrassed by her display of affection. He felt he ought to talk with Mary, but found he had nothing to say and so decided it was better not to speak in case he woke Sharpe. He waited. Somewhere deep in the palace a fountain splashed. Once there was a great clatter of hooves as cavalrymen led their horses out from the inner stables, but most of die time it was quiet in the room. It was also blessedly cool.


      Sharpe woke after dark. He groaned as the pains in his back registered and Mary hushed him. “What time is it, love?” Sharpe asked her.


      “Late.”


      “Jesus,” Sharpe said as a stab of agony tore down his spine. He sat up, whimpering with the effort, and tried to prop himself against the wall. A wan moonlight came through the small barred window and Mary, in its dim light, could see the bloodstains spreading through the bandages and onto Sharpe’s shirt. “Have they forgotten us?” Sharpe asked.


      “No,” Mary said. “They brought us some water while you were asleep. Here.” She lifted the jug toward him. “And they gave us a bucket.” She gestured across the dim cell. “For…” she faltered.


      “I can smell what the bucket’s for,” Sharpe said. He took the jug and drank. Lawford was slumped against the far wall and there was a small open book face down on the floor beside the sleeping Lieutenant. Sharpe grimaced. “Glad the bugger’s brought something useful,” he said to Mary.


      “You mean this?” Lawford said, indicating the book. He had not been asleep after all.


      Sharpe wished he had not used the insult, but did not know how to retrieve it. “What is it?” he asked instead.


      “A Bible.”


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said.


      “You don’t approve?” Lawford asked icily.


      “I had a bellyful of the good book when I was in the foundlings’ home,” Sharpe said. “If they weren’t reading it to us they were hitting us round the head with it, and it wasn’t some little book like that one, but a bloody great big thick thing. Could have stunned an ox, that Bible.”


      “Did they teach you to read it?” Lawford asked.


      “We weren’t reckoned good enough to read. Good enough to pick hemp, we were, but not read. No, they just read it to us at breakfast. It was the same every morning: cold porridge, tin of water, and an earful of Abraham and Isaac.”


      “So you can’t read?” Lawford asked.


      “Of course I can’t read!” Sharpe laughed scornfully. “What the bloody hell’s the use of reading?”


      “Don’t be a fool, Dick,” Lawford said patiently. “Only a fool takes pride in pretending that a skill he doesn’t possess is worthless.” For a second Lawford was tempted to launch himself on a panegyric of reading; how it would open a new world to Sharpe, a world of drama and story and information and poetry and timeless wisdom, then he thought better of it. “You want your sergeant’s stripes, don’t you?” he asked instead.


      “A man doesn’t have to read to be a sergeant,” Sharpe said stubbornly.


      “No, but it helps, and you’ll be a better sergeant if you can read. Otherwise the company clerks tell you what the reports say, and what the lists say, and what the punishment book says, and the quartermasters will rob you blind. But if you can read then you’ll know when they’re lying to you.”


      There was a long silence. Somewhere in the palace a sentry’s footsteps echoed off stone, then came a sound so familiar that it almost made Lawford weep for homesickness. It was a clock striking the hour. Twelve o’clock. Midnight. “Is it hard?” Sharpe finally asked.


      “Learning to read?” Lawford said. “Not really.”


      “Then you and Mary had better teach me, Bill, hadn’t you?”


      “Yes,” Lawford said. “Yes. We had.”


      


      They were taken out of the guardroom in the morning. Four tiger-striped soldiers fetched them and pushed them down the arcade, then into a narrow corridor that seemed to run beside the kitchens, and afterward through a shadowed tangle of stables and storerooms that led to a double gate which opened into a large courtyard where the bright sun made them blink. Then Sharpe’s eyes adjusted to the brilliant daylight and he saw what waited for them in the courtyard, and he swore. There were six tigers, all of them huge beasts with yellow eyes and dirty teeth. The animals stared at the three newcomers, then one of the tigers rose, arched its back, shook himself, and slowly padded toward them. “Jesus Christ!” Sharpe said, but just then the tiger’s chain lifted from the dusty ground, stretched taut, and the tiger, cheated of its breakfast, growled and went back to the shadows. Another beast scratched itself, a third yawned. “Look at the size of the bastards!” Sharpe said.


      “Just big pussycats,” Lawford said with an insouciance he did not entirely feel.


      “Then you go and scratch their chins,” Sharpe said, “and see if they purr. Bugger off, you.” This was to another curious beast that was straining toward him from the end of its chain. “Need a big mouse to feed one of those bastards.”


      “The tigers can’t reach you.” A voice spoke in English from behind them. “Unless their keepers release them from their chains. Good morning.” Sharpe turned. A tall, middle-aged officer with a black mustache had come into the courtyard. He was a European and wore the blue uniform of France. “I am Colonel Gudin,” the officer said, “and you are?”


      For a moment none of them spoke, then Lawford straightened to attention. “William Lawford, sir.”


      “His name’s Bill,” Sharpe said. “I’m called Dick, and this is my woman.” He put an arm round Mary’s shoulder.


      Gudin grimaced as he looked at Mary’s swollen black eye and her filthy skirts. “You have a name”—he paused— “Mademoiselle?” He finally decided that was the most appropriate way to address Mary.


      “Mary, sir.” She made a small curtsey and Gudin returned the courtesy with an inclination of his head. “And your name?” he asked Sharpe.


      “Sharpe, sir. Dick Sharpe.”


      “And you are deserters?” the Colonel asked with a measure of distaste.


      “Yes, sir,” Lawford said.


      “I am never certain that deserters are to be trusted,” Gudin said mildly. He was accompanied by a burly French sergeant who kept giving the tigers nervous glances. “If a man can betray one flag,” Gudin observed, “why not another?”


      “A man might have good reason to betray his flag, sir,” Sharpe said defiantly.


      “And your reason, Sharpe?”


      Sharpe turned round so that the blood on his back was visible. He let Gudin stare at the stains, then turned back. “Is that good enough, sir?”


      Gudin shuddered. “I never understand why the British flog their soldiers. It is barbarism.” He waved irritably at the flies which buzzed about his face. “Sheer barbarism.”


      “You don’t flog in the French army, sir?”


      “Of course not,” Gudin said scornfully. He put a hand on Sharpe’s shoulder and turned him around again. “When was this done to you?”


      “Couple of days ago, sir.”


      “Have you changed the bandages?”


      “No, sir. Wetted them, though.”


      “You’ll still be dead in a week unless we do something,” Gudin said, then turned and spoke to the sergeant who walked briskly out of the courtyard. Gudin turned Sharpe around again. “So what had you done to deserve such barbarism, Private Sharpe?”


      “Nothing, sir.”


      “Beyond nothing,” Gudin said tiredly, as though he had heard every excuse imaginable.


      “I hit a sergeant, sir.”


      “And you?” Gudin challenged Lawford. “Why did you run?”


      “They were going to flog me, sir.” Lawford was nervous telling the lie, and the nervousness intrigued Gudin.


      “For doing nothing?” Gudin asked with amusement.


      “For stealing a watch, sir.” Lawford reddened as he spoke. “Which I did steal,” he added, but most unconvincingly. He had made no effort to hide the accent that betrayed his education, though whether Gudin’s ear was sufficiently attuned to English to detect the nuance was another matter.


      The Frenchman was certainly intrigued by Lawford. “What did you say your name was?” the Colonel asked.


      “Lawford, sir.”


      Gudin gave Lawford a long scrutiny. The Frenchman was tall and thin, with a lugubrious and tired face, but his eyes, Sharpe decided, were shrewd and kind. Gudin, Sharpe reckoned, was a gentleman, a proper type of officer. Like Lawford, really, and maybe that was the trouble. Maybe Gudin had already seen through Lawford’s disguise. “You do not seem to me, Private Lawford, to be a typical British soldier,” Gudin said, thus fulfilling Sharpe’s fears. “In France, now, you would be nothing strange for we must insist that every young man serve his country, but in Britain, am I not right, you only accept the dregs of the streets? Men from the gutter?”


      “Men like me,” Sharpe said.


      “Quiet,” Gudin reproved Sharpe with a sudden authority. “I did not speak to you.” The Frenchman took one of Lawford’s hands and mutely inspected the soft, uncallused fingers. “How is it that you are in the army, Lawford?”


      “Father went bankrupt, sir,” Lawford said, conjuring the worst disaster that he could ever imagine.


      “But the son of a bankrupt father can take employment, can he not?” Gudin looked again at the soft fingers, then released Lawford’s hand. “And any job, surely, is better than the life of a British soldier?”


      “I got drunk, sir,” Lawford said miserably, “and I met a recruiting sergeant.” The Lieutenant’s misery was not at the imagined memory, but at the difficulty he was having in telling the lie, but his demeanor impressed Gudin. “It was in a pub, sir, in Sheffield,” Lawford went on. “The Hawse in the Lake, sir. In Sheffield, sir. In Pond Lane, sir, on market day.” His voice trailed away as he suddenly realized he did not know which day of the week the market was held.


      “In Sheffield?” Gudin asked. “Is that not where they make iron? And—what is the word?—cutlery! You don’t look like a cutler, Lawford.”


      “I was a lawyer’s apprentice, sir.” Lawford was blushing violently. He knew he had mixed up the name of the pub, though it was doubtful that Colonel Gudin would ever know the difference, but the Lieutenant was certain his lies were as transparent as a pane of glass.


      “And your job in the army?” Gudin asked.


      “Company clerk, sir.”


      Gudin smiled. “No ink on your breeches, Lawford! In our army the clerks spatter ink everywhere.”


      For a moment it seemed as though Lawford was about to abandon his lie and, in his misery, confess the whole truth to the Frenchman, but then the Lieutenant had a sudden inspiration. “I wear an apron, sir, when I’m writing. I don’t want to be punished for a dirty uniform, sir.”


      Gudin laughed. In truth he had never doubted Lawford’s story, mistaking the Lieutenant’s embarrassment for shame at his family’s bankruptcy. If anything, the Frenchman felt sorry for the tall, fair-haired, and fastidious young man who should plainly never have become a soldier, and that, to Gudin, was enough to explain Lawford’s nervousness. “You’re a clerk, eh? So does that mean you see paperwork?”


      “A lot, sir.”


      “So do you know how many guns the British are bringing here?” Gudin asked. “How much ammunition?”


      Lawford shook his head in consternation. For a few seconds he was speechless, then managed to say that he never saw that sort of paperwork. “It’s just company papers I see, sir. Punishment books, that sort of thing.”


      “Bloody thousands,” Sharpe interjected. “Beg pardon for speaking, sir.”


      “Thousands of what?” Gudin asked.


      “Bullocks, sir. Six eighteen-pounder shot strapped on apiece, sir, and some of the buggers have got eight. But it’s thousands of round shot.”


      “Two thousand? Three?” Gudin asked.


      “More than that, sir. I ain’t seen a herd the size of it, not even when the Scots drive the beeves down from Scotland to London.”


      Gudin shrugged. He very much doubted whether these two could tell him anything useful, certainly nothing that the Tippoo’s scouts and spies had not already discovered, but the questions had to be asked. Now, waving flies from his face, he told the two deserters what they might expect. “His Majesty the Tippoo Sultan will decide your fate, and if he is merciful he will want you to serve in his forces. I assume you are willing?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said eagerly. “It’s why we came, sir.”


      “Good,” Gudin said. “The Tippoo might want you in one of his own cushoons. That’s the word they use for a regiment here, a cushoon. They’re all good soldiers and well-trained, and you’ll be made welcome, but there is one disadvantage. You will both have to be circumcised.”


      Lawford went pale, while Sharpe just shrugged. “Is that bad, sir?”


      “You know what circumcision is, Private?”


      “Something the army does to you, sir? Like swear you in?”


      Gudin smiled. “Not quite, Sharpe. The Tippoo is a Muslim and he likes his foreign volunteers to join his religion. It means one of his holy men will cut your foreskin off. It’s quite quick, just like slicing the top from a soft-boiled egg, really.”


      “My prick?” Sharpe was as aghast as Lawford now.


      “It’s over in seconds,” Gudin reassured them, “though the bleeding can last for a while and you cannot, how shall I say…?” He glanced at Mary, then back to Sharpe. “You can’t let the egg become hard boiled for a few weeks.”


      “Bloody hell, sir!” Sharpe said. “For religion? They do that?”


      “We Christians sprinkle babies with water,” Gudin said, “and the Muslims chop off foreskins.” The Frenchman paused, then smiled. “However, I cannot think that a man with a bleeding prick will make a good soldier, and your armies will be here in a few days, so I will suggest to His Majesty that the two of you serve with my men. We are few, but none of us are Muslims, and all of our soft-boiled eggs retain their full shells.”


      “Quite right too, sir,” Sharpe said enthusiastically. “And it’ll be an honor to serve you, sir,” he added.


      “In a French battalion?” Gudin teased him.


      “If you don’t flog, sir, and you don’t carve up pricks, then it’ll be more than an honor.”


      “If the Tippoo allows it,” Gudin warned them, “which he may not. But I think he might. I have other Britishers in the battalion, and some Germans and Swiss. I’m sure you will be happy there.” He looked at Mary. “But what of you, Mademoiselle?”


      Mary touched Sharpe’s elbow. “I came with Richard, sir.”


      Gudin inspected her black eye. “How did that happen, Mademoiselle?”


      “I fell, sir,” Mary said.


      Gudin’s face flickered with a smile. “Or did Private Sharpe hit you? So that you would not appear attractive?”


      “I fell over, sir.”


      Gudin nodded. “You hit hard, Private Sharpe.”


      “No point else, sir.”


      “That is true,” Gudin said, then shrugged. “My men have their women. If His Majesty allows it I don’t see why the two of you should not stay together.” He turned as his sergeant reappeared, bringing with him an elderly Indian who carried a cloth-covered basket. “This is Doctor Venkatesh,” Gudin said, greeting the doctor with a bow, “and he is quite as good as any physician I ever found in Paris. I imagine, Sharpe, that removing those filthy bandages will hurt?”


      “Not as much as circumscribing, sir.”


      Gudin laughed. “All the same, I think you had better sit down.”


      Removing the bandages hurt like buggery. Mister Micklewhite, the surgeon, had put a salve on the lashes, but no army surgeon ever wasted too much precious ointment on a common soldier, and Micklewhite had not used enough salve to stop the bandages from crusting to the wounds and so the cloth had become one clotted mass of linen and dried blood that tore the scabs away from the wounds as the Indian peeled the bandages away. Doctor Venkatesh was indeed skillful and gentle and his voice was ever-soothing in Sharpe’s ear as he delicately prized the horrid mess away from the torn flesh, but even so Sharpe could not forbear from whimpering as the bandages were lifted. The tigers, smelling fresh blood, lunged at their chains so that the courtyard was filled with the clank and snap of stretching links.


      The Indian doctor plainly disapproved of both the injury and the treatment. He tutted and muttered and shook his head as the carnage was revealed. Then, when he had picked the last filthy scrap of bandage away with a pair of ivory tweezers, he poured an unguent over Sharpe’s back and the cool liquid was wonderfully soothing. Sharpe sighed with relief, then suddenly the doctor sprang away from him, stood, clasped his hands, and bowed low.


      Sharpe twisted round to see that a group of Indians had come into the courtyard. At their head was a shortish plump man, maybe fifty years old, with a round face and a neatly trimmed black mustache. He was dressed in a white silk tunic above white silk leggings and black leather boots, but the simple clothes glittered with jewels. He wore rubies on his turban, diamond-studded bangles on his arms, and pearls were sewn onto his blue silk sash from which there hung a sapphire-studded scabbard in which rested a sword with a golden hilt fashioned into the face of a snarling tiger. Doctor Venkatesh backed hurriedly away, still bowing, while Gudin stood respectfully at attention. “The Tippoo!” Gudin warned Sharpe and Lawford in a whisper, and Sharpe struggled to his feet and, like the Frenchman, stood to attention.


      The Tippoo stopped a half-dozen paces short of Sharpe and Lawford. He stared at them for a few seconds, then spoke softly to his interpreter. “Turn around,” the interpreter ordered Sharpe.


      Sharpe obediently turned, showing his back to the Tippoo, who, fascinated by the open wounds, stepped close so he could inspect the damage. Sharpe could feel the Tippoo’s breath on the back of his neck, he could smell the man’s subtle perfume, and then he felt a spider-soft touch as the Tippoo fingered a strip of hanging skin.


      Then a sudden pain like the blow of a red-hot poker slammed through Sharpe. He almost cried aloud, but instead he stiffened and flinched. The Tippoo had thrust the tiger hilt of his sword against the deepest wound to see Sharpe’s reaction. He ordered Sharpe to turn around and peered up to see whether there were any tears showing. Tears were pricking at Sharpe’s eyes, but none spilt onto his cheeks.


      The Tippoo nodded approval and stepped back. “So tell me about them,” he ordered Gudin.


      “Ordinary deserters,” Gudin said in French to the interpreter. “That one”—he indicated Sharpe—“is a tough soldier who’d probably be a credit to any army. The other one’s just a clerk.”


      Lawford tried not to show his disapproval of the judgement. The Tippoo glanced at him, saw nothing to interest him, and looked at Mary instead. “The woman?” he asked Gudin.


      “She’s with the tall one,” Gudin said, again indicating Sharpe, then waited as the interpreter turned his answer into Persian.


      The Tippoo gave Mary a brief inspection. She was slouching, trying to accentuate her drab, bruised, and dirty appearance, but when she saw his pensive gaze she became flustered and tried to make a curtsy. The Tippoo seemed amused by the gesture, then looked back to Gudin. “So what do they know of the British plans?” he asked, gesturing at Lawford and Sharpe.


      “Nothing.”


      “They say they know nothing,” the Tippoo corrected Gudin. “And they’re not spies?”


      Gudin shrugged. “How can one tell? But I think not.”


      “I think we can tell,” the Tippoo said. “And I think we can discover what kind of soldiers they are too.” He turned and rapped some orders to an aide, who bowed, then ran out of the courtyard.


      The aide returned with a pair of hunting muskets. The long-barreled weapons were like no guns Sharpe had ever seen, for their stocks were crusted with jewels and inlaid with a delicate ivory filigree. The jewelled butts had an extravagant flair at their shoulder pieces and the two guns’ trigger guards were rimmed with small rubies. The dogheads that held the flints had been fashioned into tiger heads with diamonds for the tigers’ eyes. The Tippoo took the guns, made sure their flints were properly seated within the tiger jaws, then tossed one gun to Lawford and the other to Sharpe. The aide then placed a pot filled with black powder on the ground and beside it a pair of musket balls that Sharpe could have sworn were made of silver. “Load the guns,” the interpreter said.


      A British soldier, like any other, learned to load with a paper cartridge, but there was no mystery about using naked powder and ball. Plainly the Tippoo wished to see how proficient the two men were and, while Lawford hesitated, Sharpe stooped to the pot and took out a handful of powder. He straightened up and let the black powder trickle down the gun’s chased barrel. The powder was extraordinarily fine and a fair bit blew away on the small wind, but he had enough to spare and, once the charge was safe inside the barrel, he stooped again, picked up the bullet, shoved it into the muzzle, and scraped the ramrod out of its three golden hoops. He twirled the ramrod, let it slide through his hand onto the bullet, and then slammed the missile hard down onto the powder charge. The Tippoo had provided no wadding, but Sharpe guessed it did not matter. He pulled the ramrod out, reversed it, and let it fall into the precious loops beneath the long barrel. Then he stooped again, took a pinch of powder, primed the gun, closed the frizzen, and stood to attention with the gun’s jeweled butt grounded beside him. “Sir!” he said, signifying he was done.


      Lawford was still trying to trickle powder into the muzzle. The Lieutenant was just as proficient at loading a gun as Sharpe, but being an officer he was never required to do it quickly, for that was the one indispensable skill of a private soldier. Lawford only loaded guns while hunting, but in the army he had a servant who loaded his pistols and never in his life had he needed to be quick with a gun and now he demonstrated a lamentable slowness. “He was a clerk, sir,” Sharpe explained to Gudin. He paused to lick the powder residue off his fingers. “He never needed to fight, like.”


      The interpreter translated the words for the Tippoo who waited patiently as Lawford finished loading the musket. The Tippoo, like his entourage, was amused at the Englishman’s slowness, but Sharpe’s explanation that Lawford had been a clerk seemed to convince them. Lawford at last finished and, very self-consciously, stood to attention.


      “You can evidently load,” the Tippoo said to Sharpe, “but can you shoot?”


      “Aye, sir,” Sharpe answered the interpreter.


      The Tippoo pointed over Sharpe’s shoulder. “Then shoot him.”


      Sharpe and Lawford both turned to see an elderly British officer being escorted through the courtyard’s gate. The man was weak and pale, and he stumbled as the bright sunlight struck his eyes. He cuffed with a manacled hand at his face, then looked up and recognized Lawford. For a second an expression of disbelief crossed his face, then he managed to hide whatever emotion he was feeling. The officer was white-haired and dressed in a kilt and red jacket, both garments stained with dust and damp, and Sharpe, horrified to see a British officer so dishevelled and humiliated, presumed this had to be Colonel McCandless.


      “You can’t shoot…” Lawford began.


      “Shut up, Bill,” Sharpe said and brought the musket up to his shoulder and swung its muzzle to face the horrified Scots officer.


      “Wait!” Gudin shouted, then spoke urgently to the Tippoo.


      The Tippoo laughed away Gudin’s protest. Instead he had his interpreter ask Sharpe what he thought about British officers.


      “Scum, sir,” Sharpe said loudly enough for Colonel McCandless to hear. “Goddamn bloody scum, sir. Think they’re better than us because the bastards can read and were born with a bit of money, but there ain’t one I couldn’t beat in a fight.”


      “You are willing to shoot that one?” the interpreter asked.


      “I’d pay for the chance,” Sharpe said vengefully. Lawford hissed at him, but Sharpe ignored the warning. “Pay for it,” he said again.


      “His Majesty would like you to do it very close,” the interpreter said. “He wants you to blow the man’s head off.”


      “It’ll be a bloody pleasure,” Sharpe said enthusiastically. He cocked the gun as he walked toward the man he presumed he had been sent to save. He stared at McCandless as he approached and there was nothing but brute pleasure on Sharpe’s hard face. “Stuck-up Scotch bastard,” Sharpe spat at him. He looked at the two guards who still flanked the Colonel. “Move out the way, you stupid sods, else you’ll be smothered in the bastard’s blood.” The two men stared blankly at him, but neither moved and Sharpe guessed that neither man spoke any English. Doctor Venkatesh, who had been trying to hide in the gateway’s shadows, shook his head in horror at what was about to happen.


      Sharpe raised the musket so that its muzzle was no more than six inches from McCandless’s face. “Any message for General Harris?” he asked softly.


      McCandless again hid his reaction, other than sparing one glance at Lawford. Then he looked back to Sharpe and spat at him. “Attack anywhere but from the west,” the Scotsman said quietly, and then, much louder, “May God forgive you.”


      “Bugger God,” Sharpe said, then pulled the trigger. The flint fell, it snapped its spark on the frizzen, and nothing else happened. McCandless’s face jerked back as the flint sparked, then an expression of pure relief crossed his face. Sharpe hesitated a second, then drove the gun’s muzzle into the Colonel’s belly. The blow looked hard, but he checked it at the last moment. McCandless still doubled over, gasping, and Sharpe raised the jeweled butt to bring it hard down on the officer’s gray head.


      “Stop!” Gudin shouted.


      Sharpe paused and turned. “I thought you wanted the bugger dead.”


      The Tippoo laughed. “We need him alive for a while. But you passed your test.” He turned and spoke to Gudin, and Gudin answered vigorously. It seemed to Sharpe that they were discussing his fate, and he prayed he would be spared a painful initiation into one of the Tippoo’s cushoons. Another Indian officer, a tall man in a silk tunic decorated with the Tippoo’s tiger stripes, was talking to Mary while Sharpe still stood above the crouching McCandless.


      “Did Harris send you?” McCandless asked softly.


      “Yes,” Sharpe hissed, not looking at the Colonel. Mary was shaking her head. She glanced at Sharpe, then looked back to the tall Indian.


      “Beware the west,” McCandless whispered. “Nothing else.” The Scotsman groaned, pretending to be in much more pain than he was. He retched dryly, tried to stand, and instead toppled over. “You’re a traitor,” he said loudly enough for Gudin to hear him, “and you’ll die a traitor’s death.”


      Sharpe spat on McCandless. “Come here, Sharpe!” Gudin, disapproval plain in his voice, ordered him.


      Sharpe marched back to Lawford’s side where one of the Tippoo’s attendants took back the two muskets. The Tippoo gestured at McCandless’s guards, evidently signifying that the Scotsman was to be returned to his cell. The Tippoo then gave Sharpe an approving nod before turning and leading his entourage out of the courtyard. The tall Indian in the silk tiger stripes beckoned to Mary.


      “I’m to go with him, love,” she explained to Sharpe.


      “I thought you were staying with me!” Sharpe protested.


      “I’m to earn my keep,” she said. “I’m to teach his little sons English. And sweep and wash, of course,” she added bitterly.


      Colonel Gudin intervened. “She will join you later,” he told Sharpe. “But for now you are both, how do you say it? On test?”


      “Probation, sir?” Lawford offered.


      “Exactly,” Gudin said. “And soldiers on probation are not permitted wives. Don’t worry, Sharpe. I’m sure your woman will be safe in General Rao’s house. Now go, Mademoiselle.”


      Mary stood on tiptoe and kissed Sharpe’s cheek. “I’ll be all right, love,” she whispered, “and so will you.”


      “Look after yourself, lass,” Sharpe said, and watched her follow the tall Indian officer out of the courtyard.


      Gudin gestured toward the archway. “We must let Doctor Venkatesh finish your back, Sharpe, then give you both new uniforms and muskets. Welcome to the Tippoo Sultan’s army, gentlemen. You earn a haideri each every day.”


      “Good money!” Sharpe said, impressed. A haideri was worth half a crown, far above the miserable tuppence a day he received in the British army.


      “But doubtless in arrears,” Lawford said sarcastically. He was still angry at Sharpe for having tried to shoot McCandless, and the musket’s misfire had not placated him.


      “The pay is always in arrears,” Gudin admitted cheerfully, “but in what army is the pay ever on time? Officially you earn a haideri a day, though you will rarely receive it, but I can promise you other consolations. Now come.” He summoned Doctor Venkatesh who retrieved his basket and followed Gudin out of the palace.


      Thus Sharpe went to meet his new comrades and readied himself to face a new enemy: his own side.


      


      General David Baird did not feel guilty about Sharpe and Lawford, for they were soldiers and were paid to take risks, but he did feel responsible for them. The fact that neither the British nor Indian cavalry patrols had discovered the two men suggested that they might well have reached Seringapatam, but the more Baird thought about their mission the less sanguine he was about its successful completion. It had seemed a good idea when he had first thought of it, but two days’ reflection had diluted that initial hope with a score of reservations. He had always suspected that even with the help of Ravi Shekhar their chances of rescuing McCandless were woefully small, but at the very least he had hoped they might learn McCandless’s news and succeed in bringing it out of the city, but now he feared that neither man would even survive. At best, he thought, the two men could only hope to escape execution by joining the Tippoo’s forces, which would mean that both Sharpe and Lawford would be in enemy uniform when the British assaulted the city. There was little Baird could do about that, but he could prevent a dreadful miscarriage of justice following the city’s fall, and so that night, when the two armies’ great encampment was established just a few days’ march from their goal, Baird sought out the lines of the 33rd.


      Major Shee seemed alarmed at the General’s sudden appearance, but Baird soothed the Major and explained he had a little business with the light Company. “Nothing to trouble you, Major. Just an administrative matter. A triviality.”


      “I’ll take you to Captain Morris, sir,” Shee said, then clapped on his hat and led the General down the line of officers’ tents. “It’s the end one, sir,” he said nervously. “Do you need me at all?”


      “I wouldn’t waste your time, Shee, on trifles, but I’m obliged for your help, though.”


      Baird found a shirt-sleeved Captain Morris frowning at his paperwork in the company of an oddly malevolent-looking sergeant who, at the General’s unannounced arrival, sprang to quivering attention. Morris hastily placed his cocked hat over a tin mug that Baird suspected was full of arrack. “Captain Morris?” the General asked.


      “Sir!” Morris upset his chair as he stood up, then he plucked his red coat off the floor where it had fallen with the chair.


      Baird waved to show that Morris need not worry about donning a coat. “There’s no need for formality, Captain. Leave your coat off, man, leave it off. It’s desperately hot, isn’t it?”


      “Unbearable, sir,” Morris said nervously.


      “I’m Baird,” Baird introduced himself. “I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure?”


      “No, sir.” Morris was too nervous to introduce himself properly.


      “Sit you down, man,” Baird said, trying to put the Captain at his ease. “Sit you down. May I?” Baird gestured at Morris’s cot, asking permission to use it as a chair. “Thank you kindly,” Baird said, then he sat, took off his plumed hat, and fanned his face with its brim. “I think I’ve forgotten what cold weather is like. Do you think it still snows anywhere? My God, but it saps a man, this heat. Saps him. Do relax, Sergeant.”


      “Thank you, sir.” Sergeant Hakeswill’s stiff posture unbent a fraction.


      Baird smiled at Morris. “You lost two men this week, Captain, did you not?”


      “Two men?” Morris frowned. That bastard Sharpe had run, taking his bibbi with him, but who else? “Oh!” Morris said. “You mean Lieutenant Lawford, sir?”


      “The very fellow. A lucky fellow too, eh? Carrying the dispatch to Madras. It’s quite an honor for him.” Baird shook his head ruefully. “Myself, I’m not so certain that little scrap the other day was worth a dispatch, but General Harris insisted and your Colonel chose Lawford.” Baird was using the excuse the army had invented to explain Lawford’s disappearance. The excuse had provoked some resentment in the 33rd for Lawford was one of the most junior of the battalion’s lieutenants and most men who carried dispatches could expect a promotion as a reward for the task which, in turn, was usually only given to men who had distinguished themselves in battle. It seemed to Morris, as to every other officer in the battalion, that Lawford had neither distinguished himself nor deserved promotion, but Morris could hardly admit as much to Baird.


      “Very glad for him,” Morris managed to say.


      “Found a replacement, have you?” Baird asked.


      “Ensign Fitzgerald, sir,” Morris said. “Lieutenant Fitzgerald now, sir, by brevet, of course.” Morris managed to sound disapproving. He would have much preferred Ensign Hicks to have received the temporary promotion, but Hicks did not have the hundred and fifty pounds needed to purchase up from ensign to lieutenant, whereas Fitzgerald did, and if Lawford’s reward for carrying the dispatches was a promotion to captain then Fitzgerald must replace him. In Morris’s opinion the newly breveted Lieutenant was altogether too easy with the men, but a money draft was a money draft, and Fitzgerald was the monied candidate and so had been given the temporary rank.


      “And the other fellow you lost?” Baird asked, trying hard to sound casual. “The private? In the book, is he?”


      “He’s in the book all right, sir.” The Sergeant answered for Morris. “Hakeswill, sir,” he introduced himself. “Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill, sir, man and boy in the army, sir, and at your command, sir.”


      “What was the rogue’s name?” Baird asked Morris.


      “Sharpe, sir.” Hakeswill again answered. “Richard Sharpe, sir, and as filthy horrible a little piece of work as ever I did see, sir, in all my born days, sir.”


      “The book?” Baird asked Morris, ignoring Hakeswill’s judgement.


      Morris frantically searched the mess on his desk for the Punishment Book, at the back of which were kept the army’s official forms for deserters. Hakeswill eventually found it, and, with a crisp gesture, handed it to the General. “Sir!”


      Baird leafed through the front pages, finally discovering the entry for Sharpe’s court martial. “Two thousand strokes!” the Scotsman said in horror. “It must have been a grave offence?”


      “Struck a sergeant, sir!” Hakeswill announced.


      “You, perhaps?” Baird asked drily, noting the Sergeant’s swollen and bruised nose.


      “Without any provocation, sir,” Hakeswill said earnestly. “As God is my judge, sir, I never treated young Dick Sharpe with anything but kindness. Like one of my own children he was, sir, if I had any children, which I don’t, at least not so as I knows of. He was a very lucky man, sir, to be let off at two hundred lashes, and you see how he rewards us?” Hakeswill sniffed indignantly.


      Baird did not respond, but just turned to the last page of the book where he found the name Richard Sharpe filled in at the top of the printed form, and beneath it Sharpe’s age which was given as twenty-two years and six months, though Captain Morris, if indeed it had been Morris who had filled in the form, had placed a question mark beside the age. Sharpe’s height was reported at six feet, only four inches less than Baird himself who was one of the tallest men in the army. “Make or Form” was the next question, to which Morris had answered “well built,” and there followed a list of headings: Head, Face, Eyes, Eyebrows, Nose, Mouth, Neck, Hair, Shoulders, Arms, Hands, Thighs, Legs, and Feet. Morris had filled them all in, thus offering a comprehensive description of the missing man. “Where Born?” was answered simply by “London,” while beside “Former Trade or Occupation” was written “Thief.” The form then gave the date and place of desertion and offered a description of the clothes the deserter had been wearing when last seen. The final item on the form was “General Remarks,” beside which Morris had written “Back scarred from flogging. A dangerous man.” Baird shook his head. “A formidable description, Captain,” the general said.


      “Thank you, sir.”


      “It’s been distributed?”


      “Tomorrow, sir.” Morris blushed. The form should have been copied out four times. One copy went to the General commanding the army, who would have it copied again and distributed to every unit under his command. A second copy would go to Madras in case Sharpe ran there. A third copy went to the War Office in London to be copied again and given to all recruiting officers in case the man succeeded in reaching Britain and tried to rejoin the army, while the last copy was supposedly sent to the man’s home parish to alert his neighbors to his treachery and the local constables to his crime. In Sharpe’s case, there was no home parish, but once Morris caught up with his paperwork and the company clerk had made the necessary copies, Sharpe’s description would be broadcast throughout the army. If Sharpe was then found in Seringapatam, which Baird suspected he would be, he was supposed to be arrested, but it was far more likely that he would be killed. Most soldiers resented deserters, not because of their crime, but because they had dared to do what so many others never had the courage to try, and no officer would punish a man for killing a deserter.


      Baird put the open book onto Morris’s table. “I want you to add a note under ‘General Remarks,’” Baird told the Captain.


      “Of course, sir.”


      “Just say that it is vital that Private Sharpe be taken alive. And that if he is captured he must be brought either to me or to General Harris.”


      Morris gaped at Baird. “You, sir?”


      “Baird, B-A-I-R-D. Major General.”


      “Yes, sir, but…” Morris had been about to ask what possible business a major general had with a deserter, then realized that such a question would never fetch a civil answer, so he just dipped a quill in ink and hurriedly added the words Baird had requested. “You think we might see Sharpe again, sir?” he asked.


      “I do hope so, Captain.” Baird stood. “I even pray as much. Now may I thank you for your hospitality?”


      “Yes, sir, of course, sir.” Morris half stood as the General left, then dropped back onto his chair and stared at the words he had just written. “What in God’s name is all that about?” he asked when Baird was safely out of earshot.


      Hakeswill sniffed. “No good, sir, I’ll warrant that.”


      Morris uncovered the arrack and took a sip. “First the bastard is summoned to Harris’s tent, then he runs, and now Baird says we’ll see him again and wants him kept alive! Why?”


      “He’s up to no good, sir,” Hakeswill said. “He took his woman and vanished, sir. Ain’t no general who can condone that behavior, sir. It’s unforgivable, sir. The army’s going to the dogs, sir.”


      “I can’t disobey Baird,” Morris muttered.


      “But you don’t wants Sharpie back here either, sir,” Hakeswill said fervently. “A soldier who’s a general’s pet? He’ll be given a sergeant’s stripes next!” The thought of such an affront struck Hakeswill momentarily speechless. His face quivered with indignation, then, with a visible effort, he controlled himself. “Who knows, sir,” he suggested slyly, “but the little bastard might be reporting on you and me, sir, like the traitor what he is. We don’t need snakes in our bosoms, sir. We don’t want to disturb the happy mood of the company, not by harboring a general’s pet, sir.”


      “General’s pet?” Morris repeated softly. The Captain was a venal man and, though no worse than many, he nevertheless dreaded official scrutiny, but he was far too lazy to correct the malfeasances half-concealed in the closely-penned columns of the pay books. Worse, Morris feared that Sharpe could somehow reveal his complicity in the false charge that had resulted in Sharpe’s flogging, and though it seemed impossible for a mere private to carry that much weight in the army, so it seemed equally impossible that a major general should make a special errand to discuss that private. There was something very odd going on, and Morris disliked strange threats. He merely asked for the quiet life, and he wanted Sharpe out of it. “But I can’t leave those words off the form,” he complained to Hakeswill, gesturing at the new addition on Sharpe’s page.


      “Don’t need to, sir. With respect, sir. Ain’t no form being distributed here, sir, not in the 33rd, sir. Don’t need a form, do we? We knows what the bugger looks like, we does, so they won’t give us no form, sir. They never do, sir. So I’ll let it be known that if anyone sees Sharpie they’re to oblige the army by putting a goolie in his back.” Hakeswill saw Morris’s nervousness. “Won’t be no fuss, sir, not if the bugger’s in Seringapatam and we’re pulling the bloody place to pieces. Kill him quick, sir, and that’s more than he deserves. He’s up to no good, sir, I can feel it in my waters, and a bugger up to no good is a bugger better off dead. Says so in the scriptures, sir.”


      “I’m sure it does, Sergeant, I’m sure it does,” Morris said, then closed the Punishment Book. “You must do whatever you think is best, Sergeant. I know I can trust you.”


      “You do me honor, sir,” Hakeswill said with feigned emotion. “You do me honor. And I’ll have the bastard for you, sir, have him proper dead.”


      In Seringapatam.


      


      “What in God’s name did you think you were doing, Sharpe?” Lawford demanded furiously. The lieutenant was much too angry to go along with the pretence of being a private, and, besides, the two men were now alone for the first time that day. Alone, but not unguarded, for though they were standing sentry in one of the south wall cavaliers there were a dozen men of Gudin’s battalion within sight, including the burly Sergeant, called Rothière, who watched the two newcomers from the next cavalier along. “By God, Private,” Lawford hissed, “I’ll have you flogged for that display when we’re back! We’re here to rescue Colonel McCandless, not to kill him! Are you mad?”


      Sharpe stared south across the landscape, saying nothing. To his right the shallow river flowed between shelving green banks. Once the monsoon came the river would swell and spread and drown the wide flat rocks that dotted its bed. He was feeling more comfortable now, for Doctor Venkatesh had placed some salve on his back which had taken away a lot of the pain. The doctor had then put on new bandages and warned Sharpe that they must not be dampened, but ought to be changed each day until the wounds healed.


      Colonel Gudin had then taken the two Englishmen to a barracks room close by the city’s southwestern corner. Every man in the barracks was a European, most of them French, but with a scattering of Swiss, Germans and two Britishers. They all wore the blue coats of French infantry, but there were none to spare for the two new men, and so Sergeant Rothière had issued Sharpe and Lawford with tiger tunics like those the Tippoo’s men wore. The tunics did not open down the front like a European coat, but had to be pulled over the head. “Where you boys from?” an English voice asked Sharpe as he pulled down the dyed-cotton tunic.


      “33rd,” Sharpe had said.


      “The Havercakes?” the man said. “Thought they were up north, in Calcutta?”


      “Brought down to Madras last year,” Sharpe said. He gingerly sat on his cot, an Indian bed made from ropes stretched between a simple wooden frame. It proved surprisingly comfortable. “And you?” he asked the Englishman.


      “Royal bleeding Artillery, mate, both of us. Ran three months back. Name’s Johnny Blake and that’s Henry Hickson.”


      “I’m Dick Sharpe and that’s Bill Lawford,” Sharpe said, introducing the Lieutenant who looked desperately awkward in his knee-length tunic of purple and white stripes. Over the tunic he wore two crossbelts and an ordinary belt from which hung a bayonet and a cartridge pouch. They had been issued with heavy French muskets and warned they would have to do their share of sentry duty with the rest of the small battalion.


      “Used to be a lot more of us,” Blake told Sharpe, “but men die here like flies. Fever mostly.”


      “But it ain’t bad here,” Henry Hickson offered. “Food’s all right. Plenty of bibbis and Gudin’s a real decent officer. Better than any we ever had.”


      “Right bastards we had,” Blake agreed.


      “Aren’t they all?” Sharpe had said.


      “And the pay’s good, when you get it. Five months overdue now, but maybe we’ll get it when we beat the stuffing out of the British.” Blake laughed at the suggestion.


      Blake and Hickson were not required to stand guard, but instead manned one of the big tiger-mouthed guns that crouched behind a nearby embrasure. Sharpe and Lawford stood their watch alone and it was that privacy which had encouraged Lawford into his furious attack. “Have you got nothing to say for yourself, Private?” he challenged Sharpe who still stared serenely over the green landscape through which the river curled south about the city’s island. “Well?” Lawford snapped.


      Sharpe looked at him. “You loaded the musket, didn’t you, Bill?”


      “Of course!”


      “You ever felt gunpowder that smooth and fine?” Sharpe gazed into the Lieutenant’s face.


      “It could have been gunpowder dust!” Lawford insisted angrily.


      “That shiny?” Sharpe said derisively. “Gunpowder dust is full of rat shit and sawdust! And did you really think, Bill”—he pronounced the name sarcastically—“that the bleeding Tippoo would let us have loaded guns before he was sure he could trust us? And with him standing not six feet away? And did you bother to taste the powder? I did, and it weren’t salty at all. That weren’t gunpowder, Lieutenant, that were either ink powder or black pigment, but whatever it was it was never going to spark.”


      Lawford gaped at Sharpe. “So you knew all along the gun wouldn’t fire?”


      “Of course I bloody knew! I wouldn’t have pulled the trigger else. You mean you didn’t realize that weren’t powder?”


      Lawford turned away. Once again he had been made to look like a fool and he blushed at the realization. “I’m sorry,” he said. He was crestfallen, and again he felt a galling sense of inadequacy compared to this common soldier.


      Sharpe stared at a patrol of the Tippoo’s lancers who were riding back toward the city. Three of them were wounded and were being supported in their saddles by their comrades, which suggested the British were not so very far away now. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said very softly, and deliberately using the word “sir” to mollify Lawford, “but I’m not trying to be insolent. I’m just trying to keep you and me alive.”


      “I know. I’m sorry too. I should have known it wasn’t powder.”


      “It was confusing, weren’t it?” Sharpe said, trying to console his companion. “What with the Tippoo being there. Fat little bugger, ain’t he? But you’re doing all right, sir.” Sharpe spoke feelingly, knowing that the young Lieutenant desperately needed encouragement. “And you were clever as hell, sir, saying you wore an apron. I should have splashed some ink on your uniform, shouldn’t I? But I never thought of it, but you got us out of that one.”


      “I was thinking of Private Brookfield,” Lawford said, not without some pride at the memory of his inspired lie. “You know Brookfield?”


      “The clerk of Mister Stanbridge’s company, sir? Fellow who wears spectacles? Does he wear a pinny?”


      “He says it keeps the ink off him.”


      “He always was an old woman,” Sharpe said scornfully, “but you did well. And I’ll tell you something else. We have to get out of here soon because I know why we came now. We don’t have to find your merchant fellow, we just have to get out. Unless you think we ought to rescue your uncle, but if you don’t, then we can just run, because I know why we came now.”


      Lawford gaped at him. “You know?”


      “The Colonel spoke to me, sir, while we was going through that pantomime back there in the palace. He says we’re to tell General Harris to avoid the west wall. Nothing else, just that.”


      Lawford stared at Sharpe, then glanced across the angle of the city walls toward the western defenses, but nothing he could see there looked strange or suspicious. “You’d better stop calling me ‘sir,’” he said. “Are you sure about what he said?”


      “He said it twice. Avoid the west wall.”


      A bellow from the next cavalier made them turn. Rothière was pointing south, suggesting that the two Englishmen watch that direction as they were supposed to instead of gaping like yokels toward the west. Sharpe obediently stared southward, though there was nothing to be seen there except some women carrying loads on their heads and a thin naked boy herding some scrawny cattle along the riverbank. His duty now, Sharpe thought, was to escape this place and get back to the British army, but how in God’s name was he ever to do that? If he were to jump off the wall now, Sharpe reckoned, he would stand a half-chance of breaking a leg, and even if he survived the jump he would only land in the glacis ditch, and if he managed to cross the glacis he would merely reach the military encampment that was built hard around the city’s southern and eastern walls, and if he was lucky enough to escape the hundreds of soldiers who would converge on him, he would still need to cross the river, and meanwhile every gun on the encampment wall would be hammering at his heels, and once he had crossed the river, if he ever did, the Tippoo’s lancers would be waiting on the far bank. The sheer impossibility of escaping the city made him smile. “God knows how we’ll ever get out of here,” he said to Lawford.


      “Maybe at night?” Lawford suggested vaguely.


      “If they ever let us stand guard at night,” Sharpe said dubiously, then thought of Mary. Could he leave her in the city?


      “So what do we do?” Lawford asked.


      “What we always do in the army,” Sharpe said stoically. “Hurry up and do nothing. Wait for the opportunity. It’ll come, it’ll come. And in the meantime, maybe we can find out just what the devils are doing in the west of the city, eh?”


      Lawford shuddered. “I’m glad I brought you, Sharpe.”


      “You are?” Sharpe grinned at that compliment. “I’ll tell you when I’ll be glad. When you take me back home to the army.” And suddenly, after weeks of thinking about desertion, Sharpe realized that what he had just said was true. He did want to go back to the army, and that knowledge surprised him. The army had bored Richard Sharpe, then done its best to break his spirits. It had even flogged him, but now, standing on Seringapatam’s battlements, he missed the army.


      For at heart, as Richard Sharpe had just discovered for himself, he was a soldier.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 6

    


    
      The armies of Britain and Hyderabad reached Seringapatam four days later. The first evidence of their coming was a cloud of dust that thickened and rose to obscure the eastern horizon, a great fog of dust kicked up by thousands of hooves, boots, and wheels. The two armies had crossed the river well to the city’s east and were now on its southern bank and Sharpe climbed with the rest of Gudin’s men to the firestep above the Mysore gate to watch the first British cavalry patrols appear in the distance. A torrent of lancers clattered out of the gate to challenge the invaders. The Tippoo’s men rode with green and scarlet pennants on their lanceheads and beneath silk banners showing the golden sun blazoned against a scarlet field. Once the lancers had passed through the gate a succession of painted ox carts squealed and ground their way into the city, each loaded with rice, grain, or beans. There was plenty of water inside Seringapatam, for not only did the River Cauvery wash beneath two of the walk, but each street had its own well, and now the Tippoo was making certain that the granaries were filled to overflowing. The city’s magazines were already crammed with ammunition. There were guns in every embrasure and, behind the walls, spare guns waited to replace any that were dismounted. Sharpe had never seen so many guns. The Tippoo Sultan had great faith in artillery and he had collected cannon of every shape and size. There were guns with barrels disguised as crouching tigers, and guns inscribed with flowing Arabic letters, and guns supplied from France, some still with the ancient Bourbon cipher incised close to their touchholes. There were huge guns with barrels over twenty feet long that fired stone balls close to fifty pounds in weight and small guns, scarce longer than a musket, that fired individual balls of grape. The Tippoo intended to meet any British assault with a storm of cannon fire.


      And not just cannon fire, for as the two enemy armies marched closer to the city the rocketmen brought their strange weapons to the firesteps. Sharpe had never seen rockets before and he gaped as the missiles were stacked against the parapets. Each was an iron tube some four or five inches wide and about eighteen inches long that was attached by leather thongs to a bamboo stick that stood higher than a man. A crude tin cone tipped the iron cylinder, and inside the cone was either a small solid shot or else an explosive charge that was ignited by the rocket’s own gunpowder propellant. The missiles were fired by lighting a twist of paper that emerged from the base of the iron cylinders. Some of the rocket tubes had been wrapped with paper, then painted with either snarling tigers or verses from the Koran. “There’s a man in Ireland working on a similar weapon,” Lawford told Sharpe, “though I don’t think he puts tigers on his rocket heads.”


      “How do you aim the bloody things?” Sharpe asked. Some of the rockets had been placed ready to fire, but there was no gun barrel to direct them; instead they were simply laid on the parapet and pointed in the general direction of the enemy.


      “You don’t really aim them,” Lawford said, “at least I don’t think you do. They’re just pointed in the right direction and fired. They are notoriously inaccurate,” he added, “at least I hope they are.”


      “We’ll see soon enough,” Sharpe said as another handcart of the strange missiles was heaved up the ramp to the firestep.


      Sharpe looked forward to seeing the rockets fired, but then it became apparent that the British and Hyderabad armies were not approaching the city directly and thus bringing themselves into range, but instead planned to march clear around Seringapatam’s southern margin. The progress of the two armies was painfully slow. They had appeared at dawn, but by nightfall they had still not completed their half-circuit of the island on which Seringapatam sat. A crowd of spectators thronged the city ramparts to watch the enormous sprawl of herds, battalions, cavalry squadrons, guns, civilians, and wagons that filled the southern landscape. Dust surrounded the armies like an English fog. From time to time the fog thickened as a group of the Tippoo’s lancers attacked some vulnerable spot, but each time the lancers were met by a countercharge of allied cavalry and more dust would spew up from the horses’ hooves as the riders charged, clashed, circled, and fought. One lancer rode back to the city with a British cavalryman’s hat held aloft on his spearpoint and the soldiers on the walls cheered his return, but gradually the greater number of allied cavalry gained the upper hand and the cheers died away as more and more of the Tippoo’s horsemen splashed back wounded through the South Cauvery’s ford. Some of the enemy, when the Tippoo’s cavalry was driven away, ventured closer to the city. Small groups of officers trotted their horses toward the river so that they could examine the city walls, and it was one such group that drew the first rocket fire.


      Sharpe watched fascinated as an officer turned one of the long weapons on the flat top of the parapet so that its tin cone pointed directly toward the nearest group of horsemen. The rocketman waited beside his officer, swinging a length of slow match to keep its burning end bright and hot. The officer fussed with the rocket’s alignment, then, satisfied at last, he stepped back and nodded to the rocketman who grinned and touched his slow match to the twist of paper at the rocket’s base.


      The fuse paper, Sharpe guessed, had been soaked in water diluted with gunpowder, then dried, because it immediately caught the glowing fire which ate its way swiftly up the fuse as the rocketman stepped hurriedly away. The glowing trail vanished into the iron cylinder, there was silence for a second, then the rocket twitched as a bright flame abruptly choked and spat from the tube’s base. The twitch of the igniting powder charge threw the heavy rocket out of its careful alignment, but there was no chance to correct the weapon’s aim for a jet of flame was spitting fiercely enough from the cylinder to scorch the rocket’s quivering bamboo stick, and then, very suddenly, the bright flame roared into a furnace-like intensity with a noise like a huge waterfall, only instead of water it was spewing sparks and smoke, as the rocket began to move. It trembled for an instant, scraped an inch or two across the parapet, then abruptly accelerated away into the air, leaving a thick cloud of smoke and a scorch mark on the parapet’s coping. For a few seconds it seemed as if the rocket was having trouble staying aloft, for the long scorched tail wobbled as the fiery tube fought against gravity and as the smoke trail stitched a crazy whorl above the ditch at the foot of the wall, but then at last it gained momentum and raced away across the glacis, the encampment, and the river. It spewed a tail of sparks, fire, and smoke as it flew, then, as the powder charge began to be exhausted, the rocket fell earthward. Beneath the missile the group of horsemen had collapsed their spyglasses and were fleeing in every direction as the fire-tailed demon came shrieking out of the sky. The rocket struck the ground, bounced, tumbled, then exploded with a small crack of noise and a burst of flame and white smoke. None of the horsemen had been touched, but their panic delighted the Tippoo’s men on the bastions who gave the rocketmen a cheer. Sharpe cheered with them. Farther up the wall a cannon fired at a second group of horsemen. The smoke of the gun billowed out across the encampment beneath the walls and the heavy round shot screamed across the river to disembowel a horse a half-mile away, but no one cheered the gunners. Guns were not so spectacular as rockets.


      “He’s got thousands of those bloody things,” Sharpe told Lawford, indicating a pile of the rockets.


      “They really aren’t very accurate,” Lawford said with pedantic disapproval.


      “But fire enough at once and you wouldn’t know if you were in this world or the next. I wouldn’t fancy being on the wrong end of a dozen of those things.”


      Behind them, from one of the tall white minarets of the city’s new mosque, the muezzin was chanting the summons for the evening prayer and the Muslim rocketmen hastened to unroll their small prayer mats and face westward toward Mecca. Sharpe and Lawford also faced west, not out of any respect for the Tippoo’s religion, but because the vanguard of British and Indian cavalry was scouting the flat land beyond the South Cauvery which was plainly visible from the summit of the Mysore Gate. The main body of the two armies was making camp well to the south of the city, but the horsemen had ridden ahead to reconnoiter the western country in preparation for the next day’s short march. Sharpe could even see officers pacing out and marking where the lascars would pitch the armies’ tents. It seemed that General Harris had decided to attack from the west, the one direction that McCandless had warned against.


      “Poor bloody fools,” Sharpe said, though neither he nor Lawford yet knew what was dangerous about the western defenses. Nor had they been given the slightest chance to escape from the city. They were never unwatched, they were never allowed to stand guard at night, and Sharpe knew that even the smallest attempt to break away from the city would lead to immediate death, yet they were not otherwise treated badly. They had been accepted well enough by their new comrades, but Sharpe could detect a reserve and he supposed that until he and Lawford proved their reliability there would always be an undercurrent of suspicion. “It ain’t that they don’t trust you,” Henry Hickson had explained on their first night, “but till they’ve actually seen you bang a few balls off at your old mates, they won’t really know whether you’re stout.” Hickson was sewing up the frayed edge of his leather thumbstall which protected his hand when a cannon was swabbed out. The gunner had to stop the touchhole so that the rammer could not drive a jet of fresh air down the barrel and so ignite any scraps of remaining powder, and Hickson’s old and blackened thumbstall betrayed how long he had been an artilleryman. “Had this in America,” Hickson said, flourishing the ancient scrap of leather. “Stitched for me by a little girl in Charleston. Lovely little thing she was.”


      “How long have you been in the artillery?” Lawford had asked the gray-haired Hickson.


      “Bleeding lifetime, Bill. Joined in ’76.” Hickson laughed. “King and country! Go and save the colonies, eh? And all I did was march up and down like a little lost lamb and only ever fired a dozen shots. I should have stayed there, shouldn’t I, when they kicked us out, but, like a fool, I didn’t. Went to Gibraltar, polished cannon for a couple of years, then got posted out here.”


      “So why did you run?” Lawford asked.


      “Money, of course. The Tippoo might be a black heathen bastard, but he pays well for gunners. When he pays at all, of course, which isn’t precisely frequent, but all the same he ain’t done bad by me. And if I’d stayed in the gunners I wouldn’t have met Suni, would I?” He had jerked his callused thumb toward his Indian woman who was cooking the evening meal with the wives of the other soldiers.


      “Don’t you ever worry that you’ll be recaptured?” Lawford asked him.


      “Of course I bloody worry! All the bleeding time!” Hickson held the thumbstall close to his right eye to judge the neatness of his stitching. “Christ, Bill, I don’t want to be stood up against a bleeding post with a dozen bastards staring down their musket barrels at me. I want to die in Suni’s bed.” He grinned. “You do ask the most stupid questions, Bill, but what do you expect of a bleeding clerk! All that reading and writing, mate, it doesn’t do a man any bleeding good.” He had shaken his head in despair of Lawford ever seeing sense. Like all of Gudin’s soldiers, Hickson was more suspicious of Lawford than of Sharpe. They all understood Sharpe, for he was one of them and good at his trade, but Lawford was patently uncomfortable. They put it down to his having come from a comfortable home that had fallen on hard times, and while they were sympathetic to that misfortune they nevertheless expected him to make the best of it. Others in Gudin’s small battalion despised Lawford for his clumsiness with weapons, but Sharpe was his friend and so far no man had been willing to risk Sharpe’s displeasure by needling Lawford.


      Sharpe and Lawford watched the invading armies make their camp well out of cannon range to the south of the city. A few Mysorean cavalrymen still circled the armies, watching for a chance to snap up a fugitive, but most of the Tippoo’s men were now back on the city’s island. There was an excited buzz in the city, almost a relief that the enemy was in sight and the waiting at last was over. There was also a feeling of confidence, for although the enemy horde looked vast, the Tippoo had formidable defenses and plenty of men. Sharpe could detect no lack of enthusiasm among the Hindu troops. Lawford had told him there was bad blood between them and the Muslims, but on that evening, as the Tippoo’s men hung more defiant banners above their limewashed walls, the city seemed united in its defiance.


      Sergeant Rothière shouted at Sharpe and Lawford from the inner wall of the Mysore Gate, pointing to the big bastion at the city’s south-western corner. “Colonel Gudin wants us,” Lawford translated for Sharpe.


      “Vite!” Rothière bellowed.


      “Now,” Lawford said nervously.


      The two men threaded their way through the spectators who crowded the parapets until they found Colonel Gudin in a cavalier that jutted south from the huge square bastion. “How’s your back?” the Frenchman greeted Sharpe.


      “Mending wonderfully, sir.”


      Gudin smiled, pleased at the news. “It’s Indian medicine, Sharpe. If I ever go back to France I’ve a mind to take a native doctor with me. Much better than ours. All a French doctor would do is bleed you dry, then console your widow.” The Colonel turned and gestured south across the river. “Your old friends,” he said, indicating where the British and Indian cavalry were exploring the land between the army’s encampment and the city. Most were staying well out of range of Seringapatam’s cannon, but a few braver souls were galloping closer to the city, either to tempt the Tippoo’s cavalry to come out and dare single combat, or else to provoke the gunners on the city wall. One especially flamboyant group was shouting toward the city, and even waving, as though inviting cannon fire, and every now and then a cannon would boom or a rocket scream across the river, though somehow the jeering cavalrymen always remained un touched. “They’re distracting us,” Gudin explained, “drawing attention away from some others. There, see? Some bushes. Beside the cistern.” He was pointing across the river. “There are some scouts there. On foot. They are trying to see what defenses we have close to the river. You see them? Look in the bushes under the two palm trees.”


      Sharpe stared, but could see nothing. “You want us to go and get them, sir?” he offered.


      “I want you to shoot them,” Gudin said.


      The bushes under the twin palms were nearly quarter of a mile away. “Long bloody range for a musket, sir,” Sharpe said dubiously.


      “Try this, then,” Gudin said and held out a gun. It must have been one of the Tippoo’s own weapons, for its stock was decorated with ivory, its tiger-head lock was chased with gold, and its barrel engraved with Arabic writing.


      Sharpe took and hefted the gun. “Might be pretty, sir,” he said, “but no amount of fancy work on the outside will make it more accurate than that plain old thing.” He patted his heavy French musket.


      “You’re wrong,” Gudin said. “That’s a rifle.”


      “A rifle!” Sharpe had heard of such weapons, but he had never handled one, and now he peered inside the muzzle and saw that the barrel was indeed cut in a pattern of spiraling grooves. He had heard that the grooves spun the bullet which somehow made a rifle far more accurate than a shot from a smoothbore musket. Why that should be the case he had not the slightest idea, but every man he had ever spoken to about rifles had sworn it was true. “Still,” he said dubiously, “near a quarter-mile? Long ways for a bullet, sir, even if it is spinning.”


      “That rifle can kill at four hundred paces, Sharpe,” Gudin said confidently. “It’s loaded, by the way,” the Colonel added, and Sharpe, who had been peering down the muzzle again, jerked back. Gudin laughed. “Loaded with the best powder and with its bullet wrapped in oiled leather. I want to see how good a shot you are.”


      “No, you don’t, sir,” Sharpe said, “you want to see if I’m willing to kill my own countrymen.”


      “That too, of course,” Gudin agreed placidly, and laughed at having had his small ploy discovered. “At that range you should aim about six or seven feet above your target. I have another rifle for you, Lawford, but I don’t suppose we can expect a clerk to be as accurate as a skirmisher like Sharpe?”


      “I’ll do my best, sir,” Lawford said and took the second rifle from Gudin. Lawford might be clumsy at loading a gun, but he was a practiced shot in the hunting field and had been firing rifled fowling pieces since he was eight years old.


      “Some men find it hard to shoot at their old comrades,” Gudin told Lawford mildly, “and I want to make sure you’re not among them.”


      “Let’s hope the bastards are officers,” Sharpe said, “begging your presence, sir.”


      “There they are!” Gudin said, and, sure enough, just beside the cistern beneath the two palm trees across the river, were a pair of red coats. The men were examining the city walls through telescopes. Their horses were picketed behind them.


      Sharpe knelt in a gun embrasure. He instinctively felt that the range was much too long for any firearm, but he had heard about the miracle of rifles and he was curious to see if the rumors were true. “You take the one on the left, Bill,” he said, “and fire just after me.” He glanced at Gudin and saw that the Colonel had moved a few feet down the cavalier to watch the effect of the shots from a place where the rifles’ smoke would not obscure his glass. “And aim well, Bill,” Sharpe said in a low voice. “They’re probably only bloody cavalrymen, so who cares if we plug them with a pair of bloody goolies.” He crouched behind the rifle and aligned its well-defined sights that were so much more impressive than the rudimentary stub that served a musket as a foresight. A man could stand fifty feet in front of a well-aimed musket and still stand a better than evens chance of walking away unscathed, but the delicacy of the rifle’s sights seemed to confirm what everyone had told Sharpe. This was a long-range killer.


      He settled himself firmly, keeping the sights lined on the distant man, then gently raised the barrel so that the rifle’s muzzle obscured his target but would give the ball the needed trajectory. There was no wind to speak of, so he had no need to offset his aim. He had never fired a rifle, but it was just common sense really. Nor was he unduly worried about killing one of his own side. It was a sad necessity, something that needed to be done if he was to earn Gudin’s trust and thus the freedom that might let him escape from the city. He took a breath, half let it out, then pulled the trigger. The gun banged into his shoulder, its recoil much harder than an ordinary musket’s blow. Lawford fired a half-second later, the smoke of his gun joining the dense cloud pumped out by Sharpe’s rifle.


      “The clerk wins!” Gudin exclaimed in astonishment. He lowered his spyglass. “Yours went six inches past the man’s head, Sharpe, but I think you killed your man, Lawford. Well done! Well done indeed!”


      Lawford reddened, but said nothing. He looked very troubled and Gudin put his evident confusion down to a natural shyness. “Is that the first man you’ve ever killed?” he asked gently.


      “Yes, sir,” Lawford said, truthfully enough.


      “You deserve to be better than a clerk. Well done. Well done both of you.” He took the rifles from them and laughed at Sharpe’s rueful expression. “You expected to do better, Sharpe?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “You will. Six inches off at that distance is very good shooting. Very good indeed.” Gudin turned to watch as the uninjured redcoat dragged his companion back toward the horses. “I think, maybe,” Gudin went on, “that you have a natural talent, Lawford. I congratulate you.” The Colonel fished in his pouch and brought out a handful of coins. “An advance on your arrears of pay. Well done! Off you go, now!”


      Sharpe glanced behind him, hoping to see what devilment the western walls held, but he could see nothing strange there and so he turned and followed Lawford down the ramp. Lawford was shaking. “I didn’t mean to kill him!” the Lieutenant said when he was out of Gudin’s earshot.


      “I did,” Sharpe muttered.


      “God, what have I done? I was aiming left!”


      “Don’t be a bloody fool,” Sharpe said, “what you’ve done is earned our freedom. You did bloody well.” He dragged Lawford into a tavern. The Tippoo might be a Muslim, and the Muslims might preach an extraordinary hatred of alcohol, but most of the city was Hindu and the Tippoo was sensible enough to keep the taverns open. This one, close to Gudin’s barracks, was a big room, open to the street, with a dozen tables where old men played chess and young men boasted of the slaughter they would inflict on the besiegers. The tavern-keeper, a big woman with hard eyes, sold a variety of strange drinks: wine and arrack mostly, but she also kept a weird-tasting beer. Sharpe could still hardly speak a word of the local language, but he pointed to the arrack barrel and held up two fingers. Now that he and Lawford were dressed in the tiger-striped tunics and carried muskets they attracted little attention in the city and no hostility. “Here.” He put the arrack in front of Lawford. “Drink that.”


      Lawford drank it in one go. “That was the first man I’ve killed,” he said, blinking from the harshness of the liquor.


      “Worry you?”


      “Of course it does! He was British!”


      “Can’t skin a cat without making a bloody mess,” Sharpe said comfortingly.


      “Jesus!” Lawford said angrily.


      Sharpe poured half his liquor into Lawford’s glass, then beckoned to one of the serving girls who circled the tables refilling glasses. “You had to do it,” he said.


      “If I’d have missed like you,” Lawford said ruefully, “Gudin would have been just as impressed. That was a fine shot of yours.”


      “I was aiming to kill the bugger.”


      “You were?” Lawford was shocked.


      “Jesus Christ, Bill! We have to convince these buggers!” Sharpe smiled as the girl poured more liquor, then he tipped a handful of small brass coins into a wooden bowl on the table. Another bowl held a strange spice which the other drinkers nibbled between sips, but Sharpe found the stuff too pungent. Once the girl was gone he looked at the troubled Lieutenant. “Did you think this was going to be easy?”


      Lawford was silent for a few seconds, then gave a shrug. “In truth I thought it would be impossible.”


      “So why did you come?”


      Lawford cradled the glass in both hands and stared at Sharpe as if weighing up whether or not to answer. “To get away from Morris,” he finally confessed, “and for the excitement.” He seemed embarrassed to admit as much.


      “Morris is a bastard,” Sharpe said feelingly.


      Lawford frowned at the criticism. “He’s bored,” he said chidingly, then he steered the conversation away from the danger area of criticizing a superior officer. “And I also came because I owe gratitude to my uncle.”


      “And because it would get you noticed?”


      Lawford looked up with some surprise on his face, then he nodded. “That too.”


      “Same as me then,” Sharpe said. “Exact same as me. Except till the General said you was coming with me I had half a mind to run proper.”


      Lawford was shocked by the admission. “You really wanted to desert?”


      “For Christ’s sake! What do you think it’s like in the ranks if you’ve got an officer like Morris and a sergeant like Hakeswill? Those bastards think we’re just bleeding cattle, but we’re not. Most of us want to do a decent job. Not too decent, maybe. We want a bit of money and a bibbi from time to time, but we don’t actually enjoy being flogged. And we can fight like the bloody devil. If you bastard lot started trusting us instead of treating us like the enemy, you’d be bloody amazed what we could do.”


      Lawford said nothing.


      “You’ve got some good men in the company,” Sharpe insisted. “Tom Garrard is a better soldier than half the officers in the battalion, but you don’t even notice him. If a man can’t read and doesn’t speak like a bleeding choirboy you think he can’t be trusted.”


      “The army’s changing,” Lawford said defensively.


      “Like hell it is. Why do you make us powder our hair like bleeding women? Or wear that bloody stock?”


      “Change takes time,” Lawford said weakly.


      “Too much bloody time,” Sharpe said fervently, then leaned against the wall and eyed the girls who were cooking at the tavern’s far end. Were they whores, he wondered? Hickson and Blake had told him they knew where the best whores were, then he remembered Mary and suddenly felt guilty. He had not seen her once since their arrival in Seringapatam, but nor had he thought that much about her. In truth he was having too good a time here; die food was good, the liquor cheap, and the company acceptable, and to that was added the heady spice of danger. “After that brilliant piece of sharpshooting,” he encouraged Lawford, “we’re going to be all right. We’ll have a chance to get out of here.”


      “What about Mrs. Bickerstaff?” Lawford asked.


      “I was just thinking of her. And maybe you were right. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought her. Couldn’t leave her with the army though, could I? Not with Hakeswill planning to sell her to a kin.”


      “A kin?”


      “A pimp.”


      “He really planned that?” Lawford asked.


      “Him and Morris. In it together, they were. Bloody Hakeswill told me as much, the night he got me to hit him. And Morris was there with that little bastard Hicks, just waiting for me to do it. I was a bloody fool to fall for it, but there it is.”


      “Can you prove it?”


      “Prove it!” Sharpe asked derisively. “Of course I can’t prove it, but it’s true.” He blew out a rueful breath. “Just what am I going to do with Mary?”


      “Take her with you, of course,” Lawford said sternly.


      “Might not have a chance,” Sharpe said.


      Lawford stared at him for a few seconds. “God, you’re ruthless,” he finally said.


      “I’m a soldier. It fits.” Sharpe said it proudly, but he was not proud, merely defiant. What was he to do with Mary? And where was she? He drank the rest of his arrack and clapped his hands for more. “You want to find a bibbi tonight?” he asked Lawford.


      “A whore?” Lawford asked in horror.


      “I don’t suppose a respectable woman will help us out much. Not unless you want a spot of polite conversation.”


      Lawford stared aghast at Sharpe. “What we should do,” the Lieutenant said softly, “is find this man Ravi Shekhar. He may have a way of getting news out of the city.”


      “And how the hell are we supposed to find him?” Sharpe asked defiantly. “We can’t wander the bloody streets asking for this fellow in English. No one will know what the heck we’re doing! I’ll ask Mary to find him when we see her.” He grinned. “Bugger Shekhar. How about a bibbi instead?”


      “Maybe I’ll read.”


      “Your choice,” Sharpe said carelessly.


      Lawford hesitated, his face reddening. “It’s just that I’ve seen men with the pox,” he explained.


      “Christ! You’ve seen men vomit, but it don’t stop you drinking. Besides, don’t worry about the pox. That’s why God gave us mercury. The stuff worked for bloody Hakeswill, didn’t it? Though God knows why. Besides, Harry Hickson says he knows some clean girls, but of course they always say that. Still, if you want to ruin your eyes reading the Bible, go ahead, but there ain’t no mercury that will give you your sight back.”


      Lawford said nothing for a few seconds. “Maybe I will come with you,” he finally said shyly, staring down at the table.


      “Learning how the other half lives?” Sharpe asked with a grin.


      “Something like that,” Lawford mumbled.


      “Well enough, I tell you. Give us some cash and a willing couple of frows and we can live like kings. We’ll make this the last drink, eh? Don’t want to lower the flag, do we?”


      Lawford was now deep red. “You won’t, of course, tell anyone about this when we’re back?”


      “Me?” Sharpe pretended to be astonished at the very idea. “My lips are gummed together. Not a word, promise.”


      Lawford worried that he was letting his dignity slide, but he did not want to lose Sharpe’s approval. The Lieutenant was becoming fascinated by the younger man’s confidence, and envied the way in which Sharpe so instinctively negotiated a wicked world and he wished he could find the same easy ability in himself. He thought briefly of the Bible waiting back in the barracks, and of his mother’s advice to read it diligently, but then he decided to hell with them both. He drained his arrack, picked up his musket, and followed Sharpe into the dusk.


      


      Every house in the city was prepared for the siege. Storehouses were filled with food and valuables were being hastily concealed in case the enemy armies broke through the wall. Holes were dug in gardens and filled with coins and jewelry, and in some of the wealthier houses whole rooms were concealed by false walls so that the women could be hidden away when the invaders rampaged through the streets.


      Mary helped General Appah Rao’s household prepare for that ordeal. She felt guilty, not because she came from the army that was imposing this threatened misery on the city, but because she had unexpectedly found herself happy in Rao’s sprawling home.


      When General Appah Rao had first taken her away from Sharpe she had been frightened, but the General had taken her to his own house and there reassured her of her safety. “We must clean you,” the General told her, “and let that eye heal.” He treated her gently, but with a measure of reserve that sprang from her disheveled looks and her presumed history. The General did not believe that Mary was the most suitable addition to his household, but she spoke English and Appah Rao was shrewd enough to reckon that a command of English would be a profitable accomplishment in Mysore’s future and he had three sons who would have to survive in that future. “In time,” Rao told Mary, “you can join your man, but it’s best he should settle in first.”


      But now, after a week in the General’s household, Mary did not want to leave. For a start the house was filled with women who had taken her into their care and treated her with a kindness that astonished her. The General’s wife, Lakshmi, was a tall plump woman with prematurely gray hair and an infectious laugh. She had two grown unmarried daughters and, though there was a score of female servants, Mary was surprised to discover that Lakshmi and her daughters shared the work of the big house. They did not sweep it or draw water—those tasks were for the lowest of the servants—but Lakshmi loved to be in the kitchen from where her laughter rippled out into the rest of the house.


      It had been Lakshmi who had scolded Mary for being so dirty, had stripped her from her western clothes, forced her into a bath, and there untangled and washed her filthy hair. “You’d be beautiful if you took some trouble,” Lakshmi had said.


      “I didn’t want to draw attention to myself.”


      “When you’re my age, my dear, no one pays you any attention at all, so you should take all you can get while you’re young. You say you’re a widow?”


      “He was an Englishman,” Mary said nervously, explaining the lack of the marriage mark on her forehead and worried lest the older woman thought she should have thrown herself onto her husband’s pyre.


      “Well, you’re a free woman now, so let’s make you expensive.” Lakshmi laughed and then, helped by her daughters, she first brushed and then combed Mary’s hair, drawing it back and then gathering it into a bun at the nape of her neck. A cheerful maid brought in an armful of clothes and the women tossed cholis at her. “Choose one,” Lakshmi said. The choli was a brief blouse that covered Mary’s breasts, shoulders and upper arms, but left most of her back naked and Mary instinctively selected the most modest, but Lakshmi would have none of it. “That lovely pale skin of yours, show it off!” she said, and chose a brief choli patterned in extravagant swirls of scarlet flowers and yellow leaves. Lakshmi tugged the short sleeves straight. “So why did you run with those two men?” Lakshmi asked.


      “There was a man back in the army. A bad man. He wanted to…” Mary stopped and shrugged. “You know.”


      “Soldiers!” Lakshmi said disapprovingly. “But the two men you ran away with, did they treat you well?”


      “Yes, oh yes.” Mary suddenly wanted Lakshmi’s good opinion, and that opinion would not be good if she thought that Mary had run from the army with a lover. “One of them”—she told the lie shyly—“is my half-brother.”


      “Ah!” Lakshmi said as though everything was clear now. Her husband had told her that Mary had run with her lover, but Lakshmi decided to accept Mary’s story. “And the other man?” she asked.


      “He’s just a friend of my brother’s.” Mary blushed at the lie, but Lakshmi did not seem to notice. “They were both protecting me,” Mary explained.


      “That’s good. That’s good. Now, this.” She held out a white petticoat that Mary stepped into. Lakshmi laced it tight at the back, then began hunting through the pile of saris. “Green,” she said, “that’ll suit you,” and she unfolded a vast bolt of green silk that was four feet wide and over twenty feet long. “You know how to wear a sari?” Lakshmi asked.


      “My mother taught me.”


      “In Calcutta?” Lakshmi hooted. “What do they know of saris in Calcutta? Skimpy little northern things, that’s all they are. Here, let me.” Lakshmi wrapped the first length of sari about Mary’s slender waist and tucked it firmly into the petticoat’s waistband, then she wrapped a further length about the girl, but this she skillfully flicked into pleated folds that were again firmly anchored in the petticoat’s waistband. Mary could easily have done the job herself, but Lakshmi took such pleasure in it that it would have been cruel to have denied her. By the time the pleats were tucked in about half of the sari had been used up, and the rest Lakshmi looped over Mary’s left shoulder, then tugged at the silk so that it fell in graceful folds. Then she stepped back. “Perfect! Now you can come and help us in the kitchens. We’ll burn those old clothes.”


      In the mornings Mary taught the General’s three small boys English. They were bright children and learned quickly and the hours passed pleasantly enough. In the afternoons she helped in the household chores, but in the early evening it was her job to light the oil lamps about the house and it was that duty that threw Mary into the company of Kunwar Singh who, at about the same time as the lamps were lit, went around the house ensuring that the shutters were barred and the outer doors and gates either locked or guarded. He was the chief of Appah Rao’s bodyguard, but his duties were more concerned with the household than with the General who had enough soldiers surrounding him wherever he went in the city. Kunwar Singh, Mary learned, was a distant relation of the General, but there was something oddly sad about the tall young man whose manners were so courteous but also so distant.


      “We don’t talk about it,” Lakshmi said to Mary one afternoon when they were both hulling rice.


      “I’m sorry I asked.”


      “His father was disgraced, you see,” Lakshmi went on enthusiastically. “And so the whole family was disgraced. Kunwar’s father managed some of our land near Sedasseer, and he stole from us! Stole! And when he was found out, instead of throwing himself on my husband’s mercy, he became a bandit. The Tippoo’s men caught him in the end and cut his head off. Poor Kunwar. It’s hard to live down that sort of disgrace.”


      “Is it a worse disgrace than having been married to an Englishman?” Mary asked miserably, for somehow, in this lively house, she did feel obscurely ashamed. She was half English herself, but under Lakshmi’s swamping affection, she kept remembering her mother who had been rejected by her own people for marrying an Englishman.


      “A disgrace? Married to an Englishman? What nonsense you do talk, girl!” Lakshmi said, and the next day she took care to send Mary to deliver a present of food to the young deposed Rajah of Mysore who survived at the Tippoo’s mercy in a small house just east of the Inner Palace. “But you can’t go alone,” Lakshmi said, “not with the streets full of soldiers. Kunwar!” And Lakshmi saw the blush of happiness on Mary’s face as she set off in the tall Kunwar Singh’s protective company.


      Mary was happy, but she felt guilty. She knew she ought to try and find Sharpe for she suspected he must be missing her, but she was suddenly so content in Appah Rao’s household that she did not want to disturb that happiness by returning to her old world. She felt at home and, though the city was surrounded by enemies, she felt oddly safe. One day, she supposed, she would have to find Sharpe, and perhaps everything would turn out well on that day, but Mary did nothing to hasten it. She just felt guilty and made sure that she did not start lighting the lamps until she heard the first shutter bar fall.


      And Lakshmi, who had been wondering just where she might find poor disgraced Kunwar Singh a suitable bride, chuckled.


      


      Once the British and Hyderabad armies had made their permanent encampment to the west of Seringapatam the siege settled into a pattern that both sides recognized. The allied armies stayed well out of the range of even the largest cannon on the city’s wall and far beyond the reach of any rocket, but they established a picquet line facing an earth-banked aqueduct that wended its way through the fields about a mile west of the city and there they posted some field artillery and infantry to cover the land across which they would dig their approach ditches. The sooner those ditches were begun the sooner the breaching batteries could be built, but to the south of that chosen ground the steeply banked aqueduct made a deep loop that penetrated a half-mile westward and the inside of that bend was filled by a tope, a thick wood, and from its leafy cover the Tippoo’s men kept up a galling musket fire on the British picquet line, while his rocketmen rained an erratic but troublesome barrage of missiles onto the forward British works. One lucky rocket streaked a thousand yards to hit an ammunition limber and the resultant explosion caused a cheer to sound from the distant walls of the city.


      General Harris endured the rocket bombardment for two days, then decided it was time to capture the whole length of the aqueduct and clear the tope. Orders were written and trickled down from general to colonel to captains, and the captains sought out their sergeants. “Get the men ready, Sergeant,” Morris told Hakeswill.


      Hakeswill was sitting in his own tent, a luxury he alone enjoyed among the 33rd’s sergeants. The tent had belonged to Captain Hughes and should have been auctioned with the rest of the Captain’s belongings after Hughes died of the fever, but Hakeswill had simply claimed the tent and no one had liked to cross him. His servant Raziv, a miserable half-witted creature from Calcutta, was polishing Hakeswill’s boots so the Sergeant had to come barefooted from his tent to face Morris. “Ready, sir?” he said. “They are ready, sir.” He stared suspiciously about the Light Company’s lines. “Better be ready, sir, or we’ll have the skin off the lot of them.” His face jerked.


      “Sixty rounds of ammunition,” Morris said.


      “Always carry it, sir! Regulations, sir!”


      Morris had drunk the best part of three bottles of wine at luncheon and was in no mood to deal with Hakeswill’s equivocations. He swore at the sergeant, then pointed south to where another rocket was smoking up from the tope. “Tonight, you idiot, we’re cleaning those bastards out of those trees.”


      “Us, sir?” Hakeswill was alarmed at the prospect. “Just us, sir?”


      “The whole battalion. Night attack. Inspection at sundown. Any man who looks drunk gets flogged.”


      Officers excepted, Hakeswill thought, then quivered as he offered Morris a cracking salute. “Sir! Inspection at sundown, sir. Permission to carry on, sir?” He did not wait for Morris’s permission, but turned back into his tent. “Boots! Give ’em here! Come on, you black bastard!” He gave Raziv a cuff round the ear and snatched his half-cleaned boots. He tugged them on, then dragged Raziv by the ear to where the halberd was planted like a banner in front of the tent. “Sharpen!” Hakeswill bawled in the unfortunate boy’s bruised ear. “Sharpen! Understand, you toad-witted heathen? I want it sharp!” Hakeswill gave the boy a parting slap as an encouragement, then stumped off through the lines. “On your bleeding feet!” he shouted. “Look lively now! Time to earn your miserable pay. Are you drunk, Garrard? If you’re drunk, boy, I’ll have your bones given a stroking.”


      The battalion paraded at dusk and, to its surprise, found itself being inspected by its Colonel, Arthur Wellesley. There was a feeling of relief in the ranks when Wellesley appeared, for by now every man knew that they were due for a fight and none wished to go into battle under the uncertain leadership of Major Shee who had drunk so much arrack that he was visibly swaying on his horse. Wellesley might be a coldhearted bastard, but the men knew he was a careful soldier and they even looked cheerful as he trotted down their ranks on his white horse. Each man had to demonstrate possession of sixty cartridges, and those who failed had their names taken for punishment. Two sepoy battalions from the East India Company’s forces paraded behind the 33rd and, just as the sun disappeared behind them, all three battalions marched southeastward toward the aqueduct. Their colors were flying and Colonel Wellesley led them on horseback. Other King’s battalions marched to their left, going to attack the northern stretch of the aqueduct.


      “So what are we doing, Lieutenant?” Tom Garrard asked the newly promoted Lieutenant Fitzgerald.


      “Silence in the ranks!” Hakeswill bawled.


      “He was talking to me, Sergeant,” Fitzgerald said, “and you will do me the honor of not interfering in my private conversations.” Fitzgerald’s retort improved the Irishman’s stock with the company twentyfold. He was popular anyway, for he was a cheerful and easygoing young man.


      Hakeswill growled. Fitzgerald claimed his brother was the Knight of Kerry, whatever the holy hell that was, but the claim did not impress Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill. Proper officers left discipline to sergeants, they did not curry favor with the men by telling jokes and chatting away like magpies. It was also plain that Brevet-Lieutenant bloody Fitzgerald did not like Sergeant Hakeswill for he took every chance he could to countermand Hakeswill’s authority, and Hakeswill was determined to change that. The Sergeant’s face twitched. There was nothing he could do at this moment, but Mister Fitzgerald, he told himself, would be taught his lesson, and the sooner it was taught the better.


      “You see those trees ahead?” Fitzgerald explained to Garrard. “We’re going to clear the Tippoo’s boys out of them.”


      “How many of the bastards, sir?”


      “Hundreds!” Fitzgerald answered cheerfully. “And all of them quaking at the knees to think that the Havercakes are coming to give them a thrashing.”


      The Tippoo’s boys might be quaking, but they could clearly see the three battalions approaching and their rocketmen sent up a fiery barrage in greeting. The missiles climbed through the darkening sky, their exhaust flames unnaturally bright as they spewed volcanoes of sparks into the smoke trails that mingled as the rockets reached their apogee and then plunged toward the British and Indian infantry. “No breaking ranks!” an officer shouted, and the three battalions marched stolidly on as the opening barrage plunged down to explode all around them. Some jeers greeted the barrage’s inaccuracy, but the officers and sergeants shouted for silence. More rockets climbed and fell. Most screamed erratically off course, but a few came close enough to make men duck, and one exploded just a few feet from the 33rd’s Light Company so that the sharp-edged scraps of its shattered tin nose cone whistled about their ears. Men laughed at their narrow escape, then someone saw that Lieutenant Fitzgerald was staggering. “Sir!”


      “It’s nothing, boys, nothing,” Fitzgerald called. A scrap of the rocket’s cylinder had torn open his left arm, and there was a gash on the back of his head that was dripping blood from the ends of his hair, but he shook off any help. “Takes more than a black man’s rocket to knock down an Irishman,” he said happily. “Ain’t that right, O’Reilly?”


      “It is, sir,” the Irish Private answered.


      “Got skulls like bloody buckets, we have,” Fitzgerald said, and crammed his tattered shako back on his head. His left arm was numb, and blood had soaked his sleeve to the wrist, but he was determined to keep going. He had taken worse injuries on the hunting field and still been in his saddle at the death of the fox.


      Hakeswill’s resentment of Fitzgerald seethed. How dare a mere lieutenant overrule him? A bloody child! Not nineteen years old yet, and still with the bog water wet behind his ears. Hakeswill slashed at a cactus with his halberd, and the savagery of the gesture dislodged the musket that was slung on his left shoulder. The Sergeant never usually carried a musket, but tonight he was armed with the halberd, the musket, a bayonet, and a brace of pistols. Except for the brief fight at Malavelly it had been years since Hakeswill had been in a battle and he was not sure he wanted to fight another this night, but if he did then he would make damned sure that he carried more weapons than any heathen enemy he might meet.


      The sun had long gone by the time Wellesley halted the three battalions, though a lambent light still suffused the western sky and, under its pale glow, the 33rd formed line. The two sepoy battalions waited a quarter of a mile behind the 33rd. The rocket trails seemed brighter now as they climbed into a cloudless twilight sky where the first few stars pricked the dark. The missiles hissed as they streaked overhead, their smoke trails made lurid by the spitting flames. Spent rockets lay on the ground with small pale flames flickering feebly from their exhausts. The weapons were spectacular, but so inaccurate that even the inexperienced 33rd no longer feared them, but their relief was tempered by a sudden display of bright sparks at the lip of the aqueduct’s embankment. The sparks were instantly extinguished by a cloud of powder smoke, and the sound of musketry followed a few seconds later, but the range was too great and the balls spent themselves harmlessly.


      Wellesley galloped his horse to Major Shee’s side, spoke briefly, then spurred on. “Flank companies!” the Colonel shouted. “Advance in line!”


      “That’s us, boys,” Fitzgerald said and drew his sabre. His left arm was throbbing now, but he did not need it to fight with a blade. He would keep going.


      The Grenadier and Light companies advanced from the two flanks of the battalion. Wellesley halted them, formed them into a line of two ranks, and ordered them to load their muskets. Ramrods rattled into barrels. “Fix bayonets!” the Colonel called and the men drew out their seventeen-inch blades and slotted them onto the musket muzzles. It was full night now, but the heat was still like a wet blanket. The sound of slaps echoed through the ranks as men swatted at mosquitoes. The Colonel curbed his white horse at the front of the two ranks. “We’re going to chase the enemy off the embankment,” he said in his cold, precise voice, “and once we’ve cleared them away Major Shee will bring on the rest of the battalion to drive the enemy out of the trees altogether. Captain West?”


      “Sir!” Francis West, the commander of the Grenadier Company, was senior to Morris and so was in charge of the two companies.


      “You may advance.”


      “At once, sir,” West said. “Detachment! Forward!”


      “I’m in your hands, Mother,” Hakeswill said under his breath as the two companies began their advance. “Look after me now! Oh God in his heaven, but the black bastards are firing at us. Mother! It’s your Obadiah here, Mother!”


      “Steady in the line!” Sergeant Green’s voice called. “Don’t hurry! Keep your ranks!”


      Morris had discarded his horse and drawn his sabre. He felt distinctly unwell. “Give them steel when we get there,” he called to his company.


      “We should give the buggers some bleeding artillery,” someone muttered.


      “Who said that?” Hakeswill shouted. “Keep your bleeding tongues still!”


      The first balls were whistling past their ears now and the crackle of the enemy’s musketry filled the night. The Tippoo’s men were firing from the aqueduct’s embankment and the flames of their fusillade sparked bright against the dark background of the tope. The two companies instinctively spread out as they advanced and the corporals, charged to be file-closers, bawled at them to close up. The ground was night dark, but the skyline above the trees still showed clearly enough. Lieutenant Fitzgerald glanced behind once and was appalled to see that the western sky was still touched by a blazing streak and he knew that crimson glow would silhouette the company once it climbed the embankment, but there was no going back now. He stretched his long legs, eager to be first into the enemy lines. Wellesley was advancing behind the companies and Fitzgerald wanted to impress the Colonel.


      The musketry fire blazed along the embankment’s lip, each shot a spark of brightness that glowed briefly in the dark smoke, but the fire was wildly inaccurate for the attackers were still in the night-shadowed low ground and concealed by the defenders’ own powder smoke. Far off to their left other battalions were assaulting the northern stretch of the embankment and Fitzgerald heard a cheer as those men charged home, then Captain West gave the order to charge and the men of the 33rd’s two flank companies let loose their own cheer as they were released from the leash.


      They ran hard toward the embankment. Musket balls whipped overhead. All the redcoats wanted now was to get this attack over and done. Kill a few bastards, loot a few bodies, then get the hell back to the camp. They cheered as they reached the embankment and clambered up its short steep slope. “Kill them, boys!” Fitzgerald shouted as he reached the crest, but there was suddenly no enemy there, only a still stretch of dark gleaming water and, as the attackers joined him, they all checked rather than plunge into the aqueduct.


      A blast of musketry erupted from the farther bank. The Light Company, poised on the lip of the western bank, was silhouetted against the remnants of the daylight while the Tippoo’s men were shrouded by the tope’s night-dark trees.


      Redcoats fell as the bullets thumped home. The aqueduct was only about ten paces wide and, at that range, the Mysorean infantry could not miss. One man was lifted right off his feet and thrown back onto the ground behind the embankment. Rockets slashed across the dark water, their fiery trails slicing just inches above the twin embankments. For a few seconds no one knew what to do. A man gasped as a rocket snatched off his foot, then he slid down into the weed-thick water where his blood swirled dark. Some redcoats fired back at the trees, but they fired blind and their bullets hit nothing. The wounded stumbled back down the embankment, the dead twitched as they were struck by bullets, while the living were dazed by the noise and dazzled by the rockets’ dreadful red tails. Captain Morris stared in confusion. He had somehow not expected to cross the aqueduct. He had thought the trees were on this side of the water and he did not know what to do, but then Lieutenant Fitzgerald gave a shout of defiance and jumped down into the waterway. The black water came up to his waist. “Come on, boys! Come on! There’s not so many of the bastards!” He waded forward, his naked sabre bright in the starlight. “Let’s flush them out! Come on, Havercakes!”


      “Follow him, lads!” Sergeant Green shouted and about half the Light Company jumped into the green-scummed water. The others crouched, waiting for Morris’s orders, but Morris was still confused and Sergeant Hakeswill was crouching at the foot of the embankment out of the enemy’s sight.


      “Go on!” Wellesley shouted, angered at their hesitation. “Go on! Don’t let them stand there! Captain West! On! On! Captain Morris, move!”


      “Oh Jesus, Mother!” Hakeswill called as he scrambled up the embankment. “Mother, Mother!” he shouted as he dropped into the warm water. Fitzgerald and the first half of the company was already across the farther embankment and inside the tope now and Hakeswill could hear shouts and shots and a chilling clash as steel scraped on steel.


      Wellesley saw his two flank companies at last advance across the aqueduct and he sent an aide back to summon Major Shee and the rest of the battalion. The musket fire in the tope was dense, an unending crackle of shots, each flash momentarily illuminating the fog of powder smoke that spread between the leaves. It looked like something from hell: flash after flash of fire blooming in the dark, rocket trails blazing among the trees, and always the moans of dying men and shrieks of pain. A sergeant yelled at his men to close up, another man shouted desperately, wanting to know where his comrades were. Fitzgerald was cheering his men forward, but too many of the redcoats were being penned back against the embankment where they were in danger of being overwhelmed. Wellesley sensed he had done this all wrong. He should have used the whole battalion instead of just the two flank companies, and the realization of his mistake annoyed him. He took pride in his profession, but if a professional soldier could not hurl a few enemy infantry and rocketmen out of a small wood, then what good was he? He thought about spurring Diomed, his horse, across the aqueduct and into the flaring smoke patches among the tope, but he resisted the impulse for then he would be among the trees and out of touch with the rest of the 33rd and he knew he needed Shee’s remaining eight companies to reinforce the attackers. If necessary he could summon the two sepoy battalions as reinforcements, but he was sure the remainder of the 33rd would be sufficient to retrieve victory from confusion and so he turned and galloped back to hurry the battalion forward.


      Hakeswill slithered down the farther embankment into the black shadows among the trees. He held the musket in his left hand and the halberd in his right. He crouched beside a tree trunk and tried to make sense of the chaos around him. He could see muskets flashing, their garish flames momentarily suffusing the smoke with light and glinting off the leaves, he could hear a man crying and he could hear shouts, but he had no idea what was happening. A handful of his men had stayed close to him, but Hakeswill did not know what to tell them; then a terrible war cry sounded close to his left and he whirled round to see a group of tiger-striped infantry charging toward him. He screamed in pure panic, fired the musket one-handed, and dropped the weapon immediately as he fled into the trees to avoid the assault. Some of the redcoats scattered blindly, but others were too slow and were overrun by the Indians. Their shouts were cut short as bayonets did their work, and Hakeswill, knowing that the Tippoo’s men were slaughtering the small group of redcoats, blundered desperately through the tangling trees to get clear. Captain Morris was calling Hakeswill’s name, a note of panic in his voice. “I’m here, sir!” Hakeswill called back. “I’m here, sir!”


      “Where?”


      “Here, sir!” A volley of musketry crashed in the trees and the balls slashed through leaves and thumped into trunks. Rockets screamed up to clatter among the high branches. Their fiery exhausts blinded the men and the explosions of their powder-filled cones rained down shards of hot metal and fluttering scraps of leaves. “Mother!” Hakeswill shouted and shrank down beside a tree.


      “Form line!” Morris shouted. “Form line!” He had a dozen men with him and they formed a nervous line and crouched among the trees. The reflected flames of the burning rockets flickered red on their bayonets. Somewhere nearby a man panted as he died, the blood bubbling in his gullet at the end of every labored breath. A volley crackled and splintered a few yards away, but it was fired away from Morris who nevertheless ducked. Then, for a few blessed seconds, the confusing noise of battle diminished and in the comparative silence Morris looked around to try and find some bearings. “Lieutenant Fitzgerald!” he shouted.


      “I’m here, sir!” Fitzgerald called confidently from the darkness ahead. “Up afront of you. Cleared the buggers out of here, sir, but some of the rascals are working about your flank. Watch the left, sir.” The Irishman sounded indecently cheerful.


      “Ensign Hicks!” Morris called.


      “I’m here, sir, right beside you, sir,” a small voice said from almost beneath Morris.


      “Jesus Christ!” Morris swore. He had been hoping that Hicks could have brought reinforcements, but it seemed that no one except Fitzgerald had any control in the chaos. “Fitzgerald!” Morris shouted.


      “Still here, sir! Got the buggers worried, we have.”


      “I want you here, Lieutenant!” Morris insisted. “Hakeswill! Where are you?”


      “Here, sir,” Hakeswill said, but not moving from his hiding place among the bushes. He guessed he was a few paces north of Morris, but Hakeswill did not want to risk being ambushed by a tiger-striped soldier as he blundered about in search of his Captain and so he stayed put. “Coming to join you, sir,” he called, then crouched even lower among the shrouding leaves.


      “Fitzgerald!” Morris shouted irritably. “Come here!”


      “The bloody man,” Fitzgerald said under his breath. His left arm was useless now, and he sensed it had been injured more badly than he had supposed. He had ordered a man to tie a handkerchief around the wound and hoped the pressure would staunch the blood. The thought of gangrene was nagging at him, but he pushed that worry away to concentrate on keeping his men alive. “Sergeant Green?”


      “Sir?” Green responded stoically.


      “Stay with the men here, Sergeant,” Fitzgerald ordered. The Irishman had led a score of the Light Company deep into the tope and he saw no point in surrendering the ground just because Morris was nervous. Besides, Fitzgerald was fairly sure that the Tippoo’s troops were just as confused as the British and if Green stayed steady and used volley fire he should be safe enough. “I’ll bring the rest of the company back here,” Fitzgerald promised Sergeant Green, then the Lieutenant turned and called back through the trees. “Where are you, sir?”


      “Here!” Morris called irritably. “Hurry, damn you!”


      “Back in a minute, Sergeant,” Fitzgerald reassured Green, and headed off through the trees in search of Morris.


      He strayed too far north, and suddenly a rocket flared up from the tope’s eastern edge to lodge with a tearing crash among the tangling branches of a tall tree. For a few seconds the trapped missile thrashed wildly, startling scared birds up into the dark, then it became firmly wedged in the crook of a branch. The exhaust poured an impotent torrent of fire and smoke to illuminate a whole patch of the thick woodland, and in the sudden blaze Hakeswill saw the lieutenant stumbling toward him. “Mister Fitzgerald!” Hakeswill called.


      “Sergeant Hakeswill?” Fitzgerald asked.


      “It’s me, sir. Right here, sir. This way, sir.”


      “Thank God.” Fitzgerald crossed the clearing at a run, his left arm hanging useless at his side. “No one knows what the hell they’re doing. Or where they are.”


      “I know what I’m doing, sir,” Hakeswill said, and as the fierce crackling fire in the high leaves died away he lunged upward with the halberd’s spear point at the Lieutenant’s belly. His face twitched as the newly sharpened blade ripped through the Lieutenant’s clothes and into his stomach. “It isn’t the soldierly thing, sir, to contradict a sergeant in front of his men, sir,” he said respectfully. “You do understand that, sir, don’t you, sir?” Hakeswill said, and grinned with joy for the pleasure of the moment. The spear point was deep in Fitzgerald’s belly, so deep that Hakeswill was certain he had felt its razor-sharp point lodge against the man’s backbone. Fitzgerald was on the ground now and his body was jerking like a gaffed and landed fish. His mouth was opening and closing, but he seemed unable to speak, only to moan as Hakeswill gave the spear a savage twist in an effort to free its blade. “We is talking about proper respect, sir,” Hakeswill hissed at the Lieutenant. “Respect! Sergeants must be supported, sir, says so in the scriptures, sir. Don’t worry, sir, won’t hurt, sir. Just a prick,” and he jerked the bloodied blade free and thrust it down again, this time into the lieutenant’s throat. “Won’t be showing me up again, sir, will you, sir? Not in front of the men. Sorry about that, sir. And good night, sir.”


      “Fitzgerald!” Morris shouted frantically. “For Christ’s sake, Lieutenant! Where the hell are you?”


      “He’s gone to hell.” Hakeswill chuckled softly. He was searching the Lieutenant’s body for coins. He dared not take anything that might be recognized as the Lieutenant’s property, so he left the dead man’s sabre and the gilded gorget he had worn about his throat, but he did find a handful of unidentifiable small change which he pushed into his pouch before scrambling a few feet away to make sure no one saw him with his victim.


      “Who’s that?” Morris called as he heard Hakeswill pushing through the undergrowth.


      “Me, sir!” Hakeswill called. “I’m looking for Lieutenant Fitzgerald, sir.”


      “Come here instead!” Morris snapped.


      Hakeswill ran the last few yards and dropped down between Morris and a frightened Ensign Hicks. “I’m worried about Mister Fitzgerald, sir,” Hakeswill said. “Heard him up in the bushes, and there was heathens there, sir. I know, sir, ’cos I killed a couple of the black bastards.” He flinched as some muskets flamed and banged some yards away, but he could not tell who fired, or at what.


      “You think the bastards found Fitzgerald?” Morris asked.


      “I reckon so,” Hakeswill said. “Poor little bastard. I tried to find him, sir, but there was just heathens there.”


      “Jesus.” Morris ducked as a volley of bullets flicked through the leaves overhead. “What about Sergeant Green?”


      “Probably skulking, sir. Hiding his precious hide, I don’t wonder.”


      “We’re all bloody skulking,” Morris answered truthfully enough.


      “Not me, sir. Not Obadiah Hakeswill, sir. Got me halberd proper wet, sir. Want to feel it, sir?” Hakeswill held out the spearpoint. “Heathen blood, sir, still warm.”


      Morris shuddered at the thought of touching the spear, but took some comfort in having Hakeswill at his side. The tope was filled with shouts as a group of the Tippoo’s troops charged. Muskets hammered. A rocket exploded nearby, while another, this one with a solid shot in its cone, ripped through bushes and crashed into a tree. A man screamed, then the scream was abruptly chopped off. “Jesus,” Morris cursed uselessly.


      “Maybe we should go back?” Ensign Hicks suggested. “Back across the aqueduct?”


      “Can’t, sir,” Hakeswill said. “Buggers are behind us.”


      “You’re sure?” Morris asked.


      “Fought the black buggers there myself, sir. Couldn’t hold them. A whole tribe of the bastards, sir. Did my best. Lost some good men.” Hakeswill sniffed with pretended emotion.


      “You’re a brave man, Hakeswill,” Morris said gruffly.


      “Just following your lead, sir,” Hakeswill said, then ducked as another enemy volley whipped overhead. A huge cheer sounded, followed by the screaming roar of rockets as the Tippoo’s reinforcements, sent from the city, came shouting and fighting through the trees to drive every last infidel from the tope. “Bleeding hell,” Hakeswill said. “But not to worry! I can’t die, sir! I can’t die!”


      Behind him there was another cheer as the rest of the 33rd at last crossed the aqueduct.


      “Forward!” a voice shouted from somewhere behind the Light Company’s scattered fugitives. “Forward!”


      “Bloody hell!” Morris snapped. “Who the hell is that?”


      “33rd!” die voice shouted. “To me! To me!”


      “Stay where you are!” Morris called to a few eager men, and so they crouched in the warm dark that was loud with the ripping of bullets and filled by the whimpers of dying men and bright with the glare of rockets and foul with the stench of blood that was being spilt in a black place where only chaos and fear prevailed.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 7

    


    
      Sharpe! Sharpe!” It was Colonel Gudin who, at nightfall, burst into the barracks room. “Come, quick! As you are, hurry!”


      “What about me, sir?” Lawford asked. The Lieutenant had been idly reading his Bible as he lay on his cot.


      “Come on, Sharpe!” Gudin did not wait to answer Lawford, but just ran across the barracks’ courtyard and out into the street which separated the European soldiers’ quarters from the Hindu temple. “Quick, Sharpe!” the Frenchman called back as he hurried past a pile of mud bricks that were stacked at the street corner. Sharpe, dressed in tiger-striped tunic and boots, but with no hat, crossbelt, pouches, or musket, ran after the Colonel. He leapt over a half-naked man who was sitting cross-legged beside the temple wall, shoved a cow out of his way, then turned the corner and hurried after Gudin toward the Mysore Gate. Lawford had paused to tug on his boots and by the time he reached the street beside the temple, Sharpe had already vanished.


      “Can you ride a horse?” Gudin shouted at Sharpe when the two men reached the gate.


      “I did a couple of times,” Sharpe said, not bothering to explain that the beasts had been unsaddled draught horses that had ambled docilely around the inn yard.


      “Get on that one!” Gudin said, pointing to a small excited mare that was being held by an Indian infantryman along with Gudin’s own horse. “She belongs to Captain Romet, so for God’s sake take care,” Gudin shouted as he swung himself up into the saddle. Captain Romet was one of Gudin’s two deputies, but as both the junior French officers spent most of their lives in the city’s most expensive brothel, Sharpe had yet to meet either of them. He climbed gingerly onto the mare’s back, then kicked back his heels and clung desperately to the horse’s mane as she followed Gudin’s gelding into the gateway. “The British are attacking a wood just north of Sultanpetah,” the Colonel explained as he pushed his horse through the crowded archway.


      Sharpe could hear the distant fight. Muskets snapped and shells exploded dully to flicker red bursts of light far to the city’s west. It was very nearly night in the city. The first house lamps had long been lit and flaming torches smoked in the archway of the Mysore Gate through which a stream of men, was hurrying. Some were infantry, others carried rockets. Gudin bellowed at them for passage, used his gelding to force the slower rocketmen aside, and then, once through the gate, he sawed on his reins to turn westward.


      Sharpe followed, more intent on staying on the mare than watching the excitement that seethed around him. A narrow bridge led across the South Cauvery just outside the gate and Gudin shouted at its guards to clear the roadway. Rocketmen shrank back against the balustrades as Sharpe and Gudin hurried between the bridge’s small forts and then over the shallow, shrunken river. Once on the far bank they galloped hard across a stretch of muddy grass, then splashed through another small branch of the river. Sharpe clung to the mare’s neck as she lurched up out of the stream. Rockets were flaring in the sky ahead which still glowed from the last rays of the invisible sun.


      “Your old friends are trying to clear the tope,” Gudin explained, pointing at the thick wood that showed black against the eastern skyline. He had slowed down, for now they were crossing more uneven ground and the Colonel did not want to break a horse’s leg by being too reckless. “I want you to confuse them.”


      “Me, sir?” Sharpe slipped half out of the saddle, gripped the pommel desperately, and somehow dragged himself upright. He could hear the snapping crack of muskets, and see the small muzzle flames flickering all across the land ahead. It seemed to him like a major attack, especially when a British field gun fired in the distance and its muzzle flame lit the twilight like sheet lightning.


      “Shout orders at them, Sharpe,” Gudin said, when the report of the gun had rolled past them. “Confuse them!”


      “Lawford would have done better, sir,” Sharpe said. “He’s got a voice like an officer.”


      “Then you’ll have to sound like a sergeant,” Gudin said, “and if you do it right, Sharpe, I’ll make you up to corporal.”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      Gudin had slowed his horse to a walk as they neared the wood. It was too dark to trot now and there was a danger they could lose their way. To Sharpe’s north, where the field gun had fired, the musketry was regular, suggesting that the British soldiers or sepoys were steadily taking their objectives, but in the wood in front, there seemed to be nothing but confusion. Muskets crackled irregularly, rockets streaked fire amongst the branches, and smoke boiled from small brush fires. Sharpe could hear men shouting, either in fear or triumph. “I wouldn’t mind a gun, sir,” he said to Gudin.


      “You don’t need one. We’re not here to fight, just to mix them up. That’s why I came back to get you. Dismount here.” The Colonel tied both horses’ reins to an abandoned handcart that must have been used to bring more rockets forward. The two men were a hundred yards short of the tope now and Sharpe could hear officers shouting orders. It was hard to tell who was giving the orders, for the Tippoo’s army used English words of command, but as Sharpe and Gudin hurried closer to the fight Sharpe could tell that it was Indian voices that shouted the commands to fire, to advance, and to kill. Whatever British or Indian troops were trying to capture the wood were evidently in trouble, and it had been Gudin’s inspiration to snatch the first Englishman he could find in the barracks and use him to sow even more confusion among the attackers. Gudin drew a pistol. “Sergeant Rothière!” he called.


      “Mon Colonel!” The big Sergeant, who had first used Captain Romet’s horse to reach the fight, materialized out of the gloom. He gave Sharpe a suspicious glowering look, then cocked his musket.


      “Let’s enjoy ourselves,” Gudin said in English.


      “Aye, sir,” Sharpe said and wondered what the hell he should do now. In the dark, he reckoned, there should be no trouble in slipping away from the Colonel and Rothière and joining the beleaguered attackers, but how would that leave Lieutenant Lawford? The trick of it, Sharpe decided, was not to make it look as though he was deliberately trying to get back to the British, but rather to make it seem as though he was captured accidentally. That still might make things very awkward for Lawford, but Sharpe knew that his overriding duty was to carry McCandless’s warning to General Harris, just as he knew that he might never get another opportunity as good as this one that Gudin had dropped so unexpectedly into his lap.


      Gudin paused at the edge of the tope. Rocketmen were enthusiastically blasting their weapons through the trees where the missiles were being deflected off branches to tumble erratically through the leaves. Muskets sounded deep inside the wood. Wounded men lay at the trees’ edge, and somewhere not far off a dying man alternately screamed and panted. “So far,” Gudin said, “we seem to be beating them. Let’s go forward.”


      Sharpe followed the two Frenchmen. Off to his right there was a sudden blast of gunfire and the sound of bayonets clashing, and Gudin swerved toward the sound, but the fight was over before they ever reached it. The Tippoo’s men had encountered a small group of redcoats and had killed one and chased the others deeper into the wood. Gudin saw the redcoat’s body in the fast-dying flame light of an exhausted rocket and knelt beside the man. The Colonel took out a tinderbox, struck a spark, blew the charred linen in the box alight, then held the tiny flame down beside the redcoat’s chest. The man was not quite dead, but he was unconscious, blood was bubbling slow in his throat, and his eyes were closed. “Recognize the uniform?” Gudin asked Sharpe. The tinderbox’s flickering glow revealed that the redcoat’s turnbacks and facings were scarlet piped with white.


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said. “Excuse me, sir,” he added, then he gently moved Gudin’s hand up to the dying man’s face. Blood had poured out of the man’s mouth to soak his powdered hair, but Sharpe recognized him all the same. It was Jed Mallinson who usually paraded in the rearmost rank of Sharpe’s file. “I know the uniform and the man, sir,” Sharpe told Gudin. “It’s the 33rd, my old battalion. West Riding, Yorkshire.”


      “Good.” Gudin snapped the tinderbox shut, extinguishing the small flame. “And you don’t mind confusing them?”


      “That’s why I’m here, sir,” Sharpe said with a suitable bloodthirstiness.


      “I think the British army lost a good man in you, Sharpe,” Gudin said, standing and guiding Sharpe deeper into the trees. “If you don’t want to stay in India you might think of coming home with me.”


      “To France, sir?”


      Gudin smiled at Sharpe’s surprised tone. “It isn’t the devil’s country, Sharpe; indeed I suspect it’s the most blessed place on God’s earth, and in the French army a good man can be very easily raised to officer rank.”


      “Me, sir? An officer?” Sharpe laughed. “Like making a mule into a racehorse.”


      “You underestimate yourself.” Gudin paused. There were feet trampling to the right, and a sudden blast of musketry off to the left. The musketry attracted an excited rush of the Tippoo’s infantry who blundered through the trees. Sergeant Rothière bellowed at them in a mix of French and Kanarese, and his sudden authority calmed the men who gathered around Colonel Gudin. Gudin smiled wolfishly. “Let’s see if we can mislead some of your old comrades, Sharpe. Shout at them to come this way.”


      “Forward!” Sharpe obediently bellowed into the dark trees. “Forward!” He paused, listening for an answer. “33rd! To me! To me!”


      No one responded. “Try a name,” Gudin suggested.


      Sharpe invented an officer’s name. “Captain Fellows! This way!” He called it a dozen times, but there was no response. “Hakeswill!” he finally shouted. “Sergeant Hakeswill!”


      Then, from maybe thirty paces away, the hated voice called back, “Who’s that?” The Sergeant sounded suspicious.


      “Come here, man!” Sharpe snapped.


      Hakeswill ignored the order, but the fact that a man had replied at all cheered Gudin who had quietly formed the stray unit of the Tippoo’s infantry into a line that waited to kill whoever came in response to Sharpe’s hailing. Chaos reigned ahead. Rockets banged into branches, musket flames flared in the drifting smoke, while bullets thumped into trees or crackled through the thick leaves. A bloodthirsty cheer sounded a long way off, but whether it was Indian or British troops who cheered, Sharpe could not tell.


      One thing was plain to Sharpe. The 33rd was in trouble. Poor Jed Mallinson should never have been abandoned to die, and that sad death, along with the scattered sounds of firing, suggested that the Tippoo’s men had succeeded in splitting the attacking force and was now picking it off piece by piece. It was now or never, Sharpe reckoned. He had to get away from Gudin and somehow rejoin his battalion. “I need to get closer, sir,” he told the Colonel and, without waiting for Gudin’s consent, he ran deeper into the trees. “Sergeant Hakeswill!” he shouted as he ran. “To me, now! Now! Come on, you miserable bastard! Move your bloody self! Come on!” He could hear Gudin following him, so Sharpe fell silent and, suddenly deep in shadow, dodged off to his right.


      “Sharpe!” Gudin hissed, but Sharpe was well away from the Colonel now and he reckoned he had done it without looking like a deserter.


      “Sergeant Hakeswill!” Sharpe bellowed, then ran on again. There was a danger that by shouting he would keep Gudin on his heels, but it was a greater danger to let the Frenchman think that he was deliberately trying to rejoin the British, for then Lawford might suffer, and so Sharpe ran the risk as he worked his way still farther into the dense trees. “Hakeswill! To me! To me!” He pushed through thick foliage, tripped over a bush, picked himself up, and ran on into a clearing. “Hakeswill!” he shouted.


      A rocket crashed into a branch high above Sharpe and slashed straight down into the clearing ahead of him. Once on the ground the missile circled furiously like a mad dog chasing its own tail and the brilliant light of the exhaust lit the trees all around. Sharpe flinched away from the lash of the fiery tail and almost ran straight into Sergeant Hakeswill who had suddenly appeared from the bushes to his left.


      “Sharpie!” Hakeswill shouted. “You bastard!” He slashed wildly at Sharpe with his bloody halberd. Morris, hearing Hakeswill’s name shouted, had ordered the Sergeant to find whoever was summoning him and Hakeswill had unwillingly obeyed. Now, suddenly, Hakeswill was alone with Sharpe and the Sergeant slammed the spear forward again. “Traitorous little bastard!” Hakeswill said.


      “For Christ’s sake, drop it!” Sharpe shouted, retreating before the quick lunges of the spear head.


      “Running off to the enemy, Sharpie?” Hakeswill said. “I should take you in, shouldn’t I? It’ll be another court martial and a firing party this time. But I won’t risk that. I’m going to put your gizzards on a skewer, Sharpie, and send you back to your maker. And wearing a frock, too?” The Sergeant stabbed again, and Sharpe leapt back once more, but then the dying rocket fizzed across the clearing and its long bamboo stick tangled Sharpe’s legs. He fell backward and Hakeswill gave a shout of triumph as he sprang toward him with the halberd poised ready to lunge downward.


      Sharpe felt the rocket’s iron tube under his right hand, gripped it and threw it up at Hakeswill’s face. The rocket’s gunpowder fuel was almost gone, but there was just enough left to spurt one last sudden flame that licked across Hakeswill’s blue-eyed face. The Sergeant screamed, dropped the halberd, and clapped his hands to his eyes. To his surprise he discovered he could still see and that his face was not badly burned, but in his panic he had stumbled past Sharpe and so now he turned back and, as he did so, he dragged a pistol out of his belt.


      Just then a squad of redcoats burst into the clearing. The burning carcass of the rocket showed that they were men from the 33rd’s Grenadier Company who were as lost as every other redcoat on this night of chaos. One of the grenadiers saw Sharpe who, in his tiger-striped tunic, was scrambling to his feet. The grenadier raised his gun. “Leave the bastard!” Hakeswill screamed. “He’s mine!”


      Then a volley of musketry flamed from the trees and half of the grenadiers spun around or were hurled backward. Blood hissed in the fiery remnants of the rocket as a company of tiger-striped troops burst out of the trees. Colonel Gudin and Sergeant Rothière led them. Hakeswill turned to run at the sight of the enemy, but one of the Tippoo’s men lunged forward with a bayonet-tipped musket and succeeded in driving the Sergeant down to the ground where he first twisted frantically aside, then screamed for mercy. Gudin ran past the fallen Hakeswill. “Well done, Sharpe,” Gudin called. “Well done! Stop that! Stop that!” These last orders were to the Tippoo’s men who had enthusiastically begun to bayonet the surviving grenadiers. “We take prisoners!” Gudin roared. “Prisoners!” Rothière knocked a bayonet aside to stop the soldier from slaughtering Hakeswill.


      Sharpe was cursing. He had so nearly got clean away! If Hakeswill had not attacked him he might have run another fifty yards through the trees, discarded the tiger-striped tunic, and discovered some of his old friends. Instead he had become a hero to Gudin who believed that Sharpe had lured all the grenadiers into the clearing where the twelve who had survived the enthusiastic attack were now prisoners along with the twitching and cursing Hakeswill.


      “You took a terrible risk, Corporal!” Gudin said, coming back to Sharpe and sheathing his sword. “You could have been shot by your old friends. But it worked, eh? And now you are a corporal!”


      “Aye, sir. It worked,” Sharpe said, though he took no pleasure in it. It had all gone so disastrously wrong, indeed the whole night had gone disastrously wrong for the British. The Tippoo’s men were now clearing the tope yard by yard, and chasing British survivors back across the aqueduct. They pursued the beaten fugitives with jeers, volleys of musket fire, and salvoes of rockets. Thirteen prisoners had been taken, all by Sharpe and Gudin, and those unfortunate men were herded back toward the city while the redcoat dead were looted for weapons and valuables.


      “I’ll make sure the Tippoo hears of your bravery, Sharpe,” Gudin said as he retrieved his horse. “He’s a brave man himself and he admires it in others. I don’t doubt he’ll want to reward you!”


      “Thank you, sir,” Sharpe said, though without enthusiasm.


      “You’re not wounded, are you?” Gudin asked anxiously, struck by the forlorn tone of Sharpe’s voice.


      “Burned my hand, sir,” Sharpe said. He had not realized it when he snatched up the rocket tube to fend off Hakeswill, but the metal cylinder had scorched his hand, though not badly. “Nothing much,” he added. “I’ll live.”


      “Of course you’ll live,” Gudin said, then laughed delightedly. “Gave them a beating, didn’t we?”


      “Trounced ’em proper, sir.”


      “And we’ll trounce them again, Sharpe, when they attack the city. They don’t know what’s waiting for them!”


      “What is waiting for them, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      “You’ll see. You’ll see,” Gudin said, then hauled himself up into his saddle. Sergeant Rothière wanted to stay in the tope to retrieve British muskets, so the Colonel insisted that Sharpe ride the second horse back to the city with the disconsolate prisoners who were under the guard of a gleeful company of the Tippoo’s troops.


      Hakeswill looked up at Sharpe and spat. “Bloody traitor!”


      “Ignore him,” Gudin said.


      “Snake!” Hakeswill hissed. “Piece of no-good shit, that’s what you are, Sharpie. Jesus Christ!” This last imprecation was because one of the escorting soldiers had hit the back of Hakeswill’s head with a musket barrel. “Black bastard,” Hakeswill muttered.


      “I’d like to lack his bloody teeth in, sir,” Sharpe said to Gudin. “In fact, if you’ve no objection, sir, I’ll take the bastard into the dark and finish him off.”


      Gudin sighed. “I do object,” the Colonel said mildly, “because it’s rather important we treat prisoners well, Sharpe. I sometimes fear the Tippoo doesn’t understand the courtesies of war, but so far I’ve managed to persuade him that if we treat our prisoners properly then our enemies will treat theirs properly in return.”


      “I’d still like to lack the bastard’s teeth in, sir.”


      “I assure you the Tippoo might do that without any help from you,” Gudin said grimly.


      Sharpe and the Colonel spurred ahead of the prisoners to cross the bridge back to the city where they dismounted at the Mysore Gate. Sharpe handed the mare’s reins to Gudin who thanked him yet again and tossed him a whole golden haideri as a reward. “Go and get drunk, Sharpe,” the Colonel said, “you deserve it.”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      “And believe me, I’ll tell the Tippoo. He admires bravery!”


      Lieutenant Lawford was among the curious crowd who waited just inside the gate. “What happened?” he asked Sharpe.


      “I buggered up,” Sharpe said bitterly. “I bloody well buggered it up. Come on, let’s spend some money. Get drunk.”


      “No, wait.” Lawford had seen the redcoats coming through the flame light of the gate torches and he pulled away from Sharpe to watch as the thirteen prisoners were pushed at bayonet point into the city. The crowd began jeering.


      “Come away!” Sharpe insisted and he tugged at Lawford’s elbow.


      Lawford shook off the tug and stared at the prisoners, unable to hide his chagrin at the sight of British soldiers being herded into captivity. Then he recognized Hakeswill who, at the same instant, stared into the Lieutenant’s face, and Sharpe saw Hakeswill’s look of utter astonishment. For a second the world seemed to pause in its turning. Lawford appeared unable to move, while Hakeswill was gaping with disbelief and seemed about to shout his recognition. Sharpe was reaching to snatch a musket from one of the Tippoo’s infantrymen, but then Hakeswill turned deliberately away and composed his features as though sending a silent message that he would not remark on Lawford’s presence. The twelve grenadier prisoners were still a few yards behind and Lawford, suddenly realizing that yet more men of his battalion might recognize him, at last turned away. He pulled Sharpe with him. Sharpe protested. “I want to kill Hakeswill!”


      “Come on!” Lawford hurried down an alley. The Lieutenant had gone pale. He stopped beside the arched doorway of a small temple that was surmounted by a carving of a cow resting beneath a parasol. Little flames sputtered inside the sanctuary. “Will he say anything?” Lawford asked.


      “That bastard?” Sharpe said. “Anything’s possible.”


      “Surely not. He wouldn’t betray us,” Lawford said, then shuddered. “What happened, for God’s sake?”


      Sharpe told him of the night’s events and how close he had come to making a clean break back to the British lines. “It were bloody Hakeswill that stopped me,” he complained.


      “He could have misunderstood you,” Lawford said.


      “Not him.”


      “But what happens if he does betray us?” Lawford asked.


      “Then we join your uncle in the bloody cells,” Sharpe said gloomily. “You should have let me shoot the bastard back at the gate.”


      “Don’t be a fool!” Lawford snapped. “You’re still in the army, Sharpe. So am I.” He suddenly shook his head. “God Almighty!” he swore. “We need to find Ravi Shekhar.”


      “Why?”


      “Because if we can’t get the news out, then maybe he can!” Lawford said angrily. His anger was at himself. He had been so beguiled by exploring the existence of a common soldier that he had forgotten his duty, and that dereliction now filled him with guilt. “We have to find him, Sharpe!”


      “How? We can’t ask in the streets for him!”


      “Then find Mrs. Bickerstaff,” Lawford said urgently. “Find her, Sharpe!” He lowered his voice. “And that’s an order.”


      “I outrank you,” Sharpe said.


      Lawford turned on him furiously. “What did you say?”


      “I’m a corporal now, Private.” Sharpe grinned.


      “This is not a joke, Sharpe!” Lawford snapped. There was a sudden authority in his voice. “We’re not here to enjoy ourselves. We’re here to do a job.”


      “We’ve done it bloody well so far,” Sharpe said defensively.


      “No, we haven’t,” Lawford said firmly. “Because we haven’t got the news out, have we? And until we do that, Sharpe, we’ve achieved nothing. Absolutely nothing. So talk to your woman and tell her what we know and get her to find Shekhar. That’s an order, Private Sharpe. So do it!” Lawford abruptly turned and stalked away.


      Sharpe felt the comforting weight of the haideri in his tunic pocket. He thought about following Lawford, then decided to hell with it. Tonight he could afford the best and life was too short to pass up that sort of chance. He decided he would go back to the brothel. He had liked the place, a house filled with curtains, rugs and shaded oil lamps where two giggling girls had given Lawford and Sharpe baths before letting them go up the stairs to the bedrooms. A haideri would buy a whole night in one of those rooms, perhaps with Lali, the tall girl who had left Lieutenant Lawford exhausted and guilt-ridden.


      So he went to spend his gold.


      


      The 33rd marched unhappily back to the encampment. The wounded were carried or limped back and one man cried out every time he put his left foot down, but otherwise the battalion was silent. They had been whipped, and the distant jeers of the Tippoo’s men rubbed salt into their wounds. A last few rockets pursued them, their flames streaking wildly askew across the stars.


      The Grenadier and light Companies had taken the casualties. Men were missing and Wellesley knew that some of those missing were dead and he feared that others were prisoners or else still lying wounded among the dark trees. The remaining eight companies of the battalion had marched to support the flank companies, but in the dark they had crossed the aqueduct too far to the south and, while Wellesley had tried to find his beleaguered flank companies, Major Shee had stolidly marched straight through the tope and out across the aqueduct on the far side without encountering the enemy or firing a shot. The two sepoy battalions could easily have turned the night’s disaster into a victory, but they had received no orders, though one of the battalions, fearing disaster, had fired a panicked volley that had killed their own commanding officer while, a half-mile to their front, the 33rd had floundered about in unsoldierlike chaos.


      It was that lack of professionalism that galled Wellesley. He had failed. The northern stretch of the aqueduct had been efficiently captured by other battalions, but the 33rd had blundered. Wellesley had blundered, and he knew it. General Harris was sympathetic enough when the young Colonel reported his failure; Harris murmured about the uncertainty of night attacks and how everything could be put right in the morning, but Wellesley still felt the failure keenly. He knew only too well that experienced soldiers like Baird despised him, believing that his promotion to second-in-command was due solely to the fact that his elder brother was Governor-General of the British regions in India, and Wellesley’s shame had been made worse because Major General Baird had been waiting with Harris when Wellesley arrived to report his failure and the tall Scotsman seemed to smirk as Wellesley confessed to the night’s disasters. “Difficult things, night attacks,” Harris said yet again while Baird said nothing and Wellesley smarted under the Scotsman’s telling silence.


      “We’ll clear the tope in the morning,” Harris tried to console Wellesley.


      “My men will do it,” Wellesley promised quickly.


      “No, no. They won’t be rested,” Harris said. “Better if we use fresh troops.”


      “My fellows will be quite ready.” Baird spoke for the first time. He smiled at Wellesley. “The Scotch Brigade, I mean.”


      “I request permission to command the attack, sir,” Wellesley said very stiffly, ignoring Baird. “Whatever troops you use, sir, I’ll still be duty officer.”


      “I’m sure, I’m sure,” Harris said vaguely, neither granting nor denying Wellesley’s request. “You must get some sleep,” he said to the young Colonel, “so let me wish you a restful night.” He waited till Wellesley was gone, then shook his head mutely.


      “A whippersnapper,” Baird said loudly enough for the retreating Colonel to hear him, “with his nursery maid’s apron strings still trapped in his sword belt.”


      “He’s very efficient,” Harris said mildly.


      “My mother was efficient, God rest her soul,” Baird retorted vigorously, “but you wouldn’t want her running a damned battle. I tell you, Harris, if you let him lead the assault on the city you’ll be asking for trouble. Give the job to me, man, give it to me. I’ve got a score to settle with the Tippoo.”


      “So you have,” Harris agreed, “so you have.”


      “And let me take the damned tope in the morning. God, man, I could do it with a corporal’s guard!”


      “Wellesley will still be officer of the day tomorrow morning, Baird,” Harris said, then pulled off his wig as a sign that he wanted to go to bed. One side of his scalp was curiously flattened where he had been wounded at Bunker Hill. He scratched at the old injury, then yawned. “I’ll bid you good night.”


      “You know how to spell Wellesley’s name for the dispatch, Harris?” Baird asked. “Three L’s!”


      “Good night,” Harris said firmly.


      At dawn the Scotch Brigade and two Indian battalions paraded east of the encampment, while a battery of four twelve-pounder guns unlimbered to their south. As soon as the sun was up the four guns began throwing shells into the tope. The missiles left filmy smoke traces in the air from their burning fuses, then plunged into the trees where their explosions were muffled by the thick foliage. One shell fell short and a great gout of water spurted up from the aqueduct. Birds wheeled above the smoking tope, squawking their protests at the violence that had once again disturbed their nests.


      Major General Baird waited in front of the Scotch Brigade. He itched to take his countrymen forward, but Harris insisted it was Wellesley’s privilege. “He’s officer of the day till noon,” Harris said.


      “He ain’t up,” Baird said. “He’s sleeping it off. If you wait for him to wake up it’ll be past noon anyway. Just let me go, sir.”


      “Give him five minutes,” Harris insisted. “I sent an aide to wake him.”


      Baird had intercepted the aide to make certain Wellesley did not wake in time, but just before the five minutes expired the young Colonel came racing across the ground on his white horse. He looked disheveled, like a man who had made too hasty a toilet. “My sincerest apologies, sir,” he greeted Harris.


      “You’re ready, Wellesley?”


      “Indeed, sir.”


      “Then you know what to do,” Harris said curtly.


      “Look after my Scots boys!” Baird called to Wellesley, and received, as he expected, no answer.


      The Scots colors were unfurled, the drummer boys sounded die advance, the pipers began their fierce music and the brigade marched into the rising sun. The sepoys followed. Rockets streaked up from the tope, but the missiles were no more accurate in the morning than they had been at night. The four brass field guns fired shell after shell, only stopping when the Scotsmen reached the aqueduct. Harris and Baird watched as the brigade attacked in a four-deep line that climbed the nearer embankment, dropped out of sight into the aqueduct, briefly reappeared on the farther embankment, then finally disappeared into the trees beyond. For a few moments there was the disciplined sound of musket volleys, then silence. The sepoys followed the Scots, spreading left and right to attack the fringes of the battered woodland. Harris waited, then a galloper came from the northern stretch of the aqueduct, which had been captured during the night, to report that the land between the tope and the city was thick with enemy fugitives running back to Seringapatam. That news was proof that the tope was at last taken and that the whole aqueduct was now in allied hands. “Time for breakfast,” Harris said happily. “You’ll join me, Baird?”


      “I’ll hear the butcher’s bill first, sir, if you don’t mind,” Baird answered, but there was no butcher’s bill, for none of the Scots or Indian troops had died. The Tippoo’s men had abandoned the tope once the artillery shells began to fall among the trees and they left behind only the plundered British dead of the previous night. Lieutenant Fitzgerald was among them, and he was buried with honors. Killed by an enemy bayonet, the report said.


      And now, with the approach ground west of the city in Harris’s hands, the siege proper could begin.


      


      It did not prove difficult to find Mary. Sharpe merely asked Gudin and, after the night’s events in the tope, the Colonel was eager to give Sharpe whatever he wanted. The loss of the tope the following dawn had in no way diminished the Frenchman’s delight at the nighttime victory, nor the optimism inside the city, for no one had seriously expected the tope to resist for more than a few minutes and the previous night’s victory, with its catch of prisoners and its tales of British defeat, had convinced the Tippoo’s forces that they would prove more than a match for the enemy armies.


      “Your woman, Sharpe?” Gudin teased. “You become a corporal and all you want is your woman back?”


      “I just want to see her, sir.”


      “She’s in Appah Rao’s household. I’d have a word with the General, but first you’re to go to the palace at midday.”


      “Me, sir?” Sharpe felt an instant pang of alarm, fearing that Hakeswill had betrayed him.


      “To get an award, Sharpe,” Gudin reassured him. “But don’t worry, I’ll be there to steal most of your glory.”


      “Yes, sir.” Sharpe grinned. He liked Gudin, and he could not help contrasting the land and easygoing Frenchman with his own Colonel who always appeared to treat common soldiers as if they were a nuisance that had to be endured. Of course Wellesley was sheltered from his ranks by his officers and sergeants, while Gudin had such a small battalion that in truth he was more like a captain than a colonel. Gudin did have the assistance of a Swiss adjutant and the occasional help of the two French captains when they were not drinking in the city’s best brothel, but the battalion had no lieutenants or ensigns, and only three sergeants, which meant that the rank and file had an unprecedented access to their Colonel. Gudin liked it that way for he had little else to occupy him. Officially he was France’s adviser to the Tippoo, but the Tippoo rarely sought anyone’s advice. Gudin confessed as much as he walked with Sharpe to the palace at midday. “Knows it all, does he, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      “He’s a good soldier, Sharpe. Very good. What he really wants is a French army, not a French adviser.”


      “What does he want a French army for, sir?”


      “To beat you British out of India.”


      “But then he’d just be stuck with you French instead,” Sharpe pointed out.


      “But he likes the French, Sharpe. You find that strange?”


      “I find everything in India strange, sir. Haven’t had a proper meal since I got here.”


      Gudin laughed. “And a proper meal is what?”


      “Bit of beef, sir, with some potatoes and a gravy thick enough to choke a rat.”


      Gudin shuddered. “La cuisine anglaise!”


      “Sir?”


      “Never mind, Sharpe, never mind.”


      A half-dozen men waited to be presented to the Tippoo, all of them soldiers who had somehow distinguished themselves in the defense of the tope the previous night. There was also one prisoner, a Hindu soldier who had been seen to run away when the attackers had first crossed the aqueduct. All of them, coward and heroes alike, waited in the courtyard where Sharpe and Lawford had been tested by the Tippoo, though today five of the six tigers had been taken away, leaving only a big old docile male. Gudin crossed to the beast and tickled its chin, then scratched it between the ears. “This one’s tame as a cat, Sharpe.”


      “I’ll let you stroke it, sir. Wild horses wouldn’t get me near a beast like that.”


      The tiger liked being scratched. It closed its yellow eyes and for a few seconds Sharpe could almost persuade himself the big beast was purring, then it yawned hugely, displaying a massive mouth with old worn teeth, and when it had yawned it stretched out its long forepaws and, from its furry pads, two sets of long, hooked claws emerged. “That’s how it kills,” Gudin said, gesturing at the claws as he backed away. “Holds you down with its teeth, then slits your belly open with the claws. Not this one, though. He’s just an old soft pet. Flea-bitten too.” Gudin picked a flea off his hand, then turned as a doorway to the courtyard was opened and a procession of palace attendants filed into the sunlight. It was led by two robed men who carried staffs tipped with silver tiger heads. They served as chamberlains, mustering the heroes into line and pushing the coward to one side, and behind them came two extraordinary men.


      Sharpe gaped at them. They were both huge; tall and muscled like prizefighters. Their dark skin, naked to their waists, was oiled to a glistening shine, while their long black hair had been twisted round and round their heads and then tied with white ribbons. They had bristling black beards and wide mustaches that had been stiffened into points with wax. “Jettis,” Gudin whispered to Sharpe.


      “Jettis? What are they, sir?”


      “Strongmen,” Gudin said, “and executioners.” The soldier who had fled from the attacking British dropped to his knees and shouted an appeal to the chamberlains. They ignored him.


      Sharpe stood at the left-hand end of the line of heroes, who straightened proudly when the Tippoo himself entered the courtyard. He was escorted by six more servants, four of whom held a tiger-striped canopy above his head. The silken canopy was supported by poles with tiger finials and had a fringe of pearl drops. The Tippoo was in a green robe hung with more pearls and with his tiger-hilted sword hanging in its jeweled scabbard from a yellow silk sash. His broad turban was also green and wrapped about with more pearls, while in a plume at its crown there glittered a ruby so huge that Sharpe at first assumed it must be made of glass for surely no precious stone could be that massive, except perhaps for the big yellow-white diamond that formed the pommel of a dagger that the Tippoo wore in his yellow sash.


      The Tippoo glanced at the quivering soldier, then nodded at the jettis.


      “This is not pleasant, Sharpe,” Colonel Gudin warned softly from just behind Sharpe.


      One of the jettis seized the terrified prisoner and dragged him upright, then half carried and half led him so that he stood directly in front of the Tippoo. There the jetti forced the man to make a half-turn, then pushed him down to his knees, knelt behind him and wrapped his arms around the prisoner’s arms and torso so that he could not move. The condemned man called piteously to the Tippoo who ignored the plea as the second jetti stood in front of the prisoner. The Tippoo nodded and the standing jetti placed his big hands on either side of the doomed man’s head. The man screamed, then the scream was cut off as the jetti tightened his grip.


      “God almighty!” Sharpe said in wonderment as he watched the man’s head being wrung like a chicken. He had never seen such a thing, nor dreamed it was even possible. Behind him Colonel Gudin made a small noise of disapproval, but Sharpe had been impressed. It was a quicker death than being flogged, and quicker too than most hangings where the prisoners were left to dangle and dance as the rope choked them. The Tippoo applauded the jetti’s display, rewarded him, then ordered the dead man to be dragged away.


      Then, one by one, the night’s heroes were led up to the tiger-striped canopy and to the short plump man who stood in its shade. Each soldier knelt as he was named, and each time the Tippoo leaned down and used both hands to lift the man up before talking to him and presenting the hero with a large medallion. The medallions looked as if they were gold, but Sharpe guessed they had to be made of polished brass, for surely no one would give away that much gold! Each of the men kissed the gift, then shuffled backward to his place in the line.


      At last it was Sharpe’s turn. “You know what to do,” Gudin said encouragingly.


      Sharpe did. He disliked going on his knees to any man, let alone this plump little monarch who was his country’s enemy, but there was no future in unnecessary defiance and so he obediently went down on one knee. The yellow-white stone in the dagger’s hilt glinted at him, and Sharpe could have sworn it was a real diamond. A huge diamond. Then the Tippoo smiled, leaned forward and raised Sharpe by putting his hands under his armpits. He was surprisingly strong.


      Gudin had come forward with Sharpe and now spoke to the Tippoo’s interpreter in French, and the interpreter translated into Persian, which left Sharpe none the wiser. So far as he was concerned the events of the previous night had been a shambles, but it was evident that Gudin was telling a tale of high heroics for the Tippoo kept giving Sharpe appreciative glances. Sharpe stared back in fascination. The Tippoo had gray eyes, a dark skin, and a finely trimmed black mustache. At a distance he looked plump, even soft, but closer there was a grimness to his face which persuaded Sharpe that Colonel Gudin had been right when he claimed that this man was a fine soldier. Sharpe towered over the Tippoo so much that if he looked straight ahead he found himself gazing at the huge stone in the Tippoo’s plume. It did not look like glass. It looked like one giant ruby, the size of a piece of grapeshot. It was held in a delicate gold clasp, and had to be worth a bloody fortune. Sharpe remembered his promise to give Mary a proper ruby on the day he married her, and he almost grinned at the thought of stealing the Tippoo’s stone. Then he forgot the stone as the Tippoo asked some questions, but Sharpe was not required to answer for Colonel Gudin did all his speaking for him. Once the questions were answered the Tippoo looked up into Sharpe’s eyes and spoke directly to him. “He says,” Gudin translated the interpreter’s words, “that you have proved yourself a worthy soldier of Mysore. He is proud to have you in his forces, and he looks forward to the day when, with the infidel beaten back from the city, you can become a full and proper member of his army.”


      “Does that mean I’ll have to be circumvented, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      “It means you are extraordinarily grateful to His Majesty, as I shall now tell him,” Gudin said and duly did so, and when that statement had been translated, the Tippoo smiled and turned to an attendant, took the last of the medallions from its silk-lined basket, and reached up to put it round Sharpe’s neck. Sharpe stooped to make it easier, and blushed as the Tippoo’s face came close. He could smell a pungent perfume on the monarch, then Sharpe stepped back and, just like the other soldiers, he lifted the medallion to his lips. He almost swore as he did so, for the thing was not made of brass at all, but of heavy gold.


      “Back away,” Gudin muttered.


      Sharpe bowed to the Tippoo and backed clumsily to his place in the line. The Tippoo spoke again, though this time no one bothered to translate for Sharpe, and then the small ceremony was over and the Tippoo turned and went back into his palace.


      “You are now officially a hero of Mysore,” Gudin said drily, “one of the Tippoo’s beloved tigers.”


      “Don’t deserve to be, sir,” Sharpe said, peering at the medallion. One side was patterned with an intricate design, while the other showed a tiger’s face, though the face seemed to be cunningly constructed from the whorls of an intricate script. “Does it say something, sir?” he asked Gudin.


      “It says, Sharpe, ‘Assad Allah al-ghalib,’ which is Arabic and it means “The Lion of God is victorious.’”


      “Lion, not tiger?”


      “It’s a verse from the Koran, Sharpe, the Muslim Bible, and I suspect the holy book does not mention tigers. It can’t, otherwise I’m sure the Tippoo would use the quotation.”


      “Funny, isn’t it?” Sharpe said, peering at the heavy gold medallion.


      “What is?”


      “The British beast is the lion, sir.” Sharpe chuckled, then hefted the gold in his hand. “Is he a rich bugger, the Tippoo?”


      “As rich as can be,” Gudin said drily.


      “And those are real stones? That ruby in his hat and the diamond in his dagger?”


      “Both worth a king’s ransom, Sharpe, but be careful. The diamond is called the Moonstone and is supposed to bring ill luck to anyone who steals it.”


      “I wasn’t thinking of thieving it, sir,” Sharpe said, though he had been thinking exactly that. “But what about this?” He lifted the heavy medallion again. “Do I get to keep it?”


      “Of course you do. Though I might say you only received it because I somewhat exaggerated your exploits.”


      Sharpe unlooped the medallion. “You can have it, sir.” He pushed the heavy gold toward the Frenchman. “Really, sir! Go on.”


      Gudin backed away and held up his hands in horror. “If the Tippoo discovered you had given it away, Sharpe, he would never forgive you! Never! That’s a badge of honor. You must wear it always.” The Colonel pulled out a Breguet watch and clicked open its lid. “I have duties, Sharpe, and that reminds me. Your woman will be waiting for you in the small temple beside Appah Rao’s house. You know where that is?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Go to the north side of the big Hindu temple,” the Colonel said, “and keep walking. You will come almost to the city wall. Turn left there and you will see the temple on your left. It has one of those cows over the gate.”


      “Why do they put cows over the gates, sir?”


      “For the same reason we put images of a tortured man in our churches. Religion. You ask too many questions, Sharpe.” The Colonel smiled. “Your woman will meet you there, but remember, Corporal, guard duty at sundown!” With those words Gudin strode away and Sharpe, with one final glance at the somnolent tiger, followed.


      It was not hard to find the small temple that lay opposite an old gateway that led through the western defenses. It was these walls that McCandless had warned against, but Sharpe, staring at them from the temple entrance, could see nothing strange about them. A long ramp ran up to the firestep and a pair of soldiers were struggling to push a handcart loaded with rockets to the ramparts where a dozen great guns stood unattended in their embrasures, but he could see nothing sinister, no trap to destroy an army. One of the Tippoo’s sun-blazoned flags flew on a tall staff above the gatehouse itself, flanked by two smaller green flags that showed a silver device. The wind lifted one of the flags and Sharpe saw it was the same calligraphic tiger head that was engraved on his medal. He grinned. That was something to show Mary.


      He went into the temple, but Mary had not yet arrived. Sharpe found a patch of shade in a niche to one side of the open courtyard from where he watched a stark-naked man with a white stripe painted across his bald pate who was sitting cross-legged in front of an idol that had a man’s body, a monkey’s head, and was painted red, green, and yellow. Another god, this one with seven cobra heads, stood in a niche that was littered with fading flowers. The cross-legged man did not move, Sharpe could swear he did not even blink, not even when two other worshipers came to the temple. One was a tall slim woman in a pale-green sari with a small diamond glinting in the side of her nose. Her companion was a tall man dressed in the Tippoo’s tiger-striped tunic with a musket slung on one shoulder and a silver-hilted sword hanging at his side. He was a fine-looking man, a fitting companion for the elegant woman who crossed to a third idol, this one a seated goddess with four sets of arms. The woman touched her joined hands to her forehead, bowed low, then reached forward and rang a tiny handbell to attract the goddess’s attention. It was only then that Sharpe recognized her. “Mary!” he called, and she turned in alarm to see Sharpe standing in the deep shadows at the side of the shrine. The look of terror on Mary’s face checked Sharpe. The tall young soldier had put a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Mary,” Sharpe called again, “lass.”


      “Brother!” Mary called aloud, and then, almost in a panic, she repeated the word. “Brother!”


      Sharpe grinned, disguising his confusion. Then he saw there were tears in Mary’s eyes and he frowned. “Are you all right, lass?”


      “I’m very well,” she said deliberately, and then, in an even more stilted voice, “brother.”


      Sharpe glanced at the Indian soldier and saw that the man had a fiercely protective look. “Is that the General?” he asked Mary.


      “No. It’s Kunwar Singh,” Mary said, and she turned and gestured toward the soldier and Sharpe saw a look of tenderness on her face, and all at once he understood what was happening.


      “Does he speak English?” Sharpe asked, and then, with a grin, “sister?”


      Mary threw him a look of pure relief. “Some,” she said. “How are you? How’s your back?”


      “Mending all right, it is. That Indian doctor does magic, he does. I still feel it now and then, but not like it was. No, I’m doing all right. I even won a medal, look!” He held the gold toward Mary. “But I need to talk to you privately,” he added as she leaned close to peer at the medallion. “It’s urgent, love,” he hissed.


      Mary fingered the gold, then looked up at Sharpe. “I’m sorry, Richard,” she whispered.


      “There’s nothing to be sorry for, lass,” Sharpe said, and he spoke truthfully, for ever since he had seen Mary in her sari he had sensed that she was not for him. She looked too sophisticated, too elegant, and the wives of common soldiers were usually neither. “You and him, eh?” he asked, glancing at the lean and handsome Kunwar Singh.


      Mary gave a tiny nod.


      “Good for you!” Sharpe called to the Indian and gave him a smile. “Good girl, my sister!”


      “Half-sister,” Mary hissed.


      “Make up your bloody mind, lass.”


      “And I’ve taken an Indian name,” she said. “Aruna.”


      “Sounds good. Aruna.” Sharpe smiled. “I like it.”


      “It was my mother’s name,” Mary explained, then fell into an awkward silence. She glanced at the man with the white stripe on his head, then tentatively touched Sharpe’s elbow and so led him back into the shaded niche where he had been waiting. A ledge ran round the niche and Mary sat on it, facing Sharpe with her hands held modestly on her lap. Kunwar Singh watched them, but did not try to come close.


      For a second neither Sharpe nor Mary had anything to say. “I’ve been watching that naked fellow,” Sharpe said, “and he ain’t moved an inch.”


      “It’s one way to worship,” Mary said softly.


      “Bloody odd though. The whole thing’s odd.” Sharpe gestured around the decorated shrine. “Looks like a circus, don’t it? Can’t imagine it at home. Painted clowns in church, eh? Can you imagine that?” Then he remembered Mary had never seen England. “It ain’t the same,” he said weakly, then jerked his head toward the ever watchful Kunwar Singh. “You and him, eh?” Sharpe said again.


      Mary nodded. “I’m sorry, Richard. Truly.”


      “It happens, lass,” Sharpe said. “But you don’t want him to know about you and me, is that it?”


      She nodded and again looked fearful. “Please?” she begged him. Sharpe paused, not to keep Mary on tenterhooks, but because the naked man had at last moved. He had slowly clasped his hands together, but that seemed the extent of his exertions for he went quite still again. “Richard?” Mary pleaded. “You won’t tell him, will you?”


      He looked back to her. “I want you to do something for me,” he said.


      She looked wary, but nodded. “Of course. If I can.”


      “There’s a fellow in this city called Ravi Shekhar. Got the name? He’s a merchant, God knows what he sells, but he’s here right enough and you’ve got to find him. Do they ever let you out of the house?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then you get out, lass, and find this Ravi Shekhar and tell him to get a message to the British. And the message is this. They mustn’t attack the west wall. That’s it, just that. The daft buggers are setting themselves to attack it right now, so it’s urgent. Will you do that?”


      Mary licked her lips, then nodded. “And you won’t tell Kunwar about us?”


      “I wouldn’t have told him anyway,” Sharpe said. “Of course I wouldn’t. I wish you joy of the fellow, sister, eh?” He smiled. “Sister Aruna. It’s nice to have some family and you’re all I’ve got. And I hate to ask you to find this Shekhar fellow, but the Lieutenant and me, we just can’t manage to escape so someone else has to send the message out. Looks like you.” Sharpe grinned. “But it looks like you’ve changed sides now and I don’t blame you. So you don’t mind doing this for me?”


      “I’ll do it for you. I promise.”


      “You’re a good lass.” He stood. “Do brothers kiss sisters in India?”


      Mary half smiled. “I think they do, yes.”


      Sharpe gave her a very respectable kiss on the cheek, smelling her perfume. “You look grand, Mary,” he said. “Too grand for me, eh?”


      “You’re a good man, Richard.”


      “That won’t get me very far in this world, will it?” He backed away from Mary then grinned at Kunwar Singh who offered him a stiff, slight bow. “You’re a lucky man!” Sharpe said, and then, with a backward glance at the tall elegant woman who now called herself Aruna, he walked away from Mary Bickerstaff. Easy come, easy go, he thought, but there was also a pang of jealousy for the tall good-looking Indian. But what the hell? Mary was doing her best to survive and Sharpe could never blame someone for doing that. He was doing the same himself.


      He had turned back toward the barracks where Gudin’s battalion was quartered. He was thinking about Mary and about how graceful, even unapproachable, she had looked, and he was hardly looking where he was going when a cheerful shout warned him of an approaching bullock cart that was loaded with great barrels. Sharpe stepped hastily aside as the bullocks, their horns painted yellow and blue and tipped with small silver bells, lumbered past. He saw that the brightly painted cart was heading down a narrow alley which led toward the gatehouse in the western wall and the sentries at the gate, seeing the cart approach, heaved back the huge double doors.


      And Sharpe instinctively knew something was amiss. He stood watching and suspected he was on the edge of solving the city’s mystery. The guards were opening the gates, yet so far as Sharpe knew there were no gates in the city’s western wall which faced the South Cauvery river. He knew of the Bangalore Gate to the east, the Mysore Gate to the south, and the much smaller Water Gate to the north, but no one had ever spoken of a fourth gate, yet there it was. Once, plainly, there had been another water gate here, a gate that opened onto the South Cauvery, and presumably that entrance to the city had long ago been sealed up, yet now Sharpe was watching the gates being opened and he impulsively turned and followed the cart down the alley. The cart had already vanished into the deep gloom inside the gate’s tunnel and the two guards were dragging the big double doors closed, but then they saw the bright gold medallion on Sharpe’s chest and maybe that rare token convinced them that he had the authority to enter. “Looking for Colonel Gudin!” Sharpe offered in brazen explanation when one of the two men nervously moved to intercept him. “Got a message for the Colonel, see?”


      Then he was through the gate and he saw that it was not a passage out of the city at all, but was rather a long tunnel that led only to a blank stone wall. It had once been a gateway, that much was obvious, but at some time the old outer gate had been walled shut to leave this gloomy tunnel that was now stacked with barrels. They had to be powder barrels, for Sharpe could see pale lengths of fuses coming from their stoppered bungholes. The whole northern side of the tunnel was crammed with the powder barrels. Just the northern side.


      An officer saw him and shouted angrily. Sharpe played the innocent. “Colonel Gudin?” he asked. “Have you seen Colonel Gudin, sahib?”


      The Indian officer ran toward him and, as he came, he drew a pistol, but then, in the tunnel’s dim dusty light, he saw the gold medal on Sharpe’s chest and he pushed the pistol back into his sash. “Gudin?” he asked Sharpe.


      Sharpe smiled eagerly. “He’s my officer, sahib. I’ve got a message for him.”


      The Indian did not understand, but he did know the significance of the medal and it was enough to make him respectful. But he was still firm. He pointed Sharpe toward the door and gestured that he was to leave.


      “Gudin?” Sharpe insisted.


      The man shook his head and Sharpe, with a grin, left the tunnel.


      He had forgotten Mary now for he knew he was on the verge of understanding what was being kept so secret. He went back down the alley and at its end he turned and looked at the wall above and he wondered why there were no gunners standing by the brass guns, and why no sentries stood in the embrasures and why no flags were hung on the battlements. Everywhere else on the walls there were flags and sentries and gunners, but not here. He waited until the tunnel gates had been closed, then he hurried up the nearby ramp that led to the wall’s firestep. The wall here was made of red mud bricks and was not nearly so formidable as the southern wall which was constructed from massive granite blocks. Nor was this wall more than twenty feet thick, whereas the tunnel had been nearer a hundred feet long. He ran up to the parapet where the big guns waited and, when he reached the firestep, he understood everything.


      For there was not one wall here, but two. The one he was standing on was the inner wall and it was new, so new that some short stretches of the wall were still festooned with scaffolding and ropes where the Tippoo’s laborers hastened to complete the work. And sixty feet away, beyond an empty inner ditch, was the city’s outer wall where the flags were hung and where the gunners and sentries stood guard. That old outer wall was a couple of feet higher than this new inner wall, but opposite Sharpe, and close to where he had seen the powder-crammed tunnel, those older ramparts had crumbled at their top. That decay would surely serve as a beacon to the British, enticing them to aim their guns at that stretch of decayed wall in the certainty that they could soon finish its destruction with their bombardment. The big eighteen- and twenty-four-pounder guns would hammer away until the older outer wall collapsed to leave a ramp-like breach. The British, staring across the river at that breach, would doubtless see the new inner wall, but they might well think it was nothing but the flank of a warehouse or a temple. And so the assault would come storming across the shallow river and up the ramp of the breach in the outer wall, and then spill down into the space between the two walls. More and more men would come, those behind forcing the ones in front ever onward, and slowly the crush between the walls would grow. The guns and rockets on the inner wall would rain down death, but after a while, when the attackers filled the space between the walls, the huge charge of powder, stored in what remained of the old elaborate gateway, would be detonated. And that explosion, its force funnelled by the old and new walls, would tear into the narrow gap and flood the ditch between the walls with blood. Sharpe looked to his left and saw that the tunnel was built beneath a squat gate tower. That ancient tower would surely collapse, spilling stones onto any troops who might survive the terrible blast.


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said, and then he slipped back down the inner wall’s ramp and went to find Lawford. If Mary did not get the news out, he thought, there would be slaughter when the assault came. It would be pure slaughter, and it seemed that only Mary, who was now in love with the enemy, could prevent it.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 8

    


    
      The siege works advanced steadily, hampered only by the Tippoo’s guns and by a shortage of the heavy timber needed to shore up the trenches and construct the batteries where the big siege guns would be emplaced. Colonel Gent, an engineer of the East India Company, supervised the work, and he agreed wholeheartedly with General Harris that the decayed stretch of the city’s western walls was die obvious and opportune target. Then, just days after the construction of the siege works had begun, a local farmer revealed the existence of a new second wall behind the first. The man insisted the new wall was unfinished, but Harris was worried enough by the farmer’s news to call his deputies to his tent where Colonel Gent delivered the gloomy intelligence about the new inner ramparts. “The fellow says his sons were taken away to help build the walls,” the engineer reported, “and he seems to be telling the truth.”


      Baird broke the brief silence that followed Gent’s words. “They can’t surely garrison both walls,” the Scotsman insisted.


      “The Tippoo has no shortage of men,” Wellesley pointed out. “Thirty or forty thousand, we hear. More than enough to defend both walls, I should think.”


      Baird ignored the young Colonel, while Harris, uncomfortably aware of die bad feeling between his two deputies, stared fixedly at his map of the city in die hope that some new inspiration would strike. Colonel Gent sat beside Harris. The engineer unfolded a pair of wire-framed spectacles and hooked them over his ears as he peered down at the map.


      Harris sighed. “I still think it has to be the west,” he said, “despite this new wall.”


      “The north?” Wellesley asked.


      “According to our farmer fellow,” Gent answered, “the new inner wall goes all the way round the north.” He picked up a pencil and sketched the line of the new inner wall on the map to show that wherever the river flowed close to the city there was now a double rampart. “And the west is infinitely preferable to the north,” Gent added. “The South Cauvery’s shallow, while the main river can still be treacherous at this time of year. If our fellows have to wade through the Cauvery, let them do it here.” He tapped the city’s western approach. “Of course,” he added optimistically, “maybe that fellow was right, and maybe that inner wall ain’t finished.”


      Harris wished to God that McCandless was still with the army. That subtle Scotsman would have dispatched a dozen disguised sepoys and discovered within hours the exact state of the new inner wall, but McCandless was lost and so, Harris suspected, were the two men sent to rescue him.


      “We could cross the Arrakerry Ford,” Baird suggested, “then blast our way in from the east like Cornwallis did.”


      Harris lifted the hem of his wig and scratched at his old scalp wound. “We discussed all this before,” he said wearily. He offered Baird a wan smile to take the sting from his mild reproof, then explained his reasons for not assaulting from the east. “First we have to force the crossing, and the enemy has the riverbanks entrenched. Then we must get through the new wall around their encampment”—he touched the map, showing where the Tippoo had constructed a stout mud wall, well served with guns, that surrounded the encampment which lay outside the city’s southern and eastern walls—“and after that we have to lay siege to the city proper, and we know that both the east and south ramparts already have inner walls. And to breach those walls every round shot and pound of powder will have to be carried across the river.”


      “And one good rainfall will make the ford impassable,” Gent put in gloomily, “not to mention bringing those damned crocodiles back.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to be carrying three tons of supplies a day across a half-flooded river full of hungry teeth.”


      “So wherever we attack,” Wellesley asked, “we have to pierce two walls?”


      “That’s what the man said,” Baird growled.


      “This new inner wall,” Wellesley asked Gent, ignoring Baird, “what do we know of it?”


      “Mud,” Gent said, “red mud bricks. Just like Devon mud.”


      “Mud will crumble,” Wellesley pointed out.


      “If it’s dry, it will,” Gent agreed, “but the core of the wall won’t be dry. Thoroughly good stuff, mud. Soaks up the cannon fire. I’ve seen twenty-four-pounder shots bounce off mud like currants off a suet pudding. Give me a good stone wall to break down any day. Break its crust and the guns turn the rubble core into a staircase. But not mud.” Gent stared at the map, picking his teeth with the sharpened nib of a quill. “Not mud,” he added in a gloomy undertone.


      “But it will yield?” Harris asked anxiously.


      “Oh, it’ll yield, sir, it’ll yield, I can warrant you that, but how much time do we have to persuade it to yield?” The engineer peered over his spectacles at the bewigged General. “The monsoon ain’t so far off, and once the rains begin we might as well go home for all the good we’ll ever do. You want a path through both walls? It’ll take two weeks more, and even then the inner breach will be perilously narrow. Perilously narrow! Can’t enfilade it, you see, and the breach in the outer wall will serve as a glacis to protect the base of the inner wall. Straight on fire, sir, and all aimed a deal higher than any respectable gunner would want. We can make you a breach of sorts, but it’ll be narrow and high, and God only knows what’ll be waiting on the other side. Nothing good, I dare say.”


      “But we can breach this outer wall quickly enough?” Harris asked, tapping the place on his map.


      “Aye, sir. It’s mostly mud again, but it’s older so the center will be drier. Once we break through the crust the thing should fall apart in hours.”


      Harris stared down at the map, unconsciously scratching beneath his wig. “Ladders,” he said after a long pause.


      Baird looked alarmed. “You’re not thinking of an escalade, God save us?”


      “We’ve no timber!” Gent protested.


      “Bamboo scaling ladders,” Harris said, “just a few.” He smiled as he leaned back in his chair. “Make me a breach, Colonel Gent, and forget the inner wall. We’ll assault the breach, but we won’t go through it. Instead we’ll attack the shoulders of the breach. We’ll use ladders to climb off the breach onto the walls, then attack around the ramparts. Once those outer walls are ours, the beggars will have to surrender.”


      There was silence in the tent as the three officers considered Harris’s suggestion. Colonel Gent tried to clean his spectacle lenses with a corner of his sash. “You’d better pray our fellows get up on the walls damned fast, sir.” Gent broke the silence. “You’ll be sending whole battalions across the river, General, and the lads behind will be pushing the fellows in front, and if there’s any delay they’ll spill into the space between the walls like water seeking its level. And God knows what’s in between those walls. A flooded ditch? Mines? But even if there’s nothing there, the poor fellows will still be trapped between two fires.”


      “Two Forlorn Hopes,” Harris said, thinking aloud and ignoring Gent’s gloomy comments, “instead of one. They both attack two or three minutes ahead of the main assault. Their orders will be to climb off the breach and onto the walls. One Hope turns north along the outer ramparts, the other south. That way they don’t need to go between the walls.”


      “It’ll be a desperate business,” Gent said flatly.


      “Assaults always are,” Baird said stoutly. “That’s why we employ Forlorn Hopes.” The Forlorn Hope was the small band of volunteers who went first into a breach to trigger the enemy’s surprises. Casualties were invariably heavy, though there was never a shortage of volunteers. This time, though, it did promise to be desperate, for the two Forlorn Hopes were not being asked to fight through the breach, but rather to turn toward the walls either side of the breach and fight their way up onto the ramparts. “You can’t take a city without shedding blood,” Baird went on, then stiffened in his chair. “And once again, sir, I request permission to lead the main assault.”


      Harris smiled. “Granted, David.” He spoke gently, using Baird’s Christian name for the first time. “And God be with you.”


      “God be with the damned Tippoo,” Baird said, hiding his delight. “He’s the one who’ll need the help. I thank you, sir. You do me honor.”


      Or I send you to your death, Harris thought, but kept the sentiment silent. He rolled up the city map. “Speed, gentlemen,” he said, “speed. The rains will come soon enough, so let’s get this business done.”


      The troops went on digging, zigzagging their way across the fertile fields between the aqueduct and the south branch of the Cauvery. A second British army, six and a half thousand men from Cannanore on India’s western Malabar coast, arrived to swell the besiegers’ ranks. The newcomers camped north of the Cauvery and placed gun batteries that could sweep the approach to the proposed breach so that the city, with its thirty thousand defenders, was now besieged by fifty-seven thousand men, half of whom marched under British colors and half under the banners of Hyderabad. Six thousand of the British troops were actually British, the rest were sepoys, and behind all the troops, in the sprawling encampments, more than a hundred thousand hungry civilians waited to plunder the supplies rumored to be inside Seringapatam.


      Harris had men enough for the siege and assault, but not enough to ring the city entirely and so the Tippoo’s cavalry made daily sallies from the unguarded eastern side of the island to attack the foraging parties who ranged deep into the country in search of timber and food. The Nizam of Hyderabad’s horsemen fought off the daily attacks. The Nizam was a Muslim, but he had no love for his coreligionist, the Tippoo, and the men of Hyderabad’s army fought fiercely. One horseman came back to the camp with the heads of six enemies tied by their long hair to his lance. He held the bloody trophies aloft and galloped proudly along the tent lines to the cheers of the sepoys and redcoats. Harris sent the man a purse of guineas, while Meer Allum, the commander of the Nizam’s forces, more practically ordered a concubine to express his gratitude.


      The trenches made ground dairy, but one last formidable obstacle prevented their approach close enough to the city for the siege guns to begin their destructive work. On the southern bank of the Cauvery, a half-mile west of the city, stood the ruins of an old watermill. Built of stone, the ancient walls were thick enough to withstand the artillery fire from Harris’s camp and from the new British positions across the river. The ruined buildings had been converted into a stout fort that was equipped with a deep defensive ditch and was strongly garrisoned by two of the Tippoo’s finest cushoons, reinforced by cannon and rocketmen, and so long as the mill fort existed no British gun could be dragged within battering range of the city’s walls. The two flags that flew over the mill fort were shot away every day, but each dawn the flags would be hoisted again, albeit on shorter staffs, and once again the British and Indian gunners would blaze away with round shot and shell, and once again the sun flag and the banner of the Lion of God would be felled, but whenever skirmishers went close to the fort to discover if any defender survived, there would be a blast of cannon, rockets, and musketry to prove that the Tippoo’s men were still dangerous. The Tippoo could even reinforce the garrison thanks to a deep trench that ran close to the south branch of the Cauvery and up which his men could creep through the night to relieve the fort’s battered garrison.


      The fort had to be taken. Harris ordered a dusk attack that was led by Indian and Scottish flank companies supported by a party of engineers whose job was to bridge the mill’s deep ditch. For an hour before the assault the artillery on both banks of the river rained shells into the mill. The twelve-pounder guns were loaded with howitzer shells and the wispy trails of their burning fuses sputtered across the darkening sky to plunge into the smoke which churned up from the battered fort. To the waiting infantry who would have to wade through the Little Cauvery, cross the ditch, and assault the mill it seemed as if the small fort was being obliterated, for there was nothing to be seen but the boiling smoke and dust amongst which the shells exploded with dull red flashes, but every few moments, as if to belie the destruction that seemed so complete, an Indian gun would flash back its response and a round shot would scream across the fields toward the British batteries. Or else a rocket would flare up from the defenders and snake its thicker smoke trail across the delicate tracery left by the fuses of the howitzer shells. The largest guns on the city wall were also firing, trying to bounce their shot up from the ground so that the ricochets would reach the besiegers’ artillery. Sharpe, inside the city, heard the vast hammering of the guns and wondered if it presaged an assault on the city’s walls, but Sergeant Rothière assured the men that it was only the British wasting ammunition on the old mill.


      The bombardment suddenly ceased and the Tippoo’s men came scrambling out of the mill’s damp cellars to take their places at their fire-scorched ramparts. They reached their broken firesteps just in time, for the leading engineers were already hurling lit carcasses into the ditch. The carcasses were bundles of damp straw tight wrapped about a papercased shell of saltpeter, corned gunpowder, and antimony. The carcasses burned fiercely, consuming the straw from the inside to billow choking streams of smoke through vents left in the casings so that within seconds the ditch was filled with a dense fog of gray smoke into which the frightened defenders poured a badly aimed musket volley. More carcasses were hurled, adding to the blinding smoke, and under this cover a dozen planks were thrown across the ditch and screaming attackers charged across with fixed bayonets. Only a few of the Tippoo’s men still had loaded muskets. Those men fired, and one of the attackers fell through the smoke to fall on the hissing carcasses, but the rest were already scrambling over the walls. Half the attackers were Macleod’s Highlanders from Perthshire, the others were Bengali infantry, and both came into the mill like avenging furies. The Tippoo’s men seemed stunned by the suddenness of the assault, or else they had been so shaken by the shelling and were so confused by the choking smoke that they were incapable of resistance, and incapable, too, of surrender. Bengalis and Highlanders hunted through the ruins, their war cries shrill as they bayoneted and shot the garrison, while behind them, before the smoke of the carcasses had even begun to fade or the fighting in the mill die down, the engineers were constructing a stouter bridge across which they could haul their siege guns so they could turn the old mill into a breaching battery.


      The smoke of the carcasses at last died and drifted away, its remnants touched red by the setting sun, and in the lurid light a Highlander capered on the ramparts with the captured sun banner at the end of his bayonet while a Bengali havildar waved the Tippoo’s lion flag in celebration. The assault had turned into a massacre and the officers now tried to calm the attackers down as they pierced ever deeper into the mill’s vaults. The innermost cellar was grimly defended by a group of the Tippoo’s infantry, but an engineer brought the last remaining carcass into the mill, lit its fuse, waited until the smoke began to pour from the vents and then hurled it down the steps. There were a few seconds of silence, then dazed and gasping defenders came scrambling up the steep stairs. The mill fort was taken, and astonishingly only one of the attackers had been killed, but a shocked Highlander lieutenant counted two hundred dead bodies dressed in the Tippoo’s tiger-striped tunic, and still more enemy dead were piled bloodily in every embrasure. The rest of the garrison was either taken prisoner or else had managed to flee down the connecting trench to the city. A Scottish sergeant, finding one of the Tippoo’s rockets in a magazine, stuck it vertically between two of the ruin’s bigger stones, then lit the fuse. There were cheers as the rocket flamed and smoked, then louder cheers as it screamed up into the sky. It began to corkscrew, leaving a crazy trail of smoke in the twilight air, and then, reaching its apogee, and by now almost invisible, it tumbled and fell into the Cauvery.


      Next morning the first eighteen-pounders were already emplaced in the mill. The range to the city was long, but not impossible, and Harris gave the order for the guns to open fire. The eighteen-pounder cannon were among the heavy siege guns that would make the breach, but for now they were employed to batter the enemy’s own guns. Seringapatam’s outer wall was protected by a glacis, but there was not enough distance between the river and the wall to construct a full glacis with a gently sloping outer face high enough to bounce cannon shot over the city’s walls, and so the low glacis could only protect the wall’s base, not the parapet, and the eighteen-pounders’ first shots were aimed to scour that parapet of its guns. The good fortune that had accompanied the Bengalis and the Highlanders in their assault on the old mill now seemed to settle on the shoulders of the gunners for their very first shot cracked apart an embrasure and the second dismounted the gun behind it, and after that every shot seemed to have an equally destructive effect. British and Indian officers watched through spyglasses as embrasure after embrasure was destroyed and as gun after gun was thrown down. A dozen heavy cannon were tumbled forward into the flooded ditch between the city wall and the glacis, and every tumbling fall was greeted by a cheer from the besiegers. The city’s western wall was being stripped of guns, and the artillerymen’s prowess seemed to promise an easy assault. Spirits in the allied ranks soared.


      While inside the city, watching his precious cannon being destroyed, the Tippoo fumed. The mill fort, on which he had pinned such high hopes of delaying the enemy till the monsoon washed them away, had fallen like a child’s wooden toy. And now his precious guns were being obliterated.


      It was time, the Tippoo decided, to show his soldiers that these red-coated enemies were not invulnerable demons, but mortal men, and that like any other mortal men, they could be made to whimper. It was time to unsheath the tiger’s claws.


      


      A half-hour’s walk east of the city, just outside the embrasured wall that protected the Tippoo’s encampment, lay his Summer Palace, the Daria Dowlat. It was much smaller than the Inner Palace within the city, for the Inner Palace was where the Tippoo’s enormous harem lived and where his government had its offices and his army its headquarters, and so it was a sprawl of stables, storehouses, courtyards, state rooms, and prison cells. The Inner Palace seethed with activity, a place where hundreds of folk had their daily living, while the Summer Palace, set in its wide green gardens and protected by a thick hedge of aloe, was a haven of peace.


      The Daria Dowlat had not been built to impress, but rather for comfort. Only two stories high, the building was made from huge teak beams over which stucco had been laid, then modeled and painted so that every surface glittered in the sunlight. The whole palace was surrounded by a two-storied verandah and on the western outer wall, under the verandah where the sun could not fade it, the Tippoo had ordered painted a vast mural showing the battle of Pollilur at which, fifteen years before, he had destroyed a British army. That great victory had extended Mysore’s dominion along the Malabar Coast and, in honor of the triumph, the palace had been built and received its name, the Daria Dowlat or Treasure of the Sea. The palace lay on the road leading to the island’s eastern tip, the same road on which was built the fine, elegant mausoleum in which the Tippoo’s great father, Hyder Ali, and his mother, the Begum Fatima, were buried. There too, one day, the Tippoo prayed he would lie at rest.


      The Daria Dowlat’s garden was a wide lawn dotted with pools, trees, shrubs, and flowers. Roses grew there, and mangoes, but there were also exotic strains of indigo and cotton mixed with pineapples from Africa and avocados from Mexico, all of them plants that the Tippoo had encouraged or imported in the hope that they would prove profitable for his country, but on this day, the day after the mill fort had been swamped with smoke, fire, and blood, the garden was filled with two thousand of the Tippoo’s thirty thousand troops. The men paraded in three sides of a hollow square to the north of the palace, leaving the Dana Dowlat’s shadowed facade as the fourth side of their square.


      The Tippoo had ordered entertainment for his troops. There were dancers from the city, two jugglers and a man who charmed snakes, but, best of all, the Tippoo’s wooden tiger organ had been fetched from the Inner Palace and the soldiers laughed as the life-size model tiger raked its claws across the redcoat’s blood-painted face. The bellow-driven growl did not carry very far, any more than did the pathetic cry of the tiger’s victim, but the action of the toy alone was sufficient to amuse the men.


      The Tippoo arrived in a palanquin just after midday. None of his European advisers accompanied him, nor were any of his European troops present, though Appah Rao was in attendance, for two of the five cushoons parading in the palace gardens came from Rao’s brigade, and the Hindu General stood tall and silent just behind the Tippoo on the palace’s upper verandah. Appah Rao disapproved of what was about to happen, but he dared not make a protest, for any sign of disloyalty from a Hindu was enough to rouse the Tippoo’s suspicions. Besides, the Tippoo could not be dissuaded. His astrologers had told him that a period of ill luck had arrived and that it could only be averted by sacrifice. Other sages had peered into the smoke-misted surface of a pot of hot oil, the Tippoo’s favorite form of divination, and had deciphered the strange-colored and slow-moving swirls to declare that they told the same grim tale: a season of bad fortune had come to Seringapatam. That bad luck had caused both the fall of the mill fort and the destruction of the guns on the outer western wall and the Tippoo was determined to avert this sudden ill fortune.


      The Tippoo let his soldiers enjoy the tiger for a few moments longer, then he clapped his hands and ordered his servants to carry the model back to the Inner Palace. The tiger’s place was taken by a dozen jettis who strode onto the forecourt with their bare torsos gleaming. For a few moments they amused the soldiers with their more commonplace tricks: they bent iron rods into circles, lifted grown men on both hands or juggled with cannonballs.


      Then a goatskin drum sounded and the jettis, obedient to its strokes, went back to the shadows under the Tippoo’s balcony. The watching soldiers fell into an expectant silence, then growled as a sorry party of prisoners was herded onto the forecourt. There were thirteen prisoners, all in red coats, all of them men of the 33rd who had been captured during the night battle at the Sultanpetah tope.


      The thirteen men stood uncertainly amidst the ring of their enemies. The sun beat down. One of the prisoners, a sergeant, twitched as he stared at the ranks of tiger-striped soldiers, and still his face twitched as he turned around and gazed with a curious intensity when the Tippoo stepped to the rail of the upper verandah and, in a clear high voice, spoke to his troops. The enemy, the Tippoo said, had been fortunate. They had gained some cheap victories to the west of die city, but that was no reason to fear them. The British sorcerers, knowing they could not defeat the tigers of Mysore by force alone, had made a powerful spell, but with the help of Allah that spell would now be confounded. The soldiers greeted the speech with a long and approving sigh while the prisoners, unable to understand any of the Tippoo’s words, looked anxiously about, but could make no sense of the occasion.


      Guards surrounded the prisoners and pushed them back to the palace, leaving just one man alone on the forecourt. That man tried to go with his companions, but a guard thrust him back with a bayonet and the uneven contest between a confused prisoner and an armed guard sparked a gust of laughter. The prisoner, driven back to the center of the forecourt, waited nervously.


      Two jettis walked toward him. They were big men, formidably bearded, tall and with their long hair bound and tied about their heads. The prisoner licked his lips, the jettis smiled, and suddenly the redcoat sensed his fate and took two or three hurried steps away from the strongmen. The watching soldiers laughed as the redcoat tried to escape, but he was penned in by three walls of tiger-striped infantry and there was nowhere to run. He tried to dodge past the two jettis, but one of them reached out and snatched a handful of his red coat. The prisoner beat at the jetti with his fists, but it was like a rabbit cuffing at a wolf. The watching soldiers laughed again, though there was a nervousness in their amusement.


      The jetti drew die soldier in to his body, then hugged him in a terrible last embrace. The second jetti took hold of the redcoat’s head, paused to take breath, then twisted.


      The prisoner’s dying scream was choked off in an instant. For a second his head stared sightlessly backward, then the jettis released him and, as the twisted neck grotesquely righted itself, the man collapsed. One of the jettis picked up the corpse in one huge hand and contemptuously tossed it high into the air like a terrier tossing a dead rat. The watching soldiers were silent for a second, then cheered. The Tippoo smiled.


      A second redcoat was driven to the jettis, and this man was forced to kneel. He did not move as the nail was placed on his head. He uttered one curse, then died in seconds as his blood spurted out onto the gravel forecourt. A third man was killed with a single punch to his chest, a blow so massive that it drove him back a full twelve paces before, shuddering, his ruptured heart gave up. The watching soldiers shouted that they wanted to see another man’s neck wrung like a chicken, and the jettis obliged. And so, one by one, the prisoners were forced to their killers. Three of the men died abjectly, calling for mercy and weeping like babes. Two died saying prayers, but the rest died defiantly. Three put up a fight, and one tall grenadier raised an ironic cheer from the watching troops by breaking a jetti’s finger, but then he too died like the rest. One after the other they died, and those who came last were forced to watch their comrades’ deaths and to wonder how they would be sent to meet their Maker; whether they would be spiked through the skull or have their necks twisted north to south or simply be beaten to bloody death. And all of the prisoners, once dead, were decapitated by a sword blow before the two parts of their bodies were wrapped in reed mats and laid aside.


      The jettis saved the Sergeant till last. The watching soldiers were in a fine mood now. They had been nervous at first, apprehensive of cold-blooded death on a sun-drenched afternoon, but the strength of the jettis and the desperate antics of the doomed men trying to escape had amused them and now they wanted to enjoy this last victim who promised to provide the finest entertainment of the day. His face was twitching in what the spectators took to be uncontrollable fear, but despite that terror he proved astonishingly agile, forever scuttling out of the jettis’ way and shouting up toward the Tippoo. Again and again he would appear to be cornered, but somehow he would always slide or twist or duck his way free and, with his face shuddering, would call desperately to the Tippoo. His shouts were drowned by the cheers of the soldiers who applauded every narrow escape. Two more jettis came to help catch the elusive man and, though he tried to twist past them, they at last had the Sergeant trapped. The jettis advanced in a line, forcing him back toward the palace, and the watching soldiers fell silent in expectation of his death. The Sergeant feinted to his left, then suddenly twisted and ran from the advancing jetti toward the palace. The guards moved to drive him back toward his executioners, but the man stopped beneath the verandah and stared up at the Tippoo. “I know who the traitors are here!” he shouted in the silence. “I know!”


      A jetti caught the Sergeant from behind and forced him to his knees.


      “Get these black bastards off me!” the Sergeant screamed. “Listen, Your Honor, I know what’s going on here! There’s a British officer in the city wearing your uniform! For God’s sake! Mother!” This last cry was torn from Obadiah Hakeswill as a second jetti placed his hands on the Sergeant’s head. Hakeswill wrenched his face round and bit down hard on the ball of the jetti’s thumb and the astonished man jerked his hands away, leaving a scrap of flesh in the Sergeant’s mouth.


      Hakeswill spat the morsel out. “Listen, Your Grace! I know what the bastards are up to! Traitors. On my oath. Get away from me, you heathen black bastard! I can’t die! I can’t die! Mother!” The jetti with the bitten hand had gripped the Sergeant’s head and begun to turn it. Usually the neck was wrung swiftly, for a huge explosion of energy was needed to break a man’s spine, but this time the jetti planned a slow and exquisitely painful death in revenge for his bitten hand. “Mother!” Hakeswill screamed as his face was forced farther around, and then, just as it was twisted back past his shoulder, he made one last effort. “I saw a British officer in the city! No!”


      “Wait,” the Tippoo called.


      The jetti paused, still holding Hakeswill’s head at an unnatural angle.


      “What did he say?” the Tippoo asked one of his officers who spoke some English and who had been translating the Sergeant’s desperate words. The officer translated again.


      The Tippoo waved one of his small delicate hands and the aggrieved jetti let go of Hakeswill’s head. The Sergeant cursed as the agonizing tension left his neck, then rubbed at the pain. “Bleeding heathen bastard!” he said. “You murdering black bugger!” He spat at the jetti, shook himself out of the grip of the man holding him, then stood and walked two paces toward the palace. “I saw him, didn’t I? With my own eyes! In a frock, like them.” He gestured at the watching soldiers in their tiger-striped tunics. “A lieutenant, he is, and the army says he went back to Madras, but he didn’t, did he? ’Cos he’s here. ’Cos I saw him. Me! Obadiah Hakeswill, Your Highness, and keep that bleeding heathen darkie away from me.” One of the jettis had come close and Hakeswill, his face twitching, turned on the looming man. “Go on, bugger off back to your sty, you bloody great lump.”


      The officer who spoke English called down from the verandah. “Who did you see?” he asked.


      “I told you, Your Honor, didn’t I?”


      “No, you didn’t. Give us a name.”


      Hakeswill’s face twitched. “I’ll tell you,” he wheedled, “if you promise to let me live.” He dropped to his knees and stared up at the verandah. “I don’t mind being in your dungeons, my Lord, for Obadiah Hakeswill never did mind a rat or two, but I don’t want these bleeding heathens screwing me neck back to front. It ain’t a Christian act.”


      The officer translated for the Tippoo who, at last, nodded and so prompted the officer to turn back to Hakeswill. “You will live,” he called down.


      “Word of honor?” Hakeswill asked.


      “Upon my honor.”


      “Cross your heart and hope to die? like it says in the scriptures?”


      “You will live!” the officer snapped. “So long as you tell us the truth.”


      “I always do that, sir. Honest Hakeswill, that’s my name, sir. I saw him, didn’t I? Lieutenant Lawford, William he’s called. Tall lanky fellow with fair hair and blue eyes. And he ain’t alone. Private bleeding Sharpe was with him.”


      The officer had not understood everything that Hakeswill had said, but he had understood enough. “You are saying this man Lawford is a British officer?” he asked.


      “’Course he is! In my bleeding company, what’s more. And they said he’d gone back to Madras on account of carrying dispatches, but he never did, ’cos there weren’t no dispatches to be carried. He’s here, Your Grace, and up to no bleeding good and, like I said, dolled up in a stripy frock.”


      The officer seemed sceptical. “The only Englishmen we have here, Sergeant, are prisoners or deserters. You’re lying.”


      Hakeswill spat on the gravel that was soaked with the blood from the decapitated prisoners. “How can he be a deserter? Officers don’t desert! They sell their commissions and bugger off home to Mummy. I tell you, sir, he’s an officer! And the other one’s a right bastard! Flogged, he was, and quite right too! He should have been flogged to bleeding death, only the General sent for him.”


      The mention of the flogging woke a memory in the Tippoo. “When was he flogged?” The officer translated the Tippoo’s question.


      “Just before he ran, sir. Raw, he must have been, but not raw enough.”


      “And you say the General sent for him?” The officer sounded disbelieving.


      “Harris, sir, the bugger what lost a lump out of his skull in America. He sent our Colonel, he did, and Colonel Wellesley stopped the flogging. Stopped it!” Hakeswill’s indignation was still keen. “Stopping a flogging what’s been properly ordered! Never seen anything so disgraceful in all me born days! Going to the dogs, the army is, going to the dogs.”


      The Tippoo listened to the translation, then stepped back from the railing. He turned to Appah Rao who had once served in the East India Company’s army. “Do British officers desert?”


      “None that I’ve ever heard of, Your Majesty,” Appah Rao said, glad that the shadows of the balcony were hiding his pale and worried face. “They might resign and sell their commission, but desert? Never.”


      The Tippoo nodded down to the kneeling Hakeswill. “Put that wretch back in the cells,” he ordered, “and tell Colonel Gudin to meet me at the Inner Palace.”


      Guards dragged Hakeswill back to the city. “And he had a bibbi with him!” Hakeswill shouted as he was pulled away, but no one took any notice. The Sergeant was shedding tears of pure happiness as he was taken back through the Bangalore Gate. “Thank you, Mother,” he called to the cloudless sky, “thank you, Mother, for I cannot die!”


      The twelve dead men were hidden in a makeshift grave. The troops marched back to their encampment while the Tippoo, being carried to the Inner Palace beneath the tiger-striped canopy of his palanquin, reflected that the sacrifice of the twelve prisoners had not been in vain for it had revealed the presence of enemies. Allah be thanked, he reflected, for his luck had surely turned.


      


      “You think Mrs. Bickerstaff has gone over to the enemy?” Lawford asked Sharpe for the third or fourth time.


      “She’s gone to his bed,” Sharpe said bleakly, “but I reckon she’ll still help us.” Sharpe had washed both his and Lawford’s tunics and now he patted the cloth to see if it had dried. Looking after kit in this army, he reflected, was a deal easier than in the British. There was no pipeclay here to be caked onto crossbelts and musket slings, no blackball to be used on boots and no grease and powder to be slathered on the hair. He decided the tunics were dry enough and tossed one to the Lieutenant, then pulled his own over his head, carefully freeing the gold medallion so that it hung on his chest. His tunic also boasted a red cord on his left shoulder, the Tippoo’s insignia of a corporal. Lawford seemed to resent Sharpe bearing these marks of rank that were denied to him.


      “Suppose she betrays us?” Lawford asked.


      “Then we’re in trouble,” Sharpe said brutally. “But she won’t. Mary’s a good lass.”


      Lawford shrugged. “She jilted you.”


      “Easy come, easy go,” Sharpe said, then belted the tunic. Like most of the Tippoo’s soldiers he now went bare-legged beneath the knee-length garment, though Lawford insisted on keeping his old British trousers. Both men wore their old shakos, though George Ill’s badge had been replaced by a tin tiger with an upraised paw. “Listen,” Sharpe said to a still worried Lawford, “I’ve done what you asked, and the lass says she’ll find this Ravi whatever his name is, and all we have to do now is wait. And if we get a chance to run, we run like buggery. You reckon that musket’s ready for inspection?”


      “It’s clean,” Lawford said defensively, hefting his big French firelock.


      “Christ, you’d be on a charge for that musket back in the proper army. Give it here.”


      Sergeant Rothière’s daily inspection was not for another half-hour, and after that the two men would be free until mid afternoon when it would be the turn of Gudin’s battalion to stand guard over the Mysore Gate. That guard duty ended at midnight, but Sharpe knew there would be no chance of an escape, for the Mysore Gate did not offer an exit from the Tippoo’s territory, but rather led into the city’s surrounding encampment which, in turn, had a strong perimeter guard. The previous night Sharpe had experimented to see whether his red cord and gold medallion would be authority enough for him to wander through the encampment, maybe allowing him to find a shadowed and quiet stretch of its earthworks over which he could scramble in the dark, but he had been intercepted within twenty yards of the gate and politely but firmly ushered back. The Tippoo, it seemed, was taking no chances.


      “I already had Wazzy clean that,” Lawford said, nodding at the musket in Sharpe’s hands. Wazir was one of the small boys who hung around the barracks to earn pice for washing and cleaning equipment. “I paid him,” Lawford said indignantly.


      “If you want a job done properly,” Sharpe said, “you do it yourself. Hell!” He swore because he had pinched his finger on the musket’s mainspring which he had uncovered by unscrewing the lock plate. “Look at that rust!” He managed to unseat the mainspring without losing the trigger mechanism, then began to file the rust off the spring’s edge. “Bloody rubbish, these French muskets,” he grumbled. “Nothing like a proper Birmingham bundook.”


      “Do you clean your own musket like that?” Lawford asked, impressed that Sharpe had unscrewed the lock plate.


      “’Course I do! Not that Hakeswill ever cares. He only looks at the outside.” Sharpe grinned. “You remember that day you saved my skin with the flint? Hakeswill had changed it for a bit of stone, but I caught it before he could do any damage. He’s a fly bastard, that one.”


      “He changed it?” Lawford seemed shocked.


      “Bloody snake, that Obadiah. How much did you pay Wazzy?”


      “An anna.”


      “He robbed you. You want to pass me that oil bottle?”


      Lawford obliged, then settled back against the stone water trough in which Sharpe had washed the tunics. He felt strangely content, despite the apparent failure of his mission. There was a pleasure in sharing this intimacy with Sharpe, indeed it felt oddly like a privilege. Many young officers were frightened of the men they commanded, fearing their scorn, and they concealed their apprehension with a display of careless arrogance. Lawford doubted he could ever do that now, for he no longer felt any fear of the crude, hard men who formed the ranks of Britain’s army. Sharpe had cured him of that by teaching him that the crudity was unthinking and the hardness a disguise for conscientiousness. Not that every man was conscientious, any more than all Britain’s soldiers were crude, but too many officers assumed they were all brutes and treated them as such. Now Lawford watched as Sharpe’s capable fingers forced the cleaned mainspring back into its cavity, using his picklock as a lever.


      “Lieutenant?” a voice called respectfully across the yard. “Lieutenant Lawford?”


      “Sir?” Lawford responded without thinking, turning toward the voice and rising to his feet. Then he realized what he had done and blanched.


      Sharpe swore.


      Colonel Gudin walked slowly across the yard, rubbing his long face as he approached the two Englishmen. “Lieutenant William Lawford,” he enquired gently, “of His Majesty’s 33rd Regiment of Foot?”


      Lawford said nothing.


      Gudin shrugged. “Officers are supposedly men of honor, Lieutenant. Are you going to continue to lie?”


      “No, sir,” Lawford said.


      Gudin sighed. “So are you a commissioned officer or not?”


      “I am, sir.” Lawford sounded ashamed, though whether it was because he had been accused of dishonorable behavior or because he had betrayed his true rank, Sharpe could not tell.


      “And you, Caporal Sharpe?” Gudin asked sadly.


      “I ain’t an officer, Colonel.”


      “No,” Gudin said, “I did not think you were. But are you a true deserter?”


      “Of course I am, sir!” Sharpe lied.


      Gudin smiled at Sharpe’s confident tone. “And you, Lieutenant,” he asked Lawford, “are you truly a deserter?” Lawford made no reply and Gudin sighed. “Answer me on your honor, Lieutenant, if you would be so kind.”


      “No, sir,” Lawford admitted. “Nor is Private Sharpe, sir.”


      Gudin nodded. “That is what the sergeant said.”


      “The Sergeant, sir?” Lawford asked.


      Gudin grimaced. “I fear the Tippoo executed the prisoners taken die other night. He spared just one, because that man told him of you.”


      “The bastard!” Sharpe said, throwing the musket down in disgust. Bloody Hakeswill! He swore again, far more viciously.


      “Sir?” Lawford said to Gudin, ignoring Sharpe’s anger.


      “Lieutenant?” Gudin responded courteously.


      “We were captured by the Tippoo’s men while wearing our red coats, sir. That means we should be protected as legitimate prisoners of war.”


      Gudin shook his head. “It means nothing of the sort, Lieutenant, for you lied about your rank and your intentions.” He sounded disapproving. “But I shall still plead for your lives.” Gudin sat on the water trough’s edge and flapped a hand at a persistent fly. “Will you tell me why you came here?”


      “No, sir,” Lawford said.


      “I suppose not, but I warn you that the Tippoo will want to know.” Gudin smiled at Sharpe. “I had come to the conclusion, Sharpe, that you are one of the best soldiers I have ever had the pleasure to command. But only one thing worried me about you, and that was why a good soldier would desert from his allegiance, even if he had been flogged, but now I see you are a better man than I thought.” He frowned because Sharpe, while this elegant compliment was being paid, had lifted the back of his tunic and seemed to be scratching his bottom.


      “Sorry, sir,” Sharpe said, noticing the Colonel’s distaste and dropping his tunic’s hem.


      “I’m sorry to be losing you, Sharpe,” Gudin went on. “I’m afraid there is an escort waiting for you outside the barracks. You’re to be taken to the palace.” Gudin paused, but must have decided there was nothing he could add that might ameliorate the implied threat of his words. Instead he turned and snapped his fingers to bring a disapproving Sergeant Rothière into the courtyard. Rothière carried their red coats and Sharpe’s white trousers. “They may help a little,” Gudin said, though without any real hope in his voice. The Colonel watched as they discarded their newly cleaned tunics and pulled on their red coats. “About your woman,” he said to Sharpe, then hesitated.


      “She had nothing to do with this, sir,” Sharpe said hurriedly as he pulled on the trousers. He buttoned his old jacket and the red coat felt strangely confining after the looser tunic. “On my honor, sir. And besides,” he added, “she gave me the push.”


      “Twice unlucky, Sharpe. Bad in a soldier, that.” Gudin smiled and reached out a hand. “Your muskets, gentlemen, if you please.”


      Sharpe handed over both guns. “Sir?”


      “Private Sharpe?”


      Sharpe reddened and became awkward. “It was an honor to serve you, sir. I mean that. I wish we had more like you in our army.”


      “Thank you, Sharpe,” Gudin gravely acknowledged the compliment. “Of course,” he added, “if you tell me now that your experiences here have changed your loyalties and that you would truly like to continue serving the Tippoo, then you might be spared whatever is in store for you. I think I could persuade His Majesty of your change of heart, but you’d need to tell me why you came here in the first place.”


      Lawford stiffened as this offer was made to Sharpe. Sharpe hesitated, then shook his head. “No, sir,” he said. “I reckon I’m a proper redcoat.”


      Gudin had expected the reply. “Good for you, Sharpe. And by the way, Private, you might as well hang the medallion around your neck. They’ll find it anyway.”


      “Yes, sir.” Sharpe retrieved the gold from his trouser pocket where he had optimistically concealed it, and looped the chain over his head.


      Gudin stood and gestured toward the barracks room. “This way, gentlemen.”


      That was the end of the pleasantries.


      And Sharpe suspected it would be the last pleasantry for a very long time.


      For now they were the Tippoo’s prisoners.


      


      Appah Rao had Mary fetched to a room off the courtyard of his house. Kunwar Singh was waiting there, but Mary was frightened and dared not look at Kunwar Singh for fear of seeing a hint of bad news on his handsome face. Mary had no particular reason to expect bad news, but she was ever wary, and something about Appah Rao’s stiff demeanor told her that her presentiments were justified. “Your companions,” Appah Rao told her when the servant had closed the door behind her, “have been arrested. Lieutenant Lawford and Private Sharpe, the one you say is your brother.”


      “My half-brother, sir,” Mary whispered.


      “If you say so,” Appah Rao conceded. Kunwar Singh spoke a little English, though not enough to follow the conversation, which was why Appah Rao had chosen to question Mary in that language even though his mastery of it was uncertain. Appah Rao doubted whether Sharpe and Mary were related, but he liked the girl nevertheless and he approved of her as Kunwar Singh’s bride. The gods alone knew what the future would bring to Mysore, but it was likely that the British would be involved, and if Kunwar Singh had a wife who spoke English there would be an advantage for him. Besides, Appah Rao’s wife Lakshmi was convinced that the girl was a good modest creature and that her past, like the past of Kunwar Singh’s family, was best forgotten. “Why did they come here?” the General asked.


      “I don’t know, sir.”


      Appah Rao took a pistol from his belt and began loading it. Both Mary and Kunwar Singh watched with alarm as the General carefully measured powder from a silver horn into the pistol’s chased barrel. “Aruna,” he said, using the name Mary had taken from her mother, “let me tell you what will happen to Lieutenant Lawford and Private Sharpe.” He paused to tap the horn’s spout against the pistol’s muzzle to shake loose the last specks of powder. “The Tippoo will have them questioned and doubtless the questioning will be painful. In the end, Aruna, they will confess. All men do. Maybe they will live, maybe not, I cannot tell.” He looked up at her, then pushed a scrap of wadding into the pistol. “The Tippoo,” he went on as he selected a bullet from the pistol’s wooden case, “will want to know two things. First, why they came here, and, second, whether they were told to make contact with any person inside the city. Do you understand me?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      The General placed the bullet in the barrel, then pulled out the pistol’s short ramrod. “They’re going to tell him, Aruna. However brave they are, they will talk in the end. Of course”—he paused as he rammed the bullet hard down—“the Tippoo might remember your existence. And if he does, Aruna, then he will send for you and you will be questioned too, but not so gently as I am questioning you now.”


      “No, sir,” Mary whispered.


      Appah Rao slotted the short ramrod back in its hoops. He primed the gun, but did not cock it. “I want no harm to come to you, Aruna, so tell me why the two men came to Seringapatam.”


      Mary stared at the pistol in the General’s hand. It was a beautiful weapon with a butt inlaid with ivory and a barrel chased with silver whorls. Then she looked up into the General’s eyes and saw that he had no intention of shooting her. She did not see threat in those eyes, just fear, and it was that fear which decided her to tell the truth. “They came, sir,” she said, “because they had to reach a man called McCandless.”


      It was the answer Rao had feared. “And did they?”


      “No, sir.”


      “So what did they find out?” Rao asked, laying the pistol down on the table. “What did they find out?” he asked in a harder voice.


      “Private Sharpe told me that the British shouldn’t attack in the west, sir,” Mary said, forgetting to describe Sharpe as her brother. “That’s all he said, honestly, sir.”


      “All?” Rao asked. “Surely not. Why would he tell you that? Did he think you could get the news out of the city?”


      Mary stared down at the pistol. “I was to find a man, sir,” she said at last.


      “Who?”


      She looked up at the General, fear in her eyes. “A merchant, sir, called Ravi Shekhar.”


      “Anyone else?”


      “No, sir! Truly.”


      Rao believed her, and felt a wash of relief. His greatest fear was that Sharpe and Lawford might have been given his own name, for although Colonel McCandless had promised to keep Rao’s treachery a secret Rao could not be certain that the promise had been kept. McCandless himself had not been questioned under torture, for the Tippoo seemed convinced that the elderly Colonel “Ross” had indeed been foraging when he had been captured, but Rao still felt the threat of discovery moving insidiously closer. Lawford and Sharpe could not identify Rao himself as a traitor, but they very well might identify McCandless and then the Tippoo’s jettis would turn their attentions to the elderly Scotsman, and how long would he endure their merciless treatment? The General wondered if he should make a dash from the city to the British lines, but rejected the thought almost as soon as it occurred to him. Such an escape might secure Appah Rao’s own safety, but it would sacrifice his large family and all the faithful servants who were in his employment. No, he decided, this dangerous game must be seen to its finish. He pushed the pistol closer to Mary. “Take it,” he ordered her.


      Mary looked astonished. “The pistol, sir?”


      “Take it! Now listen, girl. Ravi Shekhar is dead and his body was fed to the tigers. It’s possible the Tippoo will forget you even existed, but if he remembers then you might need that pistol.” Appah Rao wondered if he could smuggle the girl clean out of the city. It was a tempting thought, but every civilian was stopped at the gates and had to produce a pass stamped by the Tippoo himself, and very few received that pass. A soldier might succeed in escaping the city, but not a civilian. Appah Rao gazed into Mary’s dark eyes. “I am told that placing it in your mouth and pointing it slightly upwards is the most effective.” Mary shuddered and the General nodded to Kunwar Singh. “I give her to your care,” he said.


      Kunwar Singh bowed his head.


      Mary went back to the women’s quarters while Appah Rao made an offering at his household shrine. He lingered there, thinking how he envied the certainty of men like the Tippoo or Colonel McCandless. Neither man seemed to have any doubts, but rather believed that destiny was whatever they themselves made of it. They were not subject to other men’s wills and Appah Rao would have liked such certainty for himself. He would have liked to live in a Mysore ruled by its ancient Hindu house, and a Mysore in which no other nations intruded: no British, no French, no Mahrattas, and no Muslims, but instead he found himself caught between two armies and somehow he had to keep his wife, his children, his servants, and himself alive. He closed his eyes, touched his hands to his forehead, and bowed to Ganesh, the elephant-headed god who guarded Appah Rao’s household. “Just keep us alive,” he prayed to the god, “just keep us alive.”


      


      The Tippoo himself came to the courtyard where the tigers had been restored to their long chains. Four infantrymen guarded the two Englishmen. The Tippoo did not come in state, with chamberlains and courtiers, but was accompanied by only one officer and two jettis who watched impassively as the Tippoo strode to Sharpe and tugged the medallion from around his neck. He pulled so hard that the chain cut into the back of Sharpe’s neck before it snapped. Then the Tippoo spat into Sharpe’s face and turned away.


      The officer was a suave young Muslim who spoke good English. “His Majesty,” he said when the Tippoo turned back to face the prisoners, “wishes to know why you came to the city.”


      Lawford stiffened. “I am an officer in His Britannic Majesty’s…” he began, but the Indian cut him off with a gesture.


      “Quiet!” the officer said wearily. “You are nothing except what we make you. So why are you here?”


      “Why do you think?” Sharpe said.


      The officer looked at him. “I think,” he said judiciously, “that you came here to spy.”


      “So now you know,” Sharpe said defiantly.


      The officer smiled. “But maybe you were given the name of a man who might help you inside the city? That is the name we want.”


      Sharpe shook his head. “Didn’t give us any names. Not one.”


      “Maybe,” the officer said, then nodded at the two jettis who seized hold of Sharpe, then ripped the coat down his back so that its buttons tore off one by one as it was dragged down. He wore no shirt beneath, only the bandages that still covered the wounds caused by his flogging. One of the jettis drew a knife and unceremoniously sliced through the bandages, making Sharpe flinch as the blade cut into the almost healed wounds. The bandages were tossed aside, and the smell of them made one of the tigers stir. The other jetti had crossed to the four soldiers where he had drawn out one of their muskets’ ramrods. Now he stood behind Sharpe and, when the Tippoo nodded, he gave Sharpe’s back a vicious cut with the metal rod.


      The sudden pain was every bit as bad as the flogging. It stabbed up and down Sharpe’s spine and he gasped with the effort not to scream aloud as the force of the blow threw him forward. He broke his fall with his hands and now his back faced the sky and the jetti slashed down three more times, opening the old wounds, cracking a rib, and spurting blood onto the courtyard’s sand. One of the tigers growled and the links of its chain jangled as the beast lunged toward the smell of fresh blood. “We shall beat him until we have the name,” the officer told Lawford mildly, “and when he is dead we shall beat you until you are dead.”


      The jetti struck down again, and this time Sharpe rolled onto his side, but the second jetti pushed him back onto his belly. Sharpe was grunting and panting, but was determined not to cry aloud.


      “You can’t do this!” Lawford protested.


      “Of course we can!” the officer answered. “We shall start splintering his bones now, but not his spine, not yet. We want the pain to go on.” He nodded, and the jetti slashed down again and this time Sharpe did cry aloud as the stab of pain brought back all the agony of the flogging.


      “A merchant!” Lawford blurted out.


      The officer held up his hand to stop the beating. “A merchant, Lieutenant? The city is full of merchants.”


      “He deals in metals,” Lawford said. “I don’t know more than that.”


      “Of course you do,” the officer said, then nodded at the jetti who raised the ramrod high in the air.


      “Ravi Shekhar!” Lawford shouted. The Lieutenant was bitterly ashamed for giving the name away, and the shame was obvious on his face, but nor could Lawford stand by and watch Sharpe beaten to death. He believed, or he wanted to believe, that he could have endured the pain of the beating himself without betraying the name, but it was more than he could bear to watch another man pounded into a bloody pulp.


      “Ravi Shekhar,” the officer said, checking the jetti’s stroke. “And how did you find him?”


      “We didn’t,” Lawford said. “We didn’t know how! We were waiting till we spoke some of your language, then we were going to ask for him about the city, but we haven’t tried yet.”


      Sharpe groaned. Blood trickled down his sides and dripped onto the stones. One of the tigers staled beside the wall and the smell of urine filled the courtyard with its thin sour stench. The officer, who was wearing one of the prized gold tiger medallions about his neck, talked with the Tippoo who stared dispassionately at Sharpe, then asked a question.


      “And what, Lieutenant,” the officer translated, “would you have told Ravi Shekhar?”


      “Everything we’d discovered about the defenses,” Lawford said miserably. “That’s why we were sent.”


      “And what did you discover?”


      “How many men you have, how many guns, how many rockets.”


      “That’s all?”


      “It’s enough, isn’t it?” Lawford retorted.


      The officer translated the answers. The Tippoo shrugged, glanced at Lawford, then took a small brown leather bag from inside a pocket of his yellow silk tunic. He unlaced the bag’s mouth, stepped to Sharpe’s side, then trickled salt onto the beaten man’s open wounds. Sharpe hissed with the pain.


      “Who else would you have told in the city?” the officer asked.


      “There was no one else!” Lawford pleaded. “In the name of God, there was no one else. We were told Ravi Shekhar could get a message out. That was all!”


      The Tippoo believed him. Lawford’s chagrin was so clear and his shame so palpable that he was utterly believable. Besides, the story made sense. “And so you’ve never seen Ravi Shekhar?” the officer asked.


      “Never.”


      “You’re looking at him now,” the officer said, gesturing at the tigers. “His body was fed to the tigers weeks ago.”


      “Oh, God,” Lawford said, and he closed his eyes as he realized just what an utter failure he had been. For a moment he wanted to retch, then he controlled the impulse and opened his eyes to watch as the Tippoo picked up Sharpe’s red coat and dropped it onto the bloody back.


      For a second the Tippoo hesitated, wondering whether to release the tigers onto the two men. Then he turned away. “Take them to the cells,” he ordered.


      The sacrifice of prisoners had yielded up the traitors and turned the Tippoo’s luck. There was no need for a further sacrifice, not yet, but the Tippoo knew that fortune was ever capricious and so the prisoners could wait until another sacrifice was needed and then, to guarantee victory or to stave off defeat, they would die. And till then, the Tippoo decided, they could just rot.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 9

    


    
      The dungeons lay in one of the palace’s northern courtyards, hard under the city’s inner mud wall. The courtyard stank of sewage, the smell powerful enough to make Sharpe half retch as he staggered beside Lawford at the point of a bayonet. The courtyard was a busy place. The families of the palace servants lived in low thatched buildings surrounding the yard where their lives were spent cheek by jowl with the Tippoo’s stables and the small enclosure where he kept eight cheetahs he used for hunting gazelles. The cheetahs were taken to the hunt in wheeled cages and at first Sharpe thought they were to be placed inside one of the barred vehicles, but then one of the escorts pushed him past the ponderous carts toward a flight of stone steps that descended to a long narrow trench of stone that lay open to the sky. A tall fence of iron bars surrounded the pit that was guarded by a pair of soldiers. One of them used a key to open a padlock the size of a mango, then the escort shoved Sharpe and Lawford through the open gate.


      The dungeon guards did not carry muskets, but instead had coiled whips in their belts and bell-mouthed blunderbusses on their shoulders. One of them pointed mutely down the steps and Sharpe, following Lawford down the stairs, saw that the trench was a stone-flagged, dead-end corridor lined on either side with barred cells. There, were eight cells in the pit, four on each side, and each separated from its neighbors, and from the central trench-like corridor, by iron bars alone, but bars that were as thick as a man’s wrist. The turnkey indicated that they should wait while he unlocked a cell, but the first padlock he attempted to open had become stiff, or else had rusted, for it would not budge, and then he could not find a key to fit another of the big old locks. Something stirred in the straw of the cell that lay at the far right-hand end of the corridor. Sharpe, waiting as the guard sorted through his keys, heard the straw rustle again, then there was a growl as a huge tiger heaved up from its bed to stare at them with blank yellow eyes.


      More straw stirred in the first cell on the left, close by where Sharpe and Lawford were standing. “Look who it isn’t!” Hakeswill had come to the bars. “Sharpie!”


      “Be quiet, Sergeant,” Lawford snapped.


      “Yes, sir, Mister Lieutenant Lawford, sir, quiet it is, sir.” Hakeswill clung to the bars of his cage, staring wide-eyed at the two newcomers. His face twitched. “Quiet as the grave, sir, but no one talks to me down here. He won’t.” He nodded toward the cell opposite that the guard was now unlocking. “Likes it quiet, he does,” Hakeswill went on. “Like a bleeding church. Says his prayers, too. Always quiet it is here, except when the darkies are having a shout at each other. Dirty bastards they are. Smell the sewage, can you? One giant jakes!” Hakeswill’s face twisted in rictus and, in the gloom of the shadowed cells, his eyes seemed to glitter with an unholy delight. “Been missing company, I have.”


      “Bastard,” Sharpe muttered.


      “Quiet! Both of you,” Lawford insisted and then, with his innate politeness, the Lieutenant nodded thanks to the guard who had finally opened the cell directly opposite Hakeswill’s lair. “Come on, Sharpe,” Lawford said, then stepped fastidiously into the filthy straw. The cell was eight foot deep and ten foot long and a little over the height of a man. The sewage smell was rank, but no worse than in the courtyard above. The barred door clashed shut behind them and the key was turned.


      “Willie,” a tired voice said from the shadows of the cell, “how very good of you to visit me.” Sharpe, his eyes accustoming themselves to the dimness of the dungeons, saw that Colonel McCandless had been crouching in one corner, half shrouded by straw. The Colonel now stood to greet them, but he was weak for he tottered as he stood, though he shook off Lawford’s attempt to help him. “A fever,” he explained. “It comes and it goes. I’ve had it for years. I suspect the only thing that will cure it will be some soft Scottish rain, but that seems an ever more unlikely prospect. It is good to see you, Willie.”


      “You too, sir. You’ve met Private Sharpe, I think.”


      McCandless gave Sharpe a grim look. “I have a question for you, young man.”


      “It wasn’t gunpowder, sir,” Sharpe said, remembering his first confrontation with the Colonel and thus anticipating the question. “It tasted wrong, sir. Wasn’t salty.”


      “Aye, it didn’t look like powder,” the Scotsman said. “It was blowing in the wind like flour, but that wasn’t my question, Private. My question, Private, is what would you have done if it had been gunpowder?”


      “I’d have shot you, sir,” Sharpe said, “begging your pardon, sir.”


      “Sharpe!” Lawford remonstrated.


      “Quite right, man,” McCandless said. “The wretched fellow was testing you, wasn’t he? He was giving you a recruitment test, and you couldn’t fail it. I’m glad it wasn’t powder, but I don’t mind saying you had me worried for a brief while. Do you mind if I sit, Willie? I’m not in my usual good health.” He sank back into his straw from where he frowned up at Sharpe. “Nor are you, Private. Are you in pain?”


      “Bastards cracked a rib, sir, and I’m bleeding a bit. Do you mind if I sit?” Sharpe gingerly sat against the side bars of the cell and carefully lifted away the coat that had been draped over his back. “Bit of fresh air will heal it, sir,” he said to Lawford who was insisting on examining the newly opened wounds, though there was nothing he could do to help them mend.


      “You won’t get fresh air here,” McCandless said. “You smell the sewage?”


      “You can’t miss that smell, Uncle,” Lawford said.


      “It’s the new inner wall,” McCandless explained. “When they built it they cut the city drains, so now the night soil can’t reach the river and the sewage puddles just east of here. Some of it seeps away through the Water Gate, but not enough. One learns to pray for a west wind.” He smiled grimly. “Among other things.”


      McCandless wanted news, not only of what had brought Lawford and Sharpe into Seringapatam, but of the siege’s progress and he groaned when he heard where the British had placed their works. “So Harris is coming from the west?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Straight into the Tippoo’s loving arms.” The Scotsman sat quietly for a moment, sometimes shivering because of his fever. He had wrapped himself in straw again, but he was still cold, despite the day’s intense damp heat. “And you couldn’t get a message out? No, I suppose not. Those things are never easy.” He shook his head. “Let’s hope the Tippoo doesn’t finish his mine.”


      “It’s near finished, sir.” Sharpe delivered yet more bad news. “I saw it.”


      “Aye, it would be. He’s an efficient man, the Tippoo,” McCandless said, “efficient and clever. Cleverer than his father, and old Hyder Ali was canny enough. I never met him, but I think I’d have liked the old rogue. This son, now, I never met him either until I was captured, and I wish I hadn’t. He’s a good soldier but a bad enemy.” McCandless closed his eyes momentarily as a shudder racked his body.


      “What will he do with us?” Lawford asked.


      “That I cannot say,” Colonel McCandless replied. “It depends, probably, on his dreams. He’s not as good a Muslim as he’d like us to think, for he still believes in some older magic and he sets great store by his dreams. If his dreams tell him to kill us then doubtless we’ll have our heads turned back to front like the unfortunate gentlemen who shared these cells with me until quite recently. You heard about them?”


      “We heard,” Lawford said.


      “Murdered to amuse the Tippoo’s troops!” McCandless said disapprovingly. “And there were some good Christian men among them too. Only that thing over there survived.” He jerked his head toward Hakeswill’s cell.


      “He survived, sir,” Sharpe said vengefully, “because he betrayed us.”


      “It’s a lie, sir!” Hakeswill, who had been avidly listening to Sharpe and Lawford’s tale, snapped indignantly from across the corridor. “A filthy lie, sir, as I’d expect from a gutter soldier like Private Sharpe.”


      McCandless turned to gaze at the Sergeant. “Then why were you spared?” he asked coldly.


      “Touched by God, sir. Always have been, sir. Can’t be killed, sir.”


      “Mad,” McCandless said quietly.


      “You can be killed, Obadiah,” Sharpe said. “Christ, if it wasn’t for you, you bastard, I’d have taken our news to General Harris.”


      “Lies, sir! More lies,” Hakeswill insisted.


      “Quiet, both of you,” McCandless said. “And Private Sharpe?”


      “Sir?”


      “I’d be grateful if you did not blaspheme. Remember that ‘Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain.’ Exodus twenty, verse seven.”


      “Amen, sir,” Hakeswill called, “and praise the Lord, sir.”


      “Sorry, sir,” Sharpe muttered.


      “You do know your Ten Commandments, don’t you, Sharpe?” McCandless asked.


      “No, sir.”


      “Not one of them?” McCandless asked, shocked.


      “Thou shalt not be found out, sir? Is that one of them?” Sharpe asked guilelessly.


      McCandless stared at him in horror. “Do you have any religion, Sharpe?”


      “No, sir. Never found a need for it.”


      “You were born with a hunger for it, man.” The Colonel spoke with some of his old energy.


      “And for a few things else, sir.”


      McCandless shivered under his mantle of straw. “If God spares me, Sharpe, I may attempt to repair some of the damage to your immortal soul. Do you still have the Bible your mother gave you, Willie?”


      “They took it from me, sir,” Lawford said. “But I did manage to save one page.” He took the single page from his trouser pocket. He was blushing, for both he and Sharpe knew why the page had been torn from the holy book, and it was not for any purpose that Colonel McCandless would have approved. “Just the one page, sir,” Lawford said apologetically.


      “Give it here, man,” McCandless said fiercely, “and let us see what the good Lord has to say to us.” He took the crumpled page, smoothed it and tipped it to the light. “Ah! The Revelation!” He seemed pleased. “‘Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord,’” he read aloud. “Amen to that.”


      “Not very cheerful, sir,” Sharpe ventured.


      “It is the most cheerful thing I can contemplate in this place, Private. A promise from the Lord God Almighty Himself that when I die I shall be carried into His glory.” The Colonel smiled for that consolation. “Might I assume, Private, that you cannot read?”


      “Me, sir? No, sir. Never taught, sir.”


      “Pig stupid, sir, he is, sir,” Hakeswill offered from across the corridor. “Always was, sir. Dumb as a bucket.”


      “We must teach you your letters,” McCandless said, ignoring the Sergeant’s comments.


      “Mister Lawford was going to do that, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “Then I suggest he begin now,” McCandless said firmly.


      Lawford smiled diffidently. “It’s difficult to know where to begin, Uncle.”


      “Why not with T for tiger?” McCandless suggested.


      The beast growled, then settled in its straw. And Sharpe, some years late, began his lessons.


      


      The siege works advanced fast. Redcoats and sepoys worked day and night, sapping forward and shoring up the trench sides with bamboo mats. Rockets continually harassed the work, and the Tippoo succeeded in remounting some of his guns on the western walls, though their fire did little to disturb the work and the gunners suffered grievously from the counterfire of the British eighteen-pounders emplaced in the captured mill fort. Smaller guns, twelve-pounders and short-barreled howitzers, joined the bombardment of the ramparts and their shells and round shot seared above the ground where yard by yard the red earth was broken until, at last, the big short-range breaching batteries were dug and the rest of the massive siege guns were rolled forward in the night and concealed in their gun pits. To the Tippoo’s troops, watching from the battered summit of the western wall, the approaches to the city were now a maze of newly turned earth. Approach trenches angled their way across the farmland, ending in larger mounds of earth thrown up from the deeper pits that held the breaching guns. Not all those bigger mounds concealed guns, for some of the spoil heaps were deliberately thrown up as deceptions so that the Tippoo could not guess where the real guns were emplaced until they opened fire. The Tippoo only knew that the British would aim at his western wall, but he did not yet know the exact stretch of wall that the enemy engineers had chosen, and it suited General Harris that the Tippoo should not learn that spot until it was necessary for the breaching batteries to open fire. If the defenders had too much warning of the place chosen for the storm then they would have time to build elaborate new defenses behind it.


      But the Tippoo was gambling that he already knew where the British would choose to make their breach, and in the old gatehouse where the massive mine was concealed his engineers finished their preparations. They stacked stone around the vast powder charge so that its explosion would be directed northward into the space between the walls. For the mine to be effective the British had to site their breach in the short stretch of wall between the old gatehouse and the city’s northwest bastion, and the Tippoo’s gamble was not an outrageous risk for it was not difficult to forecast that the breach would indeed be blasted in that section of wall. The site was dictated by the outer wall’s decay, and by the shortcomings of the low glacis that lay outside that inviting wall. The rudimentary glacis half protected most of the city’s western battlements, its raw earth slope designed to deflect cannonballs up from the wall’s base, but where the city wall was most decayed the river ran very close to the defenses and there had been no room to construct even the pretence of a glacis. Instead a low mud wall continued the line of the glacis, and that wall penned in the water that had been pumped into the ditch between the outer ramparts and the glacis. That low wall was no obstacle compared to a glacis and the Tippoo reckoned it would be an irresistible target for the enemy engineers.


      He did not put all his faith in the single massive mine. That mine could well kill or maim hundreds of the assaulting troops, but there were thousands more enemy soldiers who could be sent against the city and so the Tippoo prepared his army for its test. The western walls would be crammed with men when the time came, and those men would each have at least three loaded muskets, and behind each fighting soldier would be men trained to reload the discharged weapons. The British storm would thus be met with a blistering hail of musket fire, and mixed with that maelstrom of lead would be round shot and canister fired from the cannons that had replaced the destroyed guns and which were now concealed behind the mutilated ramparts. Thousands of rockets were also ready. At long range the weapon was erratic, but in the close confines of a breach, where men were crammed as tight as sheep in a pen, the rockets could inflict a dreadful slaughter. “We shall stuff hell with infidel souls,” the Tippoo boasted, though at every prayer time he took care to beseech Allah for an early monsoon and every dawn he would look at the sky in hope of seeing some signs of rain, but the skies remained obstinately clear. An early monsoon would drown the British in torrential rain before the rockets and guns could cut them to bloody shreds, but it seemed the rains would not come early to Mysore this year.


      The skies might be clear, but every other omen was good. The ill luck that had led to the loss of the mill fort had been diverted by the sacrifice of the British prisoners and now the Tippoo’s dreams and auguries spoke only of victory. The Tippoo recorded his dreams each morning, writing them down in a large book before discussing their portents with his advisers. His diviners peered into pots of heated oil to read the shifting colored swirls on the surface, and those shimmering signs, like the dreams, forecast a great victory. The British would be destroyed in southern India and then, when the French sent troops to reinforce Mysore’s growing empire, the redcoats would be scoured from the north of the country. Their bones would bleach on the sites of their defeats and their silken colors would fade on the walls of the Tippoo’s great palaces. The tiger would rule from the snowy mountains of the north to the palm-edged beaches of the south, and from the Coromandel Coast to the seas off Malabar. All that glory was foretold by the dreams and by the glistening auguries of the oil.


      But then, one dawn, it seemed the auguries might be deceiving, for the British suddenly unmasked four of their newly made breaching batteries and the great guns crashed back on their trails and the intricate network of trenches and earthworks was shrouded by the giant gusts of smoke that were belched out with every thunderous recoil.


      The balls were not aimed where the Tippoo had hoped, at the vulnerable part of the wall behind the missing section of glacis, but at the city’s mighty northwest bastion: a complex of battlements that loomed high above the river and, from its topmost ramparts, dominated both the northern and western walls. The whole city seemed to shake as the balls slammed home again and again and every strike sprang dust from the old masonry until at last the first stones fell. From the north bank of the river, where the smaller British camp was sited, more guns added their fire and still more stones tumbled down into the ditches as the gunners gnawed away at the great bastion.


      Next day more of the siege guns opened fire, but these new weapons were aimed at the cavaliers at the very southern end of the western wall. There were small cannon mounted in those cavaliers, but their embrasures were destroyed in less than a morning’s work and the defenders’ guns were hurled back off their carriages. And still the batteries hammered at the northwest bastion until, an hour after midday, the great fortification collapsed. At first the sound of the bastion’s fall was like the creak and groan of a deep earthquake, then it turned into a rumble like thunder as the massive battlements disintegrated beneath a huge cloud of dust that slowly drifted to settle on the Cauvery so that, for almost a mile downstream, the water was turned as white as milk. There was an eerie silence after the bastion had been toppled, for the besiegers’ guns had fallen silent. The Tippoo’s troops rushed to the walls, their muskets and rockets ready, but no attackers stirred from the British lines. Their impudent flags flapped in the breeze, but the redcoats and their native allies stayed in their trenches.


      A brave man of the Tippoo’s army ventured up the mound of rubble that had been the northwest corner of the city’s defenses. Dust coated the tiger stripes of his tunic as he clambered across the unsteady ruins to find the green flag that had been flying from the bastion’s topmost rampart. He retrieved the flag, shook the dust from its folds, and waved it in the air. One enemy gunner saw the movement on top of the rubble heap and fired his huge gun. The ball screamed through the dust, ricocheted from a boulder, and bounced on up over the northern defenses to fall into the whitened river. The soldier, unscathed, waved the flag again, then planted its broken staff at the summit of the bastion’s ruins.


      The Tippoo inspected the damage to his western defenses. The guns were gone from the southern cavaliers, and the northwest bastion was untenable, but there was no breach in either place and both the outer and inner walls were undamaged. The low glacis had protected the bottom part of the walls, and though some of the northwest bastion’s stones had fallen into the flooded ditch there was no ramp up which a storming party could climb. “What they were doing,” the Tippoo announced to his entourage, “was destroying our flanking guns. Which means they still plan to attack in the center of the wall. Which is where we want them to attack.”


      Colonel Gudin agreed. For a time, like the Tippoo, he had been worried that the British bombardment meant that they planned to enter the city at its northwestern corner, but now, in the lull after the collapse of the towers, the enemy’s strategy seemed plain. They had not been trying to make a breach, but instead had knocked down the two places where the Tippoo could mount high guns to plunge their fire onto the flanks of the storming troops. The breach would be made next. “It will be where we want it to be, I’m sure,” Gudin confirmed the Tippoo’s guess.


      The man who had planted the flag on the crest of the fallen bastion was brought to the Tippoo on the western wall close to where the towers had fallen. The Tippoo rewarded him with a purse of gold. The man was a Hindu, and that pleased the Tippoo who worried about such men’s loyalties. “Is he one of yours?” he asked Appah Rao who was accompanying the Tippoo on the inspection.


      “No, Your Majesty.”


      The Tippoo suddenly turned and gazed up into the tall Appah Rao’s face. He was frowning. “Those wretched men of Gudin’s,” the Tippoo said, “wasn’t there a woman with them?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      “And didn’t she go to your house?” the Tippoo charged Appah Rao.


      “She did, Highness, but she died.” Appah Rao told the lie smoothly.


      The Tippoo was intrigued. “Died?”


      “She was a drab sick creature,” Appah Rao said carelessly, “and just died. As should the men who brought her here.” He still feared that the arrest of Sharpe and Lawford could lead to his own betrayal and, though he did not truly wish them dead, nor did he wish the Tippoo to believe that he desired them to live.


      “Those two will die,” the Tippoo promised grimly, his query about Mary apparently forgotten. “They will surely die,” he promised again as he clambered up the ruins of the northwestern bastion. “We shall either offer their black souls to avert ill fortune, or we shall sacrifice them as thanks for our victory.” He would prefer the latter, and he imagined killing the two men on the very same day that he first ascended the silver steps of his tiger throne, the throne he had sworn never to use until his enemies were destroyed. He felt a fierce pang of anticipation. The redcoats would come to his city and there they would be seared by the fires of vengeance and crushed by falling stone. Their groans would echo through the days of their dying, and then the rains would come and the sluggish Cauvery would swell into its full drowning spate and the remaining British, who were already low on food, would have no choice but to withdraw. They would leave their guns behind and begin their long journey across Mysore and every mile of their retreat would be dogged by the Tippoo’s lancers and sabremen. The vultures would grow fat this year, and a trail of sun-whitened bones would be left across India until the very last red-coated man died. And there, the Tippoo decided, where the last Englishman died, he would erect a high pillar of marble, white and gleaming and crowned with a snarling tiger’s head.


      The muezzin’s call echoed across the city, summoning the faithful to prayer. The sound was beautiful in the silence after the guns. The Tippoo, obedient to his God, hurried toward his palace with one last backward glance at the damned. They could make their breach, they could cross the river, and they could come to his walls. But once at the walls they would die.


      


      “P-I-K,” Sharpe said, scratching the letters in the dust of the cell’s floor where he had cleared a patch of straw. “L-O-K.”


      “Picklock,” Lawford said. “Very good, but you’ve left out two C’s.”


      “But I’ve got the picklock, sir,” Sharpe said, and produced it from his coat pocket. It was a small cluster of metal shafts, some curiously bent at their tips, which he quickly hid once he had shown it to Lawford.


      “Why didn’t they find it?” Lawford asked. Both men had been searched when they had been taken to the palace after their arrest, and though the guards had left the page of the Bible in Lawford’s pocket, they had taken everything else of value.


      “I had it somewhere it couldn’t be found, sir,” Sharpe said. “Colonel Gudin thought I was scratching my arse, if you follow me, but I was hiding it.”


      “I’d rather not know,” Lawford said primly.


      “A good picklock like that can take care of those old padlocks in seconds, sir,” Sharpe said, nodding at the lock on their cell door. “Then we just have to rush the guards.”


      “And get a bellyful of lead?” Lawford suggested.


      “When the assault comes,” Sharpe said, “the guards will like as not be at the top of the steps, trying to see what’s happening. They won’t hear us.” Sharpe’s back was still painful, and the wounds inflicted by the jetti were crusted with dried blood and pus that tore whenever he moved too quickly, but there was no gangrene and he had been spared any fever, and that good fortune was restoring his confidence.


      “When the assault comes, Sharpe,” Colonel McCandless intervened, “our guards are more likely to be on the walls, leaving our security to the tiger.”


      “Hadn’t thought of that, sir.” Sharpe sounded disappointed.


      “I don’t think even you can rush a tiger,” McCandless said.


      “No, sir. I don’t suppose I can,” Sharpe admitted. Each night, at dusk, the guards left the cells, but first they released the tiger. It was a difficult process, for the tiger had to be held away from the guards with long spears as they retreated up the steps. It had evidently tried to charge the guards once for it bore a long scar down one muscular striped flank, and these days, to prevent another such attack, the guards tossed down a great chunk of raw goat meat to satisfy the tiger’s hunger before they released it, and the prisoners would spend the night hours listening to the creature grinding and slavering as it ripped the last pieces of flesh from the bones. Each dawn the tiger was herded back to its cell where it slept through the heat of the day until its time for guard duty came again. It was a huge and mangy beast, not nearly so sleek as the six tigers kept in the palace yard, but it had a hungrier look and sometimes, in the moonlight, Sharpe would watch it pacing up and down the short corridor, the fall of its pads silent on the stone as it endlessly went up and down, up and down, and he wondered what tiger thoughts brewed behind its night-glossed yellow eyes. Sometimes, for no reason, it would roar in the night and the hunting cheetahs would call back and the night would be loud with the sound of the animals. Then the tiger would leap lithely up the steps and roar another challenge from the bars at the head of the staircase. It always came back down, its approach silent and its gaze malevolent.


      By day, when the tiger twitched in its sleep, the guards would watch the cells. Sometimes there were just two guards, but at other times there were as many as six. Each morning a pair of prisoners from the city’s civilian jail arrived in leg irons to take away the night-soil buckets, and when these had been emptied and returned, the first meal was served. It was usually cold rice, sometimes with beans or scraps of fish in it, with a tin jug of water. A second pail of rice was brought in the afternoon, but otherwise the prisoners were left alone. They listened to the sounds above them, ever fearful that they might be summoned to face the Tippoo’s dreaded killers, and while they waited McCandless prayed, Hakeswill mocked, Lawford worried, and Sharpe learned his letters.


      At first the learning was hard and it was made no easier by Hakeswill’s constant scoffing. Lawford and McCandless would tell the Sergeant to be quiet, but after a while Hakeswill would chuckle again and start talking, ostensibly to himself, in the far corner of his cage. “Above himself, ain’t he?” Hakeswill would mutter just loud enough for Sharpe to hear. “Got hairs and bleeding graces. That’s what Sharpie’s got. Hairs and graces. Learning to read! Might as well teach a stone to fart! It ain’t natural, ain’t right. A private soldier should know his place, says so in the scriptures.”


      “It says nothing of the sort, Sergeant!” McCandless would always snap after such an assertion.


      And always, every daylight hour of every day, there was the sound of the besiegers’ guns. Their thunderous percussions filled the sky and were echoed by the crack of iron on sun-dried mud as the eighteen-pound round shots struck home, while, nearer, the Tippoo’s own guns answered. Few such cannon had survived on the western walls, but closer to the dungeons, on the northern rampart, the Tippoo’s gunners traded shot for shot with the batteries across the Cauvery and the sound of the weapons punched the warm air incessantly.


      “Working hard, them gunners!” Hakeswill would say. “Doing a proper job, like real soldiers should. Working up a proper muck sweat. Not wasting their time with bleeding letters. C-A-T? Who the hell needs to know that? It’s still a bleeding pussycat. All you needs to know is how to skin the thing, not how to spell it.”


      “Quiet, Sergeant,” McCandless would growl.


      “Yes, sir. I shall be quiet, sir. Like a church mouse, sir.” But a few moments later the Sergeant could be heard grumbling again. “Private Morgan, I remembers him, and he could read and he wasn’t nothing but trouble. He always knew more than anyone else, but he didn’t know better than to be flogged, did he? Would never have happened if he hadn’t had his letters. His mother taught him, the silly Welsh bitch. He read his Bible when he should have been cleaning his musket. Died under the lash, he did, and good riddance. A private soldier’s got no business reading. Bad for the eyes, sends you blind.”


      Hakeswill even talked at night. Sharpe would wake to hear the Sergeant talking in a low voice to the tiger, and one night even the tiger stopped to listen. “You’re not such a bad puss, are you?” Hakeswill crooned. “Down here all alone, you are, just like me.” The Sergeant reached a tentative hand through the bars and gave the beast’s back a swift pat. He was rewarded with a low snarl. “Don’t you growl at me, puss, or I’ll have your bleeding eyes out. And how will you catch mouses then? Eh? You’ll be a hungry blind pussycat, that’s what you’ll be. That’s it. Lay you down now and rest your big head, see? Doesn’t hurt, does it?” And the Sergeant reached out and, with remarkable tenderness, scratched the big cat’s flank and, to Sharpe’s wonder, the huge beast settled itself comfortably against the bars of the Sergeant’s cell. “You’re awake, aren’t you, Sharpie?” Hakeswill called softly as he scratched the tiger. “I knows you are, I can tell. So what happened to little Mary Bickerstaff, eh? You going to tell me, boy? Some heathen darkie got his filthy hands on her, has he? She’d have done better lifting her skirts to me. Instead she’s being rogered by some blackie, ain’t she? Is that what happened? Still now, still!” he soothed the tiger. Sharpe pretended to be asleep, but Hakeswill must have sensed his attention. “Officer’s pet, Sharpie? Is that what you are? Learning to read so you can be like them, is that what you want? It won’t do you no good, boy. There’s only two sorts of officers in this army, and the one sort’s good and the other sort ain’t. The good sort knows better than to get their hands dirty with you rankers; they leave it all to the sergeants. The bad sort interfere. That young Mister Fitzgerald, he was an interferer, but he’s gone to hell now and hell’s the best place for him, seeing as how he was an upstart Irishman with no respect for sergeants. And your Mister Lawford, he ain’t no good either, no good at all.” Hakeswill suddenly quieted as Colonel McCandless groaned.


      The Colonel’s fever was growing worse, though he tried hard not to complain. Sharpe, abandoning his pretence of sleep, carried the water bucket to him. “Drink, sir?”


      “That’s land of you, Sharpe, land.”


      The Colonel drank, then propped his back against the stone wall at the back of the cell. “We had a rainstorm last month,” he said, “not a severe one, but these cells were flooded all the same. And not all of the flooding was rain, a good deal was sewage. I pray God gets us out of here before the monsoon.”


      “No chance of us still being here then, is there, sir?”


      “It depends, Sharpe, whether we take the city or not.”


      “We will, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “Maybe.” The Colonel smiled at Sharpe’s serene confidence. “But the Tippoo might decide to kill us first.” McCandless fell silent for a while, then shook his head. “I wish I understood the Tippoo.”


      “Nothing to understand, sir. He’s just an evil bastard, sir.”


      “No, he’s not that,” the Colonel said severely. “He’s actually rather a good ruler. Better, I suspect, than most of our Christian monarchs. He’s certainly been good for Mysore. He’s fetched it a deal of wealth, given it more justice than most countries enjoy in India and he’s been tolerant to most religions, though I fear he did persecute some unfortunate Christians.” The Colonel grimaced as a shudder racked his body. “He’s even kept the Rajah and his family alive, not in comfort, but alive, and that’s more than most monarchs would ever do. Most usurpers kill their country’s old ruler, but not here. I can’t forgive him for what he did to those poor prisoners of ours, of course, but I suppose some capricious cruelty is probably necessary in a ruler. All in all, I think, and judging him by the standards of our own monarchy, we should have to give the Tippoo fairly high marks.”


      “So why the hell are we fighting him, sir?”


      McCandless smiled. “Because we want to be here, and he doesn’t want us to be here. Two dogs in a small cage, Sharpe. And if he beats us out of Mysore he’ll bring in the French to chase us out of the rest of India and then we can bid farewell to the best part of our eastern trade. That’s what it’s about, Sharpe, trade. That’s why you’re fighting here, trade.”


      Sharpe grimaced. “It seems a funny thing to be fighting about, sir.”


      “Does it?” McCandless seemed surprised. “Not to me, Sharpe. Without trade there’s no wealth, and without wealth there’s no society worth having. Without trade, Private Sharpe, we’d be nothing but beasts in the mud. Trade is indeed worth fighting for, though the good Lord knows we don’t appreciate trade much. We celebrate kings, we honor great men, we admire aristocrats, we applaud actors, we shower gold on portrait painters and we even, sometimes, reward soldiers, but we always despise merchants. But why? It’s the merchant’s wealth that drives the mills, Sharpe; it moves the looms, it keeps the hammers falling, it fills the fleets, it makes the roads, it forges the iron, it grows the wheat, it bakes the bread, and it builds the churches and the cottages and the palaces. Without God and trade we would be nothing.”


      Sharpe laughed softly. “Trade never did ’owt for me, sir.”


      “Did it not?” McCandless asked gently. The Colonel smiled. “So what do you think is worth fighting for, Private?”


      “Friends, sir. And pride. We have to show that we’re better bastards than the other side.”


      “You don’t fight for King or country?”


      “I’ve never met the King, sir. Never even seen him.”


      “He’s not much to look at, but he’s a decent enough man when he’s not mad.” McCandless stared across at Hakeswill. “Is he mad?”


      “I think so, sir.”


      “Poor soul.”


      “He’s evil, too,” Sharpe said, speaking too softly for Hakeswill to hear him. “Takes a joy, sir, in having men punished. He thieves, he lies, he rapes, he murders.”


      “And you’ve done none of those things?”


      “Never raped, sir, and as for the others, only when I had to.”


      “Then I pray God you’ll never have to again,” McCandless said fervently, and with that he leaned his gray head against the wall and tried to sleep.


      Sharpe watched the dawn light seep into the dungeon pit. The last bats of the night wheeled in the patch of sky above, but soon they were gone and the first gun of the day spoke. It was clearing its throat, as the gunners liked to say, for the city and its besiegers were waking and the fight would go on.


      


      The opening shot of the day was aimed at the low mud wall that plugged the gap in the glacis and kept the water dammed in the ditch behind. The wall was thick and the shot, which fell low and so lost much of its force as it ricocheted up from the riverbank, did little more than shiver dust from the wall’s crevices.


      One by one the other siege guns woke and had their throats blasted clear. The first few shots were often lackadaisical as the gun barrels were still cool and thus caused the balls to fly low. A handful of guns answered the fire from the city walls, but none of them was large. The Tippoo was hiding his big guns for the assault, but he permitted his gunners to mount and fire their small cannon, some of which discharged a ball no bigger than a grapeshot. The defenders’ fire did no damage, but even the sound of their guns gave the citizens a feeling that they were fighting back.


      This morning the British guns seemed erratic. Every battery was at work, but their fire was uncoordinated. Some aimed at the wall in the glacis while others targeted the higher ramparts, but an hour after dawn they all fell silent and, a moment later, the Tippoo’s gunners also ceased firing. Colonel Gudin, staring through a spyglass from the western ramparts, distinctly saw the sepoy gunners in one breaching battery heaving at the trail of their piece. Gudin reckoned that the big guns were at last being carefully aligned on the section of wall that had been chosen for the breach. The guns were hot now, they would fire true, and soon they would concentrate a dreadful intensity of iron against the chosen spot in the city’s defenses. With his spyglass he could see men straining at the gun, but he could not see the gun itself for the embrasure had been momentarily stopped up with wicker baskets filled with earth. Gudin prayed that the British would take the Tippoo’s bait and aim their pieces at the weakest section of the wall.


      He trained his glass on the nearest battery which was scarce four hundred yards from the vulnerable section of wall. The gunners were stripped to the waist, and no wonder, for the temperature would soon be well over ninety degrees and the humidity was already stifling and these men had to handle enormous weights of gun and shot. An eighteen-pounder siege gun weighed close to twelve tons, and all that mass of hot metal was hurled back with each shot and the gun then had to be manhandled back into its firing position. The shot of such a gun measured a little over five inches across, and each gun could fire perhaps one such ball every two minutes and the Tippoo’s spies had reported that General Harris now had thirty-seven of these heavy guns, and two more cannon, even heavier, that each fired a twenty-four-pound missile. Gudin, waiting for the gunfire to start again, made a simple computation in his head. Each minute, he reckoned, about three hundred and fifty pounds of iron, traveling at unimaginably high velocities, would hammer into the city wall. And to that hefty weight of metal the British could add a score of howitzers and several dozen twelve-pounders that would be used to bombard the walls either side of the place General Harris had chosen to make his breach.


      Gudin knew that the serious business of making the breach was about to begin and he almost held his breath as he waited for the first shot, for that opening gun would tell him whether or not the Tippoo’s gamble had succeeded. The waiting seemed to stretch for ever, but at last one of the batteries unmasked a gun and the great brute belched a jet of smoke fifty yards in front of its embrasure. The sound came a half-second later, but Gudin had already seen the shot fall.


      The British had swallowed the bait. They were coming straight for the trap.


      The rest of the breaching guns now opened fire. For a moment a rumbling thunder filled the sky that was flapping with the wings of startled birds. The shots seared over the dry land, across the river and slammed into the brief curtain wall that joined the sections of glacis. The wall lasted less than ten minutes before an eighteen-pounder shot pierced through it and suddenly the water of the inner ditch was gushing out into the South Cauvery. For a few seconds the water was a clear, thin spurt arcing out to the river, then the force of the flow abraded the remaining mud and the wall collapsed so that a murky flood washed irresistibly down the riverbank.


      The guns scarcely paused, only now they raised their aim very slightly so that the balls could strike against the base of the outer rampart which had been completely unmasked by the collapse of the glacis’s brief connecting wall. Shot after shot slammed home, their impacts reverberating down the whole length of the ancient battlements, and each shot punched out a handful of mud bricks. The water from the punctured ditch kept flowing out, and the shots kept slamming home as the gunners sweated and hauled and spiked and sponged out and rammed and fired again.


      All day long they fired, and all day long the old wall crumbled. The shots were kept low, aimed to strike at the foot of the wall so that the bricks above would collapse to make a ramp of rubble that would lead up and through the gap that the guns were making.


      By nightfall the wall still stood, but at its base there was a crumbling, dusty cavern that had been carved deep into the rampart. A few British guns fired in the night, mostly scattering canister or grapeshot in an attempt to stop the Tippoo’s men from repairing the cavern, but in the dark it was difficult to keep the guns aimed true and most of the shots went wild, and in the morning the British gunners pointed their telescopes and saw that the cavern had been plugged with earth-filled wicker gabions and baulks of timber. The first few shots made short shrift of those repairs, scattering the timber and soil in huge gouts as the balls bit home, and once the cavern was reexposed the gunners went to work on it. The land between the aqueduct and the river became shrouded with a mist of powder smoke as the artillery poured in their fire until, at midday, a cheer from the British lines marked the wall’s collapse.


      It crumpled slowly, jetting a cloud of dust into the air, a cloud so thick that at first no man could see the extent of the damage, but as the small wind cleared the smoke away from the guns and the dust from the wall they could see that a breach had been made. The limewashed wall now had a gap twenty yards wide, and the gap was filled with a mound of rubble up which a man could climb so long as he was unencumbered by anything other than a musket, a bayonet, and his cartridge box. That made the breach practicable.


      Yet still the guns fired. Now the gunners were trying to flatten the slope of the breach and some of their shots ricocheted up to the inner wall and for a time Gudin feared that the British were planning to blast a passage clean through that new inner rampart, but then the gunners lowered their aim to keep their balls hammering at the newly made breach or else to gnaw at the shoulders of the outer wall’s gap.


      A half-mile away from Gudin, in the British lines, General Harris and General Baird stared at the breach through their telescopes. Now, for the first time, they could inspect a short stretch of the new inner wall. “It isn’t as high as I feared,” Harris commented.


      “Let’s pray it’s unfinished,” Baird growled.


      “But still I think it’s better to ignore it,” Harris decreed. “Capture the outer wall first.”


      Baird turned to stare at some clouds that lay heavy and low on the western horizon. He feared the clouds presaged rain. “We could go tonight, sir,” he suggested. Baird was remembering the forty-four months he had endured in the Tippoo’s dungeons, some of them spent chained to the wall of his cell, and he wanted revenge. He was also eager to get the bloody business of storming the city done.


      Harris collapsed his glass. “Tomorrow,” he said firmly, and scratched beneath the edge of his wig. “We risk more by rushing things. We’ll do it properly, and we’ll do it tomorrow.”


      That night a handful of British officers crept out from the leading trenches with small white cotton flags attached to bamboo poles. The sky was laced with a tracery of thin clouds that intermittently hid the waning moon, and in the cloud shadows the officers explored the South Cauvery to find the river’s treacherous deep pools. They marked the shallows with their flags and so pointed the path toward the breach.


      And all through that night the assault troops filed down the long trenches. Harris was determined that his assault would be overwhelming. He would not tickle the city, he told Baird, but swamp it with men, and so Baird would lead two columns of troops, half of them British and half sepoys, but nearly all of them prime men from the army’s elite flanking companies. The six thousand attackers would either be grenadiers, who were the biggest and strongest men, or else from the light companies who were the quickest and cleverest soldiers, and those picked men would be accompanied by a detachment of Hyderabad’s finest warriors. The attackers would also be accompanied by engineers carrying fascines to fill in any ditches that the defenders might have dug on the breach’s summit and bamboo ladders to scale the edges of the breach. Volunteer gunners would follow the leading troops up onto the ramparts and there turn the Tippoo’s own cannon against the defenders on the inner wall. Two Forlorn Hopes would go ahead of the columns, each Hope composed solely of volunteers and each led by a sergeant who would be made an officer if he survived. Both the Forlorn Hopes would carry the British colors into the breach, and those color bearers would be the very first men to climb into the enemy’s guns. Once on the breach the Forlorn Hopes were ordered not to go on into the space between the walls, but to climb the broken stumps of the shoulders either side of the breach’s ramp and from there lead the fight north and south around the whole ring of Seringapatam’s ramparts.


      “God knows,” Harris said that night at supper, “but I can think of nothing left undone. Can you, Baird?”


      “No, sir, I can’t,” Baird said. “Upon my soul, I can’t.” He was trying to sound cheerful, but it was still a subdued meal, though Harris had done his best to make it festive. His table was spread with a linen cloth and was lit by fine spermaceti candles that burned with a pure white light. The General’s cooks had killed their last chickens to provide a change from the usual half-ration of beef, but none of the officers around the table had much appetite, nor, it seemed, any enthusiasm for conversation. Meer Allum, the commander of the Hyderabad army, did his best to encourage his allies, but only Wellesley seemed capable of responding to his remarks.


      Colonel Gent, who as well as being Harris’s chief engineer, had taken on himself the collation of what intelligence came out of the city, poured himself some wine. It was rancid stuff, soured by its long journey from Europe and by the heat of India. “There’s a rumor,” he said heavily when a break in the desultory conversation had stretched for too long, “that the heathen bastards have planted a mine.”


      “There are always such rumors,” Baird said curtly.


      “A bit late to tell us, surely?” Harris remonstrated mildly.


      “Only heard of it today, sir,” Gent said defensively. “One of their cavalry fellows deserted. He could be making up tales, of course, these people do. Maybe the Tippoo sent him. Wants to scare us into delay, I daresay.” He fell silent, toying with a blue-glass saltcellar. The salt was crusted from the humidity, and he attacked it with the small silver spoon, crumbling it as the city wall had crumbled under the onslaught of the guns. “But the fellow seemed sure of himself,” he said after a while. “Says it’s a big mine.”


      Baird grimaced. “So the bastards will blow it when the Forlorn Hopes attack. That’s why we have Forlorn Hopes. To die.” He had not meant to sound so callous, but he had wanted to silence the engineer.


      Somewhere in the far distance there was a grumble of thunder. Everyone around the table waited for the patter of rain on the tent’s canvas, but no such sound came. “My worry,” Gent said, apparently unmoved by Baird’s brusqueness, “is that they’ll blow their mine once we’re on the ramparts, and if it’s a big enough brute it’ll clear our fellows clean off the walls.” He thrust the spoon hard down into the salt. “Clean off.”


      “Then let us hope the rumors are untrue,” Harris said firmly, squashing the engineer’s pessimism. “Colonel Wellesley, can I persuade you to another glass?”


      Wellesley shook his head. “I’ve drunk enough, sir, thank you.” But then the young Colonel looked down the table to where his rival Baird was sitting. “Though maybe, sir, I should accept a glass and drink to your success and renown.”


      Baird, whose distaste for the young Colonel had only increased over the last few days, managed to look pleased. “Obliged to you, Wellesley.” He forced himself to be courteous. “Greatly obliged to you.”


      Harris was grateful for Wellesley’s generosity. He disliked having his deputies at odds, especially as Harris had decided that it should be Wellesley, the younger and more junior man, who should be made Governor of Mysore if the city fell. Baird would undoubtedly be displeased, for the Scotsman would regard the appointment as a slight, yet in truth Baird’s hatred of all things Indian disqualified him from such a post. Britain needed a friendly Mysore, and Wellesley was a tactful man who harbored no prejudice against natives. “Good of you, Wellesley,” Harris said when the toast had been drunk. “Very good of you, I’m sure.”


      “This time tomorrow,” Meer Allum said in his odd English accent, “we shall all dine in the Tippoo’s palace. Drink from his silver and eat from his gold.”


      “I pray that we do,” Harris said, “and I pray we manage it without grievous loss.” He scratched his old wound beneath his wig.


      The officers were still somber when the meal ended. Harris bade them a good night, then stood for a while outside his tent staring at the moon-glossed walls of the distant city. The limewashed ramparts seemed to glow white, beckoning him, but to what? He went to his bed where he slept badly and, in his waking moments, found himself rehearsing excuses for failure. Baird also stayed awake for a while, but drank a good measure of whisky and, afterward, in full uniform and with his big claymore propped beside his cot, he slipped in and out of a restless sleep. Wellesley slept well. The men crammed in the trenches hardly slept at all.


      Bugles greeted the dawn. The storm clouds had thickened in the west, but there was no rain, and the rising sun soon burned the small wispy clouds from above the city. The assaulting troops crouched in the trenches where they could not be seen from Seringapatam’s walls. The small white flags fluttered in the river. The siege guns kept firing, some attempting to open the breach wider, but most just trying to discourage the defenders from making any attempt to repair the breach or place obstacles on its forward slope. The undamaged ramparts gleamed white in the sun, while the breach appeared as a red-brown scar in the long city wall.


      The Tippoo had spent the night in a small sentry shelter on the north walls. He woke early for he expected an attack at dawn and he had ordered that all his soldiers should be ready on the walls, but no assault came and, as the sun climbed higher, he allowed some of the defenders back to their barracks to rest while he himself went to the Inner Palace. He sensed a nervous expectancy in the crowded streets, and he himself was a troubled man for during his restless night he had dreamed of monkeys, and monkeys were ever a bad omen, and the Tippoo’s mood was not helped when his diviners reported that the oil in their pots had been clouded. Today, it seemed, was an inauspicious day, but luck, as the Tippoo knew, was malleable and he attempted to change the day’s ill-starred beginning by giving gifts. He summoned a Hindu priest and presented the man with an elephant, a sack of oilseed, and a purse of gold. To the Brahmins who accompanied the priest he gave a bullock, a nanny goat, two buffalo, a black hat, a black coat, and one of his precious pots of divining oil. Then he washed his hands and donned a cloth-padded war helmet that had been dipped in a sacred fountain to make its wearer invulnerable. On his right arm, his sword arm, he wore a silver amulet inscribed with verses from the Koran. A servant pinned the great red ruby onto the helmet’s plume, the Tippoo slung the gold-hilted sword at his waist, then went back to the western walls.


      Nothing had changed. Beyond the gently flowing South Cauvery the sun baked the ground where the British guns still fired. Their massive round shots churned up the rubble ramp, but no redcoats stirred from their trenches and the only signs that an assault might be imminent were the small pennants stuck in the riverbed.


      “They want another day to widen the breach,” an officer opined.


      Colonel Gudin shook his head. “They’ll come today,” he insisted.


      The Tippoo grunted. He was standing just north of the breach from where he watched the enemy trenches through a spyglass. Some of the British round shot struck dangerously close to where he stood, and his aides tried to persuade him to move to a safer place, but even when a stone shard thrown up by a cannonball flicked at his white linen tunic, he would not move. “They would have come at dawn,” he finally said, “if they were coming today.”


      “They want us to think that,” Gudin protested, “to lull us. But they will come today. They won’t give us another night to make preparations. And why plant the flags?” He pointed at the river.


      The Tippoo stepped back from the remains of the parapet. Was his luck changed? He had given gifts to the enemies of his God in the hope that his God would then reward him with victory, but he still felt an unease. He would much have preferred that the storming should be delayed another day so that another set of auspices could be taken, but perhaps Allah willed it otherwise. And nothing would be lost by assuming that the attack would come this day. “Assume they will come this afternoon,” he ordered. “Every man back to the walls.”


      The walls, already thick with troops, now became crowded with defenders. One company of Muslims had volunteered to face the first enemy who came into the breach and those brave men, armed with swords, pistols, and muskets, crouched just inside the breach, but hidden from the enemy’s guns by the mound of rubble. Those volunteers would almost certainly die, if not at the hands of the attackers then when the great mine blew, but each man had been assured of his place in paradise and so they went gladly to their deaths. Rockets were piled on the ramparts, and guns that had stayed hidden from the bombardment were manhandled into position to take the attackers in the flanks.


      Others of the Tippoo’s finest troops were posted on the outer wall above the edges of the breach. Their job was to defend the shoulders of the breach, for the Tippoo was determined to funnel the attackers into the space between the walls where his mine could destroy them. Let the British come, the Tippoo prayed, but let them be shepherded across the breach and into the killing ground.


      The Tippoo had decided to lead the fight on the wall north of the breach. Colonel Gudin’s battalion would fight south of the breach, but Gudin himself had responsibility for blowing the great mine. It was ready now, a hoard of powder crammed into the old gate passage and shored up by stones and timber so that the blast of the explosion would be forced northward between the walls. Gudin would watch the killing space from his place on the inner rampart, then signal to Sergeant Rothière to light the fuse. Rothière and the fuse were guarded by two of Gudin’s steadiest men and by six of the Tippoo’s jettis.


      The Tippoo assured himself that all had been done that could be done. The city was ready and, in honor of the slaughter of infidels, the Tippoo had arrayed himself in jewels, then consigned his soul and his kingdom into Allah’s keeping. Now he could only wait as the late-morning sun climbed higher and yet higher to become a burning whiteness in the Indian sky where the vultures circled on their wide ragged wings.


      The British guns fired on. In the mosque some men prayed, but all of them were old men, for any man young enough to fight was waiting on the walls. The Hindus prayed to their gods while the women of the city made themselves ragged and dirty so that, should the city fall, they would not attract the enemy’s attention.


      Midday came. The city baked in the heat. It seemed strangely silent, for the fire of the siege guns was desultory now. The sound of each shot echoed dully from the walls and each strike would start a trickle of stone and a small cloud of dust and afterward there would be silence again. On the walls a horde of men crouched behind their firesteps, while in the trenches across the river an opposing horde waited for the order that would send them against an expectant city.


      The Tippoo had a prayer mat brought to the walls and there, facing toward the enemy, he knelt and bowed in prayer. He prayed that Colonel Gudin was wrong and that his enemies would give him one more day, and then, as in a waking dream, a message came to him. He had given gifts, and gifts of charity were blessed, but he had not made sacrifice. He had been saving his sacrifice for the celebration of victory, but perhaps victory would not come unless he made his offerings now. Luck was malleable, and death was a great changer of fortune. He made a last obeisance, touching his forehead to the mat’s weave, then climbed to his feet. “Send for three jettis,” he ordered an aide, “and tell them to bring me the British prisoners.”


      “All of them, Your Majesty?” the aide asked.


      “Not the Sergeant,” the Tippoo said. “Not the one who twitches. The others. Tell the jettis to bring them here.” For his victory needed one last sacrifice of blood before the Cauvery was made dark with it.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 10

    


    
      Appah Rao was an able man, otherwise he would not have been promoted to the command of one of the Tippoo’s brigades, but he was also a discreet man. Discretion had kept Rao alive and discretion had enabled him to preserve his loyalty to the unthroned Rajah of the house of Wodeyar while still serving the Tippoo.


      Now, ordered to take his men to die walls of Seringapatam and there fight to preserve the Muslim dynasty of the Tippoo, Appah Rao at last questioned his discretion. He obeyed the Tippoo, of course, and his cushoons filed dutifully enough onto the city ramparts, but Appah Rao, standing beneath one of the sun banners above the Mysore Gate, asked himself what he wanted of this world. He possessed family, high rank, wealth, and ability, yet he still bowed his head to a foreign monarch and some of the flags above his men’s heads were inscribed in Arabic to celebrate a god who was no god of Appah Rao’s. His own monarch lived in poverty, ever under the threat of execution, and it was possible, more than possible, Rao allowed, that victory this day would raise the Tippoo so high that he would no longer need the small advantage of the Rajah’s existence. The Rajah was paraded like a doll on Hindu holy days to placate the Tippoo’s Hindu subjects, but if Mysore had no enemies in southern India, why should the Hindus of Mysore need to be placated? The Rajah and all his family would be secretly strangled and their corpses, like the bodies of the twelve murdered British prisoners, would be wrapped in reed mats and buried in an unmarked grave.


      But if the Tippoo lost then the British would rule in Mysore. True, if they kept their word, the Rajah would be restored to his palace and to his ancient throne, but the power of the palace would still rest with the British advisers, and the Rajah’s treasury would be required to pay for the upkeep of British troops. But if the Tippoo won, Appah Rao thought, then the French would come and what evidence was there that the French were any better than the British?


      He stood above the southern gate, waiting for an unseen enemy to erupt from their trenches and assault the city, and he felt like a man buffeted between two implacable forces. If he had been less discreet he might have considered rebelling openly against the Tippoo and ordering his troops to help the invading British, but such a risk was too great for a cautious man. Yet if the Tippoo lost this day’s battle, and if Appah Rao was perceived to be loyal to the defeated man, then what future did he have? Whichever side won, Appah Rao thought, he lost, but there was one small act that might yet snatch survival from defeat. He walked out to the end of a jutting cavalier, waved the gunners posted there away from their cannon, and beckoned Kunwar Singh to his side. “Where are your men?” he asked Singh.


      “At the house, Lord.” Kunwar Singh was a soldier, but not in any of the Tippoo’s cushoons. His loyalty was to his kinsman, Appah Rao, and his duty was to protect Appah Rao and his family.


      “Take six men,” the General said, “and make sure they are not dressed in my livery. Then go to the dungeons, find Colonel McCandless, and take him back to my house. He speaks our tongue, so gain his trust by reminding him that you came with me to the temple at Somanathapura, and tell him that I am trusting him to keep my family alive.” The General had been staring southwards as he spoke, but he now turned to look into Kunwar Singh’s eyes. “If the British do get into the city then McCandless will protect our women.” Appah Rao added this last assurance as though to justify the order he was giving, but Kunwar Singh still hesitated. Singh was a loyal man, but that loyalty was being dangerously stretched for he was being asked to rebel against the Tippoo. He might need to kill the Tippoo’s men to free this enemy soldier, and Appah Rao understood his hesitation. “Do this for me, Kunwar Singh,” the General promised, “and I shall restore your family’s land.”


      “Lord,” Kunwar Singh said, then stepped back, turned and was gone. Appah Rao watched him go, then stared past the city’s southwestern corner to where he could see a portion of the enemy trenches. It was past noon and there were still no signs of life from the British lines except for a desultory gunshot once in a while. If the Tippoo won this day, Appah Rao thought, then his anger at McCandless’s disappearance would be terrible. In which case, Appah Rao decided, McCandless must die before he could ever be discovered and have the truth beaten out of him. But if the Tippoo lost, then McCandless was Appah Rao’s best guarantor of survival. And a Hindu living in a Muslim state was an expert at survival. Appah Rao, despite the risk he was running, knew he had acted for the best. He drew his sword, kissed its blade for luck, then waited for the assault.


      


      It took only a minute for Kunwar Singh to reach the General’s house. He ordered six of his best men to discard their tunics which bore Appah Rao’s badge and to put on tiger-striped tunics instead. He changed his own coat, then borrowed a gold chain with a jeweled pendant from the General’s treasure chest. Such a jewel was a sign of authority in the city and Kunwar Singh reckoned he might need it. He armed himself with a pistol and a sword, then waited for his picked squad.


      Mary came to the courtyard and demanded to know what was happening. There was a strange stillness in the city, and the tempo of the British guns, which had been firing so hard and fast for days, was now muted and the ominous silence had made Mary nervous.


      “We think the British are coming,” Kunwar Singh told her, then blurted out that she would be safe for he had been ordered to free the British Colonel from the dungeons and bring him to the house where McCandless’s presence would protect the women. “If the British even get through the wall,” he added dubiously.


      “What about my brother?” Mary asked.


      Kunwar Singh shrugged. “I have no orders for him.”


      “Then I shall come with you,” Mary declared.


      “You can’t!” Kunwar Singh insisted. He was often shocked by Mary’s defiance, though-he also found it appealing.


      “You can stop me,” she said, “by shooting me. Or you can let me come. Make up your mind.” She did not wait to hear his answer, but hurried to her quarters where she snatched up the pistol that Appah Rao had given her. Kunwar Singh made no further protest. He was confused by what was happening, and, though he sensed that his master’s loyalties were wavering, he still did not know which way they would ultimately fall.


      “I can’t let your brother come back here,” he warned Mary when she came back to the courtyard.


      “We can free him,” Mary insisted, “and after that he can look after himself. He’s good at that.”


      The streets of the city were oddly deserted. Most of the Tippoo’s soldiers were on the ramparts, and anyone who had no business in the coming battle had taken care to lock their doors and stay hidden. A few men still trundled handcarts of ammunition and rockets toward the walls, but there were no bullock carts and no open shops. A few sacred cows wandered the city with sublime unconcern, but otherwise it was like a place of ghosts and it only took Kunwar Singh’s small party five minutes to reach the complex of small courtyards that lay to the north of the Inner Palace. No one questioned Kunwar Singh’s right to be in the palace precincts, for he wore the Tippoo’s uniform and the jewels hanging about his neck were glittering proof of his authority.


      The difficulty, Kunwar Singh had anticipated, would lie in persuading the guards to unlock the gate of the dungeon’s outer cage. Once that gate was open the rest should be easy, for his men could swiftly overwhelm the guards and so find the key to McCandless’s cell. Kunwar Singh had decided that his best course was simply to pretend to an authority he did not have and claim to bear a summons from the Tippoo himself. Arrogance went far in Mysore and he would give it a try. Otherwise he must order his men to use their muskets to blast the cage doors down and he feared that such a commotion would bring guards running from the nearby Inner Palace.


      But when he reached the cells he found there were no guards. The space within the outer cage and around the stone steps was empty. A soldier on the inner wall above the cells saw the small group standing uncertainly beside the dungeon gate and assumed they had come to fetch the guards. “They’ve already gone!” the man shouted down. “Ordered to the walls. Gone to kill some Englishmen.”


      Kunwar Singh acknowledged the man, then rattled the gate, vainly hoping that the padlock would fall off. “You don’t want to go inside,” the helpful man called down, “the tiger’s on duty.”


      Kunwar Singh instinctively stepped back. The soldier above him lost interest and went back to his post as Kunwar Singh stepped back to the gate and tugged a second time at the huge padlock. “Too big to shoot open,” he said. “That lock will take five or six bullets, at least.”


      “We can’t get inside?” Mary asked.


      “No. Not without attracting the guards.” He gestured toward the palace. The thought of the tiger had made him nervous and he was wondering whether he would do better to wait until the assault started and then, under the cover of its huge noise, try to shoot the padlock away from the gate, then kill the tiger. Or else just give up the errand. The courtyard stank of sewage, and the smell only reinforced Kunwar Singh’s presentiments of failure.


      Then Mary stepped to the bars. “Richard?” she called. “Richard!”


      There was a momentary pause. “Lass?” The answer came at last.


      Kunwar Singh’s nervousness increased. There were a dozen soldiers on the inner wall immediately above him, and a score of other people were peering through windows or above stable doors. No one was yet taking a suspicious interest in his party, but it seemed likely that someone of true authority would soon pass by the dungeons. “We should leave,” he hissed to Mary.


      “We can’t get inside!” Mary called to Sharpe.


      “Have you got a gun, lass?” Sharpe called back. Mary could not see him, for the outer cage was far enough back from the dungeon steps to hide the cells.


      “Yes.”


      “Chuck it down here, lass. Chuck it as close to the bottom of the steps as you can. Make sure the bugger’s not cocked.”


      Kunwar Singh rattled the gate again. The sound of the clangorous iron prompted a growl from the pit and a moment later the tiger loped up the steps, stared blank-eyed at Kunwar Singh, then turned and went back to the remnants of a half-carcass of goat. “We can’t wait!” Kunwar Singh insisted to Mary.


      “Throw us a gun, love!” Sharpe shouted.


      Mary groped inside the folds of her sari to find the ivory-inlaid pistol that Appah Rao had given to her. She pushed it through the bars and then, very nervously, she tried to gauge how much effort would be needed to toss the gun into the pit, but not too far from the bottom of the steps. Kunwar Singh hissed at her, but made no move to stop her.


      “Here, Richard!” she called, and she tossed the gun underarm. It was a clumsy throw, and the pistol fell short of the steps, but its momentum carried it over the edge and Mary heard the gun clattering down the stone stairs.


      Sharpe cursed, for the pistol had lodged three steps up. “Have you got another one?” he shouted.


      “Give me your pistol,” Mary said to Kunwar Singh.


      “No! We can’t get in.” Kunwar Singh was close to panic now and his six men had been infected by his fear. “We can’t help them,” he insisted.


      “Mary!” Sharpe called.


      “I’m sorry, Richard.”


      “Not to worry, lass,” Sharpe said, staring at the pistol. He did not doubt he could pick the lock open, but could he reach the gun before the tiger reached him? And even if he did, would one small pistol ball stop eight feet of hungry tiger? “Jesus Christ!” he swore.


      “Sharpe!” McCandless chided him.


      “I was praying, sir. Because this is a right bugger-up, sir, a right bugger-up.” Sharpe took out the picklock and unfolded one of the shafts. He put his hands through the bars and grabbed hold of the padlock, then explored the big keyhole with the hooked shaft. It was a crude lock that ought to be easy to open, but the mechanism was not properly oiled and Sharpe feared that the picklock might snap rather dian move the levers aside. Lawford and McCandless watched him, while from across the corridor Hakeswill stared with huge blue eyes.


      “Go on, boy, good boy,” Hakeswill said. “Get us out of here, boy.”


      “Shut your ugly face, Obadiah,” Sharpe muttered. He had moved one lever, now only the second remained, but it was much stiffer than the first. Sweat was pouring down Sharpe’s face. He was working half blind, unable to pull the padlock to an angle where he could see the keyhole. The tiger had paused in its eating to watch him, intrigued by the hands protruding through the bars. Sharpe maneuvered the picklock, felt the hook lodge against the lever, and gently pressed. He pressed harder, and suddenly the hook scraped off the lever’s edge and Sharpe swore.


      And just as he swore the tiger twisted and sprang. It attacked with appalling speed, a sudden unleashing of coiled muscles that ended with a swipe of one unsheathed paw as it tried to hook a claw into the protruding hands. Sharpe recoiled, dropping the picklock, and cursing as the tiger’s slash missed him by inches. “Bastard,” he swore at the beast, then he stooped and reached through the bars for the fallen picklock that lay a foot away. He moved fast, but the tiger was faster, and this time Sharpe got a deep scratch on the back of his hand.


      “Sergeant Hakeswill,” Sharpe hissed. “Get the beast over on your side.”


      “Nothing I can do!” Hakeswill protested, his face twitching. The tiger was watching Sharpe. It was only two feet away from him, its teeth were bared and its claws unsheathed, and there was a glint in its yellow eyes. “You want to fight a tiger, Sharpie,” Hakeswill said, “that’s your business, not mine. Man doesn’t have to fight pussycats, says so in the scriptures.”


      “You say that one more time,” McCandless roared in sudden and unexpected fury, “and I’ll make sure you never wear stripes again! Do you understand me, man?”


      Hakeswill was taken aback by the Colonel’s anger. “Sir,” he said weakly.


      “So do as Private Sharpe says,” Colonel McCandless ordered. “And do it now.”


      Hakeswill beat his hands against the bars. The tiger turned its head and Sharpe immediately snatched the picklock back into the cell and stood again. The tiger leapt at Hakeswill, shaking the bars of his cell with its violence, and Hakeswill backed hurriedly away.


      “Keep provoking it, man!” McCandless ordered Hakeswill, and the Sergeant spat at the tiger, then threw a handful of straw toward its face.


      Sharpe worked on the lock. He had the hook against the lever again. The tiger, roused to a petulant fury, stood with its paws against the bars of Hakeswill’s cell as Sharpe pressed on the lever and at last felt it move. His hands trembled and the hook grated as it slipped across the lever’s face, but he steadied himself and pressed harder. He was holding his breath, willing the lever to unlatch. Sweat stung his eyes, then suddenly the lever clicked across and the lock sprang open in his hands.


      “That was the easy part,” he said grimly. He folded the picklock and put it back in his pocket. “Mary!” he called. There was no answer. “Mary!” he shouted again, but still there was no reply. Kunwar Singh had pulled his men away from the cells and was now in a deep gateway on the courtyard’s far side, trapped between his wish to obey Appah Rao and the apparent impossibility of that obedience.


      “What do you need her for?” Colonel McCandless asked.


      “I don’t even know if the bloody gun’s loaded, sir. I never asked her.”


      “Assume it is,” McCandless said.


      “Easy for you, sir,” Sharpe said respectfully, “being as you ain’t the one who’s got to go out and kill the beast.”


      “I’ll do it,” Lawford offered.


      Sharpe grinned. “It’s either you or me, sir,” he said, “and being honest, sir, who do you think will do the best job?”


      “You,” Lawford admitted.


      “Which is what I reckoned, sir. But one thing, sir. How do you shoot a tiger? In the head?”


      “Between the eyes,” McCandless said, “but not too high up. Just below the eyes.”


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said. He had eased the padlock out of its hasp and he could now move the door outwards, though he did it gingerly, unwilling to attract the tiger’s attention. He pulled the door shut again and stooped for his red jacket that lay on the straw. “Let’s hope the bugger’s a stupid pussycat,” he said, then he gently pushed the door open again. The hinges squealed alarmingly. He had the door in his left hand and his red coat was bundled in his right. When the door was open a foot he tossed the coat as hard as he could toward the remains of the goat at the corridor’s farther end.


      The tiger saw the motion, twisted away from Hakeswill’s cage, and sprang toward the coat. The red jacket had flown the best part of twenty feet and the tiger covered the distance in one powerful leap. It batted the coat with its claws, then batted it again, but found no flesh and blood inside the cloth.


      Sharpe had slipped through the door, turned to the steps, and snatched up the pistol. He turned back, hoping to regain the safety of the cell before the tiger noticed him, but his foot slipped on the lowest step and he fell backward against the stone stairs. The tiger heard him, turned, and went still. The yellow eyes stared at Sharpe, Sharpe gazed back, then slowly thumbed the cock of the pistol. The tiger heard the click and its tail lashed once. The merciless eyes watched Sharpe, then, very slowly, the tiger crouched. Its tail swung back and forth once more.


      “Don’t shoot now!” McCandless called softly. “Get close!”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said. He kept his eyes on the tiger’s eyes as he slowly, slowly climbed to his feet and edged toward the beast. The fear was like a mad wild thing inside him. Hakeswill was spitting encouragement, but Sharpe heard nothing and he saw nothing but the tiger’s eyes. He wondered if he should attempt to duck back into the cell, but guessed that the tiger would spring while he was still trying to open the door. Better to face the beast and shoot it in the open pit, he decided. He held the pistol at arm’s length, keeping the muzzle aimed at a patch of black fur just beneath the animal’s eyes. Fifteen feet away, twelve. His boots grated on the stone floor. How accurate was the pistol? It was a pretty enough thing, all ivory and silver, but did it fire true? And how tightly was the ball sized to the barrel? Even a gap between barrel and ball the width of a sheet of paper was enough to throw a bullet wide as it spat out of the muzzle. Even at twelve feet a pistol could miss a man-size target, let alone a small patch of matted fur between a man-eating tiger’s eyes.


      “Kill the bugger, Sharpie!” Hakeswill urged.


      “Careful, man!” McCandless hissed. “Make sure of your shot. Careful now!”


      Sharpe edged forward. His eyes were still fixed on the tiger’s eyes. He was willing the beast to stay still, to receive its death gracefully. Ten feet. The tiger was motionless, just watching him. Sweat stung Sharpe’s eyes and the weight of the pistol was making his hand tremble. Do it now, he thought, do it now. Pull the trigger, put the bugger down, and run like shit. He blinked, his eyes stinging with the sweat. The tiger did not even blink. Eight feet. He could smell the beast, see its unsheathed claws on the stone, see the glint in its eyes. Seven feet. Close enough, he reckoned, and he straightened his arm to line up the pistol’s rudimentary sights.


      And the tiger sprang. It came from the ground so fast that it was almost on top of Sharpe before he even realized that the beast had moved. He had a wild glimpse of huge claws stretched far out of their pads and of feral yellow teeth in a snarling mouth, and he was unaware that he called aloud in panic. He was unaware, too, that he had pulled the trigger, not smoothly as he had planned, but in a desperate, panicked jerk. Then, instinctively, he dropped to the ground and curled tight so that the tiger’s leap would pass over him.


      Lawford gasped. The echo of the pistol shot was hugely loud in the confines of the dungeon pit which suddenly reeked with the sulfurous smell of powder smoke. Hakeswill was crouching in a corner of his cell, scarce daring to look, while McCandless was mouthing a silent prayer. Sharpe was on the ground, waiting for the agony of the claws to rip him apart.


      But the tiger was dying. The bullet had struck the back of the tiger’s mouth. It was only a small bullet, but the force of it was sufficient to pierce through the throat’s tissues and into the brain stem. Blood spattered the cell bars as the tiger’s graceful leap slumped into death’s collapse. It had fallen at the foot of the steps, but some terrible instinct of surging life still animated the beast and it tried to stand. Its paws scrabbled against stone and its head jerked up for a snarling second as the tail lashed, then blood surged out of its mouth, the head fell back, and the beast went still.


      There was silence.


      The first flies came down to explore the blood spilling from the tiger’s mouth. “Oh, sweet suffering Christ,” Sharpe said, picking himself up. He was shaking. “Jesus bloody wept.”


      McCandless did not reprove him. The Colonel knew a prayer when he heard one.


      Sharpe fetched his tom jacket, pulled the cell door wide open, then gingerly sidled past the dead tiger as though he feared the beast might come back to life. McCandless and Lawford followed him up the stone stairs. “What about me?” Hakeswill called. “You can’t leave me here. It ain’t Christian!”


      “Leave him,” McCandless ordered.


      “I was planning on it, sir,” Sharpe said. He found his picklock again and reached for the padlock on the outer gate. This lock was much simpler, merely a crude one-lever mechanism, and it took only seconds to snap the ancient lock open. “Where are we going?” Lawford asked.


      “To ground, man,” McCandless said. The sudden freedom seemed to have lifted the Colonel’s fever. “We must find somewhere to hide.”


      Sharpe pushed the gate outward, then saw Mary gazing at him from a doorway across the courtyard and he smiled, then saw she was not smiling back, but was instead looking terrified. There were men with her, and they too were unmoving with fear. Then Sharpe saw why.


      Three jettis were crossing the courtyard toward the dungeon cage. Three monsters. Three men with bare oiled chests and muscles like tiger thews. One carried a coiled whip while the other two were armed with hugely long spears with which they had planned to subdue the tiger before opening the prisoners’ cell. Sharpe swore. He dropped his coat and picklock.


      “Can you lock us in again?” McCandless asked.


      “Those buggers are sirong enough to tear the padlocks clean away, sir. We have to kill the bastards.” Sharpe darted through the gate and ran to his right. The jettis followed him, but more slowly. They were not fast men, though their massive strength gave them an easy confidence as they spread out into a line to trap Sharpe in a corner of the courtyard. “Throw me a musket!” Sharpe called to Mary. “Quick, lass, quick!”


      Mary snatched a musket from one of Kunwar Singh’s men and, before the astonished man could protest, she tossed it to Sharpe. He caught it, held it at his waist, but did not cock the weapon. Then he advanced on the middle jetti. The man had seen that the musket was uncocked and he smiled, anticipating an easy victory, then slashed out his whip so that its coiled end wound round Sharpe’s throat. He tugged, planning to pull Sharpe off balance, but Sharpe was already running toward him, cheating the whip’s tension, and the jetti had never faced a man as quick as Sharpe. Nor as lethal. The jetti was still recovering from his surprise when the muzzle of the musket rammed into his Adam’s apple with the force of a sledgehammer. He choked, his eyes widened, then Sharpe kicked him in the crotch and the huge man staggered and collapsed. One big muscle-bound brute was down, gasping desperately for breath, but the long spears were turning toward Sharpe who, with the whip still trailing from his throat, turned fast to his right. He knocked the next jetti’s spear aside with his musket barrel, then reversed the weapon and charged. The jetti abandoned his spear and reached for the musket, but Sharpe checked his rush so that the big man’s hands closed on nothing, and then Sharpe swung the musket by its barrel so that its brass-bound butt slammed into the man’s temple with the sound of an axe biting into soft wood.


      Two of the bastards were down. The soldiers on the inner ramparts’ battery were watching the fight, but not interfering. They were confused, for Kunwar Singh was standing right beside the fight and doing nothing, and his jewels made him appear a man of high authority, and so they followed his example and did not try to intervene. Some of the watching soldiers were even cheering, for, though the jettis were admired, they were also resented because they received privileges far above any ordinary soldier’s expectations.


      Lawford had moved to help Sharpe, but his uncle held him back. “Let him be, Willie,” McCandless said quietly. “He’s doing the Lord’s work and I’ve rarely seen it done better.”


      The third jetti lumbered at Sharpe with his spear. He advanced warily, confused by the ease with which this foreign demon had downed his two companions.


      Sharpe smiled at the third jetti, shouldered the musket, pulled back the cock, and fired.


      The bullet drummed into the jetti’s chest, making all his huge muscles shudder with the force of its impact. The jetti slowed, then tried to charge again, but his knees gave way and he fell forward onto his face. He twitched, his hands scrabbled for an instant, then he was still. From the ramparts above the soldiers cheered.


      Sharpe uncoiled the whip from his neck, picked up one of the clumsy spears, and finished off the two jettis who still lived. One had been stunned and the other was almost unable to breathe, and both now had their throats cut. From the windows of the low buildings around the courtyard men and women stared at Sharpe in shock.


      “Don’t just stand there!” Sharpe snarled at Lawford. “Sir,” he added hastily.


      Lawford and McCandless came through the gate, while Kunwar Singh, as if released from a spell, suddenly hurried to meet them. Mary crossed to Sharpe. “Are you all right?”


      “Never better, lass,” he said. In truth he was shaking as he picked up his red coat and as Kunwar Singh’s six men stared at him as though he was a devil come from nightmare. Sharpe wiped sweat from his eyes. He was oblivious of most of what had just happened for he had fought as he had always fought, fast and with a lethal skill, but it was instinct that led him, not reason, and the fight had left him with a seething hate. He wanted to slake that hate by killing more men, and perhaps Kunwar Singh’s soldiers picked up that ferocity, for none of them dared move.


      Lawford crossed to Sharpe. “We think the assault is about to come, Sharpe,” the Lieutenant said, “and Colonel McCandless is being taken to a place of safety. He’s insisted that we go with him. The fellow in the jewels isn’t happy about that, but McCandless won’t go without us. And well done, by the way.”


      Sharpe glanced up into the Lieutenant’s eyes. “I’m not going with him, sir, I’m going to fight.”


      “Sharpe!” Lawford reproved him.


      “There’s a bloody great mine, sir!” Sharpe raised his voice angrily. “Just waiting to kill our lads! I ain’t letting that happen. You can do what you bloody well like, but I’m going to kill some more of these bastards. You can come with me, sir, or stay with the Colonel, I don’t care. You, lad!” This was to one of Kunwar Singh’s uncomprehending soldiers. “Give me some cartridges. Come on, hurry!” Sharpe crossed to the man, pulled open his pouch, and helped himself to a handful of cartridges that he shoved into a pocket. Kunwar Singh made no move to stop him. Indeed, everyone in the courtyard seemed to be stunned by the ferocity that had reduced three of the Tippoo’s prized jettis to dead meat, though the officer commanding the troops on the inner wall did now call down to demand to know what was happening. Kunwar Singh shouted back that they were doing the Tippoo’s bidding.


      McCandless had overheard Sharpe talking to Lawford. “If I can help, Private…” the Colonel said.


      “You’re weak, sir, begging your pardon, sir. But Mister Lawford will help me.”


      Lawford said nothing for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, of course I will.”


      “What will you do?” McCandless asked. He spoke to Sharpe, not Lawford.


      “Blow the bloody mine, sir, blow it to kingdom come.”


      “God bless you, Sharpe. And keep you.”


      “Save your prayers for the bloody enemy, sir,” Sharpe said curtly. He rammed a bullet home, then plunged into an alleyway that led southward. He was loose in his enemy’s rear, he was angry, and he was ready to give the bastards a taste of hell on earth.


      


      Major General Baird hauled a huge watch from his fob pocket, sprang open the lid, and stared at the hands. One o’clock. On the fourth of May, 1799. A Saturday. A drop of sweat landed on the watch crystal and he carefully wiped it away with a tassel of his red sash. His mother had made the sash. “You’ll not let us down, young Davy,” she had said sternly, giving him the strip of tasseled silk and then saying no more as he had walked away to join the army. The sash was over twenty years old now, and it was frayed and threadbare, but Baird reckoned it would last him. He would take it back to Scotland one day.


      It would be good, he thought, to go home and see the new century. Maybe the eighteen hundreds would bring a different world, even a better one, but he doubted that the new era would manage to dispense with soldiers. Till time ended, Baird suspected, there would be uses for a man and his sword. He took off his mildewed hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. Almost time.


      He peered between two sandbags that formed the forward lip of the trench. The South Cauvery rippled prettily between its flat boulders, the paths across its bed marked with the little white flags on their bamboo sticks. In a moment he would launch men across those paths, then through the gap in the glacis and up that mound of stone, brick, mud, and dust. He counted eleven cannonballs stranded on the breach, looking for all the world like plums stuck in a pudding. Three hundred yards of ground to cover, one river to cross, and one plum pudding to climb. He could see men peering from between the city’s battered crenellations. Flags flew there. The bastards would have guns mounted crosswise to the breach and perhaps a mine buried in the rubble. God preserve the Forlorn Hopes, he thought, though God was not usually merciful in such matters. If Colonel Gent was right, and there was a massive mine waiting for the attackers, then the Forlorn Hopes would be slaughtered, and then the main attack would have to assault the breach and climb its shoulders to where the enemy was massed on the outer ramparts. So be it. Too late to worry now.


      Baird pushed through the waiting men to find Sergeant Graham. Graham would lead one of the two Forlorn Hopes and, if he lived, would be Lieutenant Graham by nightfall. The Sergeant was scooping a last ladleful of water from one of the barrels that had been placed in the trenches to slake the thirst of the waiting men. “Not long now, Sergeant,” Baird said.


      “Whenever you say, sir.” Graham poured the water over his bare head, then pulled on his shako. He would go into the breach with a musket in one hand and a British flag in the other.


      “Whenever the guns give their farewell volley, Sergeant.” Baird clicked open the watch again and it seemed to him the hands had scarcely moved. “In six minutes, I think, if this is accurate.” He held the watch to his ear. “It usually loses a minute or two every day.”


      “We’re ready, sir,” Graham said.


      “I’m sure you’re ready,” Baird said, “but wait for my order.”


      “Of course, sir.”


      Baird looked at the volunteers, a mix of British and sepoys. They grinned back at him. Rogues, he thought, every last man jack of them, but what splendid rogues, brave as lions. Baird felt a pang of sentimentality for these men, even for the sepoys. Like many soldiers the Scotsman was an emotional man, and he instinctively disliked those men, like Colonel Wellesley, who seemed passionless. Passion, Baird reckoned, was what would take men across the river and up the breach. Damn scientific soldiering now. The science of siege warfare had opened the city, but only a screaming and insane passion would take men inside. “God be with you all, boys,” he said to the Forlorn Hope and they grinned again. Like every man who would cross the river today none of them was encumbered with a pack. They had all stripped off their stocks, too. They carried weapons and cartridges and nothing else, and if they succeeded they would be rewarded with General Harris’s thanks and maybe a pittance of coins.


      “Is there food in the city, sir?” one of the volunteers asked.


      “Plenty, boys, plenty.” Baird, like the rest of the army, was on half-rations.


      “And some bibbi, sir?” another man asked.


      Baird rolled his eyes. “Running over with it, lads, and all of them just panting for you. The place is fair crammed with bibbi. Even enough for us old generals.”


      They laughed. General Harris had given strict orders that the inhabitants were not to be molested, but Baird knew that the terrible savagery of an assault on a breach almost demanded that the men’s appetites be satisfied afterward. He did not care. So far as Major General David Baird was concerned the boys could play to their loins’ content so long as they first won.


      He edged his way through the crush of men to a point midway between the two Forlorn Hopes. The watch still ticked, but again the minute hand seemed scarcely to have moved since he last looked at the face. Baird closed the lid, pushed the watch into his fob, then peered again at the city. The undamaged parts of the wall glowed white in the sun. It was, with its towers and shining roofs and tall palms, a beautiful place, yet it was there that Baird had spent close to four years as a prisoner of the Tippoo. He hated the place as he hated its ruler. Revenge had been a long time coming, but it was here now.


      He drew his claymore, a brutal Scottish blade that had none of the finesse of more modern swords, yet Baird, at six feet four inches tall, had little need of finesse. He would carry his butcher’s blade into a breach of blood to pay back the Tippoo for forty-four months of hell.


      In the batteries behind Baird the gunners blew on their linstocks to keep the fire burning. General Harris pulled out his watch. Colonel Arthur Wellesley, who would lead the second wave of attackers through the breach, adjusted his cravat, and thought of his responsibilities. The bulk of his men were from the Régiment de Meuron, a Swiss battalion that had once fought for the Dutch, but which had put itself under the command of the East India Company when the British had captured Ceylon. The men were mostly Swiss, but with a leavening from the German states, and they were a sober, steady battalion that Wellesley planned to lead to the Inner Palace to protect its contents and its harem from the ravages of the attackers. Seringapatam might fall, and the Tippoo might die, but the important thing was to gain Mysore’s friendship and Wellesley was determined to make certain that no unnecessary atrocities soured its citizens’ new allegiance. He adjusted the silver-gilt gorget about his neck, drew his sword an inch or two, then let it fall back into its scabbard before momentarily closing his eyes to say a prayer beseeching God’s protection on his men.


      The Forlorn Hopes, their muskets loaded and tipped with steel, crouched in the trenches. The officers’ watches ticked on, the river ran gentle across its stones, and the silent city waited.


      


      “Coat off,” Sharpe said to Lawford, instinctively lapsing back into the relationship that had existed between them when they had served in Gudin’s battalion. “No point in showing a red coat till we have to,” Sharpe explained, turning his own coat inside out. He did not put it back on, but knotted its sleeves about his neck so that the claw-torn jacket hung down against his scarred and naked back. The two men were crouched in a byre off the alley that led from the courtyard. Colonel McCandless had gone, led away to Appah Rao’s house, and Sharpe and Lawford were alone. “I don’t even have a gun,” the Lieutenant said nervously.


      “Soon remedy that,” Sharpe said confidently. “Come on now.”


      Sharpe led, plunging into the intricate maze of small streets that surrounded the palace. A white man’s face was not so unusual as to attract attention in Seringapatam, for there were plenty of Europeans serving the Tippoo, but even so Sharpe did not fancy his chances in a red coat. He did not fancy his chances much at all, but he would be damned before he abandoned his fellow soldiers to the Tippoo’s mine.


      He hurried past a shuttered goldsmith’s shop and half glimpsed, deep in its shadowed entrance, an armed man who was standing guard on the property. “Stay here,” he told Lawford, then slung the musket on his shoulder and doubled back. He pushed a wandering cow out of his way and ducked into the goldsmith’s entrance. “How are you feeling today?” he said pleasantly to the man who, speaking no English, just frowned in confusion. He was still frowning when Sharpe’s left fist buried itself in his belly. He grunted, but then the right fist smacked him on the bridge of his nose and he was in no state to resist as Sharpe stripped him of musket and cartridge box. For good measure Sharpe gave the man a tap on the skull with the butt end of the musket, then went back to the street. “One musket, sir, filthy as hell, but she’ll fire. Cartridges too.”


      Lawford opened the musket’s pan to check that it was loaded. “Just what do you plan to do, Sharpe?” the Lieutenant asked.


      “Don’t know, sir. Won’t know till we get there.”


      “You’re going to the mine?”


      “Aye, sir.”


      “There’ll be guards.”


      “Like as not.”


      “And only two of us.”


      “I can count, sir.” Sharpe grinned. “It’s reading I find hard. But my letters are coming on, aren’t they?”


      “You’re reading well,” Lawford said. Probably, the Lieutenant thought, as well as most seven-year-olds, but it had still been gratifying to see the pleasure Sharpe took from the process, even if his only reading matter was a crumpled page of the Revelation full of mysterious beasts with wings that covered their eyes. “I’ll get you some more interesting books when we’re out of here,” Lawford promised.


      “I’d like that, sir,” Sharpe said, then ran across a street junction. The fear of an imminent assault had served to empty the streets of their usual crowds, but the alleys were clogged with parked carts. Stray dogs barked as the two men hurried southward, but there were few people to remark their presence. “There, sir, there’s our bloody answer,” Sharpe said. He had run from a street into a small square, and now jerked back into the shadows. Lawford peered about the corner to see that the small open space was filled with handcarts, and that the handcarts were piled with rockets. “Waiting to take them up to the wall, I daresay,” Sharpe said. “Got so many up there already they have to store the rest down here. What we do, sir, is take one cart, go down that next street, and have a private Guy Fawkes day.”


      “There are guards.”


      “Of course there are.”


      “I mean on the rocket carts, Sharpe.”


      “They’re nothing,” Sharpe said scornfully. “If those fellows were any good they’d be up on the walls. Can’t be nothing but maimed men and grandfathers. Rubbish. All we have to do is shout at the buggers. Are you ready?”


      Lawford looked into his companion’s face. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Sharpe?”


      “Aye, sir. Aren’t you?”


      “I’m scared as hell,” Lawford admitted.


      Sharpe smiled. “You won’t be when we’re through, sir. We’re going to be all right. You just behave as though you owned the bloody place. You officers are supposed to be good at that, aren’t you? So I’ll grab a cart and you shout at the rubbish. Tell them Gudin sent us. Come on, sir, time’s wasting. Just walk out there as though we owned the place.”


      Sharpe brazenly walked into the sunlight, his musket slung on his shoulder, and Lawford followed him. “You won’t tell anyone that I confessed to being scared?” the Lieutenant asked.


      “Of course not, sir. You think I’m not scared myself? Jesus, I almost fouled my breeches when that bloody tiger jumped at me. I’ve never seen a thing move so bloody fast. But I wasn’t going to show I was scared in front of bloody Hakeswill. Hey, you! Are you in charge?” Sharpe shouted imperiously at a man who squatted beside one of the carts. “Move your bloody self, I want the cart.”


      The man sprang aside as Sharpe jerked up the handles. There must have been fifty rockets in the cart, more than enough for Sharpe’s purpose. Two other men shouted protests at Sharpe, but Lawford waved them down. “Colonel Gudin sent us. Understand?” Lawford said. “Colonel Gudin. He sent us.” The Lieutenant followed Sharpe down the street leading south from the square. “Those two men are coming after us,” he said nervously.


      “Shout at the buggers, sir. You’re an officer!”


      “Back!” Lawford shouted. “To your duties! Go on! Now! Do as I say, damn your eyes! Go!” He paused, then gave a delighted chuckle. “Good God, Sharpe, it worked.”


      “Works with us, sir, should work with them,” Sharpe said. He turned a corner and saw the towering sculptures of the big Hindu temple. He recognized where he was now and he knew the alley leading to the mine was only a few yards away. It would be filled with guards, but Sharpe now had a whole arsenal of his own.


      “We can’t do anything if there isn’t an attack,” Lawford said.


      “I know that, sir.”


      “So what do we do if there isn’t an assault?”


      “Hide, sir.”


      “Where, for God’s sake?”


      “Lali will take us in, sir. You remember Lali, don’t you, sir?”


      Lawford blushed at the memory of his introduction to Seringapatam’s brothels. “You really believe she’ll hide us?”


      “She thinks you’re sweet, sir.” Sharpe grinned. “I’ve seen her a couple of times since that first night, sir, and she always asks after you. I reckon you made a conquest there, sir.”


      “Good God, Sharpe, you won’t tell anyone?”


      “Me, sir?” Sharpe pretended to be shocked. “Not a word, sir.”


      Then, very suddenly, and far off, muffled by distance so that it was thin and wavering, a trumpet sounded.


      And every gun in creation seemed to fire at once.


      


      Baird clambered up the trench wall, climbed over the sandbags and turned to face his men. “Now, my brave fellows,” he shouted in his broad Scottish accent, waving his sword toward the city, “follow me and prove yourselves worthy of the name British soldiers!”


      The Forlorn Hopes were already on their way. The moment Baird had climbed out of the trench the seventy-six men of the two Hopes had scrambled over the lip and begun running. They splashed through the Little Cauvery, then sprinted toward the larger river. The air about them churned with noise. Every siege gun had fired at almost the same instant and the breach was a boiling mass of dust, while the huge sound of the guns was echoing back from the walls. The banners of Britain streamed as the leading men ran into the South Cauvery. The first bullets plucked at the water, throwing up small fountains, but the Forlorn Hopes did not notice the firing. They were screaming their challenge and racing each other to be first up the breach.


      “Fire!” the Tippoo shouted, and the walls of the city were rimmed with flame and smoke as a thousand muskets poured lead down into the South Cauvery and out toward the trenches. Rockets hissed off the walls, their trails twisting madly as they tangled in the hot air. The trumpet was still sounding. The musketry of the defenders was unending as men simply dropped their empty guns, snatched up loaded ones, and fired into the smoke cloud that edged the city. The sound of their guns was like a giant fire crackling, the river was foaming with bullets and a handful of redcoats and sepoys were jerking and thrashing as they drowned or bled to death.


      “Come on!” Sergeant Graham roared as he stumbled over the remains of the mud wall that had penned in the water behind the glacis. A foot of muddy water still lay in the old ditch, but Graham ran through it as though he had wings. A bullet plucked at the flag in his left hand. “Come on, you bastards!” he shouted. He was on the lower slope of the breach now, and his whole world was nothing but noise and smoke and whipsawing bullets. It was a tiny place, that world, a hell of dust and fire above a rubble slope. He could see no enemy, for those above him were hidden by their own musket smoke, but then the defenders on the inner wall, who could stare straight down the throat of the breach in the outer wall, saw the redcoats clambering up the ramp and opened fire. A man behind Graham collapsed backward with blood gurgling from his throat. Another pitched forward with a shattered knee.


      Graham reached the breach’s summit. His real goal was the wall to his left, but the summit of the breach felt like triumph enough and he rammed the flagstaff deep into the stones and dust. “Lieutenant Graham now!” he shouted exultingly, and a bullet immediately snatched him off the summit and hurled him back toward his men.


      It was just then that the Tippoo’s own volunteers struck. Sixty men swarmed up from behind the wall with sabres and muskets to meet the two Forlorn Hopes on the crest of the rubble breach. These were the Tippoo’s best men, his tigers, the warriors of Allah who had been promised a favored place in paradise, and they screamed with exultation as they attacked. They fired a musket volley as they climbed, then threw down the empty guns to attack the redcoats with bright curved swords. Musket barrels parried swords, bayonets lunged and were cut aside. Men swore and killed, swore and died. Some men fought with hands and boots, they gouged and bit each other as they grappled hand to hand on the dusty summit. One Bengali sepoy snatched up a fallen sword and carved a way to the foot of the wall where it climbed up from the breach to the northern ramparts. A Mysorean volunteer sliced at him, the sepoy instinctively parried, then cut down through the man’s brass helmet so violently that the blade was buried and trapped in his enemy’s skull. The Bengali left it there and, so fevered by battle that he did not realize he was weaponless, tried to scale the broken wall’s flank to attack the defenders waiting on the firestep above. A musket shot from the top of the wall hurled him backward and he slid, dying and bleeding, to lodge against the wounded Graham.


      Baird was still west of the river. His job was not to die with the Forlorn Hopes, but to lead the main attack up the path they had cleared. That main attack now formed itself into two columns of platoons.


      “Forward!” Baird shouted, and led the twin columns toward the river. The ground ahead was being pitted by bullets as if an invisible hail fell. Behind him the drummer boys were sounding the advance while the engineers, laden with their fascines and ladders, walked alongside the platoons. Rockets screamed above Baird, their trails stitching ropes of smoke above the river. Men struggled hand to hand in the breach and the walls of the city spat flame through the churning rill of smoke.


      Hell had come to Seringapatam and Baird hurried toward it.


      


      “Jesus Christ!” Sharpe swore, for he could hear the sudden sound of battle swelling just beyond the western walls. Men were dying there. Men were storming a breach and the Tippoo’s mine waited for them, its tons of powder cunningly crammed into a stone tunnel and poised to annihilate a whole brigade.


      He stopped at a corner of the alley which led to the ancient gateway that had been filled with the explosives. He peered round the corner and saw Sergeant Rothière and two Frenchmen from Gudin’s battalion. All three were standing beside a barrel, staring up at the inner ramparts, and around the Europeans was a guard of a half-dozen jettis, all armed with muskets and swords. He ducked back and blew the priming out of his musket’s pan. “Only nine or ten of the bastards,” he told Lawford, “so let’s give them a headache.”


      The rockets were stacked nose first on the cart so that their long bamboo tails stuck out toward the cart’s handles. Sharpe went to the front of the cart, seized the thin boards that were painted with gods and elephants, and wrenched them off. They came away easily, their nails pulling out of the cart’s sides. He beat off the last slivers of wood so that now there was no obstacle in front of the lethal cargo, then he turned the cart so that the rockets’ tin cones were pointing toward the alley, though he took care to make sure that the cart and its contents were still hidden from the men waiting beside the mine’s fuse.


      Lawford said nothing, but just watched as Sharpe tore the fuse paper from one of the rockets. He twisted the paper into a spill, then pushed it into the musket’s empty lock, cocked the gun and pulled the trigger. The powder-impregnated paper immediately caught the spark and started burning.


      Sharpe dropped the musket and began lighting the fuses of the topmost row of rockets. The paper in his hand burned fiercely, but he managed to light eight of the weapons before he was forced to tear off another fuse and use it to light more. It was difficult to reach between the rocket’s bamboo sticks, but he lit another ten while the first few fuses were fizzing and smoking. Lawford, seeing what Sharpe was doing, had taken the single page of the Bible from his pocket and twisted it into a spill that he used to light still more of the missiles. Then the first rocket to be lit suddenly coughed and spat out a gout of smoke and Sharpe immediately snatched up the cart’s handles and shoved it around the corner so that the missiles were pointing straight down the alley. He crouched beside it, sheltered from the men in the alley by the corner of the building, and pulled his musket toward him. He used the musket to raise the cart’s handles so that the vehicle’s bed, and the rockets it contained, were horizontal.


      The first rocket shuddered, then streaked away. The second went an instant later, then two more, and suddenly the whole cart was shaking and jerking as the rockets seethed away. A musket bullet hit the cart, another flicked dust from the corner of the building, but then there were no more shots, just shouts of terror as the missiles screamed between the alley’s close walls. Some of the rockets had solid shot in their nose cones, others had small charges of black powder, and those now began to explode. A man screamed. More rockets exploded, the sound of their blasts cramming the alley with noise while the missiles’ fierce trails filled the small street with smoke and flame. Sharpe waited till the last lit rocket flamed off the cart. “Now’s the hard bit,” he warned Lawford. He replaced the priming in his musket with a pinch from a fresh cartridge, then seized the handcart and pushed it in front of him down the alley. At least thirty of the rockets had fired, and the alley was now an inferno of boiling smoke amongst which a handful of live rockets still ricocheted or spun crazily while the carcasses of the spent weapons burned bright in the gloom. Sharpe charged into that chaos, hoping that the half-loaded cart would serve as a shield if any man still lived in the alley.


      Lawford charged with him. At least four men were still on their feet, while another had found shelter in a deep doorway, but they were all dazed by the violence of the rockets and half blinded by the thick smoke. Sharpe gave the cart a huge push to send it clattering toward them. One of the jettis saw the cart, dodged aside, and charged at Sharpe with a drawn sabre, but Lawford shot him with his musket, taking the huge man in the throat as quickly and cleanly as if he had been a pheasant rising from a brake. The cart struck two of the standing men and sent them reeling. Sharpe stamped on the head of one and kicked the other in the crotch. He slammed the butt of the musket onto the back of a Frenchman’s skull, then drove the weapon’s muzzle deep into a jetti’s belly and, as the man folded, he rammed the barrel into his face. The jetti screamed and staggered away, his hands clutched tight to one eye. Lawford had seized a fallen sword and sliced it savagely across another jetti’s neck and was so inspired and elated by battle that he did not even feel any revulsion when the man’s blood gushed out to hiss in the burning remnants of a rocket. Sergeant Rothière was on the ground with one of his legs broken by the strike of a rocket, but he cocked his musket and aimed the gun at Lawford, then the Sergeant heard Sharpe behind him and tried to swing the musket round. Sharpe was too close and too fast. He felled Rothière with a huge swing of his gun. He felt the butt break the Sergeant’s skull. The gun was still loaded, so he reversed it and snarled a challenge as he peered through the choking smoke. He could see no danger now, just wounded men, dead men, and flickering rocket cases. The mine’s trail, a snaking length of quick fuse, had somehow escaped the fire of the rockets and lay discarded beside the toppled barrel in which Rothière had been keeping a lit linstock. Sharpe moved toward the barrel, then heard the click of a gun being cocked.


      “That’s far enough, Sharpe.” It was Colonel Gudin who spoke. He was behind Sharpe. The Colonel had been waiting for the Tippoo’s signal on the inner ramparts just beside the gatehouse, but he had jumped down onto a rooftop and then into the alley and now he aimed his pistol at Sharpe. Lawford, sabre in hand, was a half-dozen paces away, too far to help. Gudin jerked the pistol. “Put the musket down, Sharpe.” Gudin spoke calmly.


      Sharpe had turned with the musket at his hip. The Colonel was only three or four paces away. “Put your pistol down, sir,” Sharpe said.


      A slight look of regret crossed the Colonel’s face as he straightened his arm to take more careful aim. Sharpe fired as soon as he saw the small movement and though he had not aimed the musket, but fired it from the hip, his bullet struck the Colonel high on his right shoulder so that Gudin’s pistol arm flew into the air. “Sorry, sir,” Sharpe said, and then he ran to where one of the spent rockets still had weak flames burning from its exhaust. He carried the flaming carcass to the end of the quick fuse and there paused to listen. He could hear cannons firing, and knew they must be the Tippoo’s guns, for no British artilleryman would dare fire now for fear of hitting the assaulting troops. He could hear musket fire, but he could not hear the massive, deep-throated roar of men coming into the breach. The Forlorn Hope alone must be fighting, and that meant the space between the walls must still be clear of British soldiers. He stooped to put the rocket’s feeble flames to the waiting fuse, but Lawford pushed his arm aside. Sharpe looked up at the Lieutenant. “Sir?”


      “Best to leave the mine alone, I think, Sharpe. Our men might be too close.”


      Sharpe still held the burning tube. “Just you and me, sir, eh?”


      “You and me, Sharpe?” Lawford asked, puzzled.


      “In five minutes, sir, when the Tippoo wonders why his fireworks aren’t going off? And he sends a dozen men to find out what’s happening. You and me? We’re going to fight all those buggers off alone?”


      Lawford hesitated. “I don’t know,” he said uncertainly.


      “I do, sir,” Sharpe said, and he pushed the burning rocket onto the fuse and immediately a quick and bitter fire began to fizzle and spark down the powder-impregnated rope. Gudin tried to stub it out with his foot, but Sharpe unceremoniously shoved the Frenchman aside. “Are you hurt bad, sir?” he asked Gudin.


      “Broken shoulder, Sharpe.” Gudin looked close to tears, not because of his wound, but because he had failed in his duty. “I’ve no doubt Doctor Venkatesh will mend it. How did you escape?”


      “Killed a tiger, sir, and some more of those jetti buggers.”


      Gudin smiled sadly. “The Tippoo should have killed you when he had the chance.”


      “We all make mistakes, sir,” Sharpe said as he watched the fire burn through the stone barricade that had been piled up in front of the ancient archway’s gates. “I reckon we’d better get you into cover, sir,” he said, and he pulled an unwilling Gudin into a doorway where Lawford was already crouching. The smoke was thinning from the alley. A wounded jetti was crawling blindly against the farther wall, another was vomiting, and Sergeant Rothière was groaning. There was blood bubbling at the Sergeant’s nostrils, and the back of his head was black with gore.


      “I reckon you’ve just made Sergeant, Sharpe,” Lawford said.


      Sharpe smiled. “I reckon I have, sir.”


      “Well done, Sergeant Sharpe.” Lawford held out a hand. “A good day’s work.”


      Sharpe shook his officer’s hand. “But the day’s work ain’t done yet, sir.”


      “It isn’t?” Lawford asked. “For God’s sake, man, what else are you planning?”


      But Lawford never heard what Sergeant Sharpe answered, for at that moment the mine blew.

    

  


  
    
      

      CHAPTER 11

    


    
      The Tippoo’s engineers had done their work well. Not all the mine’s force was directed northwards, but the greater part of it was, and that part was devastating. The explosion scoured the space between the inner and outer walls, a space that should have been packed with British soldiers.


      To Sharpe, peering around the doorway, it at first looked as though the whole squat gatehouse disintegrated; not into rubble and dust, but into its constituent stones, for the dressed granite blocks all jarred slightly apart as the ancient building bulged from the terrible pressure of the fire within. Dust sprang from every opened crevice as the big stones separated cleanly along their mortared joints, then Sharpe lost sight of the collapsing gatehouse because there was suddenly nothing but dust, smoke, flame, and noise. He jerked back into shelter and covered his head with his arms when the noise boomed past him just an instant after he had seen the dust whip past the doorway as the gases escaped from the expanding fire.


      The noise seemed to go on forever. First there was the swelling bang of the powder exploding, then the grinding crash of stones cracking and tumbling and the whistle of shards whirling away across the city, and then there was a ringing in Sharpe’s ears and above the ringing, but sounding as far away and as thin as the trumpet that had heralded the assault, the screams of men caught by fire or blast or stone. After that came the sound of a wind, an unnatural wind that scoured thatch off houses, threw down tiles, and raised dust devils in streets a quarter of a mile away from the explosion.


      The men on the walls nearest the gatehouse saw nothing, unless it was the flash that ended their lives, for the explosion plucked the Tippoo’s defenders clean off the ramparts south of the breach. The wall itself was undamaged, even where it ran past the gatehouse, for there the old outer archway was blown out like a bung and a monstrous jet of smoky flame jetted from the city wall to vent the explosive’s power safely beneath the ramparts, but the squat tower over the old gateway fell. It collapsed slowly, sliding down into the space between the inner and outer walls. Scraps of brick and stone arched up and outward, splashing in the river just ahead of Baird’s advancing columns. More scraps of stone rained down on the city.


      The noise slowly faded. The ringing in Sharpe’s ears diminished until he could hear a man whimpering somewhere in the horror. He peered out again and saw that the explosion had scoured the alley of dead and wounded men. There was no sign of the handcart. There was nothing except broken stone, burning thatch, and smears of blood.


      North of the breach, where the lick of flame and blast had been lessened by distance, the defenders were dizzied by noise. Their banners of gold and scarlet and green silk whipped stiff in the blast as men crouched in embrasures or reeled like drunks before the hot wind. The Tippoo’s heroes who had volunteered to fight the Forlorn Hopes on the breach were killed almost to a man, for they were on the inner side of the breach where nothing could save them, while the survivors of the Forlorn Hopes, thrust back by the first charge of the Tippoo’s men, had been shielded by the southern shoulder of the broken wall.


      In the breach itself there was a vast veil of swirling dust. A huge boiling pyre of smoke churned above the walls, but the breach, for a moment at least, was undefended. The Tippoo’s men who should have been guarding the shoulders of the breach were either dead or so shocked as to be unable to respond, while the men on the inner wall had ducked down as the terrible noise and heat and dust pounded about them. Most of them still crouched, fearful of the strange silence that followed the explosion.


      “Now, boys, now!” a man shouted on the breach, and die survivors of the Forlorn Hopes climbed into the smoke, then up the broken stonework of the walls. They choked on the airborne dust and their red coats were whitened by it, but they were men who had steeled themselves to the worst ordeal of war, the storming of a breach, and the steel was hard and cold in their souls so that they were scarcely aware of the horror of the last few seconds, only of the need to climb the shoulders of the breach and start their killing. Those who went south found an empty wall, while those who went north climbed to meet dazed men. The redcoats and sepoys had expected no mercy in this assault and were prepared to show none, and so they began their slaughter. “Pigsticking time, lads!” one corporal shouted. He stabbed his bayonet into a wild-eyed man and rid his blade of the body’s encumbrance by shaking the corpse over the inner ramparts’ edge. His comrades stormed past him, their blood whipped into rage by the fear of being the first men into the enemy citadel. Now, up on the ramparts, they killed in a frenzy to let their fear escape in a torrent of enemy blood.


      Baird had still been west of the river when the explosion occurred and he had felt a momentary pang of horror as the great blast blossomed in the city. For a terrible second he thought the whole city, all its houses and temples and palaces, was about to disintegrate before his eyes, but he had kept moving, indeed he had quickened his pace so that he splashed into the South Cauvery while the debris was still falling. He waded the shallows as all around him the river foamed with falling stone, and he shouted incomprehensibly, desperate to take his heavy sword to the enemy that had once imprisoned him. The dust obscuring the breach shifted as a snatch of wind caught and whirled it northwards and Baird saw that his Forlorn Hopes were on the walls now. He saw some red coats, oddly whitened, moving north, then he glimpsed a rush of the enemy coming from the southern bastions to replace the defenders who had been scoured from the ramparts by the explosion. Those reinforcements were running past a great roiling gray-white plume of smoke amongst which pale flames licked the sky. Baird assumed the explosion had been the Tippoo’s feared mine, but his horror at its force turned to exultation as he realized that the blast had been premature and that, instead of slaughtering his men, it had opened the city to storm. But he also recognized that the enemy was now waking from his nightmare and rushing men to face the attack, and so Baird hurried out of the river, through the shattered glacis, and up the breach that was now vividly slicked with great splashes of fresh blood. He chose to turn southward to help that Forlorn Hope face the rush of the Tippoo’s reinforcements.


      Behind Baird the twin columns of redcoats splashed through the river. Each column had three thousand men, and their task was to encircle the city and so capture the whole ring of Seringapatam’s walls and bastions and towers and gates, but the Tippoo’s men were recovering their wits now and the invading streams were at last being opposed. Muskets blasted down from ramparts, concealed guns were unmasked, and rockets streaked away from the parapets. Canister and round shot slashed down at the two columns, the missiles exploding high gouts of water as they struck the river. Sepoys and redcoats fell. Some crawled to safety, others were carried downstream, while the least fortunate were trampled by the boots of the men crossing the river. The leading troops of each column scrambled up the broken shoulders of the walls. The engineers shoved ladders against those shoulders, and still more men climbed their rungs to the ramparts.


      And there the fight changed. Now, on the narrow firestep of the outer wall, the columns had to force their way forward, but the Tippoo’s men were firing volley after volley into the attackers’ ranks. The most damaging fire came from the inner wall, for there the Tippoo’s men were protected by a parapet while the British and their Indian allies had no such protection on the inner side of the captured outer wall. Men fired at them from their front, and a torrent of fire came from their flank, yet still they pushed on, consumed by the blind rage of war. The only way to survive horror was to win through, and so they stepped over the dead to fire their muskets, then crouched to reload while the ranks behind pushed on. The wounded fell, some of them tumbling down to the inner ditch, while behind them, in the foaming river, the tails of the two columns hurried on toward the battle.


      The breach had been taken, but the city had not fallen yet. The sepoys and the redcoats had taken a hundred yards of the outer wall on either side of the breach, but the Tippoo’s soldiers were fighting back hard, and the Tippoo himself led the defenders north of the breach. The Tippoo had cursed Gudin for blowing the mine too early and thus wasting its terrible destructive power, but now he tried to revive the defense by his personal example. He stood in the front rank of his soldiers while behind him a succession of aides loaded jewel-encrusted hunting rifles. One by one the rifles were given to the Tippoo who aimed and fired, aimed and fired, and redcoat after redcoat was struck down. Whenever an enemy tried to rush along the ramparts, the Tippoo would drop that man, then pass the gun back, take another, step forward through the powder smoke, and fire again. Musket balls hissed about him. Two of his aides were wounded and a score of soldiers fighting at the Tippoo’s side were killed or maimed, but the Tippoo’s life seemed charmed. He stepped in blood, but none of it was his and it seemed as though he could not die, but only kill, and so he did, cold-bloodedly, deliberately, exultantly defending his city and his dream against the barbarians who had come to snatch his tiger throne.


      The fight on the walls intensified as more men came to the threatened ramparts. The men in red came from the river and the men in tiger stripes came from other parts of the city wall, and both came to kill on top of the wall: a narrow place, scarce five paces wide, lifted in the sky.


      Where the vultures flew, scenting death.


      


      Sharpe scooped up three fallen muskets from the end of the alley where they had been blown by the explosion. He checked that his new guns were undamaged, loaded the two which were empty, then went back to Lawford. “You stay with the Colonel, sir,” he suggested, “and put your coat right side out. Lads will be here soon. And when they’re here, sir, you might like to find Lali.”


      Lawford colored. “Lali?”


      “Look after her, sir. I promised the lass she’d come to no harm.”


      “You did?” Lawford asked with a trace of indignation. He was wondering just how well Sharpe knew the girl, then he decided it was better not to ask. “Of course I’ll look after her,” Lawford said, still blushing, then he noted that Sharpe, despite his own advice, had still not donned his red coat. “Where are you going?” the Lieutenant asked.


      “Got a job to do, sir,” Sharpe answered vaguely. “And, sir? Can I thank you, sir? I couldn’t have done any of this without you.” Sharpe was not used to offering such heartfelt compliments and he spoke awkwardly. “You’re a brave bugger, sir, you really are.”


      Lawford felt absurdly pleased. He knew he should have stopped Sharpe from leaving, for this was no time for a man to be roaming Seringapatam’s streets, but Sharpe was already gone. Lawford turned his coat the right side out and pushed his arms through the sleeves. Gudin, beside him, waved away a fly and wondered why the dust and smoke did not keep the pests away. “What will they do with me, Lieutenant?” he asked Lawford.


      “They’ll treat you well, sir, I’m sure. They’ll probably send you back to France.”


      “I’d like that,” Gudin said and suddenly realized that was all he really did want. “Your Private Sharpe…” he said.


      “Sergeant Sharpe now, sir.”


      “Your Sergeant Sharpe, then. He’s a good man, Lieutenant.”


      “Yes, sir,” Lawford said, “he is.”


      “If he lives, he’ll go far.”


      “If he lives, sir, yes.” And if the army lets him live, Lawford thought.


      “Look after him, Lieutenant,” Gudin said. “An army isn’t made of its officers, you know, though we officers like to think it is. An army is no better than its men, and when you find good men, you must look after them. That’s an officer’s job.”


      “Yes, sir,” Lawford said dutifully. The first fugitives from the walls were visible at the end of the alley now, men in dust-smeared tiger tunics who staggered or limped away from the fighting. The noise of that fight was the continuous staccato of musket fire, shouts, and screams, and it could not be long before the first murderous attackers broke into the streets. Lawford wondered if he should have demanded Gudin’s sword, then worried about having allowed Sharpe to go off on his own.


      Sharpe lived so far. He had thought about putting on his red coat, then decided there was no point in making himself conspicuous, even though the coat was now so filthy that it hardly looked like a uniform any more, and so he left the turned jacket knotted about his neck and, with two muskets slung on each shoulder, ran northward through the city. The crackle of muskets was constant, but above that crisp sound he could also hear the roar of maddened men going into a brutal fight. In a few minutes that fight would spread into the city and Sharpe planned to use those minutes well. He ran through the small square where the rocket carts were still parked and then hurried past the Inner Palace where a tiger-striped guard, thinking that Sharpe was a deserter from the Tippoo’s European troops, shouted a challenge at him, but by the time the guard had cocked his musket Sharpe had already disappeared into the labyrinth of alleys and yards that lay to the north of the palace.


      He pushed through a crowd of fearful women, passed the cheetah cages, and so went back to the dungeons. The bodies of the three jettis were crawling with flies and beyond them the outer gate of the dungeons still swung open. Sharpe ran through the gate and jumped down the stairs to where his tiger lay dead.


      “Sharpie!” Hakeswill came to the bars. “You came back, lad! I knew you would. So what’s happening, lad? No! Don’t do that!” Hakeswill had seen Sharpe take a musket from his shoulder. “I like you, boy, always have! I might have seemed a bit hard on you at times, but only for your own good, Sharpie. You’re a good boy, you are. You’re a proper soldier. No!” Sharpe had aimed the musket.


      Sharpe turned the muzzle away from Hakeswill and aimed it at the padlock. He did not want to waste time with the picklock so he simply held the musket against the ancient loop of the padlock and pulled the trigger. The iron loop sheared and the lock fell from the hasp. Sharpe dragged the cell door open. “I’ve come to get you, Obadiah,” he said.


      “Knew you would, Sharpie, knew you would.” Hakeswill’s face twitched. “Knew you wouldn’t leave your sergeant to rot.”


      “So come on out,” Sharpe said.


      Hakeswill hung back. “No hard feelings, lad?”


      “I’m not a lad, Obadiah. I’m a sergeant like you are. I’ve got Colonel Wellesley’s promise, I have. I’m a sergeant now, just like you.”


      “So you are, so you are, and so you should be.” Hakeswill’s face twitched again. “I said as much to Mister Morris, didn’t I? That Sharpie, I said, he’s a sergeant in the making if ever I did see one. A good lad, I told him. Got my eye on him, sir. That’s what I told Mister Morris.”


      Sharpe smiled. “So come on out here, Obadiah.”


      Hakeswill backed all the way to the cell’s rear wall. “Better to stay here, Sharpie,” he said. “You know what the lads are like when their blood’s boiling. Might get hurt out there. Best to stay put a while, let the lads settle it first, eh?”


      Sharpe crossed the cell in two strides and gripped Hakeswill’s collar. “You come with me, you bastard,” he said, tugging the whimpering Sergeant forward. “I should kill you here, you scum, but you don’t deserve a soldier’s death, Obadiah. You’re too rotten for a bullet.”


      “No, Sharpie, no!” Hakeswill screamed as Sharpe dragged him out of the cell, across the tiger’s carcass, and up the stone steps. “I ain’t done nothing to you!”


      “Nothing!” Sharpe turned furiously on Hakeswill. “You had me flogged, you bastard, and then you betrayed us!”


      “I never did! Cross my heart and hope to die, Sharpie!”


      Sharpe spun Hakeswill up against the bars of the dungeon’s outer cage, slamming him against the iron rods, then punched the Sergeant in the chest. “You’re going to die, Obadiah, I promise. Because you did betray us.”


      “I didn’t do nothing,” Hakeswill said through his labored breathing. “On my mother’s dying breath, Sharpie, I didn’t. The flogging, yes. I did do that to you, and I was wrong!” He tried to fall to his knees, but Sharpe dragged him upright. “I didn’t betray you, Sharpie. I wouldn’t do that to another Englishman.”


      “You’ll still be telling lies when you go through the gates of hell, Obadiah,” Sharpe said as he grabbed the Sergeant’s collar again. “Now come on, you bastard.” He pulled Hakeswill through the dungeon’s outer gate, across the courtyard, and into the alley which led south toward the palace. A squad of tiger-striped soldiers ran past the mouth of the alley, going to the western walls, but none took any notice of Sharpe. The guard on the northern palace gate did notice him and leveled his musket, but Sharpe snarled the magic words at the man, “Gudin! Colonel Gudin,” and such was the confidence in Sharpe’s voice that the guard lowered the musket and stepped aside.


      “Where are you taking me, Sharpie?” Hakeswill panted.


      “You’ll find out.”


      Two more guards were stationed at the inner courtyard gate and they too pointed their muskets, but Sharpe shouted at them and once again Gudin’s name was a talisman sufficient to allay their suspicions. Besides, Sharpe had a red-coated prisoner, and the two nervous guards mistook him for one of Gudin’s men and so let him pass.


      Sharpe lifted the gate’s latch and dragged it open. The six tigers, already disturbed by the terrible noises that had been battering about the city, leapt toward the opening gate and their six chains cracked taut. Hakeswill saw the animals and screamed. “No, Sharpie! No! Mother!”


      Sharpe dragged the struggling Hakeswill into the courtyard. “You reckon you can’t die, Obadiah? I reckon different. So when you get to hell, you bastard, tell them it was Sergeant Sharpe who sent you.”


      “No, Sharpie! No!” This last word was a yelp of despair as Sharpe pulled Hakeswill into the center of the courtyard and there spun him around at arm’s length. “No!” the Sergeant wailed as Sharpe spun him faster, then Sharpe suddenly let go of Hakeswill’s collar. The Sergeant was unbalanced and out of control. He staggered and flailed his arms, but nothing could stop his momentum. “No!” he screamed a last time as he fell and slid across the sand to where three tigers waited.


      “Goodbye, Obadiah,” Sharpe said, “you bastard.”


      “I cannot die!” Hakeswill screamed, then his cry was cut off as a great yellow-eyed beast growled above him.


      “They’ve got an early supper,” Sharpe told the bemused guards on the gate. “Hope they’ve got an appetite.”


      The guards, not understanding a word, grinned back. Sharpe took one look behind, spat, and walked away. A debt, he reckoned, was properly paid. Now all he needed to do was hide till the redcoats came. And then he saw the pearlhung palanquin, and another debt came to mind.


      


      For a time it seemed as if the Tippoo could hold his city. He fought like a tiger himself, knowing that this blaze of violence beneath a smoke-shrouded sun would decide his fate. It would be the tiger throne or the grave.


      He did not know what was happening on the southern stretch of the walls, except that the distant fury of constant musket fire told him that fighting continued there; he only knew that he and his men were taking a terrible toll on the attackers on the northern wall. The Tippoo had been forced slowly back by the sheer weight of numbers that poured onto the ramparts, and that bloody retreat had driven him off the western ramparts, back around the corner by the remnants of the northwestern bastion, and so onto the long stretch of northern wall which faced toward the River Cauvery, but there his retreat had stopped. A cushoon of infantry had been stationed in the Sultan Battery, the largest bastion in the north wall, and that garrison hurried along the walls to reinforce the Tippoo who now possessed enough men to overwhelm the musketry of the attackers on the narrow northern firestep. The Tippoo still led the fight. He was dressed in a white linen tunic and loose chintz drawers with a red silk sash about his waist. He had jeweled armlets, the great ruby guttered on the feathered plume of his helmet, there were pearls and an emerald necklace at his throat, and the gold-hilted tiger sword at his side. Those gaudy stones made him a target for every redcoat and sepoy, yet he insisted on staying in the very front rank where he could pour his rifle fire at the stalled attackers, and his charms worked, for though the bullets flicked close none hit him. He was the tiger of Mysore, he could not die, only kill.


      The attackers suffered even worse damage from the men on the inner wall. That wall had not been breached, it had not even been attacked, and more and more tiger-striped infantry hurried up its ramps to reinforce the defenders. They fired across the inner ditch and their musket balls flayed at the crowded attackers and their cannon fire cleared whole stretches of the outer wall. Only the blinding powder smoke that hung between the walls protected the attackers, who either endured the terrible flank fire or else crouched behind dismounted cannon and prayed that their ordeal would soon end. They had captured the northwestern corner of the outer wall, but it seemed to have gained them nothing but death, for now it was the turn of the Tippoo’s men to be the slaughterers.


      Baird, heading south from the breach, encountered similar resistance, but Baird was in no mood to be delayed. He caught up and passed the survivors of the Forlorn Hope and, shouting like a demon, led a crazed charge past the ruined gatehouse where the remnants of the Tippoo’s mine smoked like the pit of hell. Baird was a major general, but he would gladly have given all the gold lace on his uniform for this one chance to fight like a common soldier. This was revenge, and the great claymore hacked into the Tippoo’s men as Baird bellowed his challenge that mingled fury with the agonized memories of his humiliation in this city. He fought like a creature possessed, stepping over the dead and slipping on their blood as he carried the battle down the walls. His men howled with him. They were caught up in Baird’s madness. At this hour, under the fire of the sun and emboldened by the arrack and rum they had drunk in their long wait in the trenches, the redcoats and sepoys had become gods of war. They gave death with impunity as they followed a war-maddened Scotsman down an enemy wall that was sticky with blood. Baird would have his city or else he would die in its dust.


      Appah Rao’s cushoons defended the south-western comer of the city and Appah Rao watched appalled as the hugely tall Scotsman hacked his way toward him. He watched the torrent of redcoats swarming behind the giant, and he heard their shouts and he watched their victims fall off the ramparts. The brigade that defended that stretch of wall was being killed man by man, and those that lived were giving way and some were running rather than face the horror, and Appah Rao’s men were next for the slaughter.


      But to die for what? he wondered. The city was gone and the Tippoo’s dynasty was doomed. Appah Rao knew his men were watching him, waiting for the order that would hurl them into battle, but instead the General turned to his second-in-command. “When were the men last paid?” he asked.


      The officer frowned, puzzled by the question, but at last managed an answer. “Three months at least, sahib. Four, I think.”


      “Tell them there will be a pay parade this afternoon.”


      “Sahib?” The second-in-command gaped up at Appah Rao.


      The General raised his voice so that as many of his men as possible could hear him. “The pay is overdue, so this afternoon we shall have a pay parade in the encampment. Men shouldn’t fight without pay.” He ostentatiously sheathed his sword and walked calmly down from the ramparts. Here, at the Mysore Gate, there was no ditch between the inner and outer walls, and Rao airily strode through the inner gate. For a second his men watched him, then first in ones and twos, and afterward in a rush, they followed. One instant the wall was crammed with men, the next it was emptying so that Baird, cutting his furious way through the last of the west wall’s guards, suddenly saw that the city was his. He howled again, this time in victory. His butcher’s sword was red with blood, his right sleeve soaked with it. A redcoat, perhaps forgetting that the Scotsman was a general, slapped his back and Baird hugged the man for pure joy.


      The Tippoo still fought and still thought he could win, but on the northern wall, just twenty yards beyond the northwest bastion, a single cross-wall joined the inner and outer ramparts. The cross-wall served as a buttress for the old outer wall, and at one time it had been intended to thicken the buttressing cross-wall, then make the space it contained into an even larger bastion, but the work had never been done and now the wall, its coping just eight inches across, offered itself as a perilously narrow bridge to the redcoats and sepoys who were trapped by the Tippoo’s fire. If they could cross that bridge they could assault the inner wall and scour its defenders from the deadly parapet. One man tried to cross and was shot down. He wailed as he fell into the ditch. A moment later another man dashed across and reached halfway before a musket ball shattered his lower leg. He dropped his own musket and fell onto the wall’s coping, cursing as he tried to keep his balance, then a second shot tipped him over the side. For a second or two he managed to cling to the top of the wall, shuddering as pain shook his body, then he too dropped.


      The Tippoo’s men on the outer wall cheered and edged forward to drive the enemy away from the buttressing cross-wall, but a rush of sepoys checked their progress. A new musket duel broke out, Indian against Indian, a torrent of fire in which the Tippoo somehow survived like a charmed being. The sepoys fired volley after volley, came forward, died, and more men came to take their places.


      The Light Company of the King’s 12th regiment followed the sepoys. Captain Goodall, their commander, eyed the narrow buttress. It led directly to the inner wall which was heavy with defenders, but it was also a bridge to victory. “Death or glory!” Goodall shouted the cliché, but it was a truism too at that moment, and then he stepped out onto the narrow coping and fired his pistol into the lingering powder smoke that obscured the far end of the wall. “Come on!” he called, then ran along the top of the wall, miraculously keeping his footing. He jumped onto the inner wall’s parapet and slashed down with his sword. A man fired up at him, but Goodall’s Sergeant, coming hard behind, had unceremoniously shoved his Captain out of the way and Goodall fell down onto the inner wall’s firestep and the bullet missed him. The Sergeant was next across the parapet, then a line of screaming men followed as Goodall fought his way eastward. The fire from the inner wall, which had been gutting the attackers, began to falter, and suddenly a rush of redcoats, who had been crouching for shelter from the inner wall’s musketry, ran eastward along the outer wall toward the Tippoo. Others crossed the makeshift bridge to reinforce the 12th’s Light Company.


      The Tippoo saw the enemy revive. They were like a beast that had been wounded, but not killed, and the beast had life in it yet. Too much life, and the Tippoo understood that his night’s troublesome dreams had been right after all. The turbid oil pot had told the truth. This day the city would fall, and with it his throne and his palace and his seraglio with its six hundred women, but the disaster did not mean the dynasty was dead. There were great forts in Mysore’s northern hills and if he could reach one of those fastnesses then he could still fight on against these devils in red who were stealing his capital.


      The Tippoo retreated fast and his bodyguard went with him. They left other men to defend the outer wall while they ran past the Sultan Battery to the ramp which led down to the Water Gate and there, at the foot of the ramp, the palace chamberlains had thought to have His Majesty’s palanquin ready with its bearers. One of the chamberlains, oblivious of the bullets hissing through the sky, bowed low to the Tippoo and invited His Majesty to take his proper place on the plump silk cushions beneath the palanquin’s tiger-striped canopy. The Tippoo turned and glanced up at the walls to see what progress the attackers were making. There was fighting on both walls now, and the city was plainly doomed, but the defenders were still resisting stubbornly. The Tippoo felt a pang at deserting them, but swore he would avenge them yet. He rejected the palanquin. It was a slow vehicle in which to make a retreat, while inside the city, just on the other side of the inner wall, he had stables filled with fine horses. He would choose his swiftest horse, snatch up some gold to pay those men who stayed loyal, then flee through the city’s unthreatened Bangalore Gate and from there turn north toward his great hill fortresses.


      Above the Tippoo the city’s last defenders retreated slowly. The city was falling to the redcoats under a pallor of smoke, and God had willed it, but God might yet permit the Tippoo to fight another day and so, rifle in hand, he headed for the inner Water Gate.


      


      The palanquin was carried by eight men, two to each of its four long gilded handles. When Sharpe first saw it, the clumsy vehicle was being hurried away from the palace by two robed chamberlains who lashed at the bearers with their tiger-headed staves. For a second Sharpe thought the Tippoo must be inside the palanquin, but then he saw that the side curtains were looped back and that the cushions inside were empty. He followed.


      He could sense a panic inside the city now. It had been quiet until a few moments ago, crouching like a beast not wanting to be noticed, but now the city somehow sensed that its doom had come. Beggars huddled together for protection, a woman cried in a shuttered house, and the stray dogs yelped piteously. Small groups of the Tippoo’s soldiers were fleeing in the streets, their bare feet pattering on the dried mud as they ran toward the Bangalore Gate where no enemy threatened. The sound of battle was still intense, but the defense was fraying fast.


      The chamberlains led the palanquin toward the Water Gate of the inner wall. The gate lay close to the malodorous lake of sewage that so soured the air and some of the sewage, denied proper drains by the hastily constructed inner wall, had leaked into the Water Gate which was a brick-lined tunnel, fifty feet long, piercing the inner wall. An officer stood guard at its inner doors, but, as the palanquin approached, he unbarred the big teak gates and dragged them open. He shouted something as Sharpe followed the clumsy vehicle into the low tunnel, but Sharpe just shouted Colonel Gudin’s name back and the officer was too confused to challenge him again. Instead, once the palanquin and the European soldier had gone through the tunnel, he closed the doors then glanced nervously up to where a mist of smoke betrayed the attackers’ progress on the wall above him.


      Sharpe paused inside the tunnel while the palanquin went on ahead. The tunnel’s floor had sunk in places and the leaking sewage had gathered in those deep spots. The place stank like an uncleaned barracks latrine. The palanquin’s bearers stumbled as they splashed through the pools, then the vehicle went into the sunlight beyond. Sharpe could see soldiers out there in the space between the walls. The soldiers wore tiger stripes and were watching anxiously westward. He had followed the palanquin instinctively, but now found himself in a bad place. The tunnel’s thick teak doors were shut behind him, the air was foul and choking, and there was an enemy in front of him. He crouched beside the damp wall, trying to decide what he should do. He had four muskets, all but one loaded, but his spare cartridges were in the pocket of his red coat which, because it was still knotted around his neck, was hard to reach. He stood, propped the muskets against the curved wall, pulled the jacket right side out, and then shoved his arms into the tiger-torn sleeves. He was a redcoat again. He loaded the one empty musket, then crept toward the mouth of the tunnel.


      And saw the Tippoo.


      He saw the small gaudy man come running down the ramp from the outer walls. The Tippoo, surrounded by his bodyguard and aides, stopped beside the palanquin. Sharpe saw the Tippoo look back toward the fight, then shake his head, and immediately an aide broke away from the group and ran toward the tunnel where Sharpe waited. The Tippoo gave one last glance westward, then followed.


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe cursed. The whole damned lot were coming for him, and he backed down the tunnel, cocked one of his muskets, and dropped to one knee.


      The aide ran into the tunnel, shouting for the gate to be opened. Then he saw Sharpe in the gloom and his shout died away. He dragged a pistol from a green sash at his waist, but too late. Sharpe fired. The spark of the powder in the pan was unnaturally bright in the tunnel, and the noise of the musket was magnified to a deafening crash, but through the sudden smoke Sharpe saw the aide flung backward. Sharpe seized a second loaded musket and just at that instant the door opened behind him. He turned, snarling, and the officer guarding the gate saw the red coat and, without thinking, just slammed the heavy, nail-studded teak doors shut again. Sharpe heard the locking bar being dropped into place.


      The Tippoo’s bodyguard ran toward the tunnel. Sharpe fired his second musket. He knew he could not fight them all, so now his best chance of surviving was to deter them from coming into the tunnel itself. Then, blessedly, a roar of musketry announced that he had help and, with the third musket in his hand, he edged forward through the dense smoke to see that the Tippoo’s bodyguard had been distracted by a new enemy. Some British troops had found steps down to the space between the walls, and those troops were now attacking toward the Water Gate. The bodyguard retreated from the new attackers, unmasking the tunnel’s entrance, and Sharpe ran toward the daylight. He crouched just inside the tunnel and saw that the Tippoo had been caught in the open. On one side was the palanquin, with its dubious chance of a lumbering escape, and on the other was the threatened Water Gate which led through the inner wall to his horses. His bodyguard was firing and reloading, firing and reloading, while the Tippoo seemed frozen with indecision.


      A cheer sounded to Sharpe’s left. More muskets fired, then suddenly there were two redcoats taking cover in the inner tunnel. One saw Sharpe and whirled round with a leveled musket. “Whoa!” Sharpe shouted. “I’m on your bloody side!”


      The man, wild-eyed and with his right cheek pitted by powder burns from the lock of his musket, turned back toward the enemy. “What regiment?” he called to Sharpe.


      “Havercakes. You?”


      “The Old Dozen.” The man fired, and immediately sidled back to begin reloading the musket. “It stinks in here,” he said, ramming a fresh bullet down his barrel. More redcoats were occupying the Sultan Battery in the outer wall. They had no British flag to show their conquest of the huge bastion and so they ran a red jacket up the flagpole. The jacket had pale yellow facings, showing that it came from the King’s 12th, a Kentish regiment. “That’s ours!” the man beside Sharpe exulted, then seemed to gurgle. His eyes opened wide with astonishment, he gave Sharpe a puzzled, almost reproachful look, then slowly toppled backward into one of the fetid puddles. Blood seeped onto his pale yellow facings. Up on the outer wall a mass of tiger-striped men charged to recapture the Sultan Battery and their courage gave new heart to the defenders between the walls who gave a cheer and fired a ragged volley at the redcoats edging toward the Water Gate.


      The dying redcoat shuddered. His companion fired, then swore. “Bastards!” He hesitated for a half-second, then broke out of the tunnel’s shadow and sprinted back to the west, back toward the rest of his comrades who had been advancing toward the tunnel. The Tippoo had made up his mind. He would ignore the palanquin and try to reach his horse, and so he had ordered his bodyguard to clear the tunnel’s entrance. That bodyguard now charged, screaming, and Sharpe, knowing that he was trapped, splashed back into the inner Water Gate’s lingering smoke. He stopped halfway, turned, and blasted the musket toward the mouth of the tunnel where he could see the leading men of the Tippoo’s bodyguard silhouetted against the daylight. A man screamed. Sharpe had one loaded musket left.


      Musket balls thumped into the teak doors beside him. He fired his last musket, then reloaded with a practiced, but desperate, haste. He was waiting for men to appear in the dense smoke of the tunnel, but none came. Sharpe knew he was going to die here, but he was bloodily determined that he would die in company. Let the bastards come. He was frightened, and in his fear he was crooning a mad tuneless song without words, but his fear did not stop him from loading a second musket. Still no one came to kill him and so he snatched up a third musket and bit the top off another cartridge.


      The bodyguard had still not come into the tunnel. Sharpe, in his fear, had not heard the sound of battle growing at the end of the tunnel, but now, crouching and listening, he became aware of the shouts and volleys. The men of the 12th were pouring musket fire into the Tippoo’s bodyguard and those men were staying close to their monarch and returning the fire. Redcoats attacked from the west and more fired from the Sultan Battery. The attempt to recapture the battery had failed, and a mix of sepoys and redcoats were now forcing their way along the outer northern wall. The ferocity of their fire had forced the Tippoo’s bodyguard to crouch close about their monarch, and Sharpe had been given precious seconds in which to load his muskets. He had three charged guns now. Three bullets, and he wanted one of them for the heathen bastard who had poured salt on his back, the bastard who wore a great ruby in his hat. He again crept forward through the smoke, willing the Tippoo to come into the tunnel.


      But the Tippoo was once again fighting off the encroaching infidels. Allah had given him this last chance to kill redcoats, and so he was taking the jeweled hunting rifles from his aides and calmly shooting at the men who had so nearly captured the inner Water Gate. His aides were shouting at him to flee through the tunnel and find a horse, but the Tippoo had been granted this final moment of battle and it seemed to him that he could not miss with any of his shots, and with each redcoat thrown back he felt a fierce joy. Then a new rush of sepoys and redcoats burst along the outer wall and those men came swarming down the ramp by the outer Water Gate to add their muskets to those threatening the Tippoo’s shrinking bodyguard.


      And as those new enemies appeared, the Tippoo’s charmed luck turned. One bullet struck his thigh and another punched his left arm to leave a splash of blood bright on the white linen sleeve. He staggered, but kept his balance. It seemed that not a man of his bodyguard was left unwounded, but a score of them still lived and could walk. In a moment, though, the enemy must triumph and the Tippoo knew it was time to bid his city farewell. “We go,” he told his relieved aides, and limped toward the tunnel. His left arm was numb, as though it had been hit by a giant hammer, but there was a horrid pain in his left leg.


      A shot crashed out of the Water Gate’s smoky gloom and the man leading the Tippoo’s escape was snatched backward from the tunnel entrance with blood misting up from his shattered skull. Against the bright sunlight that glowed at the end of the tunnel the fine droplets of blood looked like powdered rubies. The man fell, screamed, and thrashed. The Tippoo, stunned by the suddenness of the bodyguard’s unexpected death, paused, and behind him a terrible roar sounded as the assaulting redcoats closed in on the mouth of the tunnel. The bodyguard turned back to face their attackers with fixed bayonets.


      “Go, Your Majesty!” A wounded aide thrust a rifle into the Tippoo’s hands, then dared to push his monarch into the tunnel. The Tippoo allowed himself to be pushed into the shadows, but stopped close to the mouth of the tunnel and from there he stared into the vaporous darkness. Was an enemy there? He could not see because of the smoke. Behind him were the harsh sounds of volleys and curses as his bodyguard died, and as they died their bodies were making a terrible barricade that protected the Tippoo, but what waited in front of him? He peered, reluctant to go forward into the shit-stinking gloom, but then the aide snatched at the Tippoo’s elbow and dragged him deeper into the darkness. The few surviving bodyguards were defending the tunnel with bayonets, stabbing at the crazed redcoats who tried to scramble across the bloody pile of corpses.


      “Open the gate!” the aide shouted, then he saw the shadow within the shadow at the end of the tunnel and he dropped to one knee and took aim with his jeweled rifle. He fired, and the golden tiger-mask doghead snapped forward onto the frizzen. Sharpe threw himself to one side just as the gun fired, heard the bullet snick the wall and ricochet into the teak door, then he saw the aide pull a long pistol from his sash. Sharpe fired first, the boom of his musket echoing in the tunnel like doom’s thunder. The ball hurled the aide back into a deep pool, and suddenly there was only the Tippoo and Sharpe left.


      Sharpe stood and grinned at the Tippoo. “Bastard,” he said, seeing the glint of light reflected from the ruby in his enemy’s helmet. “Bastard,” he said again. He had one loaded musket left. The Tippoo was holding a rifle. Sharpe stepped forward.


      The Tippoo recognized the hard, bloody face in the gloom. He smiled. Fate was most strange, he thought. Why had he not killed this man when he had the chance? Behind him his bodyguard was dying and the victorious redcoats were plundering their bodies, while in front of him was freedom and life, except for one man to whom the Tippoo had shown mercy. Just one man.


      “Bastard,” Sharpe said again. He wanted to be close when he killed the Tippoo, close enough to make certain of the man’s death.


      Behind the Tippoo the bright daylight was dulled by the swirling gunsmoke where dying men gasped and victorious men looted. “Mercy is God’s prerogative, not man’s,” the Tippoo said in Persian, “and I should never have been merciful to you.” He aimed the rifle at Sharpe and pulled the trigger, but the gun did not fire. In the panic of the last seconds the aide had handed the Tippoo an unloaded rifle and the flint had sparked on an empty pan. The Tippoo smiled, tossed the gun aside, and unsheathed his tiger-hilted sword. There was blood on his arm, and more on his chintz trousers, but he showed no fear, he even seemed to relish the moment. “How I do hate your cursed race,” he said calmly, giving the sword a cut through the smoky air.


      Sharpe did not understand the Tippoo any more than the Tippoo understood Sharpe. “You’re a fat little bastard,” Sharpe said, “and you took away my medal. I wanted that. It’s the only medal I’ve ever got.”


      The Tippoo just smiled. His helmet had been dipped in the fountain of life, but it had not worked. The magic had failed and only Allah was left. He waited for the snarling redcoat to shoot, then a shout sounded in the mouth of the tunnel and the Tippoo turned, hoping that one last bodyguard would come to save him.


      But no bodyguard appeared and the Tippoo turned back to face Sharpe. “I dreamed of death last night,” he said in Persian as he limped forward and raised the curved blade to strike at the redcoat. “I dreamed of monkeys, and monkeys mean death. I should have killed you.”


      Sharpe fired. The bullet went higher than he intended. He had thought to put it through the Tippoo’s heart, but instead it struck the Sultan in the temple. For a second the Tippoo wavered. His head had been whipped back by the bullet’s force and blood was soaking into his cloth-padded helmet, but he forced his head forward and stared into Sharpe’s eyes. The sword fell from his nerveless hand, he seemed to smile a last time, then he just slumped down.


      The booming echo of the musket shot still battered Sharpe’s ears so he was not aware that he was talking as he crouched beside the Tippoo. “It’s your ruby I want,” Sharpe said, “that bloody great ruby. I wanted it from the very first moment I saw you. Colonel McCandless told me, he did, that it’s wealth that makes the world turn and I want my share.” The Tippoo still lived, but he could not move. His expressionless eyes stared up at Sharpe, who thought the Tippoo was dead, but then the dying man blinked. “Still here, are you?” Sharpe said. He patted the Tippoo’s bloodied cheek. “You’re a brave fat bastard, I will say that for you.” He wrenched the huge ruby off the blood-spattered feather plume, then stripped the dying man of every jewel he could find. He took the pearls from the Tippoo’s neck, twisted off an armlet bright with gems, tugged off the diamond rings, and unlatched the silver-hung necklace of emeralds. He pulled on the Tippoo’s sash to see if the dagger with the great diamond called the Moonstone in its hilt was there, but the sash held nothing except the sword scabbard. Sharpe took that, but left the tiger-hilted sword. He lifted the blade from a puddle of sewage and placed it in the Tippoo’s hand. “You can keep your sword,” he told the dying man, “for you fought proper. Like a proper soldier.” He stood up and then, awkwardly, because of his burden of jewels and because he was suddenly conscious of the dying Sultan’s gaze, he saluted the Tippoo. “Take your blade to paradise,” he said, “and tell them you were killed by another proper soldier.”


      The Tippoo’s eyes closed and he thought of the prayer that he had copied into his notebook that very morning. “I am full of sin,” the Tippoo had written in his beautiful Arabic script, “and Thou, Allah, art a sea of mercy. Where Thy mercy is, where is my sin?” That was a comfort. There was no pain now, not even in his leg, and that was a comfort too, but still he could not move. It was like one of the dreams he copied each morning into his dream-book and he wondered at how peaceful everything suddenly seemed, as peaceful as though he was floating on a gilded barge down a warm river beneath a blessed sun. This must be the way to paradise, he thought, and he welcomed it. Paradise.


      Sharpe felt a pang of sorrow for the dying man. He might have been a murderous enemy, but he was a brave one. The Tippoo had fallen with his right arm trapped beneath his body, and though Sharpe suspected there was another jeweled armlet on that hidden sleeve, he did not try to retrieve it. The Tippoo deserved to die in peace and, besides, Sharpe was rich enough already, for his pockets now held a king’s ransom while a leather scabbard sewn with sapphires was hidden under his shabby coat, and so he picked up one of his empty muskets and splashed through the tunnel’s bloody puddles toward the pile of dead that lay in the smoky sunlight. A sergeant of the 12th, startled by Sharpe’s sudden appearance from the tunnel, snatched up his bayonet, then saw Sharpe’s filthy red jacket and let the weapon fall. “Anyone alive in there?” the Sergeant asked.


      “Just a fat little fellow dying,” Sharpe said as he climbed over the barrier of the dead.


      “Did he have any loot?”


      “Nothing,” Sharpe said, “nothing worth the trouble. Place is full of shit, too.”


      The Sergeant frowned at Sharpe’s unkempt dress and unpowdered hair. “What regiment are you?”


      “Not yours,” Sharpe said curtly, and walked away through the crowds of celebrating redcoats and sepoys. Not all were celebrating. Some were massacring trapped enemies. The fight had been brief but nasty, and now the winners took a bloody revenge. On the far side of the inner wall Colonel Wellesley had brought his men into the streets and they now surrounded the palace to preserve it from plunder. The smaller streets were not so fortunate, and the first screams sounded as the sepoys and redcoats found their hungry way into the unprotected alleys. The Tippoo’s men, those that still lived and had escaped their pursuers, fled eastward while the Tippoo, left alone in the tunnel, lay dying.


      Sergeant Richard Sharpe slung the musket and walked around the base of the inner wall, seeking a passage into the city. He had only a few moments of freedom left before the army took him back into its iron grip, but he had won his victory and he had pockets full of stones to prove it. He went to find a drink.


      


      Next day it rained. It was not the monsoon, though it could have been, for the rain fell with a ferocity that matched the fury of the previous day’s assault. The pelting warm rain washed the blood off the city’s walls and scoured the hot season’s filth out of its streets. The Cauvery swelled to fill its banks, rising so high that no man could have crossed the river in front of the breach. If the Tippoo’s prayers had been answered and the British had waited one more day, then the floods would have defeated them.


      But there was no Tippoo in Seringapatam, only the Rajah, who had been restored to his palace where he was surrounded by red-coated guards. The palace, which had been protected from the ravages of the assaulting troops, was now being stripped bare by the victorious officers. Rain drummed on the green-tiled roof and ran into the gutters and puddled in the courtyards as the red-coated officers sawed up the great tiger throne on which the Tippoo had never sat. They turned the handles of the tiger organ and laughed as the mechanical claw savaged the redcoat’s face. They tugged down silk hangings, they pried gems out of furniture and marveled at the simple, bare, white-painted room which had been the Tippoo’s bedchamber. The six tigers, roaring because they had not been fed and because the rain fell so hard, were shot.


      The Tippoo’s father, the great Hyder Ali, lay in a mausoleum east of the city and, when the rainstorm had stopped, and while the garden around the mausoleum was still steaming in the sudden sultry sunlight, the Tippoo was carried to rest beside his father. British troops lined the route and reversed their arms as the cortege passed. Muffled drums beat a slow tattoo as the Tippoo was borne on his sad last journey by his own defeated soldiers.


      Sharpe, with three bright white stripes newly sewn onto his faded red sleeve, waited close beside the domed mausoleum. “I do wonder who killed him.” Colonel McCandless, restored to a clean uniform and with his hair neatly cut, had come to stand beside Sharpe.


      “Some lucky bastard, sir.”


      “A rich one by now, no doubt,” the Colonel said.


      “Good for him, sir,” Sharpe said, “whoever he is.”


      “He’ll only waste the plunder,” McCandless said severely. “He’ll fritter it on women and drink.”


      “Don’t sound like a waste to me, sir.”


      McCandless grimaced at the Sergeant’s levity. “That ruby alone was worth ten years of a general’s salary. Ten years!”


      “A shame it’s vanished, sir,” Sharpe said guilelessly.


      “Isn’t it, Sharpe?” McCandless agreed. “But I hear you were at the Water Gate?”


      “Me, sir? No, sir. Not me, sir. I stayed with Mister Lawford, sir.”


      The Colonel gave Sharpe a fierce glance. “A sergeant of the Old Dozen reports he saw a wild-looking fellow come out of the Water Gate.” McCandless’s voice was accusing. “He says the man had a coat with scarlet facings and no buttons.” The Colonel looked disapprovingly at Sharpe’s red coat on which Sharpe had somehow found time to stitch the sergeant’s stripes, but not a single button. “The man seems very certain of what he saw.”


      “He was probably confused by the battle, sir. Lost his wits, I wouldn’t doubt.”


      “So who put Sergeant Hakeswill in with the tigers?” McCandless demanded.


      “Only the good Lord knows, sir, and He ain’t saying.”


      The Colonel, scenting blasphemy, frowned. “Hakeswill says it was you,” he accused Sharpe.


      “Hakeswill’s mad, sir, and you can’t trust a thing he says,” Sharpe said. And Hakeswill was more than mad, he was alive. Somehow he had escaped the tigers. Not one of the beasts had attacked the Sergeant who been discovered babbling in the courtyard, crying for his mother and declaring his fondness for tigers. He liked all pussycats, he had said to his rescuers. “I can’t be killed!” he had shouted when the redcoats led him gently away. “Touched by God, I am,” he had claimed, and then he had demanded that Sharpe be arrested for attempted murder, but Lieutenant Lawford had blushed and sworn that Sergeant Sharpe had never left his side after the mine was blown. Colonel Gudin, a prisoner now, had confirmed the claim. The two men had been discovered in one of the city’s brothels where they had been protecting die women from the drunken, rampaging victors.


      “Hakeswill’s a lucky man,” McCandless said drily, abandoning any further attempt to drag the truth from Sharpe. “Those tigers were man-eaters.”


      “But not devil-eaters, sir. One whiff of Hakeswill and they must have gone right off their feed.”


      “He still swears it was you who threw him to the tigers,” McCandless said. “I’ve no doubt he’ll try to take his revenge.”


      “I’ve no doubt either, sir, but I’ll be ready for him.” And next time, Sharpe thought, he would make certain the bastard died.


      McCandless turned as the slow funeral procession appeared at the end of the long road that led to the mausoleum. Opposite him, behind an honor guard of the King’s 73rd, Appah Rao, now in the Rajah’s service, also watched the cortege approach. Appah Rao’s family and household all lived. McCandless had sat in Appah Rao’s courtyard, a musket on his lap, and turned back every redcoat or sepoy who had come to the house. Mary had thus survived unscathed and Sharpe had heard that she would now marry her Kunwar Singh, and he was glad for her. He remembered the ruby he had once promised to give her and he smiled at the thought. Some other lass, maybe. The Tippoo’s ruby was deep in his pouch, hidden like all the other looted jewels.


      The muffled drumbeat came nearer and the red-coated honor guard stiffened to attention. Mourners followed the coffin, most of them the Tippoo’s officers. Gudin was among them. McCandless took off his cocked hat. “There’ll be more fighting to come, Sharpe,” the Colonel said softly. “We have other enemies in India.”


      “I’m sure we have, sir.”


      The Colonel glanced at Sharpe. He saw a young man, hard as flint, and the restless anger in Sharpe’s heart made him dangerous as flint and steel, but there was also a kindness in Sharpe. McCandless had seen that kindness in the dungeons, and McCandless believed it betrayed a soul that was well worth saving. “I may have uses for you if you’re willing,” the Colonel said.


      Sharpe seemed surprised. “I thought you were going home, sir. To Scotland.”


      McCandless shrugged. “There’s work undone here, Sharpe, work undone. And what will I ever do in Scotland but dream of India? I think I shall stay for a while.”


      “And I’d be privileged to help you, sir, so I would,” Sharpe said, then he snatched off his shako as the coffin drew close. His hair, which he had still not clubbed or powdered, fell loose across his scarlet collar as he stood to attention. Far away, beyond the river, rain fell on a green land, but above Sharpe the sun shone, glistening its watery light on the mausoleum’s bulging white dome beneath which, in a dark crypt under their silk-draped tombs, the Tippoo’s parents lay. Now the Tippoo would join them.


      The coffin was carried slowly past Sharpe. The men bearing the Tippoo were dressed in his tiger-striped tunic, while the coffin itself was draped with a great striped tiger pelt. It was a mangy skin, uncured and still bloody, but the best that could be discovered in the chaos following the city’s fall, and down one flank there was a long ancient scar and Sharpe, seeing it, smiled. He had seen that scar before. He had seen it every night that he was in the Tippoo’s dungeons. And now he saw it again, scored into a tiger skin that covered a brave dead king.


      It was Sharpe’s tiger.

    

  


  
    
      
        HISTORICAL NOTE

      


      
        The siege and fall of Seringapatam (now Sriringapatna) in May 1799 ended decades of warfare between the remarkable Muslim dynasty that ruled the state of Mysore and the invading British. The British, under Lord Cornwallis, had captured the city before, in 1792, and at that time they decided to leave the Tippoo on his throne, but mutual antagonisms, and the Tippoo’s preference for a French alliance, led to the final Mysore war. The aim of the war was simple: to do what had not been done in 1792, unthrone the Tippoo, to which end the British concocted some very thin reasons to justify an invasion of Mysore, ignored the Tippoo’s overtures for peace, and so marched on Seringapatam. It was a brutally naked piece of aggression, but successful, for with the Tippoo’s death the most formidable obstacle to British rule in southern India was removed, and with it the increasingly slim chance that Napoleon, then at the head of a French army stranded in Egypt, would intervene in the subcontinent.


        The novel’s description of the city’s fall is mostly accurate. Two Forlorn Hopes, one headed by the unfortunate Sergeant Graham, led two columns of attacking troops across the wide South Cauvery and up the breach, and there the columns separated, one going north about the city’s outer ramparts and the other south. Major General David Baird commanded the assault, and he, judging in the heat of battle that the resistance to the south was more formidable, turned that way. In fact the northern column encountered the stiffest opposition, most probably caused by the Tippoo’s own leadership. Many eyewitnesses, from both sides, testified to the Tippoo’s personal bravery. He was gaudily dressed and bright with gems, but he insisted on fighting in the front rank of his men. Further difficulties were caused by the defenders firing from the inner wall’s sheltered firestep, and it was not until Captain Goodall, the commander of the 12th Regiment’s Light Company, had led his men across the buttressing cross-wall and so began the capture of the inner ramparts that the defense collapsed. The fight was short, but exceptionally bloody, causing 1,400 casualties among the attackers and over 6,000 from the Tippoo’s troops.


        I did take one great liberty with the historical facts of the assault. There was no disused western gateway, nor any mine either, but the idea for the mine came from an enormous and spectacular explosion which occurred in the city two days before the assault. It is believed that a British shell somehow ignited one of the Tippoo’s magazines, which then blew up. I changed the nature of that explosion, and delayed it by two days, because fictional heroes must be given suitable employment.


        There were a few French troops in Seringapatam, but Nelson’s victory at the Nile had effectively ended any real chance of French intervention in India. Colonel Gudin is a fictional character, though someone very like him did lead a small French battalion in the battle. Others of the novel’s characters, like Colonel Gent, did exist. Major Shee, a somewhat intemperate and unfortunate Irishman, commanded the 33rd during the time Wellesley served as one of Harris’s deputies and Lieutenant Fitzgerald, brother of the Knight of Kerry, was killed in the confused night attack on the Sultanpetah tope, probably by a bayonet thrust. That setback was Wellesley’s only military defeat and it gave him a lifelong aversion to night actions. Major General Baird did dislike Wellesley and fiercely resented the fact that General Harris appointed the younger man to be the Governor of Seringapatam after the siege, although, given Baird’s hatred of the Indians, the appointment was undoubtedly wise. Baird’s jealousy lasted many years, though in his later life the Scotsman generously admitted that Wellesley was his military superior. By then, of course, Arthur Wellesley had become the first Duke of Wellington. In 1815 only Napoleon still regarded Wellington with contempt, dubbing him the “Sepoy General,” but the Sepoy General still whipped Napoleon.


        The Tippoo Sultan, of course, existed. His defeat was celebrated in Britain where the Tippoo was regarded as a peculiarly brutal and ferocious despot and for years afterward, despite many other momentous victories over much more formidable enemies, the British still harked back to the Tippoo’s defeat and death. The event was celebrated in numerous prints, it was turned into at least six stage plays, and it occupied many books, all tributes to the curious fascination the Tippoo exercised over his erstwhile enemies. Yet his death, despite being pictured and re-enacted so many times, was never fully explained because no one ever discovered who exactly killed him (it was most probably a soldier of the 12th’s Grenadier Company). The Tippoo’s body was found, but his killer never came forward and it is presumed that this reticence was caused by the man’s unwillingness to admit to ownership of the Tippoo’s jewels. Where many of those jewels are today, no one knows.


        But much of the Tippoo’s grandeur can still be seen. The Inner Palace of Seringapatam, alas, was demolished in the nineteenth century (local guides insist it was destroyed by the British bombardment, but in fact the building survived the siege intact) and all that remains of its splendor are a few ruined walls and some pillars which now support the canopy of Sriringapatna’s railway station, but the Summer Palace, the Daria Dowlat, still exists. The mural of the British defeat at Pollilur was restored by Wellesley, who lived in this exquisite little palace while he governed Mysore. It is now a museum. The Tippoo’s mosque still stands, there is another small palace in the city of Bangalore, and, perhaps most moving of all, the Gumbaz, the elegant mausoleum where the Tippoo lies with his parents. To this day his tomb is covered with a cloth patterned with tiger stripes.


        The Tippoo revered the tiger, and used tiger motifs wherever he could. His fabulous tiger throne existed, but it was broken up at his death, though large parts of it can still be seen, notably in Windsor Castle. His dreadful toy, the tiger organ, is now in London’s Victoria and Albert Museum. The organ was sadly damaged during the Blitz, but it has been superbly restored, though, alas, its voice is not what it was. The Tippoo did keep six tigers in his palace courtyard (Wellesley ordered them shot).


        Sriringapatna’s outer wall still stands. The town, which has fewer inhabitants now than it did in 1799, is an attractive place and the site of the assault, overlooking the South Cauvery, is marked by an obelisk that stands immediately to the north of the repaired breach. Just behind the breach, and filling the whole northwestern corner of the defenses, is an enormous earthen bastion—all that remains of the inner wall. The rest of the inner wall has disappeared completely, probably demolished by Wellesley shortly after the siege. Later, during the high noon of the Raj, various sites were identified in Sriringapatna as historically significant locations, but I believe the absence of the inner wall caused some confusion. Modern visitors to Sriringapatna will discover plaques or memorials displayed at the Tippoo’s dungeons, at the Water Gate where he was supposedly killed and, much farther east, at the place where his body was found, but of the three I suspect only the last is accurate.


        The so-called dungeons are beneath the Sultan Battery, and while it is quite possible they were used as cells in the 1780s (and thus the place where Baird spent his uncomfortable forty-four months) they were not so employed in 1799. By then the inner wall had been built (it was hastily constructed after Cornwallis’s 1792 siege), and it is much more likely that the “dungeons” were thereafter employed as a magazine (a use for which they were obviously intended). The Tippoo’s surviving prisoners all attested that they were held inside the inner wall during the siege, so that is where I placed Sharpe, Lawford, McCandless, and Hakeswill.


        A plaque marks the Water Gate through the outer wall as the site of the Tippoo’s death, but again this seems wrong. The evidence of Mysorean survivors, some of whom were close to the Tippoo at the end, clearly states that the Tippoo was trying to get inside the city when he was killed. We know he had been fighting on the outer wall and that when he broke off that fight he came down to the space between the walls, and there the story becomes muddled. British sources claim he tried to escape the city through the outer wall’s Water Gate, but the Indian testimonies all agree that he tried to go through the inner wall’s Water Gate into the city itself. That second Water Gate has since vanished, but I suspect it was there that he died and not at the existing gate. It might seem logical that he should have attempted to flee the city, but the remaining Water Gate led, and still leads, to the flooded ditch inside the glacis, and even if he had negotiated those obstacles (under fire from the attackers on the wall above him), he would only have reached the southern bank of the Cauvery which was under the guns of the British forces north of the river. By cutting through the city he could have reached the Bangalore Gate which offered a much greater chance of successful escape. Indeed, after the Tippoo’s death, or perhaps while he was still dying, some of his loyal retainers found him, placed him in the palanquin, and carried him eastward, presumably in an attempt to reach the Bangalore Gate. They were intercepted, the palanquin was overturned, and the Tippoo’s body lay undiscovered for several hours. It seems a pity to abandon the present Water Gate as the place where the Tippoo was shot, for its gloomy dank tunnel has a certain eerie drama, but doubtless the matching gate in the inner wall was equally atmospheric.


        The Tippoo’s body was treated with honor, and next day, as the novel describes, he was buried beside his parents in the Gumbaz mausoleum. Wellesley, meanwhile, stamped out the looting in the city (he hung four looters, a remedy he would employ in the wake of future sieges), but what the common soldier could not take, the senior officers happily plundered for themselves. The East India Company’s Prize Agents tallied the Tippoo’s treasures at a value of two million pounds (1,799 pounds), and half of that fabulous fortune was declared to be prize money, so that many senior officers became rich men through that single day’s work. Most of the treasures returned to Britain, where they remain, some on public view, but many still in private hands.


        Today the Tippoo is a hero to many Indians who regard him as a proto-independence fighter. This seems a perverse judgement. Most of the Tippoo’s enemies were other Indian states, though admittedly his fiercest fights were against the British (and their Indian allies), but he could never entirely rely on his Hindu subjects. No one is certain that he was betrayed on the day of his death, but it seems more than likely that several Hindu officers, like the fictional Appah Rao, were deliberately lukewarm in their support. The Tippoo’s Muslim religion and his preference for the Persian language mark him as being outside the mainstream of modern Indian tradition, which is perhaps why I was assured by one educated Indian that the Tippoo had, in truth, been a Hindu. He was not, and no amount of wishful thinking can make him into a more acceptably “Indian” hero. Nor does his story need embellishment, for he was a hero anyway, even if he never did fight for Indian independence. He fought for Mysorean domination over India, which was a quite different thing.


        I would like to thank Elizabeth Cartmale-Freedman who ransacked the files of London’s India House and did much other research for Sharpe’s Tiger, and for all the useful things she discovered and which I left out, I apologize. I must also thank my agent, Toby Eady, who went above and beyond the call of duty by accompanying me to Sriringapatna. Research has rarely been more enjoyable. As usual, when writing Sharpe, I owe gratitude to Lady Elizabeth Longford for her superb book Wellington, the Years of the Sword, and to the late Jac Weller for his indispensable Wellington in India.


        Sriringapatna is still dominated by the Tippoo’s memory. He was an efficient ruler whom Indians revere and the British consider a callous tyrant. That tyrannical reputation was caused, above all, by his execution of thirteen British prisoners before the assault (only eight of them had been captured in the night skirmish, the others were already prisoners). It is unlikely that the executions took place at the Summer Palace, but they were carried out by the Tippoo’s jettis who did kill in the manner described in the novel. Those murders are reprehensible, yet they should not blind us to the Tippoo’s virtues. He was a very brave man, a considerable soldier, a talented administrator, and an enlightened ruler and he makes a worthy foe for young Richard Sharpe, who still has a long road to march under his cold, but very clever, Sepoy General.
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  Map: The Battle of Assaye


  CHAPTER 1


  It was not Sergeant Richard Sharpe’s fault. He was not in charge. He was junior to at least a dozen men, including a major, a captain, a subadar and two jemadars, yet he still felt responsible. He felt responsible, angry, hot, bitter and scared. Blood crusted on his face where a thousand flies crawled. There were even flies in his open mouth.


  But he dared not move.


  The humid air stank of blood and of the rotted egg smell made by powder smoke. The very last thing he remembered doing was thrusting his pack, haversack and cartridge box into the glowing ashes of a fire, and now the ammunition from the cartridge box exploded. Each blast of powder fountained sparks and ashes into the hot air. A couple of men laughed at the sight. They stopped to watch it for a few seconds, poked at the nearby bodies with their muskets, then walked on.


  Sharpe lay still. A fly crawled on his eyeball and he forced himself to stay absolutely motionless. There was blood on his face and more blood had puddled in his right ear, though it was drying now. He blinked, fearing that the small motion would attract one of the killers, but no one noticed.


  Chasalgaon. That’s where he was. Chasalgaon; a miserable, thorn-walled fort on the frontier of Hyderabad, and because the Rajah of Hyderabad was a British ally the fort had been garrisoned by a hundred sepoys of the East India Company and fifty mercenary horsemen from Mysore, only when Sharpe arrived half the sepoys and all of the horsemen had been out on patrol.


  Sharpe had come from Seringapatam, leading a detail of six privates and carrying a leather bag stuffed with rupees, and he had been greeted by Major Crosby who commanded at Chasalgaon. The Major proved to be a plump, red-faced, bilious man who disliked the heat and hated Chasalgaon, and he had slumped in his canvas chair as he unfolded Sharpe’s orders. He read them, grunted, then read them again. “Why the hell did they send you?” he finally asked.


  “No one else to send, sir.”


  Crosby frowned at the order. “Why not an officer?”


  “No officers to spare, sir.”


  “Bloody responsible job for a sergeant, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Won’t let you down, sir,” Sharpe said woodenly, staring at the leprous yellow of the tent’s canvas a few inches above the Major’s head.


  “You’d bloody well better not let me down,” Crosby said, pushing the orders into a pile of damp papers on his camp table. “And you look bloody young to be a sergeant.”


  “I was born late, sir,” Sharpe said. He was twenty-six, or thought he was, and most sergeants were much older.


  Crosby, suspecting he was being mocked, stared up at Sharpe, but there was nothing insolent on the Sergeant’s face. A good-looking man, Crosby thought sourly. Probably had the bibbis of Seringapatam falling out of their saris, and Crosby, whose wife had died of the fever ten years before and who consoled himself with a two-rupee village whore every Thursday night, felt a pang of jealousy. “And how the devil do you expect to get the ammunition back to Seringapatam?” he demanded.


  “Hire ox carts, sir.” Sharpe had long perfected the way to address unhelpful officers. He gave them precise answers, added nothing unnecessary and always sounded confident.


  “With what? Promises?”


  “Money, sir.” Sharpe tapped his haversack where he had the bag of rupees.


  “Christ, they trust you with money?”


  Sharpe decided not to respond to that question, but just stared impassively at the canvas. Chasalgaon, he decided, was not a happy place. It was a small fort built on a bluff above a river that should have been overflowing its banks, but the monsoon had failed and the land was cruelly dry. The fort had no ditch, merely a wall made of cactus thorn with a dozen wooden fighting platforms spaced about its perimeter. Inside the wall was a beaten-earth parade ground where a stripped tree served as a flagpole, and the parade ground was surrounded by three mud-walled barracks thatched with palm, a cookhouse, tents for the officers and a stone-walled magazine to store the garrison’s ammunition. The sepoys had their families with them, so the fort was overrun with women and children, but Sharpe had noted how sullen they were. Crosby, he thought, was one of those crabbed officers who were only happy when all about them were miserable.


  “I suppose you expect me to arrange the ox carts?” Crosby said indignantly.


  “I’ll do it myself, sir.”


  “Speak the language, do you?” Crosby sneered. “A sergeant, banker and interpreter, are you?”


  “Brought an interpreter with me, sir,” Sharpe said. Which was overegging the pudding a bit, because Davi Lal was only thirteen, an urchin off the streets of Seringapatam. He was a smart, mischievous child whom Sharpe had found stealing from the armory cookhouse and, after giving the starving boy a clout around both ears to teach him respect for His Britannic Majesty’s property, Sharpe had taken him to Lali’s house and given him a proper meal, and Lali had talked to the boy and learned that his parents were dead, that he had no relatives he knew of, and that he lived by his wits. He was also covered in lice. “Get rid of him,” she had advised Sharpe, but Sharpe had seen something of his own childhood in Davi Lal and so he had dragged him down to the River Cauvery and given him a decent scrubbing. After that Davi Lal had become Sharpe’s errand boy. He learned to pipeclay belts, blackball boots and speak his own version of English which, because it came from the lower ranks, was liable to shock the gentler born.


  “You’ll need three carts,” Crosby said.


  “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said. “Thank you, sir.” He had known exactly how many carts he would need, but he also knew it was stupid to pretend to knowledge in the face of officers like Crosby.


  “Find your damn carts,” Crosby snapped, “then let me know when you’re ready to load up.”


  “Very good, sir. Thank you, sir.” Sharpe stiffened to attention, about-turned and marched from the tent to find Davi Lal and the six privates waiting in the shade of one of the barracks. “We’ll have dinner,” Sharpe told them, “then sort out some carts this afternoon.”


  “What’s for dinner?” Private Atkins asked.


  “Whatever Davi can filch from the cookhouse,” Sharpe said, “but be nippy about it, all right? I want to be out of this damn place tomorrow morning.”


  Their job was to fetch eighty thousand rounds of prime musket cartridges that had been stolen from the East India Company armory in Madras. The cartridges were the best quality in India, and the thieves who stole them knew exactly who would pay the highest price for the ammunition. The princedoms of the Mahratta Confederation were forever at war with each other or else raiding the neighboring states, but now, in the summer of 1803, they faced an imminent invasion by British forces. The threatened invasion had brought two of the biggest Mahratta rulers into an alliance that now gathered its forces to repel the British, and those rulers had promised the thieves a king’s ransom in gold for the cartridges, but one of the thieves who had helped break into the Madras armory had refused to let his brother join the band and share in the profit, and so the aggrieved brother had betrayed the thieves to the Company’s spies and, two weeks later, the caravan carrying the cartridges across India had been ambushed by sepoys not far from Chasalgaon. The thieves had died or fled, and the recaptured ammunition had been brought back to the fort’s small magazine for safekeeping. Now the eighty thousand cartridges were to be taken to the armory at Seringapatam, three days to the south, from where they would be issued to the British troops who were readying themselves for the war against the Mahrattas. A simple job, and Sharpe, who had spent the last four years as a sergeant in the Seringapatam armory, had been given the responsibility.


  Spoilage, Sharpe was thinking while his men boiled a cauldron of river water on a bullock-dung fire. That was the key to the next few days, spoilage. Say seven thousand cartridges lost to damp? No one in Seringapatam would argue with that, and Sharpe reckoned he could sell the seven thousand cartridges on to Vakil Hussein, so long, of course, as there were eighty thousand cartridges to begin with. Still, Major Crosby had not quibbled with the figure, but just as Sharpe was thinking that, so Major Crosby appeared from his tent with a cocked hat on his head and a sword at his side. “On your feet!” Sharpe snapped at his lads as the Major headed towards them.


  “Thought you were finding ox carts?” Crosby snarled at Sharpe.


  “Dinner first, sir.”


  “Your food, I hope, and not ours? We don’t get rations to feed King’s troops here, Sergeant.” Major Crosby was in the service of the East India Company, and though he wore a red coat like the King’s army, there was little love lost between the two forces.


  “Our food, sir,” Sharpe said, gesturing at the cauldron in which rice and kid meat, both stolen from Crosby’s stores, boiled. “Carried it with us, sir.”


  A havildar shouted from the fort gate, demanding Crosby’s attention, but the Major ignored the shout. “I forgot to mention one thing, Sergeant.”


  “Sir?”


  Crosby looked sheepish for a moment, then remembered he was talking to a mere sergeant. “Some of the cartridges were spoiled. Damp got to them.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that, sir,” Sharpe said straight-faced.


  “So I had to destroy them,” Crosby said. “Six or seven thousand as I remember.”


  “Spoilage, sir,” Sharpe said. “Happens all the time, sir.”


  “Exactly so,” Crosby said, unable to hide his relief at Sharpe’s easy acceptance of his tale, “exactly so,” then he turned towards the gate. “Havildar?”


  “Company troops approaching, sahib!”


  “Where’s Captain Leonard? Isn’t he officer of the day?” Crosby demanded.


  “Here, sir, I’m here.” A tall, gangling captain hurried from a tent, tripped on a guy rope, recovered his hat, then headed for the gate.


  Sharpe ran to catch up with Crosby who was also walking towards the gate. “You’ll give me a note, sir?”


  “A note? Why the devil should I give you a note?”


  “Spoilage, sir,” Sharpe said respectfully. “I’ll have to account for the cartridges, sir.”


  “Later,” Crosby said, “later.”


  “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said. “And sod you backwards, you miserable bastard,” he added, though too softly for Crosby to hear.


  Captain Leonard clambered up to the platform beside the gate where Crosby joined him. The Major took a telescope from his tail pocket and slid the tubes open. The platform overlooked the small river that should have been swollen by the seasonal rains into a flood, but the failure of the monsoon had left only a trickle of water between the flat grey rocks. Beyond the shrunken river, up on the skyline behind a grove of trees, Crosby could see red-coated troops led by a European officer mounted on a black horse, and his first thought was that it must be Captain Roberts returning from patrol, but Roberts had a piebald horse and, besides, he had only taken fifty sepoys whereas this horseman led a company almost twice that size. “Open the gate,” Crosby ordered, and wondered who the devil it was. He decided it was probably Captain Sullivan from the Company’s post at Milladar, another frontier fort like Chasalgaon, but what the hell was Sullivan doing here? Maybe he was marching some new recruits to toughen the bastards, not that the skinny little brutes needed any toughening, but it was uncivil of Sullivan not to warn Crosby of his coming. “Jemadar,” Crosby shouted, “turn out the guard!”


  “Sahib!” The Jemadar acknowledged the order. Other sepoys were dragging the thorn gates open.


  He’ll want dinner, Crosby thought sourly, and wondered what his servants were cooking for the midday meal. Kid, probably, in boiled rice. Well, Sullivan would just have to endure the stringy meat as a price for not sending any warning, and damn the man if he expected Crosby to feed his sepoys as well. Chasalgaon’s cooks had not expected visitors and would not have enough rations for a hundred more hungry sepoys. “Is that Sullivan?” he asked Leonard, handing the Captain the telescope.


  Leonard stared for a long time at the approaching horseman. “I’ve never met Sullivan,” he finally said, “so I couldn’t say.”


  Crosby snatched back the telescope. “Give the bastard a salute when he arrives,” Crosby ordered Leonard, “then tell him he can join me for dinner.” He paused. “You too,” he added grudgingly.


  Crosby went back to his tent. It was better, he decided, to let Leonard welcome the stranger, rather than look too eager himself. Damn Sullivan, he thought, for not sending warning, though there was a bright side, inasmuch as Sullivan might have brought news. The tall, good-looking Sergeant from Seringapatam doubtless could have told Crosby the latest rumors from Mysore, but it would be a chilly day in hell before Crosby sought news from a sergeant. But undoubtedly something was changing in the wider world, for it had been nine weeks since Crosby last saw a Mahratta raider, and that was decidedly odd. The purpose of the fort at Chasalgaon was to keep the Mahratta horse raiders out of the Rajah of Hyderabad’s wealthy territory, and Crosby fancied he had done his job well, but even so he found the absence of any enemy marauders oddly worrying. What were the bastards up to? He sat behind his table and shouted for his clerk. He would write the damned armory Sergeant a note explaining that the loss of seven thousand cartridges was due to a leak in the stone roof of Chasalgaon’s magazine. He certainly could not admit that he had sold the ammunition to a merchant.


  “What the bastard did,” Sharpe was saying to his men, “was sell the bloody stuff to some heathen bastard.”


  “That’s what you were going to do, Sergeant,” Private Phillips said.


  “Never you bleeding mind what I was going to do,” Sharpe said. “Ain’t that food ready?”


  “Five minutes,” Davi Lal promised.


  “A bloody camel could do it faster,” Sharpe grumbled, then hoisted his pack and haversack. “I’m going for a piss.”


  “He never goes anywhere without his bleeding pack,” Atkins commented.


  “Doesn’t want you thieving his spare shirt,” Phillips answered.


  “He’s got more than a shirt in that pack. Hiding something he is.” Atkins twisted round. “Hey, Hedgehog!” They all called Davi Lal “Hedgehog” because his hair stuck up in spikes; no matter how greasy it was or how short it was cut, it still stuck up in unruly spikes. “What does Sharpie keep in the pack?”


  Davi Lal rolled his eyes. “Jewels! Gold. Rubies, diamonds, emeralds, sapphires and pearls.”


  “Like sod he does.”


  Davi Lal laughed, then turned back to the cauldron. Out by the fort’s gate Captain Leonard was greeting the visitors. The guard presented arms as the officer leading the sepoys rode through the gate. The visitor returned the salute by touching a riding crop to the brim of his cocked hat which, worn fore and aft, shadowed his face. He was a tall man, uncommonly tall, and he wore his stirrups long so that he looked much too big for his horse, which was a sorry, sway-backed beast with a mangy hide, though there was nothing odd in that. Good horses were a luxury in India, and most Company officers rode decrepit nags. “Welcome to Chasalgaon, sir,” Leonard said. He was not certain he ought to call the stranger “sir,” for the man wore no visible badge of rank on his red coat, but he carried himself like a senior officer and he reacted to Leonard’s greeting with a lordly nonchalance. “You’re invited to dine with us, sir,” Leonard added, hurrying after the horseman who, having tucked his riding crop under his belt, now led his sepoys straight onto the parade ground. He stopped his horse under the flagpole from which the British flag drooped in the windless air, then waited as his company of red-coated sepoys divided into two units of two ranks each that marched either side of the flagpole. Crosby watched from inside his tent. It was a flamboyant entrance, the Major decided.


  “Halt!” the strange officer shouted when his company was in the very center of the fort. The sepoys halted. “Outwards turn! Ground firelocks! Good morning!” He at last looked down at Captain Leonard. “Are you Crosby?”


  “No, sir. I’m Captain Leonard, sir. And you, sir?” The tall man ignored the question. He scowled about Chasalgaon’s fort as though he disapproved of everything he saw. What the hell was this? Leonard wondered. A surprise inspection? “Shall I have your horse watered, sir?” Leonard offered.


  “In good time, Captain, all in good time,” the mysterious officer said, then he twisted in his saddle and growled an order to his company. “Fix bayonets!” The sepoys pulled out their seventeen-inch blades and slotted them onto the muzzles of their muskets. “I like to offer a proper salute to a fellow Englishman,” the tall man explained to Leonard. “You are English, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Too many damned Scots in the Company,” the tall man grumbled. “Have you ever noticed that, Leonard? Too many Scots and Irish. Glib sorts of fellow, they are, but they ain’t English. Not English at all.” The visitor drew his sword, then took a deep breath. “Company!” he shouted. “Level arms!”


  The sepoys brought their muskets to their shoulders and Leonard saw, much too late, that the guns were aimed at the troops of the garrison. “No!” he said, but not loudly, for he still did not believe what he saw.


  “Fire!” the officer shouted, and the parade ground air was murdered by the double ripple of musket shots, heavy coughing explosions that blossomed smoke across the sun-crazed mud and slammed lead balls into the unsuspecting garrison.


  “Hunt them now!” the tall officer called. “Hunt them! Fast, fast, fast!” He spurred his horse close to Captain Leonard and, almost casually, slashed down with his sword, ripping the blade hard back once it had bitten into the Captain’s neck so that its edge sawed fast and deep through the sinew, muscle and flesh. “Hunt them! Hunt them!” the officer shouted as Leonard fell. He drew a pistol from his saddle holster and rode towards the officers’ tents. His men were screaming their war cries as they spread through the small fort to chase down every last sepoy of Chasalgaon’s garrison. They had been ordered to leave the women and children to the last and hunt down the men first.


  Crosby had been staring in horror and disbelief, and now, with shaking hands, he started to load one of his pistols, but suddenly the door of his tent darkened and he saw that the tall officer had dismounted from his horse. “Are you Crosby?” the officer demanded.


  Crosby found he could not speak. His hands quivered. Sweat was pouring down his face.


  “Are you Crosby?” the man asked again in an irritated voice.


  “Yes,” Crosby managed to say. “And who the devil are you?”


  “Dodd,” the tall man said, “Major William Dodd, at your service.” And Dodd raised his big pistol so that it pointed at Crosby’s face.


  “No!” Crosby shouted.


  Dodd smiled. “I assume you’re surrendering the fort to me, Crosby?”


  “Damn you,” Crosby riposted feebly.


  “You drink too much, Major,” Dodd said. “The whole Company knows you’re a sot. Didn’t put up much of a fight, did you?” He pulled the trigger and Crosby’s head was snatched back in a mist of blood that spattered onto the canvas. “Pity you’re English,” Dodd said. “I’d much rather shoot a Scotsman.” The dying Major made a terrible gurgling sound, then his body jerked uncontrollably and was finally still. “Praise the Lord, pull down the flag and find the pay chest,” Dodd said to himself, then he stepped over the Major’s corpse to see that the pay chest was where he expected it to be, under the bed. “Subadar!”


  “Sahib?”


  “Two men here to guard the pay chest.”


  “Sahib!”


  Major Dodd hurried back onto the parade ground where a small group of redcoats, British redcoats, were offering defiance, and he wanted to make sure that his sepoys took care of them, but a havildar had anticipated Dodd’s orders and was leading a squad of men against the half-dozen soldiers. “Put the blades in!” Dodd encouraged them. “Hard in! Twist them in! That’s the way! Watch your left! Left!” His voice was urgent for a tall sergeant had suddenly appeared from behind the cookhouse, a white man with a musket and bayonet in his hands, but one of the sepoys still had a loaded musket of his own and he twisted, aimed and fired and Dodd saw another mist of bright blood sparkle in the sunlight. The sergeant had been hit in the head. He stopped, looked surprised as the musket fell from his hands and as blood streamed down his face, then he fell backwards and was still.


  “Search for the rest of the bastards!” Dodd ordered, knowing that there must still be a score of the garrison hidden in the barracks. Some of the men had escaped over the thorn wall, but they would be hunted down by the Mahratta horsemen who were Dodd’s allies and who should by now have spread either side of the fort. “Search hard!” He himself went to look at the horses of the garrison’s officers and decided that one of them was marginally better than his own. He moved his saddle to the better horse, then led it into the sunlight and picketed it to the flagpole. A woman ran past him, screaming as she fled from the red-coated killers, but a sepoy caught and tripped her and another pulled the sari off her shoulder. Dodd was about to order them away from the woman, then he reckoned that the enemy was well beaten and so his men could take their pleasure in safety. “Subadar?” he shouted.


  “Sahib?”


  “One squad to make sure everyone’s dead. Another to open the armory. And there are a couple of horses in the stable. Pick one for yourself, and we’ll take the other back to Pohlmann. And well done, Gopal.”


  “Thank you, sahib,” Subadar Gopal said.


  Dodd wiped the blood from his sword, then reloaded his pistol. One of the fallen redcoats was trying to turn himself over, so Dodd crossed to the wounded man, watched his feeble efforts for a moment, then put a bullet into the man’s head. The man jerked in spasm, then was still. Major Dodd scowled at the blood that had sprayed his boots, but he spat, stooped and wiped the blood away. Sharpe watched the tall officer from the corner of his eye. He felt responsible, angry, hot, bitter and scared. The blood had poured from the wound in his scalp. He was dizzy, his head throbbed, but he was alive. There were flies in his mouth. And then his ammunition began to explode and the tall officer whipped around, thinking it was trouble, and a couple of men laughed at the sight of the ashes bursting into the air with each small crack of powder.


  Sharpe dared not move. He listened to women screaming and children crying, then heard hooves and he waited until some horsemen came into view. They were Indians, of course, and all wild-looking men with sabers, matchlocks, spears, lances and even bows and arrows. They slid out of their saddles and joined the hunt for loot.


  Sharpe lay like the dead. The crusting blood was thick on his face. The blow of the musket ball had stunned him, so that he did not remember dropping his own musket or falling to the ground, but he sensed that the blow was not deadly. Not even deep. He had a headache, and the skin of his face felt taut with the crusted blood, but he knew head wounds always bled profusely. He tried to make his breathing shallow, left his mouth open and did not even gag when a fly crawled down to the root of his tongue, and then he could smell tobacco, arrack, leather and sweat and a horseman was bending over him with a horrid-looking curved knife with a rusty blade and Sharpe feared his throat was about to be cut, but instead the horseman began slashing at the pockets of Sharpe’s uniform. He found the big key that opened Seringapatam’s main magazine, a key that Sharpe had ordered cut in the bazaar so that he would not always have to fill in the form in the armory guardhouse. The man tossed the key away, slit another pocket, found nothing valuable and so moved on to another body. Sharpe stared up at the sun.


  Somewhere nearby a garrison sepoy groaned, and almost immediately he was bayoneted and Sharpe heard the hoarse exhalation of breath as the man died and the sucking sound as the murderer dragged the blade back from the constricting flesh. It had all happened so fast! And Sharpe blamed himself, though he knew it was not his fault. He had not let the killers into the fort, but he had hesitated for a few seconds to throw his pack, pouches and cartridge box onto the fire, and now he chided himself because maybe he could have used those few seconds to save his six men. Except most of them had already been dead or dying when Sharpe had first realized there was a fight. He had been pissing against the back wall of the cookhouse store hut when a musket ball ripped through the reed-mat wall and for a second or two he had just stood there, incredulous, hardly believing the shots and screams his ears registered, and he had not bothered to button his trousers, but just turned and saw the dying campfire and had thrown his pack onto it, and by the time he had cocked the musket and run back to where his men had been expecting dinner the fight was almost over. The musket ball had jerked his head back and there had been a stabbing pain either side of his eyes, and the next he knew he was lying with blood crusting on his face and flies crawling down his gullet.


  But maybe he could have snatched his men back. He tortured himself with the thought that he could have saved Davi Lal and a couple of the privates, maybe he could have crossed the cactus-thorn wall and run into the trees, but Davi Lal was dead and all six privates were dead and Sharpe could hear the killers laughing as they carried the ammunition out of the small magazine.


  “Subadar!” the tall officer shouted. “Fetch that bloody flag down! I wanted it done an hour ago!”


  Sharpe blinked again because he could not help himself, but no one noticed, and then he closed his eyes because the sun was blinding him, and he wanted to weep out of anger and frustration and hatred. Six men dead, and Davi Lal dead, and Sharpe had not been able to do a damned thing to help them, and he wondered who the tall officer was, and then a voice provided the answer.


  “Major Dodd, sahib?”


  “Subadar?”


  “Everything’s loaded, sahib.”


  “Then let’s go before their patrols get back. Well done, Subadar! Tell the men there’ll be a reward.”


  Sharpe listened as the raiders left the fort. Who the hell were they? Major Dodd had been in East India Company uniform, and so had all his men for that matter, but they sure as hell were not Company troops. They were bastards, that’s what they were, bastards from hell and they had done a thorough piece of wicked work in Chasalgaon. Sharpe doubted they had lost a single man in their treacherous attack, and still he lay silent as the sounds faded away. A baby cried somewhere, a woman sobbed, and still Sharpe waited until at last he was certain that Major Dodd and his men were gone, and only then did Sharpe roll onto his side. The fort stank of blood and buzzed with flies. He groaned and got to his knees. The cauldron of rice and kid had boiled dry and so he stood and kicked it off its tripod. “Bastards,” he said, and he saw the surprised look on Davi Lal’s face and he wanted to weep for the boy.


  A half-naked woman, bleeding from the mouth, saw Sharpe stand from among the bloodied heap of the dead and she screamed before snatching her child back into a barracks hut. Sharpe ignored her. His musket was gone. Every damn weapon was gone. “Bastards!” he shouted into the hot air, then he kicked at a dog that was sniffing at Phillips’s corpse. The smell of blood and powder and burned rice was thick in his throat. He gagged as he walked into the cookhouse and there found a jar of water. He drank deep, then splashed the water onto his face and rubbed away the clotted blood. He wet a rag and flinched as he cleaned the shallow wound in his scalp, then suddenly he was overcome with horror and pity and he fell onto his knees and half sobbed. He swore instead. “Bastards!” He said the word again and again, helplessly and furiously, then he remembered his pack and so he stood again and went into the sunlight.


  The ashes of the fire were still hot and the charred canvas remnants of his pack and pouches glowed red as he found a stick and raked through the embers. One by one he found what he had hidden in the fire. The rupees that had been for hiring the carts, then the rubies and emeralds, diamonds and pearls, sapphires and gold. He fetched a sack of rice from the cookhouse and he emptied the grains onto the ground and filled the sack with his treasure. A king’s ransom, it was, and it had been taken from a king four years before in the Water Gate at Seringapatam where Sharpe had trapped the Tippoo Sultan and shot him down before looting his corpse.


  Then, with the treasure clutched to his midriff, he knelt in the stench of Chasalgaon and felt guilty. He had survived a massacre. Anger mingled with his guilt, then he knew he had duties to do. He must find any others who had survived, he must help them, and he must work out how he could take his revenge.


  On a man called Dodd.


  Major John Stokes was an engineer, and if ever a man was happy with his avocation, it was Major John Stokes. There was nothing he enjoyed so much as making things, whether it was a better gun carriage, a garden or, as he was doing now, improvements to a clock that belonged to the Rajah of Mysore. The Rajah was a young man, scarcely more than a boy indeed, and he owed his throne to the British troops who had ejected the usurping Tippoo Sultan and, as a result, relations between the palace and Seringapatam’s small British garrison were good. Major Stokes had found the clock in one of the palace’s antechambers and noted its appalling accuracy, which is why he had brought it back to the armory where he was happily taking it apart. “It isn’t signed,” he told his visitor, “and I suspect it’s local work. But a Frenchman had his hand in it, I can tell that. See the escapement? Typical French work, that.”


  The visitor peered at the tangle of cogwheels. “Didn’t know the Frogs had it in them to make clocks, sir,” he said.


  “Oh, indeed they do!” Stokes said reprovingly. “And very fine clocks they make! Very fine. Think of Lépine! Think of Berthoud! How can you ignore Montandon? And Breguet!” The Major shook his head in mute tribute to such great craftsmen, then peered at the Rajah’s sorry timepiece. “Some rust on the mainspring, I see. That don’t help. Soft metal, I suspect. It’s catch as catch can over here. I’ve noticed that. Marvelous decorative work, but Indians make shoddy mechanics. Look at that mainspring! A disgrace.”


  “Shocking, sir, shocking.” Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill did not know a mainspring from a pendulum, and could not have cared less about either, but he needed information from Major Stokes so it was politic to show an interest.


  “It was striking nine when it should have struck eight,” the Major said, poking a finger into the clock’s entrails, “or perhaps it was striking eight when it ought to have sounded nine. I don’t recall. One to seven it copes with admirably, but somewhere about eight it becomes wayward.” The Major, who was in charge of Seringapatam’s armory, was a plump, cheerful fellow with prematurely white hair. “Do you understand clocks, Sergeant?”


  “Can’t say as I does, sir. A simple soldier, me, sir, who has the sun as his clock.” The Sergeant’s face twitched horribly. It was an uncontrollable spasm that racked his face every few seconds.


  “You were asking about Sharpe,” Major Stokes said, peering into the clock. “Well, I never! This fellow has made the bearings out of wood! Good Lord above. Wood! No wonder she’s wayward! Harrison once made a wooden clock, did you know? Even the gearings! All from timber.”


  “Harrison, sir? Is he in the army, sir?”


  “He’s a clockmaker, Sergeant, a clockmaker. A very fine clockmaker, too.”


  “Not a Frog, sir?”


  “With a name like Harrison? Good Lord, no! He’s English, and he makes a good honest clock.”


  “Glad to hear it, sir,” Hakeswill said, then reminded the Major of the purpose of his visit to the armory. “Sergeant Sharpe, sir, my good friend, sir, is he here?”


  “He is here,” Stokes said, at last looking up from the clock, “or rather he was here. I saw him an hour ago. But he went to his quarters. He’s been away, you see. Involved in that dreadful business in Chasalgaon.”


  “Chiseldown, sir?”


  “Terrible business, terrible! So I told Sharpe to clean himself up. Poor fellow was covered in blood! Looked like a pirate. Now that is interesting.”


  “Blood, sir?” Hakeswill asked.


  “A six-toothed scapewheel! With a bifurcated locking piece! Well, I never! That is enriching the pudding with currants. Rather like putting an Egg lock on a common pistol! I’m sure if you wait, Sergeant, Sharpe will be back soon. He’s a marvelous fellow. Never lets me down.”


  Hakeswill forced a smile for he hated Sharpe with a rare and single-minded venom. “He’s one of the best, sir,” he said, his face twitching. “And will he be leaving Seringapatam soon, sir? Off on an errand again, would he be?”


  “Oh no!” Stokes said, picking up a magnifying glass to look more closely into the clock. “I need him here, Sergeant. That’s it, you see! There’s a pin missing from the strike wheel. It engages the cogs here, do you see, and the gearing does the rest. Simple, I suppose.” The Major looked up, but saw that the strange Sergeant with the twitching face was gone. Never mind, the clock was far more interesting.


  Sergeant Hakeswill left the armory and turned left towards the barracks where he had temporary accommodation. The King’s 33rd was quartered now in Hurryhur, a hundred and fifty miles to the north, and their job was to keep the roads of western Mysore clear of bandits and so the regiment ranged up and down the country and, finding themselves close to Seringapatam where the main armory was located, Colonel Gore had sent a detachment for replacement ammunition. Captain Morris of the Light Company had drawn the duty, and he had brought half his men and Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill to protect the shipment which would leave the city next morning and be carried on ox carts to Arrakerry where the regiment was currently camped. An easy task, but one that had offered Sergeant Hakeswill an opportunity he had long sought.


  The Sergeant stopped in one of the grog shops and demanded arrack. The shop was empty, all but for himself, the owner and a legless beggar who heaved himself towards the Sergeant and received a kick in the rump for his trouble. “Get out of here, you scabby bastard!” Hakeswill shouted. “Bringing the flies in, you are. Go on! Piss off.” The shop thus emptied to his satisfaction, Hakeswill sat in a dark corner contemplating life. “I chide myself,” he muttered aloud, worrying the shop’s owner who feared the look of the twitching man in the red coat. “Your own fault, Obadiah,” Hakeswill said. “You should have seen it years ago! Years! Rich as a Jew, he is. Are you listening to me, you heathen darkie bastard?” The shop’s owner, thus challenged, fled into the back room, leaving Hakeswill grumbling at the table. “Rich as a Jew, Sharpie is, only he thinks he hides it, which he don’t, on account of me having tumbled to him. He don’t even live in barracks! Got himself some rooms over by the Mysore Gate. Got a bleeding servant boy. Always got cash on him, always! Buys drinks.” Hakeswill shook his head at the injustice of it all. The 33rd had spent the last four years patrolling Mysore’s roads and Sharpe, all that while, had been living in Seringapatam’s comforts. It was not right, not fair, not just. Hakeswill had worried about it, wondering why Sharpe was so rich. At first he had assumed that Sharpe had been fiddling the armory stores, but that could not explain Sharpe’s apparent wealth. “Only so much milk in a cow,” Hakeswill muttered, “no matter how hard you squeeze the teats.” Now he knew why Sharpe was rich, or he thought he knew, and what he had learned had filled Obadiah Hakeswill with a desperate jealousy. He scratched at a mosquito bite on his neck, revealing the old dark scar where the hangman’s rope had burned and abraded his skin. Obadiah Hakeswill had survived that hanging, and as a result he fervently believed that he could not be killed. Touched by God, he claimed he was, touched by God.


  But he was not rich. Not rich at all, and Richard Sharpe was rich. Rumor had it that Richard Sharpe used Lali’s house, and that was an officers-only brothel, so why was Sergeant Sharpe allowed inside? Because he was rich, that was why, and Hakeswill had at last discovered Sharpe’s secret. “It was the Tippoo!” he said aloud, then thumped the table with his tin mug to demand more drink. “And hurry up about it, you black-faced bastard!”


  It had to be the Tippoo. Had not Hakeswill seen Sharpe lurking about the area where the Tippoo had been killed? And no soldier had ever claimed the credit for killing the Tippoo. It was widely thought that one of those Suffolk bastards from the 12th had caught the King in the chaos at the siege’s end, but Hakeswill had finally worked it out. It had been Sharpe, and the reason Sharpe had kept quiet about the killing was because he had stripped the Tippoo of all his gems and he did not want anyone, least of all the army’s senior officers, to know that he possessed the jewels. “Bloody Sharpe!” Hakeswill said aloud.


  So all that was needed now was an excuse to have Sharpe brought back to the regiment. No more clean and easy duty for Sharpie! No more merry rides in Lali’s house for him. It would be Obadiah Hakeswill’s turn to live in luxury, and all because of a dead king’s treasure. “Rubies,” Hakeswill said aloud, lingering over the word, “and emeralds and sapphires, and diamonds like stars, and gold thick as butter.” He chuckled. And all it would need, he reckoned, was a little cunning. A little cunning, a confident lie and an arrest. “And that will be your end, Sharpie, that will be your end,” Hakeswill said, and he could feel the beauty of his scheme unfold like a lotus blossoming in Seringapatam’s moat. It would work! His visit to Major Stokes had established that Sharpe was in the town, which meant that the lie could be told and then, just like Major Stokes’s clockwork, everything would go right. Every cog and gear and wheel and spike would slot and click and tick and tock, and Sergeant Hakeswill’s face twitched and his hands contracted as though the tin mug in his grip were a man’s throat. He would be rich.


  It took Major William Dodd three days to carry the ammunition back to Pohlmann’s compoo which was camped just outside the Mahratta city of Ahmednuggur. The compoo was an infantry brigade of eight battalions, each of them recruited from among the finest mercenary warriors of north India and all trained and commanded by European officers. Dowlut Rao Scindia, the Maharajah of Gwalior, whose land stretched from the fortress of Baroda in the north to the fastness of Gawilghur in the east and down to Ahmednuggur in the south, boasted that he led a hundred thousand men and that his army could blacken the land like a plague, yet this compoo, with its seven thousand men, was the hard heart of his army.


  One of the compoo’s eight battalions was paraded a mile outside the encampment to greet Dodd. The cavalry that had accompanied the sepoys to Chasalgaon had ridden ahead to warn Pohlmann of Dodd’s return and Pohlmann had organized a triumphant reception. The battalion stood in white coats, their black belts and weapons gleaming, but Dodd, riding at the head of his small column, had eyes only for the tall elephant that stood beside a yellow-and-white-striped marquee. The huge beast glittered in the sunlight, for its body and head were armored with a vast leather cape onto which squares of silver had been sewn in intricate patterns. The silver covered the elephant’s body, continued across its face and then, all but for two circles that had been cut for its eyes, cascaded on down the length of its trunk. Gems gleamed between the silver plates while ribbons of purple silk fluttered from the crown of the animal’s head. The last few inches of the animal’s big curved tusks were sheathed in silver, though the actual points of the tusks were tipped with needle-sharp points of steel. The elephant driver, the mahout, sweated in a coat of oldfashioned chain mail that had been burnished to the same gleaming polish as his animal’s silver armor, while behind him was a howdah made of cedarwood on which gold panels had been nailed and above which fluttered a fringed canopy of yellow silk. Long files of purple-jacketed infantrymen stood to attention on either flank of the elephant. Some of the men carried muskets, while others had long pikes with their broad blades polished to resemble silver.


  The elephant knelt when Dodd came within twenty paces and the occupant of the howdah stepped carefully down onto a set of silver-plated steps placed there by one of his purple-coated bodyguards then strolled into the shade of the striped marquee. He was a European, a tall man and big, not fat, and though a casual glance might think him overweight, a second glance would see that most of that weight was solid muscle. He had a round sun-reddened face, big black mustaches and eyes that seemed to take delight in everything he saw. His uniform was of his own devising: white silk breeches tucked into English riding boots, a green coat festooned with gold lace and aiguillettes and, on the coat’s broad shoulders, thick white silk cushions hung with short golden chains. The coat had scarlet facings and loops of scarlet braid about its turned-back cuffs and gilded buttons. The big man’s hat was a bicorne crested with purple-dyed feathers held in place by a badge showing the white horse of Hanover; his sword’s hilt was made of gold fashioned into the shape of an elephant’s head, and gold rings glinted on his big fingers. Once in the shade of the open-sided marquee he settled himself on a divan where his aides gathered about him. This was Colonel Anthony Pohlmann and he commanded the compoo, together with five hundred cavalry and twenty-six field guns. Ten years before, when Scindia’s army had been nothing but a horde of ragged troopers on half-starved horses, Anthony Pohlmann had been a sergeant in a Hanoverian regiment of the East India Company; now he rode an elephant and needed two other beasts to carry the chests of gold coin that traveled everywhere with him.


  Pohlmann stood as Dodd climbed down from his horse. “Well done, Major!” the Colonel called in his German-accented English. “Exceedingly well done!” Pohlmann’s aides, half of them European and half Indian, joined their commander in applauding the returning hero, while the bodyguard made a double line through which Dodd could advance to meet the resplendent Colonel. “Eighty thousand cartridges,” Pohlmann exulted, “snatched from our enemies!”


  “Seventy-three thousand, sir,” Dodd said, beating dust off his breeches.


  Pohlmann grinned. “Seven thousand spoiled, eh? Nothing changes.”


  “Not spoiled by me, sir,” Dodd growled.


  “I never supposed so,” Pohlmann said. “Did you have any difficulties?”


  “None,” Dodd answered confidently. “We lost no one, sir, not even a scratch, while not a single enemy soldier survived.” He smiled, cracking the dust on his cheeks. “Not one.”


  “A victory!” Pohlmann said, then gestured Dodd into the tent. “We have wine, of sorts. There is rum, arrack, even water! Come, Major.”


  Dodd did not move. “My men are tired, sir,” he pointed out.


  “Then dismiss them, Major. They can take refreshment at my cook tent.”


  Dodd went to dismiss his men. He was a gangling Englishman with a long sallow face and a sullen expression. He was also that rarest of things, an officer who had deserted from the East India Company, and deserted moreover with one hundred and thirty of his own sepoy troops. He had come to Pohlmann just three weeks before and some of Pohlmann’s European officers had been convinced that Lieutenant Dodd was a spy sent by the British whose army was readying to attack the Mahratta Confederation, but Pohlmann had not been so sure. It was true that no other British officer had ever deserted like Dodd, but few had reasons like Dodd, and Pohlmann had also recognized Dodd’s hunger, his awkwardness, his anger and his ability. Lieutenant Dodd’s record showed he was no mean soldier, his sepoys liked him, and he had a raging ambition, and Pohlmann had believed the Lieutenant’s defection to be both wholehearted and real. He had made Dodd into a major, then given him a test. He had sent him to Chasalgaon. If Dodd proved capable of killing his old comrades then he was no spy, and Dodd had passed the test triumphantly and Scindia’s army was now better off by seventy-three thousand cartridges.


  Dodd came back to the marquee and was given the chair of honor on the right side of Pohlmann’s divan. The chair on the left was occupied by a woman, a European, and Dodd could scarcely keep his eyes from her, and no wonder, for she was a rare-looking woman to discover in India. She was young, scarce more than eighteen or nineteen, with a pale face and very fair hair. Her lips were maybe a trifle too thin and her forehead perhaps a half inch too wide, yet there was something oddly attractive about her. She had a face, Dodd decided, in which the imperfections added up to attractiveness, and her appeal was augmented by a timid air of vulnerability. At first Dodd assumed the woman was Pohlmann’s mistress, but then he saw that her white linen dress was frayed at the hem and some of the lace at its modest collar was crudely darned, and he decided that Pohlmann would never allow his mistress to appear so shabbily.


  “Let me introduce Madame Joubert to you,” Pohlmann said, who had noticed how hungrily Dodd had stared at the woman. “This is Major William Dodd.”


  “Madame Joubert?” Dodd stressed the “Madame,” half rising and bowing from his chair as he acknowledged her.


  “Major,” she said in a low voice, then smiled nervously before looking down at the table that was spread with dishes of almonds.


  Pohlmann snapped his fingers for a servant, then smiled at Major Dodd. “Simone is married to Captain Joubert, and that is Captain Joubert.” He pointed into the sunlight where a short captain stood to attention in front of the paraded battalion that stood so stiff and still in the biting sun.


  “Joubert commands the battalion, sir?” Dodd asked.


  “No one commands the battalion,” Pohlmann answered. “But until three weeks ago it was led by Colonel Mathers. Back then it had five European officers; now it has Captain Joubert and Lieutenant Sillière.” He pointed to a second European, a tall thin young man, and Dodd, who was observant, saw Simone Joubert blush at the mention of Sillière’s name. Dodd was amused. Joubert looked at least twenty years older than his wife, while Sillière was only a year or two her senior. “And we must have Europeans,” Pohlmann went on, stretching back on the divan that creaked under his weight. “The Indians are fine soldiers, but we need Europeans who understand European tactics.”


  “How many European officers have you lost, sir?” Dodd asked.


  “From this compoo? Eighteen,” Pohlmann said. “Too many.” The men who had gone were the British officers, and all had possessed contracts with Scindia that excused them from fighting against their own countrymen, and to make matters worse the East India Company had offered a bribe to any British officer who deserted the Mahrattas and, as a result, some of Pohlmann’s best men were gone. It was true that he still had some good officers left, most of them French, with a handful of Dutchmen, Swiss and Germans, but Pohlmann knew he could ill afford the loss of eighteen European officers. At least none of his artillerymen had deserted and Pohlmann put great faith in the battle-winning capacity of his guns. Those cannon were served by Portuguese, or by half-breed Indians from the Portuguese colonies in India, and those professionals had stayed loyal and were awesomely proficient.


  Pohlmann drained a glass of rum and poured himself another. He had an extraordinary capacity for alcohol, a capacity Dodd did not share, and the Englishman, knowing his propensity for getting drunk, restrained himself to sips of watered wine. “I promised you a reward, Major, if you succeeded in rescuing the cartridges,” Pohlmann said genially.


  “Knowing I’ve done my duty is reward enough,” Dodd said. He felt shabby and ill-uniformed among Pohlmann’s gaudy aides and had decided that it was best to play the bluff soldier, a role he thought would appeal to a former sergeant. It was said that Pohlmann kept his old East India Company uniform as a reminder of just how far he had risen.


  “Men do not join Scindia’s army merely for the pleasures of doing their duty,” Pohlmann said, “but for the rewards such service offers. We are here to become rich, are we not?” He unhooked the elephant-hilted sword from his belt. The scabbard was made of soft red leather and was studded with small emeralds. “Here.” Pohlmann offered the sword to Dodd.


  “I can’t take your sword!” Dodd protested.


  “I have many, Major, and many finer. I insist.”


  Dodd took the sword. He drew the blade from the scabbard and saw that it was finely made, much better than the drab sword he had worn as a lieutenant these last twenty years. Many Indian swords were made of soft steel and broke easily in combat, but Dodd guessed this blade had been forged in France or Britain, then given its beautiful elephant hilt in India. That hilt was of gold, the elephant’s head made the pommel, while the handguard was the beast’s curved trunk. The grip was of black leather bound with gold wire. “Thank you, sir,” he said feelingly.


  “It is the first of many rewards,” Pohlmann said airily, “and those rewards will shower on us when we beat the British. Which we shall, though not here.” He paused to drink rum. “The British will attack any day now,” he went on, “and they doubtless hope I’ll stay and fight them here, but I don’t have a mind to oblige them. Better to make the bastards march after us, eh? The rains may come while they pursue us and the rivers will hold them up. Disease will weaken them. And once they are weak and tired, we shall be strong. All Scindia’s compoos will join together and the Rajah of Berar has promised his army, and once we are all gathered we shall crush the British. But that means I have to give up Ahmednuggur.”


  “Not an important city,” Dodd commented. He noticed that Simone Joubert was sipping wine. She kept her eyes lowered, only occasionally glancing up at her husband or at Lieutenant Sillière. She took no notice of Dodd, but she would, he promised himself, she would. Her nose was too small, he decided, but even so she was a thing of pale and fragile wonder in this hot, dark-skinned land. Her blond hair, which was hung with ringlets in a fashion that had prevailed ten years before in Europe, was held in place by small mother-of-pearl clips.


  “Ahmednuggur is not important,” Pohlmann agreed, “but Scindia hates losing any of his cities and he stuffed Ahmednuggur full of supplies and insisted I post one regiment inside the city.” He nodded towards the white-coated troops. “That regiment, Major. It’s probably my best regiment, but I am forced to quarter it in Ahmednuggur.”


  Dodd understood Pohlmann’s predicament. “You can’t take them out of the city without upsetting Scindia,” he said, “but you don’t want to lose the regiment when the city falls.”


  “I can’t lose it!” Pohlmann said indignantly. “A good regiment like that? Mathers trained it well, very well. Now he’s gone to join our enemies, but I can’t lose his regiment as well, so whoever takes over from Mathers must know how to extricate his men from trouble.”


  Dodd felt a surge of excitement. He liked to think that it was not just for the money that he had deserted the Company, nor because of his legal troubles, but for the long overdue chance of leading his own regiment. He could do it well, he knew that, and he knew what Pohlmann was leading up to.


  Pohlmann smiled. “Suppose I give you Mathers’s regiment, Major? Can you pull it out of the fire for me?”


  “Yes, sir,” Dodd said simply. Simone Joubert, for the first time since she had been introduced to Dodd, looked up at him, but without any friendliness.


  “All of it?” Pohlmann asked. “With its cannon?”


  “All of it,” Dodd said firmly, “and with every damned gun.”


  “Then from now it is Dodd’s regiment,” Pohlmann said, “and if you lead it well, Major, I shall make you a colonel and give you a second regiment to command.”


  Dodd celebrated by draining his cup of wine. He was so overcome with emotion that he hardly dared speak, though the look on his face said it all. His own regiment at last! He had waited so long for this moment and now, by God, he would show the Company how well their despised officers could fight.


  Pohlmann snapped his fingers so that a servant girl brought him more rum. “How many men will Wellesley bring?” he asked Dodd.


  “No more than fifteen thousand infantry,” the new commander of Dodd’s regiment answered confidently. “Probably fewer, and they’ll be split into two armies. Boy Wellesley will command one, Colonel Stevenson the other.”


  “Stevenson’s old, yes?”


  “Ancient and cautious,” Dodd said dismissively.


  “Cavalry?”


  “Five or six thousand? Mostly Indians.”


  “Guns?”


  “Twenty-six at most. Nothing bigger than a twelve-pounder.”


  “And Scindia can field eighty guns,” Pohlmann said, “some of them twenty-eight-pounders. And once the Rajah of Berar’s forces join us, we’ll have forty thousand infantry and at least fifty more guns.” The Hanoverian smiled. “But battles aren’t just numbers. They’re also won by generals. Tell me about this Major General Sir Arthur Wellesley.”


  “Boy Wellesley?” Dodd responded scathingly. The British General was younger than Dodd, but that was not the cause of the derisory nickname. Rather it was envy, for Wellesley had connections and wealth, while Dodd had neither. “He’s young,” Dodd said, “only thirty-four.”


  “Youth is no barrier to good soldiering,” Pohlmann said chidingly, though he well understood Dodd’s resentment. For years Dodd had watched younger men rise up through the ranks of the King’s army while he had been stuck in the Company’s hidebound ranks. A man could not buy promotion in the Company, nor were promotions given by merit, but only by seniority, and so forty-year-old men like Dodd were still lieutenants while, in the King’s army, mere boys were captains or majors. “Is Wellesley good?” Pohlmann asked.


  “He’s never fought a battle,” Dodd said bitterly, “not unless you count Malavelly.”


  “One volley?” Pohlmann asked, half recalling stories of the skirmish.


  “One volley and a bayonet charge,” Dodd said, “not a proper battle.”


  “He defeated Dhoondiah.”


  “A cavalry charge against a bandit,” Dodd said scornfully. “My point, sir, is that Boy Wellesley has never faced artillery and infantry on a real battlefield. He was jumped up to major general solely because his brother is Governor General. If his name had been Dodd instead of Wellesley he’d be lucky to command a company, let alone an army.”


  “He’s an aristocrat?” Pohlmann inquired.


  “Of course. What else?” Dodd asked. “His father was an earl.”


  “So . . .” Pohlmann put a handful of almonds in his mouth and paused to chew them. “So,” he went on, “he’s the younger son of a nobleman, sent into the army because he wasn’t good for anything else, and his family purchased him up the ranks?”


  “Exactly, sir, exactly.”


  “But I hear he is efficient?”


  “Efficient?” Dodd thought about it. “He’s efficient, sir, because his brother gives him the cash. He can afford a big bullock train. He carries his supplies with him, so his men are well fed. But he still ain’t ever seen a cannon’s muzzle, not facing him, not alongside a score of others and backed by steady infantry.”


  “He did well as Governor of Mysore,” Pohlmann observed mildly.


  “So he’s an efficient governor? Does that make him a general?”


  “A disciplinarian, I hear,” Pohlmann said.


  “He sets a lovely parade ground,” Dodd agreed sarcastically.


  “But he isn’t a fool?”


  “No,” Dodd admitted, “not a fool, but not a general either. He’s been promoted too fast and too young, sir. He’s beaten bandits, but he took a beating himself outside Seringapatam.”


  “Ah, yes. The night attack.” Pohlmann had heard of that skirmish, how Arthur Wellesley had attacked a wood outside Seringapatam and there been roundly thrashed by the Tippoo’s troops. “Even so,” he said, “it never serves to underestimate an enemy.”


  “Overestimate him as much as you like, sir,” Dodd said stoutly, “but the fact remains that Boy Wellesley has never fought a proper battle, not with more than a thousand men under his command, and he’s never faced a real army, not a trained field army with gunners and disciplined infantry, and my guess is that he won’t stand. He’ll run back to his brother and demand more men. He’s a careful man.”


  Pohlmann smiled. “So let us lure this careful man deep into our territory where he can’t retreat, eh? Then beat him.” He smiled, then hauled a watch from his fob and snapped open the lid. “I have to be going soon,” he said, “but some business first.” He took an envelope from his gaudy coat’s pocket and handed the sealed paper to Dodd. “That is your authority to command Mathers’s regiment, Major,” he said, “but remember, I want you to bring it safely out of Ahmednuggur. You can help the defense for a time, but don’t be trapped there. Young Wellesley can’t invest the whole city, he doesn’t have enough men, so you should be able to escape easily enough. Bloody his nose, Dodd, but keep your regiment safe. Do you understand?”


  Dodd understood well enough. Pohlmann was setting Dodd a difficult and ignoble task, that of retreating from a fight with his command intact. There was little glory in such a maneuver, but it would still be a difficult piece of soldiering and Dodd knew he was being tested a second time. The first test had been Chasalgaon, the second would be Ahmednuggur. “I can manage it,” he said dourly.


  “Good!” Pohlmann said. “I shall make things easier for you by taking your regiment’s families northwards. You might march soldiers safely from the city’s fall, but I doubt you can manage a horde of women and children, too. And what about you, Madame?” He turned and laid a meaty hand on Simone Joubert’s knee. “Will you come with me?” He talked to her as though she were a child. “Or stay with Major Dodd?”


  Simone seemed startled by the question. She blushed and looked up at Lieutenant Sillière. “I shall stay here, Colonel,” she answered in English.


  “Make sure you bring her safely home, Major,” Pohlmann said to Dodd.


  “I shall, sir.”


  Pohlmann stood. His purple-coated bodyguards, who had been standing in front of the tent, hurried to take their places on the elephant’s flanks while the mahout, who had been resting in the animal’s capacious shade, now mounted the somnolent beast by gripping its tail and clambering up its backside like a sailor swarming up a rope. He edged past the gilded howdah, took his seat on the elephant’s neck and turned the beast towards Pohlmann’s tent. “Are you sure”—Pohlmann turned back to Simone Joubert—“that you would not prefer to travel with me? The howdah is so comfortable, as long as you do not suffer from seasickness.”


  “I shall stay with my husband,” Simone said. She had stood and proved to be much taller than Dodd had supposed. Tall and somewhat gawky, he thought, but she still possessed an odd attraction.


  “A good woman should stay with her husband,” Pohlmann said, “or someone’s husband, anyway.” He turned to Dodd. “I shall see you in a few days, Major, with your new regiment. Don’t let me down.”


  “I won’t, sir, I won’t,” Dodd promised as, holding his new sword, he watched his new commander climb the silver steps to the howdah. He had a regiment to save and a reputation to make, and by God, Dodd thought, he would do both things well.


  CHAPTER 2


  Sharpe sat in the open shed where the armory stored its gun carriages. It had started to rain, though it was not the sheeting downpour of the monsoon, just a miserable steady gray drizzle that turned the mud in the yard into a slippery coating of red slime. Major Stokes, beginning the afternoon in a clean red coat, white silk stock and polished boots, paced obsessively about a newly made carriage. “It really wasn’t your fault, Sharpe,” he said.


  “Feels like it, sir.”


  “It would, it would!” Stokes said. “Reflects well on you, Sharpe, ‘pon my soul, it does. But it weren’t your fault, not in any manner.”


  “Lost all six men, sir. And young Davi.”


  “Poor Hedgehog,” Stokes said, squatting to peer along the trail of the carriage. “You reckon that timber’s straight, Sharpe? Bit hog-backed, maybe?”


  “Looks straight to me, sir.”


  “Ain’t tight-grained, this oak, ain’t tight-grained,” the Major said, and he began to unbuckle his sword belt. Every morning and afternoon his servant sent him to the armory in carefully laundered and pressed clothes, and within an hour Major Stokes would be stripped down to breeches and shirtsleeves and have his hands full of spokeshaves or saws or awls or adzes. “Like to see a straight trail,” he said. “There’s a number four spokeshave on the wall, Sharpe, be a good fellow.”


  “You want me to sharpen it, sir?”


  “I did it last night, Sharpe. I put a lovely edge on her.” Stokes unpeeled his red jacket and rolled up his sleeves. “Timber don’t season here properly, that’s the trouble.” He stooped to the new carriage and began running the spokeshave along the trail, leaving curls of new white wood to fall away. “I’m mending a clock,” he told Sharpe while he worked, “a lovely-made piece, all but for some crude local gearing. Have a look at it. It’s in my office.”


  “I will, sir.”


  “And I’ve found some new timber for axletrees, Sharpe. It’s really quite exciting!”


  “They’ll still break, sir,” Sharpe said gloomily, then scooped up one of the many cats that lived in the armory. He put the tabby on his lap and stroked her into a contented purr.


  “Don’t be so doom-laden, Sharpe! We’ll solve the axletree problem yet. It’s only a question of timber, nothing but timber. There, that looks better.” The Major stepped back from his work and gave it a critical look. There were plenty of Indian craftsmen employed in the armory, but Major Stokes liked to do things himself, and besides, most of the Indians were busy preparing for the feast of Dusshera which involved manufacturing three giant-sized figures that would be paraded to the Hindu temple and there burned. Those Indians were busy in another open-sided shed where they had glue bubbling on a fire, and some of the men were pasting lengths of pale cloth onto a wicker basket that would form one of the giants’ heads. Stokes was fascinated by their activity and Sharpe knew it would not be long before the Major joined them. “Did I tell you a sergeant was here looking for you this morning?” Stokes asked.


  “No, sir.”


  “Came just before dinner,” Stokes said, “a strange sort of fellow.” The Major stooped to the trail and attacked another section of wood. “He twitched, he did.”


  “Obadiah Hakeswill,” Sharpe said.


  “I think that was his name. Didn’t seem very important,” Stokes said. “Said he was just visiting town and looking up old companions. D’you know what I was thinking?”


  “Tell me, sir,” Sharpe said, wondering why in holy hell Obadiah Hakeswill had been looking for him. For nothing good, that was certain.


  “Those teak beams in the Tippoo’s old throne room,” Stokes said, “they’ll be seasoned well enough. We could break out a half-dozen of the things and make a batch of axletrees from them!”


  “The gilded beams, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  “Soon have the gilding off them, Sharpe. Plane them down in two shakes!”


  “The Rajah may not like it, sir,” Sharpe said.


  Stokes’s face fell. “There is that, there is that. A fellow don’t usually like his ceilings being pulled down to make gun carriages. Still, the Rajah’s usually most obliging if you can get past his damned courtiers. The clock is his. Strikes eight when it should ring nine, or perhaps it’s the other way around. You reckon that quoin’s true?”


  Sharpe glanced at the wedge which lowered and raised the cannon barrel. “Looks good, sir.”


  “I might just plane her down a shade. I wonder if our templates are out of true? We might check that. Isn’t this rain splendid? The flowers were wilting, wilting! But I’ll have a fine show this year with a spot of rain. You must come and see them.”


  “You still want me to stay here, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  “Stay here?” Stokes, who was placing the quoin in a vice, turned to look at Sharpe. “Of course I want you to stay here, Sergeant. Best man I’ve got!”


  “I lost six men, sir.”


  “And it wasn’t your fault, not your fault at all. I’ll get you another six.”


  Sharpe wished it was that easy, but he could not chase the guilt of Chasalgaon out of his mind. When the massacre was finished he had wandered about the fort in a half-daze. Most of the women and children still lived, but they had been frightened and had shrunk away from him. Captain Roberts, the second in command of the fort, had returned from patrol that afternoon and he had vomited when he saw the horror inside the cactus-thorn wall.


  Sharpe had made his report to Roberts who had sent it by messenger to Hurryhur, the army’s headquarters, then dismissed Sharpe. “There’ll be an inquiry, I suppose,” Roberts had told Sharpe, “so doubtless your evidence will be needed, but you might as well wait in Seringapatam.” And so Sharpe, with no other orders, had walked home. He had returned the bag of rupees to Major Stokes, and now, obscurely, he wanted some punishment from the Major, but Stokes was far more concerned about the angle of the quoin. “I’ve seen screws shatter because the angle was too steep, and it ain’t no good having broken screws in battle. I’ve seen Frog guns with metaled quoins, but they only rust. Can’t trust a Frog to keep them greased, you see. You’re brooding, Sharpe.”


  “Can’t help it, sir.”


  “Doesn’t do to brood. Leave brooding to poets and priests, eh? Those sorts of fellows are paid to brood. You have to get on with life. What could you have done?”


  “Killed one of the bastards, sir.”


  “And they’d have killed you, and you wouldn’t have liked that and nor would I. Look at that angle! Look at that! I do like a fine angle, I declare I do. We must check it against the templates. How’s your head?”


  “Mending, sir.” Sharpe touched the bandage that wrapped his forehead. “No pain now, sir.”


  “Providence, Sharpe, that’s what it is, providence. The good Lord in His ineffable mercy wanted you to live.” Stokes released the vice and restored the quoin to the carriage. “A touch of paint on that trail and it’ll be ready. You think the Rajah might give me one roof beam?”


  “No harm in asking him, sir.”


  “I will, I will. Ah, a visitor.” Stokes straightened as a horseman, swathed against the rain in an oilcloth cape and with an oilcloth cover on his cocked hat, rode into the armory courtyard leading a second horse by the reins. The visitor kicked his feet from the stirrups, swung down from the saddle, then tied both horses’ reins to one of the shed’s pillars. Major Stokes, his clothes just in their beginning stage of becoming dirty and disheveled, smiled at the tall newcomer whose cocked hat and sword betrayed he was an officer. “Come to inspect us, have you?” the Major demanded cheerfully. “You’ll discover chaos! Nothing in the right place, records all muddled, woodworm in the timber stacks, damp in the magazines and the paint completely addled.”


  “Better that paint is addled than wits,” the newcomer said, then took off his cocked hat to reveal a head of white hair.


  Sharpe, who had been sitting on one of the finished gun carriages, shot to his feet, tipping the surprised cat into the Major’s wood shavings. “Colonel McCandless, sir!”


  “Sergeant Sharpe!” McCandless responded. The Colonel shook water from his cocked hat and turned to Stokes. “And you, sir?”


  “Major Stokes, sir, at your service, sir. Horace Stokes, commander of the armory and, as you see, carpenter to His Majesty.”


  “You will forgive me, Major Stokes, if I talk to Sergeant Sharpe?” McCandless shed his oilskin cape to reveal his East India Company uniform. “Sergeant Sharpe and I are old friends.”


  “My pleasure, Colonel,” Stokes said. “I have business in the foundry. They’re pouring too fast. I tell them all the time! Fast pouring just bubbles the metal, and bubbled metal leads to disaster, but they won’t listen. Ain’t like making temple bells, I tell them, but I might as well save my breath.” He glanced wistfully towards the happy men making the giant’s head for the Dusshera festival. “And I have other things to do,” he added.


  “I’d rather you didn’t leave, Major,” McCandless said very formally. “I suspect what I have to say concerns you. It is good to see you, Sharpe.”


  “You, too, sir,” Sharpe said, and it was true. He had been locked in the Tippoo’s dungeons with Colonel Hector McCandless and if it was possible for a sergeant and a colonel to be friends, then a friendship existed between the two men. McCandless, tall, vigorous and in his sixties, was the East India Company’s head of intelligence for all southern and western India, and in the last four years he and Sharpe had talked a few times whenever the Colonel passed through Seringapatam, but those had been social conversations and the Colonel’s grim face suggested that this meeting was anything but social.


  “You were at Chasalgaon?” McCandless demanded.


  “I was, sir, yes.”


  “So you saw Lieutenant Dodd?”


  Sharpe nodded. “Won’t ever forget the bastard. Sorry, sir.” He apologized because McCandless was a fervent Christian who abhorred all foul language. The Scotsman was a stern man, honest as a saint, and Sharpe sometimes wondered why he liked him so much. Maybe it was because McCandless was always fair, always truthful and could talk to any man, rajah or sergeant, with the same honest directness.


  “I never met Lieutenant Dodd,” McCandless said, “so describe him to me.”


  “Tall, sir, and thin like you or me.”


  “Not like me,” Major Stokes put in.


  “Sort of yellow-faced,” Sharpe went on, “as if he’d had the fever once. Long face, like he ate something bitter.” He thought for a second. He had only caught a few glimpses of Dodd, and those had been sideways. “He’s got lank hair, sir, when he took off his hat. Brown hair. Long nose on him, like Sir Arthur’s, and a bony chin. He’s calling himself Major Dodd now, sir, not Lieutenant. I heard one of his men call him Major.”


  “And he killed every man in the garrison?” McCandless asked.


  “He did, sir. Except me. I was lucky.”


  “Nonsense, Sharpe!” McCandless said. “The hand of the Lord was upon you.”


  “Amen,” Major Stokes intervened.


  McCandless stared broodingly at Sharpe. The Colonel had a hard-planed face with oddly blue eyes. He was forever claiming that he wanted to retire to his native Scotland, but he always found some reason to stay on in India. He had spent much of his life riding the states that bordered the land administered by the Company, for his job was to explore those lands and report their threats and weaknesses to his masters. Little happened in India that escaped McCandless, but Dodd had escaped him, and Dodd was now McCandless’s concern. “We have placed a price on his head,” the Colonel said, “of five hundred guineas.”


  “Bless me!” Major Stokes said in astonishment.


  “He’s a murderer,” McCandless went on. “He killed a goldsmith in Seedesegur, and he should be facing trial, but he ran instead and I want you, Sharpe, to help me catch him. And I’m not pursuing the rogue because I want the reward money; in fact I’ll refuse it. But I do want him, and I want your help.”


  Major Stokes began to protest, saying that Sharpe was his best man and that the armory would go to the dogs if the Sergeant was taken away, but McCandless shot the amiable Major a harsh look that was sufficient to silence him.


  “I want Lieutenant Dodd captured,” McCandless said implacably, “and I want him tried, and I want him executed, and I need someone who will know him by sight.”


  Major Stokes summoned the courage to continue his objections. “But I need Sergeant Sharpe,” he protested. “He organizes everything! The duty rosters, the stores, the pay chest, everything!”


  “I need him more,” McCandless snarled, turning on the hapless Major. “Do you know how many Britons are in India, Major? Maybe twelve thousand, and less than half of those are soldiers. Our power does not rest on the shoulders of white men, Major, but on the muskets of our sepoys. Nine men out of every ten who invade the Mahratta states will be sepoys, and Lieutenant Dodd persuaded over a hundred of those men to desert! To desert! Can you imagine our fate if the other sepoys follow them? Scindia will shower Dodd’s men with gold, Major, with lucre and with spoil, in the hope that others will follow them. I have to stop that, and I need Sharpe.”


  Major Stokes recognized the inevitable. “You will bring him back, sir?”


  “If it is the Lord’s will, yes. Well, Sergeant? Will you come with me?”


  Sharpe glanced at Major Stokes who shrugged, smiled, then nodded his permission. “I’ll come, sir,” Sharpe said to the Scotsman.


  “How soon can you be ready?”


  “Ready now, sir.” Sharpe indicated the newly issued pack and musket that lay at his feet.


  “You can ride a horse?”


  Sharpe frowned. “I can sit on one, sir.”


  “Good enough,” the Scotsman said. He pulled on his oilcloth cape, then untied the two reins and gave one set to Sharpe. “She’s a docile thing, Sharpe, so don’t saw on her bit.”


  “We’re going right now, sir?” Sharpe asked, surprised by the suddenness of it all.


  “Right now,” McCandless said. “Time waits for no man, Sharpe, and we have a traitor and a murderer to catch.” He pulled himself into his saddle and watched as Sharpe clumsily mounted the second horse.


  “So where are you going?” Stokes asked McCandless.


  “Ahmednuggur first, and after that God will decide.” The Colonel touched his horse’s flanks with his spurs and Sharpe, his pack hanging from one shoulder and his musket slung on the other, followed.


  He would redeem himself for the failure at Chasalgaon. Not with punishment, but with something better: with vengeance.


  Major William Dodd ran a white-gloved finger down the spoke of a gunwheel. He inspected his fingertip and nearly nine hundred men, or at least as many of the nine hundred on parade who could see the Major, inspected him in return.


  No mud or dust on the glove. Dodd straightened his back and glowered at the gun crews, daring any man to show pleasure in having achieved a near perfect turn-out. It had been hard work, too, for it had rained earlier in the day and the regiment’s five guns had been dragged through the muddy streets to the parade ground just inside Ahmednuggur’s southern gate, but the gunners had still managed to clean their weapons meticulously. They had removed every scrap of mud, washed the mahogany trails, then polished the barrels until their alloy of copper and tin gleamed like brass.


  Impressive, Dodd thought, as he peeled off the glove. Pohlmann had left Ahmednuggur, retreating north to join his compoo to Scindia’s gathering army, and Dodd had ordered this surprise inspection of his new command. He had given the regiment just one hour’s notice, but so far he had found nothing amiss. They were impressive indeed; standing in four long white-coated ranks with their four cannon and single howitzer paraded at the right flank. The guns themselves, despite their gleam, were pitiful things. The four field guns were mere four-pounders, while the fifth was a five-inch howitzer, and not one of the pieces fired a ball of real weight. Not a killing ball. “Peashooters!” Dodd said disparagingly.


  “Monsieur?” Captain Joubert, the Frenchman who had desperately hoped to be given command of the regiment himself, asked.


  “You heard me, Monsewer. Peashooters!” Dodd said as he lifted a limber’s lid and hoisted out one of the four-pounder shots. It was half the size of a cricket ball. “You might as well spit at them, Monsewer!”


  Joubert, a small man, shrugged. “At close range, Monsieur...” he began to defend the guns.


  “At close range, Monsewer, close range!” Dodd tossed the shot to Joubert who fumbled the catch. “That’s no use at close range! No more use than a musket ball, and the gun’s ten times more cumbersome than a musket.” He rummaged through the limber. “No canister? No grape?”


  “Canister isn’t issued for four-pounder guns,” Joubert said. “It isn’t even made for them.”


  “Then we make our own,” Dodd said. “Bags of scrap metal, Monsewer, strapped to a sabot and a charge. One and a half pounds of powder per round. Find a dozen women in the town and have them sew up the bags. Maybe your wife can help, Monsewer?” He leered at Joubert who showed no reaction. Dodd could smell a man’s weakness, and the oddly attractive Simone Joubert was undoubtedly her husband’s weakness, for she clearly despised him and he, just as clearly, feared losing her. “I want thirty bags of grape for each gun by this time tomorrow,” Dodd ordered.


  “But the barrels, Major!” Joubert protested.


  “You mean they’ll be scratched?” Dodd jeered. “What do you want, Monsewer? A scratched bore and a live regiment? Or a clean gun and a row of dead men? By tomorrow, thirty rounds of canister per gun, and if there ain’t room in the limbers then throw out that bloody round shot. Might as well spit cherrystones as fire those pebbles.” Dodd slammed down the limber’s lid. Even if the guns fired makeshift grapeshot he was not certain that they were worth keeping. Every battalion in India had such close-support artillery, but in Dodd’s opinion the guns only served to slow down a regiment’s maneuvers. The weapons themselves were cumbersome, and the livestock needed to haul them was a nuisance, and if he were ever given his own compoo he would strip the regiments of field guns for if a battalion of infantry could not defend itself with firelocks, what use was it? But he was stuck with the five guns, so he would use them as giant shotguns and open fire at three hundred yards. The gunners would moan about the damage to their barrels, but damn the gunners.


  Dodd inspected the howitzer, found it as clean as the other guns, and nodded to the gunner-subadar. He offered no compliment, for Dodd did not believe in praising men for merely doing their duty. Praise was due to those who exceeded their duty, punishment for those who fell short, and silence must serve the rest.


  Once the five guns had been inspected Dodd walked slowly down the white-jacketed infantry ranks where he looked every man in the eye and did not change his grim expression once, even though the soldiers had taken particular care to be well turned out for their new commanding officer. Captain Joubert followed a pace behind Dodd and there was something ludicrous about the conjunction of the tall, long-legged Dodd and the diminutive Joubert who needed to scurry to keep up with the Englishman. Once in a while the Frenchman would make a comment. “He’s a good man, sir,” he might say as they passed a soldier, but Dodd ignored all the praise and, after a while, Joubert fell silent and just scowled at Dodd’s back. Dodd sensed the Frenchman’s dislike, but did not care.


  Dodd showed no reaction to the regiment’s appearance, though all the same he was impressed. These men were smart and their weapons were as clean as those of his own sepoys who, re-issued with white jackets, now paraded as an extra company at the regiment’s left flank where, in British regiments, the skirmishers paraded. East India Company battalions had no skirmishers, for it was believed that sepoys were no good at the task, but Dodd had decided to make his loyal sepoys into the finest skirmishers in India. Let them prove the Company wrong, and in the proving they could help destroy the Company.


  Most of the men looked up into Dodd’s eyes as he walked by, although few of them looked at him for long, but instead glanced quickly away. Joubert saw the reaction, and sympathized with it for there was something distinctly unpleasant about the Englishman’s long sour face that edged on the frightening. Probably, Joubert decided, this Englishman was a flogger. The English were notorious for using the whip on their own men, reducing redcoats’ backs to welters of broken flesh and gleaming blood, but Joubert was quite wrong about Dodd. Major Dodd had never flogged a man in his life, and that was not just because the Company forbade it in their army, but because William Dodd disliked the lash and hated to see a soldier flogged. Major Dodd liked soldiers. He hated most officers, especially those senior to him, but he liked soldiers. Good soldiers won battles, and victories made officers famous, so to be successful an officer needed soldiers who liked him and who would follow him. Dodd’s sepoys were proof of that. He had looked after them, made sure they were fed and paid, and he had given them victory. Now he would make them wealthy in the service of the Mahratta princes who were famous for their generosity.


  He broke away from the regiment and marched back to its colors, a pair of bright-green flags marked with crossed tulwars. The flags had been the choice of Colonel Mathers, the Englishman who had commanded the regiment for five years until he resigned rather than fight against his own countrymen, and now the regiment would be known as Dodd’s regiment. Or perhaps he should call it something else. The Tigers? The Eagles? The Warriors of Scindia? Not that the name mattered now. What mattered now was to save these nine hundred well-trained men and their five gleaming guns and take them safely back to the Mahratta army that was gathering in the north. Dodd turned beneath the colors. “My name is Dodd!” he shouted, then paused to let one of his Indian officers translate his words into Marathi, a language Dodd did not speak. Few of the soldiers spoke Marathi either, for most were mercenaries from the north, but men in the ranks murmured their own translation and so Dodd’s message was relayed up and down the files. “I am a soldier! Nothing but a soldier! Always a soldier!” He paused again. The parade was being held in the open space inside the gate and a crowd of townsfolk had gathered to gape at the troops, and among the crowd was a scatter of the robed Arab mercenaries who were reputed to be the fiercest of all the Mahratta troops. They were wild-looking men, armed with every conceivable weapon, but Dodd doubted they had the discipline of his regiment. “Together,” he shouted at his men, “you and I shall fight and we shall win.” He kept his words simple, for soldiers always liked simple things. Loot was simple, winning and losing were simple ideas, and even death, despite the way the damned preachers tried to tie it up in superstitious knots, was a simple concept. “It is my intent,” he shouted, then waited for the translation to ripple up and down the ranks, “for this regiment to be the finest in Scindia’s service! Do your job well and I shall reward you. Do it badly, and I shall let your fellow soldiers decide on your punishment.” They liked that, as Dodd had known they would.


  “Yesterday,” Dodd declaimed, “the British crossed our frontier! Tomorrow their army will be here at Ahmednuggur, and soon we shall fight them in a great battle!” He had decided not to say that the battle would be fought well north of the city, for that might discourage the listening civilians. “We shall drive them back to Mysore. We shall teach them that the army of Scindia is greater than any of their armies. We shall win!” The soldiers smiled at his confidence. “We shall take their treasures, their weapons, their land and their women, and those things will be your reward if you fight well. But if you fight badly, you will die.” That phrase sent a shudder through the four white-coated ranks. “And if any of you prove to be cowards,” Dodd finished, “I shall kill you myself.”


  He let that threat sink in, then abruptly ordered the regiment back to its duties before summoning Joubert to follow him up the red stone steps of the city wall to where Arab guards stood behind the merlons ranged along the firestep. Far to the south, beyond the horizon, a dusky cloud was just visible. It could have been mistaken for a distant rain cloud, but Dodd guessed it was the smear of smoke from the British campfires. “How long do you think the city will last?” Dodd asked Joubert.


  The Frenchman considered the question. “A month?” he guessed.


  “Don’t be a fool,” Dodd snarled. He might want the loyalty of his men, but he did not give a fig for the good opinion of its two European officers. Both were Frenchmen and Dodd had the usual Englishman’s opinion of the Frogs. Good dancing masters, and experts in tying a stock or arranging lace to fall prettily on a uniform, but about as much use in a fight as spavined lapdogs. Lieutenant Sillière, who had followed Joubert to the firestep, was tall and looked strong, but Dodd mistrusted a man who took such care with his uniform and he could have sworn he detected a whiff of lavender water coming from the young Lieutenant’s carefully brushed hair. “How long are the city walls?” he asked Joubert.


  The Captain thought for a moment. “Two miles?”


  “At least, and how many men in the garrison?”


  “Two thousand.”


  “So work it out, Monsewer,” Dodd said. “One man every two yards? We’ll be lucky if the city holds for three days.” Dodd climbed to one of the bastions from where he could stare between the crenellations at the great fort which stood close to the city. That two-hundred-year-old fortress was an altogether more formidable stronghold than the city, though its very size made it vulnerable, for the fort’s garrison, like the city’s, was much too small. But the fort’s high wall was faced by a big ditch, its embrasures were crammed with cannon and its bastions were high and strong, although the fort was worth nothing without the city. The city was the prize, not the fort, and Dodd doubted that General Wellesley would waste men against the fort’s garrison. Boy Wellesley would attack the city, breach the walls, storm the gap and send his men to slaughter the defenders in the rat’s tangle of alleys and courtyards, and once the city had fallen the redcoats would hunt for supplies that would help feed the British army. Only then, with the city in his possession, would Wellesley turn his guns against the fort, and it was possible that the fort would hold the British advance for two or three weeks and thus give Scindia more time to assemble his army, and the longer the fort held the better, for the overdue rains might come and hamper the British advance. But of one thing Dodd was quite certain; as Pohlmann had said, the war would not be won here, and to William Dodd the most important thing was to extricate his men so that they could share that victory. “You will take the regiment’s guns and three hundred men and garrison the north gate,” Dodd ordered Joubert.


  The Frenchman frowned. “You think the British will attack in the north?”


  “I think, Monsewer, that the British will attack here, in the south. Our orders are to kill as many as we can, then escape to join Colonel Pohlmann. We shall make that escape through the north gate, but even an idiot can see that half the city’s inhabitants will also try to escape through the north gate and your job, Joubert, is to keep the bastards from blocking our way. I intend to save the regiment, not lose it with the city. That means you open fire on any civilian who tries to leave the city, do you understand?” Joubert wanted to argue, but one look at Dodd’s face persuaded him into hasty agreement. “I shall be at the north gate in one hour,” Dodd said, “and God help you, Monsewer, if your three hundred men are not in position.”


  Joubert ran off. Dodd watched him go, then turned to Sillière. “When were the men last paid?”


  “Four months ago, sir.”


  “Where did you learn English, Lieutenant?”


  “Colonel Mathers insisted we speak it, sir.”


  “And where did Madame Joubert learn it?”


  Sillière gave Dodd a suspicious glance. “I would not know, sir.”


  Dodd sniffed. “Are you wearing perfume, Monsewer?”


  “No!” Sillière blushed.


  “Make sure you never do, Lieutenant. And in the meantime take your company, find the killadar, and tell him to break open the city treasury. If you have any trouble, break the damn thing open yourself with one of our guns. Give every man three months’ pay and load the rest of the money on pack animals. We’ll take it with us.”


  Sillière looked astonished at the order. “But the killadar, Monsieur...” he began.


  “The killadar, Monsewer, is a wretched little man with the balls of a mouse! You are a soldier. If we don’t take the money, the British will get it. Now go!” Dodd shook his head in exasperation as the Lieutenant went. Four months without pay! There was nothing unusual in such a lapse, but Dodd disapproved of it. A soldier risked his life for his country, and the least his country could do in return was pay him promptly.


  He walked eastwards along the firestep, trying to anticipate where the British would site their batteries and where they would make a breach. There was always a chance that Wellesley would pass by Ahmednuggur and simply march north towards Scindia’s army, but Dodd doubted the enemy would choose that course, for then the city and fort would lie athwart the British supply lines and the garrison could play havoc with the convoys carrying ammunition, shot and food to the redcoats.


  A small crowd was gathered on the southernmost ramparts to gaze towards the distant cloud that betrayed the presence of the enemy army. Simone Joubert was among them, sheltering her face from the westering sun with a frayed parasol. Dodd took off his cocked hat. He always felt oddly awkward with women, at least white women, but his new rank gave him an unaccustomed confidence. “I see you have come to observe the enemy, Ma’am,” he said.


  “I like to walk about the walls, Major,” Simone answered, “but today, as you see, the way is blocked with people.”


  “I can clear a path for you, Ma’am,” Dodd offered, touching the gold hilt of his new sword.


  “It is not necessary, Major,” Simone said.


  “You speak good English, Ma’am.”


  “I was taught it as a child. We had a Welsh governess.”


  “In France, Ma’am?”


  “In the Île de France, Monsieur,” Simone said. She was not looking at Dodd as she spoke, but staring into the heat-hazed south.


  “Mauritius,” Dodd said, giving the island the name used by the British.


  “The Île de France, Monsieur, as I said.”


  “A remote place, Ma’am.”


  Simone shrugged. In truth she agreed with Dodd. Mauritius was remote, an island four hundred miles east of Africa and the only decent French naval base in the Indian Ocean. There she had been raised as the daughter of the port’s captain, and it was there, at sixteen, that she had been wooed by Captain Joubert who was on passage to India where he had been posted as an adviser to Scindia. Joubert had dazzled Simone with tales of the riches that a man could make for himself in India, and Simone, bored with the small petty society of her island, had allowed herself to be swept away, only to discover that Captain Joubert was a timid man at heart, and that his impoverished family in Lyons had first claim on his earnings, and whatever was left was assiduously saved so that the Captain could retire to France in comfort. Simone had expected a life of parties and jewels, of dancing and silks, and instead she scrimped, she sewed and she suffered. Colonel Pohlmann had offered her a way out of poverty, and now she sensed that the lanky Englishman was clumsily attempting to make the same offer, but Simone was not minded to become a man’s mistress just because she was bored. She might for love, and in the absence of any love in her life she was fighting an attraction for Lieutenant Sillière, although she knew that the Lieutenant was almost as worthless as her husband and the dilemma was making her think that she was going mad. She wept about it, and the tears only added to her self-diagnosis of insanity. “When will the British come, Major?” she asked Dodd.


  “Tomorrow, Ma’am. They’ll establish batteries the next day, knock at the wall for two or three days, make their hole and then come in.”


  She looked at Dodd beneath the hem of her parasol. Although he was a tall man, Simone could still look him in the eye. “They’ll take the city that quickly?” she asked, showing a hint of worry.


  “Nothing to hold them, Ma’am. Not enough men, too much wall, not enough guns.”


  “So how will we escape?”


  “By trusting me, Ma’am,” Dodd said, offering Simone a leering smile. “What you must do, my dear, is pack your luggage, as much as can be carried on whatever packhorses your husband might possess, and be ready to leave. I shall send you warning before the attack, and at that time you go to the north gate where you’ll find your husband. It would help, of course, Ma’am, if I knew where you were lodged?”


  “My husband knows, Monsieur,” Simone said coldly. “So once the rosbifs arrive I need do nothing for three days except pack?”


  Dodd noted her use of the French term of contempt for the English, but chose to make nothing of it. “Exactly, Ma’am.”


  “Thank you, Major,” Simone said, and made a gesture so that two servants, whom Dodd had not noticed in the press of people, came to escort her back to her house.


  “Cold bitch,” Dodd said to himself when she was gone, “but she’ll thaw, she’ll thaw.”


  The dark fell swiftly. Torches flared on the city ramparts, lighting the ghostly robes of the Arab mercenaries who patrolled the bastions. Small offerings of food and flowers were piled in front of the garish gods and goddesses in their candlelit temples. The inhabitants of the city were praying to be spared, while to the south a faint glow in the sky betrayed where a red-coated army had come to bring Ahmednuggur death.


  Lieutenant-Colonel Albert Gore had taken command of the King’s 33rd in succession to Sir Arthur Wellesley and it had not been a happy battalion when Gore arrived. That unhappiness was not Sir Arthur’s fault for he had long left the battalion for higher responsibilities, but in his absence the 33rd had been commanded by Major John Shee who was an incompetent drunk. Shee had died, Gore had received command, and now he was slowly mending the damage. That mending could have been a great deal swifter if Gore had been able to rid himself of some of the battalion’s officers, and of all those officers it was the lazy and dishonest Captain Morris of the Light Company whom he would have most liked to dismiss, but Gore was helpless in the matter. Morris had purchased his commission, he was guilty of no offenses against the King’s regulations and thus he had to stay. And with him stayed the malevolent, unsettling, yellow-faced and perpetually twitching Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill.


  “Sharpe was always a bad man, sir. A disgrace to the army, sir,” Hakeswill told the Colonel. “He should never have been made into a sergeant, sir, ‘cos he ain’t the material of what sergeants are made, sir. He’s nothing but a scrap of filth, sir, what shouldn’t be a corporal, let alone a sergeant. It says so in the scriptures, sir.” The Sergeant stood rigidly at attention, his right foot behind his left, his hands at his sides and his elbows straining towards the small of his back. His voice boomed in the small room, drowning out the sound of the pelting rain. Gore wondered whether the rain was the late beginning of the monsoon. He hoped so, for if the monsoon failed utterly then there would be a lot of hungry people in India the following year.


  Gore watched a spider crawl across the table. The house belonged to a leather dealer who had rented it to the 33rd while they were based in Arrakerry and the place seethed with insects that crawled, flew, slunk and stung, and Gore, who was a fastidious and elegant man, rather wished he had used his tents. “Tell me what happened,” Gore said to Morris, “again. If you would be so kind.”


  Morris, slouching in a chair in front of Gore’s table with a thick bandage on his head, seemed surprised to be asked, but he straightened himself and offered the Colonel a feeble shrug. “I don’t really recall, sir. It was two nights ago, in Seringapatam, and I was hit, sir.”


  Gore brushed the spider aside and made a note. “Hit,” he said as he wrote the word in his fine copperplate hand. “Where exactly?”


  “On the head, sir,” Morris answered.


  Gore sighed. “I see that, Captain. I meant where in Seringapatam?”


  “By the armory, sir.”


  “And this was at night?”


  Morris nodded.


  “Black night, sir,” Hakeswill put in helpfully, “black as a blackamoor’s backside, sir.”


  The Colonel frowned at the Sergeant’s indelicacy. Gore was resisting the urge to push a hand inside his coat and scratch his belly. He feared he had caught the Malabar Itch, a foul complaint that would condemn him to weeks of living with a salve of lard on his skin, and if the lard failed he would be reduced to taking baths in a solution of nitric acid. “If it was dark,” he said patiently, “then surely you had no chance to see your assailant?”


  “I didn’t, sir,” Morris replied truthfully.


  “But I did, sir,” Hakeswill said, “and it was Sharpie. Saw him clear as daylight, sir.”


  “At night?” Gore asked skeptically.


  “He was working late, sir,” Hakeswill said, “on account of him not having done his proper work in the daylight like a Christian should, sir, and he opened the door, sir, and the lantern was lit, sir, and he came out and hit the Captain, sir.”


  “And you saw that?”


  “Clear as I can see you now, sir,” Hakeswill said, his face racked with a series of violent twitches.


  Gore’s hand strayed to his coat buttons, but he resisted the urge. “If you saw it, Sergeant, why didn’t you have Sharpe arrested? There were sentries present, surely?”


  “More important to save the Captain’s life, sir. That’s what I deemed, sir. Get him back here, sir, into Mister Micklewhite’s care. Don’t trust other surgeons, sir. And I had to clean up Mister Morris, sir, I did.”


  “The blood, you mean?”


  Hakeswill shook his head. “The substances, sir.” He stared woodenly over Colonel Gore’s head as he spoke.


  “Substances?”


  Hakeswill’s face twitched. “Begging your pardon, sir, as you being a gentleman as won’t want to hear it, sir, but Sergeant Sharpe hit Captain Morris with a jakes pot, sir. A full jakes pot, sir, liquid and solids.”


  “Oh, God,” Gore said, laying down his pen and trying to ignore the fiery itch across his belly. “I still don’t understand why you did nothing in Seringapatam,” the Colonel said. “The Town Major should have been told, surely?”


  “That’s just it, sir,” Hakeswill said enthusiastically, “on account of there not being a Town Major, not proper, seeing as Major Stokes does the duties, sir, and the rest is up to the Rajah’s killadar and I don’t like seeing a redcoat being arrested by a darkie, sir, not even Sharpe. It ain’t right, that. And Major Stokes, he won’t help, sir. He likes Sharpe, see? He lets him live comfortable, sir. Off the fat of the land, sir, like it says in the scriptures. Got himself a set of rooms and a bibbi, he has, and a servant, too. Ain’t right, sir. Too comfortable, sir, whiles the rest of us sweats like the soldiers we swore to be.”


  The explanation made some sort of sense, or at least Gore appreciated that it might convince Sergeant Hakeswill, yet there was still something odd about the whole tale. “What were you doing at the armory after dark, Captain?”


  “Making certain the full complement of wagons was there, sir,” Morris answered. “Sergeant Hakeswill informed me that one was missing.”


  “And was it?”


  “No, sir,” Morris said.


  “Miscounted, sir,” Hakeswill said, “on account of it being dark, sir.” Hakeswill had indeed summoned Morris to the armory after dark, and there he had hit the Captain with a balk of timber and, for good measure, had added the contents of a chamber pot that Major Stokes had left outside his office. The sentries had been sheltering from the rain in the guardhouse and none had questioned the sight of Hakeswill dragging the recumbent Morris back to his quarters, for the sight of drunken officers being taken home by sergeants or privates was too common to be remarkable. The important thing was that Morris had not seen who assaulted him and was quite prepared to believe Hakeswill’s version, for Morris relied utterly on Hakeswill in everything. “I blames myself, sir,” Hakeswill went on, “on account of not chasing Sharpie, but I thought my duty was to look after my Captain, sir, on account of him being drenched by a slop pot.”


  “Enough, Sergeant!” Gore said.


  “It ain’t a Christian act, sir,” Hakeswill muttered resentfully. “Not with a jakes pot, sir. Says so in the scriptures.”


  Gore rubbed his face. The rain had taken the edge off the damp heat, but not by much, and he found the atmosphere horribly oppressive. Maybe the itch was just a reaction to the heat. He rubbed his hand across his belly, but it did not help. “Why would Sergeant Sharpe assault you without warning, Captain?” he asked.


  Morris shrugged. “He’s a disagreeable sort, sir,” he offered weakly.


  “He never liked the Captain, sir, Sharpie didn’t,” Hakeswill said, “and it’s my belief, sir, that he thought the Captain had come to summon him back to the battalion, where he ought to be soldiering instead of living off the fat of the land, but he don’t want to come back, sir, on account of being comfortable, sir, like he’s got no right to be. He never did know his place, sir, not Sharpe, sir. Got above himself, sir, he has, and he’s got cash in his breeches. On the fiddle, I dare say.”


  Gore ignored the last accusation. “How badly are you hurt?” he asked Morris.


  “Only cuts and bruises, sir.” Morris straightened in the chair. “But it’s still a court-martial offense, sir.”


  “A capital offense, sir,” Hakeswill said. “Up against the wall, sir, and God have mercy on his black soul, which I very much doubts God will, God having better things to worry about than a sorry piece of scum like Sharpie.”


  Gore sighed. He suspected there was a great deal more to the story than he was hearing, but whatever the real facts Captain Morris was still right. All that mattered was that Sergeant Sharpe was alleged to have struck an officer, and no excuse in the world could explain away such an offense. Which meant Sergeant Sharpe would have to be tried and very probably shot, and Gore would regret that for he had heard some very good things of the young Sergeant Sharpe. “I had great hopes of Sergeant Sharpe,” the Colonel said sadly.


  “Got above himself, sir,” Hakeswill snapped. “Just ‘cos he blew the mine at Seringapatam, sir, he thinks he’s got wings and can fly. Needs to have his feathers clipped, sir, says so in the scriptures.”


  Gore looked scornfully at the twitching Sergeant. “And what did you do at the assault of the city, Sergeant?” he asked.


  “My duty, sir, my duty,” Hakeswill answered. “What is all I ever expects any other man to do, sir.”


  Gore shook his head regretfully. There really was no way out of this dilemma. If Sharpe had struck an officer, then Sharpe must be punished. “I suppose he’ll have to be fetched back here,” Gore admitted.


  “Of course,” Morris agreed.


  Gore frowned in irritation. This was all such a damned nuisance! Gore had desperately hoped that the 33rd would be attached to Wellesley’s army which was about to plunge into Mahratta territory, but instead the battalion had been ordered to stay behind and guard Mysore against the bandits who still plagued the roads and hills. Now, it seemed, overstretched as the battalion was, Gore would have to detach a party to arrest Sergeant Sharpe. “Captain Lawford could go for him,” he suggested.


  “Hardly a job for an officer, sir,” Morris said. “A sergeant could do the thing just as well.”


  Gore considered the matter. Sending a sergeant would certainly be less disruptive to the battalion than losing an officer, and a sergeant could surely do the job as well as anyone. “How many men would he need?” Gore asked.


  “Six men, sir,” Hakeswill snapped. “I could do the job with six men.”


  “And Sergeant Hakeswill’s the best man for the job,” Morris urged. He had no particular wish to lose Hakeswill’s services for the few days that it would take to fetch Sharpe, but Hakeswill had hinted that there was money in this business. Morris was not sure how much money, but he was in debt and Hakeswill had been persuasive. “By far the best man,” he added.


  “On account of me knowing the little bugger’s cunning ways, sir,” Hakeswill explained, “if you’ll excuse my Hindi.”


  Gore nodded. He would like nothing more than to rid himself of Hakeswill for a while, for the man was a baleful influence on the battalion. Hakeswill was hated, that much Gore had learned, but he was also feared, for the Sergeant declared that he could not be killed. He had survived a hanging once, indeed the scar of the rope was still concealed beneath the stiff leather stock, and the men believed that Hakeswill was somehow under the protection of an evil angel. The Colonel knew that was nonsense, but even so the very presence of the Sergeant made him feel distinctly uncomfortable. “I’ll have my clerk write the orders for you, Sergeant,” the Colonel said.


  “Thank you, sir!” Hakeswill said. “You won’t regret it, sir. Obadiah Hakeswill has never shirked his duty, sir, not like some as I could name.”


  Gore dismissed Hakeswill who waited for Captain Morris under the building’s porch and watched the rain pelt onto the street. The Sergeant’s face twitched and his eyes held a peculiar malevolence that made the single sentry edge away. But in truth Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill was a happy man. God had put Richard Sharpe into his grasp and he would pay Sharpe back for all the insults of the last few years and especially for the ghastly moment when Sharpe had hurled Hakeswill among the Tippoo Sultan’s tigers. Hakeswill had thought the beasts would savage him, but his luck had held and the tigers had ignored him. It seemed they had been fed not an hour before and thus the guardian angel who preserved Hakeswill had once again come to his rescue.


  So now Obadiah Hakeswill would have his revenge. He would choose six men, six bitter men who could be trusted, and they would take Sergeant Sharpe, and afterwards, somewhere on the road home from Seringapatam where there were no witnesses, they would find Sharpe’s money and then finish him. Shot while attempting to escape, that would be the explanation, and good riddance too. Hakeswill was happy and Sharpe was condemned.


  Colonel McCandless led Sharpe north towards the wild country where the frontiers of Hyderabad, Mysore and the Mahratta states met. “Till I hear otherwise,” McCandless told Sharpe, “I’m assuming our traitor is in Ahmednuggur.”


  “What’s that, sir? A city?”


  “A city and a fort next to each other,” the Colonel said. McCandless’s big gelding seemed to eat up the miles, but Sharpe’s smaller mare offered a lumpy ride. Within an hour of leaving Seringapatam Sharpe’s muscles were sore, within two he felt as though the backs of his thighs were burning, and by late afternoon the stirrup leathers had abraded through his cotton trousers to grind his calves into bloody patches. “It’s one of Scindia’s frontier strongholds,” the Colonel went on, “but I doubt it can hold out long. Wellesley plans to capture it, then strike on north.”


  “So we’re going to war, sir?”


  “Of course,” McCandless frowned. “Does that worry you?”


  “No, sir,” Sharpe said, nor did it. He had a good life in Seringapatam, maybe as good a life as any soldier had ever had anywhere, but in the four years between the fall of Seringapatam and the massacre at Chasalgaon Sharpe had not heard a shot fired in anger, and a part of him was envious of his old colleagues in the 33rd who fought brisk skirmishes against the bandits and rogues who plagued western Mysore.


  “We’re going to fight the Mahrattas,” McCandless said. “You know who they are?”


  “I hear they’re bastards, sir.”


  McCandless frowned at Sharpe’s foul language. “They are a confederation of independent states, Sharpe,” he said primly, “that dominate much of western India. They are also warlike, piratical and untrustworthy, except, of course, for those which are our allies, who are romantic, gallant and heroic.”


  “Some are on our side, sir?”


  “A few. The Peshwa, for one, and he’s their titular leader, but small notice they take of him. Others are staying aloof from this war, but two of the biggest princes have decided to make a fight of it. One’s called Scindia, and he’s the Maharajah of Gwalior, and the other’s called Bhonsla, and he’s the Rajah of Berar.”


  Sharpe tried standing in the stirrups to ease the pain in his seat, but it only made the chafing of his calves worse. “And what’s our quarrel with those two, sir?”


  “They’ve been much given to raiding into Hyderabad and Mysore lately, so now it’s time to settle them once and for all.”


  “And Lieutenant Dodd’s joined their army, sir?”


  “From what we hear, he’s joined Scindia’s army. But I haven’t heard much.” The Colonel had already explained to Sharpe how he had been keeping his ears open for news of Dodd ever since the Lieutenant had persuaded his sepoys to defect, but then had come the terrible news of Chasalgaon, and McCandless, who had been traveling north to join Wellesley’s army, had seen Sharpe’s name in the report and so had turned around and hurried south to Seringapatam. At the same time he had sent some of his own Mahratta agents north to discover Dodd’s whereabouts. “We should meet those fellows today,” the Colonel said, “or tomorrow at the latest.”


  The rain had not stopped, but nor was it heavy. Mud spattered up the horses’ flanks and onto Sharpe’s boots and white trousers. He tried sitting half sideways, he tried leaning forward or tipping himself back, but the pain did not stop. He had never much liked horses, but now decided he hated them. “I’d like to meet Lieutenant Dodd again, sir,” he told McCandless as the two men rode under dripping trees.


  “Be careful of him, Sharpe,” McCandless warned. “He has a reputation.”


  “For what, sir?”


  “A fighter, of course. He’s no mean soldier. I’ve not met him, of course, but I’ve heard tales. He’s been up north, in Calcutta mostly, and made a name for himself there. He was first over the pettah wall at Panhapur. Not much of a wall, Sharpe, just a thicket of cactus thorn really, but it took his sepoys five minutes to follow him, and by the time they reached him he’d killed a dozen of the enemy. He’s a tall man who can use a sword and is a fine pistol shot, too. He is, in brief, a killer.”


  “If he’s so good, sir, why is he still a lieutenant?”


  The Colonel sighed. “I fear that is the way of the Company’s army, Sharpe. A man can’t buy his way up the ladder as he can in the King’s army, and there’s no promotion for good service. It all goes by seniority. Dead men’s shoes, Sharpe. A fellow must wait his turn in the Company, and there’s no way around it.”


  “So Dodd has been waiting, sir?”


  “A long time. He’s forty now, and I doubt he’d have got his captaincy much before he was fifty.”


  “Is that why he ran, sir?”


  “He ran because of the murder. He claimed a goldsmith cheated him of money and had his men beat the poor fellow so badly that he died. He was court-martialed, of course, but the only sentence he got was six months without pay. Six months without pay! That’s sanctioning murder, Sharpe! But Wellesley insisted the Company discharge him, and he planned to have Dodd tried before a civilian court and condemned to death, so Dodd ran.” The Colonel paused. “I wish I could say we’re pursuing him because of the murder, Sharpe,” he went on, “but that isn’t so. We’re pursuing him because he persuaded his men to defect. Once that rot starts, it might never stop, and we have to show the other sepoys that desertion will always be punished.”


  Just before nightfall, when the rain had stopped and Sharpe thought his sore muscles and bleeding calves would make him moan aloud in agony, a group of horsemen came cantering towards them. To Sharpe they looked like silladars, the mercenary horsemen who hired themselves, their weapons and their horses to the British army, and he pulled his mare over to the left side of the road to give the heavily armed men room to pass, but their leader slowed as he approached, then raised a hand in greeting. “Colonel!” he shouted.


  “Sevajee!” McCandless cried and spurred his horse towards the oncoming Indian. He held out his hand and Sevajee clasped it.


  “You have news?” McCandless asked.


  Sevajee nodded. “Your fellow is inside Ahmednuggur, Colonel. He’s been given Mathers’s regiment.” He was pleased with his news, grinning broadly to reveal red-stained teeth. He was a young man dressed in the remnants of a green uniform Sharpe did not recognize. The jacket had European epaulettes hung with silver chains, and over it was strapped a sword sling and a sash, both of white silk and both stained brown with dried blood.


  “Sergeant Sharpe,” McCandless made the introductions, “this is Syud Sevajee.”


  Sharpe nodded a wary greeting. “Sahib,” he said, for there was something about Syud Sevajee that suggested he was a man of rank.


  “The Sergeant has seen Lieutenant Dodd,” McCandless explained. “He’ll make sure we capture the right man.”


  “Kill all the Europeans,” Sevajee suggested, “and you’ll be sure.” The suggestion, it seemed to Sharpe, was not entirely flippant.


  “I want him captured alive,” McCandless said irritably. “Justice must be seen to be done. Or would you rather that your people believe a British officer can beat a man to death without any punishment?”


  “They believe that anyway,” Sevajee said carelessly, “but if you wish to be scrupulous, McCandless, then we shall capture Mister Dodd.” Sevajee’s men, a dozen wild-looking warriors armed with everything from bows and arrows to lances, had fallen in behind McCandless.


  “Syud Sevajee is a Mahratta, Sharpe,” McCandless explained.


  “One of the romantic ones, sir?”


  “Romantic?” Sevajee repeated the word in surprise.


  “He’s on our side, if that’s what you mean,” McCandless said.


  “No,” Sevajee hurried to correct the Colonel. “I am opposed to Beny Singh, and so long as he lives I help the enemies of my enemy.”


  “Why’s this fellow your enemy, sir, if you don’t mind me asking?” Sharpe asked.


  Sevajee touched the hilt of his tulwar as if it was a fetish. “Because he killed my father, Sergeant.”


  “Then I hope you get the bastard, sir.”


  “Sharpe!” McCandless said in reprimand.


  Sevajee laughed. “My father,” he explained to Sharpe, “led one of the Rajah of Berar’s compoos. He was a great warrior, Sergeant, and Beny Singh was his rival. He invited my father to a feast and served him poison. That was three years ago. My mother killed herself, but my younger brother serves Beny Singh and my sister is one of his concubines. They, too, will die.”


  “And you escaped, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  “I was serving in the East India Company cavalry, Sergeant,” Sevajee answered. “My father believed a man should know his enemy, so sent me to Madras.”


  “Where we met,” McCandless said brusquely, “and now Sevajee serves me.”


  “Because in return,” Sevajee explained, “your British bayonets will hand Beny Singh to my revenge. And with him, of course, the reward for Dodd. Four thousand, two hundred rupees, is it not?”


  “So long as he’s taken alive,” McCandless said dourly, “and it might be increased once the Court of Directors hears what he did at Chasalgaon.”


  “And to think I almost caught him,” Sevajee said, and described how he and his few men had visited Ahmednuggur posing as brindarries who were loyal to Scindia.


  “Brindarrie?” Sharpe asked.


  “Like silladars,” McCandless told him. “Freelance horsemen. And you saw Dodd?” he asked Sevajee.


  “I heard him, Colonel, though I never got close. He was lecturing his regiment, telling them how they would chase you British out of India.”


  McCandless scoffed. “He’ll be lucky to escape from Ahmednuggur! Why has he stayed there?”


  “To give Pohlmann a chance to attack?” Sevajee suggested. “His compoo was still close to Ahmednuggur a few days ago.”


  “Just one compoo, sir?” Sharpe suggested. “One compoo won’t beat Wellesley.”


  Sevajee gave him a long, speculative look. “Pohlmann, Sergeant,” he said, “is the best infantry leader in Indian service. He has never lost a battle, and his compoo is probably the finest infantry army in India. It already outnumbers Wellesley’s army, but if Scindia releases his other compoos, then together they will outnumber your Wellesley three to one. And if Scindia waits until Berar’s troops are with him, he’ll outnumber you ten to one.”


  “So why are we attacking, sir?”


  “Because we’re going to win,” McCandless said firmly. “God’s will.”


  “Because, Sergeant,” Sevajee said, “you British think that you are invincible. You believe you cannot be defeated, but you have not fought the Mahrattas. Your little army marches north full of confidence, but you are like mice waking an elephant.”


  “Some mice,” McCandless snorted.


  “Some elephant,” Sevajee said gently. “We are the Mahrattas, and if we did not fight amongst ourselves we would rule all India.”


  “You’ve not faced Scottish infantry yet,” McCandless said confidently, “and Wellesley has two Scottish regiments with him. Besides, you forget that Stevenson has an army, too, and he’s not so very far away.” Two armies, both small, were invading the Mahratta Confederation, though Wellesley, as the senior officer, had control of both. “I reckon the mice will startle you yet,” McCandless said.


  They spent that night in a village. To the north, just beyond the horizon, the sky glowed red from the reflection of flames on the smoke of thousands of campfires, the sign that the British army was just a short march away. McCandless bargained with the headman for food and shelter, then frowned when Sevajee purchased a jar of fierce local arrack. Sevajee ignored the Scotsman’s disapproval, then went to join his men who were gaming in the village’s tavern. McCandless shook his head. “He fights for mercenary reasons, Sharpe, nothing else.”


  “That and vengeance, sir.”


  “Aye, he wants vengeance, I’ll grant him that, but once he’s got it he’ll turn on us like a snake.” The Colonel rubbed his eyes. “He’s a useful man, all the same, but I wish I felt more confident about this whole business.”


  “The war, sir?”


  McCandless shook his head. “We’ll win that. It doesn’t matter by how many they outnumber us, they won’t outfight us. No, Sharpe, I’m worried about Dodd.”


  “We’ll get him, sir,” Sharpe said.


  The Colonel said nothing for a while. An oil lamp flickered on the table, attracting huge winged moths, and in its dull light the Colonel’s thin face looked more cadaverous than ever. McCandless finally grimaced. “I’ve never been one for believing in the supernatural, Sharpe, other than the providences of Almighty God. Some of my countrymen claim they see and hear signs. They tell of foxes howling about the house when a death is imminent, or seals coming ashore when a man’s to be lost at sea, but I never credited such things. It’s mere superstition, Sharpe, pagan superstition, but I can’t chase away my dread about Dodd.” He shook his head slowly. “Maybe it’s age.”


  “You’re not old, sir.”


  McCandless smiled. “I’m sixty-three, Sharpe, and I should have retired ten years ago, except that the good Lord has seen fit to make me useful, but the Company isn’t so sure of my worth now. They’d like to give me a pension, and I can’t blame them. A full colonel’s salary is a heavy item on the Company’s accounts.” McCandless offered Sharpe a rueful look. “You fight for King and country, Sharpe, but I fight and die for the shareholders.”


  “They’d never replace you, sir!” Sharpe said loyally.


  “They already have,” McCandless admitted softly, “or Wellesley has. He has his own head of intelligence now, and the Company knows it, so they tell me I am a ‘supernumerary upon the establishment.’” He shrugged. “They want to put me out to pasture, Sharpe, but they did give me this one last errand, and that’s the apprehension of Lieutenant William Dodd, though I rather think he’s going to be the death of me.”


  “He won’t, sir, not while I’m here.”


  “That’s why you are here, Sharpe,” McCandless said seriously. “He’s younger than I am, he’s fitter than I am and he’s a better swordsman than I am, and that’s why I thought of you. I saw you fight at Seringapatam and I doubt Dodd can stand up to you.”


  “He won’t, sir, he won’t,” Sharpe said grimly. “And I’ll keep you alive, sir.”


  “If God wills it.”


  Sharpe smiled. “Don’t they say God helps those who help themselves, sir? We’ll do the job, sir.”


  “I pray you’re right, Sharpe,” McCandless said, “I pray you’re right.” And they would start at Ahmednuggur, where Dodd waited and where Sharpe’s new war would begin.


  CHAPTER 3


  Colonel McCandless led his small force into Sir Arthur Wellesley’s encampment late the following afternoon. For most of the morning they had been shadowed by a band of enemy horsemen who sometimes galloped close as if inviting Sevajee’s men to ride out and fight, but McCandless kept Sevajee on a tight leash and at midday a patrol of horsemen in blue coats with yellow facings had chased the enemy away. The blue-coated cavalry were from the 19th Light Dragoons and the Captain leading the troop gave McCandless a cheerful wave as he cantered after the enemy who had been prowling the road in hope of finding a laggard supply wagon. Four hours later McCandless topped a gentle rise to see the army’s lines spread across the countryside while, four miles farther north, the red walls of Ahmednuggur stood in the westering sun. From this angle the fort and the city appeared as one continuous building, a vast red rampart studded with bastions. Sharpe cuffed sweat from his face. “Looks like a brute, sir,” he said, nodding at the walls.


  “The wall’s big enough,” the Colonel said, “but there’s no ditch, no glacis and no outworks. It’ll take us no more than three days to punch a hole.”


  “Then pity the poor souls who must go through the hole,” Sevajee commented.


  “It’s what they’re paid to do,” McCandless said brusquely.


  The area about the camp seethed with men and animals. Every cavalry horse in the army needed two lascars to gather forage, and those men were busy with sickles, while nearer to the camp’s center was a vast muddy expanse where the draught bullocks and pack oxen were picketed. Puckalees, the men who carried water for the troops and the animals, were filling their buckets from a tank scummed with green. A thorn hedge surrounded six elephants that belonged to the gunners, while next to the great beasts was the artillery park with its twenty-six cannon, and after that came the sepoys’ lines where children shrieked, dogs yapped and women carried patties of bullock dung on their heads to build the evening fires. The last part of the journey took them through the lines of the 78th, a kilted Highland regiment, and the soldiers saluted McCandless and then looked at the red facings on Sharpe’s coat and called out the inevitable insults. “Come to see how a real man fights, Sergeant?”


  “You ever done any proper fighting?” Sharpe retorted.


  “What’s a Havercake doing here?”


  “Come to teach you boys a lesson.”


  “What in? Cooking?”


  “Where I come from,” Sharpe said, “it’s the ones in skirts what does the cooking.”


  “Enough, Sharpe,” McCandless snapped. The Colonel liked to wear a kilt himself, claiming it was a more suitable garment for India’s heat than trousers. “We must pay our respects to the General,” McCandless said, and turned towards the larger tents in the center of the encampment.


  It had been two years since Sharpe had last seen his old Colonel and he doubted that Major-General Sir Arthur Wellesley would prove any friendlier now than he ever had. Sir Arthur had always been a cold fish, sparing with approval and frightening in his disapproval, and his most casual glance somehow managed to make Sharpe feel both insignificant and inadequate, and so, when McCandless dismounted outside the General’s tent, Sharpe deliberately hung back. The General, still a young man, was standing beside a line of six picketed horses and was evidently in a blazing temper. An orderly, in the blue-and-yellow coat of the 19th Dragoons, was holding a big gray stallion by its bridle and Wellesley was alternately patting the horse and snapping at the half-dozen aides who cowered nearby. A group of senior officers, majors and colonels, stood beside the General’s tent, suggesting that a council of war had been interrupted by the horse’s distress. The gray stallion was certainly suffering. It was shivering, its eyes were rolling white and sweat or spittle was dripping from its drooping head.


  Wellesley turned as McCandless and Sevajee approached. “Can you bleed a horse, McCandless?”


  “I can put a knife in it, sir, if it helps,” the Scotsman answered.


  “It does not help, damn it!” Wellesley retorted savagely. “I don’t want him butchered, I want him bled. Where is the farrier?”


  “We’re looking for him, sir,” an aide replied.


  “Then find him, damn it! Easy, boy, easy!” These last three words were spoken in a soothing tone to the horse which had let out a feeble whinny. “He’s fevered,” Wellesley explained to McCandless, “and if he ain’t bled, he’ll die.”


  A groom hurried to the General’s side carrying a fleam and a blood stick, both of which he mutely offered to Wellesley. “No good giving them to me,” the General snapped, “I can’t bleed a horse.” He looked at his aides, then at the senior officers by the tent. “Someone must know how to do it,” Wellesley pleaded. They were all men who lived with horses and professed to love them, though none knew how to bleed a horse for that was a job left to servants, but finally a Scottish major averred that he had a shrewd idea of how the thing was done, and so he was given the fleam and its hammer. He took off his red coat, chose a fleam blade at random and stepped up to the shivering stallion. He placed the blade on the horse’s neck and drew back the hammer with his right hand.


  “Not like that!” Sharpe blurted out. “You’ll kill him!” A score of men stared at him while the Scottish Major, the blade unhit, looked rather relieved. “You’ve got the blade the wrong way around, sir,” Sharpe explained. “You have to line it up along the vein, sir, not across it.” He was blushing for having spoken out in front of the General and all the army’s senior officers.


  Wellesley scowled at Sharpe. “Can you bleed a horse?”


  “I can’t ride the things, sir, but I do know how to bleed them. I worked in an inn yard,” Sharpe added as though that was explanation enough.


  “Have you actually bled a horse?” Wellesley demanded. He showed not the slightest surprise at seeing a man from his old battalion in the camp, but in truth he was far too distracted by his stallion’s distress to worry about mere men.


  “I’ve bled dozens, sir,” Sharpe said, which was true, but those horses had been big heavy carriage beasts, and this white stallion was plainly a thoroughbred.


  “Then do it, damn it,” the General said. “Don’t just stand there, do it!”


  Sharpe took the fleam and the blood stick from the Major. The fleam looked like a misshapen penknife, and inside its brass case were folded a dozen blades. Two of the blades were shaped as hooks, while the rest were spoon-shaped. He selected a middle-sized spoon, checked that its edge was keen, folded the other blades away and then approached the horse. “You’ll have to hold him hard,” he told the dragoon orderly.


  “He can be lively, Sergeant,” the orderly warned in a low voice, anxious not to provoke another outburst from Wellesley.


  “Then hang on hard,” Sharpe said to the orderly, then he stroked the horse’s neck, feeling for the jugular.


  “How much are you going to let out?” Wellesley asked.


  “Much as it takes, sir,” Sharpe said, who really had no idea how much blood he should spill. Enough to make it look good, he reckoned. The horse was nervous and tried to pull away from the orderly. “Give him a stroke, sir,” Sharpe said to the General. “Let him know it ain’t the end of the world.”


  Wellesley took the stallion’s head from the orderly and gave the beast’s nose a fondling. “It’s all right, Diomed,” he said, “we’re going to make you better. Get on with it, Sharpe.”


  Sharpe had found the jugular and now placed the sharp curve of the spoon-blade over the vein. He held the knife in his left hand and the blood stick in his right. The stick was a small wooden club that was needed to drive the fleam’s blade through a horse’s thick skin. “All right, boy,” he murmured to the horse, “just a prick, nothing bad,” and then he struck the blade hard with the stick’s blunt head.


  The fleam sliced through hair and skin and flesh straight into the vein, and the horse reared up, but Sharpe, expecting the reaction, held the fleam in place as warm blood spurted out over his shako. “Hold him!” he snapped at Wellesley, and the General seemed to find nothing odd in being ordered about by a sergeant and he obediently hauled Diomed’s head down. “That’s good,” Sharpe said, “that’s good, just keep him there, sir, keep him there,” and he skewed the blade slightly to open the slit in the vein and so let the blood pulse out. It ran red down the white horse’s flank, it soaked Sharpe’s red coat and puddled at his feet.


  The horse shivered, but Sharpe sensed that the stallion was calming. By relaxing the pressure on the fleam he could lessen the blood flow and after a while he slowed it to a trickle and then, when the horse had stopped shivering, Sharpe pulled the blade free. His right hand and arm were drenched in blood.


  He spat on his clean left hand, then wiped the small wound. “I reckon he’ll live, sir,” he told the General, “but a bit of ginger in his feed might help.” That was another trick he had learned at the coaching tavern.


  Wellesley stroked Diomed’s nose and the horse, suddenly unconcerned by the fuss all about him, lowered his head and cropped at a miserable tuft of grass. The General smiled, his bad mood gone. “I’m greatly obliged to you, Sharpe,” Wellesley said, relinquishing the bridle into the orderly’s grasp. “’Pon my soul, I’m greatly obliged to you,” he repeated enthusiastically. “As neat a blood-letting as ever I did see.” He put a hand into his pocket and brought out a haideri that he offered to Sharpe. “Well done, Sergeant.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Sharpe said, taking the gold coin. It was a generous reward.


  “Good as new, eh?” Wellesley said, admiring the horse. “He was a gift.”


  “An expensive one,” McCandless observed dryly.


  “A valued one,” Wellesley said. “Poor Ashton left him to me in his will. You knew Ashton, McCandless?”


  “Of course, sir.” Henry Ashton had been Colonel of the 12th, a Suffolk regiment posted to India, and he had died after taking a bullet in the liver during a duel.


  “A damned shame,” Wellesley said, “but a fine gift. Pure Arab blood, McCandless.”


  Most of the pure Arab blood seemed to be on Sharpe, but the General was delighted with the horse’s sudden improvement. Indeed, Sharpe had never seen Wellesley so animated. He grinned as he watched the horse, then he told the orderly to walk Diomed up and down, and he grinned even more widely as he watched the horse move. Then, suddenly aware that the men about him were taking an amused pleasure from his own delight, his face drew back into its accustomed cold mask. “Obliged to you, Sharpe,” he said yet again, then he turned and walked towards his tent. “McCandless! Come and give me your news!”


  McCandless and Sevajee followed the General and his aides into the tent, leaving Sharpe trying to wipe the blood from his hands. The dragoon orderly grinned at him. “That’s a six-hundred-guinea horse you just bled, Sergeant,” he said.


  “Bloody hell!” Sharpe said, staring in disbelief at the dragoon. “Six hundred!”


  “Must be worth that. Best horse in India, Diomed is.”


  “And you look after him?” Sharpe asked.


  The orderly shook his head. “He’s got grooms to look after his horses, and the farrier to bleed and shoe them. My job is to follow him into battle, see? And when one horse gets tired I give him another.”


  “You drag all those six horses around?” Sharpe asked, astonished.


  “Not all six of them,” the dragoon said, “only two or three. But he shouldn’t have six horses anyway. He only wants five, but he can’t find anyone to buy the spare. You don’t know anyone who wants to buy a horse, do you?”


  “Hundreds of the buggers,” Sharpe said, gesturing at the encampment. “Every bleeding infantryman over there for a start.”


  “It’s theirs if they’ve got four hundred guineas,” the orderly said. “It’s that bay gelding, see?” He pointed. “Six years old and good as gold.”


  “No use looking at me,” Sharpe said. “I hate the bloody things.”


  “You do?”


  “Lumpy, smelly beasts. I’m happier on my feet.”


  “You see the world from a horse’s back,” the dragoon said, “and catch women’s eyes.”


  “So they’re not entirely useless,” Sharpe said and the orderly grinned. He was a happy, round-faced young man with tousled brown hair and a ready smile. “How come you’re the General’s orderly?” Sharpe asked him.


  The dragoon shrugged. “He asked my Colonel to give him someone and I was chosen.”


  “You don’t mind?”


  “He’s all right,” the orderly said, jerking his head towards Wellesley’s tent. “Don’t crack a smile often, leastwise not with the likes of you and me, but he’s a fair man.”


  “Good for him.” Sharpe stuck out his bloodied hand. “My name’s Dick Sharpe.”


  “Daniel Fletcher,” the orderly said, “from Stoke Poges.”


  “Never heard of it,” Sharpe said. “Where can I get a scrub?”


  “Cook tent, Sergeant.”


  “And riding boots?” Sharpe asked.


  “Find a dead man in Ahmednuggur,” Fletcher said. “It’ll be cheaper than buying them off me.”


  “That’s true,” Sharpe said, then he limped to the cook tent. The limp was caused by the sore muscles from long hours in the saddle. He had purchased a length of cotton cloth in the village where they had spent the night, then torn the cloth into strips that he had wrapped about his calves to protect them from the stirrup leathers, but his calves still hurt. God, he thought, but he hated bloody horses.


  He washed the worst of Diomed’s blood from his hands and face, diluted what was on his uniform, then went back to wait for McCandless. Sevajee’s men still sat on their horses and stared at the distant city that was topped by a smear of smoke. Sharpe could hear the murmur of voices inside the General’s tent, but he paid no attention. It wasn’t his business. He wondered if he could scrounge a tent for his own use for it had already rained earlier in the day and Sharpe suspected it might rain again, but Colonel McCandless was not a man much given to tents. He derided them as women’s luxuries, preferring to seek shelter with local villagers or, if no peasant house or cattle byre was available, happily sleeping beneath the stars or in the rain. A pint of rum, Sharpe thought, would not go amiss either.


  “Sergeant Sharpe!” Wellesley’s familiar voice broke into his thoughts and Sharpe turned to see his old commanding officer coming from the big tent.


  “Sir!” Sharpe stiffened to attention.


  “So Colonel McCandless has borrowed you from Major Stokes?” Wellesley asked.


  “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said. The General was bareheaded and Sharpe saw that his temples had turned prematurely grey. He seemed to have forgotten Sharpe’s handiwork with his horse, for his long-nosed face was as unfriendly as ever.


  “And you saw this man Dodd at Chasalgaon?”


  “I did, sir.”


  “Repugnant business,” Wellesley said, “repugnant. Did he kill the wounded?”


  “All of them, sir. All but me.”


  “And why not you?” Wellesley asked coldly.


  “I was covered in blood, sir. Fair drenched in it.”


  “You seem to be in that condition much of the time, Sergeant,” Wellesley said with just a hint of a smile, then he turned back to McCandless. “I wish you joy of the hunt, Colonel. I’ll do my best to help you, but I’m short of men, woefully short.”


  “Thank you, sir,” the Scotsman said, then watched as the General went back into his big tent which was crammed with red-coated officers. “It seems,” McCandless said to Sharpe when the General was gone, “that we’re not invited to supper.”


  “Were you expecting to be, sir?”


  “No,” McCandless said, “and I’ve no business in that tent tonight either. They’re planning an assault for first light tomorrow.”


  Sharpe thought for a moment that he must have misheard. He looked northwards at the big city wall. “Tomorrow, sir? An assault? But they only got here today and there isn’t a breach!”


  “You don’t need a breach for an escalade, Sergeant,” McCandless said. “An escalade is nothing but ladders and murder.”


  Sharpe frowned. “Escalade?” He had heard the word, but was not really sure he knew what it meant.


  “March straight up to the wall, Sharpe, throw your ladders against the ramparts and climb.” McCandless shook his head. “No artillery to help you, no breach, no trenches to get you close, so you must accept the casualties and fight your way through the defenders. It isn’t pretty, Sharpe, but it can work.” The Scotsman still sounded disapproving. He was leading Sharpe away from the General’s tent, seeking a place to spread his blanket. Sevajee and his men were following, and Sevajee was walking close enough to listen to McCandless’s words. “Escalades can work well against an unsteady enemy,” the Colonel went on, “but I’m not at all convinced the Mahrattas are shaky. I doubt they’re shaky at all, Sharpe. They’re dangerous as snakes and they usually have Arab mercenaries in their ranks.”


  “Arabs, sir? From Arabia?”


  “That’s where they usually come from,” McCandless confirmed. “Nasty fighters, Sharpe.”


  “Good fighters,” Sevajee intervened. “We hire hundreds of them every year. Hungry men, Sergeant, who come from their bare land with sharp swords and long muskets.”


  “Doesn’t serve to underestimate an Arab,” McCandless agreed. “They fight like demons, but Wellesley’s an impatient man and he wants the business over. He insists they won’t be expecting an escalade and thus won’t be ready for one, and I pray to God he’s right.”


  “So what do we do, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  “We go in behind the assault, Sharpe, and beseech Almighty God that our ladder parties do get into the city. And once we’re inside we hunt for Dodd. That’s our job.”


  “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “And once we have the traitor we take him to Madras, put him on trial and have him hanged,” McCandless said with satisfaction, as though the job was as good as done. His gloomy forebodings of the previous night seemed to have vanished. He had stopped at a bare patch of ground. “This looks like a fair billet. No more rain in the offing, I think, so we should be comfortable.”


  Like hell, Sharpe thought. A bare bed, no rum, a fight in the morning, and God only knew what kind of devils waiting across the wall, but he slept anyway.


  And woke when it was still dark to see shadowy men straggling past with long ladders across their shoulders. Dawn was near and it was time for an escalade. Time for ladders and murder.


  Sanjit Pandee was killadar of the city, which meant that he commanded Ahmednuggur’s garrison in the name of his master, Dowlut Rao Scindia, Maharajah of Gwalior, and in principle every soldier in the city, though not in the adjacent fortress, was under Pandee’s command. So why had Major Dodd ejected Pandee’s troops from the northern gatehouse and substituted his own men? Pandee had sent no orders, but the deed had been done anyway and no one could explain why, and when Sanjit Pandee sent a message to Major Dodd and demanded an answer, the messenger was told to wait and, so far as the killadar knew, was still waiting.


  Sanjit Pandee finally summoned the courage to confront the Major himself. It was dawn, a time when the killadar was not usually stirring, and he discovered Dodd and a group of his white-coated officers on the southern wall from where the Major was watching the British camp through a heavy telescope mounted on a tripod. Sanjit Pandee did not like to disturb the tall Dodd who was being forced to stoop awkwardly because the tripod was incapable of raising the glass to the level of his eye. The killadar cleared his throat, but that had no effect, and then he scraped a foot on the firestep, and still Dodd did not even glance at him, so finally the killadar demanded his explanation, though in very flowery terms just in case he gave the Englishman offense. Sanjit Pandee had already lost the battle over the city treasury which Dodd had simply commandeered without so much as a by-your-leave, and the killadar was nervous of the scowling foreigner.


  “Tell the bloody man,” Dodd told his interpreter without taking his eye from the telescope, “that he’s wasting my bloody time. Tell him to go and boil his backside.”


  Dodd’s interpreter, who was one of his younger Indian officers, courteously suggested to the killadar that Major Dodd’s attention was wholly consumed by the approaching enemy, but that as soon as he had a moment of leisure, the Major would be delighted to hold a conversation with the honored killadar.


  The killadar gazed southwards. Horsemen, British and Indian, were ranging far ahead of the approaching enemy column. Not that Sanjit Pandee could see the column properly, only a dark smudge among the distant green that he supposed was the enemy. Their feet kicked up no dust, but that was because of the rain that had fallen the day before. “Are the enemy truly coming?” he inquired politely.


  “Of course they’re not bloody coming,” Dodd said, standing upright and massaging the small of his back. “They’re running away in terror.”


  “The enemy are indeed approaching, sahib,” the interpreter said deferentially.


  The killadar glanced along his defenses and was reassured to see the bulk of Dodd’s regiment on the firestep, and alongside them the robed figures of his Arab mercenaries. “Your regiment’s guns,” he said to the interpreter, “they are not here?”


  “Tell the interfering little bugger that I’ve sold all the bloody cannon to the enemy,” Dodd growled.


  “The guns are placed where they will prove most useful, sahib,” the interpreter assured the killadar with a dazzling smile, and the killadar, who knew that the five small guns were at the north gate where they were pointing in towards the city rather than out towards the plain, sighed in frustration. Europeans could be so very difficult.


  “And the three hundred men the Major has placed at the north gate?” Sanjit Pandee said. “Is it because he expects an attack there?”


  “Ask the idiot why else they would be there,” Dodd instructed the interpreter, but there was no time to tell the killadar anything further because shouts from the ramparts announced the approach of three enemy horsemen. The emissaries rode beneath a white flag, but some of the Arabs were aiming their long-barreled matchlocks at the approaching horsemen and the killadar quickly sent some aides to tell the mercenaries to hold their fire. “They’ve come to offer us cowle,” the killadar said as he hurried towards the south gate. Cowle was an offer of terms, a chance for the defenders to surrender rather than face the horrors of assault, and the killadar hoped he could prolong the negotiations long enough to persuade Major Dodd to bring the three hundred men back from the north gate.


  The killadar could see that the three horsemen were riding towards the south gate which was topped by a squat tower from which flew Scindia’s gaudy green and scarlet flag. To reach the tower the killadar had to run down some stone steps because the stretch of wall just west of the gate possessed no firestep, but was simply a high, blank wall of red stone. He hurried along the foot of the wall, then climbed more steps to reach the gate tower just as the three horsemen reined in beneath.


  Two of the horsemen were Indians while the third was a British officer, and the three men had indeed come to offer the city cowle. If the killadar surrendered, one of the Indians shouted, the city’s defenders would be permitted to march from Ahmednuggur with all their hand weapons and whatever personal belongings they could carry. General Wellesley would guarantee the garrison safe passage as far as the River Godavery, beyond which Pohlmann’s compoo had withdrawn. The officer finished by demanding an immediate answer.


  Sanjit Pandee hesitated. The cowle was generous, surprisingly generous, and he was tempted to accept because no man would die if he took the terms. He could see the approaching column clearly now, and it looked to him like a red stain smothering the plain. There would be guns there, and the gods alone knew how many muskets. Then he glanced to his left and right and he saw the reassuring height of his walls, and he saw the white robes of his fearsome Arabs, and he contemplated what Dowlut Rao Scindia would say if he meekly surrendered Ahmednuggur. Scindia would be angry, and an angry Scindia was liable to put whoever had angered him beneath the elephant’s foot. The killadar’s task was to delay the British in front of Ahmednuggur while Scindia gathered his allies and so prepared the vast army that would crush the invader. Sanjit Pandee sighed. “There can be no cowle,” he called down to Wellesley’s three messengers, and the horsemen did not try to change his mind. They just tugged on their reins, spurred their horses and rode away. “They want battle,” the killadar said sadly, “they want loot.”


  “That’s why they come here,” an aide replied. “Their own land is barren.”


  “I hear it is green,” Sanjit Pandee said.


  “No, sahib, barren and dry. Why else would they be here?”


  News spread along the walls that cowle had been refused. No one had expected otherwise, but the killadar’s reluctant defiance cheered the defenders whose ranks thickened as townsfolk climbed to the firestep to see the approaching enemy.


  Dodd scowled when he saw that women and children were thronging the ramparts to view the enemy. “Clear them away!” he ordered his interpreter. “I want only the duty companies up here.” He watched as his orders were obeyed. “Nothing’s going to happen for three days now,” he assured his officers. “They’ll send skirmishers to harass us, but skirmishers can’t hurt us if we don’t show our heads above the wall. So tell the men to keep their heads down. And no one’s to fire at the skirmishers, you understand? No point in wasting good balls on skirmishers. We’ll open fire after three days.”


  “In three days, sahib?” a young Indian officer asked.


  “It will take the bastards one day to establish batteries and two to make a breach,” Dodd forecast confidently. “And on the fourth day the buggers will come, so there’s nothing to get excited about now.” The Major decided to set an example of insouciance in the face of the enemy. “I’m going for breakfast,” he told his officers. “I’ll be back when the bastards start digging their breaching batteries.”


  The tall Major ran down the steps and disappeared into the city’s alleys. The interpreter looked back at the approaching column, then put his eye to the telescope. He was looking for guns, but at first he could see only a mass of men in red coats with the odd horseman among their ranks, and then he saw something odd. Something he did not comprehend.


  Some of the men in the front ranks were carrying ladders. He frowned, then saw something more familiar beyond the red ranks and tilted the glass so that he could see the enemy’s cannon. There were only five guns, one being hauled by men and the four larger by elephants, and behind the artillery were more redcoats. Those redcoats wore patterned skirts and had high black hats, and the interpreter was glad that he was behind the wall for somehow the men in skirts looked fearsome.


  He looked back at the ladders and did not really understand what he saw. There were only four ladders, so plainly they did not mean to lean them against the wall. Maybe, he thought, the British planned to make an observation tower so that they could see over the defenses, and that explanation made sense and so he did not comprehend that there was to be no siege at all, but an escalade. The enemy was not planning to knock a hole in the wall, but to swarm straight over it. There would be no waiting, no digging, no saps, no batteries and no breach. There would just be a charge, a scream, a torrent of fire, and then death in the morning sun.


  ***


  “The thing is, Sharpe,” McCandless said, “not to get yourself killed.”


  “Wasn’t planning on it, sir.”


  “No heroics, Sharpe. It’s not your job. We just follow the heroes into the city, look for Mister Dodd, then go back home.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “So stay close to me, and I’m staying close to Colonel Wallace’s party, so if you lose me, look for him. That’s Wallace there, see him?” McCandless indicated a tall, bare-headed officer riding at the front of the 74th.


  “I see him, sir,” Sharpe said. He was mounted on McCandless’s spare horse and the extra height allowed him to see over the heads of the King’s 74th who marched in front of him. Beyond the Highlanders the city wall looked dark red in the early sun, and on its summit he could see the occasional glint of a musket showing between the dome-shaped merlons that topped the wall. Big round bastions stood every hundred yards and those bastions had black embrasures which Sharpe assumed hid the defenders’ cannon. The brightly colored statues of a temple’s tower showed above the rampart while a slew of flags drooped over the gate. No one fired yet. The British were within cannon range, but the defenders were keeping their guns quiet.


  Most of the British force now checked a half-mile from the walls while the three assault parties organized themselves. Two of the attacking groups would escalade the wall, one to the left of the gate and the other to the right, and both would be led by Scottish soldiers with sepoys in support. The King’s 78th, the kilted regiment, would attack the wall to the left while their fellow Highlanders of the 74th would assault to the right. The third attack was in the center and would be led by the 74th’s Colonel, William Wallace, who was also commander of one of the two infantry brigades and evidently an old friend of McCandless for, seeing his fellow Scot, Wallace rode back through his regiment’s ranks to greet him with a warm familiarity. Wallace would be leading men of the 74th in an assault against the gate itself and his plan was to run a six-pounder cannon hard up against the big timber gates then fire the gun to blast the entrance open. “None of our gunners have ever done it before,” Wallace told McCandless, “and they’ve insisted on putting a round shot down the gun, but I swear my mother told me you should never load shot to open gates. A double powder charge, she instructed me, and nothing else.”


  “Your mother told you that, Wallace?” McCandless asked.


  “Her father was an artilleryman, you see, and he brought her up properly. But I can’t persuade our gunners to leave out the ball. Stubborn fellows, they are. English to a man, of course. Can’t teach them anything.” Wallace offered McCandless his canteen. “It’s cold tea, McCandless, nothing that will send your soul to perdition.”


  McCandless took a swig of the tea, then introduced Sharpe. “He was the fellow who blew the Tippoo’s mine in Seringapatam,” he told Wallace.


  “I heard about you, Sharpe!” Wallace said. “A damn fine day’s work, Sergeant, well done.” And the Scotsman leaned across to give Sharpe his hand. He was a middle-aged man, balding, with a pleasant face and a quick smile. “I can tempt you to some cold tea, Sharpe?”


  “I’ve got water, sir, thank you,” Sharpe said, patting his canteen which was filled with rum, a gift from Daniel Fletcher, the General’s orderly.


  “You’ll forgive me if I’m about my business,” Wallace said to McCandless, retrieving his canteen. “I’ll see you inside the city, McCandless. Joy of the day to you both.” Wallace spurred back to the head of his column.


  “A very good man,” McCandless said warmly, “a very good man indeed.”


  Sevajee and his dozen men cantered up to join McCandless. They all wore red jackets, for they planned to ride into the city with McCandless and none wanted to be mistaken for the enemy, yet somehow the unbuttoned jackets, which had been borrowed from a sepoy battalion, made them look more piratical than ever. They all carried naked tulwars, curved sabers that they had honed to a razor’s edge at dawn. Sevajee reckoned there would be no time for aiming firelocks once they were inside Ahmednuggur. Ride in, charge whoever still put up a fight and cut down hard.


  The two escalade parties started forward. Each had a pair of ladders, and each party was led by those men who had volunteered to be first up the rungs. The sun was fully above the horizon now and Sharpe could see the wall more plainly. He reckoned it was twenty foot high, give or take a few inches, and the glint of guns in every embrasure and loophole showed that it would be heavily defended. “Ever seen an escalade, Sharpe?” McCandless asked.


  “No, sir.”


  “Risky business. Frail things, ladders. Nasty being first up.”


  “Very nasty, sir.”


  “And if it fails it gives the enemy confidence.”


  “So why do it, sir?”


  “Because if it succeeds, Sharpe, it lowers the enemy’s spirits. It will make us seem invincible. Veni, vidi, vici.”


  “I don’t speak any Indian, sir, not proper.”


  “Latin, Sharpe, Latin. I came, I saw, I conquered. How’s your reading these days?”


  “It’s good, sir, very good,” Sharpe answered enthusiastically, though in truth he had not read very much in the last four years other than lists of stores and duty rosters and Major Stokes’s repair orders. But it had been Colonel McCandless and his nephew, Lieutenant Lawford, who had first taught Sharpe to read when they shared a cell in the Tippoo Sultan’s prison. That was four years ago now.


  “I shall give you a Bible, Sharpe,” McCandless said, watching the escalade parties march steadily forward. “It’s the one book worth reading.”


  “I’d like that, sir,” Sharpe said straight-faced, then saw that the picquets of the day were running ahead to make a skirmish line that would pepper the wall with musket fire. Still no one fired from the city wall, though by now both the picquets and the two ladder parties were well inside musket range. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir,” Sharpe said to McCandless, “what’s to stop that bugger—sorry, sir—what’s to stop Mister Dodd from escaping out the other side of the city, sir?”


  “They are, Sharpe,” McCandless said, indicating the cavalry that now galloped off on both sides of the city. The British 19th Dragoons rode in a tight squadron, but the other horsemen were Mahratta allies or else silladars from Hyderabad or Mysore, and they rode in a loose swarm. “Their job is to harass anyone leaving the city,” McCandless went on. “Not the civilians, of course, but any troops.”


  “But Dodd’s got a whole regiment, sir.”


  McCandless dismissed the problem. “I doubt that two whole regiments will serve him. In a minute or two there’ll be sheer panic inside Ahmednuggur, and how’s Dodd to get away? He’ll have to fight his way through a crowd of terrified civilians. No, we’ll find him inside the place if he’s still there.”


  “He is,” Sevajee put in. He was staring at the wall through a small telescope. “I can see the uniforms of his men on the firestep. White jackets.” He pointed westwards, beyond the stretch of wall that would be attacked by the 78th.


  The picquets suddenly opened fire. They were scattered along the southern edge of the city, and their musketry was sporadic and, to Sharpe, futile. Men firing at a city? The musket balls smacked into the red stone of the wall which echoed back the crackle of the gunfire, but the defenders ignored the threat. Not a musket replied, not a cannon fired. The wall was silent. Shreds of smoke drifted from the skirmish line which went on chipping the big red stones with lead.


  Colonel Wallace’s assault party was late in starting, while the kilted men of the 78th, who were assaulting the wall to the left of the gate, were now far in advance of the other attackers. They were running across open ground, their two ladders in plain sight of the enemy, but still the defenders ignored them. A regiment of sepoys was wheeling left, going to add their musket fire to the picquet line. A bagpiper was playing, but he must have been running for his instrument kept giving small ignominious hiccups. In truth it all seemed ignominious to Sharpe. The battle, if it could even be called a battle, had begun so casually, and the enemy was not even appearing to regard it as a threat. The skirmishers’ fire was scattered, the assault parties looked under strength and there seemed to be no urgency and no ceremony. There ought to be ceremony, Sharpe considered. A band should be playing, flags should be flying, and the enemy should be visible and threatening, but instead it was ramshackle and almost unreal.


  “This way, Sharpe,” McCandless said, and swerved away to where Colonel Wallace was chivvying his men into formation. A dozen blue-coated gunners were clustered about a six-pounder cannon, evidently the gun that would be rammed against the city gate, while just beyond them was a battery of four twelve-pounder cannon drawn by elephants and, as Sharpe and McCandless urged their horses towards Wallace, the four mahouts halted their elephants and the gunners hurried to unharness the four guns. Sharpe guessed the battery would spray the wall with canister, though the silence of the defenders seemed to suggest that they had nothing to fear from these impudent attackers. Sir Arthur Wellesley, mounted on Diomed who seemed no worse for his bloodletting, rode up behind the guns and called some instruction to the battery commander who raised a hand in acknowledgment. The General was accompanied by three scarlet-coated aides and two Indians who, from the richness of their robes, had to be commanders of the allied horsemen who had ridden to stop the flight of fugitives from the city’s northern gate.


  The attackers from the 78th were just a hundred paces from the wall now. They had no packs, only their weapons. And still the enemy treated them with lordly disdain. Not a gun fired, not a musket flamed, not a single rocket slashed out from the wall.


  “Looks like it will be easy, McCandless!” Wallace called.


  “I pray as much!” McCandless said.


  “The enemy has been praying, too,” Sevajee said, but McCandless ignored the remark.


  Then, suddenly and appallingly, the silence ended.


  The enemy was not ignoring the attack. Instead, from serried loopholes in the wall and from the bastions’ high embrasures and from the merlons along the parapet, a storm of gunfire erupted. One moment the wall had been clear in the morning sun, now it was fogged by a thick screen of powder smoke. A whole city was rimmed white, and the ground about the attacking troops was pitted and churned by the strike of bullets. “Ten minutes of seven,” McCandless shouted over the noise, as though the time was important. Rockets, like those Sharpe had seen at Seringapatam, seared out from the walls to stitch their smoke trails in crazy tangles above the assaulting parties’ heads, yet, despite the volume of fire, the defenders’ opening volley appeared to do little harm. One redcoat was staggering, but the assault parties still went forward, and then a pain-filled squeal made Sharpe look to his right to see that an elephant had been struck by a cannonball. The beast’s mahout was dragging on its tether, but the elephant broke free and, maddened by its wound, charged straight towards Wallace’s men. The Highlanders scattered. The gunners had begun to drag their loaded six-pounder forward, but they were right in the injured beast’s path and now sensibly abandoned the gun to flee from the crazed animal’s charge. The wrinkled skin of the elephant’s left flank was sheeted in red. Wallace shouted incoherently, then spurred his horse out of the way. The elephant, trunk raised and eyes white, thumped past McCandless and Sharpe. “Poor girl,” McCandless said.


  “It’s a she?” Sharpe asked.


  “All draught animals are female, Sharpe. More docile.”


  “She ain’t docile, sir,” Sharpe said, watching the elephant burst free of the army’s rear and trample through a field of stubble pursued by her mahout and an excited crowd of small skinny children who had followed the attacking troops from the encampment and now whooped shrilly as they enjoyed the chase. Sharpe watched them, then involuntarily ducked as a musket ball whipped just over his shako and another ricocheted off the six-pounder’s barrel with a surprisingly musical note.


  “Not too close now, Sharpe,” McCandless warned, and Sharpe obediently reined in his mare.


  Colonel Wallace was calling his men back into formation. “Damned animals!” he snarled at McCandless.


  “Your mother had no advice on elephants, Wallace?”


  “None I’d repeat to a godly man, McCandless,” Wallace said, then spurred his horse towards the six-pounder’s disordered gunners. “Pick up the traces, you rogues. Hurry!”


  The 78th had reached the wall to the left of the gate. They rammed the foot of their two ladders into the soil, then swung the tops up and over onto the wall’s parapet. “Good boys,” McCandless shouted warmly, though he was far too distant for the attackers to hear his encouragement. “Good boys!” The first kilted Highlanders were already scrambling up the rungs, but then a man was hit by a bullet from the flanking bastion and he stopped, clung to the ladder, then slowly toppled sideways. A crowd of Highlanders jostled at the bottom of the ladders to be the next up the rungs. Poor bastards, Sharpe thought, so eager to climb to death, and he saw that the leading men on both ladders were officers. They had swords. The men climbed with their bayonet-tipped muskets slung over their shoulders, but the officers climbed sword in hand. One of them was struck and the man behind unceremoniously shoved him off the ladder and hurried up to the parapet and there, inexplicably, he stopped.


  His comrades shouted at him to get a bloody move on and scramble over the wall, but the man did nothing except to unsling his musket, and then he was hurled backwards in a misting spray of blood. Another man took his place, and the same happened to him. The officer at the top of the second ladder was crouching on the top rung, occasionally peering over the coping of the wall between two of the dome-shaped merlons, but he was making no attempt to cross the parapet. “They should have more than two ladders, sir,” Sharpe grumbled.


  “Wasn’t time, laddie, wasn’t time,” McCandless said. “What’s holding them?” he asked as he stared with an agonized expression at the stalled men. The Arab defenders in the nearest bastion were being given a fine target and their musketry was having a terrible effect on the crowded ladders. The noise of the defenders’ fire was continuous; a staccato crackle of musketry, the hiss of rockets and the thunderous crash of cannon. Men were blasted off the ladders, and their place was immediately taken by others, but still the men at the top of the rungs did not try to cross the wall, and still the defenders fired and the dead and injured heaped up at the foot of the ladders and the living pushed them aside to reach the rungs and so offer themselves as targets to the unending gunfire. One man at last heaved himself onto the wall and straddled the coping where he unslung his musket and fired a shot down into the city, but almost immediately he was hit by a blast of musket fire. He swayed for a second, his musket clattered down the wall’s red face, then he followed it to the ground. The new man at the top of the ladder heaved himself up, then, just like the rest, he checked and ducked back.


  “What’s holding them?” McCandless cried in frustration. “In God’s name! Go!”


  “There’s no bloody firestep,” Sharpe said grimly.


  McCandless glanced at him. “What?”


  “Sorry, sir. Forgot not to curse, sir.”


  But McCandless was not worried about Sharpe’s language. “What did you say, man?” he insisted.


  “There’s no firestep there, sir.” Sharpe pointed at the wall where the Scotsmen were dying. “There’s no musket smoke on the parapet, sir.”


  McCandless looked back. “By God, you’re right.”


  The wall had merlons and embrasures, but not a single patch of musket smoke showed in those defenses, which meant that the castellation was false and there was no firestep on the wall’s far side where defenders could stand. From the outside the stretch of wall looked like any other part of the city’s defenses, but Sharpe guessed that once the Highlanders reached the wall’s summit they were faced with a sheer drop on the far side, and doubtless there was a crowd of enemies waiting at the foot of that inner wall to massacre any man who survived the fall. The 78th were attacking into thin air and being bloodied mercilessly by the jubilant defenders.


  The two ladders emptied as the officers at last realized their predicament and shouted at their men to come down. The defenders cheered the repulse and kept firing as the two ladders were carried back from the ramparts.


  “Dear God,” McCandless said, “dear God.”


  “I warned you,” Sevajee said, unable to conceal his pride in the fighting qualities of the Mahratta defenders.


  “You’re on our side!” McCandless snarled, and the Indian just shrugged.


  “It ain’t over yet, sir,” Sharpe tried to cheer up the Scotsman.


  “Escalades work by speed, Sharpe,” McCandless said, “and we’ve lost surprise now.”


  “It will have to be done properly,” Sevajee remarked smugly, “with guns and a breach.”


  But the escalade was not defeated yet. The assault party of the 74th had now reached the wall to the right of the gate and their two ladders were swung up against the high red stones, but this stretch of wall did possess a firestep and it was crowded with eager defenders who rained a savage fire down onto the attackers. The British twelve-pounders had opened fire, and their canister was savaging the defenders, but the dead and wounded were dragged away to be replaced by reinforcements who quickly learned that if they let the attackers come up the two ladders then the cannon would cease fire, and so they let the Scots climb the rungs and then hurled down baulks of wood that could scrape a ladder clear in seconds. Then a cannon in one of the flanking bastions hammered a barrel load of stones and scrap iron into the men crowding about the foot of the ladders. “Oh, dear God,” McCandless prayed again, “dear God.” More men began to climb the ladders while the wounded crawled and limped back from the walls, pursued by the musket fire of the defenders. A Scottish officer, claymore in hand, ran up one of the ladders with the facility of a sailor swarming up rigging. He cut the claymore at a lunging bayonet, somehow survived a musket blast, put a hand on the coping, but then a spear took him in the throat and he seemed to shake like a gaffed fish before tumbling backwards and carrying two men down to the ground with him. The sound of the defenders’ musketry was punctuated by the deeper crash of the small cannon that were mounted in the hidden galleries of the bastions. One of those cannon now struck a ladder in the flank and Sharpe watched appalled as the whole flimsy thing buckled and broke, carrying seven men down to the ground in its wreckage. The 78th had been repulsed and the 74th had lost one of their two ladders. “This is not good,” McCandless said grimly, “not good at all.”


  “Fighting Mahrattas,” Sevajee said smugly, “is not like fighting men from Mysore.”


  Colonel Wallace’s party was still a good hundred yards from the gate, slowed by the weight of their six-pounder cannon. It seemed to Sharpe that Wallace needed more men to handle the cumbersome gun and the enemy’s musket fire was taking its toll of the few men he did have shoving at the wheels or dragging at the traces. Wellesley was not far behind Wallace, and just behind the General, mounted on one of his spare horses and with a second on a leading rein, was Daniel Fletcher. The musket fire spurted scraps of dried mud all around Wellesley and his aides, but the General seemed to have a charmed life.


  The 78th returned to the attack on the left, only this time they ran their two ladders directly at the bastion which flanked the wall where their first attempt had failed. The threatened bastion reacted with an angry explosion of musket fire. One of the ladders fell, its carriers hard hit by the volley, but the other swung on up and as soon as its top struck the bastion’s summit a kilted officer climbed the rungs. “No!” McCandless cried, as the officer was hit and fell. Other men took his place, but the defenders tipped a basket of stones over the parapet and the tumbling rocks scoured the ladder clear. A volley of musketry made the defenders duck and when the smoke cleared Sharpe saw that the kilted officer was again ascending the ladder, this time without his tall hat. He carried his claymore in his right hand and the big sword hampered him. An Arab fleetingly appeared at the top of the ladder with a lump of timber that he hurled down at the attacker, and the officer was thrown back a second time. “No!” McCandless lamented again, but then the same officer appeared a third time. He was determined to have the honor of being first into the city, and this time he had tied his red waist-sash to his wrist and let his claymore hang by its hilt from a loop of the silk, thus leaving both hands free and allowing him to climb much faster. He kept climbing, and his men crowded behind him in their big bearskin hats, and the loopholes in the bastion’s galleries spat flame and smoke as they scrambled past the bastion’s stories, but magically the officer survived the fusillade and Sharpe had his heart in his mouth as the man drew nearer and nearer to the top. He expected to see a defender appear at any moment, but the attackers who were not queuing at the foot of the ladder were now hammering the bastion’s summit with musket fire and under its cover the bareheaded officer scrambled up the last few rungs, paused to take hold of his claymore’s hilt, then leaped over the top of the wall. Someone cheered, and Sharpe caught a distinct view of the officer’s claymore rising and falling above the red wall’s coping. More Highlanders were clambering up the ladder and though some were blasted off by musket fire from the bastion’s loopholes, others were at last reaching the high parapet and following their officer onto the defenses. The second ladder was swung into place and the trickle of attackers became a stream. “Thank God,” McCandless said fervently, “thank God indeed.”


  The 78th were in the bastion, and now the 74th, which had been reduced to just one ladder, also made their lodgement. An officer had organized two companies to give the parapet a blast of musketry just as a sergeant reached the top of the ladder, and the fusillade cleared the embrasures as the sergeant clambered over the wall. His bayonet stabbed down, then he reeled backwards as a defender slashed at him with a tulwar, but a lieutenant was behind him and he hacked down with his claymore and then kicked the defender in the face. A third man crossed, the fourth was killed, and then another man was on the wall and the Scotsmen screamed their war cries as they began the grim job of clearing the defenders off the firestep. Sharpe could hear the clash of blades on the wall, and see a cloud of powder smoke above the crenellations where the Scots of the 74th were fighting their way along the parapet, but he could see nothing on the bastion where the kilted 78th were fighting. He guessed they were clearing the bastion floor by floor, charging down the steep stone steps and carrying their bayonets to the gunners and infantrymen who manned the lower galleries.


  The Scots at last reached the bastion’s ground floor where they killed one last defender and then burst out of the tower’s inner doorway to be faced by a horde of Arabs who poured a volley of matchlock fire into the attackers’ ranks. “Charge the bastards! Charge them!” The same young officer who had led the assault now rallied his men and led them against the robed defenders who were reloading their long-barreled muskets. The Highlanders attacked with bayonets and a ferocity born of desperation.


  The Scots were inside the city, but so far the only route to reinforce them was up the three remaining ladders, and one of those was bending dangerously after being struck by a small round shot. Wellesley was shouting at Wallace to get the gate open, and Colonel Wallace was bellowing at his gunners to get their damned weapon into place. The defenders above the gate did their best to stop the advancing cannon, but Wallace ordered a company of infantry to help the gunners roll the cannon forward and those men cheered as they bounced and rattled the heavy gun towards the gate. “Give them fire,” Wallace shouted, “give them fire!” and his remaining infantrymen blasted a ragged volley up at the gate’s defenders. The flags above the rampart twitched as the balls snatched at the silk. The six-pounder rumbled forward, thumping over the uneven road surface that was being pocked by musket balls spat from the gatehouse loopholes. A bagpipe was playing and the savage music made a fine accompaniment to the gun’s wild charge. “Keep firing,” Wallace shouted at his infantry, “keep firing!” His men’s musket balls struck tiny puffs of dust and flakes of stone from the gate that was wreathed in smoke, smoke so thick that the gun seemed to disappear in fog as it rolled the last few yards, but then Sharpe heard the resounding thump as the gun’s muzzle was rammed hard against the big wooden gate. “Get back,” the gun commander shouted, “get back!” and the men who had hauled the gun scrambled clear.


  “Make ready!” Wallace shouted, and his men stopped their firing and dragged out bayonets that they slotted over their blackened musket muzzles. “Fire the gun!” Wallace shouted. “Fire it! For God’s sake, fire!” A rocket seethed out of the smoke, trailing sparks, and for a second Sharpe thought it would plunge into the heart of Wallace’s waiting men, but then it arced up into the clear blue sky and blazed safely away.


  Inside the city the Arabs who had tried to defend the bastion now retreated in front of the battle-maddened Scots who swarmed out of the bastion’s inner door. The Arabs might come from a hard, warlike country, but so did the kilted men who came snarling into the city. Sepoys were climbing the ladders now and they joined the Highlanders. Their instinct was to charge across the cleared space inside the wall and so reach the cover of the city’s alleyways, but the young officer who led the attack knew that the defenders could still rally if he did not open the gate and so let in a flood of attackers. “To the gate!” he shouted, and led his men along the inner face of the wall to reach the south gate. The Arabs waiting just inside the arch turned and fired as the Scots approached, but the young officer seemed invincible. He screamed as he charged, then his reddened claymore slashed down, and his men’s bayonets lunged forward. Two sepoys joined them, stabbing and screaming, and the outnumbered Arabs died or fled. “Open the gate!” the young officer shouted, and one of the sepoys ran forward to lift the heavy locking bar out of its iron brackets.


  “Fire!” Colonel Wallace shouted on the gate’s far side.


  The gun captain touched his portfire to the priming reed. There was a fizz of spark, a wisp of smoke and then the double-charged gun leaped back and the sound of its massive discharge was magnified by the echo that bounced deafeningly off the gate’s high archway. The doors splintered, and the sepoy who had been lifting the bar was cut in two by the six-pound ball and by the wicked-edged scraps of shattered timber that exploded into the city. The other attackers on the inner side of the gate reeled away from the smoke and flame of the blast, but the bar was lifted and the cannon’s discharge swung the gates open.


  “Charge!” Wallace shouted, and his men screamed as they ran into the smoke-shrouded arch and pushed past the gun and trampled over the bloody halves of the slaughtered sepoy.


  “Come on, Sharpe, come on!” McCandless had his own claymore drawn and the old man’s face was alight with excitement as he spurred his horse towards the doomed city. The assault troops who had been waiting to climb the ladders now joined the surge of men running towards the broken gates.


  For Ahmednuggur had fallen, and from the first shot until the opening of the gate it had taken just twenty minutes. And now the redcoats went for their reward and the suffering inside the city could begin.


  Major William Dodd had never reached his breakfast. Instead he had hurried back to the walls the moment he heard the first muskets fire and, once on the firestep, he had stared appalled at the ladder parties for he had never once anticipated that the British would attempt an escalade. Of all the methods of taking a city, an escalade was the riskiest, but Dodd realized he should have foreseen it. Ahmednuggur had no ditch, nor any glacis, indeed the city had no obstacle outside its ramparts and that made it a prime candidate for escalade, though Dodd had never believed that Boy Wellesley would dare try such a stratagem. He thought Wellesley too cautious.


  None of the assaults was aimed at the stretch of wall where Dodd’s men were positioned, so all they could do was fire their muskets obliquely at the advancing British, but the distance was too great for their fire to be effective and the thick powder smoke of their muskets soon obscured their aim and so Dodd ordered them to cease fire. “I can only see four ladders,” his interpreter said.


  “Must have more than four,” Dodd remarked. “Can’t do it with just four.”


  For a time it seemed the Major must be right for the defense was making a mockery of the attack, while Dodd’s men were troubled by nothing more threatening than a scatter of sepoy skirmishers who fired ineffectually at his stretch of the wall. He showed his derision of the skirmishers’ fire by standing openly in an embrasure from where he could watch the enemy’s cavalry ride about the city’s flank to cut off any escape from the northern gate. He could deal with a few cavalrymen, he decided. A scrap of stone was driven from the coping beside him by a musket ball. The stone flake rapped against the leather swordbelt that was buckled around Dodd’s new white coat. He did not like wearing white. It showed the dirt, but worse, it made any wound look much worse than it really was. Blood on a red coat hardly showed, but even a small amount of blood on a white coat could make a nervous man terrified. He wondered if Pohlmann or Scindia would agree to the cost of new jackets. Brown, maybe, or dark blue.


  The interpreter came to where the Major stood in the embrasure. “The killadar requests that we form up behind the gate, sir.”


  “Noted,” Dodd said curtly.


  “He says the enemy are approaching the gate with a gun, sahib.”


  “Sensible of them,” Dodd said, but otherwise ignored the request. Instead he stared eastwards and saw a Scottish officer suddenly appear at the summit of a bastion. Kill him, he silently urged the Arabs in the bastion, but the young officer jumped down and began laying about him with his claymore, and suddenly there were more kilted Scotsmen crossing the wall. “I do hate the bloody Scots,” he said.


  “Sahib?” The interpreter asked.


  “Priggish bastards, they are,” Dodd said, but the priggish bastards looked as if they had just captured the city and Dodd knew it would be madness to get involved in a doomed fight to save it. That way he would lose his regiment.


  “Sahib?” the interpreter interrupted Dodd nervously. “The killadar was insistent, sir.”


  “Bugger the killadar,” Dodd said, jumping down from the embrasure. “I want the men off the wall,” he ordered, “and formed in companies on the inner esplanade.” He pointed down to the wide space just inside the wall. “Now,” he added and, with one last glance at the attackers, he ran down the steps. “Femadar!” he shouted to Gopal, whom he had promoted as a reward for loyalty.


  “Sahib!”


  “Form up! March by companies to the north gate! If any civilians block your path, open fire!”


  “Kill them?” the Femadar asked.


  “I don’t want you to bloody tickle them, Gopal. Slaughter them!”


  The interpreter had listened to this exchange and stared appalled at the tall Englishman. “But, sir...” he began to plead.


  “The city’s lost,” Dodd growled, “and the second rule of war is not to reinforce failure.”


  The interpreter wondered what the first rule was, but knew this was not the time to ask. “But the killadar, sir...”


  “Is a lily-livered mouse and we are men. Our orders are to save the regiment so it can fight again. Now, go!”


  Dodd saw the first redcoats burst out of the inner door of the bastion, heard the Arab volley that threw some of the attackers down into the bloodied dust, but then he turned away from the fight and followed his men into the city’s streets. It went against the grain to abandon a fight, but Dodd knew his duty. The city might die, but the regiment must live. Captain Joubert should be holding the north gate safe where Dodd’s guns waited, and where his own saddle horses and pack mule were ready, and so he called for his other French officer, the young Lieutenant Sillière, and told him to take a dozen men to rescue Simone Joubert from the panic that he knew was about to engulf the city. Dodd had rather hoped he could fetch Simone himself, posing as her protector, but he knew that the fall of the city was imminent and there would be no time for such gallantries. “Bring her safe, Lieutenant.”


  “Of course, sir,” Sillière said and, glad to be given such a duty, he ordered a dozen men to follow him into the alleys.


  Dodd gave one backward glance towards the south, then marched away from the fight. There was nothing for him here but failure. It was time to go north, for it was there, Dodd knew, beyond the wide rivers and among the far hills and a long way from their supplies, that the British would be lured to their deaths.


  But Ahmednuggur, and everything inside it, was doomed.


  CHAPTER 4


  Sharpe followed McCandless into the gatehouse’s high archway, using the weight of his mare to push through the sepoys and Highlanders who jostled in the narrow roadway that was still half blocked by the six-pounder cannon. The mare shied from the thick powder smoke that hung in the air between the scorched and smoking remnants of the two gates and Sharpe, gripping the mane to keep in the saddle, kicked his heels back so that the horse shot forward and trampled through the fly-blown intestines of the sepoy who had been struck in the belly by the six-pound shot. He hauled on the reins, checking the mare’s fright among the sprawled bodies of the Arabs who had died trying to defend the gate. The fight here had been short and brutal, but there was no resistance left in the city by the time Sharpe caught up with McCandless who was staring in disapproval at the victorious redcoats who hurried into Ahmednuggur’s alleyways. The first screams were sounding. “Women and drink,” McCandless said disapprovingly. “That’s all they’ll be thinking of, women and drink.”


  “Loot, too, sir,” Sharpe corrected the Scotsman. “It’s a wicked world, sir,” he added hastily, wishing he could be let off the leash himself to join the plunderers. Sevajee and his men were through the gate now, wheeling their horses behind Sharpe, who glanced up at the walls to see, with some surprise, that many of the city’s defenders were still on the firestep, though they were making no effort to fire at the red-coated enemy who flooded through the broken gate. “So what do we do, sir?” he asked.


  McCandless, usually so sure of himself, seemed at a momentary loss, but then he saw a wounded Mahratta crawling across the cleared space inside the wall and, throwing his reins to Sharpe, he dismounted and crossed to the casualty. He helped the wounded man into the shelter of a doorway and there propped him against a wall and gave him a drink from his canteen. He spoke to the wounded man for a few seconds. Sevajee, his tulwar still drawn, came alongside Sharpe. “First we kill them, then we give them water,” the Indian said.


  “Funny business, war, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “Do you enjoy it?” Sevajee asked.


  “Don’t rightly know, sir. Haven’t seen much.” A short skirmish in Flanders, the swift victory of Malavelly, the chaos at the fall of Seringapatam, the horror of Chasalgaon and today’s fierce escalade; that was Sharpe’s full experience of war and he harbored all the memories and tried to work out from them some pattern that would tell him how he would react when the next violence erupted in his life. He thought he enjoyed it, but he was dimly aware that perhaps he ought not to enjoy it. “You, sir?” he asked Sevajee.


  “I love it, Sergeant,” the Indian said simply.


  “You’ve never been wounded?” Sharpe guessed.


  “Twice. But a gambler does not stop throwing dice because he loses.”


  McCandless came running back from the wounded man. “Dodd’s heading for the north gate!”


  “This way,” Sevajee said, sawing his reins and leading his cut-throats off to the right where he reckoned they would avoid the press of panicked people crowding the center of the city.


  “That wounded man was the killadar,” McCandless said as he fiddled his left boot into the stirrup, then hauled himself into the saddle. “Dying, poor fellow. Took a bullet in the stomach.”


  “Their chief man, eh?” Sharpe said, looking up at the gatehouse where a Highlander was ripping down Scindia’s flags.


  “And he was bitterly unhappy with our Lieutenant Dodd,” McCandless said as he spurred his horse after Sevajee. “It seems he deserted the defenses.”


  “He’s in a hurry to get away, sir,” Sharpe suggested.


  “Then let us hurry to stop him,” McCandless said, quickening his horse so that he could push through Sevajee’s men to reach the front ranks of the pursuers. Sevajee was using the alleyways beneath the eastern walls and for a time the narrow streets were comparatively empty, but then the crowds increased and their troubles began. A dog yapped at the heels of McCandless’s horse, making it rear, then a holy cow with blue painted horns wandered into their path and Sevajee insisted they wait for the beast, but McCandless angrily banged the cow’s bony rump with the flat of his claymore to drive it aside, then his horse shied again as a blast of musketry sounded just around the corner. A group of sepoys were shooting open a locked door, but McCandless could not spare the time to stop their depredations. “Wellesley will have to hang some of them,” he said, spurring on. Refugees were fleeing into the alleys, hammering on locked doors or scaling mud walls to find safety. A woman, carrying a vast bundle on her head, was knocked to the ground by a sepoy who began slashing at the bundle’s ropes with his bayonet. Two Arabs, both armed with massive matchlock guns with pearl-studded stocks, appeared ahead of them and Sharpe unslung his musket, but the two men were not disposed to continue a lost fight and so vanished into a gateway. The street was littered with discarded uniform jackets, some green, some blue, some brown, all thrown off by panicking defenders who now tried to pass themselves off as civilians. The crowds thickened as they neared the city’s northern edge and the air of panic here was palpable. Muskets sounded constantly in the city and every shot, like every scream, sent a shudder through the crowds that eddied in hopeless search of an escape.


  McCandless was shouting at the crowds, and using the threat of his sword to make a passage. There were plenty of men in the streets who might have opposed the Colonel’s party, and some of those men still had weapons, but none made any threatening move. Ahmednuggur’s surviving defenders only wanted to live, while the civilians had been plunged into terror. A crowd had invaded a Hindu temple where the women swayed and wailed in front of their garlanded idols. A child carrying a birdcage scurried across the road and McCandless wrenched his horse aside to avoid trampling the toddler, and then a loud volley of musketry sounded close ahead. There was a pause, and Sharpe imagined the men tearing open new cartridges and ramming the bullets into their muzzles, and then, exactly at the moment he expected it, the second volley sounded. This was not the ragged noise of plundering men blasting open locked doors, but a disciplined infantry fight. “I warrant that fight’s at the north gate!” McCandless called back excitedly.


  “Sounds heavy, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “It’ll be panic, man, panic! We’ll just ride in and snatch the fellow!” McCandless, so close to his quarry, was elated. A third volley sounded, and this time Sharpe heard the musket balls smacking against mud walls or ripping through the thatched roofs. The crowds were suddenly thinner and McCandless drove back his spurs to urge his big gelding closer to the firefight. Sevajee was alongside him, tulwar shining, and his men just behind. The city walls were close to their right-hand side, and ahead, over a jumble of thatched and slate roofs, Sharpe could see a blue-and-green-striped flag flying over the ramparts of a square tower like the bastion that crowned the south gate. The tower had to be above the north gate, and he kicked his horse on and hauled back the cock of his musket.


  The horsemen cleared the last buildings and the gate was now only thirty yards ahead on the far side of an open, paved space, but the moment McCandless saw the gate he wrenched his reins to swerve his horse aside. Sevajee did the same, but the men behind, Sharpe included, were too late. Sharpe had thought that the disciplined volleys must be being fired by redcoats or sepoys, but instead two companies of white-jacketed soldiers were barring the way to the gate and it was those men who were firing to keep the space around the gate clear for other white-coated companies who were marching in double-quick time to escape the city. The volleys were being fired indiscriminately at civilians, redcoats and fugitive defenders alike, their aim solely to keep the gate free for the white-coated companies that were under the command of an unnaturally tall man mounted on a gaunt black horse. And just as Sharpe saw the man, and recognized him, so the left-hand company aimed at the horsemen and fired.


  A horse screamed. Blood spurted fast and warm over the cobbles as the beast fell, trapping its rider and breaking his leg. Another of Sevajee’s men was down, his tulwar ringing as it skittered across the stones. Sharpe heard the whistle of musket balls all about him and he tugged on the reins, wrenching the mare back towards the alley, but she protested his violence and turned back towards the enemy. He kicked her. “Move, you bitch!” he shouted. “Move!” He could hear ramrods rattling in barrels and he knew it would only be seconds before another volley came his way, but then McCandless was beside him and the Scotsman leaned over, seized Sharpe’s bridle and hauled him safely into the shelter of an alley.


  “Thank you, sir,” Sharpe said. He had lost control of his horse and felt ashamed. The mare was quivering and he patted her neck just as Dodd’s next volley hammered its huge noise through the city. The balls thumped into the mud-brick walls, shattered tiles and tore handfuls out of the palm thatch. McCandless had dismounted, so Sharpe now kicked his feet from the stirrups, dropped from the saddle and ran to join the Colonel at the mouth of the alley. Once there, he looked for Dodd through the clearing smoke, found him and aimed the musket.


  McCandless hurriedly pushed the musket down. “What are you doing, man?”


  “Killing the bugger, sir,” Sharpe snarled, remembering the stench of blood at Chasalgaon.


  “You’ll do no such thing, Sergeant,” McCandless growled. “I want him alive!”


  Sharpe cursed, but did not shoot. Dodd, he saw, was very calm. He had caused another massacre here, but this time he had been killing Ahmednuggur’s civilians to prevent them from crowding the gateway, and his killers, the two white-coated companies, still stood guard on the gate even though the remaining companies had all vanished into the sunlit country beyond the archway’s long dark tunnel. So why were those two companies lingering? Why did Dodd not extricate them before the rampaging sepoys and Highlanders caught up with him? The ground ahead of the two rearguard companies was littered with dead and dying fugitives and a horrid number of those corpses and casualties were women and children, while more weeping and shrieking people, terrified by the volley fire and equally frightened of the invaders spreading into the city behind them, were crammed into every street or alley that opened onto the cleared space by the gate.


  “Why doesn’t he leave?” McCandless wondered aloud.


  “He’s waiting for something, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “We need men,” McCandless said. “Go and fetch some. I’ll keep an eye on Dodd.”


  “Me, sir? Fetch men?”


  “You’re a sergeant, aren’t you?” McCandless snapped. “So behave like one. Get me an infantry company. Highlanders, preferably. Now go!”


  Sharpe cursed under his breath, then sprinted back into the city. How the hell was he expected to find men? There were plenty of redcoats in sight, but none was under discipline, and demanding that looters abandon their plunder to go into another fight would like as not prove a waste of time if not downright suicidal. Sharpe needed to find an officer, and so he bullied his way through the terrified crowd in hope of discovering a company of Highlanders that was still obeying orders.


  A splintering crash directly above his head made him duck into a doorway just seconds before a flimsy balcony collapsed under the weight of three sepoys and a dark wooden trunk they had dragged from a bedroom. The trunk split apart when it hit the street, spilling out a trickle of coins, and the three injured sepoys screamed as they were trampled by a rush of soldiers and civilians who plunged in to collect the loot. A tall Scottish sergeant used his musket butt to clear a space about the broken trunk, then knelt and began scooping the coins into his upturned bearskin. He snarled at Sharpe, thinking him a rival for the plunder, but Sharpe stepped over the Sergeant, tripped on the broken leg of one of the sepoys, and shoved on. Bloody chaos!


  A half-naked girl ran out of a potter’s shop, then suddenly stopped as her unwinding sari jerked her to a halt. Two redcoats hauled her back towards the shop. The girl’s father, blood on his temple, was slumped just outside the doorway amidst the litter of his wares. The girl stared into Sharpe’s eyes and he saw her mute appeal, then the door of the shop was slammed shut and he heard the bar dropping into place. Whooping Highlanders had discovered a tavern and were setting up shop, while another Highlander was calmly reading his Bible while sitting on a brass-bound trunk he had pulled from a goldsmith’s shop. “It’s a fine day, Sergeant,” he said equably, though he took care to keep his hand on his musket until Sharpe had safely gone past.


  Another woman screamed in an alley, and Sharpe instinctively headed towards the terrible sound. He discovered a riotous mob of sepoys fighting with a small squad of white-jacketed soldiers who had to be among the very last of the city’s defenders still in recognizable uniforms. They were led by a very young European officer who flailed a slender sword from his saddle, but just as Sharpe caught sight of him, the officer was caught from behind by a bayonet. He arched his back, and his mouth opened in a silent scream as his sword faltered, then a mass of dark hands reached up and hauled him down from his white-eyed horse. Bayonets plunged down, then the officer’s blood-soaked uniform was being rifled for money.


  Beyond the dead officer, and also on horseback, was a woman. She was wearing European clothes and had a white net veil hanging from the brim of her straw hat, and it was her scream that Sharpe had heard. Her horse had been trapped against a wall and she was clinging to a roof beam that jutted just above her head. She was sitting side-saddle, facing the street and screaming as excited sepoys clawed at her. Other sepoys were looting a pack mule that had been following her horse, and she turned and shouted at them to stop, then gasped as two men caught her legs. “No!” she shouted. A small riding whip hung from a loop about her right wrist and she tried letting go of the roof beam and slashing down with the leather thong, but the defiance only made her predicament worse.


  Sharpe used his musket butt to hammer his way through the sepoys. He was a good six inches taller than any of them, and much stronger, and he used his anger as a weapon to drive them aside. He kicked a man away from the slaughtered officer, stepped over the body, and swung the musket butt into the skull of one of the men trying to pull the woman from her horse. That man went down and Sharpe turned the musket and drove its muzzle into the belly of the second sepoy. That man doubled over and staggered backwards, but just then a third man seized the horse’s bridle and yanked it out from the wall so fast that the woman fell back onto the roadway. The sepoys, seeing her upended with her long legs in the air, shouted in triumph and surged forward and Sharpe whirled the musket like a club to drive them backwards. One of them aimed his musket at Sharpe who stared him in the eyes. “Go on, you bastard,” Sharpe said, “I dare you.”


  The sepoys decided not to make a fight of it. There were other women in the city and so they backed away. A few paused to plunder the dead European officer, while others finished looting the woman’s pack mule which had been stripped of its load and grinning sepoys now tore apart her linen dresses, stockings and shawls. The woman was kneeling behind Sharpe, shaking and sobbing, and so he turned and took her by the elbow. “Come on, love,” he said, “you’re all right now. Safe now.”


  She stood. Her hat had come off when she fell from her horse and her disheveled golden hair hung about her pale face. Sharpe saw she was tall, had an impression that she was pretty even though her blue eyes were wide with shock and she was still shaking. He stooped for her hat. “You look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards, you do,” he said, then shook the dust off her hat and held it out to her. Her horse was standing free in the street, so he grabbed the beast’s bridle then led woman and animal to a nearby gateway that opened into a courtyard. “Have to look after your horse,” he said, “valuable things, horses. You know how a trooper gets a replacement mount?” He was not entirely sure why he was talking so much and he did not even know if the woman understood him, but he sensed that if he stopped talking she would burst into tears again and so he kept up his chatter. “If a trooper loses his horse he has to prove it’s died, see? To show he hasn’t sold it. So he chops off a hoof. They carry little axes for that, some of them do. Can’t sell a three-footed horse, see? He shows the hoof to his officers and they issue a new horse.”


  There was a rope bed in the courtyard and he led the woman to it. She sat and cuffed at her face. “They said you wouldn’t come for three more days,” she said bitterly in a strong accent.


  “We were in a hurry, love,” Sharpe said. She had still not taken the hat so he crouched and held it close to her. “Are you French?”


  She nodded. She had begun to cry again and tears were running down her cheeks. “It’s all right,” he said, “you’re safe now.” Then he saw the wedding ring on her finger and a terrible thought struck him. Had the white-coated officer been her husband? And had she watched him hacked down in front of her? “That officer,” he said, jerking his head towards the street where sepoys were kicking at doors and forcing shuttered windows with their firelocks, “was he your husband, love?”


  She shook her head. “Oh, no,” she said, “no. He was a lieutenant. My husband is a captain.” She at last took the hat, then sniffed, “I’m sorry.”


  “Nothing to be sorry about,” Sharpe said, “except you had a nasty fright. It’s all right now.”


  She took a deep breath, then wiped her eyes. “I seem to be crying always.” She looked into Sharpe’s eyes. “Life is always tears, isn’t it?”


  “Not for me, love, no. Haven’t had a weep since I was a kid, not that I can remember.”


  She shrugged. “Thank you,” she said, gesturing towards the street where she had been assailed by the sepoys. “Thank you.”


  Sharpe smiled. “I didn’t do anything, love, ‘cept drive the buggers off. A dog could have done that as well as me. Are you all right? You weren’t hurt?”


  “No.”


  He patted her hand. “Your husband went without you, did he?”


  “He sent Lieutenant Sillière to fetch me. No, he didn’t. Major Dodd sent Sillière.”


  “Dodd?” Sharpe asked.


  The woman heard the interest in Sharpe’s voice. “You know him?” she asked.


  “I know of him,” Sharpe said carefully. “Ain’t met him, not properly.”


  She studied Sharpe’s face. “You don’t like him?”


  “I hate him, Ma’am.”


  “I hate him, too.” She shrugged. “I am called Simone. Simone Joubert.”


  “It’s a pretty name, Ma’am. Simone? Very pretty.”


  She smiled at his clumsy gallantry. “You have a name?”


  “Richard Sharpe, Ma’am, Sergeant Richard Sharpe, King’s 33rd.”


  “Richard,” she said, trying it out, “it suits you. Richard the Lion-Heart, yes?”


  “He was a great one for fighting, Ma’am.”


  “For fighting the French, Sergeant,” she said reprovingly.


  “Someone has to,” Sharpe said with a grin, and Simone Joubert laughed and at that moment Sharpe thought she was the prettiest girl he had seen in years. Maybe not really pretty, but vivacious and blue-eyed and golden-haired and smiling. But an officer’s woman, Sharpe told himself, an officer’s woman.


  “You must not fight the French, Sergeant,” Simone said. “I won’t let you.”


  “If it looks like it’s going to happen, Ma’am, then I’ll let you know and you’ll have to hold me down.”


  She laughed again, then sighed. A fire had broken out not far away and scraps of burning thatch were floating in the warm air. One of the smuts landed on Simone’s white dress and she brushed at it, smearing the black ash into the weave. “They have taken everything,” she said sadly. “I had little enough, but it is gone. All my clothes! All!”


  “Then you get more,” Sharpe said.


  “What with? This?” She showed him a tiny purse hanging from her waist. “What will happen to me, Sergeant?”


  “You’ll be all right, Ma’am. You’ll be looked after. You’re an officer’s wife, aren’t you? So our officers will make sure you’re all right. They’ll probably send you back to your husband.”


  Simone gave him a dutiful smile and Sharpe wondered why she was not overjoyed at the thought of being reunited with her captain, then he forgot the question as a ragged volley of shots sounded in the street and he turned to see an Arab staggering in the gateway, his robes bright with blood, and an instant later a half-dozen Highlanders leaped onto the twitching body and began to tear its clothing apart. One of them slit the victim’s robes with his bayonet and Sharpe saw that the dying man had a fine pair of riding boots.


  “There’s a woman!” one of the looters shouted, seeing Simone in the courtyard, but then he saw Sharpe’s leveled musket and he raised a placatory hand. “All yours, eh? No trouble, Sergeant, no trouble.” Then the man twisted to look down the street and shouted a warning to his comrades and the six men took to their heels. A moment later a file of sepoys showed in the gateway under the command of a mounted officer. They were the first disciplined troops Sharpe had seen in the city and they were restoring order. The officer peered into the courtyard, saw nothing amiss, and so ordered his men onwards. A half company of kilted redcoats followed the sepoys and Sharpe assumed that Wellesley had ordered the picquets of the day into the city. The picquets, who provided the sentries for the army, were made up of half companies from every battalion.


  There was a well in the corner of the yard and Sharpe hauled up its leather bucket to give himself and Simone a drink. He brought up more water for the Frenchwoman’s horse, and just then heard McCandless shouting his name through the streets. “Here, sir!” he called back. “Here!”


  It took a moment or two for McCandless to find him, and when he did the Scotsman was furious. “Where were you, man?” the Colonel demanded querulously. “He got away! Clean away! Marched away like a toy soldier!” He had remounted his gelding and stared imperiously down on Sharpe from his saddle. “Got clean away!”


  “Couldn’t find men, sir, sorry, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “Just one company! That’s all we needed!” McCandless said angrily, then he noticed Simone Joubert and snatched off his hat. “Ma’am,” he said, nodding his head.


  “This is Colonel McCandless, Ma’am,” Sharpe made the introduction. “And this is Simone, sir.” He could not recall her surname.


  “Madame Joubert,” Simone introduced herself.


  McCandless scowled at her. He had ever been awkward in the presence of women, and he had nothing to say to this young woman so he just glowered at Sharpe instead. “All I needed was one company, Sharpe. One company!”


  “He was rescuing me, Colonel,” Simone said.


  “So I surmised, Madame, so I surmised,” the Colonel said unhappily, implying that Sharpe had been wasting his time. More smuts swirled in the smoke down to the yard, while in the street beyond the gateway the picquets were hauling looters from the shops and houses. McCandless stared irritably at Simone who gazed placidly back. The Scotsman was a gentleman and knew the woman was now his responsibility, but he resented the duty. He cleared his throat, then found he still had nothing to say.


  “Madame Joubert’s husband, sir,” Sharpe said, “serves in Dodd’s regiment.”


  “He does, does he?” McCandless asked, showing sudden interest.


  “My husband hoped to take command of the regiment when Colonel Mathers left,” Simone explained, “but, alas, Major Dodd arrived.” She shrugged.


  The Colonel frowned. “Why didn’t you leave with your husband?” he demanded sternly.


  “That is what I was trying to do, Colonel.”


  “And you were caught, eh?” The Colonel patted his horse which had been distracted by one of the burning scraps of straw. “Tell me, Ma’am, do you have quarters in the city?”


  “I did, Colonel, I did. Though if anything is left now . . . ?” Simone shrugged again, implying that she expected to find the quarters ransacked.


  “You have servants?”


  “The landlord had servants and we used them. My husband has a groom, of course.”


  “But you have somewhere to stay, Ma’am,” McCandless demanded.


  “I suppose so, yes.” Simone paused. “But I am alone, Colonel.”


  “Sergeant Sharpe will look after you, Ma’am,” McCandless said, then a thought struck him forcibly. “You don’t mind doing that, do you, Sharpe?” he inquired anxiously.


  “I’ll manage, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “And I am just to stay here?” Simone demanded fiercely. “Nothing else? That is all you propose, Colonel?”


  “I propose, Ma’am, to reunite you with your husband,” McCandless said, “but it will take time. A day or two. You must be patient.”


  “I am sorry, Colonel,” Simone said, regretting the tone of the questions she had shot at McCandless.


  “I’m sorry to give you so unfortunate a duty, Sharpe,” McCandless said, “but keep the lady safe till we can arrange things. Send word to me where you are, and I’ll come and find you when everything’s arranged.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The Colonel turned and spurred out of the courtyard. His spirits, which had collapsed when Dodd had marched out of the city’s northern gate, were reviving again for he saw in Simone Joubert a God-sent opportunity to ride into the heart of his enemy’s army. Restoring the woman to her husband might do nothing to visit the vengeance of the Company on Dodd, but it would surely be an unparalleled opportunity to scout Scindia’s forces and so McCandless rode to fetch Wellesley’s permission for such an excursion, while Simone led Sharpe through the exhausted streets to find her house. On their way they passed an ox cart that had been tipped backwards and weighted down with stones so that its single shaft pointed skywards. A sepoy hung from the shaft’s tip by his neck. The man was not quite dead yet and so made small spasmodic motions, and officers, both Scottish and Indian, were forcing sheepish and half-drunken men to stare at the dying sepoy as a reminder of the fate that awaited plunderers. Simone shuddered and Sharpe hurried her past, her horse’s reins in his left hand.


  “Here, Sergeant,” she said, leading him into an alley that was littered with discarded plunder. Above them smoke drifted across a city where women wept and redcoats patrolled the walls. Ahmednuggur had fallen.


  Major Dodd had misjudged Wellesley, and that misjudgment shook him. An escalade seemed too intrepid, too headstrong, for the man Dodd derided as Boy Wellesley. It was neither what Dodd had expected nor what he had wanted from Wellesley. Dodd had wanted caution, for a cautious enemy is more easily defeated, but instead Wellesley had shown a scathing contempt for Ahmednuggur’s defenders and launched an assault that should have been easily beaten back. If Dodd’s men had been on the ramparts directly in the path of the assault then the attack would have been defeated, of that Dodd had no doubt, for there had only been four ladders deployed and that small number made the ease and swiftness of the British victory even more humiliating. It suggested that General Sir Arthur Wellesley possessed a confidence that neither his age nor experience should have provided, and it also suggested that Dodd might have underestimated Wellesley, and that worried him. Dodd’s decision to desert to Pohlmann’s army had been forced on him by circumstance, but he had not regretted the decision, for European officers who served the Mahratta chiefs were notorious for the riches they made, and the Mahratta armies far outnumbered their British opponents and were thus likely to be the winners of this war, but if the British were suddenly to prove invincible there would be no riches and no victory. There would only be defeat and ignominious flight.


  And so, as he rode away from the fallen city, Dodd was inclined to ascribe Wellesley’s sudden success to beginner’s luck. Dodd persuaded himself that the escalade must have been a foolish gamble that had been unfairly rewarded with victory. It had been a rash strategy, Dodd told himself, and though it had succeeded, it could well tempt Wellesley into rashness again, and next time the rashness would surely be punished. Thus Dodd attempted to discover good news within the bad.


  Captain Joubert could find no good news. He rode just behind Dodd and continually turned in his saddle for a glimpse of Simone’s white dress among the fugitives that streamed from the northern gate, but there was no sign of her, nor of Lieutenant Sillière, and each disappointment made Pierre Joubert’s loss harder to bear. He felt a tear prickle at the corner of his eye, and then the thought that his young Simone might be raped made the tear run down his cheek.


  “What the hell are you blubbing about?” Dodd demanded.


  “Something in my eye,” Joubert answered. He wished he could be more defiant, but he felt belittled by the Englishman and unable to stand up to his bullying. In truth Pierre Joubert had felt belittled for most of his life. His small stature and timid nature made him a target, and he had been the obvious choice when his regiment in France had been ordered to find one officer who could be sent as an adviser to Scindia, the Maharajah of Gwalior. They had chosen Joubert, the one officer no one would miss, but the unpopular posting had brought Joubert the one stroke of good fortune that had ever come his way when the ship bringing him to India had stopped at the Île de France. He had met Simone, he had wooed her, he had won her, and he was proud of her, intensely proud, for he knew other men found her attractive and Joubert might have enjoyed that subtle flattery had he not known how desperately unhappy she was. He put her unhappiness down to the vagaries of a newly married woman’s temperament and to the heat of India. He consoled himself with the thought that in a year or two he would be summoned back to France and there Simone would learn contentment in the company of his huge family. She would become a mother, learn to keep house and so accept her comfortable fate. So long, that was, as she had survived Ahmednuggur’s fall. He spurred his horse alongside Dodd’s. “You were right, Colonel,” the Frenchman said grudgingly. “There was nothing to be gained by fighting.” He was making conversation in order to keep his mind away from his fears for Simone.


  Dodd acknowledged the compliment with a grunt. “I’m sorry about Madame Joubert,” he forced himself to say.


  “The British will send news, I’m sure,” Joubert said, clinging to a hope that Simone would have been rescued by some gallant officer.


  “But a soldier’s best off without a woman,” Dodd said, then twisted in his saddle to look at the rearguard. “Sikal’s company is lagging,” he told Joubert. “Tell the buggers to hurry up!” He watched Joubert ride away, then spurred to the head of the column where his vanguard marched with fixed bayonets and charged muskets.


  The regiment might have escaped from Ahmednuggur, but it was not yet clear of all danger. British and Mahratta cavalry had ridden around the city to harass any of the garrison who might succeed in escaping, and those horsemen now threatened both flanks of Dodd’s column, but their threat was small. Scores of other men were fleeing the city, and those fugitives, because they were not marching in disciplined formations, made much easier targets for the horsemen who gleefully swooped and circled about the refugees. Dodd watched as lances and sabers slashed into the scattered fugitives, but if any of the horsemen came too close to his own white-jacketed ranks he called a company to halt, turned it outwards and made them level their muskets. The threat of a volley was usually enough to drive the horsemen to search for easier pickings, and not one of the enemy came within pistol shot of Dodd’s ranks. Once, when the column was some two miles north of the city, a determined squadron of British dragoons tried to head off the regiment’s march, but Dodd ordered two of his small cannon to be unlimbered and their paltry round shots, bouncing across the flat, dry ground, were sufficient to make the blue-coated horsemen veer away to find another angle of attack. Dodd reinforced the threat by having his lead company fire one volley of musketry which, even though it was at long range, succeeded in unhorsing one dragoon. Dodd watched the defeated horsemen ride away and felt a surge of pride in his new regiment. This was the first time he had observed them in action, and though the excited cavalry was hardly a worthy foe, the men’s calmness and efficiency were entirely praiseworthy. None of them hurried, none shot a ramrod out in panic, none seemed unsettled by the sudden, savage fall of the city and none had shown any reluctance to fire on the civilians who had threatened to obstruct their escape through the north gate. Instead they had bitten the enemy like a cobra defending itself, and that gave Dodd an idea. The Cobras! That was what he would call his regiment, the Cobras! He reckoned the name would inspire his men and put fear into an enemy. Dodd’s Cobras. He liked the thought.


  Dodd soon left his pursuers far behind. At least four hundred other men, most of them Arabs, had attached themselves to his regiment and he welcomed them for the more men he brought from the disaster, the higher his reputation would stand with Colonel Pohlmann. By early afternoon his Cobras had reached the crest of the escarpment that looked across the vast Deccan plain to where, far in the hazy distance, he could see the brown River Godavery snaking through the dry land. Beyond that river was safety. Behind him the road was empty, but he knew it would not be long before the pursuing cavalry reappeared. The regiment had paused on the escarpment’s edge and Dodd let them rest for a while. Some of the fugitive Arabs were horsemen and Dodd sent those men ahead to find a village that would yield food for his regiment. He guessed he would need to camp short of the Godavery, but tomorrow he would find a way to cross, and a day or so later he would march with flying colors into Pohlmann’s camp. Ahmednuggur might have fallen like a rotted tree, but Dodd had brought his regiment out for the loss of only a dozen men. He regretted those twelve men, though not the loss of Sillière, but he particularly regretted that Simone Joubert had failed to escape from the city. Dodd had sensed her dislike of him, and he had taken a piquant delight in the thought of cuckolding her despised husband in spite of that dislike, but it seemed that pleasure must be forgotten or at least postponed. Not that it mattered. He had saved his regiment and saved his guns and the future promised plenty of profitable employment for both.


  So William Dodd marched north a happy man.


  Simone led Sharpe to three small rooms on an upper floor of a house that smelled as though it belonged to a tanner. One room had a table and four mismatched chairs, two of which had been casually broken by looters, the second had been given over to a huge hip bath, while the third held nothing but a straw mattress that had been slit open and its stuffing scattered over the floorboards. “I thought men joined Scindia to become rich,” Sharpe said in wonderment at the cramped, ill-furnished rooms.


  Simone sat on one of the undamaged chairs and looked close to tears. “Pierre is not a mercenary,” she said, “but an adviser. His salary is paid by France, not by Scindia, and what money he makes, he saves.”


  “He certainly doesn’t spend it, does he?” Sharpe asked, looking about the small grubby rooms. “Where are the servants?”


  “Downstairs. They work for the house owner.”


  Sharpe had spotted a broom in the stable where they had put Simone’s horse, so now he went and fetched it. He drew a pail of water from the well and climbed the steps that ran up the side of the house to discover that Simone had not moved, except to hide her face in her hands, and so he set about cleaning up the mess himself. Whichever men had searched the rooms for loot had decided to use the bath as a lavatory, so he began by dragging it to the window, throwing open the shutters and pouring the contents into the alley. Then he sloshed the bath with water and scrubbed it with a dirty towel.


  “The landlord is very proud of the bath”—Simone had come to the door and was watching him—“and makes us pay extra.”


  “I’ve never had a proper bath.” Sharpe gave the zinc tub a slap. He assumed it must have been brought to India by a European, for the outside was painted with square-rigged ships. “How do you fill it?”


  “The servants do it. It takes a long time, and even then it’s usually cold.”


  “I’ll have them fill it for you, if you want.”


  Simone shrugged. “We need food first.”


  “Who cooks? Don’t tell me, the servants downstairs?”


  “But we have to buy the food.” She touched the purse at her waist.


  “Don’t worry about money, love,” Sharpe said. “Can you sew?”


  “My needles were on the packhorse.”


  “I’ve got a sewing kit,” Sharpe said, and he took the broom through to the bedroom and swept up the straw and stuffed it into the slit mattress. Then he took the sewing kit from his pack, gave it to Simone, and told her to sew the mattress together. “I’ll find some food while you do that,” he said, and went out with his pack. The city was silent now, its survivors cowering from their conquerors, but he managed to barter a handful of cartridges for some bread, some lentil paste and some mangoes. He was stopped twice by patrolling redcoats and sepoys, but his sergeant’s stripes and Colonel McCandless’s name convinced the officers he was not up to mischief. He found the body of the Arab who had been shot just outside the courtyard where he had sheltered Simone and dragged the riding boots off the corpse. They were fine boots of red leather with hawk-claw steel spurs, and Sharpe hoped they would fit. Nearby, in an alley, he discovered a pile of silk saris evidently dropped by a looter and he gathered up the whole bundle before hurrying back to Simone’s rooms.


  He pushed open the door. “Even got you some sheets,” he called, then dropped the bundle of silks because Simone had screamed from the bedroom. Sharpe ran to the door to see her facing three Indians who now turned to confront him. One was an older man dressed in a dark tunic richly embroidered with flowers, while the younger two were in simple white robes. “You got trouble?” Sharpe asked Simone.


  The older man snarled at Sharpe, letting loose a stream of words in Marathi.


  “Shut your face,” Sharpe said, “I was talking to the lady.”


  “It is the house owner,” Simone said, gesturing to the man in the embroidered tunic.


  “He wants you out?” Sharpe guessed, and Simone nodded. “Reckons he can get a better rent from a British officer, is that it?” Sharpe asked. He put his food on the floor, then walked to the landlord. “You want more rent? Is that it?”


  The landlord stepped back from Sharpe and said something to his two servants who closed in on either side of the redcoat. Sharpe slammed his right elbow into the belly of one and stamped his left foot onto the instep of the other, then grabbed both men’s heads and brought them together with a crack. He let go of them and they staggered away in a daze as Sharpe pulled the bayonet from its sheath and smiled at the landlord. “She wants a bath, you understand? Bath.” He pointed at the room where the bath stood. “And she wants it hot, you greedy bastard, hot and steaming. And she needs food.” He pointed at the miserable pile of food. “You cook it, we eat it, and if you want to make any other changes, you bastard, you talk to me first. Understand?”


  One of the servants had recovered enough to intervene and was unwise enough to try to tug Sharpe away from his master. The servant was a big and young man, but he had none of Sharpe’s ferocity. Sharpe hit him hard, hit him again, kneed him in the crotch, and by then the servant was halfway across the living-room floor and Sharpe pursued him, hauled him upright, hit him again and that last blow took the servant onto the small balcony at the top of the outside stairs. “Go and break a leg, you sod,” Sharpe said, and tipped the man over the balustrade. He heard the man cry out as he fell into the alley, but Sharpe had already turned back towards the bedroom. “Have we still got a problem?” he demanded of the landlord.


  The man did not understand a word of English, but he understood Sharpe by now. There was no problem. He backed out of the rooms, followed by his remaining servant, and Sharpe went with them to the stairs. “Food,” he said, pushing the bread, lentils and fruit into the hands of the cowed landlord. “And Madame’s horse needs cleaning and watering. And feeding. Horse, there, see?” He pointed into the courtyard. “Feed the bugger,” he ordered. The servant he had pushed over the balcony had propped himself against the alley’s far wall where he was gingerly touching his bleeding nose. Sharpe spat on him for good measure, then went back inside. “I never did like landlords,” he said mildly.


  Simone was half laughing and half afraid that the landlord would exact a terrible vengeance. “Pierre was afraid of him,” she explained, “and he knows we are poor.”


  “You’re not poor, love, you’re with me,” Sharpe said.


  “Rich Richard?” Simone said, pleased to have made a joke in a foreign language.


  “Richer then you know, love. How much thread is left?”


  “Thread? Ah, for the needle. You have plenty, why?”


  “Because, my love, you can do me a favor,” he said, and he stripped off his pack, his belt and his jacket. “I’m not that handy with a needle,” he explained. “I can patch and darn, of course, but what I need now is some fine needlework. Real fine.” He sat, and Simone, intrigued, sat opposite and watched as he tipped out the contents of his pack. There were two spare shirts, his spare foot cloths, a blacking ball, a brush and the tin of flour he was supposed to use on his clubbed hair, though ever since he had ridden from Seringapatam with McCandless he had let his hair go unpowdered. He took out his stock, which he had similarly abandoned, then the copy of Gulliver’s Travels that Mister Lawford had given him so he could practice his reading. He had neglected that lately, and the book was damp and had lost some of its pages. “You can read?” Simone asked, touching the book with a tentative finger.


  “I’m not very good.”


  “I like to read.”


  “Then you can help me get better, eh?” Sharpe said, and he pulled out the folded piece of leather that was for repairing his shoes, and beneath that was a layer of sacking. He took that out, then tipped the rest of the pack’s contents onto the table. Simone gasped. There were rubies and emeralds and pearls, there was gold and more emeralds and sapphires and diamonds and one great ruby half the size of a hen’s egg. “The thing is,” Sharpe said, “that there’s bound to be a battle before this Scindia fellow learns his lesson, and as like as not we won’t wear packs in a battle, on account of them being too heavy, see? So I don’t want to leave this lot in my pack to be looted by some bastard of a baggage guard.”


  Simone touched one of the stones, then looked up at Sharpe with wonderment in her eyes. He was not sure that it was wise to show her the treasure, for such things were best kept very secret, but he knew he was trying to impress her, and it was evident that he had. “Yours?” she asked.


  “All mine,” he said.


  Simone shook her blonde head in amazement, then began arranging the stones into ranks and files. She formed platoons of emeralds, platoons of rubies and another of pearls, there was a company of sapphires and a skirmish line of diamonds, and all of them were commanded by the great ruby. “That belonged to the Tippoo Sultan,” Sharpe said, touching the ruby. “He wore it in his hat.”


  “The Tippoo? He’s dead, isn’t he?” Simone asked.


  “And me it was who killed him,” Sharpe said proudly. “It wasn’t really a hat, it was a cloth helmet, see? And the ruby was right in the middle, and he reckoned he couldn’t die because the hat had been dipped in the fountain of Zum-Zum.”


  Simone smiled. “Zum-Zum?”


  “It’s in Mecca. Wherever the hell Mecca is. Didn’t work, though. I put a bullet in his skull, right through the bloody hat. Might as well have dunked it in the Thames for all the good it did him.”


  “You are rich!” Simone said.


  The problem was how to stay rich. Sharpe had not had time to make false compartments in the new pack and pouch that had replaced those he had burned at Chasalgaon, and so he had kept the stones loose in his pack. He had a layer of emeralds at the bottom of his new cartridge pouch, where they would be safe enough, but he needed secure hiding places for the other jewels. He gave a file of diamonds to Simone and she tried to refuse, then shyly accepted the stones and held one against the side of her nose where fashionable Indian women often wore just such a jewel. “How does it look?” she asked.


  “Like a piece of expensive snot.”


  She stuck her tongue out at him. “It’s beautiful,” she said. She peered at the diamond that still had its black velvet backing so that the stone would shine more brightly, then she opened her purse. “Are you sure?”


  “Go on, girl, take them.”


  “How do I explain them to Pierre?”


  “You say you found them on a dead body after the fight. He’ll believe that.” He watched her put the diamonds in the purse. “I have to hide the rest,” he explained to her. He reckoned some of the stones could go in his canteen, where they would rattle a bit when it was dry, and he would have to take care when drinking in case he swallowed a fortune, but that still left a mound of gems unhidden. He used his knife to slit open a seam of his red coat and began feeding the small rubies into the slot, but the stones bunched along the bottom hem and the bulge was an advertisement to every soldier that he was carrying plunder. “See what I mean?” He showed Simone the bulging seam.


  She took the coat, fetched Sharpe’s sewing kit from the bedroom, and then began to trap each gem in its own small pouch of the opened seam. The job took her all afternoon, and when she was finished the red coat was twice as heavy. The most difficult stone to hide was the huge ruby, but Sharpe solved that by unwinding his long hair from the shot-weighted bag that clubbed it, then slitting open the bag and emptying the shot. He filled the bag with the ruby and with whatever small stones were left, then Simone rewound his hair about the bag. By nightfall the jewels had vanished.


  They ate by lamplight. The bath had never been filled, but Simone said she had taken one a week before so it did not matter. Sharpe had made a brief excursion in the dusk and had returned with two clay bottles filled with arrack, and they drank the liquor in the gloom. They talked, they laughed, and at last the oil in the lamp ran dry and the flame flickered out to leave the room lit by shafts of moonlight coming through the filigree shutters. Simone had fallen silent and Sharpe knew she was thinking of bed. “I brought you some sheets.” He pointed to the saris.


  She looked up at him from under her fringe. “And where will you sleep, Sergeant Sharpe?”


  “I’ll find a place, love.”


  It was the first time he had slept in silk, not that he noticed, so showing her the gems had not been such a bad idea after all.


  He woke to the crowing of cockerels and the bang of a twelve-pounder gun, a reminder that the world and the war went on.


  Major Stokes had decided that the real problem with the Rajah’s clock was its wooden bearings. They swelled in damp weather, and he was happily contemplating the problem of making a new set of bearings out of brass when the twitching Sergeant reappeared in his office. “You again,” the Major greeted him. “Can’t remember your name.”


  “Hakeswill, sir. Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill.”


  “Punishment on Edom, eh?” the Major said, wondering whether to cast or drill the brass.


  “Edom, sir? Edom?”


  “The prophet Obadiah, Sergeant, foretells punishment on Edom,” the Major said. “He threatened it with fire and captivity, as I recall.”


  “He doubtless had his reasons, sir,” Hakeswill said, his face jerking in its uncontrollable spasms, “like I have mine. It’s Sergeant Sharpe I’m after, sir.”


  “Not here, Sergeant, alas. The place falls apart!”


  “He’s gone, sir?” Hakeswill demanded.


  “Summoned away, Sergeant, by higher authority. Not my doing, not my doing at all. If it was up to me I’d keep Sharpe here for ever, but a Colonel McCandless demanded him and when colonels demand, mere majors comply. So far as I know, which isn’t much, they went to join General Wellesley’s forces.” The Major was now rummaging through a wooden chest. “We had some fine augers, I know. Same ones we use on touch-holes. Not that we ever did. Haven’t had to rebore a touch-hole yet.”


  “McCandless, sir?”


  “A Company colonel, but still a colonel. I’ll need a round-file, too, I suspect.”


  “I knows Colonel McCandless, sir,” Hakeswill said gloomily. He had shared the Tippoo’s dungeons with McCandless and Sharpe, and he knew the Scotsman disliked him. Which did not matter by itself, for Hakeswill did not like McCandless either, but the Scotsman was a colonel and, as Major Stokes had intimated, when colonels demand, other men obey. Colonel McCandless, Hakeswill decided, could be a problem. But a problem that could wait. The urgent need was to catch up with Sharpe. “Do you have any convoys going north, sir? To the army, sir?”


  “One leaves tomorrow,” Stokes said helpfully, “carrying ammunition. But have you authority to travel?”


  “I have authority, sir, I have authority.” Hakeswill touched the pouch where he kept the precious warrant. He was angry that Sharpe had gone, but knew there was little point in displaying the anger. The thing was to catch up with the quarry, and then God would smile on Obadiah Hakeswill’s fortunes.


  He explained as much to his detail of six men as they drank in one of Seringapatam’s soldiers’ taverns. So far the six men only knew that they were ordered to arrest Sergeant Sharpe, but Hakeswill had long worked out that he needed to share more information with his chosen men if they were to follow him enthusiastically, especially if they were to follow him northwards to where Wellesley was fighting the Mahrattas. Hakeswill considered them all good men, by which he meant that they were all cunning, violent and biddable, but he still had to make sure of their loyalty. “Sharpie’s rich,” he told them. “Drinks when he likes, whores when he likes. He’s rich.”


  “He works in the stores,” Private Kendrick explained. “Always on the fiddle, the stores.”


  “And he never gets caught? He can’t be fiddling that much,” Hakeswill said, his face twitching. “You want to know the truth of Dick Sharpe? I’ll tell you. He was the lucky bugger what caught the Tippoo at Seringapatam.”


  “’Course he weren’t!” Flaherty said.


  “So who was it?” Hakeswill challenged them. “And why was Sharpie made up into a sergeant after the battle? He shouldn’t be a sergeant! He ain’t experienced.”


  “He fought well. That’s what Mister Lawford says.”


  “Mister bloody Lawford,” Hakeswill said scathingly. “Sharpie didn’t get noticed for fighting well! Bleeding hell, boys, I’d be a major-general if that’s all it took! No, it’s my belief he paid his way up to the stripes.”


  “Paid?” The privates stared at Hakeswill.


  “Stands to reason. No other way. Says so in the scriptures! Bribes, boys, bribes, and I knows where he got the money. I know ‘cos I followed him once. Here in Seringapatam. Down to the goldsmiths’ street, he went, and he did his business and after he done it I went to see the fellow he did it with. He didn’t want to tell me what the business was, but I thumped him a bit, friendly like, and he showed me a ruby. Like this it was!” The Sergeant held a finger and thumb a quarter-inch apart. “Sharpie was selling it, see? And where does Sharpie get a prime bit of glitter?”


  “Off the Tippoo?” Kendrick said wonderingly.


  “And do you know how much loot the Tippoo had? Weighed down with it, he was! Had more stones on him than a Christmas whore, and you know where those stones are?”


  “Sharpe,” Flaherty breathed.


  “Right, Private Flaherty,” Hakeswill said. “Sewn into his uniform seams, in his boots, hidden in his pouches, tucked away in his hat. A bloody fortune, lads, which is why when we gets him, we don’t want him to get back to the battalion, do we?”


  The six men stared at Hakeswill. They knew they were his favorites, and all of them were in his debt, but now they realized he was giving them even more reason to be grateful. “Equal shares, Sergeant?” Private Lowry asked.


  “Equal shares?” Hakeswill exclaimed. “Equal? Listen, you horrid toad, you wouldn’t have no chance of any share, not one, if it wasn’t for my loving kindness. Who chose you to come on this parish outing?”


  “You did, Sergeant.”


  “I did. I did. Kindness of my heart, and you repays it by wanting equal shares?” Hakeswill’s face shuddered. “I’ve half a mind to send you back, Lowry.” He looked aggrieved and the privates were silent. “Ingratitude,” Hakeswill said in a hurt voice, “sharp as a serpent’s tooth, it is. Equal shares! Never heard the like! But I’ll see you right, don’t you worry.” He took out the precious orders for Sharpe’s arrest and smoothed the paper on the table, carefully avoiding the spills of arrack. “Look at that, boys,” he breathed, “a fortune. Half for me, and you leprous toads get to share the other half. Equally.” He paused to prod Lowry in the chest. “Equally. But I gets one half, like it says in the scriptures.” He folded the paper and put it carefully in his pouch. “Shot while escaping,” Hakeswill said, and grinned. “I’ve waited four years for this chance, lads, four bloody years.” He brooded for a few seconds. “Put me in among the tigers, he did! Me! In a tigers’ den!” His face contorted in a rictus at the memory. “But they spared me, they spared me. And you know why? Because I can’t die, lads! Touched by God, I am! Says so in the scriptures.”


  The six privates were silent. Mad, he was, mad as a twitching hatter, and no one knew why hatters were mad either, but they were. Even the army was reluctant to recruit a hatter because they dribbled and twitched and talked to themselves, but they had taken on Hakeswill and he had survived; malevolent, powerful and apparently indestructible. Sharpe had put him among the Tippoo’s tigers, yet the tigers were dead and Hakeswill still breathed. He was a bad man to have as an enemy, and now the piece of paper in Hakeswill’s pouch put Sharpe into his power and Obadiah could taste the money already. A fortune. All that was needed was to travel north, join the army, produce the warrant and skin the victim. Obadiah shuddered. The money was so near he could almost spend it already. “Got him,” he said to himself, “got him. And I’ll piss on his rotten corpse, I will. Piss on it good. That’ll learn him.”


  The seven men left Seringapatam in the morning, traveling north.


  CHAPTER 5


  Sharpe was curiously relieved when Colonel McCandless found him next morning, for the mood in the small upper rooms was awkward. Simone seemed ashamed by what had happened in the night and, when Sharpe tried to speak to her, she shook her head abruptly and would not meet his eye. She did try to explain to him, mumbling about the arrack and the jewels, and about her disappointment in marriage, but she could not frame her words in adequate English, though no language was needed to show that she regretted what had happened, which was why Sharpe was glad to hear McCandless’s voice in the alley beyond the staircase. “I thought I told you to let me know where you were!” McCandless complained when Sharpe appeared at the top of the steps.


  “I did, sir,” Sharpe lied. “I told an ensign of the 78th to find you, sir.”


  “He never arrived!” McCandless said as he climbed the outside stairs. “Are you telling me you spent the night alone with this woman, Sergeant?”


  “You told me to protect her, sir.”


  “I didn’t tell you to risk her honor! You should have sought me out.”


  “Didn’t want to bother you, sir.”


  “Duty is never a bother, Sharpe,” McCandless said when he reached the small balcony at the stair head. “The General expressed a wish to dine with Madame Joubert and I had to explain she was indisposed. I lied, Sharpe!” The Colonel thrust an indignant finger at Sharpe’s chest. “But what else could I do? I could hardly admit I’d left her alone with a sergeant!”


  “I’m sorry, sir.”


  “There’s no harm done, I suppose,” McCandless said grudgingly, then took off his hat as he followed Sharpe into the living room where Simone sat at the table. “Good morning, Madame,” the Colonel boomed cheerfully. “I trust you slept well?”


  “Indeed, Colonel,” Simone said, blushing, but McCandless was far too obtuse to see or to interpret the blush.


  “I have good news, Madame,” the Scotsman went on. “General Wellesley is agreeable that you should rejoin your husband. There is, however, a difficulty.” It was McCandless’s turn to blush. “I can provide no chaperone, Madame, and you do not possess a maid. I assure you that you may rely utterly upon my honor, but your husband might object if you lack a female companion on the journey.”


  “Pierre will have no objection, Colonel,” Simone said meekly.


  “And I warrant Sergeant Sharpe will behave like a gentleman,” McCandless said with a fierce look at Sharpe.


  “He does, Colonel, he does,” Simone said, offering Sharpe a very shy glance.


  “Good!” McCandless said, relieved to be done with such a delicate topic. He slapped his cocked hat against his leg. “No rain again,” he declared, “and I dare say it’ll be a hot day. You can be ready to ride in an hour, Madame?”


  “In less, Colonel.”


  “One hour will suffice, Madame. You will do me the honor, perhaps, of meeting me by the north gate? I’ll have your horse ready, Sharpe.”


  They left promptly, riding northwards past the battery that had been dug to hammer the fort’s big walls. The battery’s four guns were mere twelve-pounders, scarce big enough to dent the fort’s wall, let alone break it down, but General Wellesley reckoned the garrison would be so disheartened by the city’s swift defeat that even a few twelve-pound shots might persuade them into surrender. The four guns had opened fire at dawn, but their firing was sporadic until McCandless led his party out of the city when they suddenly all fired at once and Simone’s horse, startled by the unexpected noise, skittered sideways. Simone rode side-saddle just behind the Colonel, while Sevajee and his men brought up the rear. Sharpe was wearing boots at last; the tall red leather boots with steel spurs that he had dragged from the body of an Arab.


  He glanced back as they rode away. He saw the huge jet of smoke burst from a twelve-pounder’s muzzle and a second later heard the percussive thump of the exploding charge and, just as that sound faded, a crack as the ball struck the wall of the fort. Then the other three guns fired and he imagined the steam hissing into the air as the gunners poured water on the overheated barrels. The fort’s red walls blossomed with smoke as the defenders’ cannon replied, but the pioneers had dug the gunners a deep battery and protected it with a thick wall of red earth, and the enemy’s fire wasted itself in those defenses. Then Sharpe rode past a grove of trees and the distant fight was hidden and the sound of the guns grew fainter and fainter as they rode farther north until, at last, the sound of the cannonade was a mere grumbling on the horizon. Then they dropped down the escarpment and the noise of the guns faded away altogether.


  It was a disconsolate expedition. Colonel McCandless had nothing to say to Simone who was still withdrawn. Sharpe tried to cheer her up, but his clumsy attempts only made her more miserable and after a time he, too, fell silent. Women were a mystery, he thought. During the night Simone had clung to him as though she were drowning, but since the dawn it had seemed as if she would prefer to be drowned.


  “Horsemen on our right, Sergeant!” McCandless said, his tone a reproof that Sharpe had not spotted the cavalry first. “Probably ours, but they could be enemy.”


  Sharpe stared eastwards. “They’re ours, sir,” he called, kicking his horse to catch up with McCandless. One of the distant horsemen carried the new Union flag and Sharpe’s good eyes had spotted the banner. The flag was easier to recognize at a distance these days, for since the incorporation of Ireland into the United Kingdom a new red diagonal cross had been added to the flag, and though the new-fangled design looked odd and unfamiliar, it did make the banner stand out.


  The cavalry left a plume of dust as they rode to intercept McCandless’s party. Sevajee and his men cantered to meet them and Sharpe saw the two groups of horsemen greet each other warmly. The strangers turned out to be brindarries from the Mahratta states who, like Sevajee, had sided with the British against Scindia. These mercenaries were under the command of a British officer and, like Sevajee’s men, they carried lances, tulwars, matchlock guns, flintlocks, pistols and bows and arrows. They wore no uniform, but a handful of the sixty men possessed breastplates and most had metal helmets that were crested with feathers or horsehair plumes. Their officer, a dragoon captain, fell in alongside McCandless and reported seeing a white-coated battalion on the far side of the River Godavery. “I didn’t try and cross, sir,” the Captain said, “for they weren’t exactly friendly.”


  “But you’re sure they had white coats?”


  “No doubts at all, sir,” the Captain said, thus confirming that Dodd must have crossed the river already. He added that he had questioned some grain merchants who had traveled south across the Godavery and those men had told him that Pohlmann’s compoo was camped close to Aurungabad. That city belonged to Hyderabad, but the merchants had seen no evidence that the Mahrattas were preparing to besiege the city walls. The Captain tugged his reins, turning his horse southwards so he could carry his news to Wellesley. “Bid you good day, Colonel. Your servant, Ma’am.” The dragoon officer touched his hat to Simone, then led his brigands away.


  McCandless decreed that they would camp that night on the south bank of the River Godavery where Sharpe rigged two horse blankets as a tent for Simone. Sevajee and his men made their beds on the bluff above the river, a score of yards from the tent, and McCandless and Sharpe spread their blankets alongside. The river was high, but it had still not filled the steep-sided ravine that successive monsoons had scarred into the flat earth and Sharpe guessed that the river was only at half flood. If the belated monsoon did arrive the Godavery would swell into a swirling torrent a full quarter-mile wide, but even half full the river looked a formidable obstacle as it surged westwards with its burden of flotsam. “Too deep to wade,” McCandless said as the sun fell.


  “Current looks strong, sir.”


  “It’ll sweep you to your death, man.”


  “So how’s the army to cross it, sir?”


  “With difficulty, Sharpe, with difficulty, but discipline always overcomes difficulty. Dodd got across, so we surely can.” McCandless had been reading his Bible, but the falling dark now obscured the pages and so he closed the book. Simone had eaten with them, but she had been uncommunicative and McCandless was glad when she withdrew behind her blankets. “Women upset matters,” the Scotsman said unhappily.


  “They do, sir?”


  “Perturbations,” McCandless said mysteriously, “perturbations.” The small flames of the campfire made his already gaunt face seem skeletal. He shook his head. “It’s the heat, Sharpe, I’m convinced of it. The further south you travel, the more sin is provoked among womankind. It makes sense, of course. Hell is a hot place, and hell is sin’s destination.”


  “So you think that heaven’s cold, sir?”


  “I like to think it’s bracing,” the Colonel answered seriously. “Something like Scotland, I imagine. Certainly not as hot as India, and the heat here has a very bad effect on some women. It releases things in them.” He paused, evidently deciding he risked saying too much. “I’m not at all convinced India is a place for European women,” the Colonel went on, “and I shall be very glad when we’re rid of Madame Joubert. Still, I can’t deny that her predicament is propitious. It enables us to take a look at Lieutenant Dodd.”


  Sharpe poked a half-burned scrap of driftwood into the hottest part of the fire, provoking an updraft of sparks. “Are you hoping to capture Lieutenant Dodd, sir? Is that why we’re taking Madame back to her husband?”


  McCandless shook his head. “I doubt we’ll get the chance, Sharpe. No, we’re using a heaven-sent opportunity to take a look at our enemy. Our armies are marching into dangerous territory, for no place in India can raise armies the size of the Mahratta forces, and we are precious few in number. We need intelligence, Sharpe, so when we reach them, watch and pray! Keep your eyes skinned. How many battalions? How many guns? What’s the state of the guns? How many limbers? Look hard at the infantry. Matchlocks or firelocks? In a month or so we’ll be fighting these rogues, so the more we know of them the better.” The Colonel scuffed earth onto the fire, dousing the last small flames that Sharpe had just provoked. “Now sleep, man. You’ll be needing all your strength and wits in the morning.”


  Next morning they rode downstream until they found a village next to a vast empty Hindu temple, and in the village were small basket boats that resembled Welsh coracles and McCandless hired a half-dozen of these as ferries. The unsaddled horses were made to swim behind the boats. It was a perilous crossing, for the brown current snatched at the light vessels and whirled them downstream. The horses, white-eyed, swam desperately behind the reed boats that Sharpe noted had no caulking of any kind, but depended on skillful close weaving to keep the water out, and the tug of the horses’ leading reins strained the light wooden frames and stretched the weave so that the boats let in water alarmingly. Sharpe used his shako to bail out his coracle, but the boatmen just grinned at his futile efforts and dug their paddles in harder. Once a half-submerged tree almost speared Sharpe’s boat, and if the trunk had struck them the boat must surely have been tipped over, but the two boatmen skillfully spun the coracle away, let the tree pass, then paddled on.


  It took half an hour to land and saddle the horses. Simone had shared a coracle with McCandless and the brief voyage had soaked the bottom half of her thin linen dress so that the damp weave clung to her legs. McCandless was embarrassed, and offered her a horse blanket for modesty’s sake, but Simone shook her head. “Where do we go now, Colonel?” she asked.


  “Towards Aurungabad, Ma’am,” McCandless said gruffly, keeping his eyes averted from her beguiling figure, “but doubtless we shall be intercepted long before we reach that city. You’ll be with your husband by tomorrow night, I don’t doubt.”


  Sevajee’s men rode far ahead now, spread into a picquet line to give warning of any enemy. This land all belonged to the Rajah of Hyderabad, an ally of the British, but it was frontier land and the only friendly troops now north of the Godavery were the garrisons of Hyderabad’s isolated fortresses. The rest were all Mahrattas, though Sharpe saw no enemies that day. The only people he saw were peasants cleaning out the irrigation channels in their stubble fields or tending the huge brick kilns that smoked in the sunlight. The brick-workers were all women and children, greasy and sweaty, who gave the travelers scarcely a glance. “It’s a hard life,” Simone said to Sharpe as they passed one half-built kiln where an overseer lazed under a woven canopy and shouted at the children to work faster.


  “All life’s hard unless you’ve got money,” Sharpe said, grateful that Simone had at last broken her silence. They were riding a few paces behind the Colonel and kept their voices low so he could not hear them.


  “Money and rank,” Simone said.


  “Rank?” Sharpe asked.


  “They’re usually the same thing,” Simone said. “Colonels are richer than captains, are they not?” And captains are generally richer than sergeants, Sharpe thought, but he said nothing. Simone touched the pouch at her waist. “I should give you back your diamonds.”


  “Why?”


  “Because . . .” she said, but then fell silent for a while. “I do not want you to think . . .” she tried again, but the words would not come.


  Sharpe smiled at her. “Nothing happened, love,” he told her. “That’s what you say to your husband. Nothing happened, and you found the diamonds on a dead body.”


  “He will want me to give them to him. For his family.”


  “Then don’t tell him.”


  “He is saving money,” Simone explained, “so his family can live without work.”


  “We all want that. Dream of life without work, we do. That’s why we all want to be officers.”


  “And I think to myself,” she went on as if Sharpe had not spoken, “what shall I do? I cannot stay here in India. I must go to France. We are like ships, Sergeant, who look for a safe harbor.”


  “And Pierre is safe?”


  “He is safe,” Simone said bleakly, and Sharpe understood what she had been thinking for the last two days. He could offer her no security, while her husband could, and although she found Pierre’s world stultifying, she was terrified by the alternative. She had dared taste that alternative for one night, but now shied away from it. “You do not think badly of me?” she asked Sharpe anxiously.


  “I’m probably half in love with you,” Sharpe told her, “so how can I think badly of you?”


  She seemed relieved, and for the rest of that day she chattered happily enough. McCandless questioned her closely about Dodd’s regiment, how it had been trained and how it was equipped, and though she had taken scant interest in such things, her replies satisfied the Colonel who penciled notes in a small black book.


  They slept that night in a village, and next day rode even more warily. “When we meet the enemy, Sharpe,” McCandless advised him, “keep your hands away from your weapon.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Give a Mahratta one excuse to think you’re hostile,” the Colonel said cheerfully, “and he’ll use you as an archery butt. They don’t make decent heavy horsemen, but as raiders they’re unsurpassed. They attack in swarms, Sharpe. A horde of horsemen. Like watching a storm approach. Nothing but dust and the shine of swords. Magnificent!”


  “You like them, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  “I like the wild, Sharpe,” McCandless said fiercely. “We’ve tamed ourselves at home, but out here a man still lives by his weapon and his wits. I shall miss that when we’ve imposed order.”


  “So why tame it, sir?”


  “Because it is our duty, Sharpe. God’s duty. Trade, order, law, and Christian decency, that’s our business.” McCandless was gazing ahead to where a patch of misty white hung just above the northern horizon. It was dust kicked into the air, and maybe it was nothing more than a herd of cattle or a flock of sheep, but the dust smear grew and suddenly Sevajee’s men veered sharply away to the west and galloped out of sight.


  “Are they running out on us, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  “The enemy will likely enough treat you and me with respect, Sharpe,” McCandless said, “but Sevajee cannot expect courtesy from them. They’d regard him as a traitor and execute him on the spot. We’ll meet up with him when we’ve delivered Madame Joubert to her husband. He and I have arranged a rendezvous.”


  The dust cloud drew nearer and Sharpe saw a sliver of reflected sunlight glint in the whiteness and he knew he was seeing the first sign of McCandless’s magnificent wild horsemen. The storm was coming.


  The Mahratta cavalrymen had spread into a long line as they approached McCandless’s small party. There were, Sharpe guessed, two hundred or more of the horsemen and, as they drew nearer, the flanks of their line quickened to form a pair of horns that would encircle their prey. McCandless feigned not to notice the threat, but kept riding gently ahead while the wild horns streamed past in a flurry of dust and noise.


  They were, Sharpe noticed, small men on small horses. British cavalry were bigger and their horses were heavier, but these nimble horsemen still looked effective enough. The curved blades of their drawn tulwars glittered like their plumed helmets which rose to a sharp point decorated with a crest. Some of the crests were horse-tails, some vultures’ feathers and some just brightly colored ribbons. More ribbons were woven into their horses’ plaited manes or were tied to the horn tips of the archers’ bows. The horsemen pounded past McCandless, then turned with a swerve, a slew of choking dust, a skid of hooves, a jangle of curb chains and the thump of scabbarded weapons.


  The Mahratta leader confronted McCandless who pretended to be surprised to find his path blocked, but nevertheless greeted the enemy with an elaborate and confident courtesy. The cavalry commander was a wildly bearded man with a scarred cheek, a wall eye and lank hair that hung far below his helmet’s cloth-rimmed edge. He held his tulwar menacingly, but McCandless ignored the blade’s threat, indeed he ignored most of what the enemy commander said, and instead boomed his own demands in a voice that showed not the least nervousness. The Scotsman towered over the smaller horsemen and, because he seemed to regard his presence among them as entirely natural, they meekly accepted his version of what was happening. “I have demanded that they escort us to Pohlmann,” the Scotsman informed Sharpe.


  “They probably planned on doing that anyway, sir.”


  “Of course they did, but it’s far better that I should demand it than that they should impose it,” McCandless said and then, with a lordly gesture, he gave permission for the Mahratta chief to lead the way and the enemy dutifully formed themselves into an escort either side of the three Europeans. “Fine-looking beggars, are they not?” McCandless asked.


  “Wicked, sir.”


  “But sadly out of date.”


  “They could fool me, sir,” Sharpe said, for though many of the Mahratta horsemen carried weapons that might have been more usefully employed at Agincourt or Crécy than in modern India, all had firelocks in their saddle holsters and all had savagely curved tulwars.


  McCandless shook his head. “They may be the finest light horsemen in the world, but they won’t press a charge home and they can’t stand volley fire. There’s rarely any need to form square against men like these, Sharpe. They’re fine for picquet work, unrivaled at pursuit, but chary of dying in front of the guns.”


  “Can you blame them?” Simone asked.


  “I don’t blame them, Madame,” McCandless said, “but if a horse can’t stand fire, then it’s of scant use in battle. You don’t gain victories by rattling across country like a pack of hunters, but by enduring the enemy’s fire and overcoming it. That’s where a soldier earns his pay, hard under the enemy muzzles.”


  And that, Sharpe thought, was something he had never really done. He had faced the French in Flanders years before, but those battles had been fleeting and rain-obscured, and the lines had never closed on each other. He had not stared at the whites of the enemy’s eyes, heard his volleys and returned them. He had fought at Malavelly, but that battle had been one volley and a charge, and the enemy had not contested the day, but fled, while at Seringapatam Sharpe had been spared the horror of going through the breach. One day, he realized, he would have to stand in a battle line and endure the volleys, and he wondered whether he would stand or instead break in terror. Or whether he would even live to see a battle, for, despite McCandless’s blithe confidence, there was no assurance that he would survive this visit to the enemy’s encampment.


  They reached Pohlmann’s army that evening. The camp was a short march south of Aurungabad and it was visible from miles away because of the great smear of smoke that hung in the sky. Most of the campfires were burning dried cakes of bullock dung and the acrid smoke caught in Sharpe’s throat as he trotted through the lines of infantry shelters. It all looked much like a British camp, except that most of the tents were made from reed matting rather than canvas, but the lines were still neatly arrayed, muskets were carefully stacked in threes and a disciplined ring of picquets guarded the camp’s perimeter. They passed some European officers exercising their horses, and one of those men spurred to intercept the newcomers. He ignored McCandless and Sharpe, raising his plumed hat to Simone instead. “Bonsoir, Madame.”


  Simone did not look at the man, but just tapped her horse’s rump with her riding crop. “That fellow’s French, sir,” Sharpe said to McCandless.


  “I do speak the language, Sergeant,” the Colonel said.


  “So what’s a Frog doing here, sir?”


  “The same as Lieutenant Dodd, Sharpe. Teaching Scindia’s infantry how to fight.”


  “Don’t they know how to fight, sir? Thought it came natural.”


  “They don’t fight as we do,” McCandless said, watching the rebuffed Frenchman canter away.


  “How’s that, sir?”


  “The European, Sergeant, has learned to close the gap fast. The closer you are to a man, the more likely you are to kill him; however, the closer you get, the more likely you are to be killed, but it’s no use entertaining that fear in battle. Get up close, hold your ranks and start killing, that’s the trick of it. But given a chance an Indian will hold back and try to kill at long range, and fellows like Dodd are teaching them how to close the gap hard and fast. You need discipline for that, discipline and tight ranks and good sergeants. And no doubt he’s teaching them how to use cannon as well.” The Colonel spoke sourly, for they were trotting beside an artillery park that was crammed with heavy cannon. The guns looked odd to Sharpe, for many of them had been cast with ornate patterns on their barrels, and some were even painted in gaudy colors, but they were neatly parked and all had limbers and full sets of equipment; rammers and wormscrews and handspikes and buckets. The axles gleamed with grease and there was not a spot of rust to be seen on the long barrels. Someone knew how to maintain guns, and that suggested they also knew how to use them. “Counting them, Sharpe?” McCandless asked abruptly.


  “No, sir.”


  “Seventeen in that park, mostly nine-pounders, but there are some much heavier brutes at the back. Keep your eyes open, man. That’s why we’re here.”


  “Yes, sir, of course, sir.”


  They passed a line of tethered camels, then a compound where a dozen elephants were being brought their supper of palm leaves and butter-soaked rice. Children followed the men carrying the rice to scavenge what slopped from the pails. Some of the Mahratta escort had spurred ahead to spread news of the visitors and curious crowds gathered to watch as McCandless and his two companions rode still deeper into the huge encampment. Those crowds became thicker as they drew close to the camp’s center which was marked by a spread of large tents. One of the tents was made of blue-and-yellow-striped canvas, and in front of it were twin flagpoles, though the wind was slack and the brightly colored banners just hung from their tall poles. “Leave the talking to me,” McCandless ordered Sharpe.


  “Of course, sir.”


  Simone suddenly gasped. Sharpe turned and saw she was staring across the heads of the curious crowd towards a group of European officers. She looked at Sharpe suddenly and he saw the sadness in her eyes. She gave him a half-smile. “Pierre,” she offered in brief explanation, then she shrugged and tapped her horse with her crop so that it hurried away from Sharpe. Her husband, a small man in a white coat, gazed in disbelief, then ran to meet her with a look of pleasure on his face. Sharpe felt oddly jealous of him.


  “That’s our main duty discharged,” McCandless said happily. “A disobliging woman, I thought.”


  “Unhappy, sir.”


  “Doesn’t have enough to keep her busy, that’s why. The devil likes idle hands, Sharpe.”


  “Then he must hate me, sir, most of the time.” He stared after Simone, watching as she slid down from the saddle and was embraced by her shorter husband. Then the crowds hid the couple from him. Someone shouted an insult at the two British horsemen and the other spectators jeered or laughed, but Sharpe, despite their hostility, took some consolation from McCandless’s confidence. The Scotsman, indeed, was in a happier mood than he had shown for days, for he reveled being in his enemy’s lines.


  A group of men emerged from the big striped tent. They were almost all Europeans, and in their forefront was a tall muscled man in shirtsleeves who was attended by a bodyguard of Indian soldiers wearing purple coats. “That’s Colonel Pohlmann,” McCandless said, nodding towards the big red-faced man.


  “The fellow who used to be a sergeant, sir?”


  “That’s him.”


  “You’ve met him, sir?”


  “Once, a couple of years back. He’s an affable sort of man, Sharpe, but I doubt he’s trustworthy.”


  If Pohlmann was surprised to see a British officer in his camp, he did not show it. Instead he spread his arms in an expansive gesture of welcome. “Are you new recruits?” he shouted in greeting.


  McCandless did not bother to answer the mocking question, but just slid from his horse. “You don’t remember me, Colonel?”


  “Of course I remember you,” Pohlmann said with a smile. “Colonel Hector McCandless, once of His Majesty’s Scotch Brigade, and now in the service of the East India Company. How could I forget you, Colonel? You tried to make me read the Bible.” Pohlmann grinned, displaying tobacco-stained teeth. “But you haven’t answered my question, Colonel. Have you come to join our army?”


  “I am the merest emissary, Colonel,” McCandless said, beating dust from the kilt that he had insisted on wearing in honor of meeting the enemy. The garment was causing some amusement to Pohlmann’s companions, though they took care not to let their smiles show if McCandless glanced their way. “I brought you a woman,” McCandless added in explanation.


  “How do you say in England, Colonel,” Pohlmann asked with a puzzled frown, “coals to Newcastle?”


  “I offered safe conduct to Madame Joubert,” the Scotsman said stiffly.


  “So that was Simone I saw riding past,” Pohlmann said. “I did wonder. And she’ll be welcome, I dare say. We have enough of everything in this army; cannon, muskets, horses, ammunition, men, but there can never really be enough women in any army, can there?” He laughed, then summoned two of his purple-coated bodyguards to take charge of the horses. “You’ve ridden a long way, Colonel,” Pohlmann said to McCandless, “so let me offer you refreshment. You, too, Sergeant,” he included Sharpe in his invitation. “You must be tired.”


  “I’m sore after that ride, sir,” Sharpe said, dropping clumsily and gratefully from the saddle.


  “You’re not used to horses, eh?” Pohlmann crossed to Sharpe and draped a genial arm about his shoulders. “You’re an infantryman, which means you’ve got hard feet and a soft bum. Me, I never like being on a horse. You know how I go to battle? On an elephant. That’s the way to do it, Sergeant. What’s your name?”


  “Sharpe, sir.”


  “Then welcome to my headquarters, Sergeant Sharpe. You’re just in time for supper.” He steered Sharpe into the tent, then stopped to let his guests stare at the lavish interior which was carpeted with soft rugs, hung with silk drapes, lit with ornate brass chandeliers and furnished with intricately carved tables and couches. McCandless scowled at such luxury, but Sharpe was impressed. “Not bad, eh?” Pohlmann squeezed Sharpe’s shoulders. “For a former sergeant.”


  “You, sir?” Sharpe asked, pretending not to know Pohlmann’s history.


  “I was a sergeant in the East India Company’s Hanoverian Regiment,” Pohlmann boasted, “quartered in a rathole in Madras. Now I command a king’s army and have all these powdered fops to serve me.” He gestured at his attendant officers who, accustomed to Pohlmann’s insults, smiled tolerantly. “Need a piss, Sergeant?” Pohlmann asked, taking his arm from Sharpe’s shoulders. “A wash?”


  “Wouldn’t mind both, sir.”


  “Out the back.” He pointed the way. “Then come back and drink with me.”


  McCandless had watched this bonhomie with suspicion. He had also smelled the reek of strong liquor on Pohlmann’s breath and suspected he was doomed to an evening of hard drinking in which, even though McCandless himself would refuse all alcohol, he would have to endure the drunken badinage of others. It was a grim prospect, and one he did not intend to endure alone. “Not you, Sharpe,” he hissed when Sharpe returned to the tent.


  “Not me what, sir?”


  “You’re to stay sober, you hear me? I’m not mollycoddling your sore head all the way back to the army.”


  “Of course not, sir,” Sharpe said, and for a time he tried to obey McCandless, but Pohlmann insisted Sharpe join him in a toast before supper.


  “You’re not an abstainer, are you?” Pohlmann demanded of Sharpe in feigned horror when the Sergeant tried to refuse a beaker of brandy. “You’re not a Bible-reading abstainer, are you? Don’t tell me the British army is becoming moral!”


  “No, sir, not me, sir.”


  “Then drink with me to King George of Hanover and of England!”


  Sharpe obediently drank to the health of their joint sovereign, then to Queen Charlotte, and those twin courtesies emptied his beaker of brandy and a serving girl was summoned to fill it so that he could toast His Royal Highness George, Prince of Wales.


  “You like the girl?” Pohlmann asked, gesturing at the serving girl who swerved lithely away from a French major who was trying to seize her sari.


  “She’s pretty, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “They’re all pretty, Sergeant. I keep a dozen of them as wives, another dozen as servants, and God knows how many others who merely aspire to those positions. You look shocked, Colonel McCandless.”


  “A man who dwells among the tents of the ungodly,” McCandless said, “will soon pick up ungodly ways.”


  “And thank God for it,” Pohlmann retorted, then clapped his hands to summon the supper dishes.


  A score of officers ate in the tent. Half a dozen were Mahrattas, the rest Europeans, and just after the bowls and platters had been placed on the tables, Major Dodd arrived. Night was falling and candles illuminated the tent’s shadowed interior, but Sharpe recognized Dodd’s face instantly. The sight of the long jaw, sallow skin and bitter eyes brought back sharp memories of Chasalgaon, of flies crawling on Sharpe’s eyes and in his gullet, and of the staccato bangs as men stepped over the dead to shoot the wounded. Dodd, oblivious of Sharpe’s glare, nodded to Pohlmann. “I apologize, Colonel Pohlmann, for being late,” he announced with stiff formality.


  “I expected Captain Joubert to be late,” Pohlmann said, “for a man newly reunited with his wife has better things to do than hurry to his supper, if indeed he takes his supper at all. Were you also welcoming Simone, Major?”


  “I was not, sir. I was attending to the picquets.”


  “Major Dodd’s attention to his duty puts us all to shame,” Pohlmann said. “Do you have the pleasure of knowing Major Dodd, Colonel?” he asked McCandless.


  “I know the Company will pay five hundred guineas for Lieutenant Dodd’s capture,” McCandless growled, “and more now, I dare say, after his bestiality at Chasalgaon.”


  Dodd showed no reaction to the Colonel’s hostility, but Pohlmann smiled. “You’ve come for the reward money, Colonel, is that it?”


  “I wouldn’t touch the money,” McCandless said, “for it’s tainted by association. Tainted by murder, Colonel, and by disloyalty and dishonor.”


  The words were spoken to Pohlmann, but addressed to Dodd whose face seemed to tighten as he listened. He had taken a place at the end of the table and was helping himself to the food. The other guests were silent, intrigued by the tension between McCandless and Dodd. Pohlmann was enjoying the confrontation. “You say Major Dodd is a murderer, Colonel?”


  “A murderer and a traitor.”


  Pohlmann looked down the table. “Major Dodd? You have nothing to say?”


  Dodd reached for a loaf of flat bread that he tore in half. “When I had the misfortune to serve in the Company, Colonel,” he said to Pohlmann, “Colonel McCandless was well known as the head of intelligence. He did the dishonorable job of spying on the Company’s enemies, and I’ve no doubt that is his purpose here. He can spit all he likes, but he’s here to spy, Colonel.”


  Pohlmann smiled. “Is that true, McCandless?”


  “I returned Madame Joubert to her husband, Pohlmann, nothing more,” McCandless insisted.


  “Of course it’s more,” Pohlmann said. “Major Dodd is right! You’re head of the Company’s intelligence service, are you not? Which means that you saw in dear Simone’s predicament a chance to inspect our army.”


  “You infer too much,” McCandless said.


  “Nonsense, Colonel. Do try the lamb. It’s seethed in milk curds. So what do you wish to see?”


  “My bed,” McCandless said curtly, waving away the lamb dish. He never touched meat. “Just my bed,” he added.


  “And see it you shall,” Pohlmann said genially. The Hanoverian paused, wondering whether to re-ignite the hostility between McCandless and Dodd, but he must have decided that each had insulted the other sufficiently. “But tomorrow, Colonel, I will provide a tour of inspection for you. You may see whatever you like, McCandless. You can watch our gunners at work, you may inspect our infantry, you may go wherever you wish and talk to whoever you desire. We have nothing to hide.” He smiled at the astonished McCandless. “You are my guest, Colonel, so I must show you a proper hospitality.”


  He was as good as his word, and next morning McCandless was invited to inspect all of Pohlmann’s compoo. “I wish there were more troops here,” Pohlmann said, “but Scindia is a few miles northwards with Saleur’s and Dupont’s compoos. I like to think they’re not as able as mine, but in truth they’re both very good units. Both have European officers, of course, and both are properly trained. I can’t say as much for the Rajah of Berar’s infantry, but his gunners are the equal of ours.”


  McCandless said very little all morning, and Sharpe, who had learned to read the Scotsman’s moods, saw that he was severely discomfited. And no wonder, for Pohlmann’s troops looked as fine as any in the Company’s service. The Hanoverian commanded six and a half thousand infantry, five hundred cavalry and as many pioneers who served as engineers, and possessed thirty-eight guns. This compoo alone outnumbered the infantry of Wellesley’s army, and was much stronger in guns, and there were two similar compoos in Scindia’s service let alone his horde of cavalry. It was no surprise, Sharpe thought, that McCandless’s spirits were falling, and they fell even further when Pohlmann arranged for a demonstration of his artillery and the Scotsman, feigning gratitude to his host, was forced to watch as teams of gunners served a battery of big eighteen-pounder guns with all the alacrity and efficiency of the British army.


  “Well-made pieces, too,” Pohlmann boasted, leading McCandless up to the hot guns that stood behind the swathes of burnt grass caused by their muzzle fire. “A little gaudy, perhaps, for European tastes, but none the worse for that.” The guns were all painted in bright colors and some had names written in a curly script on their breeches. “Megawati,” Pohlmann read aloud, “the goddess of clouds. Inspect them, Colonel! They’re well made. Our axletrees don’t break, I can assure you.”


  Pohlmann was willing to show McCandless even more, but after dinner the Scotsman elected to spend the afternoon in his borrowed tent. He claimed he wished to rest, but Sharpe suspected the Scotsman had endured enough humiliation and wanted some quiet in which to make notes on all he had seen. “We’ll leave tonight, Sharpe,” the Colonel said. “You can occupy yourself till then?”


  “Colonel Pohlmann wants me to ride with him on his elephant, sir.”


  The Colonel scowled. “He likes to show off.” For a moment he seemed about to order Sharpe to refuse the invitation, then he shrugged. “Don’t get seasick.”


  The motion of the elephant’s howdah was indeed something like a ship, for it swayed from side to side as the beast plodded northwards and at first Sharpe had to grip onto the edge of the basket, but once he had accustomed himself to the motion he relaxed and leaned back on the cushioned seat. The howdah had two seats, one in front of the other, and Sharpe had the rearmost, but after a while Pohlmann twisted in his seat and showed how he could raise his own backrest and lay it flat so that the whole howdah became one cushioned bed that could be concealed by the curtains that hung from the wicker-framed canopy. “It’s a fine place to bring a woman, Sergeant,” Pohlmann said as he restored the backrest to its upright position, “but the girth straps broke once and the whole thing fell off! It fell slowly, luckily, and I still had my breeches on so not too much dignity was lost.”


  “You don’t look like a man who worries much about dignity, sir.”


  “I worry about reputation,” Pohlmann said, “which isn’t the same thing. I keep my reputation by winning victories and giving away gold. Those men”—he gestured at his purple-coated bodyguards who marched on either flank of the elephant—“are each paid as much as a lieutenant in British service. And as for my European officers!” He laughed. “They’re all making more money than they dreamed possible. Look at ’em!” He jerked his head at the score of European officers who followed the elephant. Dodd was among them, but riding apart from the others and with a morose expression on his long face as though he resented having to pay court to his commanding officer. His horse was a sway-backed, hard-mouthed mare, a poor beast as ungainly and sullen as her master. “Greed, Sharpe, greed, that’s the best motive for a soldier,” Pohlmann said. “Greed will make them fight like demons, if our lord and master ever allows us to fight.”


  “You think he won’t, sir?”


  Pohlmann grinned. “Scindia listens to his astrologers rather more than he listens to his Europeans, but I’ll slip the bastards some gold when the time comes, and they’ll tell him the stars are propitious and he’ll give me the whole army and let me loose.”


  “How big is the whole army, sir?”


  Pohlmann smiled, recognizing that Sharpe was asking questions on behalf of Colonel McCandless. “By the time you face us, Sergeant, we should have over a hundred thousand men. And of those? Fifteen thousand infantry are first class, thirty thousand infantry are reliable, and the rest are horsemen who are only good for plundering the wounded. We’ll also have a hundred guns, all of them as good as any in Europe. And how big will your army be?”


  “Don’t know, sir,” Sharpe said woodenly.


  Pohlmann smiled. “Wellesley has, maybe, seven and a half thousand men, infantry and cavalry, while Colonel Stevenson has perhaps another seven thousand so together you’ll number, what? Fourteen and a half thousand? With forty guns? You think fourteen thousand men can beat a hundred thousand? And what happens, Sergeant Sharpe, if I manage to catch one of your little armies before the other can support it?” Sharpe said nothing, and Pohlmann smiled. “You should think about selling me your skills, Sharpe.”


  “Me, sir?” Sharpe answered lightly.


  “You, Sergeant Sharpe,” Pohlmann said forcibly, and the Hanoverian twisted in his seat to stare at Sharpe. “That’s why I invited you this afternoon. I need European officers, Sharpe, and any man as young as you who becomes a sergeant must have a rare ability. I am offering you rank and riches, Sharpe. Look at me! Ten years ago I was a sergeant like you, now I ride to war on an elephant, need two more to carry my gold and have three dozen women competing to sharpen my sword. Have you ever heard of George Thomas?”


  “No, sir.”


  “An Irishman, Sergeant, and not even a soldier! George was an illiterate seaman out of the gutters of Dublin, and before he drank himself to death, poor man, he’d become the Begum Somroo’s general. I think he was her lover, too, but that ain’t any distinction with that particular lady, but before he died George needed a whole herd of elephants to haul his gold about. And why? Because the Indian princes, Sergeant, need our skills. Equip yourself with a good European and you win your wars. I captured seventy-two guns at the battle of Malpura and I demanded the weight of one of those guns in pure gold as my reward. I got it, too. In ten years you could be as rich as you want, rich as Benoît de Boigne. You must have heard of him?”


  “No, sir.”


  “He was a Savoyard, Sergeant, and in just four years he made a hundred thousand pounds and then he went off home and married a seventeen-year-old girl fresh from her father’s castle. In only four years! From being a captain in Savoy’s army to being governor of half Scindia’s territory. There’s a fortune to be made here and rank and birth don’t come into it. Only ability counts. Nothing but ability.” Pohlmann paused, his eyes on Sharpe. “I’ll make you a lieutenant tomorrow, Sergeant, and you can fight in my compoo, and if you’re any damn good then you’ll be a captain by month’s end.” Sharpe looked at the Hanoverian, but said nothing. Pohlmann smiled. “What are your chances of getting a commission in the British army?”


  Sharpe grinned. “No chance, sir.”


  “So? I offer you rank, wealth and as many bibbis as you can handle.”


  “Is that why Mister Dodd deserted, sir?”


  Pohlmann smiled. “Major Dodd deserted, Sharpe, because he faces execution for murder, and because he’s sensible, and because he wants my job. Not that he’ll admit to that.” The Hanoverian twisted in the howdah. “Major Dodd!” he shouted.


  The Major urged his awkward horse to the elephant’s side and looked up into the howdah. “Sir?”


  “Sergeant Sharpe wants to know why you joined us.”


  Dodd gave Sharpe a suspicious look, but then shrugged. “I ran because there’s no future in the Company,” he said. “I was a lieutenant for twenty-two years, Sergeant, twenty-two years! It don’t matter to the Company how good a soldier you are, you have to wait your turn, and all the while I watched wealthy young fools buying themselves majorities in the King’s ranks and I had to bow and scrape to the useless bastards. Yes, sir, no, sir, three bloody bags full, sir, and can I carry your bags, sir, and wipe your arse, sir.” Dodd had been getting angrier and angrier as he spoke, but now made an effort to control himself. “I couldn’t join the King’s army, Sergeant, because my father runs a grist mill in Suffolk and there ain’t no money to buy a King’s commission. That meant I was only fit for the Company, and King’s officers treat Company men like dirt. I can outfight twenty of the bastards, but ability don’t count in the Company. Keep your nose clean, wait your turn, then die for the shareholders when the Court of Directors tells you.” He was becoming angry again. “That’s why,” he finished curtly.


  “And you, Sergeant?” Pohlmann asked. “What opportunities will the army offer you?”


  “Don’t know, sir.”


  “You do know,” Pohlmann said, “you do know.” The elephant had stopped and the Hanoverian now pointed ahead and Sharpe saw that they had come to the edge of a wood, and a half-mile away was a great city with walls like those the Scots had climbed at Ahmednuggur. The city walls were bright with flags, while its embrasures glinted with the reflection of sunlight from gun barrels. “That’s Aurungabad,” Pohlmann said, “and everyone inside those walls is pissing themselves in fear that I’m about to start a siege.”


  “But you’re not?”


  “I’m looking for Wellesley,” Pohlmann said, “and you know why? Because I’ve never lost a battle, Sharpe, and I’m going to add a British major-general’s sword to my trophies. Then I’ll build myself a palace, a bloody great marble palace, and I’ll line the halls with British guns and hang British colors to shield my bedroom from the sun and I’ll bounce my bibbis on a mattress stuffed with the hair of British horses.” Pohlmann luxuriated in that dream for a while and then, with a last glance at the city, ordered the mahout to turn the elephant about. “When is McCandless leaving?” he asked Sharpe.


  “Tonight, sir.”


  “After dark?”


  “Around midnight, sir, I think.”


  “That gives you plenty of time to think, Sergeant. To think of your future. To contemplate what the red coat offers you, and what I offer you. And when you have thought about those things, come to me.”


  “I’m thinking on it, sir,” Sharpe said, “I’m thinking on it.” And he was.


  CHAPTER 6


  Colonel McCandless excused himself from Pohlmann’s supper, but did not forbid Sharpe to attend. “But don’t get drunk,” he warned the Sergeant, “and be at my tent at midnight. I want to be back at the River Godavery by dawn.”


  “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said dutifully, then went to Pohlmann’s tent where most of the compoo’s officers had gathered. Dodd was there, and so were a half-dozen wives of Pohlmann’s European officers and among them was Simone Joubert, though there was no sign of her husband. “He is in charge of the army picquets tonight,” Simone explained when Sharpe asked her, “and Colonel Pohlmann invited me to eat.”


  “He invited me to join his army,” Sharpe told her.


  “He did?” Her eyes widened as she stared up from her chair. “And will you?”


  “It would mean I’d be close to you, Ma’am,” Sharpe said, “and that’s an inducement.”


  Simone half smiled at the clumsy gallantry. “I think you would not be a good soldier if you changed your loyalty for a woman, Sergeant.”


  “He says I’ll be an officer,” Sharpe said.


  “And is that what you want?”


  Sharpe squatted on his heels so that he could be closer to her. The other European wives saw him crouch and pursed their mouths with a disapproval born of envy, but Sharpe was oblivious of their gaze. “I think I’d like to be an officer, yes. And I can think of one very good reason to be an officer in this army.”


  Simone blushed. “I am a married woman, Sergeant. You know that.”


  “But even married women need friends,” Sharpe said, and just then a large hand took unceremonious hold of his clubbed hair and hauled him to his feet.


  Sharpe turned belligerently on whoever had manhandled him, then saw that it was a smiling Major Dodd. “Can’t have you stooping to women, Sharpe,” Dodd said before offering an ungainly bow to Simone. “Good evening, Madame.”


  “Major,” Simone acknowledged him coldly.


  “You will forgive me, Madame, if I steal Sergeant Sharpe from you?” Dodd asked. “I want a word with him. Come on, Sharpe.” He plucked Sharpe’s arm, guiding him across the tent. The Major was very slightly drunk and evidently intent on becoming more drunk for he snatched a whole jug of arrack from a servant, then scooped up two beakers from a table. “Fancy Madame Joubert, do you?” he asked Sharpe.


  “I like her well enough, sir.”


  “She’s spoken for, Sergeant. Remember that if you join us, she’s spoken for.”


  “You mean she’s married, sir?”


  “Married?” Dodd laughed, then poured the arrack and gave one beaker to Sharpe. “How many European officers can you see here? And how many European women? And how many of them are young and pretty like Madame Joubert? Work it out, lad. And you’re not jumping the queue.” Dodd smiled as he spoke, evidently meaning his tone to be jocular. “But you are joining us, aren’t you?”


  “I’m thinking about it, sir.”


  “You’ll be in my regiment, Sharpe,” Dodd said. “I need European officers. I’ve only got Joubert and he’s no damn use, so I’ve spoken with Pohlmann and he says you can join my Cobras. I’ll give you three companies of your own to look after, and God help you if they’re not kept in prime condition. I like to look after the men, because come battle they look after you, but God help any officer who lets me down.” He paused to drink half his arrack and pour some more. “I’ll work you hard, Sharpe, I’ll work you damned hard, but there’ll be plenty of gold washing around this army once we’ve thrashed Boy Wellesley. Money’s your reward, lad, money.”


  “Is that why you’re here, sir?”


  “It’s why we’re all here, you fool. All except Joubert, who was posted here by his government and is too damned timid to help himself to Scindia’s gold. So report to me in the morning. We’re marching north tomorrow night, which means you’ll have one day to learn my ropes and after that you’re Mister Sharpe, gentleman. Come to me tomorrow morning, Sharpe, at dawn, and get rid of that damned red coat.” He poked Sharpe’s chest hard. “I see a red coat,” he went on, “and I want to start killing.” He grinned, showing yellow teeth.


  “Is that what happened at Chasalgaon, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  Dodd’s grin vanished. “Why the hell do you ask that?” he growled.


  Sharpe had asked because he had been remembering the massacre, and wondering if he could ever serve under a man who had ordered such a killing, but he said none of that. He shrugged instead. “I heard tales, sir, but no one ever tells us anything proper. You know that, sir, so I just wondered what happened there.”


  Dodd considered that answer for a moment, then shrugged. “I didn’t take prisoners, Sharpe, that’s what happened. Killed the bastards to the last man.”


  And to the last boy, Sharpe thought, remembering Davi Lal. He remained impassive, not letting a hint of memory or hate show. “Why not take prisoners, sir?”


  “Because it’s war!” Dodd said vehemently. “When men fight me, Sergeant, I want them to fear me, because that way the battle’s half won before it’s started. It ain’t kind, I’m sure, but who ever said war was kind? And in this war, Sergeant”—he waved his hand towards the officers clustering about Colonel Pohlmann—“it’s dog eat dog. We’re all in competition, and you know who’ll win? The most ruthless, that’s who. So what did I do at Chasalgaon? I made sure of a reputation, Sharpe. Made a name for myself. That’s the first rule of war, Sergeant. Make the bastards fear you. And you know what the second rule is?”


  “Don’t ask questions, sir?”


  Dodd grinned. “No, lad, the second rule is never to reinforce failure, and the third, lad, is to look after your men. You know why I had that goldsmith thrashed? You’ve heard of that, haven’t you? I’ll tell you. It wasn’t because he’d cheated me, which he did, but because he cheated some of my men. So I looked after them and let them give him a solid kicking, and the bastard died. Which he deserved to do, rich fat bastard that he was.” The Major turned and scowled at the servants bringing dishes from Pohlmann’s cook tent. “And they’re just as bad here, Sharpe. Look at all that food! Enough to feed two regiments there, Sharpe, and the men are going hungry. No proper supply system, see? It costs money, that’s why. You don’t get issued food in this army, you go out and steal it.” He plainly disapproved. “I’ve told Pohlmann, I have. Lay on a commissary, I said, but he won’t, because it costs money. Scindia hoards food in his fortresses, but he won’t issue it, not unless he’s paid, and Pohlmann won’t give up a penny of profit, so no food ever comes. It just rots in the warehouses while we have to keep moving, because after a week we’ve stripped one set of fields bare and have to go on to the next. It’s no bloody way to run an army.”


  “Maybe one day you’ll change the system, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “I will!” Dodd said vigorously. “I bloody will! And if you’ve any sense, lad, you’ll be here helping me. You learn one thing as a miller’s son, Sergeant, and that’s not just how to grind corn, but that a fool and his money are easily parted. And Scindia’s a fool, but given a chance I’ll make the bugger into the Emperor of India.” He turned as a servant beat a gong with a muffled stick. “Time for our vittles.”


  It was a strangely subdued supper, though Pohlmann did his best to amuse his company. Sharpe had tried to maneuver himself into a seat beside Simone, but Dodd and a Swedish captain beat him to it and Sharpe found himself next to a small Swiss doctor who spent the whole meal quizzing Sharpe about the religious arrangements in British regiments. “Your chaplains are godly men, yes?”


  “Drunken bastards, sir, most of them.”


  “Surely not!”


  “I hauled two of them out of a whorehouse not a month ago, sir. They didn’t want to pay, see?”


  “You are not telling me the truth!”


  “God’s honor, sir. The Reverend Mister Cooper was one of them, and it’s a rare Sunday that he’s sober. He preached a Christmas sermon at Easter, he was that puzzled.”


  Most of the guests left early, Dodd among them, though a few diehards stayed on to give the Colonel a game of cards. Pohlmann grinned at Sharpe. “You wager, Sharpe?”


  “I’m not rich enough, sir.”


  Pohlmann shook his head in mock exasperation at the answer. “I will make you rich, Sharpe. You believe me?”


  “I do, sir.”


  “So you’ve made up your mind? You’re joining me?”


  “I still want to think a bit, sir.”


  Pohlmann shrugged. “You have nothing to think about. You either become a rich man or you die for King George.”


  Sharpe left the remaining officers at their cards and walked away into the encampment. He really was thinking, or trying to think, and he sought a quiet place, but a crowd of soldiers were wagering on dog fights, and their cheers, as well as the yelps and snarls of the dogs, carried far through the darkness. Sharpe settled on an empty stretch of ground close to the picketed camels that carried Pohlmann’s supply of rockets, and there he lay and stared up at the stars through the mist of smoke. A million stars. He had always thought there was an answer to all life’s mysteries in the stars, yet whenever he stared at them the answer slipped out of his grasp. He had been whipped in the foundling home for staring at a clear night’s sky through the workshop skylight. “You ain’t here to gawp at the dark, boy,” the overseer had snapped, “you’re here to labor,” and the whip had slashed down across his shoulders and he had dutifully looked down at the great tarry lump of hemp rope that had to be picked apart. The old ropes had been twisted and tightened and tarred into vast knots bigger than Sharpe himself, and they had been used as fenders on the London docks, but when the grinding and thumping of the big ships had almost worn the old fenders through they were sent to the foundling home to be picked apart so that the strands could be sold as furniture, stuffing or to be mixed into wall plaster. “Got to learn a trade, boy,” the master had told him again and again, and so Sharpe had learned a trade, but it was not hemp-picking. He learned the killing trade. Load a musket, ram a musket, fire a musket. And he had not done much of it, not yet, but he liked doing it. He remembered Malavelly, remembered firing the volley at the approaching enemy, and he remembered the sheer exultation as all his unhappiness and anger had been concentrated into his musket’s barrel and been gouted out in one explosive rush of flame, smoke and lead.


  He did not think of himself as unhappy. Not now. The army had been good to him in these last years, but there was still something wrong in his soul. What that was, he did not know, because Sharpe did not reckon he was any good at thinking. He was good at action, for whenever there was a problem to be solved Sergeant Sharpe could usually find the solution, but he was not much use at simply thinking. But he had to think now, and he stared at the smoke-dimmed stars in the hope that they would help him, but all they did was go on shining. Lieutenant Sharpe, he thought, and was surprised to realize that he saw nothing very odd in that idea. It was ridiculous, of course. Richard Sharpe, an officer? But somehow he could not shake the idea loose. It was a laughable idea, he tried to convince himself; at least in the British army it was, but not here. Not in Pohlmann’s army, and Pohlmann had once been a sergeant. “Bloody hell,” he said aloud, and a camel belched in answer.


  The cheers of the spectators greeted the death of a dog, and, nearer, a soldier was playing one of the strange Indian instruments, plucking its long strings to make a sad, plangent music. In the British camp, Sharpe thought, they would be singing, but no one was singing here. They were too hungry, though hunger did not stop a man from fighting. It had never stopped Sharpe. So these hungry men could fight, and they needed officers, and all he had to do was stand up, brush the dirt away and stroll across to Pohlmann’s tent and become Lieutenant Sharpe. Mister Sharpe. And he would do a good job. He knew that. Better than Morris, better than most of the army’s junior officers. He was a good sergeant, a bloody good sergeant, and he enjoyed being a sergeant. He got respect, not just because of the stripes on his red sleeves, and not just because he had been the man who blew the mine at Seringapatam, but because he was good and tough. He wasn’t frightened of making a decision, and that was the key to it, he reckoned. And he enjoyed making decisions, and he enjoyed the respect that decisiveness brought him, and he realized he had been seeking respect all his life. Christ, he thought, but would it not be a joy to walk back into the foundling home with braid on his coat, gold on his shoulders and a sword at his side? That was the respect he wanted, from the bastards in Brewhouse Lane who had said he would never amount to anything and who had whipped him bloody because he was a bastard off the streets. By Christ, he thought, but going back there would make life perfect! Brewhouse Lane, him in a braided coat and a sword, and with Simone on his arm and a dead king’s jewels about her neck, and them all touching their hats and bobbing like ducks in a pond. Perfect, he thought, just perfect, and as he indulged himself in that dream an angry shout came from the tents close to Pohlmann’s marquee and an instant later a gun sounded.


  There was a moment’s pause after the gunshot, as if its violence had checked a drunken fight, then Sharpe heard men laughing and the sound of hoofbeats. He was standing now, staring towards the big marquee. The horses went by quite close to him, then the noise of their hooves receded into the dark. “Come back!” a man shouted in English, and Sharpe recognized McCandless’s voice.


  Sharpe began running.


  “Come back!” McCandless shouted again, and then there was another gunshot and Sharpe heard the Colonel yelp like a whipped dog. A score of men were shouting now. The officers who had been playing cards were running towards McCandless’s tent and Pohlmann’s bodyguards were following them. Sharpe dodged around a fire, leaped a sleeping man, then saw a figure hurrying away from the commotion. The man had a musket in his hand and he was half crouching as if he did not want to be seen, and Sharpe did not hesitate, but just swerved and ran at the man.


  When the fugitive heard Sharpe coming, he quickened his pace, then realized he would be caught and so he turned on his pursuer. The man whipped out a bayonet and screwed it onto the muzzle of his musket. Sharpe saw the glint of moonlight on the long blade, saw the man’s teeth white in the dark, then the bayonet lunged at him, but Sharpe had dropped to the ground and was sliding forward in the dust beneath the blade. He wrapped his arms around the man’s legs, heaved once and the man fell backwards. Sharpe cuffed the musket aside with his left hand, then hammered his right hand down onto the moon-whitened teeth. The man tried to kick Sharpe’s crotch, then clawed at his eyes, but Sharpe caught one of the hooked fingers in his mouth and bit hard. The man screamed in pain, Sharpe kept biting and kept hitting, then he spat the severed fingertip into the man’s face and gave him one last thump with his fist. “Bastard,” Sharpe said, and hauled the man to his feet. Two of Pohlmann’s officers had arrived now, one still with a fan of cards in his hand. “Get his bloody musket,” Sharpe ordered them. The man struggled in Sharpe’s hands, but he was much smaller than Sharpe and a good kick between his legs brought him to order. “Come on, you bastard,” Sharpe said.


  One of the officers had picked up the fallen musket and Sharpe reached over and felt the muzzle. It was hot, showing that the weapon had just been fired. “If you killed my Colonel, you bastard, I’ll kill you,” Sharpe said and dragged the man through the campfires to the knot of officers who had gathered about the Colonel’s tent.


  McCandless’s two horses were gone. Both the mare and the gelding had been stolen, and Sharpe realized it was their hoofbeats he had heard go past him. McCandless, woken by the noise of the horse thieves, had come from the tent and fired his pistol at the men, and one of them had fired back and the bullet had buried itself in the Colonel’s left thigh. He was lying on the ground now, looking horribly pale, and Pohlmann was bellowing for his doctor to come quickly. “Who’s that?” he demanded of Sharpe, and nodding at the prisoner.


  “The bastard who fired at Colonel McCandless, sir. Musket’s still hot.”


  The man proved to be one of Major Dodd’s sepoys, one of the men who had deserted with Dodd from the Company, and he was put into the charge of Pohlmann’s bodyguard. Sharpe knelt beside McCandless who was trying not to cry aloud as the newly arrived doctor, the Swiss man who had sat beside Sharpe at dinner, examined his leg. “I was sleeping!” the Colonel complained. “Thieves, Sharpe, thieves!”


  “We’ll find your horses,” Pohlmann reassured the Scotsman, “and we’ll find the thieves.”


  “You promised me safety!” McCandless complained.


  “The men will be punished,” Pohlmann promised, then he helped Sharpe and two other men lift the wounded Colonel and carry him into the tent where they laid him on the rope cot. The doctor said the bullet had missed the bone, and no major artery was cut, but he still wanted to fetch his probes, forceps and scalpels and try to pull the ball out. “You want some brandy, McCandless?” Pohlmann asked.


  “Of course not. Tell him to get on with it.”


  The doctor called for more lanterns, for water and for his instruments, and then he spent ten excruciating minutes looking for the bullet deep inside McCandless’s upper thigh. The Scotsman uttered not a sound as the probe slid into his lacerated flesh, nor as the long-necked forceps were pushed down to find a purchase on the bullet. The Swiss doctor was sweating, but McCandless just lay with eyes tight shut and teeth clenched. “It comes now,” the doctor said and began to pull, but the flesh had closed on the forceps and he had to use almost all his strength to drag the bullet up from the wound. It came free at last, releasing a spill of bright blood, and McCandless groaned.


  “All done now, sir,” Sharpe told him.


  “Thank God,” McCandless whispered, “thank God.” The Scotsman opened his eyes. The doctor was bandaging the thigh and McCandless looked past him to Pohlmann. “This is treachery, Colonel, treachery! I was your guest!”


  “Your horses will be found, Colonel, I promise you,” Pohlmann said, but though his men made a search of the camp, and though they searched until morning, the two horses were not found. Sharpe was the only man who could identify them, for Colonel McCandless was in no state to walk, but Sharpe saw no horses that resembled the stolen pair, but nor did he expect to for any competent horse thief knew a dozen tricks to disguise his catch. The beast would be clipped, its coat would be dyed with blackball, it would be force-fed an enema so that its head drooped, then it would as likely as not be put among the cavalry mounts where one horse looked much like another. Both McCandless’s horses had been European bred and were larger and of finer quality than most in Pohlmann’s camp, yet even so Sharpe saw no sign of the two animals.


  Colonel Pohlmann went to McCandless’s tent and confessed that the horses had vanished. “I shall pay you their value, of course,” he added.


  “I won’t take it!” McCandless snapped back. The Colonel was still pale, and shivering despite the heat. His wound was bandaged, and the doctor reckoned it should heal swiftly enough, but there was a danger that the Colonel’s recurrent fever might return. “I won’t take my enemy’s gold,” McCandless explained, and Sharpe reckoned it must be the pain speaking for he knew the two missing horses must have cost the Colonel dearly.


  “I shall leave you the money,” Pohlmann insisted anyway, “and this afternoon we shall execute the prisoner.”


  “Do what you must,” McCandless grumbled.


  “Then we shall carry you northwards,” the Hanoverian promised, “for you must stay under Doctor Viedler’s care.”


  McCandless levered himself into a sitting position. “You’ll not take me anywhere!” he insisted angrily. “You leave me here, Pohlmann. I’ll not depend on your care, but on God’s mercy.” He let himself drop back onto the bed and hissed with pain. “And Sergeant Sharpe can tend me.”


  Pohlmann glanced at Sharpe. The Hanoverian seemed about to say that Sharpe might not wish to stay with McCandless, but then he just nodded his acceptance of McCandless’s decision. “If you wish to be abandoned, McCandless, so be it.”


  “I have more faith in God than in a faithless mercenary like you, Pohlmann.”


  “As you wish, Colonel,” Pohlmann said gently, then backed from the tent and gestured for Sharpe to follow. “He’s a stubborn fellow, isn’t he?” The Hanoverian turned and looked at Sharpe. “So, Sergeant? Are you coming with us?”


  “No, sir,” Sharpe said. Last night, he reflected, he had very nearly decided to accept the Hanoverian’s offer, but the theft of the horses and the single shot fired by the sepoy had served to change Sharpe’s mind. He could not leave McCandless to suffer and, to his surprise, he felt no great disappointment in thus having the decision forced on him. Duty dictated he should stay, but so did sentiment, and he had no regret. “Someone has to look after Colonel McCandless, sir,” Sharpe explained, “and he’s looked after me in the past, so it’s my turn now.”


  “I’m sorry,” Pohlmann said, “truly I am. The execution will be in one hour. I think you should see it, so you can assure your Colonel that justice was done.”


  “Justice, sir?” Sharpe asked scornfully. “It ain’t justice, shooting that fellow. He was put up to it by Major Dodd.” Sharpe had no proof of that, but he suspected it strongly. Dodd, he reckoned, had been hurt by McCandless’s insults and must have decided to add horse-thieving to his catalogue of crimes. “You have questioned your prisoner, haven’t you, sir?” Sharpe asked. “Because he must know that Dodd was up to his neck in the business.”


  Pohlmann smiled wearily. “The prisoner told us everything, Sergeant, or I assume he did, but what use is that? Major Dodd denies the man’s story, and a score of sepoys swear the Major was nowhere near McCandless’s tent when the shots were fired. And who would the British army believe? A desperate man or an officer?” Pohlmann shook his head. “So you must be content with the death of one man, Sergeant.”


  Sharpe expected that the captured sepoy would be shot, but there was no sign of any firing squad when the moment arrived for the man’s death. Two companies from each of Pohlmann’s eight battalions were paraded, the sixteen companies making three sides of a hollow square with Pohlmann’s striped marquee forming the fourth side. Most of the other tents had already been struck ready for the move northwards, but the marquee remained and one of its canvas walls had been brailed up so that the compoo’s officers could witness the execution from chairs set in the tent’s shade. Dodd was not there, nor were any of the regiment’s wives, but a score of officers took their places and were served sweetmeats and drink by Pohlmann’s servants.


  The prisoner was fetched onto the makeshift execution ground by four of Pohlmann’s bodyguards. None of the four carried a musket, instead they were equipped with tent pegs, mallets and short lengths of rope. The prisoner, who wore nothing but a strip of cloth around his loins, glanced from side to side as if trying to find an escape route, but, on a nod from Pohlmann, the bodyguards kicked his feet out from beneath him and then knelt beside his sprawling body and pinioned it to the ground by tying the ropes to his wrists and ankles, then fastening the bonds to the tent pegs. The condemned man lay there, spread-eagled, gazing up at the cloudless sky as the mallets banged the eight pegs home.


  Sharpe stood to one side. No one spoke to him, no one even looked at him, and no wonder, he thought, for this was a farce. All the officers must have known that Dodd was the guilty man, yet the sepoy must die. The paraded troops seemed to agree with Sharpe, for there was a sullenness in the ranks. Pohlmann’s compoo might be well armed and superbly trained, but it was not happy.


  The four bodyguards finished tying the prisoner down, then walked away to leave him alone in the center of the execution ground. An Indian officer, resplendent in silk robes and with a lavishly curved tulwar hanging from his belt, made a speech. Sharpe did not understand a word, but he guessed that the watching soldiers were being harangued about the fate which awaited any thief. The officer finished, glanced once at the prisoner, then walked back to the tent and, just as he entered its shade, so Pohlmann’s great elephant with its silver-encased tusks and cascading metal coat was led out from behind the marquee. The mahout guided the beast by tugging on one of its ears, but as soon as the elephant saw the prisoner it needed no guidance, but just plodded across to the spread-eagled man. The victim shouted for mercy, but Pohlmann was deaf to the pleas.


  The Colonel twisted around. “You’re watching, Sharpe?”


  “You’ve got the wrong man, sir. You should have Dodd there.”


  “Justice must be done,” the Colonel said, and turned back to the elephant that was standing quietly beside the victim who twisted in his bonds, thrashed, and even managed to free one hand, but instead of using that free hand to tug at the other three ropes that held him, he flailed uselessly at the elephant’s trunk. A murmur ran through the watching sixteen companies, but the jemadars and havildars shouted and the sullen murmur ceased. Pohlmann watched the prisoner struggle for a few more seconds, then took a deep breath. “Haddah!” he shouted. “Haddah!”


  The prisoner screamed in anticipation as, very slowly, the elephant lifted one ponderous forefoot and moved its body slightly forward. The great foot came down on the prisoner’s chest and seemed to rest there. The man tried to push the foot away, but he might as well have attempted to shove a mountain aside. Pohlmann leaned forward, his mouth open, as, slowly, very slowly, the elephant transferred its weight onto the man’s chest. There was another scream, then the man could not draw breath to scream again, but still he jerked and twitched and still the weight pressed on him, and Sharpe saw his legs try to contract against the bonds at his ankles, and saw his head jerk up, and then he heard the splinter of ribs and saw the blood spill and bubble at the victim’s mouth. He winced, trying to imagine the pain as the elephant pressed on down, crushing bone and lung and spine. The prisoner gave one last jerk, his hair flapping, then his head fell back and a great wash of blood brimmed from his open mouth and puddled beside his corpse.


  There was a last crunching sound, then the elephant stepped back and a sigh sounded gently through the watching ranks. Pohlmann applauded, and the officers joined in. Sharpe turned away. Bastards, he thought, bastards.


  And that night Pohlmann marched north.


  Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill was not an educated man, and he was not even particularly clever unless slyness passed for wits, but he did understand one thing very well, and that was the impression he made on other men. They feared him. It did not matter whether the other man was a raw private, fresh from the recruiting sergeant, or a general whose coat was bright with gold lace and heavy with braid. They all feared him, all but two, and those two frightened Obadiah Hakeswill. One was Sergeant Richard Sharpe, in whom Hakeswill sensed a violence that was equal to his own, while the other was Major General Sir Arthur Wellesley who, when he had been colonel of the 33rd, had always been serenely impervious to Hakeswill’s threats.


  So Sergeant Hakeswill would have much preferred not to confront General Wellesley, but when his convoy reached Ahmednuggur his inquiries established that Colonel McCandless had ridden north and had taken Sharpe with him, and the Sergeant had known he could do nothing further without Wellesley’s permission and so he had gone to the General’s tent where he announced himself to an orderly who had informed an aide who had commanded the Sergeant to wait in the shade of a banyan tree.


  He waited the best part of a morning while the army readied itself to leave Ahmednuggur. Guns were being attached to limbers, oxen harnessed to carts and tents being struck by lascars. The fortress of Ahmednuggur, fearing the same fate as the city, had meekly surrendered after a few cannon shots and, with both the city and its fort safe in his hands, Wellesley was now planning to march north, cross the Godavery and seek out the enemy army. Sergeant Hakeswill had no great wish to take part in that adventure, but he could see no other way of catching up with Sharpe and so he was resigned to his fate.


  “Sergeant Hakeswill?” An aide came from the General’s big tent.


  “Sir!” Hakeswill scrambled to his feet and stiffened to attention.


  “Sir Arthur will see you now, Sergeant.”


  Hakeswill marched into the tent, snatched off his shako, turned smartly to the left, quick-marched three short paces, then slammed to a halt in front of the camp table where the General was doing paperwork. Hakeswill stood quivering at attention. His face shuddered.


  “At ease, Sergeant,” Wellesley, bare-headed, had barely glanced up from his papers as the Sergeant entered.


  “Sir!” Hakeswill allowed his muscles to relax slightly. “Papers for you, sir!” He pulled the warrant for Sharpe’s arrest from his pouch and offered it to the General.


  Wellesley made no move to accept the warrant. Instead he leaned back in his chair and examined Hakeswill as though he had never seen the Sergeant before. Hakeswill stood rigid, his eyes staring at the tent’s brown wall above the General’s head. Wellesley sighed and leaned forward again, still ignoring the warrant. “Just tell me, Sergeant,” he said, his attention already returned to the documents on his desk. An aide was taking whatever sheets the General signed, sprinkling sand on the signatures, then placing more papers on the table.


  “I’m ordered here by Lieutenant Colonel Gore, sir. To apprehend Sergeant Sharpe, sir.”


  Wellesley looked up again and Hakeswill almost quailed before the cold eyes. He sensed that Wellesley could see right through him, and the sensation made his face quiver in a series of uncontrollable twitches. Wellesley waited for the spasms to end. “On your own, are you, Sergeant?” the General asked casually.


  “Detail of six men, sir.”


  “Seven of you! To arrest one man?”


  “Dangerous man, sir. I’m ordered to take him back to Hurryhur, sir, so he can . . .”


  “Spare me the details,” Wellesley said, looking back to the next paper needing his signature. He tallied up a list of figures. “Since when did four twelves and eighteen yield a sum of sixty-eight?” he asked no one in particular, then corrected the calculation before signing the paper. “And since when did Captain Lampert dispose of the artillery train?”


  The aide wielding the sand-sprinkler blushed. “Colonel Eldredge, sir, is indisposed.” Drunk, if the truth was known, which it was, but it was impolitic to say that a colonel was drunk in front of a sergeant.


  “Then invite Captain Lampert to supper. We must feed him some arithmetic along with a measure of common sense,” Sir Arthur said. He signed another paper, then rested his pen on a small silver stand before leaning back and looking at Hakeswill. He resented the Sergeant’s presence, not because he disliked Sergeant Hakeswill, though he did, but rather because Wellesley had long ago left behind the cares of being the commander of the 33rd and he did not want to be reminded of those duties now. Nor did he want to be in a position to approve or disapprove of his successor’s orders for that would be an impertinence. “Sergeant Sharpe is not here,” he said coldly.


  “So I hear, sir. But he was, sir?”


  “Nor am I the person you should be troubling with this matter, Sergeant,” Wellesley went on, ignoring Hakeswill’s question. He took up the pen again, dipped it in ink, and crossed a name from a list before adding his signature. “In a few days,” he continued, “Colonel McCandless will return to the army and you will report to him with your warrant and I’ve no doubt he will give the matter its due attention. Till then I shall employ you usefully. I won’t have seven men idling while the rest of the army works.” Wellesley turned to the aide. “Where do we lack men, Barclay?”


  The aide considered for a moment. “Captain Mackay could certainly use some assistance, sir.”


  “Very well.” Wellesley pointed the pen’s steel nib at Hakeswill. “You’ll attach yourself to Captain Mackay. Captain Mackay commands our bullock train and you will do whatever he desires until Colonel McCandless relieves you of that duty. Dismissed.”


  “Sir!” Hakeswill said dutifully, but inwardly he was furious that the General had not shared his indignation about Sharpe. He about-turned, stamped from the tent, and went to find his men. “Going to the dogs,” he said bitterly.


  “Sergeant?” Flaherty asked.


  “The dogs. Time was in this army when even a general officer respected sergeants. Now we’re to be bullock guards. Pick up your bleeding firelocks!”


  “Sharpe ain’t here, Sergeant?”


  “Of course he ain’t here! If he was here we wouldn’t be ordered to wipe bullocks’ arses, would we? But he’s coming back. General’s word on it. Just a few days, lads, just a few days and he’ll be back with all his glittering stones hidden away.” Hakeswill’s fury was abating. At least he had not been ordered to attach himself to a fighting battalion, and he was beginning to realize that any duty attached to the baggage animals would give him a fine chance to fillet the army stores. Pickings were to be made there, and more than just the pickings of stores, for the baggage always traveled with the army’s tail of women and that meant more opportunity. It could be worse, Hakeswill thought, so long as this Captain Mackay was no martinet. “You know what the trouble is with this army?” Hakeswill demanded.


  “What?” Lowry asked.


  “Full of bleeding Scotchmen.” Hakeswill glowered. “I hates Scotchmen. Not English, are they? Peasant bleeding Scotchmen. Sawney creatures, they are, sawney! Should have killed them all when we had the chance, but we takes pity on them instead. Scorpions in our bosoms, that’s what they are. Says so in the scriptures. Now get a bleeding move on!”


  But it would only be a few days, the Sergeant consoled himself, only a few days, and Sharpe would be finished.


  Colonel Pohlmann’s bodyguard carried McCandless to a small house that lay at the edge of the encampment. A widow and three children lived there, and the woman shrank away from the Mahratta soldiers who had raped her, stolen all her food and fouled her well with their sewage. The Swiss doctor left Sharpe with strict instructions that the dressing on the Colonel’s leg was to be kept damp. “I’d give you some medicine for his fever, but I have none,” the doctor said, “so if the fever gets worse just keep him warm and make him sweat.” The doctor shrugged. “It might help.”


  Pohlmann left food and a leather bag of silver coins. “Tell McCandless that’s for his horses,” he told Sharpe.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “The widow will look after you,” Pohlmann said, “and when the Colonel’s well enough you can move him to Aurungabad. And if you change your mind, Sharpe, you know I’ll welcome you.” The Colonel shook Sharpe’s hand, then mounted the silver steps to his howdah. A horseman unfurled his banner of the white horse of Hanover. “I’ll spread word that you’re not to be molested,” Pohlmann called back, then his mahout tapped the elephant’s skull and the great beast set off northwards.


  Simone Joubert was the last to say farewell. “I wish you were staying with us,” she said unhappily.


  “I can’t.”


  “I know, and maybe it’s for the best.” She looked left and right to make certain no one was watching, then leaned swiftly forward and kissed Sharpe on the cheek. “Au revoir, Richard.”


  He watched her ride away, then went back into the hovel which was nothing but a palm thatch roof set above walls made of decayed reed mats. The interior of the hut was blackened by years of smoke, and its only furniture was the rope cot on which McCandless lay. “She’s an outcast,” the Colonel told Sharpe, indicating the woman. “She refused to jump onto her husband’s funeral fire, so her family sent her away.” The Colonel flinched as a stab of pain scythed through his thigh. “Give her the food, Sergeant, and some cash out of that bag. How much did Pohlmann leave us?”


  The coins in Pohlmann’s bag were of silver and copper, and Sharpe sorted and counted each different denomination, and McCandless then translated their rough worth into pounds. “Sixty!” He announced the total bitterly. “That might just buy one cavalry hack, but it won’t buy a horse that can stay over country for days on end.”


  “How much did your gelding cost, sir?” Sharpe asked.


  “Five hundred and twenty guineas,” McCandless said ruefully. “I bought him four years ago, when you and I were released from Seringapatam, and I prayed he’d be the last horse I’d ever buy. Except for the mare, of course, but she was just a remount. Even so she cost me a hundred and forty guineas. A bargain, too! I bought her in Madras, fresh off the boat and she was just skin and bones then, but two months of pasture put some muscle on her.”


  The figures were almost incomprehensible to Sharpe. Five hundred and twenty guineas for a horse? A man could live his whole life on five hundred and forty-six pounds, and live well. Ale every day. “Won’t the Company replace the horses, sir?” he asked.


  McCandless smiled sadly. “They might, Sharpe, but I doubt it. I doubt it very much.”


  “Why not, sir?”


  “I’m an old man,” the Scotsman said, “and my salary is a heavy impost on the Company’s debit column. I told you they’d like me to retire, Sharpe, and if I indent for the value of two horses they might well insist on my retirement.” He sighed. “I knew this pursuit of Dodd was doomed. I felt it in my bones.”


  “We’ll get you another horse, sir,” Sharpe said.


  McCandless grimaced. “How, pray?”


  “We can’t have you walking, sir. Not a full colonel. Besides, it was my fault, really.”


  “Your fault? Don’t be absurd, Sharpe.”


  “I should have been with you, sir. But I wasn’t. I was off thinking.”


  The Colonel looked at him steadily for what seemed a long while. “I should imagine, Sergeant,” he said at last, “that you had a lot to think about. How was your elephant ride with Colonel Pohlmann?”


  “He showed me Aurungabad, sir.”


  “I think he took you to the mountain top and showed you the kingdoms of this world,” the Colonel said. “What did he offer you? A lieutenancy?”


  “Yes, sir.” Sharpe blushed to admit as much, but it was dark inside the widow’s hovel and the Colonel did not see.


  “He told you of Benoît de Boigne,” McCandless asked, “and of that rogue George Thomas? And he said you could be a rich man in two or three years, aren’t I right?”


  “Something like that, sir.”


  McCandless shrugged. “I won’t deceive you, Sharpe, he’s right. Everything he told you is true. Out there”—he waved towards the setting sun which glinted through the chinks in the reed-mat walls—“is a lawless society that for years has rewarded the soldier with gold. The soldier, mark me, not the honest farmer or the hard-working merchant. The princedoms grow fat, Sharpe, and the people grow lean, but there is nothing to stop you serving those princes. Nothing but the oath you took to serve your King.”


  “I’m still here, sir, aren’t I?” Sharpe said indignantly.


  “Yes, Sharpe, you are,” McCandless said, then he closed his eyes and groaned. “I fear the fever is going to come. Maybe not.”


  “So what do we do, sir?”


  “Do? Nothing. Nothing helps the fever except a week of shivering in the heat.”


  “I meant about getting you back to the army, sir. I could go to Aurungabad and see if I can find someone to take a message.”


  “Not unless you speak their language, you won’t,” McCandless said, then he lay for a while in silence. “Sevajee will find us,” he went on eventually. “News carries far in this countryside, and Sevajee will smell us out in the end.” Again he fell silent, and Sharpe thought he had fallen asleep, but then he saw the Colonel shake his head. “Doomed,” the Colonel said. “Lieutenant Dodd is going to be the end of me.”


  “We’ll capture Dodd, sir, I promise.”


  “I pray so, I pray so.” The Colonel pointed to his saddlebags in the corner of the hut. “Would you find my Bible, Sharpe? And perhaps you’d read to me while there’s still a little light? Something from the Book of Job, I think.”


  McCandless fell into days of fever and Sharpe into days of isolation. For all he knew the war might have been won or lost, for he saw no one and no news came to the thatched hovel under its thin-leaved trees. To keep himself busy he cleared out an old irrigation ditch that ran northwards across the woman’s land, and he hacked at the brush, killed snakes and shoveled earth until he was rewarded by a trickle of water. That done, he tackled the hovel’s roof, laying new palm thatch on the old and binding it in place with twists of frond. He went hungry, for the woman had little food other than the grain Pohlmann had left and some dried beans. Sharpe stripped to the waist when he worked and his skin went as brown as the stock of his musket. In the evenings he played with the woman’s three children, making forts out of the red soil that they bombarded with stones and, in one memorable twilight, when a toy rampart proved impregnable to thrown pebbles, Sharpe laid a fuse of powder and blew a breach with three of his musket cartridges.


  He did his best to tend McCandless, washing the Colonel’s face, reading him the scriptures and feeding him spoonfuls of bitter gunpowder diluted in water. He was not sure that the powder helped, but every soldier swore that it was the best medicine for the fever, and so Sharpe forced spoonfuls of the salty mixture down the Colonel’s throat. He worried about the bullet wound in McCandless’s thigh, for the widow had shyly pushed him aside one day when he was dampening the dressing and had insisted on untying the bandage and putting a poultice of her own making onto the raw wound. There were moss and cobwebs in the poultice, and Sharpe wondered if he had done the right thing by letting her apply the mixture, but as the first week passed the wound did not seem to worsen and, in his more lucid moments, the Colonel claimed the pain was lessening.


  Once the irrigation ditch was cleared Sharpe tackled the widow’s well. He devised a dredge out of a broken wooden bucket and used it to scoop out handfuls of foul-smelling mud from the base of the well, and all the while he thought about his future. He knew Major Stokes would welcome him back to the Seringapatam armory, but after a time the regiment would surely remember his existence and want him back and that would mean rejoining the Light Company with Captain Morris and Sergeant Hakeswill, and Sharpe shuddered at that thought. Maybe Colonel Gore would transfer him? The lads said that Gore was a decent fellow, not as chilling as Wellesley, and that was good news, yet even so Sharpe often wondered whether he should have accepted Pohlmann’s offer. Lieutenant Sharpe, he muttered it aloud, Lieutenant Sharpe. Why not? And in those moments he would daydream of the joy of going back to the foundling home in Brewhouse Lane. He would wear a sword and a cocked hat, have braid on his jacket and spurs at his heels, and for every lash the bastards had ever laid on small Richard Sharpe he would pay them back tenfold. He felt a terrible anger when he remembered those beatings and he would haul at his makeshift dredge as if he could slake the anger with hard work.


  But in all those daydreams he never once returned to Brewhouse Lane in a white coat, or in a purple coat, or in any other coat except a red one. No one in Britain had ever heard of Anthony Pohlmann, and why should they care that a child had gone from the gutters of Wapping to a commission in the Maharajah of Gwalior’s army? A man might as well claim to be Colonel of the Moon for all anyone would care. Unless it was a red coat, they would condemn him as a flash bastard, and be done with him, but if he walked back in Britain’s scarlet coat then they would take him seriously and that meant he had to become an officer in his own army.


  So one night, when the rain was beating on the widow’s repaired thatch and the Colonel was sitting on the rope bed declaring that his fever was abating, Sharpe asked McCandless how a man became an officer in Britain’s army. “I mean I know it can be done, sir,” he said awkwardly, “because we had a Mister Devlin back in England and he came up from the ranks. He’d been a shepherd’s boy on the dales before he took the shilling, but he was Lieutenant Devlin when I knew him.”


  And was most likely to die as an old and embittered Lieutenant Devlin, McCandless thought, but he did not say as much. Instead he paused before saying anything. He was even tempted to evade the question altogether by pretending that his fever had suddenly taken a turn for the worse for he understood only too well what lay behind Sharpe’s question. Most officers would have mocked the ambition, but Hector McCandless was not a mocker. But he also knew that for a man to aspire to rise from the ranks to the officers’ mess was to risk two disappointments: the disappointments of both failure and success. The most likely outcome was failure, for such promotions were as scarce as hens’ teeth, but a few men did make the leap and their success inevitably led to unhappiness. They lacked the education of the other officers, they lacked their manners and they lacked their confidence. They were generally disdained by the other officers, and set to work as quartermasters in the belief that they could not be trusted to lead men in battle. And there was even some truth to that belief, for the men themselves did not like their officers to have come from the ranks, but McCandless decided Sharpe knew all that for himself and so he spared him the need to listen to it all over again. “There are two ways, Sharpe,” McCandless said. “First you can buy a commission. The rank of ensign will cost you four hundred pounds, but you’ll need another hundred and fifty to equip yourself, and even that will only buy a barely adequate horse, a four-guinea sword and a serviceable uniform, and you’ll still need a private income to cover your mess bills. An ensign earns close to ninety-five pounds a year, but the army stops some of that for expenses and more for the income tax. Have you heard of that new tax, Sharpe?”


  “No, sir.”


  “A pernicious thing. Taking from a man what he has honestly earned! It’s thievery, Sharpe, disguised as government.” The Colonel scowled. “So an ensign is lucky to see seventy pounds out of his salary, and even if he lives frugal that won’t cover his mess bills. Most regiments charge an officer two shillings for dinner every day, a shilling for wine, though of course you could go without wine well enough and water’s free, but there’s sixpence a day for the mess servant, another sixpence for breakfast and sixpence for washing and mending. You can’t live as an officer without at least a hundred pounds a year on top of your salary. Have you got the money?”


  “No, sir,” Sharpe lied. In truth he had enough jewels sewn into his red coat to buy himself a majority, but he did not want McCandless to know that.


  “Good,” McCandless said, “because that isn’t the best way. Most regiments won’t look at a man buying himself out of the ranks. Why should they? They’ve got plenty of young hopefuls coming from the shires with their parents’ cash hot in their purses, so the last thing they need is some half-educated ranker who can’t meet his mess bills. I’m not saying it’s impossible. Any regiment posted to the West Indies will sell you an ensign’s post cheap, but that’s because they can’t get anyone else on account of the yellow fever. A posting to the West Indies is a death sentence. But if a man wants to get into anything other than a West-Indies-bound regiment, Sharpe, then he must hope for the second route. He must be a sergeant and he must be able to read and write, but there’s a third requirement, too. The fellow must perform a quite impossibly gallant act. Leading a Forlorn Hope will do the trick, but any act, so long as it’s suicidal, will serve, though of course he must do it under the General’s eye or else it’s all a waste of time.”


  Sharpe sat in silence for a while, daunted by the obstacles that lay in the way of his daydream’s fulfillment. “Do they give him a test, sir?” he asked. “In reading?” That thought worried him for, although his reading was improving night by night, he still stumbled over quite simple words. He claimed that the Bible’s print was too small, and McCandless was kind enough to believe the excuse.


  “A test in reading? Good Lord, no! For an officer!” McCandless smiled tiredly. “They take his word, of course.” The Colonel paused for a second. “But I’ve often wondered, Sharpe,” he went on, “why a man from the ranks would want to be an officer?”


  So he could go back to Brewhouse Lane, Sharpe thought, and kick some teeth in. “I was just wondering about it, sir,” he said instead. “Just thinking, sir.”


  “Because in many ways,” McCandless said, “sergeants have more influence with the men. Less formal prestige, perhaps, but certainly more influence than any junior officer. Ensigns and lieutenants, Sharpe, are very insignificant creatures. They’re really of very little use most of the time. It’s not till a man reaches his captaincy that he begins to be valuable.”


  “I’m sure you’re right, sir,” Sharpe said lamely. “I was just thinking.”


  That night the Colonel relapsed into fever, and Sharpe sat in the hut doorway and listened to the rain beat on the land. He could not shake the daydream, could not drive away the picture of him ducking through the gate in Brewhouse Lane and seeing the faces he hated. He wanted it, he wanted it terribly, and so he dreamed on, dreaming the impossible, but unable to check the dream. He did not know how, but he would somehow make the leap. Or else die in the attempt.


  CHAPTER 7


  Dodd called his new gelding Peter. “Because it’s got no balls, Monsewer,” he informed Pierre Joubert, and he repeated the poor joke a dozen times in the next two days just to make certain that its insult was understood. Joubert smiled and said nothing, and the Major would launch himself into a panegyric on Peter’s merits. His old horse had whistling lungs, while this one could be ridden all day and still had its head up and a spring in its long stride. “A thoroughbred, Captain,” he told Joubert, “an English thoroughbred. Not some screw-backed old French nag, but a proper horse.”


  The men in Dodd’s Cobras liked to see their Major on his fine big horse. It was true that one man had died in the beast’s acquisition, yet the theft had still been a fine piece of banditry, and the men had laughed to see the English Sergeant searching the camp while all the while Major Dodd’s jemadar, Gopal, was hiding the horses a long way to the north.


  Colonel Pohlmann was less amused. “I promised McCandless safe conduct, Major,” he growled at Dodd the first time he saw the Englishman on his new gelding.


  “Quite right, sir.”


  “And you’ve added horse-thieving to your catalogue of crimes?”


  “I can’t think what you mean, sir,” Dodd protested in mock innocence. “I purchased this beast off a horse trader yesterday, sir. Gypsy-looking fellow from Korpalgaon. Took the last of my savings.”


  “And your jemadar’s new horse?” Pohlmann asked, pointing to Gopal who was riding Colonel McCandless’s mare.


  “He bought her from the same fellow,” Dodd said.


  “Of course he did, Major,” Pohlmann said wearily. The Colonel knew it was pointless to chide a man for theft in an army that was encouraged to steal for its very existence, yet he was offended by Dodd’s abuse of the hospitality that had been extended to McCandless. The Scotsman was right, Pohlmann thought, Dodd was a man without honor, yet the Hanoverian knew that if Scindia employed none but saints then he would have no European officers.


  The theft of McCandless’s horses only added more reason for Pohlmann to dislike William Dodd. He found the Englishman too dour, too jealous and too humorless, yet still, despite his dislike, he recognized that the Major was a fine soldier. His rescue of his regiment from Ahmednuggur had been an inglorious operation executed superbly, and Pohlmann, at least, understood the achievement, just as he appreciated that Dodd’s men liked their new commanding officer. The Hanoverian was not certain why Dodd was popular, for he was not an easy man; he had no small talk, he smiled rarely, and he was punctilious about details that other officers might let pass, yet still the men liked him. Maybe they sensed that he was on their side, wholly on their side, recognizing that nothing is achieved in war by officers without men, and a good deal by men without officers, and for that reason, if no other, they were glad he was their commanding officer. And men who like their commanding officer are more likely to fight well than men who do not, and so Pohlmann was glad that he had William Dodd as a regimental commander even if he did disdain him as little better than a common thief.


  Pohlmann’s compoo had now joined the rest of Scindia’s army, which had already been swollen by the troops of the Rajah of Berar, so that over a hundred thousand men and all their animals now wandered the Deccan Plain in search of grazing, forage and grain. The vast army hugely outnumbered its enemy, but Scindia made no attempt to bring Wellesley to battle. Instead he led his horde in an apparently aimless fashion. They went south towards the enemy, then withdrew north, they made a lumbering surge to the east and then retraced their steps to the west, and everywhere they marched they stripped the farms, slashed down crops, broke into granaries, slaughtered livestock and rifled humble homes in search of rice, wheat or lentils. Every day a score of cavalry patrols rode south to find the enemy armies, but the Mahratta horsemen rarely came close to the redcoats for the British cavalry counter-patrolled aggressively and each day left dead horses on the plain while Scindia’s great host wandered mindlessly on.


  “Now that you have such a fine horse,” Pohlmann said to Dodd a week after the Major’s theft, “perhaps you can lead a cavalry patrol?”


  “Gladly, sir.”


  “Someone has to find out what the British are doing,” Pohlmann grumbled.


  Dodd rode south with some of Pohlmann’s own cavalry and his patrol succeeded where so many others had failed, but only because the Major donned his old red coat so that it would appear as if his score of horsemen were under the command of a British officer, and the ruse worked for Dodd came across a much smaller force of Mysore cavalry who rode unsuspecting into the trap. Six enemy escaped, eight died, and their leader yielded a mass of information before Dodd shot him through the head.


  “You might have brought him back to us,” Pohlmann remonstrated gently when Dodd returned. “I could have talked with him myself,” the Colonel added, peering down from his green-curtained howdah. The elephant plodded behind a purple-coated horseman who carried Pohlmann’s red flag emblazoned with the white horse of Hanover. There was a girl with Pohlmann, but all Dodd could see of her was a dark languid hand bright with gems hanging over the howdah’s edge. “So tell me what you learned, Major,” Pohlmann ordered.


  “The British are back close to the Godavery, sir, but they’re still split into two forces and neither has more than six thousand infantry. Wellesley’s nearest to us while Stevenson’s moving off to the west. I’ve made a map, sir, with their dispositions.” Dodd held the paper up towards the swaying howdah.


  “Hoping to pincer us, are they?” Pohlmann asked, reaching down to pluck the map from the Major’s hand. “Not now, Liebchen,” he added, though not to Dodd.


  “I imagine they’re staying divided because of the roads, sir,” Dodd said.


  “Of course,” Pohlmann said, wondering why Dodd was teaching him to suck eggs. The British need for decent roads was much greater than the Mahrattas’, for the British carried all their foodstuffs in ox wagons and the cumbersome vehicles could not manage any country other than the smoothest grass plains. Which meant that the two enemy armies could only advance where the ground was smooth or the roads adequate. It made their movements clumsy, and it made any attempt to pincer Scindia’s army doubly difficult, though by now, Pohlmann reflected, the British commander must be thoroughly confused about Scindia’s intentions. So was Scindia, for that matter, for the Maharajah was taking his tactical advice from astrologers rather than from his European officers which meant that the great horde was impelled to its wanderings by the glimmer of stars, the import of dreams and the entrails of goats.


  “If we marched south now,” Dodd urged Pohlmann, “we could trap Wellesley’s men south of Aurungabad. Stevenson’s too far away to support him.”


  “It does sound a good idea,” Pohlmann agreed genially, pocketing Dodd’s map.


  “There must be some plan,” Dodd suggested irritably.


  “Must there?” Pohlmann asked airily. “Higher up, Liebchen, just there! That’s good!” The bejeweled hand had vanished inside the howdah. Pohlmann closed his eyes for an instant, then opened them and smiled down on Dodd. “The plan,” the Hanoverian said grandly, “is to wait and see whether Holkar will join us.” Holkar was the most powerful of all the Mahratta chieftains, but he was biding his time, uncertain whether to join Scindia and the Rajah of Berar or whether to sit out the war with his huge forces intact. “And the next part of the plan,” Pohlmann went on, “is to hold a durbar. Have you ever attended a durbar, Dodd?”


  “No, sir.”


  “It is a council, a committee of the old and the wise, or rather of the senile and the talkative. The war will be discussed, as will the position of the stars and the mood of the gods and the failure of the monsoon and, once the durbar is over, if indeed it ever ends, we shall commence our wandering once again, but perhaps a decision of sorts will have been made, though whether that decision will be to retire on Nagpoor, or to advance on Hyderabad, or to choose a battlefield and allow the British to attack us, or simply to march from now until the Day of Judgment, I cannot yet tell you. I shall offer advice, of course, but if Scindia dreams of monkeys on the night before the durbar then not even Alexander the Great could persuade him to fight.”


  “But Scindia must know better than to let the two British forces unite, sir?” Dodd said.


  “He does, he does, indeed he does. Our lord and master is no fool, but he is inscrutable. We are waiting for the omens to be propitious.”


  “They’re propitious now,” Dodd protested.


  “That is not for you or me to decide. We Europeans can be relied upon to fight, but not to read the messages of the stars or to understand the meaning of dreams. But when it comes to the battle, Major, you can be sure that the stars and the dreams will be ignored and that Scindia will leave all the decisions to me.” Pohlmann smiled benignly at Dodd, then gazed out at the horde of cavalry that covered the plain. There must have been fifty thousand horsemen in view, but Pohlmann would happily have marched with only a thousand. Most of the Mahratta horsemen were only present for the loot they hoped to steal after victory and, though they were all fine riders and brave fighters, they had no conception of picquet duty and none was willing to charge into the face of an infantry unit. They did not understand that a cavalry troop needed to take horrific casualties if it was to break infantry; instead they reckoned Scindia’s great guns and his mercenary infantry would do the shattering and they would then pursue the broken enemy like hornets, and until that happy moment they were just so many useless mouths to feed. If they all went away tomorrow it would make no difference to the war’s outcome for the victory would still be won by the artillery and the infantry. Pohlmann knew that and he imagined lining his guns wheel to wheel in batteries, with his infantry formed just behind and then watching the redcoats walk into a tumult of fire and iron and death. A flail of fire! A storm of metal whipping the air into a gale of bloody ruin amongst which the British would be chopped into butcher’s scraps.


  “You’re hurting me,” the girl said.


  “Liebchen, I’m so sorry,” Pohlmann said, releasing his grip. “I was thinking.”


  “Sir?” Dodd asked, thinking the Hanoverian was speaking to him.


  “I was thinking, Dodd, that it is no bad thing that we wander so aimlessly.”


  “It isn’t?” Dodd retorted with astonishment.


  “Because if we do not know where we are going, then nor will the British, so one day they will march a few miles too far and then we shall pounce on them. Someone will blunder, Dodd, because in war someone always does blunder. It is an immutable rule of war; someone will blunder. We must just have patience.” In truth Pohlmann was just as impatient as Dodd, but the Colonel knew it would not serve any purpose to betray that impatience. In India, he had learned, matters moved at their own pace, as imponderable and unstoppable as an elephant. But soon, Pohlmann reckoned, one of the British forces would make a march too far and find itself so close to the vast Mahratta army that even Scindia could not refuse battle. And even if the two enemy armies joined, what did that matter? Their combined forces were small, the Mahratta horde was vast, and the outcome of their meeting as certain as anything could be in war. And Pohlmann was confident that Scindia would eventually give him command of the army, and Pohlmann would then roll over the enemy like the great Juggernaut of Hindu legend and with that happy prospect he was content.


  Dodd looked up to say something more, but the howdah’s green curtains had been drawn shut. The girl giggled, while the mahout, seated just in front of the closed howdah, stared impassively ahead. The Mahrattas were on the march, covering the earth like a swarm, just waiting for their enemies to blunder.


  Sharpe was tired of being hungry so one day he took his musket and walked in search of game. He reckoned anything would do, even a tiger, but he hoped to find beef. India seemed full of beef, but that day he saw none, though after four miles he found a herd of goats grazing in a small wood. He drew his bayonet, reckoning it would be easier to cut one of the beast’s throats than shoot it and so attract the attention of the herd’s vengeful owner, but when he came close to the animals a dog burst out of the trees and attacked him.


  He clubbed the dog down with his musket butt, and the brief commotion put the goats to flight and it took him the best part of an hour to find the animals again and by then he could not have cared if he attracted half the population of India and so he aimed and fired, and all he succeeded in doing was wounding one poor beast that started bleating pitifully. He ran to it, cut its throat, which was harder than he had thought, then hoisted the carcass onto his shoulder.


  The widow boiled the stringy flesh which tasted foul, but it was still meat and Sharpe wolfed it down as though he had not eaten in months. The smell of the meat roused Colonel McCandless who sat up in his bed and frowned at the pot. “I could almost eat that,” he said.


  “You want some, sir?”


  “I haven’t eaten meat in eighteen years, Sharpe, I won’t start now.” He ran a hand through his lank white hair. “I do declare I’m feeling better, God be praised.”


  The Colonel swung his feet onto the floor and tried to stand. “But I’m weak as a kitten,” he said.


  “Plate of meat will put some strength in you, sir.”


  “’Get thee behind me, Satan,’” the Colonel said, then put a hand on one of the posts which held up the roof and hauled himself to his feet. “I might take a walk tomorrow.”


  “How’s the leg, sir?”


  “Mending, Sharpe, mending.” The Colonel put some weight on his left leg and seemed pleasantly surprised that it did not buckle. “God has preserved me again.”


  “Thank God for that, sir.”


  “I do, Sharpe, I do.”


  Next morning the Colonel felt better still. He ducked out of the hut and blinked in the bright sunlight. “Have you seen any soldiers these last two weeks?”


  “Not a one, sir. Nothing but farmers.”


  The Colonel scraped a hand across the white bristles on his chin. “A shave, I think. Would you be so kind as to fetch my box of razors? And perhaps you could heat some water?”


  Sharpe dutifully put a pot of water on the fire, then stropped one of the Colonel’s razors on a saddle’s girth strap. He was just perfecting the edge when McCandless called him from outside the house. “Sharpe!”


  Something in McCandless’s voice made Sharpe snatch up his musket, then he heard the beat of hooves as he ducked under the low doorway and he hauled back the musket’s cock in expectation of enemies, but McCandless waved the weapon down. “I said Sevajee would find us!” the Colonel said happily. “Nothing stays secret in this countryside, Sharpe.”


  Sharpe lowered the musket’s flint as he watched Sevajee lead his men towards the widow’s house. The young Indian grinned at McCandless’s disheveled condition. “I heard there was a white devil near here, and I knew it would be you.”


  “I wish you’d come sooner,” McCandless grumbled.


  “Why? You were ill. The folks I spoke to said you would die.” Sevajee slid out of the saddle and led his horse to the well. “Besides, we’ve been too busy.”


  “Following Scindia, I trust?” the Colonel asked.


  “Here, there and everywhere.” Sevajee hauled up a skin of water and held it under his horse’s nose. “They’ve been south, east, back north again. But now they’re going to hold a durbar, Colonel.”


  “A durbar!” McCandless brightened, and Sharpe wondered what on earth a durbar was.


  “They’ve gone to Borkardan,” Sevajee announced happily. “All of them! Scindia, the Rajah of Berar, the whole lot! A sea of enemies.”


  “Borkardan,” McCandless said, summoning a mental map in his head. “Where’s that? Two days’ march north?”


  “One for a horseman, two on foot,” Sevajee agreed.


  McCandless, his shave forgotten, stared northwards. “But how long will they stay there?”


  “Long enough,” Sevajee said gleefully, “and first they have to make a place fit for a prince’s durbar and that will take them two or three days, and then they’ll talk for another two or three days. And they need to rest their animals, too, and in Borkardan they’ve found plenty of forage.”


  “How do you know?” McCandless asked.


  “Because we met some brindarries,” Sevajee said with a smile, and turned at the same time to indicate four small, lean and riderless horses that were the trophies of that meeting. “We had a talk with them,” Sevajee said airily, and Sharpe wondered how brutal that talk had been. “Forty thousand infantry, sixty thousand cavalry,” Sevajee said, “and over a hundred guns.”


  McCandless limped back into the house to fetch paper and ink from his saddlebag. Then, back in the sunlight, he wrote a dispatch and Sevajee detailed six of his horsemen to take the precious news south as fast as they could. They would need to search for Wellesley’s army and Sevajee told them to whip their horses bloody because, if the British moved fast, there was a chance to catch the Mahrattas while they were encamped for their durbar and then to attack them before they could form their battle array. “That would even things up,” McCandless announced happily. “A surprise attack!”


  “They’re not fools,” Sevajee warned, “they’ll have a host of picquets.”


  “But it takes time to organize a hundred thousand men, Sevajee, a lot of time! They’ll be milling about like sheep while we march into battle!”


  The six horsemen rode away with the precious dispatch and McCandless, tired again, let Sharpe shave him. “All we can do now is wait,” the Colonel said.


  “Wait?” Sharpe asked indignantly, believing that McCandless was implying that they would do nothing while the battle was being fought.


  “If Scindia’s at Borkardan,” the Colonel said, “then our armies will have to march this way to reach him. So we might as well wait for them to come to us. Then we can join up again.”


  It was time to stop dreaming. It was time to fight.


  * * *


  Wellesley’s army had crossed the Godavery and marched towards Aurungabad, then heard that Scindia’s forces had gone far to the east before lunging south towards the heartland of Hyderabad, and the report made sense for the old Nizam had just died and left a young son on the throne and a young ruler’s state could make for rich pickings, and so Wellesley had turned his small army and hurried back to the Godavery. They laboriously recrossed the river, swimming the horses, bullocks and elephants to the southern bank, and floating the guns, limbers and wagons across on rafts. The men used boats made from inflated bladders, and it took two whole days to make the crossing and then, after a day’s march south towards threatened Hyderabad, more news came that the enemy had turned about and gone back northwards.


  “Don’t know what they’re bleeding doing,” Hakeswill declared.


  “Captain Mackay says we’re looking for the enemy,” Private Lowry suggested helpfully.


  “Looking for his arse, more like. Bloody Wellesley.” Hakeswill was sitting beside the river, watching the bullocks being goaded back into the water to cross once again to the north bank. “In the water, out the water, up one road, down the next, walk in bleeding circles, then back through the bleeding river again.” His blue eyes opened wide in indignation and his face twitched. “Arthur Wellesley should never be a general.”


  “Why not, Sarge?” Private Kendrick asked, knowing that Hakeswill wanted the opportunity to explain.


  “Stands to reason, lad, stands to reason.” Hakeswill paused to light a clay pipe. “No bleeding experience. You remember that wood outside Seringapatam? Bloody chaos, that’s what it was, bloody chaos and who caused it? He did, that’s who.” He gestured at Wellesley who, mounted on a tall white horse, had come to the bluff above the river. “He’s a general,” Hakeswill explained, “because his father’s an earl and because his elder brother’s the Governor General, that’s why. If my father had been a bleeding earl, then I’d be a bleeding general, says so in the scriptures. Lord Obadiah Hakeswill, I’d be, and you wouldn’t see me buggering about like a dog chasing fleas up its arse. I’d bleeding well get the job done. On your feet, lads, look smart now!”


  The General, with nothing to do except wait while his army crossed the river, had turned his horse up the bank and his path brought him close to where Hakeswill had been seated. Wellesley looked across, recognized the Sergeant and seemed about to turn away, but then an innate courtesy overcame his distaste for speaking with the lower ranks. “Still here, Sergeant?” he asked awkwardly.


  “Still here, sir,” Hakeswill said. He was quivering at attention, his clay pipe thrust into a pocket and his firelock by his side. “Doing my duty, sir, like a soldier.”


  “Your duty?” Wellesley asked. “You came to arrest Sergeant Sharpe, isn’t that right?”


  “Sir!” Hakeswill affirmed.


  The General grimaced. “Let me know if you see him. He’s with Colonel McCandless, and they both seem to be missing. Dead, probably.” And on that cheerful note the General tugged on his reins and spurred away.


  Hakeswill watched him go, then retrieved his clay pipe and sucked the tobacco back to glowing life. Then he spat onto the bank. “Sharpie ain’t dead,” he said malevolently. “I’m the one who’s going to kill Sharpie. Says so in the scriptures.”


  Then Captain Mackay arrived and insisted that Hakeswill and his six men help organize the transfer of the bullocks across the river. The animals carried packs loaded with spare round shot for the artillery, and the Captain had been provided with two rafts for that precious ammunition. “They’re to transfer the shot to the rafts, understand? Then swim the beasts over. I don’t want chaos, Sergeant. Make them line up decently. And make sure they don’t roll the shot into the river to save themselves the bother of reloading it.”


  “It isn’t a soldier’s job,” Hakeswill complained when the Captain was gone. “Chivvying bullocks? I ain’t a bleeding Scotchman. That’s all they’re good for, chivvying bullocks. Do it all the time, they do, down the green roads to London, but it ain’t a job for an Englishman.” But he nevertheless did an effective job, using his bayonet to prod men and animals into the queue which slowly snaked its way down to the water. By nightfall the whole army was over, and next morning, long before dawn, they marched north again. They camped before midday, thus avoiding the worst of the heat, and by mid-afternoon the first enemy cavalry patrols showed in the distance and the army’s own cavalry rode out to drive the horsemen away.


  They did not move at all for the next two days. Cavalry scouts tried to discover the enemy’s intentions, while Company spies spread gold throughout the north country in search of news, but the gold was wasted for every scrap of intelligence was contradicted by another. One said Holkar had joined Scindia, another said Holkar was declaring war on Scindia, then the Mahrattas were said to be marching west, or east, or perhaps north, until Wellesley felt he was playing a slow version of blind man’s buff.


  Then, at last, some reliable news arrived. Six Mahratta horsemen in the service of Syud Sevajee came to Wellesley’s camp with a hastily written dispatch from Colonel McCandless. The Colonel regretted his absence and explained that he had taken a wound that had been slow to heal, but he could assure Sir Arthur that he had not abandoned his duty and could thus report, with a fair degree of certainty, that the forces of Dowlut Rao Scindia and the Rajah of Berar had finally ceased their wanderings at Borkardan. They planned to stay there, McCandless wrote, to hold a durbar and to let their animals recover their strength, and he estimated those intentions implied a stay in Borkardan of five or six days. The enemy numbered, he reported, at least eighty thousand men and possessed around a hundred pieces of field artillery, many of inferior caliber, but an appreciable number throwing much heavier shot. He reckoned, from his own earlier observations in Pohlmann’s camp, that only fifteen thousand of the enemy’s infantry were trained to Company standards, while the rest were makeweights, but the guns, he added ominously, were well served and well maintained. The dispatch had been written in a hurry, and in a shaky hand, but it was concise, confident and comprehensive.


  The Colonel’s dispatch drove the General to his maps and then to a flurry of orders. The army was readied to march that night, and a galloper went to Colonel Stevenson’s force, west of Wellesley’s, with orders to march north on a parallel course. The two small armies should combine at Borkardan in four days’ time. “That will give us, what?” Wellesley thought for a second or two. “Eleven thousand prime infantry and forty-eight guns.” He jotted the figures on the map, then absent-mindedly tapped the numbers with a pencil. “Eleven thousand against eighty,” he said dubiously, then grimaced. “It will serve,” he concluded, “it will serve very well.”


  “Eleven against eighty will serve, sir?” Captain Campbell asked with astonishment. Campbell was the young Scottish officer who had thrice climbed the ladder to be the first man into Ahmednuggur and his reward had been a promotion and an appointment as Wellesley’s aide. Now he stared at the General, a man Campbell considered as sensible as any he had ever met, yet the odds that Wellesley was welcoming seemed insane.


  “I’d rather have more men,” Wellesley admitted, “but we can probably do the job with eleven thousand. You can forget Scindia’s cavalry, Campbell, because it won’t manage a thing on a battlefield, and the Rajah of Berar’s infantry will simply get in everyone else’s way, which means we’ll be fighting against fifteen thousand good infantry and rather too many well-served guns. The rest don’t matter. If we beat the guns and the infantry, the rest of them will run. Depend on it, they’ll run.”


  “Suppose they adopt a defensive position, sir?” Campbell felt impelled to insert a note of caution into the General’s hopes. “Suppose they’re behind a river, sir? Or behind walls?”


  “We can suppose what we like, Campbell, but supposing is only fancy, and if we take fright at fancies then we might as well abandon soldiering. We’ll decide how to deal with the rogues once we find them, but the first thing to do is find them.” Wellesley rolled up the map. “Can’t kill your fox till you’ve run him down. So let’s be about our business.”


  The army marched that night. Six thousand cavalry, nearly all of them Indian, led the way, and behind them were twenty-two pieces of artillery, four thousand sepoys of the East India Company and two battalions of Scots, while the great clumsy tail of bullocks, wives, children, wagons and merchants brought up the rear. They marched hard, and if any man was daunted by the size of the enemy’s army, they showed no sign of it. They were as well trained as any men that had ever worn the red coat in India, they had been promised victory by their long-nosed General, and now they were going for the kill. And, whatever the odds, they believed they would win. So long as no one blundered.


  Borkardan was a mere village with no building fit for a prince, and so the great durbar of the Mahratta chiefs was held in an enormous tent that was hastily made by sewing a score of smaller tents together, then lining the canvas with swathes of brightly colored silk, and it would have made a marvelously impressive structure had the heavens not opened when the durbar began so that the sound of men’s voices was half drowned by the beat of rain on stretched canvas and if the hastily made seams had not opened to let the water pour through in streams.


  “It’s all a waste of time,” Pohlmann grumbled to Dodd, “but we have to attend.” The Colonel was fixing his newly tied stock with a diamond-studded pin. “And it isn’t a time for any European opinion except mine, understand?”


  “Yours?” Dodd, who had rather hoped to make a case for boldness, asked dourly.


  “Mine,” Pohlmann said forcibly. “I want to twist their tails, and I need every European officer nodding like a demented monkey in agreement with me.”


  A hundred men had gathered under the dripping silk. Scindia, the Maharajah of Gwalior, and Bhonsla, the Rajah of Berar, sat on musnuds, elegant raised platform-thrones that were draped in brocade and sheltered from the intrusive rain by silk parasols. Their Highnesses were cooled by men waving long-handled fans while the rest of the durbar sweltered in the close, damp heat. The high-class brahmins, all in baggy trousers cut from gold brocade, white tunics and tall white turbans, sat closest to the two thrones, while behind them stood the military officers, Indian and European, who were perspiring in their finest uniforms. Servants moved unobtrusively through the crowd offering silver dishes of almonds, sweetmeats or raisins soaked in arrack. The three senior European officers stood together. Pohlmann, in a purple coat hung with golden braid and loops of chain, towered over Colonel Dupont, a wiry Dutchman who commanded Scindia’s second compoo, and over Colonel Saleur, a Frenchman, who led the infantry of the Begum Somroo. Dodd lingered just behind the trio and listened to their private durbar. The three men agreed that their troops would have to take the brunt of the British attack, and that one of them must exercise overall command. It could not be Saleur, for the Begum Somroo was a client ruler of Scindia’s, so her commander could hardly take precedence over her feudal overlord’s officers, which meant that it had to be either Dupont or Pohlmann, but the Dutchman generously ceded the honor to the Hanoverian. “Scindia would have chosen you anyway,” Dupont said.


  “Wisely,” Pohlmann said cheerfully, “very wisely. You’re content, Saleur?”


  “Indeed,” the Frenchman said. He was a tall, dour man with a badly scarred face and a formidable reputation as a disciplinarian. He was also reputed to be the Begum Somroo’s lover, a post that evidently accompanied the command of that lady’s infantry. “What are the bastards talking about now?” he asked in English.


  Pohlmann listened for a few seconds. “Discussing whether to retreat to Gawilghur,” he said. Gawilghur was a hill fort that lay north and east of Borkardan and a group of brahmins were urging the army to retire there and let the British break their skulls against its cliffs and high walls. “Goddamn brahmins,” Pohlmann said in disgust. “Don’t know a damn thing about soldiering. Know how to talk, but not how to fight.”


  But then an older brahmin, his white beard reaching to his waist, stood up and declared that the omens were more suitable for battle. “You have assembled a great army, dread Lord,” he addressed Scindia, “and you would lock it away in a citadel?”


  “Where did they find him?” Pohlmann muttered. “He’s actually talking sense!”


  Scindia said little, preferring to let Surjee Rao, his chief minister, do the talking, while he himself sat plump and inscrutable on his throne. He was wearing a rich gown of yellow silk that had emeralds and pearls sewn into patterns of flowers, while a great yellow diamond gleamed from his pale-blue turban.


  Another brahmin pleaded for the army to march south on Seringapatam, but he was ignored. The Rajah of Berar, darker-skinned than the pale Scindia, frowned at the durbar in an attempt to look warlike, but said very little. “He’ll run away,” Colonel Saleur growled, “as soon as the first gun is fired. He always does.”


  Beny Singh, the Rajah’s warlord, argued for battle. “I have five hundred camels laden with rockets, I have guns fresh from Agra, I have infantry hungry for enemy blood. Let them loose!”


  “God help us if we do,” Dupont growled. “Bastards don’t have any discipline.”


  “Is it always like this?” Dodd asked Pohlmann.


  “Good God, no!” the Hanoverian said. “This durbar is positively decisive! Usually it’s three days of talk and a final decision to delay any decision until the next time.”


  “You think they’ll come to a decision today?” Saleur asked cynically.


  “They’ll have to,” Pohlmann said. “They can’t keep this army together for much longer. We’re running out of forage! We’re stripping the country bare.” The soldiers were still receiving just enough to eat, and the cavalrymen made certain their horses were fed, but the camp followers were near starvation and in a few days the suffering of the women and children would cause the army’s morale to plummet. Only that morning Pohlmann had seen a woman sawing at what he had assumed was brown bread, then realized that no Indian would bake a European loaf and that the great lump was actually a piece of elephant dung and that the woman was crumbling it apart in search of undigested grains. They must fight now.


  “So if we fight,” Saleur asked, “how will you win?”


  Pohlmann smiled. “I think we can give young Wellesley a problem or two,” he said cheerfully. “We’ll put the Rajah’s men behind some strong walls where they can’t do any damage, and we three will line our guns wheel to wheel, hammer them hard for their whole approach, then finish them off with some smart volleys. After that we’ll let the cavalry loose on their remnants.”


  “But when?” Dupont asked.


  “Soon,” Pohlmann said, “soon. Has to be soon. Buggers are eating dung for breakfast these days.” There was a sudden silence in the tent and Pohlmann realized a question had been addressed to him. Surjee Rao, a sinister man whose reputation for cruelty was as widespread as it was deserved, raised an eyebrow to the Hanoverian. “The rain, Your Serene Excellency,” Pohlmann explained, “the rain deafened me so I could not hear your question.”


  “What my Lord wishes to know,” the minister said, “is whether we can destroy the British?”


  “Oh, utterly,” Pohlmann said as though it was risible to even ask the question.


  “They fight hard,” Beny Singh pointed out.


  “And they die like other men when fought hard in return,” Pohlmann said dismissively.


  Scindia leaned forward and whispered in Surjee Rao’s ear. “What the Lord of our land and the conqueror of our enemy’s lands wishes to know,” the minister said, “is how you will beat the British?”


  “In the way that His Royal Highness suggested, Excellency, when he gave me his wise advice yesterday,” Pohlmann said, and it was true that he had enjoyed a private talk with Scindia the day before, though the advice had all been given by Pohlmann, but if he was to sway this durbar then he knew he must let them think that he was simply repeating Scindia’s suggestions.


  “Tell us, please,” Surjee Rao, who knew full well that his master had no ideas except how to increase the tax yields, asked suavely.


  “As we all know,” Pohlmann said, “the British have divided their forces into two parts. By now both those small armies will know that we are here at Borkardan and, because they are fools eager for death, they will both be marching towards us. Both armies lie to our south, but they are separated by some miles. They nevertheless hope to join together, then attack us, but yesterday, in his unparalleled wisdom, His Royal Highness suggested that if we move eastwards we shall draw the enemy’s easternmost column towards us and so make them march away from their allies. We can then fight the two armies in turn, defeat them in turn, and then let our dogs chew the flesh from their carcasses. And when the last enemy is dead, Excellency, I shall bring their General to our ruler’s tents in chains and send their women to be his slaves.” More to the point, Pohlmann thought, he would capture Wellesley’s food supplies, but he dared not say that in case Scindia took the words as a criticism. But Pohlmann’s bravado was rewarded by a scatter of applause that was unfortunately spoiled as a whole section of the tent roof collapsed to let in a deluge of rain.


  “If the British are doomed,” Surjee Rao asked when the commotion had subsided, “why do they advance on us?”


  It was a good question, and one that had worried Pohlmann slightly, though he believed he had found an answer. “Because, Excellency,” he said, “they have the confidence of fools. Because they believe that their combined armies will prove sufficient. Because they do not truly understand that our army has been trained to the same level as their own, and because their General is young and inexperienced and too eager for a reputation.”


  “And you believe, Colonel, that we can keep their two armies apart?”


  “If we march tomorrow, yes.”


  “How big is the British General’s army?”


  Pohlmann smiled. “Wellesley has five thousand infantrymen, Excellency, and six thousand cavalry. We could lose as many men as that and not even notice they were gone! He has eleven thousand men, but the only ones he relies on are his five thousand infantry. Five thousand men! Five thousand!” He paused, making sure that everyone in the tent had heard the figure. “And we have eighty thousand men. Five against eighty!”


  “He has guns,” the minister observed sourly.


  “We have five guns for every one of his. Five against one. And our guns are bigger and they are served just as well as his.”


  Scindia whispered to Surjee Rao who then demanded that the other European officers give their advice, but all had been forewarned by Pohlmann to sing his tune. March east, they said, draw one British army into battle, then turn on the other. The minister thanked the foreign officers for their advice, then pointedly turned back to the brahmins for their comments. Some advised that emissaries should be sent to Holkar, begging his help, but Pohlmann’s confidence had worked its magic and another man indignantly demanded to know why Holkar should be offered a share in the glory of victory. The tide of the durbar was turning in Pohlmann’s favor, and he said nothing more, but nor did he need to.


  The durbar talked all day and no course of action was formally agreed, but at dusk Scindia and the Rajah of Berar conferred briefly, then Scindia took his leave between rows of brahmins who bowed as their ruler passed. He paused in the huge tent’s doorway while his servants brought the palanquin that would preserve him from the rain. Only when the palanquin was ready did he turn and speak loudly enough for all the durbar to hear. “We march east tomorrow,” he said, “then we shall ponder another decision. Colonel Pohlmann will make the arrangements.” He stood for a second, looking up at the rain, then ducked under the palanquin’s canopy.


  “Praise God,” Pohlmann said, for he reckoned that the decision to march eastwards was sufficient to bring on battle. The enemy was closing all the time, and so long as the Mahrattas did not run northwards, the two sides must eventually meet. And if Scindia’s men went eastwards then they would meet on Pohlmann’s terms. He rammed on his cocked hat and stalked from the tent, followed by all the European officers. “We’ll march east along the Kaitna!” he said excitedly. “That’s where we’ll march tomorrow, and the river bank will be our killing ground.” He whooped like an excited child. “One short march, gentlemen, and we shall be close to Wellesley’s men, and in two or three days we’ll fight whether our lords and masters want it or not.”


  The army marched early next morning. It covered the earth like a dark swarm that flowed beneath the clearing clouds alongside the muddy River Kaitna which slowly deepened and widened as the army followed it eastwards. Pohlmann gave them a very short march, a mere six miles, so that the leading horsemen had reached Pohlmann’s chosen campsite long before dawn and by nightfall the slowest of the Mahratta infantry had reached a small, mud-walled village that lay just two miles north of the Kaitna. Scindia and the Rajah of Berar pitched their lavish tents just outside the village, while the Rajah’s infantry was ordered to barricade the streets and make loopholes in the thick mud walls of the outermost houses.


  The village lay on the southern bank of the River Juah, a tributary of the Kaitna, and south of the village stretched two miles of open farmland that ended at the steep bank of the River Kaitna. Pohlmann placed his best infantry, his three compoos of superbly trained killers, south of the village on the high bluff of the Kaitna’s northern bank, and in front of them he ranged his eighty best guns. Wellesley, if he wished to reach Borkardan, must come to the Kaitna and he would find his path blocked by a river, by a fearsome line of heavy guns, by an array of infantry and, behind them, like a fortress, a village crammed with the Rajah of Berar’s troops. The trap was laid.


  In the fields of a village called Assaye.


  The two British armies were close to each other now, close enough for General Wellesley to ride across country to see Colonel Stevenson, the commander of the second army. The General rode with his aides and an escort of Indian cavalry, but they saw no enemy on their way westwards across a long flat plain greened by the previous day’s rain. Colonel Stevenson, old enough to be Wellesley’s father, was alarmed by his General’s high spirits. He had seen such elation in young officers before, and seen it crushed by humiliating defeats brought on by over-confidence. “Are you sure you’re not hurrying too much?” he asked.


  “We must hurry, Stevenson, must.” Wellesley unrolled a map onto the Colonel’s table and pointed to Borkardan. “We hear they’re likely to stay there, but they won’t stay for ever. If we don’t close on them now, they’ll slip away.”


  “If the bastards are that close,” Stevenson said, peering at the map, “then maybe we should join forces now?”


  “And if we do,” the General said, “it will take us twice as long to reach Borkardan.” The two roads on which the armies advanced were narrow and, a few miles south of the River Kaitna, those roads followed passes through a small but steep range of hills. Every wheeled vehicle in both armies would have to be fed through those defiles in the hills, and if the two small armies combined the cumbersome business of negotiating the pass would take a whole day, a day in which the Mahrattas might escape northwards.


  Instead the two armies would advance separately and meet at Borkardan. “Tomorrow night,” Wellesley ordered, “you camp here”—he made a cross on the map at a village called Hussainabad—“and we’ll be here.” The pencil made another cross at a village called Naulniah which lay four miles south of the River Kaitna. The villages were ten miles apart, and both about the same distance south of Borkardan. “On the twenty-fourth,” Wellesley said, “we march and join here.” He dashed a circle about the village of Borkardan. “There!” he added, jabbing the pencil down and breaking its point.


  Stevenson hesitated. He was a good soldier with a long experience of India, but he was cautious by nature and it seemed to him that Wellesley was being headstrong and foolish. The Mahratta army was vast, the British armies small, yet Wellesley was rushing into battle. There was a dangerous excitement in the usually cool-headed Wellesley, and Stevenson now tried to rein it in. “We could meet at Naulniah,” he suggested, thinking it better if the armies combined the day before the battle rather than attempt to make their junction under fire.


  “We have no time,” Wellesley declared, “no time!” He swept aside the weights holding down the map’s corners so that the big sheet rolled up with a snap. “Providence has put their army within striking distance, so let us strike!” He tossed the map to his aide, Campbell, then ducked out of the tent into the day’s late sunlight and there found himself staring at Colonel McCandless who was mounted on a small, bony horse. “You!” Wellesley said with surprise. “I thought you were wounded, McCandless?”


  “I am, sir, but it’s healing.” The Scotsman patted his left thigh.


  “So what are you doing here?”


  “Seeking you, sir,” McCandless answered, though in truth he had come to Stevenson’s army by mistake. One of Sevajee’s men, scouting the area, had seen the redcoats and McCandless had thought it must be Wellesley’s men.


  “And what on earth are you riding?” Wellesley asked, pulling himself onto Diomed’s back. “Looks like a gypsy nag, McCandless. I’ve seen ponies that are bigger.”


  McCandless patted the captured Mahratta horse. “She’s the best I can do, sir. I lost my own gelding.”


  “For four hundred guineas you can have my spare. Give me a note, McCandless, and he’s all yours. Aeolus, he’s called, a six-year-old gelding out of County Meath. Good lungs, got a capped hock, but it don’t stop him. I’ll see you in two days, Colonel,” Wellesley now addressed Stevenson. “Two days! We’ll test our Mahrattas, eh? See if their vaunted infantry can stand some pounding. Good day, Stevenson! Are you coming, McCandless?”


  “I am, sir, I am.”


  Sharpe fell in beside Daniel Fletcher, the General’s orderly. “I’ve never seen the General so happy,” Sharpe said to Fletcher.


  “Got the bit between his teeth,” Fletcher said. “He reckons we’re going to surprise the enemy.”


  “He ain’t worried? There are thousands of the buggers.”


  “He ain’t showing nothing if he is frightened,” Fletcher said. “Up and at them, that’s his mood.”


  “Then God help the rest of us,” Sharpe said.


  The General talked with McCandless on his way back, but nothing the Scotsman said diminished Wellesley’s eagerness, even though McCandless warned him of the effectiveness of the Mahratta artillery and the efficiency of the infantry. “We knew all that when we declared war,” Wellesley said testily, “and if it didn’t deter us then, why should it now?”


  “Don’t underestimate them, sir,” McCandless said grimly.


  “I rather hope they’ll underestimate me!” Wellesley said. “You want that gelding of mine?”


  “I don’t have the money, sir.”


  “Oh come, McCandless! You on a Company colonel’s salary! You must have a fortune stacked away!”


  “I’ve some savings, sir, for my retirement, which is not far off.”


  “I’ll make it three hundred and eighty guineas, seeing as it’s you, and in a couple of years you can sell him for four hundred. You can’t go into battle on that thing.” He gestured at the Mahratta horse.


  “I’ll think on it, sir, I’ll think on it,” McCandless said gloomily. He prayed that the good Lord would restore his own horse to him, along with Lieutenant Dodd, but if that did not happen soon then he knew he would have to buy a decent horse, though the prospect of spending such a vast sum grieved him.


  “You’ll take supper with me tonight, McCandless?” Wellesley asked. “We have a fine leg of mutton. A rare leg!”


  “I eschew meat, sir,” the Scotsman answered.


  “You eschew meat? And chew vegetables?” The General decided this was a splendid joke and frightened his horse by uttering a fierce neigh of a laugh. “That’s droll! Very. You eschew meat to chew vegetables. Never mind, McCandless, we shall find you some chewable shrubs.”


  McCandless chewed his vegetables that night, and afterwards, excusing himself, went to the tent that Wellesley had lent to him. He was tired, his leg was throbbing, but there had been no sign of the fever all day and for that he was grateful. He read his Bible, knelt in prayer beside the cot, then blew out the lantern to sleep. An hour later he was woken by the thump of hooves, the sound of suppressed voices, a giggle, and the brush of someone half falling against the tent. “Who is it?” McCandless demanded angrily.


  “Colonel?” Sharpe’s voice answered. “Me, sir. Sorry, sir. Lost my footing, sir.”


  “I was sleeping, man.”


  “Didn’t mean to wake you, sir, sorry, sir. Stand still, you bugger! Not you, sir, sorry, sir.”


  McCandless, dressed in shirt and breeches, snatched the tent flap open. “Are you drunk?” he demanded, then fell silent as he gazed at the horse Sharpe was holding. The horse was a gelding, a splendid bay gelding with pricked ears and a quick, nervous energy.


  “He’s six years old, sir,” Sharpe said. Daniel Fletcher was trying to hammer in the picket and doing a very bad job because of the drink inside him. “He’s got a capped hock, sir, whatever that is, but nothing that’ll stop him. Comes from Ireland, he does. All that green grass, sir, makes a good horse. Aeolus, he’s called.”


  “Aeolus,” McCandless said, “the god of the wind.”


  “Is he one of those Indian idols, sir? All arms and snake heads?”


  “No, Sharpe, Aeolus is Greek.” McCandless took the reins from Sharpe and stroked the gelding’s nose. “Is Wellesley lending him to me?”


  “Oh no, sir.” Sharpe had taken the mallet from the half-drunk Fletcher and now banged the picket firmly into the soil. “He’s yours, sir, all yours.”


  “But . . .” McCandless said, then stopped, not understanding the situation at all.


  “He’s paid for, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “Paid for by whom?” McCandless demanded sternly.


  “Just paid for, sir.”


  “You’re blithering, Sharpe!”


  “Sorry, sir.”


  “Explain yourself!” the Colonel demanded.


  General Wellesley had said much the same thing when, just forty minutes before, an aide had told him that Sergeant Sharpe was begging to see him and the General, who was just bidding goodnight to the last of his supper guests, had reluctantly agreed. “Make it quick, Sergeant,” he had said, his fine mood disguised by his usual coldness.


  “It’s Colonel McCandless, sir,” Sharpe said woodenly. “He’s decided to buy your horse, sir, and he sent me with the money.” He stepped forward and tipped a bag of gold onto the General’s map table. The gold was Indian, from every state and princedom, but it was real gold and it lay shining like butter in the candle flames.


  Wellesley gazed in astonishment at the treasure. “He said he didn’t have the money!”


  “He’s a Scotsman, sir, the Colonel,” Sharpe had said, as though that explained everything, “and he’s sorry it ain’t real money, sir. Guineas. But it’s the full price, sir. Four hundred.”


  “Three hundred and eighty,” Wellesley said. “Tell the Colonel I’ll return some to him. But a note would have done just as well! I’m supposed to carry gold on me?”


  “Sorry, sir,” Sharpe had said lamely, but he could never have provided a note for the General, so instead he had sought out one of the bhinjarries who followed the army, and that merchant had exchanged emeralds for gold. Sharpe suspected he had been cheated, but he had wanted to give the Colonel the pleasure of owning a fine horse and so he had accepted the bhinjarrie’s price. “Is it all right, sir?” he had asked Wellesley anxiously.


  “Extraordinary way to do business,” Wellesley had said, but he had nodded his agreement. “A fair sale, Sergeant,” he said, and he had almost held out his hand to shake Sharpe’s as a man always shook hands on the sale of a horse, then he remembered that Sharpe was a sergeant and so he had hastily converted his gesture into a vague wave. And after Sharpe had gone and while he was scooping the coins into their bag, the General also remembered Sergeant Hakeswill. Not that it was any of his business, so perhaps it had been sensible not to mention the Sergeant’s presence to Sharpe.


  McCandless now admired the gelding. “Who paid for it?”


  “Good-looking horse, ain’t he, sir?” Sharpe said. “Good as your other, I’d say.”


  “Sharpe! You’re blithering again. Who paid for it?”


  Sharpe hesitated, but knew he was not going to be spared the interrogation. “In a manner of speaking, sir,” he said, “the Tippoo did.”


  “The Tippoo? Are you mad?”


  Sharpe blushed. “The fellow that killed the Tippoo, sir, he took some jewels off him.”


  “A king’s ransom, I should imagine,” McCandless snorted.


  “So I persuaded the fellow to buy the horse, sir. As a gift for you, sir.”


  McCandless stared at Sharpe. “It was you.”


  “It was me who did what, sir?”


  “You killed the Tippoo.” It was almost an accusation.


  “Me, sir?” Sharpe asked innocently. “No, sir.”


  McCandless stared at the gelding. “I can’t possibly accept, Sergeant.”


  “He’s no good to me, sir. A sergeant can’t own a horse. Not a proper horse from Ireland, sir. And if I hadn’t been day-dreaming in Pohlmann’s camp, sir, I might have stopped those thieves, so it’s only fair that you should let me get you another.”


  “You can’t do this, Sharpe!” McCandless protested, embarrassed by the generosity of the gift. “Besides, in a day or two I hope to get my own horse back along with Mister Dodd.”


  Sharpe had not thought of that, and for a second he cursed himself for throwing away his money. Then he shrugged. “It’s done anyway, sir. General’s got the money and you’ve got the horse. Besides, sir, you’ve always been fair to me, so I wanted to do something for you.”


  “It’s intolerable!” McCandless protested. “Uncalled for. I shall have to repay you.”


  “Four hundred guineas?” Sharpe asked. “That’s the price of an ensign’s commission, sir.”


  “So?” McCandless stared fiercely at Sharpe.


  “So we’re going into battle, sir. You on that horse, and me on a Mahratta pony. It’s a chance, sir, a chance, but if I do well, sir, real well, I’ll need you to talk to the General.” Sharpe blushed as he spoke, amazed at his own temerity. “That’s how you repay me, sir, but that’s not why I bought him. I just wanted you to have a proper horse, sir. Colonel like you shouldn’t be sitting on a scabby native pony, sir.”


  McCandless, appalled at Sharpe’s ambition, did not know what to say. He stroked the gelding, felt tears in his eyes and could not tell whether they were for Sharpe’s impossible dreams or because he had been so touched by the Sergeant’s gift. “If you do well, Sharpe,” he promised, “I’ll talk to Colonel Wallace. He’s a good friend. It’s possible he’ll have a vacant ensign’s post, but don’t raise your hopes too high!” He paused, wondering if emotion had driven him to promise far too much. “How did the Tippoo die?” he asked after a while. “And don’t lie to me, Sharpe, it must have been you who killed him.”


  “Like a man, sir. Bravely. Facing front, he was. Never gave up.”


  “He was a good soldier,” McCandless said, reflecting that the Tippoo had been beaten by a better one. “I trust you’ve still got some of his jewels?”


  “Jewels, sir?” Sharpe asked. “I don’t know about jewels, sir.”


  “Of course not,” McCandless said. If the Company ever heard that Sharpe was carrying the Tippoo’s gems their prize agents would descend on the Sergeant like locusts. “Thank you, Sharpe,” McCandless said fulsomely, “thank you very much. I shall repay you, of course, but you’ve touched me. ‘Pon my soul, you have touched me.” He insisted upon shaking Sharpe’s hand, then watched the Sergeant walk away with the General’s orderly. So much sin there, McCandless thought, and so much goodness. But why had Pohlmann ever put the idea of a commission into Sharpe’s head? It was an impossible dream, doomed to disappointment.


  Another man also watched Sharpe walk away. It was Private Lowry, of the King’s 33rd, who now hurried back to the baggage camp. “It was him, Sergeant,” he told Hakeswill.


  “You sure?”


  “Large as life.”


  “God bless you, Lowry, God bless you.” And God, Hakeswill thought, had certainly blessed him. He had feared that he would have to endure a battle, but now Sharpe had come and Hakeswill could produce his precious warrant and be on his way south. Let the army fight its battle, and let it win or lose, Hakeswill did not care, for Sergeant Hakeswill had what he wanted and he would be rich.


  CHAPTER 8


  General Wellesley was like a gambler who had emptied his purse onto the table and now had to wait for the cards to fall. There was still time to scoop the money back and walk away from the game, but if he ever felt that temptation, he did not betray it to his aides, nor to any of the army’s senior officers. The colonels in his army were all older than Wellesley, some much older, and Wellesley courteously sought their advice, though he largely ignored it. Orrock, a Company colonel and commander of the 8th Madras Infantry, recommended an extravagant outflanking march to the east, though so far as Wellesley could determine the only ambition of such a maneuver was to remove the army as far as possible from the enemy horde. The General was forced to pay more attention to his two Williams, Wallace and Harness, the commanding officers of his two Scottish battalions who were also his brigade leaders. “If we join Stevenson, sir, we might manage the business,” Wallace opined, his tone making it clear that, even combined, the two British armies would be dangerously outnumbered. “I’ve no doubt Harness will agree with me, sir,” Wallace added, though William Harness, the commander of the 78th, seemed surprised to have his opinion sought. “Your business how you fight them, Wellesley,” he growled. “Point my men and I warrant they’ll fight. The bastards had better fight. I’ll flog the scum witless if they don’t.”


  Wellesley forbore to point out that if the 78th refused to fight then there would be no one left to flog, for there would be no army. Harness would not have listened anyway, for he had taken the opportunity to lecture the General on the ameliorative effects of a flogging. “My first colonel liked to see one well-scourged back a week, Wellesley,” he said. “He reckoned it kept the men to their duty. He once flogged a sergeant’s wife, I recall. He wanted to know if a woman could take the pain, you see, and she couldn’t. The lass was fair wriggling.” Harness sighed, recalling happier days. “D’you dream, Wellesley?”


  “Dream, Harness?”


  “When you sleep.”


  “At times.”


  “A flogging will stop it. Nothing to bring on a good night’s sleep like a well-whipped back.” Harness, a tall black-browed man who seemed to wear a constant expression of wide-eyed disapproval, shook his head sadly. “A dreamless sleep, that’s what I dream of! Loosens the bowels too, y’know?”


  “Sleep?”


  “A flogging!” Harness snapped angrily. “Stimulates the blood, y’see?”


  Wellesley disliked making inquiries about senior officers, but he took care to ride alongside his new aide, Colin Campbell. “Was there much flogging in the 78th?” he asked the aide who, until the siege of Ahmednuggur, had served under Harness.


  “There’s been much recent talk of it, sir, but not in practice.”


  “Your Colonel seems much enamored of the practice.”


  “His enthusiasms come and go,” Campbell said blandly. “But until a few weeks ago, sir, he was not a man for enthusiasms. Now, suddenly, he is. He encouraged us to eat snakes in July, though he didn’t insist on it. I gather he tried some cobra seethed in milk, but it didn’t agree with him.”


  “Ah!” the General said, understanding the carefully phrased message. So Harness was going out of his wits? Wellesley chided himself for not guessing as much from the Colonel’s fixed glare. “The battalion has a doctor?”


  “You can take a horse to water, sir,” Campbell said carefully.


  “Indeed, indeed.” Not that the General could do anything about Harness’s incipient madness now, nor had the Colonel done anything that deserved dismissal. Indeed, mad or not, he led a fine battalion and Wellesley would need the Scotsmen when he came to Borkardan.


  He thought constantly of Borkardan, though what that place was other than a mark on the map, he did not know. He simply imagined the village as swirls of dust and bellowing noise, a place of galloping horses where big guns would flatten the air with their hot thumps and the sky would be ripped apart with shrieking metal and murderous volleys. It would be Wellesley’s first field battle. He had fought skirmishes enough, and led a cavalry charge that rode a bandit army into bloody oblivion, but he had never commanded guns and horse and infantry together, and he had never tried to impose his own will on an enemy general. He did not doubt his ability, nor did he doubt that he would stay calm amidst the dust and smoke and flame and blood, but he did fear that some unlucky shot would kill or maim him and the army would then be in the hands of a man without a vision of victory. Stevenson or Wallace would be competent enough, though Wellesley privately thought them both too cautious, but God help an army guided by Harness’s enthusiasms.


  The other colonels, all Company men, echoed Wallace’s advice to make sure of the junction with Stevenson before battle was joined, and Wellesley recognized the wisdom of that opinion, even while he refused to deflect his army to join Stevenson before they both reached Borkardan. There was no time for such a nicety, so instead whichever army first came to the enemy must engage him first, and the other must join the battle, to which end Wellesley knew he must keep his left flank open, for that was where Stevenson’s men would join his own. The General reckoned he must put the bulk of his cavalry on the left and station one of his two Highland regiments to serve as a bulwark on that flank, but beyond that he did not know what he would do once he reached Borkardan except attack, attack and attack again. He reasoned that when a small army faced a great horde then the small army had better keep moving and so destroy the enemy piece by piece, but if the small army stayed still then it risked being surrounded and pulverized into surrender.


  Borkardan on the twenty-fourth day of September, that was the goal, and Wellesley marched his men hard. The cavalry vanguard and the infantry picquets of the day were roused at midnight and, an hour later, just as the rest of the army was being stirred into sullen wakefulness, those men would start the northwards march. By two o’clock the whole army was moving. Dogs barked as the cavalry vanguard clattered through the villages, and after the horsemen came heavy guns hauled by oxen, marching Highlanders and long ranks of sepoys under their leather-cased colors. Ten miles to the west Stevenson’s army marched parallel to Wellesley’s, but ten miles was a half-day’s march and if either force was confronted by the enemy then the other could do nothing to help. Everything hinged on their meeting at Borkardan.


  Most of the men had little idea of what waited for them. They sensed the sudden urgency and guessed it presaged battle, but though the rumors spoke of the enemy as a numberless horde, they marched confidently. They grumbled, of course, for all soldiers grumble. They complained about being hungry, they swore at being made to tramp through the cavalry’s manure, and they cursed the oppressive heat that seemed scarcely alleviated by marching at night. Each march finished by midday when the men would rig their tents and sprawl in the shade while the picquets set guards, the cavalry watered horses and the commissary butchered bullocks to provide ration meat.


  The cavalry were the busiest men. Their job was to ride ahead and to the flanks of the army to drive any enemy scouts far away so that Scindia would not know that the two red-coated armies marched to trap him, but each morning, as the eastern horizon turned gray, then flushed with pink, then glowed gold and red before finally exploding into light, the patrols searched in vain for any enemies. The Mahratta horse seemed to be staying home, and some of the cavalry officers feared that their enemy might have slipped away again.


  As they were nearing Naulniah which would be Wellesley’s last resting place before he marched through the night to Borkardan, the General called his patrols closer to the army, ordering them to ride just a mile or two in front of his column. If the enemy was asleep, he explained to his aides, then it was best to do nothing to wake him. It was Sunday, and if the enemy was still engaged in its durbar, then the next day would bring battle. One day to let fears harass hope, though Wellesley’s aides seemed careless enough as they marched the last few miles to Naulniah. Major John Blackiston, an engineer on Wellesley’s staff, was needling Captain Campbell by saying that the Scots had no harvest to speak of. “Oats alone, isn’t that it, Captain?”


  “You’ve not seen barley, Major, till you’ve been to Scotland,” Campbell declared. “You could hide a regiment in a field of Scottish barley.”


  “Can’t think why you’d want to do such a thing, but doubtless you have your reasons. But as I understand it, Campbell, you heathen Scots have no order of service to give thanks to God for a harvest?”


  “You’ve not heard of the kirn, Major? The mell feast?”


  “Kirn?”


  “Harvest-home, you call it, when you scavenge those few weeds in England, then beg us generous Scots to send you food. Which we do, being Christian folk who take pity on those less fortunate than ourselves. And talking of the less fortunate, Major, here’s the sick list.” Campbell handed Blackiston a piece of paper on which was tallied the number of men from each regiment who were too sick to march. Those men were now being carried on the ox carts of the baggage train and, routinely, those who were unlikely to recover quickly were sent southwards on returning convoys, but Blackiston knew the General would not want to detach any cavalry to protect a convoy just before a battle.


  “Tell Sears the sick can all wait in Naulniah,” Blackiston ordered, “and warn Captain Mackay to have at least a score of empty wagons ready.” He did not specify why Mackay should prepare empty wagons, but nor did he need to do so. The wagons would carry the men wounded in battle, and Blackiston fervently prayed that no more than a score of ox carts would be needed.


  Captain Mackay had anticipated the need for empty wagons and had already put chalk marks on those whose burdens were light and could be transferred to other carts. Once at Naulniah he would have the cargoes rearranged, and he sought out Sergeant Hakeswill to supervise the business, but Obadiah Hakeswill had other plans. “My criminal’s back with the army, sir.”


  “And you haven’t arrested him already?” Mackay asked in surprise.


  “Can’t march a man in irons, sir, not at this pace. But if you’re establishing a camp, sir, at Naulniah, sir, I can hold my prisoner under guard like my duties say I should.”


  “So I shall be losing your services, Sergeant?”


  “It ain’t what I want, sir,” Hakeswill lied, “but I has my responsibilities, sir, and if we’re leaving baggage at Naulniah, sir, then I shall have to stay there with my prisoner. Colonel Gore’s orders, sir. Is that Naulniah up ahead, sir?”


  “It seems to be,” Mackay said, for the distant village was busy with men laying out the lines for the regiments’ tents.


  “Then, if you’ll forgive, sir, I have to be about my duties.”


  Hakeswill had deliberately waited for this moment, reckoning that it would be far too great a bother to keep marching northwards with Sharpe under escort. It would be better to wait until the army had established the baggage camp where Hakeswill could keep Sharpe while the battle was fought, and if one more redcoat died that day, who would miss him? So now, freed from Mackay’s baggage guard, the Sergeant hurried his six men up the column to find Colonel McCandless.


  McCandless’s leg was still throbbing, and the fever had left him weak, but his spirits had recovered, because riding Aeolus had convinced him that no finer horse had ever stepped on earth. The gelding was tireless, McCandless declared, and better schooled than any horse he had ever ridden. Sevajee was amused by the Colonel’s enthusiasm. “You sound like a man with a new woman, McCandless.”


  “If you say so, Sevajee, if you say so,” McCandless said, not rising to the Indian’s bait. “But isn’t he a beauty?”


  “Magnificent.”


  “County Meath,” the Colonel said. “They breed good hunters in County Meath. They have big hedges! Like jumping a haystack.”


  “County Meath is in Ireland?” Sevajee asked.


  “It is, it is.”


  “Another country beneath Britain’s heel?”


  “For a man beneath my heel, Sevajee,” the Colonel said, “you look in remarkably fine fettle. Can we talk about tomorrow? Sharpe! I want you to listen.”


  Sharpe urged his small Mahratta horse alongside the Colonel’s big gelding. Like Wellesley, Colonel McCandless was planning what he would do at Borkardan and, though the Colonel’s task was much smaller than the General’s, it was no less important to him. “Let us assume, gentlemen, that we shall win this battle at Borkardan tomorrow,” he said, and waited for the invariable riposte from Sevajee, but the tall Indian said nothing. “Our task, then,” the Colonel went on, “is to hunt Dodd among the fugitives. Hunt him and capture him.”


  “If he still lives,” Sevajee remarked.


  “Which I pray God he does. He must face British justice before he goes to God’s condemnation. So when the battle is joined, gentlemen, our task is not to get involved with the fighting, but to search for Dodd’s men. It won’t be difficult. So far as I know they’re the only regiment in white jackets, and once we have them, we stay close. Stay close till they break, then we pursue.”


  “And if they don’t break?” Sevajee asked.


  “Then we march again and fight again,” the Colonel answered grimly. “But by God’s grace, Sevajee, we shall find this man even if we have to hunt him into the deserts of Persia. Britain has more than a heavy heel, Sevajee, it has a long arm.”


  “Long arms are easily cut off,” Sevajee said.


  Sharpe had stopped listening. He had heard a commotion behind as a group of army wives were thrust off the road and had turned to see who had barged the women aside and, at first, all he had seen was a group of redcoats. Then he had recognized the red facings on the jackets and he had wondered what on earth men of the 33rd were doing here, and then he had recognized Sergeant Hakeswill.


  Obadiah Hakeswill! Of all people, Hakeswill! Sharpe stared in horror at his long-time enemy and Obadiah Hakeswill caught his eye and grinned maliciously and Sharpe knew that his appearance boded no good. Hakeswill broke into a lumbering run so that his haversack, pouches, bayonet and musket thumped against his body. “Sir!” he called up to Colonel McCandless. “Colonel McCandless, sir!”


  McCandless turned and frowned at the interruption, then, like Sharpe, he stared at the Sergeant as though he did not believe his eyes. McCandless knew Hakeswill, for Hakeswill had been imprisoned in the Tippoo Sultan’s dungeons at the same time as Sharpe and the Colonel, and what McCandless knew he did not like. The Scotsman scowled. “Sergeant Hakeswill? You’re far from home.”


  “As are we all, sir, doing our duties to King and country in an ’eathen land, sir.” Hakeswill slowed to a march, keeping pace with the Scotsman’s horse. “I’m ordered to see you, sir, by the General himself, sir. By Sir Arthur Wellesley, sir, God bless him, sir.”


  “I know who the General is, Sergeant,” McCandless said coldly.


  “Glad to hear it, sir. Got a paper for you, sir. Urgent paper, sir, what needs your urgent attention, sir.” Hakeswill gave a venomous glance at Sharpe, then held the warrant up to McCandless. “This paper, sir, what I’ve been carrying in my pouch, sir, on Colonel Gore’s orders, sir.”


  McCandless unfolded the warrant. Sevajee had hurried ahead, going to find somewhere to billet his men in the village and, while McCandless read the orders for Sharpe’s arrest, Hakeswill fell back so that he was walking beside Sharpe. “We’ll have you off that horse in a quick minute, Sharpie,” he said.


  “Go and boil your head, Obadiah.”


  “You always did have ideas above your station, Sharpie. Won’t do! Not in this army. We ain’t the Frogs. We don’t wear pretty long red boots like yours, we don’t, ‘cos we don’t have airs and graces, not in this army. Says so in the scriptures.”


  Sharpe tugged on his rein so that his small horse swerved into Hakeswill’s path. The Sergeant skipped aside. “Under arrest, you are, Sharpie!” Hakeswill crowed. “Under arrest! Court-martial offense. Be a shooting job, I dare say.” Hakeswill grinned, showing his yellow teeth. “Bang bang, you’re dead. Taken me a long time, Sharpie, but I’m going to be evens with you. All over for you, it is. Says so in the scriptures.”


  “It says nothing of the sort, Sergeant!” McCandless snapped, turning in his saddle and glaring at the Sergeant. “I’ve had occasion to speak to you before about the scriptures, and if I hear you cite their authority one more time I shall break you, Sergeant Hakeswill, I shall break you!”


  “Sir!” Hakeswill acknowledged. He doubted that McCandless, a Company officer, could break anyone in the King’s army, at least not without a deal of effort, but he did not let his skepticism show for Obadiah Hakeswill believed in showing complete subservience to all officers. “Never meant to upset you, sir,” he said, “apologize, sir. No offense meant, sir.”


  McCandless read the warrant a third time. Something about the wording worried him, but he could not quite place his concern. “It says here, Sharpe,” McCandless said, “that you struck an officer on August the fifth this year.”


  “I did what, sir?” Sharpe asked, horrified.


  “Assaulted Captain Morris. Here.” And McCandless thrust the warrant towards Sharpe. “Take it, man. Read it.”


  Sharpe took the paper and while he read Sergeant Hakeswill embellished the charge to Colonel McCandless. “An assault, sir, with a jakes pot, sir. A full one, sir. Liquids and solids, sir, both. Right on the Captain’s head, sir.”


  “And you were the only witness?” McCandless asked.


  “Me and Captain Morris, sir.”


  “I don’t believe a word of it,” McCandless growled.


  “Up to a court to decide, sir, begging your pardon. Your job, sir, is to deliver the prisoner to my keeping.”


  “You do not instruct me in my duties, Sergeant!” McCandless said angrily.


  “I just knows you will do your duty, sir, like we all does. Except for some as I could mention.” Hakeswill smiled at Sharpe. “Finding the long words difficult, are we, Sharpie?”


  McCandless reached over and took the warrant back from Sharpe, who had, indeed, been finding some of the longer words difficult. The Colonel had expressed his disbelief in the charge, but that was more out of loyalty to Sharpe than from any conviction, though there was still something out of kilter in the warrant. “Is it true, Sharpe?” McCandless now asked.


  “No, sir!” Sharpe said indignantly.


  “He was always a good liar, sir,” Hakeswill said helpfully. “Lies like a rug, sir, he does. Famous for it.” The Sergeant was becoming breathless as he hurried to keep pace with the Scotsman’s horse.


  “So what do you intend to do with Sergeant Sharpe?” McCandless asked.


  “Do, sir? Do my duty, of course, sir. Escort the prisoner back to battalion, sir, as is ordered.” Hakeswill gestured at his six men who marched a few paces behind. “We’ll guard him nice and proper, sir, all the way home and then have him stand trial for his filthy crime.”


  McCandless bit his right thumb and shook his head. He rode in silence for a few paces, and when Sharpe protested he ignored the indignant words. He put the warrant in his right hand again and seemed to read it yet another time. Far off to the east, at least a mile away, there was a sudden flurry of dust and the sparkle of sword blades catching the sun. Some enemy horsemen had been waiting in a grove of trees from where they had been watching the British march, but now they were flushed out by a troop of Mysore horsemen who pursued them northwards. McCandless glanced at the distant action. “So they’ll know we’re here now, more’s the pity. How do you spell your name, Sharpe? With or without an ‘e’?”


  “With, sir.”


  “You will correct me if I’m wrong,” McCandless said, “but it seems to me that this is not your name.” He handed the warrant back to Sharpe who saw that the “e” at the end of his name had been smeared out. There was a smudge of black ink there, and beneath it the impression of the “e” made by the steel nib in the paper, but the ink had been diluted and nearly erased.


  Sharpe hid his astonishment that McCandless, a stickler for honesty and straight-dealing, had resorted to such a subterfuge. “Not my name, sir,” Sharpe said woodenly.


  Hakeswill looked from Sharpe to McCandless, then back to Sharpe and finally at McCandless again. “Sir!” The word exploded from him.


  “You’re out of breath, Sergeant,” McCandless said, taking the warrant back from Sharpe. “But you will see here that you are expressly ordered to arrest a sergeant whose name is Richard Sharp. No ‘e,’ Sergeant. This Sergeant Sharpe uses an ‘e’ on his name so he cannot be the man you want, and I certainly cannot release him to your custody on the authority of this piece of paper. Here.” McCandless held the warrant out, letting it drop a heartbeat before Hakeswill could take it. The paper fluttered down to the dusty road.


  Hakeswill snatched the warrant up and peered at the writing. “Ink’s run, sir!” he protested. “Sir?” He ran after McCandless’s horse, stumbling on the uneven road. “Look, sir! Ink’s run, sir.”


  McCandless ignored the offered warrant. “It is clear, Sergeant Hakeswill, that the spelling of the name has been corrected. In all conscience I cannot act upon that warrant. What you must do, Sergeant, is send a message to Lieutenant Colonel Gore asking him to clear up the confusion. A new warrant, I think, would be best, and until such time as I see such a warrant, legibly written, I cannot release Sergeant Sharpe from his present duties. Good day, Hakeswill.”


  “You can’t do this, sir!” Hakeswill protested.


  McCandless smiled. “You fundamentally misunderstand the hierarchy of the army, Sergeant. It is I, a colonel, who define your duties, not you, a sergeant, who define mine. ‘I say to a man, go, and he goeth.’ It says so in the scriptures. I bid you good day.” And with that the Scotsman touched his spurs to the gelding’s flanks.


  Hakeswill’s face twitched as he turned on Sharpe. “I’ll have you, Sharpie, I will have you. I ain’t forgotten nothing.”


  “You ain’t learned nothing either,” Sharpe said, then spurred after the Colonel. He lifted two fingers as he passed Hakeswill, then left him behind in the dust.


  He was, for the moment, free.


  Simone Joubert placed the eight diamonds on the window ledge of the tiny house where the wives of Scindia’s European officers had been quartered. She was alone for the moment, for the other women had gone to visit the three compoos that were stationed on the Kaitna’s northern bank, but Simone had not wanted their company and so she had pleaded a turbulent stomach, though she supposed she ought to visit Pierre before the battle, if indeed there was to be a fight. Not that Simone cared much. Let them have their battle, she thought, and at the end of it, when the river was dark with British blood, her life would be no better. She gazed at the diamonds again, thinking about the man who had given them to her. Pierre would be angry if he learned she was concealing such wealth, but once his anger had passed he would sell the stones and send the money back to his rapacious family in France.


  “Madame Joubert!” A voice hailed her from outside the window and Simone guiltily swept the diamonds into her small purse, though, because she was on an upper floor, no one could see the gems. She peered down from the window and saw a cheerful Colonel Pohlmann in shirtsleeves and braces standing among the straw in the courtyard of the neighboring house.


  “Colonel,” she responded dutifully.


  “I am hiding my elephants,” the Colonel said, gesturing at the three beasts which were being led into the courtyard. The tallest carried Pohlmann’s howdah, while the other two were burdened with the wooden chests in which the Colonel was reputed to keep his gold. “Might I leave you to guard my menagerie?” the Colonel asked.


  “From what?” Simone asked.


  “From thieves,” the Colonel said happily.


  “Not the British?”


  “They will never reach this far, Madame,” Pohlmann said, “except as prisoners.” And Simone had a sudden vision of Sergeant Richard Sharpe again. She had been raised to believe that the British were a piratical race, a nation without a conscience who mindlessly impeded the spread of French enlightenment, but perhaps, she thought, she liked pirates.


  “I will guard your elephants, Colonel,” she called down.


  “And have some dinner with me?” Pohlmann asked. “I have some cold chicken and warm wine.”


  “I have promised to join Pierre,” Simone said, dreading the two-mile ride across the drab fields to where Dodd’s Cobras waited beside the Kaitna.


  “Then I shall escort you to his side, Madame,” Pohlmann said courteously. Once the battle was over he reckoned he might mount an assault on Madame Joubert’s virtue. It would be an amusing diversion, but not, he thought, an especially difficult campaign. Unhappy women yielded to patience and sympathy, and there would be plenty of time for both once Wellesley and Stevenson had been destroyed. And there would be a pleasure, too, in beating Major Dodd to the prize of Simone’s virtue.


  Pohlmann detailed twenty of his bodyguard to guard the three elephants. He never rode one of the beasts in battle, for an elephant became the target of every enemy gunner, but he looked forward to mounting the howdah for a great victory parade after the campaign. And victory would leave Pohlmann rich, rich enough to start building his great marble palace in which he planned to hang the captured banners of his enemy. From sergeant to princeling in ten years, and the key to that princedom was the gold that he was storing in Assaye. He ordered his bodyguard that no one, not even the Rajah of Berar whose troops were garrisoning the village, should be allowed into the courtyard, then he instructed his servants to detach the golden panels from the howdah and add them to the boxes of treasure. “If the worst should happen,” he told the subadar who was in charge of the men guarding the treasure, “I’ll join you here. Not that it will,” he added cheerfully.


  A clatter of hooves in the alley outside the courtyard announced the arrival of a patrol of horsemen returning from a foray south of the Kaitna. For three days Pohlmann had kept his cavalry on a tight rein, not wanting to alarm Wellesley as the British General marched north towards the trap, but that morning he had released a few patrols southwards and one of those now returned with the welcome news that the enemy was only four miles south of the Kaitna. Pohlmann already knew that the second British army, that of Colonel Stevenson, was still ten miles off to the west, and that meant that the British had blundered. Wellesley, in his eagerness to reach Borkardan, had brought his men to the waiting arms of the whole Mahratta army.


  The Colonel thought about waiting for Madame Joubert, then decided he could not afford the time and so he mounted the horse he rode in battle and, with those of his bodyguard not deputed to guard his gold, and with a string of aides surrounding him, he galloped south from Assaye to the Kaitna’s bank where his trap was set. He passed the news to Dupont and Saleur, then rode to prepare his own troops. He spoke with his officers, finishing with Major William Dodd. “I hear the British are making camp in Naulniah,” Pohlmann said, “so what we should do is march south and hammer him. It’s one thing to have Wellesley so close, but it’s quite another to bring him to battle.”


  “So why don’t we march?” Dodd asked.


  “Because Scindia won’t have it, that’s why. Scindia insists we fight on the defensive. He’s nervous.” Dodd spat, but made no other comment on his employer’s timidity. “So there’s a nasty danger,” Pohlmann went on, “that Wellesley won’t attack us at all, but will retreat towards Stevenson.”


  “So we beat them both at once,” Dodd said confidently.


  “As we shall, if we must,” Pohlmann agreed drily, “but I’d rather fight them separately.” He was confident of victory, no soldier could be more confident, but he was no fool and given the chance to defeat two small armies instead of one medium-sized force, he would prefer the former. “If you have a god, Major,” he said, “pray that Wellesley is over-confident. Pray that he attacks us.”


  It was a fervent prayer, for if Wellesley did attack he would be forced to send his men across the Kaitna which was some sixty or seventy paces broad and flowing brown between high banks that were over a hundred paces apart. If the monsoon had come the river would have filled its bed and been twelve or fifteen feet deep, while now it was only six or seven, though that was quite deep enough to stop an army crossing, but right in front of Pohlmann’s position there was a series of fords, and Pohlmann’s prayer was that the British would try to cross the fords and attack straight up the road to Assaye. Wellesley would have no other choice, not if he wanted a battle, for Pohlmann had summoned farmers from every village in the vicinity, from Assaye and Waroor, from Kodully, Taunklee and Peepulgaon, and asked them where a man could drive a herd of cattle through the river. He had used the example of a herd of oxen because where such a herd could go so could oxen drawing guns, and every man had agreed that in this season the only crossing places were the fords between Kodully and Taunklee. A man could drive his herds upriver to Borkardan, they told Pohlmann’s interpreter, and cross there, but that was a half-day’s walk away and why would be a man be that foolish when the river provided eight safe fords between the two villages?


  “Are there any crossing places downstream?” Pohlmann asked.


  A score of dark faces shook in unison. “No, sahib, not in the wet season.”


  “This season isn’t wet.”


  “There are still no fords, sahib.” They were sure, as sure as only local men who had lived all their lives bounded by the same water and trees and soil could be sure.


  Pohlmann had still been unconvinced. “And if a man does not want to drive a herd, but just wants to cross himself, where would he cross?”


  The villagers provided the same answer. “Between Kodully and Taunklee, sahib.”


  “Nowhere else?”


  Nowhere else, they assured him, and that meant Wellesley would be forced to cross the river in the face of Pohlmann’s waiting army. The British infantry and guns would have to slither down the steep southern bank of the Kaitna, cross a wide expanse of mud, wade through the river, then climb the steep northern bank, and all the while they would be under fire from the Mahratta guns until, when they reached the green fields on the northern shore, they would re-form their ranks and march forward into a double storm of musketry and artillery. Wherever the British crossed the Kaitna, anywhere between Kodully and Taunklee, they would find the same murderous reception waiting, for Pohlmann’s three prime compoos were arrayed in one long line that fronted that whole stretch of the river. There were eighty guns in that line, and though some threw nothing but a five- or six-pound ball, at least half were heavy artillery and all were manned by Goanese gunners who knew their business. The cannon were grouped in eight batteries, one for each ford, and there was not an inch of ground between the batteries that could not be flailed by canister or beaten by round shot or scorched by shells. Pohlmann’s well-trained infantry waited to pour a devastating weight of volley fire into red-coated regiments already deafened and demoralized by the cannon fire that would have torn their ranks into shreds as they struggled across the bloody fords. The numberless Mahratta cavalry were off to the west, strung along the bank towards Borkardan, and there it would wait until the British were defeated and Pohlmann released the horsemen to the joys of pursuit and slaughter.


  The Hanoverian reckoned that his battle line waiting at the fords would decimate the enemy and the horsemen would turn the British defeat into a bloody rout, but there was always a small chance that the enemy might survive the river crossing and succeed in gaining the Kaitna’s northern bank in good order. He doubted the British could force his three compoos back, but in case they did Pohlmann planned to retreat two miles to the village of Assaye and invite the British to waste more men in an assault on what was now a miniature fortress. Assaye, like every other village on the plain, lived in fear of bandit raids and so the outermost houses had high, windowless walls made of thick mud, and the houses were joined so that their walls formed a continuous rampart as high as the wall at Ahmednuggur. Pohlmann had blocked the village’s streets with ox carts, he had ordered loopholes hacked in the outer wall, he had placed all his smaller guns, a score of two- and three-pounder cannon, at the foot of the wall and then he had garrisoned the houses with the Rajah of Berar’s twenty thousand infantrymen. Pohlmann doubted that any of those twenty thousand men would need to fight, but he had the luxury of knowing they were in reserve should anything go wrong at the Kaitna.


  He had just one problem left and to solve it he asked Dodd to accompany him eastwards along the river bank. “If you were Wellesley,” he asked Dodd, “how would you attack?”


  Dodd considered the question, then shrugged as if to suggest that the answer was obvious. “Concentrate all my best troops at one end of the line and hammer my way through.”


  “Which end?”


  Dodd thought for a few seconds. He had been tempted to say that Wellesley would attack in the west, at the fords by Kodully, for that would keep him closest to Stevenson’s army, but Stevenson was a long way away and Pohlmann was deliberately riding eastwards. “The eastern end?” Dodd suggested diffidently.


  Pohlmann nodded. “Because if he drives our left flank back he can place his army between us and Assaye. He divides us.”


  “And we surround him,” Dodd observed.


  “I’d rather we weren’t divided,” Pohlmann said, for if Wellesley did succeed in driving back the left flank he might well succeed in capturing Assaye, and while that would still leave Pohlmann’s compoos on the field, it would mean that the Colonel would lose his gold. So the Colonel needed a good hard anchor at the eastern end of his line to prevent his left flank being turned, and of all the regiments under his command he reckoned Dodd’s Cobras were the best. The left flank was now being held by one of Dupont’s regiments, a good one, but not as good as Dodd’s.


  Pohlmann gestured at the Dutchman’s brown-coated troops who looked across the river towards the small village of Taunklee. “Good men,” he said, “but not as good as yours.”


  “Few of them are.”


  “But we’d best pray those fellows hold,” Pohlmann said, “because if I was Wellesley that’s where I’d put my sharpest attack. Straight up, turn our flank, cut us off from Assaye. It worries me, it does.”


  Dodd could not see that it was overmuch cause for worry, for he doubted that the best troops in the world could survive the river crossing under the massed fire of Pohlmann’s batteries, but he did see the left flank’s importance. “So reinforce Dupont,” he suggested carelessly.


  Pohlmann looked surprised, as though the idea had not already occurred to him. “Reinforce him? Why not? Would you care to hold the left, Major?”


  “The left?” Dodd said suspiciously. Traditionally the right of the line was the station of honor on a battlefield and, while most of Pohlmann’s troops neither cared nor knew about such courtesies, William Dodd certainly knew, which was why Pohlmann had let the Major suggest that the left should be reinforced rather than simply order the touchy Dodd to move his precious Cobras.


  “You would not be under Dupont’s orders, of course not,” Pohlmann reassured Dodd. “You’ll be your own master, Major, answerable to me, only to me.” Pohlmann paused. “Of course, if you’d rather not take post on the left I’d entirely understand, and some other fellows can have the honor of defeating the British right.”


  “My fellows can do it!” Dodd said belligerently.


  “It is a very responsible post,” Pohlmann said diffidently.


  “We can do it, sir!” Dodd insisted.


  Pohlmann smiled his gratitude. “I was hoping you’d say so. Every other regiment is commanded by a Frog or a Dutchman, Major, and I need an Englishman to fight the hardest battle.”


  “And you’ve found one, sir,” Dodd said.


  I’ve found an idiot, Pohlmann thought as he rode back to the line’s center, but Dodd was a reliable idiot and a hard-fighting man. He watched as Dodd’s men left the line, and as the line closed up to fill the gap, and then as the Cobras took their place on the left flank. The line was complete now, it was deadly, it was anchored firmly, and it was ready. All it needed was the enemy to compound their blunder by trying to attack, and then Pohlmann would crown his career by filling the Kaitna with British blood. Let them attack, he prayed, just let them attack, and the day, with all its glory, would be his.


  


  The British camp spread around Naulniah. Lines of tents sheltered infantry, quartermasters sought out the village headman and arranged that the women of the village would bake bread in return for rupees, while the cavalry led their horses down to drink from the River Purna which flowed just to the north of the village. One squadron of the 19th Dragoons was ordered to cross the river and ride a couple of miles north in search of enemy patrols and those troopers dropped their bags of forage in the village, watered their horses, washed the dust from their faces, then remounted and rode on out of sight.


  Colonel McCandless picked a broad tree as his tent. He had no servant, nor wanted one, so he brushed down Aeolus with handfuls of straw while Sharpe fetched a pail of water from the river. The Colonel, in his shirtsleeves, straightened as Sharpe came back. “You do realize, Sergeant, that I am guilty of some dishonesty in the matter of that warrant?”


  “I wanted to thank you, sir.”


  “I doubt I deserve any thanks, except that my deception might have staved off a greater evil.” The Colonel crossed to his saddlebags and brought out his Bible which he gave to Sharpe. “Put your right hand on the scriptures, Sergeant, and swear to me you are innocent of the charge.”


  Sharpe placed his right palm on the Bible’s worn cover. He felt foolish, but McCandless’s face was stern and Sharpe made his own face solemn. “I do swear it, sir. I never touched the man that night, didn’t even see him.” His voice proclaimed both his indignation and his innocence, but that was small consolation. The warrant might be defeated for the moment, but Sharpe knew such things did not go away. “What will happen now, sir?”


  “We’ll just have to make certain the truth prevails,” McCandless said vaguely. He was still trying to decide what had been wrong with the warrant, but he could not identify what had troubled him. He took the Bible, stowed it away, then put his hands in the small of his back and arched his spine. “How far have we come today? Fourteen miles? Fifteen?”


  “Thereabouts, sir.”


  “I’m feeling my age, Sharpe, feeling my age. The leg’s mending well enough, but now my back aches. Not good. But just a short march tomorrow, God be thanked, no more than ten miles, then battle.” He pulled a watch from his fob pocket and snapped open the lid. “We have fifteen minutes, Sergeant, so it might be wise to prepare our weapons.”


  “Fifteen minutes, sir?”


  “It’s Sunday, Sharpe! The Lord’s day. Colonel Wallace’s chaplain will be holding divine service on the hour, and I expect you to come with me. He preaches a fine sermon. But there’s still time for you to clean your musket first.”


  The musket was cleaned with boiling water which Sharpe poured down the barrel, then sloshed about so that the very last remnants of powder residue were washed free. He doubted the musket needed cleaning, but he dutifully did it, then oiled the lock and put a new flint into the doghead. He borrowed a sharpening stone from one of Sevajee’s men and honed the bayonet’s point so that the tip shone white and deadly, then he dabbed some oil on the blade before sliding it home into its scabbard. There was nothing else to do now except listen to the sermon, sleep and do the mundane tasks. There would be a meal to cook and the horses to water again, but those commonplace jobs were overshadowed by the knowledge that the enemy was just a short march away at Borkardan. Sharpe felt a shudder of nerves. What would battle be like? Would he stand? Or would he turn out like that corporal at Boxtel who had started to rave about angels and then had run like a spring hare through the Flanders rain?


  A half-mile behind Sharpe the baggage train began to trudge into a wide field where the oxen were hobbled, the camels picketed and the elephants tethered to trees. Grass-cutters spread out into the countryside to find forage for the animals which were watered from a muddy irrigation channel. The elephants were fed piles of palm leaves and buckets of rice soaked in butter, while Captain Mackay scurried through the chaos on his small bay horse, making sure that the ammunition was being properly stowed and the animals suitably fed. He suddenly caught sight of a disconsolate Sergeant Hakeswill and his six men. “Sergeant! You’re still here? I thought you’d have your rogue safely pinioned by now?”


  “Problems, sir,” Hakeswill said, standing rigidly to attention.


  “Easy, Sergeant, stand easy. No rogue?”


  “Not yet, sir.”


  “So you’re back in my command, are you? That’s splendid, just splendid.” Mackay was an eager young officer who did his best to see the good in everybody, and though he found the Sergeant from the 33rd somewhat daunting, he did his best to communicate his own enthusiasm. “Puckalees, Sergeant,” he said brightly, “puckalees.”


  Hakeswill’s face wrenched in a series of spasms. “Puckalees, sir?”


  “Water carriers, Sergeant.”


  “I knows what a puckalee is, sir, on account of having lived in this heathen land more years than I can count, but begging your pardon, sir, what has a puckalee to do with me?”


  “We have to establish a collecting point for them,” Mackay said. The puckalees were all on the strengths of the individual regiments and in battle their job was to keep the fighting men supplied with water. “I need a man to watch over them,” Mackay said. “They’re good fellows, all of them, but oddly frightened of bullets! They need chivvying along. I’ll be busy enough with the ammunition wagons tomorrow, so can I rely on you to make sure the puckalees do their job like the stout fellows they are?” The “stout fellows” were boys, grandfathers, cripples, the half-blind and the halfwitted. “Excellent! Excellent!” the young Captain said. “A problem solved! Make sure you get some rest, Sergeant. We’ll all need to be sprightly tomorrow. And if you feel the need for some spiritual refreshment you’ll find the 74th are holding divine service any moment now.” Mackay smiled at Hakeswill, then set off in pursuit of an errant group of bullock carts. “You! You! You with the tents! Not there! Come here!”


  “Puckalees,” Hakeswill said, spitting, “puckalees.” None of his men responded for they knew well enough to leave Sergeant Hakeswill alone when he was in a more than usually foul mood. “Could be worse, though,” he said.


  “Worse?” Private Flaherty ventured.


  Hakeswill’s face twitched. “We has a problem, boys,” he said dourly, “and the problem is one Scottish Colonel who is attempting to bugger up the good order of our regiment. I won’t abide it, I won’t. Regimental honor is at stake, it is. He’s been wool-pulling, ain’t he? And he thinks he’s pulled it clean over our eyes, but he ain’t, because I’ve seen through him, I have, I’ve seen through his Scotch soul and it’s as rotten as rotten eggs. Sharpie’s paying him off, ain’t he? Stands to reason! Corruption, boys, nothing but corruption.” Hakeswill blinked, his mind racing. “If we’re flogging puckalees halfway across bleeding India tomorrow, lads, then we will have our moment and the regiment would want us to seize it.”


  “Seize it?” Lowry asked.


  “Kill the bugger, you blockheaded toad.”


  “Kill Sharpie?”


  “God help me for leading halfwits,” Hakeswill said. “Not Sharpie! We wants him private like, where we can fillet him fair and square. You kills the Scotchman! Once Mister bleeding McCandless is gone, Sharpie’s ours.”


  “You can’t kill a colonel!” Kendrick said aghast.


  “You points your firelock, Private Kendrick,” Hakeswill said, ramming his own musket’s muzzle hard into Kendrick’s midriff. “You cocks your musket, Private Kendrick”—Hakeswill pulled back the doghead and the heavy lock clicked into place—“and then you shoots the bugger clear through.” Hakeswill pulled his trigger. The powder in the pan exploded with a small crackle and fizz, and Kendrick leaped back as the smoke drifted away from the lock, but the musket had not been charged. Hakeswill laughed. “Got you, didn’t I? You thought I was putting a goolie in your belly! But that’s what you do to McCandless. A goolie in his belly or in his brain or in any other part what kills him. And you do it tomorrow.” The six men looked dubious, and Hakeswill grinned. “Extra shares for you all if it happens, boys, extra shares. You’ll be paying the officers’ whores when you get home, and all it will take is one goolie.” He smiled wolfishly. “Tomorrow, boys, tomorrow.”


  But across the river, where the blue-coated patrol of the 19th Dragoons was exploring the countryside south of the Kaitna, everything was changing.


  Wellesley had dismounted, stripped off his jacket and was washing his face from a basin of water held on a tripod. Lieutenant Colonel Orrock, the Company officer who commanded the pickets that day, was complaining about the two galloper guns that were supposedly attached to his small command. “They wouldn’t keep up, sir. Laggards, sir. I found myself four hundred yards ahead of them! Four hundred yards!”


  “I asked you to set a brisk pace, Orrock,” the General said, wishing the fool would go away. He reached for a towel and vigorously scrubbed his face dry.


  “But if we’d been challenged!” Orrock protested.


  “Gallopers can move briskly when they must,” the General said, then sighed as he realized the prickly Orrock needed placating. “Who commanded the guns?”


  “Barlow, sir.”


  “I’ll speak to him,” the General promised, then turned as the patrol of 19th Dragoons that had crossed the River Purna to reconnoiter the ground on the far bank came threading through the rising tents towards him. Wellesley had not expected the patrol back this soon and their return puzzled him, then he saw they were escorting a group of bhinjarries, the black-cloaked merchants who traversed India buying and selling food. “You’ll excuse me, Orrock,” the General said, plucking his coat from a stool.


  “You will talk with Barlow, sir?” Orrock asked.


  “I said so, didn’t I?” Wellesley called as he walked towards the horsemen.


  The patrol leader, a captain, slid off his horse and gestured at the bhinjarries’ leader. “We found these fellows a half-mile north of the river, sir. They’ve got eighteen pack oxen loaded with grain and they reckon the enemy ain’t in Borkardan at all. They were planning to sell the grain in Assaye.”


  “Assaye?” The General frowned at the unfamiliar name.


  “It’s a village four or five miles north of here, sir. He says it’s thick with the enemy.”


  “Four or five miles?” Wellesley asked in astonishment. “Four or five?”


  The cavalry captain shrugged. “That’s what they say, sir.” He gestured at the grain merchants who stood impassively among the mounted troopers.


  Dear God, Wellesley thought, four or five miles? He had been humbugged! The enemy had stolen a march on him, and at any moment that enemy might appear to the north and launch an attack on the British encampment and there was no chance for Stevenson to come to his help. The 74th were singing hymns and the enemy was five miles away, maybe less? The General spun around. “Barclay! Campbell! Horses! Quick now!”


  The flurry of activity at the General’s tent sent a rumor whipping through the camp, and the rumor was fanned into alarm when the whole of the 19th Dragoons and the 4th Native Cavalry trotted through the river on the heels of the General and his two aides. Colonel McCandless had been walking with Sharpe towards the 74th’s lines, but seeing the sudden excitement, he turned and hurried back towards his horse. “Come on, Sharpe!”


  “Where to, sir?”


  “We’ll find out. Sevajee?”


  “We’re ready.”


  McCandless’s party left the camp five minutes after the General. They could see the dust left by the cavalry ahead and McCandless hurried to catch up. They rode through a landscape of small fields cut by deep dry gulches and cactus-thorn hedges. Wellesley had been following the earth road northwards, but after a while the General swerved westwards onto a field of stubble and McCandless did not follow, but kept straight on up the road. “No point in tiring the horses unnecessarily,” he explained, though Sharpe suspected the Colonel was merely impatient to go north and see whatever had caused the excitement. The two British cavalry regiments were in sight to the east, but there was no enemy visible.


  Sevajee and his men had ridden ahead, but when they reached a crest some two hundred yards in front of McCandless they suddenly wrenched on their reins and swerved back. Sharpe expected to see a horde of Mahratta cavalry come boiling over the crest, but the skyline stayed empty as Sevajee and his men halted a few yards short of the ridge and there dismounted.


  “You’ll not want them to see you, Colonel,” Sevajee said dryly when McCandless caught up.


  “Them?”


  Sevajee gestured at the crest. “Take a look. You’ll want to dismount.”


  McCandless and Sharpe both slid from their saddles, then walked to the skyline where a cactus hedge offered concealment and from where they could stare at the country to the north and Sharpe, who had never seen such a sight before, simply gazed in amazement.


  It was not an army. It was a horde, a whole people, a nation. Thousands upon thousands of the enemy, all in line, mile after mile of them. Men and women and children and guns and camels and bullocks and rocket batteries and horses and tents and still more men until there seemed to be no end to them. “Jesus!” Sharpe said, the imprecation torn from him.


  “Sharpe!”


  “Sorry, sir.” But no wonder he had sworn, for Sharpe had never imagined that an army could look so vast. The nearest men were no more than half a mile away, beyond a discolored river that flowed between steep mud banks. A village lay on the nearer bank, but on the northern side, just beyond the mud bluff, there was a line of guns. Big guns, the same painted and sculpted cannon that Sharpe had seen in Pohlmann’s camp. Beyond the guns was the infantry and behind the infantry, and spreading far out of sight to the east, was a mass of cavalry and beyond them the myriad of camp followers. More infantry were posted about a distant village where Sharpe could just see a cluster of bright flags. “How many are there?” he asked.


  “At least a hundred thousand men?” McCandless ventured.


  “At least,” Sevajee agreed, “but most are adventurers come for loot.” The Indian was peering through a long ivory-clad telescope. “And the cavalry won’t help in a battle.”


  “It’ll be down to these fellows,” McCandless said, indicating the infantry just behind the gun line. “Fifteen thousand?”


  “Fourteen or fifteen,” Sevajee said. “Too many.”


  “Too many guns,” McCandless said gloomily. “It’ll be a retreat.”


  “I thought we came here to fight!” Sharpe said belligerently.


  “We came here expecting to rest, then march on Borkardan tomorrow,” McCandless said testily. “We didn’t come here to take on the whole enemy army with just five thousand infantry. They know we’re coming, they’re ready for us and they simply want us to walk into their fire. Wellesley’s not a fool, Sharpe. He’ll march us back, link up with Stevenson, then find them again.”


  Sharpe felt a pang of relief that he would not discover the realities of battle, but the relief was tempered by a tinge of disappointment. The disappointment surprised him, and the relief made him fear he might be a coward.


  “If we retreat,” Sevajee warned, “those horsemen will harry us all the way.”


  “We’ll just have to fight them off,” McCandless said confidently, then let out a long satisfied breath. “Got him! There, the left flank!” He pointed and Sharpe saw, far away at the very end of the enemy gunline, a scatter of white uniforms. “Not that it helps us,” McCandless said wryly, “but at least we’re on his heels.”


  “Or he’s on ours,” Sevajee said, then he offered his telescope to Sharpe. “See for yourself, Sergeant.”


  Sharpe rested the glass’s long barrel on a thick cactus leaf. He moved the lens slowly along the line of infantry. Men slept in the shade, some were in their small tents and others sat in groups and he could have sworn a few were gambling. Officers, Indian and European, strolled behind their men, while in front of them the massive line of guns waited with their ammunition limbers. He moved the glass to the very far left of the enemy line and saw the white jackets of Dodd’s men, and saw something else. Two huge guns, much bigger than anything he had seen before. “They’ve got their siege guns in the line, sir,” he told McCandless, who trained his own telescope.


  “Eighteen-pounders,” McCandless guessed, “maybe bigger?” The Colonel collapsed his glass. “Why aren’t they patrolling this side of the river?”


  “Because they don’t want to frighten us away,” Sevajee said. “They want us to stroll up to their guns and die in the river, but they’ll still have some horsemen hidden on this bank, waiting to tell them when we retreat.”


  The sound of hooves made Sharpe whip around in expectation of those enemy cavalry, but it was only General Wellesley and his two aides who cantered along the lower ground beneath the crest. “They’re all there, McCandless,” the General shouted happily.


  “So it seems, sir.”


  The General reined in, waiting for McCandless to come down from the skyline and join him. “They seem to presume we’ll make a frontal attack,” Wellesley said wryly, as though he found the idea amusing.


  “They’re certainly formed for it, sir.”


  “They must assume we’re blockheads. What time is it?”


  One of his aides consulted a watch. “Ten minutes of noon, sir.”


  “Plenty of time,” the General murmured. “Onwards, gentlemen, stay below the skyline. We don’t want to frighten them away!”


  “Frighten them away?” Sevajee asked with a smile, but Wellesley ignored the comment as he spurred on eastwards, parallel with the river. Some troops of Company cavalry were scouring the fields and at first Sharpe thought they were looking for concealed enemy pickets, then he saw they were hunting down local farmers and harrying them along in the General’s wake.


  Wellesley rode two miles eastwards, a string of horsemen behind him. The farmers were breathless by the time they reached the place where his horse was picketed just beneath a low hill. The General was kneeling on the crest, staring east through a glass. “Ask those fellows if there are any fords east of here!” he shouted down to his aides.


  A hurried consultation followed, but the farmers were quite sure there was no ford. The only crossing places, they insisted, were directly in front of Scindia’s army. “Find a clever one,” Wellesley ordered, “and bring him up here. Colonel? Maybe you’d translate?”


  McCandless picked one of the farmers and led him up the hill. Sharpe, without being asked, followed and Wellesley did not order him back, but just muttered that they should all keep their heads low. “There”—the General pointed eastwards to a village on the Kaitna’s southern bank—“that village, what’s it called?”


  “Peepulgaon,” the farmer said, and added that his mother and two sisters lived in the huddle of mud-walled houses with their thatched roofs.


  Peepulgaon lay only a half-mile from the low hill, but it was all of two miles east of Taunklee, the village that was opposite the eastern extremity of the Mahratta line. Both villages were on the river’s southern bank while the enemy waited on the Kaitna’s northern side, and Sharpe did not understand Wellesley’s interest. “Ask him if he has any relatives north of the river,” the General ordered McCandless.


  “He has a brother and several cousins, sir,” McCandless translated.


  “So how does his mother visit her son north of the river?” Wellesley asked.


  The farmer launched himself into a long explanation. In the dry season, he said, she walked across the river bed, but in the wet season, when the waters rose, she was forced to come upstream and cross at Taunklee. Wellesley listened, then grunted in apparent disbelief. He was staring intently through the glass. “Campbell?” he called, but his aide had gone to another low rise a hundred yards westwards that offered a better view of the enemy ranks. “Campbell?” Wellesley called again and, getting no answer, turned. “Sharpe, you’ll do. Come here.”


  “Sir?”


  “You’ve got young eyes. Come here, and keep low.”


  Sharpe joined the General on the crest where, to his surprise, he was handed the telescope. “Look at the village,” Wellesley ordered, “then look at the opposite bank and tell me what you see.”


  It took Sharpe a moment to find Peepulgaon in the lens, but suddenly its mud walls filled the glass. He moved the telescope slowly, sliding its view past oxen, goats and chickens, past clothes set to dry on bushes by the river bank, and then the lens slid across the brown water of the River Kaitna and up its opposite bank where he saw a muddy bluff topped by trees and, just beyond the trees, a fold of land. And in the fold of land were roofs, straw roofs. “There’s another village there, sir,” Sharpe said.


  “You’re sure?” Wellesley asked urgently.


  “Pretty sure, sir. Might just be cattle sheds.”


  “You don’t keep cattle sheds apart from a village,” the General said scathingly, “not in a country infested by bandits.” Wellesley twisted around. “McCandless? Ask your fellow if there’s a village on the other side of the river from Peepulgaon.”


  The farmer listened to the question, then nodded. “Waroor,” he said, then helpfully informed the General that his cousin was the village headman, the naique.


  “How far apart are those villages, Sharpe?” Wellesley asked.


  Sharpe judged the distance for a couple of seconds. “Three hundred yards, sir?”


  Wellesley took the telescope back and moved away from the crest. “Never in my life,” he said, “have I seen two villages on opposite banks of a river that weren’t connected by a ford.”


  “He insists not, sir,” McCandless said, indicating the farmer.


  “Then he’s a rogue, a liar or a blockhead,” Wellesley said cheerfully. “The latter, probably.” He frowned in thought, his right hand drumming a tattoo on the telescope’s barrel. “I’ll warrant there is a ford,” he said to himself.


  “Sir?” Captain Campbell had run back from the western knoll. “Enemy’s breaking camp, sir.”


  “Are they, by God!” Wellesley returned to the crest and stared through the glass again. The infantry immediately on the Kaitna’s north bank were not moving, but far away, close to the fortified village, tents were being struck. “Preparing to run away, I dare say,” Wellesley muttered.


  “Or readying to cross the river and attack us,” McCandless said grimly.


  “And they’re sending cavalry across the river,” Campbell added ominously.


  “Nothing to worry us,” Wellesley said, then turned back to stare at the opposing villages of Peepulgaon and Waroor. “There has to be a ford,” he said to himself again, so quietly that only Sharpe could hear him. “Stands to reason,” he said, then he went silent for a long time.


  “That enemy cavalry, sir,” Campbell prompted him.


  Wellesley seemed startled. “What?”


  “There, sir.” Campbell pointed westwards to a large group of enemy horsemen who had appeared from a grove of trees, but who seemed content to watch Wellesley’s group from a half-mile away.


  “Time we were away,” Wellesley said. “Give that lying blockhead a rupee, McCandless, then let’s be off.”


  “You plan to retreat, sir?” McCandless asked.


  Wellesley had been hurrying down the slope, but now stopped and stared in surprise at the Scotsman. “Retreat?”


  McCandless blinked. “You surely don’t intend to fight, sir, do you?”


  “How else are we to do His Majesty’s business? Of course we’ll fight! There’s a ford there.” Wellesley flung his arm east towards Peepulgaon. “That wretched farmer might deny it, but he’s a blockhead! There has to be a ford. We’ll cross it, turn their left flank and pound them into scraps! But we must hurry! Noon already. Three hours, gentlemen, three hours to bring on battle. Three hours to turn his flank.” He ran on down the hill to where Diomed, his white Arab horse, waited.


  “Good God,” McCandless said. “Good God.” For five thousand infantry would now cross the Kaitna at a place where men said the river was uncrossable, then fight an enemy horde at least ten times their number. “Good God,” the Colonel said again, then hurried to follow Wellesley south. The enemy had stolen a march, the redcoats had journeyed all night and were bone tired, but Wellesley would have his battle.


  CHAPTER 9


  “There!” Dodd said, pointing.


  “I can’t see,” Simone Joubert complained.


  “Drop the telescope, use your naked eye, Madame. There! It’s flashing.”


  “Where?”


  “There!” Dodd pointed again. “Across the river. Three trees, low hill.”


  “Ah!” Simone at last saw the flash of reflected sunlight from the lens of a telescope that was being used on the far bank of the river and well downstream from where Dodd’s Cobras held the left of Pohlmann’s line.


  Simone and her husband had dined with the Major who was grimly happy in anticipation of a British attack which, he claimed, must inevitably fall hardest on his Cobras. “It will be slaughter, Ma’am,” Dodd said wolfishly, “sheer slaughter!” He and Captain Joubert had walked Simone to the edge of the bluff above the Kaitna and shown her the fords, and demonstrated how any men crossing the fords must be caught in the mangling crossfire of the Mahratta cannon, then maintained that the British had no option but to walk forward into that weltering onslaught of canister, round shot and shell. “If you wish to stay and watch, Madame,” Dodd had offered, “I can find a place of safety for you.” He gestured towards a low rise of ground just behind the regiment. “You could watch from there, and I credit no British soldier will come near you.”


  “I could not bear to watch a slaughter, Major,” Simone had said feelingly.


  “Your squeamishness does you credit, Ma’am,” Dodd had answered. “War is man’s work.” It was then that Dodd had spotted the British soldiers on the opposite bank and had trained his telescope on the distant men. Simone, knowing now where to look, rested the glass on her husband’s shoulder and trained its lens on the far hill. She could see two men there, one in a cocked hat and the other in a shako. Both were keeping low. “Why are they so far down the river?” she asked.


  “They’re looking for a way around our flank,” Dodd said.


  “Is there one?”


  “No. They must cross here, Ma’am, or else they don’t cross at all.” Dodd gestured at the fords in front of the compoo. A band of cavalrymen was galloping through the shallow water, spraying silver from their horses’ hooves as they crossed to the Kaitna’s south bank. “And those horsemen,” Dodd explained, “are going to see whether they will cross or not.”


  Simone collapsed the telescope and handed it back to the Major. “They might not attack?”


  “They won’t,” her husband answered in English for Dodd’s benefit. “They have too much sense.”


  “Boy Wellesley don’t have sense,” Dodd said scathingly. “Look how he attacked at Ahmednuggur? Straight at the wall! A hundred rupees says he will attack.”


  Captain Joubert shook his head. “I do not gamble, Major.”


  “A soldier should relish risk,” Dodd said.


  “And if they don’t cross,” Simone asked, “there is no battle?”


  “There’ll be a battle, Ma’am,” Dodd said grimly. “Pohlmann’s gone to fetch Scindia’s permission for us to cross the river. If they won’t come to us, we’ll go to them.”


  Pohlmann had indeed gone to find Scindia. The Hanoverian had dressed for battle, donning his finest coat, which was a blue silk jacket, trimmed in scarlet and decorated with loops of gold braid and black aiguillettes. He wore a white silk sash on which was blazoned a star of diamonds and from which hung a gold-hilted sword, though Dupont, the Dutchman, who accompanied Pohlmann to meet Scindia, noted that the Colonel’s breeches and boots were old and shabby. “I wear them for luck,” Pohlmann said, noting Dupont’s puzzled glance at his decrepit breeches. “They’re from my old East India Company uniform.” The Hanoverian was in a fine mood. His short march eastwards had achieved all he had desired, for it had brought one of the two small British armies into his lap while it was still far away from the other. All he needed to do now was snap it up like a minnow, then march on Stevenson’s force, but Scindia had been insistent that no infantry were to cross the Kaitna’s fords without his permission and Pohlmann now needed that permission. The Hanoverian did not plan to cross immediately, for first he wanted to be certain that the British were retreating, but nor did he wish to wait for permission once he heard news of the enemy’s withdrawal.


  “Our lord and master will be scared at the thought of attacking,” Pohlmann told Dupont, “so we’ll flatter the bugger. Slap on the ghee with a shovel, Dupont. Tell him he’ll be lord of all India if he lets us loose.”


  “Tell him there are a hundred white women in Wellesley’s camp and he’ll lead the attack himself,” Dupont observed dryly.


  “Then that is what we shall tell him,” Pohlmann said, “and promise him that every little darling will be his concubine.”


  Except that when Pohlmann and Dupont reached the tree-shaded stretch of ground above the River Juah where the Maharaja of Gwalior had been awaiting his army’s victory, there was no sign of his lavish tents. They had been struck, all of them, together with the striped tents of the Rajah of Berar, and all that remained were the cook tents that even now were being collapsed and folded onto the beds of a dozen ox carts. All the elephants but one were gone, the horses of the royal bodyguards were gone, the concubines were gone and the two princes were gone.


  The one remaining elephant belonged to Surjee Rao and that minister, ensconced in his howdah where he was being fanned by a servant, smiled benevolently down on the two sweating and red-faced Europeans. “His Serene Majesty deemed it safer to withdraw westwards,” he explained airily, “and the Rajah of Berar agreed with him.”


  “They did what?” Pohlmann snarled.


  “The omens,” Surjee Rao said vaguely, waving a bejeweled hand to indicate that the subtleties of such supernatural messages would be beyond Pohlmann’s comprehension.


  “The bloody omens are propitious!” Pohlmann insisted. “We’ve got the buggers by the balls! What more omens can you want?”


  Surjee Rao smiled. “His Majesty has sublime confidence in your skill, Colonel.”


  “To do what?” the Hanoverian demanded.


  “Whatever is necessary,” Surjee Rao said, then smiled. “We shall wait in Borkardan for news of your triumph, Colonel, and eagerly anticipate seeing the banners of our enemies heaped in triumph at the foot of His Serene Majesty’s throne.” And with that hope expressed he snapped his fingers and the mahout prodded the elephant which lumbered away westwards.


  “Bastards,” Pohlmann said to Dupont, loudly enough for the retreating minister to hear. “Lily-livered bastards! Cowards!” Not that he cared whether Scindia and the Rajah of Berar were present at the battle; indeed, given the choice, he would much prefer to fight without them, but that was not true of his men who, like all soldiers, fought better when their rulers were watching, and so Pohlmann was angry for his men. Yet, he consoled himself as he returned southwards, they would still fight well. Pride would see to that, and confidence, and the promise of plunder.


  And Surjee Rao’s final words, Pohlmann decided, had been more than enough to give him permission to cross the River Kaitna. He had been told to do whatever was necessary, and Pohlmann reckoned that gave him a free hand, so he would give Scindia a victory even if the yellow bastard did not deserve it.


  Pohlmann and Dupont cantered back to the left of the line where they saw that Major Dodd had called his men out from the shade of the trees and into their ranks. The sight suggested that the enemy was approaching the Kaitna and Pohlmann spurred his horse into a gallop, clamping one hand onto his extravagantly plumed hat to stop it falling off. He slewed to a stop just short of Dodd’s regiment and stared above their heads across the river.


  The enemy had come, except this enemy was merely a long line of cavalrymen with two small horse-drawn galloper guns. It was a screen, of course. A screen of British and Indian horsemen intended to stop his own patrols from discovering what was happening in the hidden country beyond. “Any sign of their infantry?” he called to Dodd.


  “None, sir.”


  “The buggers are running!” Pohlmann exulted. “That’s why they’ve put up a screen.” He suddenly noticed Simone Joubert and hastily took off his feathered hat. “My apologies for my language, Madame.” He put his hat back on and twisted his horse about. “Harness the guns!” he shouted.


  “What is happening?” Simone asked anxiously.


  “We’re crossing the river,” her husband said quietly, “and you must go back to Assaye.”


  Simone knew she must say something loving to him, for was that not expected of a wife at a moment such as this? “I shall pray for you,” she said shyly.


  “Go back to Assaye,” her husband said again, noting that she had not given him any love, “and stay there till it is all over.”


  It would not take long. The guns needed to be attached to their limbers, but the infantry were ready to march and the cavalry were eager to begin their pursuit. The existence of the British cavalry screen suggested that Wellesley must be withdrawing, so all Pohlmann needed to do was cross the river and then crush the enemy. Dodd drew his elephant-hilted sword, felt its newly honed edge and waited for the orders to begin the slaughter.


  The Mahratta cavalry pursued Wellesley’s party the moment they saw that the General was retreating from his observation post above the river. “We must look to ourselves, gentlemen!” Wellesley had called and driven back his heels so that Diomed had sprung ahead. The other horsemen matched his pace, but Sharpe, on his small captured Mahratta horse, could not keep up. He had mounted in a hurry, and in his haste he could not fit his right boot into the stirrup and the horse’s jolting motion made it all the more difficult, but he dared not curb the beast for he could hear the enemy’s shouts and the beat of their hooves not far behind. For a few moments he was in a panic. The thud of the pursuing hooves grew louder, he could see his companions drawing ever farther ahead of him and his horse was blowing hard and trying to resist the frantic kicks he gave, and each kick threatened to unseat him so that he clung to the saddle’s pommel and still his right boot would not find the stirrup. Sevajee, racing free on the right flank, saw his predicament and curved back towards him. “You’re not a horseman, Sergeant.”


  “Never bloody was, sir. Hate the bloody things.”


  “A warrior and his horse, Sergeant, are like a man and a woman,” Sevajee said, leaning over and pushing the stirrup iron onto Sharpe’s boot. He did it without once checking his own horse’s furious pace, then he slapped Sharpe’s small mare on the rump and she took off like one of the enemy’s rockets, almost tipping Sharpe backwards.


  Sharpe clung on to the pommel, while his musket, which was hanging by its sling from his left elbow, banged and thumped his thigh. His shako blew off and he had no time to rescue it, but then a trumpet sounded off to his right and he saw a stream of British cavalrymen riding to head off the pursuit. Still more cavalrymen were spurring north from Naulniah and Wellesley, as he passed them, urged them on towards the Kaitna.


  “Thank you, sir,” Sharpe said to Sevajee.


  “You should learn horsemanship.”


  “I’ll stay a foot soldier, sir. Safer. Don’t like sitting on things with hooves and teeth.”


  Sevajee laughed. Wellesley had slowed now and was patting the neck of his horse, but the brief pursuit had only increased his high spirits. He turned Diomed to watch the Mahratta cavalry spur away. “A good omen!” he said happily.


  “For what, sir?” Sevajee asked.


  Wellesley heard the Indian’s skeptical tone. “You don’t think we should give battle?”


  Sevajee shrugged, seeking some tactful way of expressing his disagreement with Wellesley’s decision. “The battle isn’t always to the largest army, sir.”


  “Always, no,” Wellesley said, “but usually, yes? You think I am being impetuous?” Sevajee refused to be drawn and simply shrugged again in answer. “We shall see, we shall see,” the General said. “Their army looks fine, I grant you, but once we break the regular compoos, the others will run.”


  “I do hope so, sir.”


  “Depend on it,” Wellesley said, then spurred on.


  Sharpe looked at Sevajee. “Are we mad to fight, sir?”


  “Quite mad,” Sevajee said, “completely mad. But maybe there’s no choice.”


  “No choice?”


  “We blundered, Sergeant. We marched too far and came too close to the enemy, so either we attack him or run away from him, and either way we have to fight. By attacking him we just make the fight shorter.” He twisted in the saddle and pointed towards the now hidden Kaitna. “Do you know what’s beyond that river?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Another river, Sharpe, and they meet just a couple of miles downstream”—he pointed eastwards towards the place where the waters met—“and if we cross that ford we shall find ourselves on a tongue of land and the only way out is forward, through a hundred thousand Mahrattas. Death on one side and water on the other.” Sevajee laughed. “Blundering, Sergeant, blundering!”


  But if Wellesley had blundered he was still in high spirits. Once back at Naulniah he ordered Diomed unsaddled and rubbed down, then began issuing commands. The army’s baggage would stay at Naulniah, dragged into the village’s alleyways which were to be barricaded so that no marauding Mahratta cavalry could plunder the wagons which would be guarded by the smallest battalion of sepoys. McCandless heard that order given, understood its necessity, but groaned aloud when he realized that almost five hundred infantrymen were thus being shorn from the attacking army.


  The cavalry that remained in Naulniah were ordered to saddle their horses and ride to the Kaitna, there to form a screen on the southern bank, while the tired infantry, who had marched all morning, were now rousted from their tents and chivvied into ranks. “No packs!” the sergeants called. “Firelocks and cartridge boxes only. No packs! Off to a Sunday battle, lads! Save your bleeding prayers and hurry up! Come on, Johnny, boots on, lad! There’s a horde of heathens to kill. Look lively, now! Wake yourselves up! On your feet!”


  The pickets of the day, composed of a half company from each of the army’s seven battalions, marched first. They splashed through the small river north of Naulniah and were met on its far bank by one of the General’s aides who guided them onto the farm track that led to Peepulgaon. The pickets were followed by the King’s 74th accompanied by their battalion artillery, while behind them came the second battalion of the 12th Madras Regiment, the first battalion of the 4th Madras, the first of the 8th Madras and the first of the 10th Madras, and lastly the kilted Highlanders of the King’s 78th. Six battalions crossed the river and followed the beaten-earth track between fields of millet beneath the furnace of an Indian sun. No enemy was visible as they marched, though rumor said the whole of the Mahratta army was not far away.


  Two guns fired around one o’clock. The sound was flat and hard, echoing across the heat-shimmering land, but the infantry could see nothing. The sound came from their left, and the battalion officers said there was cavalry somewhere out there, and that doubtless meant that the cavalry’s light galloper guns had engaged the enemy, or else the enemy had brought cannon to face the British cavalry, but the fighting did not seem to be ominous for there was silence after the two shots. McCandless, his nerves strung by the disaster he feared was imminent, galloped Aeolus a few yards westwards as if wanting to find an explanation for the two gunshots, but then he thought better of it and turned his horse back to the road.


  More cannon fire sounded a few moments later, but there was nothing urgent in the distant shots which were monotonous, flat and sporadic. If battle had been brewing to the boil the gunshots would have sounded hard and fast, but these shots were almost lackadaisical, as though the gunners were merely practicing on Aldershot Heath on a lazy summer’s day. “Their guns or ours, sir?” Sharpe asked McCandless.


  “Ours, I suspect,” the Scotsman said. “Cavalry galloper guns keeping the enemy horse on their toes.” He tugged on Aeolus’s rein, moving the gelding out of the path of sixty sepoy pioneers who were doubling down the road’s left verge with pick-axes and shovels on their shoulders. The pioneers’ task was to reach the Kaitna and make certain that its banks were not too steep for the ox-drawn artillery. Wellesley cantered after the pioneers, riding to the head of the column and trailing a succession of aides. McCandless joined the General’s party and Sharpe kicked his horse alongside Daniel Fletcher who was mounted on a big roan mare and leading an unsaddled Diomed by a long rein. “He’ll want him when the bay’s tired,” Fletcher told Sharpe, nodding ahead at Wellesley who was now riding a tall bay stallion. “And the mare’s in case both horses get shot,” he added, slapping the rump of the horse he rode.


  “So what do you do?” Sharpe asked the dragoon.


  “Just stay close until he wants to change horses and keep him from getting thirsty,” Fletcher said. He carried no less than five water canteens on his belt, bulked over a heavy saber in a metal scabbard, the first time Sharpe had ever seen the orderly carrying a weapon. “Vicious thing, that,” Fletcher said when he saw Sharpe glance at the weapon, “a good wide blade, perfect for slicing.”


  “Ever used it?” Sharpe asked.


  “Against Dhoondiah,” Fletcher answered. Dhoondiah had been a bandit chieftain whose depredations in Mysore had finally persuaded Wellesley to pursue him with cavalry. The resultant battle had been a short clash of horsemen that had been won in moments by the British. “And I killed a goat with it for the General’s supper a week ago,” Fletcher continued, drawing the heavy curved blade, “and I think the poor bugger died of fright when it saw the blade coming. Took its head clean off, it did. Look at this, Sergeant.” He handed the blade to Sharpe. “See what it says there? Just above the hilt?”


  Sharpe tipped the saber to the sun. “’Warranted Never to Fail,’” he read aloud. He grinned, for the boast seemed oddly out of place on a thing designed to kill or maim.


  “Made in Sheffield,” Fletcher said, taking the blade back, “and guaranteed never to fail! Good slicer this is, real good. You can cut a man in half with one of these if you get the stroke right.”


  Sharpe grinned. “I’ll stick with a musket.”


  “Not on horseback, you won’t, Sergeant,” Fletcher said. “A firelock’s no good on horseback. You want a blade.”


  “Never learned to use one,” Sharpe said.


  “It ain’t difficult,” Fletcher said with the scorn of a man who had mastered a difficult trade. “Keep your arm straight and use the point when you’re fighting cavalry, because if you bend the elbow the bastards will chop through your wrist as sure as eggs, and slash away like a haymaker at infantry because there ain’t bugger all they can do back to you, not once they’re on the run. Not that you could use any kind of sword off the back of that horse.” He nodded at Sharpe’s small native beast. “It’s more like an overgrown dog, that is. Does it fetch?”


  The road reached the high point between the two rivers and Fletcher, mounted high on the General’s mare, caught his first glimpse of the enemy army on the distant northern bank of the Kaitna. He whistled softly. “Millions of the buggers!”


  “We’re going to turn their flank,” Sharpe said, repeating what he had heard the General say. So far as Sharpe understood, the idea was to cross the river at the ford which no one except Wellesley believed existed, then make an attack on the left flank of the waiting infantry. The idea made sense to Sharpe, for the enemy line was facing south and, by coming at them from the east, the British could well plunge the compoos into confusion.


  “Millions of the buggers!” Fletcher said again in wonderment, but then the road dropped and took the enemy out of their view. The dragoon orderly sheathed his saber. “But he’s confident,” he said, nodding ahead at Wellesley who was dressed in his old uniform coat of the 33rd. The General wore a slim straight sword, but had no other weapon, not even a pistol.


  “He was always confident,” Sharpe said. “Cool as you like.”


  “He’s a good fellow,” Fletcher said loyally. “Proper officer. He ain’t friendly, of course, but he’s always fair.” He touched his spurs to the mare’s flanks because Wellesley and his aides had hurried ahead into the village of Peepulgaon where the villagers gaped at the foreigners in their red coats and black cocked hats. Wellesley scattered chickens from his path as he cantered down the dusty village street to where the road dropped down a precipitous bluff into the half-dry bed of the Kaitna. The pioneers arrived a moment later and began attacking the bluff to smooth its steep slope. On the river’s far bank Sharpe could see the road twist up into the trees that half obscured the village of Waroor. The General was right, he reckoned, and there had to be a ford, for why else would the road show on both banks? But whether the ford was shallow enough for the army to cross no one yet knew.


  Wellesley stood his horse at the top of the bluff and drummed the fingers of his right hand on his thigh. It was the only sign of nerves. He was staring across the river, thinking. No enemy was in sight, but nor should they have been for the Mahratta line was now two miles to the west, which meant that Scindia’s army was now between him and Stevenson. Wellesley grimaced, realizing that he had already abandoned his first principle for fighting this battle, which had been to secure his left flank so Stevenson could join. Doubtless, the moment the guns began their proper, concentrated work, the sound of their cannonade would bring Stevenson hurrying across country, but now the older man would simply have to join the fight as best he could. But Wellesley had no regrets at posing such difficulties for Stevenson, for the chance to turn the enemy’s flank was heaven-sent. So long, that is, as the ford was practicable.


  The pioneer Captain led a dozen of his sepoys down towards the river. “I’ll just see to that far bank, sir,” the Captain called up to the General, startling Wellesley out of his reverie.


  “Come back!” Wellesley shouted angrily. “Back!”


  The Captain had almost reached the water, but now turned and stared at Wellesley in puzzlement. “Have to grade that bluff, sir,” he shouted, pointing to where the road climbed steeply to the screen of trees on the Kaitna’s northern bank. “Too steep for guns, sir.”


  “Come back!” Wellesley called again, then waited as the dozen men trudged back to the southern bank. “The enemy can see the river, Captain,” the General explained, “and I have no wish that they should see us yet. I do not want them knowing our intentions, so you will wait until the first infantry make the crossing, then do your work.”


  But the enemy had already seen the pioneers. The dozen men had only been visible in the river’s open bed for a few seconds, but someone in the Mahratta gun line was wide awake and there was a sudden and violent plume of water in the river and, almost simultaneously, the sky-battering sound of a heavy gun.


  “Good shooting,” McCandless said quietly when the fifteen-foot-high fountain had subsided to leave nothing but a whirling eddy in the river’s brown water. The range must have been almost two miles, yet the Mahrattas had turned a gun, trained and fired it in seconds, and their aim had been almost perfect. A second gun fired and its heavy ball plowed a furrow in the dry, crazed mud beside the river and bounced up to scatter bucket-loads of dry earth from the bluff’s face. “Eighteen-pounders,” McCandless guessed aloud, thinking of the two heavy siege guns that he had seen in front of Dodd’s men.


  “Damn,” Wellesley said quietly. “But no real harm done, I suppose.” The first of the infantry were now marching down Peepulgaon’s steep street. Lieutenant Colonel Orrock led the pickets of the day, while behind them Sharpe could see the grenadier company of the 74th. The Scottish drums were beating a march rhythm and the sound of the flurries made Sharpe’s blood race. The sound presaged battle. It seemed like a dream, but there would be a battle this Sunday afternoon and a bloody one, too.


  “Afternoon, Orrock,” Wellesley spurred his horse to meet the infantry vanguard. “Straight across, I think.”


  “Has the ford been sounded?” Colonel Orrock, a lugubrious and worried-looking man, asked nervously.


  “Our task, I think,” Wellesley said cheerfully. “Gentlemen?” This last invitation was to his aides and orderly. “Shall we open proceedings?”


  “Come on, Sharpe,” McCandless said.


  “You can cross after us, Captain!” Wellesley called to the eager pioneer Captain, then he put his big bay stallion down the slope of the bluff and trotted towards the river. Daniel Fletcher followed close behind with Diomed’s leading rein in his hand, while the aides and McCandless and Sevajee and Sharpe all followed. Forty horsemen would be the first men across the Kaitna and the General would be the first of all, and Sharpe watched as Wellesley’s stallion trotted into the river. He wanted to see how deep the water was, and he was determined to watch the General all the way through, but suddenly the bang of an eighteen-pounder gun bullied the sky and Sharpe glanced upstream to see a puff of gunsmoke smear the horizon, then he heard a horse screaming and he looked back to see that Daniel Fletcher’s mount was rearing at the water’s edge. Fletcher was still in the saddle, but the orderly had no head left, only a pulsing spurt of blood from his ragged neck. Diomed’s rein was still in the dead man’s hand, but somehow the body would not fall from the mare’s saddle and she was screaming in fear as her rider’s blood splashed across her face.


  A second gun fired, but high, and the shot crashed low overhead to tear into the trees on the southern bank. A third ball smashed into the water, drenching McCandless. Fletcher’s mare bolted upstream, but was checked by a fallen tree and so she stood, quivering, and still the trooper’s decapitated body was in the saddle and Diomed’s rein in his dead hand. The gray horse’s left flank was reddened with Fletcher’s blood. The trooper had slumped now, his headless trunk leaning eerily to drip blood into the river.


  To Sharpe it seemed as if time had stopped. He was aware of someone shouting, aware of the blood dripping from the dragoon’s collar, aware of his small horse shivering, but the sudden violence had immobilized him. Another gun fired, this one of smaller caliber, and the ball struck the water a hundred yards upstream, ricocheted once, then vanished in a plume of white spray.


  “Sharpe!” a voice snapped. Horsemen were wheeling in the river’s shallows and reaching for the dead man’s bridle. “Sharpe!” It was Wellesley who shouted. The General was in the middle of the river where the water did not even reach his stirrups, so there was a ford after all and the river could be crossed, but the enemy was hardly going to be taken by surprise now. “Take over as orderly, Sharpe!” Wellesley shouted. “Hurry, man!” There was no one else to replace Fletcher, not unless one of Wellesley’s aides took over his duties, and Sharpe was the nearest man.


  “Go on, Sharpe!” McCandless said. “Hurry, man!”


  Captain Campbell had secured Fletcher’s mare. “Ride her, Sharpe!” the Captain called. “That little horse won’t keep up with us. Just let her go. Let her go.”


  Sharpe dismounted and ran to the mare. Campbell was trying to dislodge Fletcher’s blood-soaked body, but the trooper’s feet were caught in the stirrups. Sharpe heaved Fletcher’s left boot free, then gave the booted leg a tug and the corpse slid towards him. He jumped back as the bloody remnants of the neck, all sinew and flesh and tattered scraps, slapped at his face. The corpse fell into the edge of the river and Sharpe stepped over it to mount the General’s mare. “Get the General’s canteens,” Campbell ordered him, and an instant later another eighteen-pounder shot hammered low overhead like a clap of thunder. “The canteens, man, hurry!” Campbell urged Sharpe, but Sharpe was having trouble untying the water bottles from Fletcher’s belt, so instead he heaved the body over so that a gush of blood spurted from the neck to be instantly diluted in the shallow water. He tugged at the trooper’s belt buckle, unfastened it, then hauled the belt free with its pouches, canteens and the heavy saber. He wrapped the belt over his own, hastily buckled it, then clambered up into the mare’s saddle and fiddled his right foot into the stirrup. Campbell was holding out Diomed’s rein.


  Sharpe took the rein. “Sorry, sir.” He apologized for making the aide wait.


  “Stay close to the General,” Campbell ordered him, then leaned over and patted Sharpe’s arm. “Stay close, be alert, enjoy the day, Sergeant,” he said with a grin. “It looks as if it’s going to be a lively afternoon!”


  “Thank you, sir,” Sharpe said. The first infantry were in the ford now and Sharpe turned the mare, kicked back his heels and tugged Diomed through the water. Campbell was spurring ahead to catch up with Wellesley and Sharpe clumsily kicked the mare into a canter and was almost thrown as she stumbled on the riverbed, but he somehow clung to her mane as she recovered. A round shot thrashed the water white to his left, drenching him with spray. The musket had fallen off his shoulder and was dangling awkwardly from his elbow and he could not manage both it and Diomed’s rein, so he let the firelock drop into the river, then wrenched the sword and the heavy canteens into a more comfortable position. Bugger this, he thought. Lost a hat, a horse and a gun in less than an hour!


  The pioneers were hacking at the bluff on the northern bank to make the slope less steep, but the first galloper guns, those that accompanied the pickets of the day, were already in the Kaitna. Galloper guns were drawn by horses and the gunners shouted at the pioneers to clear out of their way. The pioneers scattered as the horses came up from the river with water streaming from the leading gun’s spinning wheels; a whip cracked over the leader’s head and the team galloped up the bluff with the gun and limber bouncing erratically behind. A gunner was thrown off the limber, but he picked himself up and ran after the cannon. Sharpe kicked his horse up the bluff once the second gun was safely past and suddenly he was in low ground, protected from the enemy’s cannonade by the rising land to his left.


  But where the hell was Wellesley? He could see no one on the high ground that led towards the enemy, and the only men on the road straight ahead were the leading companies of the pickets of the day who continued to march northwards. A slapping sound came from the river and he twisted in his saddle to see that a round shot had whipped through a file of infantry. A body floated downstream in eddies of blood, then the sergeants shouted at the ranks to close up and the infantry kept on coming. But where the hell was Sharpe to go? To his right was the village of Waroor, half hidden behind its trees and for a second Sharpe thought the General must have gone there, but then he saw Lieutenant Colonel Orrock riding up onto the higher ground to the left and Sharpe guessed the Colonel was following Wellesley and so he tugged the mare that way.


  The land climbed to a gentle crest across stubble fields dotted by a few trees. Colonel Orrock was the only man in sight and he was forcing his horse up the slope towards the skyline and so Sharpe followed him. He could hear the enemy guns firing, presumably still bombarding the ford that had not been supposed to exist, but as he kicked the mare up through the growing crop the guns suddenly ceased and all he could hear was the thump of hooves, the banging of the saber’s metal scabbard against his boot and the dull sound of the Scottish drums behind.


  Orrock had turned north along the skyline and Sharpe, following him, saw that the General and his aides were clustered under a group of trees from where they were gazing westwards through their telescopes. He joined them in the shade, and felt awkward to be in such exalted company without McCandless, but Campbell turned in his saddle and grinned. “Well done, Sergeant. Still with us, eh?”


  “Managing, sir,” Sharpe said, rearranging the canteens that had tangled themselves into a lump.


  “Oh, dear God,” Colonel Orrock said a moment later. He was gazing through his own telescope, and whatever he saw made him shake his head before peering through the glass again. “Dear me,” he said, and Sharpe stood in his stirrups to see what had so upset the East India Company Colonel.


  The enemy was redeploying. Wellesley had crossed the ford to bring his small army onto the enemy’s left flank, but the Mahratta commander had seen his purpose and was now denying him the advantage. The enemy line was marching towards the Peepulgaon ford, then wheeling left to make a new defense line that stretched clean across the land between the two rivers; a line that would now face head on towards Wellesley’s army. Instead of attacking a vulnerable flank, Wellesley would be forced to make a head-on assault. Nor were the Mahrattas making their maneuver in a panicked hurry, but were marching calmly in disciplined ranks. The guns were moving with them, drawn by bullocks or elephants. The enemy was less than a mile away now and their steady unhurried redeployment was obvious to the watching officers.


  “They anticipate us, sir!” Orrock informed Wellesley, as though the General might not have understood the purpose of the enemy’s maneuver.


  “They do,” Wellesley agreed calmly, “they do indeed.” He collapsed his telescope and patted his horse’s neck. “And they maneuver very well!” he added admiringly, as though he was engaged in nothing more ominous than watching a brigade go through its paces in Hyde Park. “Your men are through the ford?” he asked Orrock.


  “They are, sir, they are,” Orrock said. The Colonel had a nervous habit of jutting his head forward every few seconds as if his collar was too tight. “And they can reverse themselves,” he added meaningfully.


  Wellesley ignored the defeatist sentiment. “Take them one half-mile up the road,” he ordered Orrock, “then deploy on the high ground this side of the road. I shall see you before we advance.”


  Orrock gazed goggle-eyed at the General. “Deploy?”


  “On this side of the road, if you please, Colonel. You will form the right of our line, Colonel, and have Wallace’s brigade on your left. Let us do it now, Colonel, if you would so oblige me?”


  “Oblige you . . .” Orrock said, his head darting forward like a turtle. “Of course,” he added nervously, then turned his horse and spurred it back towards the road.


  “Barclay?” the General addressed one of his aides. “My compliments to Colonel Maxwell and he will bring all Company and King’s cavalry to take post to Orrock’s right. Native horse will stay south of the river.” There was still enemy cavalry south of the Kaitna and the horsemen from Britain’s Indian allies would stay on that bank to keep those enemies at bay. “Then stay at the ford,” Wellesley went on addressing Barclay, “and tell the rest of the infantry to form on Orrock’s pickets. Two lines, Barclay, two lines, and the 78th will form the left flank here.” The General, who had been gazing at the enemy’s calm redeployment, now turned to Barclay who was scribbling in pencil on a scrap of paper. “First line, from the left. The 78th, Dallas’s 10th, Corben’s 8th, Orrock’s pickets. Second line, from the left. Hill’s 4th, Macleod’s 12th, then the 74th. They are to form their lines and wait for my orders. You understand? They are to wait.” Barclay nodded, then tugged on his reins and spurred his horse back towards the ford as the General turned again to watch the enemy’s redeployment. “Very fine work,” he said approvingly. “I doubt we could have maneuvered any more smartly than that. You think they were readying to cross the river and attack us?”


  Major Blackiston, his engineer aide, nodded. “It would explain why they were ready to move, sir.”


  “We shall just have to discover whether they fight as well as they maneuver,” Wellesley said, collapsing his telescope, then he sent Blackiston north to explore the ground up to the River Juah. “Come on, Campbell,” Wellesley said when Blackiston was gone and, to Sharpe’s surprise, instead of riding back to where the army was crossing the ford, the General spurred his horse still further west towards the enemy. Campbell followed and Sharpe decided he had better go as well.


  The three men rode into a steep-sided valley that was thick with trees and brush, then up its far side to another stretch of open farmland. They cantered through a field of unharvested millet, then across pasture land, always inclining north towards another low hill crest. “I’ll oblige you for a canteen, Sergeant,” Wellesley called as they neared the crest and Sharpe thumped his heels on the mare’s flanks to catch up with the General, then fumbled a canteen free and held it out, but that meant taking his left hand off the reins while his right was still holding Diomed’s tether and the mare, freed of the rein, swerved away from the General. Wellesley caught up with Sharpe and took the canteen. “You might tie Diomed’s rein to your belt, Sergeant,” he said. “It will provide you with another hand.”


  A man needed three hands to do Sharpe’s job, but once they reached the low crest the General halted again and so gave Sharpe time to fasten the Arab’s rein to Fletcher’s belt. The General was staring at the enemy who was now only a quarter-mile away, well inside cannon shot, but either the enemy guns were not ready to fire or else they were under orders not to waste powder on a mere three horsemen. Sharpe took the opportunity to explore what was in Fletcher’s pouch. There was a piece of moldy bread that had been soaked when the trooper’s body fell into the river, a piece of salted meat that Sharpe suspected was dried goat, and a sharpening stone. That made him half draw the saber to feel its edge. It was keen.


  “A nasty little settlement!” Wellesley said cheerfully.


  “Aye, it is, sir!” Campbell agreed enthusiastically.


  “That must be Assaye,” Wellesley remarked. “You think we’re about to make it famous?”


  “I trust so, sir,” Campbell said.


  “Not infamous, I hope,” Wellesley said, and gave his short, high-pitched laugh.


  Sharpe saw they were both staring towards a village that lay to the north of the enemy’s new line. Like every village in this part of India it was provided with a rampart made of the outermost houses’ mud walls. Such walls could be five or six feet in thickness, and though they might crumble to the touch of an artillery bombardment, they still made a formidable obstacle to infantry. Enemy soldiers stood on every roof top, while outside the wall, in an array as thick as a hedgehog’s quills, was an assortment of cannon. “A very nasty little place,” the General said. “We must avoid it. I see your fellows are there, Sharpe!”


  “My fellows, sir?” Sharpe asked in puzzlement.


  “White coats, Sergeant.”


  So Dodd’s regiment had taken their place just to the south of Assaye. They were still on the left of Pohlmann’s line, but now that line stretched southwards from the bristling defenses about the village to the bank of the River Kaitna. The infantry were already in place and the last of the guns were now being hauled into their positions in front of the enemy line, and Sharpe remembered Syud Sevajee’s grim words about the rivers meeting, and he knew that the only way out of this narrowing neck of land was either back through the fords or else straight ahead through the enemy’s army. “I see we shall have to earn our pay today,” the General said to no one in particular. “How far ahead of the infantry is their gun line, Campbell?”


  “A hundred yards, sir?” the young Scotsman guessed after gazing through his spyglass for a while.


  “A hundred and fifty, I think,” Wellesley said.


  Sharpe was watching the village. A lane led from its eastern wall and a file of cavalry was riding out from the houses towards some trees.


  “They think to allow us to take the guns,” Wellesley guessed, “reckoning we’ll be so pounded by round shot and peppered by canister that their infantry can then administer the coup de grâce. They wish to treat us to a double dose! Guns and firelocks.”


  The trees where the cavalry had disappeared dropped into a steep gully that twisted towards the higher ground from where Wellesley was observing the enemy. Sharpe, watching the tree-filled gully, saw birds fly out of the branches as the cavalry advanced beneath the thick leaves. “Horsemen, sir,” Sharpe warned.


  “Where, man, where?” Wellesley asked.


  Sharpe pointed towards the gully. “It’s full of the bastards, sir. They came out of the village a couple of moments ago. You can’t see them, sir, but I think there might be a hundred men hidden there.”


  Wellesley did not dispute Sharpe. “They want to put us in the bag,” he said in seeming amusement. “Keep an eye out for them, Sharpe. I have no wish to watch the battle from the comfort of Scindia’s tent.” He looked back to the enemy’s line where the last of the heavy guns were being lugged into place. Those last two guns were the big eighteen-pounder siege guns that had done the damage as the British army crossed the ford, and now the huge pieces were being emplaced in front of Dodd’s regiment. Elephants pulled the guns into position, then were led away towards the baggage park beyond the village. “How many guns do you reckon, Campbell?” the General asked.


  “Eighty-two, sir, not counting the ones by Assaye.”


  “Around twenty there, I think. We shall be earning our pay! And their line’s longer than I thought. We shall have to extend.” He was not so much speaking to Campbell as to himself, but now he glanced at the young Scots officer. “Did you count their infantry?”


  “Fifteen thousand in the line, sir?” Campbell hazarded.


  “And at least as many again in the village,” Wellesley said, snapping his telescope shut, “not to mention a horde of horsemen behind them, but they’ll only count if we meet disaster. It’s the fifteen thousand in front who concern us. Beat them and we beat all.” He made a penciled note in a small black book, then stared again at the enemy line beneath its bright flags. “They did maneuver well! A creditable performance. But do they fight, eh? That’s the nub of it. Do they fight?”


  “Sir!” Sharpe called urgently, for, not two hundred paces away, the first enemy horsemen had emerged from the gully with their tulwars and lances bright in the afternoon sun, and now were spurring towards Wellesley.


  “Back the way we came,” the General said, “and fairly briskly, I think.”


  This was the second time in one day that Sharpe had been pursued by Mahratta cavalry, but the first time he had been mounted on a small native horse and now he was on one of the General’s own chargers and the difference was night and day. The Mahrattas were at a full gallop, but Wellesley and his two companions never went above a canter and still their big horses easily outstripped the frantic pursuit. Sharpe, clinging for dear life to the mare’s pommel, glanced behind after two minutes and saw the enemy horsemen pulling up. So that, he thought, was why officers were willing to pay a small fortune for British and Irish horses.


  The three men dropped into the valley, climbed its farther side and Sharpe saw that the British infantry had now advanced from the road to form its line of attack along the low ridge that lay parallel to the road, and the redcoat array looked pitifully small compared to the great enemy host less than a mile to the west. Instead of a line of heavy guns, there was only a scatter of light six-pounder cannon and a single battery of fourteen bigger guns, and to face Pohlmann’s three compoos of fifteen thousand men there were scarcely five thousand red-coated infantry, but Wellesley seemed unworried by the odds. Sharpe did not see how the battle was to be won, indeed he wondered why it was being fought at all, but whenever the doubt made his fears surge he only had to look at Wellesley and take comfort from the General’s serene confidence.


  Wellesley rode first to the left of his line where the kilted Highlanders of the 78th waited in line. “You’ll advance in a moment or two, Harness,” he told their Colonel. “Straight ahead! I fancy you’ll find bayonets will be useful. Tell your skirmishers that there are cavalry about, though I doubt you’ll meet them at this end of the line.”


  Harness appeared not to hear the General. He sat on a big horse as black as his towering bearskin hat and carried a huge claymore that looked as if it had been killing the enemies of Scotland for a century or more. “It’s the Sabbath, Wellesley,” he finally spoke, though without looking at the General. “’Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days shalt thou labor, and do all thy work, but the seventh is the Sabbath of the Lord thy God. In it thou shalt not do any work.’” The Colonel glowered at Wellesley. “Are you sure, man, that you want to fight today?”


  “Quite sure, Colonel,” Wellesley answered very equably.


  Harness grimaced. “Won’t be the first commandment I’ve broken, so to hell and away with it.” He gave his huge claymore a flourish. “You’ll not need to worry about my rogues, Wellesley, they can kill as well as any man, even if it is a Sunday.”


  “I never doubted it.”


  “Straight ahead, eh? And I’ll lay the lash on any dog who falters. You hear that, you bastards! I’ll flog you red!”


  “I wish you joy of the afternoon, Colonel,” Wellesley said to Harness, then he rode north to speak with his other five battalion commanders. He gave them much the same instructions as he had given Colonel Harness, though because the Madrassi sepoys deployed no skirmishers, he simply warned them that they had one chance of victory and that was to march straight into the enemy fire and, by enduring it, carry their bayonets into the Mahratta ranks. He told the commanding officers of the two sepoy battalions in the second line that they would now need to join the front line. “You’ll incline right,” he told them, “forming between Corben’s 8th and Colonel Orrock’s pickets.” He had hoped to attack in two lines, so that the men behind could reinforce those in front, but the enemy array was too wide and so he would need to throw every infantryman forward in one line. There would be no reserves. The General rode to meet Colonel Wallace who today would command a brigade of his own 74th Highlanders and two sepoy battalions which, with Orrock’s pickets, would form the right side of the attacking force. He warned Wallace of the line’s extension. “I’ll have Orrock incline right to give your sepoys room,” he promised Wallace, “and I’m putting your own regiment on Orrock’s right flank.” Wallace, because he was commanding the brigade, would not lead his own Highlanders who would be under the command of his deputy, Major Swinton. Colonel McCandless had joined his friend Wallace, and Wellesley greeted him. “I see your man holds their left, McCandless.”


  “So I’ve seen, sir.”


  “But I don’t wish to tangle with him early on. He’s hard by the village and they’ve made it a stronghold, so we’ll take the right of their line, then swing north and pin the rest against the Juah. You’ll get your chance, McCandless, get your chance.”


  “I’m depending on it, sir,” McCandless answered. The Colonel nodded a mute greeting to Sharpe, who then had to follow Wellesley to the ranks of the 74th. “You’ll oblige me, Swinton,” Wellesley said, “by doubling your fellows to the right and taking station beyond Colonel Orrock’s pickets. You’re to form the new right flank. I’ve told Colonel Orrock to move somewhat to his right, so you’ll have a good way to go to make your new position. You understand?”


  “Perfectly, sir,” Swinton said. “Orrock will incline right and we double around behind him to form the new flank and sepoys replace us here.”


  “Good man!” Wellesley said, then rode on to Colonel Orrock. Sharpe guessed that the General had ordered the 74th to move outside Orrock because he did not trust the nervous Colonel to hold the right flank. Orrock’s contingent of half companies was a small but potent force, but it lacked the cohesion of the men’s parent battalions. “You’re to lead them rightwards,” Wellesley told the red-faced Colonel, “but not too far. You comprehend? Not too far right! Because you’ll find a defended village on your front right flank and it’s a brute. I don’t want any of our men near it until we’ve sent the enemy infantry packing.”


  “I go right?” Orrock asked.


  “You incline right,” Wellesley said, “then straighten up. Two hundred paces should do it. Incline right, Orrock, give the line two hundred paces more width, then straighten and march straight for the enemy. Swinton will be bringing his men onto your right flank. Don’t wait for him, let him catch you, and don’t hesitate when we attack. Just go straight in with the bayonet.”


  Orrock jutted his head, scratched his chin and blinked. “I go rightwards?”


  “Then straight ahead,” Wellesley said patiently.


  “Yes, sir,” Orrock said, then jerked nervously as one of his small six-pounder cannon, which had been deployed fifty yards in front of his line, fired.


  “What the devil?” Wellesley asked, turning to look at the small gun that had leaped back five or six yards. He could not see what the gun had fired at, for the smoke of the discharge made a thick cloud in front of the muzzle, but a second later an enemy round shot screamed through the smoke, twitching it, to bounce between two of Orrock’s half companies. Wellesley cantered to his left to see that the enemy guns had opened fire. For the moment they were merely sending ranging shots, but soon the guns would be pouring their metal at the red ranks.


  The General cantered back southwards. It was close to mid afternoon now and the sun was burning the world white. The air was humid, hard to breathe, and every man in the British line was sweating. The enemy round shot bounced on the ground in front of them, and one shot ricocheted up to churn a file of sepoys into blood and bone. The sound of the enemy cannon was harsh, banging over the warm ground in successive punches that came closer and closer together as more guns joined the cannonade. The British guns replied, and the smoke of their discharges betrayed their positions, and the enemy gunners levered their pieces to aim at the British cannon which, hugely outnumbered, were having by far the worst of the exchange. Sharpe saw the earth around one six-pounder struck again and again by enemy round shot, each strike kicking up a barrow-load of soil, and then the small gun seemed to disintegrate as a heavy ball struck it plumb on the front of its carriage. Splinters flew to eviscerate the crew that had been ramming the gun. The barrel reared up, its trunnions tearing out of the carriage, then the heavy metal tube slowly toppled onto a wounded man. Another gunner reeled away, gasping for breath, while a third man lay on the ground looking as though he slept.


  A piper began to play as the General neared the kilted 78th. “I thought I ordered all musicians to leave their instruments behind, drummers excepted,” Wellesley said angrily.


  “Very hard to go into battle without the pipes, sir,” Campbell said reprovingly.


  “Hard to save the wounded without orderlies,” Wellesley complained. In battle the pipers’ job was to save the wounded, but Harness had blithely disobeyed the order and brought his bagpipers. However, it was too late to worry about that disobedience now. Another round shot found its mark in a sepoy battalion, flinging men aside like broken dolls, while a high ball struck a tall tree, shaking its topmost leaves and provoking a small green parrot to squawk as it fled the branches.


  Wellesley reined in close to the 78th. He glanced to his right, then looked back to the eight or nine hundred yards of country that separated his small force from the enemy. The sound of the guns was constant now, its thunder deafening, and the smoke of their cannonade was hiding the Mahratta infantry that waited for his assault. If the General was nervous he showed no sign of it, unless the fingers drumming softly against his thigh betrayed some worry. This was his first proper battle in the field, gun against gun and infantry against infantry, yet he seemed entirely cool.


  Sharpe licked dry lips. His mare fidgeted and Diomed kept pricking his ears at the gunfire. Another British gun was hit, this time losing a wheel to an enemy round shot. The gunners rolled a new wheel forward, while the officer commanding the small battery ran forward with a handspike. The infantry waited beneath their bright silk colors, their long line of two ranks tipped with shining bayonets.


  “Time to go,” Wellesley said very quietly. “Forward, gentlemen,” he said, but still not loudly. He took a breath. “Forward!” he shouted and, at the same time, took off his cocked hat and waved it towards the enemy.


  The British drums began their beat. Sergeants shouted. Officers drew swords. The men began to march.


  And the battle had begun.


  CHAPTER 10


  The redcoats advanced in a line of two ranks. The troops spread out as they walked and sergeants shouted at the files to keep closed. The infantry first had to pass the British gun line that was suffering badly in an unequal artillery duel with the Goanese gunners. The enemy was firing shell as well as solid shot, and Sharpe flinched as a shell exploded among a team of oxen that was picketed a hundred yards behind their gun. The wounded beasts bellowed, and one broke from its picket to limp with a bleeding and trailing leg towards the 10th Madras infantry. A British officer ran and put the beast out of its misery with his pistol and the sepoys stepped delicately about the shuddering corpse. Colonel Harness, seeing that his two small battalion guns would inevitably be destroyed if they stayed in action, ordered his gunners to limber up and follow the regiment forward. “Do it fast, you rogues! I want you close behind me.”


  The enemy gunners, seeing that they had won the fight between the batteries, turned their pieces on the infantry. They were firing at seven hundred yards now, much too far for canister, but a round shot could whip a file into bloody scraps in the blinking of an eye. The sound of the guns was unending, one shot melding into the next and the whole making a thunderous noise of deafening violence. The enemy line was shrouded in gray-white smoke which was constantly lit by flashes of gunfire deep in the smoke’s heart. Sometimes a Mahratta battery would pause to let the smoke thin and Sharpe, riding twenty paces behind the General who was advancing just to the right of the 78th, could watch the enemy gunners heave at their pieces, see them back away as the gun captain swung the linstock over the barrel, then the gun would disappear again in a cloud of powder smoke and, an instant later, a ball would plunge down in front of the infantry. Sometimes it would bounce clean over the men’s heads, but too often the heavy shots slammed into the files and men would be broken apart in a spray of blood. Sharpe saw the front half of a shattered musket wheel up out of the Highlanders’ ranks. It turned in the air, pursued by its owner’s blood, then fell to impale its bayonet into the turf. A gentle north wind blew a patch of gunsmoke away from the center of the enemy line where the guns were almost axle boss to axle boss. Sharpe watched men ram the barrels, watched them run clear, watched the smoke blossom again and heard the shriek of a round shot just overhead. Sometimes Sharpe could see the tongue of dark-red fire streaking towards him in the cloud’s heart, and then the lead-gray stroke of a ball arcing towards him in the sky, and once he saw the madly spiraling wisp of smoke left by the burning fuse of a shell, but every time the shots went wide or else fell short to churn up a dusty patch of earth.


  “Close the files!” the sergeants shouted. “Close up!”


  The drummer boys beat the advance. There was low ground ahead, and the sooner the attacking line was in that gentle valley, the sooner they would be out of sight of the gunners. Wellesley looked to his right and saw that Orrock had paused in his advance and that the 74th, who should have been forming to the right of Orrock’s men, had stopped as well. “Tell Orrock to go! Tell him to go!” the General called to Campbell who spurred across the advancing line. His horse galloped through a cloud of shell smoke, leaped a broken limber, then Sharpe lost sight of the aide. Wellesley urged his horse closer to the 78th who were now drawing ahead of the sepoys. The Highlanders were taller than the Madrassi battalions and their stride was longer as they hurried to gain the dead ground where the bombardment could not reach them. A bouncing shell came to rest near the grenadier company that was on the right of the 78th’s line and the kilted soldiers skipped aside, all but for one man who dashed out of the front rank as the missile spun crazily on the ground with its fuse spitting out a tangle of smoke. He rammed his right boot on the shell to make it still, then struck hard down with the brass butt of his musket to knock the fuse free. “Am I spared the punishment now, Sergeant?” he called.


  “You get in file, John, get in file,” the sergeant answered.


  Wellesley grinned, then shuddered as a ball went perilously close to his hat. He looked around, seeking his aides, and saw Barclay. “The calm before the storm,” the General remarked.


  “Some calm, sir.”


  “Some storm,” an Indian answered. He was one of the Mahratta chiefs who were allied to the British and whose horsemen were keeping the cavalry busy south of the river. Three such men rode with Wellesley and one had a badly trained horse that kept skittering sideways whenever a shell exploded.


  Major Blackiston, the engineer on Wellesley’s staff who had been sent to reconnoiter the land north of the army, now galloped back behind the advancing line. “Broken ground up by the village, sir, cut by gullies,” he reported, “no place to advance.”


  Wellesley grunted. He had no intention of sending infantry near the village yet, so Blackiston’s report was not immediately useful. “Did you see Orrock?”


  “He was worried about his two guns, sir. Can’t take them forward because the teams have all been killed, but Campbell’s chivvying him on.”


  Wellesley stood in his stirrups to look north and saw Orrock’s pickets at last moving smartly away. They were marching obliquely, without their two small guns, making space for the two sepoy battalions to come into the line. The 74th was beyond them, vanishing into a fold of ground. “Not too far, Orrock, not too far,” Wellesley muttered, then he lost sight of Orrock’s men as his horse followed the 78th into the lower ground. “Once we have them pinned against the river,” he asked Blackiston, gesturing to show he meant the River Juah to the north, “can they get away?”


  “Eminently fordable, sir, I’m afraid,” Blackiston answered. “I doubt they can move more than a handful of the guns down the bank, but a man can escape easily enough.”


  Wellesley grunted an acknowledgment and spurred ahead, leaving the engineer behind. “He didn’t even ask if I was chased!” Blackiston said to Barclay with mock indignation.


  “Were you, John?”


  “Damned sure I was. Two dozen of the bastards on those wiry little ponies. They look like children riding to hounds.”


  “But no bullet holes?” Barclay asked.


  “Not a one,” Blackiston said regretfully, then saw Sharpe’s surprised look. “It’s a wager, Sergeant,” the engineer explained. “Whichever of the General’s family ends up with the most bullet holes wins the pot.”


  “Do I count, sir?”


  “You replace Fletcher, and he didn’t have to pay to get in because he claimed he was penniless. We admitted him from the goodness of our hearts. But no cheating now. We can’t have fellows poking their coats with swords to win points.”


  “How many points does Fletcher get, sir?” Sharpe asked. “For having his head blown off?”


  “He’s disqualified, of course, on grounds of extreme carelessness.”


  Sharpe laughed. Blackiston’s words were not funny, of course, but the laughter burst out of him, causing Wellesley to turn in his saddle and give him a scowl. In truth Sharpe was fighting a growing fear. For the moment he was safe enough, for the left flank of the attack was now in dead ground and the enemy bombardment was concentrating on the sepoy battalions who had still not reached the valley, but Sharpe could hear the whip-fast rumble of the round shots tearing up the air, he could hear the cannon fire, and every few seconds a howitzer shell would fall into the valley and explode in a puff of flaming smoke. So far the howitzers had failed to do any damage, but Sharpe could see the small bushes bend away from their blasts and hear the scraps of shell casing rip through leaves. In places the dry brush had caught fire.


  He tried to concentrate on the small things. One of the canteens had a broken strap, so he knotted it. He watched his mare’s ears flicker at every shell burst and he wondered if horses felt fear. Did they understand this kind of danger? He watched the Scots, stolidly advancing through the shrubs and trees, magnificent in their feathered bearskin hats and their pleated kilts. They were a long way from bloody home, he thought, and was surprised that he did not really feel that for himself, but he did not know where home was. Not London, for sure, though he had grown up there. England? He supposed so, but what was England to him? Not what it was to Major Blackiston, he guessed. He wondered again about Pohlmann’s offer, and thought what it would be like to be standing in sash and sword behind that line of Mahratta guns. Safe as houses, he reckoned, just standing there and watching through the smoke as a thin line of redcoat enemies marched into horror. So why had he not accepted? And he knew the real reason was not some half-felt love of country, nor an aversion to Dodd, but because the only sash and sword he wanted were the ones that would let him go back to England and spit on the men who had made his life miserable. Except there would be no sash and sword. Sergeants did not get made into officers, not often, and he was suddenly ashamed of ever having quizzed McCandless about the matter. But at least the Colonel had not laughed at him.


  Wellesley had turned to speak to Colonel Harness. “We’ll give the guns a volley of musketry, Harness, at your discretion. That should give us time to reload, but save the second volley for their infantry.”


  “I’d already worked out the same for myself,” Harness answered with a scowl. “And I’ll not use skirmishers, not on a Sunday.” Usually the light company went ahead of the rest of the battalion and scattered into a loose line that would fire at the enemy before the main attack arrived, but Harness must have decided that he would rather reserve the light company’s fire for the one volley he planned to unload on the gunners.


  “Soon be over,” Wellesley said, not contesting Harness’s decision to keep his light company in line, and Sharpe decided the General must be nervous for those last three words were unusually loquacious. Wellesley himself must have decided he had betrayed his feelings, for he looked blacker than ever. His high spirits had vanished ever since the enemy artillery had started firing.


  The Scots were climbing now. They were tramping through stubble and at any minute they would cross the brow of the gentle hill and find themselves back in the gunners’ sights. The first the gunners would see would be the two regimental standards, then the officers on horseback, then the line of bearskins, and after that the whole red, white and black array of a battalion in line with the glint of their fixed bayonets showing in the sun. And God help us then, Sharpe thought, because every buggering gun straight ahead must be reloaded by now and just waiting for its target, and suddenly the first round shot banged on the crest just a few paces ahead and ricocheted harmlessly overhead. “That man fired early,” Barclay said. “Take his name.”


  Sharpe looked to his right. The next four battalions, all sepoys, were safe in the dead ground now, while Orrock’s pickets and the 74th had vanished among the trees north of the valley. Harness’s Scots would climb into view first and, for a moment or two, would have the gunners’ undivided attention. Some of the Highlanders were hurrying, as if to get the ordeal over. “Hold your dressing!” Harness bellowed at them. “This ain’t a race to the tavern! Damn you!”


  Elsie. Sharpe suddenly remembered the name of a girl who had worked in the tavern near Wetherby where he had fled after running away from Brewhouse Lane. Why had he thought of her, he wondered, and he had a sudden vision of the taproom, all steaming on a winter night from men’s wet coats, and Elsie and the other girls carrying the ale on trays and the fire sputtering in the hearth and the blind shepherd getting drunk and the dogs sleeping under the tables, and he imagined walking back into that smoke-blackened room with his officer’s sash and sword, and then he forgot all about Yorkshire as the 78th, with Wellesley’s family on its right, emerged onto the flat land in front of the enemy guns.


  Sharpe’s first surprised reaction was how close they were. The low ground had brought them within a hundred and fifty paces of the enemy guns, and his second reaction was how splendid the enemy looked, for their guns were lined up as though for inspection, while behind them the Mahratta battalions stood in four closely dressed ranks beneath their flags, and then he thought that this was what death must look like, and just as he thought that, so the whole gorgeous array of the enemy army vanished behind a vast bank of smoke, a roiling bank in which the smoke twisted as though it was tortured, and every few yards there was a spear of flame in the whiteness, while in front of the cloud the crops flattened away from the blast of the exploding powder as the heavy round shots tore through the Highlanders’ files.


  There seemed to be blood everywhere, and broken men falling or sliding in the carnage. Somewhere a man gasped, but no one was screaming. A piper dropped his instrument and ran to a fallen man whose leg had been torn away. Every few yards there was a tangle of dead and dying men, showing where the round shot had snatched files from the regiment. A young officer tried to calm his horse which was edging sideways in fright, its eyes white and head tossing. Colonel Harness guided his own horse around a disemboweled man without giving the dead man a glance. Sergeants shouted angrily for the files to close up, as though it was the Highlanders’ fault that there were gaps in the line. Then everything seemed oddly silent. Wellesley turned and spoke to Barclay, but Sharpe did not hear a thing, then he realized that his ears were ringing from the terrible sound of that discharge of gunnery. Diomed pulled away from him and he tugged the gray horse back. Fletcher’s blood had dried to a crust on Diomed’s flank. Flies crawled all over the blood. A Highlander was swearing terribly as his comrades marched away from him. He was on his hands and knees, with no obvious wound, but then he looked up at Sharpe, spoke one last obscenity and collapsed forward. More flies congregated on the shining blue spill of the disemboweled man’s guts. Another man crawled through stubble, dragging his musket by its whitened sling.


  “Steady now!” Harness shouted. “Damn your haste! Ain’t running a race! Think of your mothers!”


  “Mothers?” Blackiston asked.


  “Close up!” a sergeant shouted. “Close up!”


  The Mahratta gunners would be frantically reloading, but this time with canister. The gunsmoke was dissipating, twisting as the small breeze carried it away, and Sharpe could see the misty shapes of men ramming barrels and carrying charges to muzzles. Other men hand spiked gun trails to line the recoiled weapons on the Scots. Wellesley was curbing his stallion lest it get too far ahead of the Highlanders. Nothing showed on the right. The sepoys were still in dead ground and the right flank was lost among the scatter of trees and broken ground to the north, so that for the moment it seemed as if Harness’s Highlanders were fighting the battle all on their own, six hundred men against a hundred thousand, but the Scotsmen did not falter. They just left their wounded and dead behind and crossed the open land towards the guns that were loaded with their deaths. The piper began playing again, and the wild music seemed to put a new spring in the Highlanders’ steps. They were walking to death, but they went in perfect order and in seeming calm. No wonder men made songs about the Scots, Sharpe thought, then turned as hooves sounded behind and he saw it was Captain Campbell returning from his errand. The Captain grinned at Sharpe. “I thought I’d be too late.”


  “You’re in time, sir. Just in time, sir,” Sharpe said, but for what? he wondered.


  Campbell rode on to Wellesley to make his report. The General listened, nodded, then the guns straight ahead started firing again, only raggedly this time as each enemy gun fired as soon as it was loaded. The sound of each gun was a terrible bang, as deafening as a thump on the ear, and the canister flecked the field in front of the Scots with a myriad puffs of dust before bouncing up to snatch men backwards. Each round was a metal canister, crammed with musket balls or shards of metal and scraps of stone, and as it left the barrel the canister was ripped apart to spread its missiles like a giant blast of duckshot.


  Another cannon fired, then another, each gunshot pummeling the land and each taking its share of Scotsmen to eternity, or else making another cripple for the parish or a sufferer for the surgeon. The drummer boys were still playing, though one was limping and another was dripping blood onto his drum skin. The piper began playing a jauntier tune, as though this walk into an enemy horde was something to celebrate, and some of the Highlanders quickened their pace. “Not so eager!” Harness shouted. “Not so eager!” His basket-hilted claymore was in his hand and he was close behind his men’s two ranks as though he wanted to spur through and carry the dreadful blade against the gunners who were flaying his regiment. A bearskin was blown apart by canister, leaving the man beneath untouched.


  “Steady now!” a major called.


  “Close up! Close up!” the sergeants shouted. “Close the files!” Corporals, designated as file-closers, hurried behind the ranks and dragged men left and right to seal the gaps blown by the guns. The gaps were bigger now, for a well-aimed barrel of canister could take four or five files down, while a round shot could only blast away a single file at a time.


  Four guns fired, a fifth, then a whole succession of guns exploded together and the air around Sharpe seemed to be filled with a rushing, shrieking wind, and the Highlanders’ line seemed to twist in that violent gale, but though it left men behind, men who were bleeding and vomiting and crying and calling for their comrades or their mothers, the others closed their ranks and marched stolidly on. More guns fired, blanketing the enemy with smoke, and Sharpe could hear the canister hitting the regiment. Each blast brought a rattling sound as bullets struck muskets, while the Highlanders, like infantry everywhere, made sure their guns’ wide stocks covered their groins. The line was shorter now, much shorter, and it had almost reached the lingering edge of the great bank of smoke pumped out by the enemy’s guns.


  “78th,” Harness shouted in a huge voice, “halt!”


  Wellesley curbed his horse. Sharpe looked to his right and saw the sepoys coming out of the valley in one long red line, a broken line, for there were gaps between the battalions and the passage through the shrub-choked valley had skewed the sepoys’ dressing, and then the guns in the northern part of the Mahratta line opened fire and the line of sepoys became even more ragged. Yet still, like the Scots to their left, they pressed on into the gunfire.


  “Present!” Harness shouted, a note of anticipation in his voice.


  The Scotsmen brought their fire locks to their shoulders. They were only sixty yards from the guns and even a smoothbore musket was accurate enough at that range. “Don’t fire high, you dogs!” Harness warned them. “I’ll flog every man who fires high. Fire!”


  The volley sounded feeble compared to the thunder of the big guns, but it was a comfort all the same and Sharpe almost cheered as the Highlanders fired and their crackling volley whipped away across the stubble. The gunners were vanishing. Some must have been killed, but others were merely sheltering behind the big trails of their cannon.


  “Reload!” Harness shouted. “No dallying! Reload!”


  This was where the Highlanders’ training paid its dividends, for a musket was an awkward brute to reload, and made more cumbersome still by the seventeen-inch bayonet fixed to its muzzle. The triangular blade made it difficult to ram the gun properly, and some of the Highlanders twisted the blades off to make their job easier, but all reloaded swiftly, just as they had been trained to do in hard long weeks at home. They loaded, rammed, primed, then slotted the ramrods back into the barrel hoops. Those who had removed their bayonets refastened them to the lugs, then brought the guns back to the ready.


  “You save that volley for the infantry!” Harness warned them. “Now, boys, forward, and give the heathen bastards a proper Sabbath killing!”


  This was revenge. This was anger let loose. The enemy guns were still not loaded and their crews had been hard hit by the volley, and most of the guns would not have time to charge their barrels before the Scots were on them. Some of the gunners fled. Sharpe saw a mounted Mahratta officer rounding them up and driving them back to their pieces with the flat of his sword, but he also saw one gun, a painted monster directly to his front, being rammed hard by two men who heaved on the rammer, plucked it free then ran aside.


  “For what we are about to receive,” Blackiston murmured. The engineer had also seen the gunners charge their barrel.


  The gun fired, and its jet of smoke almost engulfed the General’s family. For an instant Sharpe saw Wellesley’s tall figure outlined against the pale smoke, then he could see nothing but blood and the General falling. The heat and discharge of the gun’s gasses rushed past Sharpe just a heartbeat after the scraps of canister had filled the air about him, but he had been directly behind the General and was in his shadow, and it was Wellesley who had taken the gun’s blast.


  Or rather it was his horse. The stallion had been struck a dozen times while Wellesley, charmed, had not taken a scratch. The big horse toppled, dead before he struck the ground, and Sharpe saw the General kick his feet out from the stirrups and use his hands to push himself up from the saddle as the horse collapsed. Wellesley’s right foot touched the ground first and, before the stallion’s weight could roll onto his leg, he jumped away, staggering slightly in his hurry. Campbell turned towards him, but the General waved him away. Sharpe kicked the mare on and untied Diomed’s reins from his belt. Was he supposed to get the saddle off the dead horse? He supposed so, and thus slid out of his own saddle. But what the hell was he to do with the mare and Diomed while he untangled the saddle from the dead stallion? Then he thought to tie both to the dead horse’s bridle.


  “Four hundred guineas gone to a penny bullet,” Wellesley said sarcastically, watching as Sharpe unbuckled the girth from the dead stallion. Or near dead, for the beast still twitched and kicked as the flies came to feast on its new blood. “I’ll take Diomed,” Wellesley told Sharpe, then stooped to help, tugging the saddle with its attached bags and holsters free of the dying horse, but then a feral scream made the General turn back to watch as Harness’s men charged into the gun line. The scream was the noise they made as they struck home, a scream that was the release of all their fears and a terrible noise presaging their enemies’ death. And how they gave it. The Scotsmen found the gunners who had stayed at their posts crouching under the trails and they dragged them out and bayoneted them again and again. “Bastard,” one man screamed, plunging his blade repeatedly into a dead gunner’s belly. “Heathen black bastard!” He kicked the man’s head, then stabbed down with his bayonet again. Colonel Harness back swung his sword to kill a man, then casually wiped the blood off the blade onto his horse’s black mane. “Form line!” he shouted. “Form line! Hurry, you rogues!”


  A scatter of gunners had fled back from the Scots to the safety of the Mahratta infantry who were now little more than a hundred paces away. They should have charged, Sharpe thought. While the Scots were blindly hacking away at the gunners, the infantry should have advanced, but instead they waited for the next stage of the Scots attack. To his right there were still guns firing at the sepoys, but that was a separate battle, unrelated to the scramble as sergeants dragged Highlanders away from the dead and dying gunners and pushed them into their ranks.


  “There are still gunners alive, sir!” a lieutenant shouted at Harness.


  “Form up!” Harness shouted, ignoring the lieutenant. Sergeants and corporals shoved men into line. “Forward!” Harness shouted.


  “Hurry, man,” Wellesley said to Sharpe, but not angrily. Sharpe had heaved the saddle over Diomed’s back and now stooped under the gray horse’s belly to gather the girth. “He doesn’t like it too tight,” the General said.


  Sharpe buckled the strap and Wellesley took Diomed’s reins from him and heaved himself up into the saddle without another word. The General’s coat was smeared with blood, but it was horse blood, not his own. “Well done, Harness!” he called ahead to the Scotsman, then rode away and Sharpe unhitched the mare from the dead horse’s bridle, clambered onto her back and followed.


  Three pipers played for the 78th now. They were far from home, under a furnace sun in a blinding sky, and they brought the mad music of Scotland’s wars to India. And it was madness. The 78th had suffered hard from the gunfire and the line of their advance was littered with dead, dying and broken men, yet the survivors now re-formed to attack the main Mahratta battle line. They were back in two ranks, they held their bloody bayonets in front, and they advanced against Pohlmann’s own compoo on the right of the enemy line. The Highlanders looked huge, made into giants by their tall bearskin hats with their feather plumes, and they looked terrible, for they were. These were northern warriors from a hard country and not a man spoke as they advanced. To the waiting Mahrattas they must have seemed like creatures from nightmare, as terrible as the gods who writhed on their temple walls. Yet the Mahratta infantry in their blue and yellow coats were just as proud. They were warriors recruited from the martial tribes of northern India, and now they leveled their muskets as the two Scottish ranks approached.


  The Scots were terribly outnumbered and it seemed to Sharpe that they must all die in the coming volley. Sharpe himself was in a half-daze, stunned by the noise yet aware that his mood was swinging between elation at the Scottish bravery and the pure terror of battle. He heard a cheer and looked right to see the sepoys charging into the guns. He watched gunners flee, then saw the Madrassi sepoys tear into the laggards with their bayonets.


  “Now we’ll see how their infantry fights,” Wellesley said savagely to Campbell, and Sharpe understood that this was the real testing point, for infantry was everything. The infantry was despised for it did not have the cavalry’s glamour, nor the killing capacity of the gunners, but it was still the infantry that won battles. Defeat the enemy’s infantry and the cavalry and gunners had nowhere to hide.


  The Mahrattas waited with leveled muskets. The Highlanders, silent again, marched on. Ninety paces to go, eighty, and then an officer’s sword swung down in the Mahratta ranks and the volley came. It seemed ragged to Sharpe, maybe because most men did not fire on the word of command, but instead fired after they heard their neighbor’s discharge, and he was not even aware of a bullet going close past his head because he was watching the Scots, terrified for them, but it seemed to him that not a man fell. Some men must have been hit, for he saw ripples where the files opened to step past the fallen, but the 78th, or what was left of the 78th, was intact still and still Harness did not fire, but just kept marching them onward.


  “They fired high!” Campbell exulted.


  “They drill well, fire badly,” Barclay observed happily.


  Seventy paces to go, then sixty. A Highlander staggered from the line and collapsed. Two other men who had been wounded by the canister, but were now recovered, hurried from the rear and pushed their way into the ranks. “Halt!” Harness suddenly called. “Present!”


  The guns, tipped by their bloodstained steel blades, came up into the Highlanders’ shoulders so that the whole line seemed to take a quarter-turn to the right. The Mahratta gunsmoke was clearing and the enemy soldiers could see the Scots’ heavy muskets, with hate behind them, and the Highlanders waited a heartbeat so the enemy could also see their death in the leveled muskets.


  “You’ll fire low, you bastards, or I’ll want to know why,” Harness growled, then took a deep breath. “Fire!” he shouted, and his Highlanders did not fire high. They fired low and their heavy balls ripped into bellies and thighs and groins.


  “Now go for them!” Harness shouted. “Just go for the bastards!” And the Highlanders, unleashed, ran forward with their bayonets and began to utter their shrill war cries, as discordant as the music of the pipes that flayed them onwards. They were killers loosed to the joys of slaughter and the enemy did not wait for its coming, but just turned and fled.


  The enemy in the rearward ranks of the compoo had room to run, but those in front were impeded by those behind and could not escape. A terrible despairing wail sounded as the 78th struck home and as their bayonets rose and fell in an orgy of killing. An officer led an attack on a knot of standard-bearers who tried desperately to save their flags, but the Scots would not be denied and Sharpe watched as the kilted men stepped over the dead to lunge their blades at the living. The flags fell, then were raised again in Scottish hands. A cheer went up, and just then Sharpe heard another cheer and saw the sepoys charging home at the next section of the enemy line and, just as the first Mahratta troops had run from the Scots, so now the neighboring battalions fled from the sepoys. The enemy’s vaunted infantry had crumpled at the first contact. They had watched the thin line come towards them, and they must have assumed that the red coats would be turned even redder by the heavy fire of the artillery, but the line had taken the guns’ punishment and just kept coming, battered and bleeding, and it must have seemed to the Mahrattas that such men were invincible. The huge Scots in their strange kilts had started the rout, but the sepoy battalions from Madras now set about the destruction of all the enemy’s center and right. Only his left still stood its ground.


  The sepoys killed, then pursued the fugitives who streamed westwards. “Hold them!” Wellesley shouted at the nearest battalion commanders. “Hold them!” But the sepoys would not be held. They wanted to pursue a beaten enemy and they streamed raggedly in his wake, killing as they went. Wellesley wheeled Diomed. “Colonel Harness!”


  “You’ll want me to form post here?” the Scotsman asked. Blood dripped from his sword.


  “Here,” Wellesley agreed. The enemy infantry might have fled, but there was a maelstrom of cavalry a half-mile away and those horsemen were cantering forward to attack the disordered British pursuers. “Deploy your guns, Harness.”


  “I’ve given the order already,” Harness said, gesturing towards his two small gun teams that were hurrying six-pounders into position. “Column of full companies!” Harness shouted. “Quarter distance!”


  The Scots, one minute so savage, now ran back into their ranks and files. The battalion faced no immediate enemy, for there was neither infantry nor artillery within range, but the distant cavalry was a threat and so Harness arranged them in their ten companies, close together, so that they resembled a square. The close formation could defend itself against any cavalry attack, and just as easily shake itself into a line or into a column of assault. Harness’s twin six-pounders were unlimbered and now began firing towards the horsemen who, appalled by the wreckage of their infantry, paused rather than attack the redcoats. British and Indian officers were galloping among the pursuing sepoys, ordering them back to their ranks, while Harness’s 78th stood like a fortress to which the sepoys could retreat. “So sanity is not a requisite of soldiering,” Wellesley said quietly.


  “Sir?” Sharpe was the only man close enough to hear the General and assumed that the words were addressed to him.


  “None of your business, Sharpe, none of your business,” Wellesley said, startled that he had been overheard. “A canteen, if you please.”


  It had been a good start, the General decided, for the right of Pohlmann’s army had been destroyed and that destruction had taken only minutes. He watched as the sepoys hurried back to their ranks and as the first puckalees appeared from the nearby Kaitna with their huge loads of canteens and water skins. He would let the men have their drink of water, then the line would be turned to face north and he could finish the job by assaulting Assaye. The General kicked Diomed around to examine the ground over which his infantry must advance and, just as he turned, so all hell erupted at the village.


  Wellesley frowned at the dense cloud of gunsmoke that had suddenly appeared close to the mud walls. He heard volley fire, and he could see that it was the surviving Mahratta left wing that did the firing, not his redcoats, and, more ominously, a surge of Mahratta cavalry had broken through on the northern flank and was now riding free in the country behind Wellesley’s small army.


  Someone had blundered.


  The left flank of William Dodd’s regiment lay just a hundred paces from the mud walls of Assaye where the twenty guns which defended the village gave that flank an added measure of safety. In front of the Cobras were another six guns, two of them the long-barreled eighteen-pounders that had bombarded the ford, while Dodd’s own small battery of four-pounder guns was bunched in the small gap between his men’s right flank and the neighboring regiment. Pohlmann had chosen to array his guns in front of the infantry, but Dodd expected the British to attack in line and a gun firing straight towards an oncoming line could do much less damage than a gun firing obliquely down the line’s length, and so he had placed his cannon wide on the flank where they could work the most havoc.


  It was not a bad position, Dodd reckoned. In front of his line were two hundred yards of open killing ground after which the land fell into a steepish gully that angled away eastwards. An enemy could approach in the gully, but to reach Dodd’s men they would have to climb onto the flat farmland and there be slaughtered. A cactus-thorn hedge ran across the killing ground, and that would give the enemy some cover, but there were wide gaps in the thorns. If Dodd had been given time he would have sent men to cut down the whole hedge, but the necessary axes were back with the baggage a mile away. Dodd, naturally, blamed Joubert for the missing tools. “Why are they not here, Monsewer?” he had demanded.


  “I did not think. I’m sorry.”


  “Sorry! Sorry don’t win battles, Monsewer.”


  “I shall send for the axes,” Joubert said.


  “Not now,” Dodd said. He did not want to send any men back to the baggage camp, for their loss would momentarily weaken his regiment and he expected to be attacked at any moment. He looked forward to that moment, for the enemy would need to expose himself to a withering fire, and Dodd kept standing in his stirrups to search for any sign of an approaching enemy. There were some British and Company cavalry far off to the east, but those horsemen were staying well out of range of the Mahratta guns. Other enemies must have been within the range of Pohlmann’s guns, for Dodd could hear them firing and see the billowing clouds of gray-white smoke pumped out by each shot, but that cannonade was well to his south and it did not spread down the line towards him and it slowly dawned on Dodd that Wellesley was deliberately avoiding Assaye. “God damn him!” he shouted aloud.


  “Monsieur?” Captain Joubert asked resignedly, expecting another reprimand.


  “We’re going to be left out,” Dodd complained.


  Captain Joubert thought that was probably a blessing. The Captain had been saving his meager salary in the hope of retiring to Lyons, and if General Wellesley chose to ignore Captain Joubert then Captain Joubert was entirely happy. And the longer he stayed in India, the more attractive he found Lyons. And Simone would be better off in France, he thought, for the heat of India was not good for her. It had made her restless, and inactivity gave her time to brood and no good ever came from a thinking woman. If Simone was in France she would be kept busy. There would be meals to cook, clothes to mend, a garden to tend, even children to raise. Those things were women’s work, in Joubert’s opinion, and the sooner he could take his Simone away from India’s languorous temptations the better.


  Dodd stood in his stirrups again to stare southwards through his cheap glass. “The 78th,” he grunted.


  “Monsieur?” Joubert was startled from his happy reverie about a house near Lyons where his mother could help Simone raise a busy little herd of children.


  “The 78th,” Dodd said again, and Joubert stood in his stirrups to gaze at the distant sight of the Scottish regiment emerging from low ground to advance against the Mahratta line. “And no support for them?” Dodd asked, puzzled, and he had begun to think that Boy Wellesley had blundered very badly, but just then he saw the sepoys coming from the valley. The attacking line looked very thin and frail, and he could see men being snatched backwards by the artillery fire. “Why won’t they come here?” he asked petulantly.


  “They are, Monsieur,” Joubert answered, and pointed eastwards.


  Dodd turned and stared. “Praise God from Whom all blessings flow,” he said softly. “The fools!” For the enemy was not just coming towards Dodd’s position, but approaching in a column of half companies. The enemy infantry had suddenly appeared at the upper edge of the gully, but on Dodd’s side of that obstacle, and it was clear that the redcoats must have wandered far out of their position for they were a long way from the rest of the attacking British infantry. Better still, they had not deployed into line. Their commander must have decided that they would make better progress if they advanced in column and doubtless he planned to deploy into line when he launched his attack, but the men showed no sign of deploying yet.


  Dodd aimed his telescope and was momentarily puzzled. The leading half company were King’s troops in red jackets, black shakoes and white trousers, while the forty or fifty men of the half company behind were in kilts, but the other five half companies were all sepoys of the East India Company. “It’s the pickets of the day,” he said, suddenly understanding the strange formation. He heard a shout as a gun captain ordered his cannon to be levered around to take aim at the approaching men, and he hurriedly shouted to his gunners to hold their fire. “No one’s to fire yet, Joubert,” Dodd ordered, then he spurred his horse northwards to the village.


  The infantry and gunners defending the village of Assaye were not under Dodd’s command, but he issued them orders anyway. “You’re to hold your fire,” he snapped at them, “hold your fire. Wait! Wait!” Some of the Goanese gunners spoke a little English, and they understood him and passed the order on. The Rajah’s infantry, on the mud walls above the guns, were not so quick and some of those men opened fire on the distant redcoats, but their muskets were far outranged and Dodd ignored them. “You fire when we fire, understand?” he shouted at the gunners, and some of them understood what he was doing, and they grinned approval of his cunning.


  He spurred back to the Cobras. A second British formation had appeared a hundred paces behind the pickets. This second unit was a complete battalion of redcoats advancing in line and, because marching an extended line across country was inevitably slower than advancing in a column of half companies, they had fallen behind the pickets who, in sublime disregard of Assaye’s waiting defenders, continued their progress towards the cactus hedge. It seemed to be an isolated attack, far from the clamor in the south that Dodd now ignored. God had given Dodd a chance of victory and he felt the excitement rise in him. It was bliss, pure bliss. He could not lose. He drew the elephant-hilted sword and, as if to give thanks, kissed the steel blade.


  The leading half company of pickets had reached the thorn hedge and there they had checked, at last unwilling to continue their suicidal progress towards the waiting Mahrattas. Some artillery from further up the line, which did not lie under Dodd’s control, had opened fire on the column, but the white-coated Mahratta forces immediately to the front of the column were silent and the pickets’ commanding officer seemed encouraged by that and now urged his men onwards. “Why doesn’t he deploy?” Dodd asked no one, and prayed that they would not deploy, but as soon as the half company of kilted Highlanders had filed through a gap in the cactus thorn they began to spread out and Dodd knew his moment was close. But wait, he told himself, wait for more victims, and sure enough the sepoys pushed through the breaks in the hedge until all the pickets were in front of the cactus and their officers and sergeants began chivvying them forward onto the open pasture where there would be more space for the half companies to deploy into line.


  Captain Joubert was worried that Dodd was leaving the command to open fire too late. The second British formation was close to the hedge now, and once they were through the gaps they would add a vast weight of musketry to the attack. But Dodd knew it would take that regiment a long time to maneuver through the hedge, and he was concerned solely with the three or four hundred men of the pickets who were now just eighty yards from his gun line and still not properly deployed. His own men were a hundred paces behind the guns, but now he took them forward. “Regiment will advance,” he ordered, “at the double!” His interpreter shouted the order and Dodd watched proudly as his men ran smartly forward. They kept their ranks, and checked promptly on his command when they reached the emplaced artillery. “Thank you, Lord,” he prayed. The pickets, suddenly aware of the horror that awaited them, began to hurry as they spread into line, but still Dodd did not fire. Instead he rode his new horse behind his men’s ranks. “You fire low!” he told his Cobras. “Make sure you fire low! Aim at their thighs.” Most troops fired high and thus a man who aimed at his enemy’s knees would as like as not hit his chest. Dodd paused to watch the pickets who were now advancing in a long double line. Dodd took a deep breath. “Fire!”


  Forty guns and over eight hundred muskets were aimed at the pickets and scarce a gun or a musket missed. One moment the ground in front of the hedge was alive with soldiers, the next it was a charnel house, swept by metal and flayed by fire, and though Dodd could see nothing through the powder smoke, he knew he had virtually annihilated the redcoat line. The volley had been massive. Two of the guns, indeed, had been the eighteen-pounder siege guns and Dodd’s only regret was that they had been loaded with round shot instead of canister, but at least they could now reload with canister and so savage the British battalion that had almost reached the cactus hedge.


  “Reload!” Dodd called to his men. The smoke was writhing away, thinning as it went, and he could see enemy bodies on the ground. He could see men twitching, men crawling, men dying. Most did not move at all, though miraculously their commanding officer, or at least the only man who had been on horseback, still lived. He was whipping his horse back through the hedge.


  “Fire!” Dodd shouted, and a second volley whipped across the killing ground to thrash through the hedge and strike the battalion behind. That battalion was taking even worse punishment from the artillery which was now firing canister, and the blasts of metal were tearing the hedge apart, destroying the redcoats’ small cover. The little four-pounder guns, which fired such puny round shot, now served as giant shotguns to spray the redcoats with Dodd’s home-made bags of canister. His sepoys loaded and rammed their muskets. The dry grass in front of them flickered with hundreds of small pale flames where the burning wadding had started fires.


  “Fire!” Dodd shouted again, and saw, just before the cloud of powder smoke blotted out his view, that the enemy was stepping backwards. The volley crashed out, filling the air with the stench of rotten eggs.


  “Reload!” Dodd shouted and admired his men’s efficiency. Not one had panicked, not one had fired his ramrod by mistake. Clockwork soldiers, he thought, as soldiers ought to be, while the enemy’s return fire was pathetic. One or two of Dodd’s men had been killed, and a handful were wounded, but in return they had destroyed the leading British unit and were driving the next one back. “The regiment will advance!” he shouted and listened to his interpreter repeat the order.


  They marched in line through their own powder smoke and then across the scores of dead and dying enemy pickets. Soldiers stooped to the bodies to filch keepsakes and loot and Dodd shouted at them to keep going. The loot could wait. They reached the remnants of the cactus hedge where Dodd halted them. The British battalion was still going backwards, evidently seeking the safety of the gully. “Fire!” he shouted, and his men’s volley seemed to push the redcoats even further back. “Reload!”


  Ramrods rattled in barrels, dogheads were dragged back to the full. The British line was retreating fast now, but from the north, from the land hard by the river, a mass of Mahratta cavalry was riding south to join the slaughter. Dodd wished the cavalry would stay out of it, for he had an idea that he could have pursued this British battalion clear down the tongue of land to where the rivers met and the last of their men would die in the Kaitna’s muddy shallows, but he dared not fire another volley in case he hit the cavalry. “The regiment will advance!” he told his interpreter. He would let the cavalry have their moment, then go on with the slaughtering himself.


  The British battalion commander saw the cavalry and knew his retreat must stop. His men were still in line, a line of only two ranks, and cavalrymen dreamed of encountering infantry in line. “Form square!” their commanding officer shouted, and the two wings of the line dutifully withdrew towards the center. The double rank became four, the four ranks wheeled and dressed, and suddenly the cavalry faced a fortress of redcoats, muskets and bayonets. The front rank of the square knelt and braced their muskets on the ground while the other three readied their muskets for the coming horsemen.


  The cavalry should have sheered away at the sight of the square, but they had seen the earlier slaughter and thought to add to it, and so they dipped their pennanted lances, raised their tulwars and screamed their war cries as they galloped straight towards the redcoats. And the redcoats let them come, let them come perilously close before the order was shouted and the face of the square nearest the cavalry exploded in flame and smoke and the horses screamed as they were hit and died. The surviving horsemen swerved aside and received another killing volley as they swept past the sides of the square. More horses tumbled, dust spewing from their sliding bodies. A tulwar spun along the ground, its owner shrieking as his trapped leg was ground into bloody ruin by the weight of his dying horse.


  “Reload!” a Scots voice shouted from inside the square and the redcoats recharged their muskets.


  The cavalry charged on into open country and there wheeled about. Some of the horses were riderless now, others were bloody, but all came back towards the square.


  “Let them come close!” a mounted British officer shouted inside the square. “Let them come close. Wait for it! Fire!”


  More horses tumbled, their legs cracking as the bones shattered, and this time the cavalry did not sheer away to ride down the square’s lethal flanks, but instead wheeled clean about and spurred out of range. Two lessons were sufficient to teach them caution, but they did not go far away, just far enough to be out of range of the redcoats’ muskets. The cavalry’s leaders had seen Dodd’s regiment come through the cactus hedge and they knew that their own infantry, attacking in line, must overwhelm the square with musketry and, when the square shattered, as it must under the infantry’s assault, the horsemen could sweep back to pick off the survivors and pluck the great gaudy banners as trophies to lay before Scindia.


  Dodd could scarcely believe his luck. At first he had resented the cavalry’s intrusion, believing that they were about to steal his victory, but their two impotent charges had forced the enemy battalion to form square and mathematics alone dictated that a battalion in square could only use one quarter of its muskets against an attack from any one side. And the British battalion, which Dodd now recognized from its white facings as the 74th, was much smaller than Dodd’s Cobras, probably having only half the numbers Dodd possessed. And, in addition to Dodd’s men, a ragged regiment of the Rajah of Berar’s infantry had poured out of Assaye to join the slaughter while a battalion from Dupont’s compoo, which had been posted immediately on Dodd’s right, had also come to join the killing. Dodd resented the presence of those men whom he feared might dilute the glory of his victory, but he could scarcely order them away. The important thing was to slaughter the Highlanders. “We’re going to kill the bastards with volley fire,” he told his men, then waited for his translator to interpret. “And then we’ll finish them off with bayonets. And I want those two colors! I want those flags hanging in Scindia’s tent tonight.”


  The Scots were not waiting idly for the attack. Dodd could see small groups of men dashing out of the square and at first he thought they were plundering the dead cavalrymen, and then he saw they were dragging the bodies of men and horses back to make a low rampart. The few survivors of the pickets were among the Scots, who were now caught in a terrible dilemma. By staying in square they would keep themselves safe from any attack by the cavalry which still hovered to the south, though the square made them into an easy target for the enemy’s muskets, but if they deployed into line, so that they could use all their muskets against the enemy’s infantry line, they made themselves into cavalry bait. Their commanding officer decided to stay in square. Dodd reckoned he would do the same if he was ever so foolish as to be trapped like these fools were trapped. They still had to be finished off, and that promised to be grim work for the 74th was a notoriously tough regiment, but Dodd had the advantage of numbers and the advantage of position and he knew he must win.


  Except that the Scotsmen did not agree with him. They crouched behind their barricade of dead men and horses and poured a blistering fire of musketry at the white-coated Cobras. A lone piper, who had disobeyed the order to leave his instrument at Naulniah, played in the square’s center. Dodd could hear the sound, but he could not see the piper, nor, indeed, the square itself, which was hidden by a churning fog of dark powder smoke. The smoke was illuminated by the flashes of musket fire, and Dodd could hear the heavy balls thumping into his men. The Cobras were no longer advancing, for the closer they got to the deadly smoke the greater their casualties and so they had paused fifty yards from the square to let their own muskets do the work. They were reloading as fast as their enemies, but too many of their bullets were being wasted on the barricade of corpses. All four faces of the square were firing now, for the 74th was surrounded. To the west they fired at Dodd’s attacking line, to the north they fired at the Rajah’s infantry, while to the east and south they kept the cavalry at bay. The Mahratta horsemen, scenting the Scottish regiment’s death, were prowling ever closer in the hope that they could dash in and take the colors before the infantry.


  Dodd’s Cobras, together with the battalion from Dupont’s compoo, began to curl about the southern flank of the trapped regiment. It should take only three or four volleys, Dodd thought, to end the business, after which his men could go in with the bayonet. Not that his men were firing volleys any longer; instead they were firing as soon as their muskets were charged and Dodd felt their excitement and sought to curb it. “Don’t waste your fire!” he shouted. “Aim low!” William Dodd had no desire to lead a charge through the stinking smoke to find an unbroken formation of vengeful Highlanders waiting with bayonets. Dodd might dislike the Scots, but he had a healthy fear of fighting them with cold steel. Thin the bastards first, he thought, batter them, bleed them, then massacre them, but his men were too excited at the prospect of imminent victory and far too much of their fire was either going high or else being wasted on the barricade of the dead. “Aim low!” he shouted again. “Aim low!”


  “They won’t last,” Joubert said. Indeed the Frenchman was amazed that the Scots still survived.


  “Awkward things to kill, Scotsmen,” Dodd said. He took a drink from his canteen. “I do hate the bastards. All preachers or thieves. Stealing Englishmen’s jobs. Aim low!” A man was thrown back near Dodd, blood bright on his white coat. “Joubert?” Dodd called back to the Frenchman.


  “Monsieur?”


  “Bring up two of the regiment’s guns. Load with canister.” That would end the bastards. Two gouts of canister from the four-pounders would blow great gaps in the Scottish square and Dodd could then lead his men into those gaps and fillet the dying regiment from its inside out. He would be damned if the cavalry would take the flags. They were his! It was Dodd who had fought these Highlanders to a standstill and Dodd who planned to carry the silk banners to Scindia’s tent and there fetch his proper reward. “Hurry, Joubert!” he called.


  Dodd drew his pistol and fired over his men’s ranks into the smoke that hid the dying square. “Aim low!” he shouted. “Don’t waste your fire!” But it would not be long now. Two blasts of canister, he reckoned, and then the bayonets would bring him victory.


  Major Samuel Swinton stood just behind the western face of the square which looked towards the white-coated infantry. He could hear an English voice shouting orders and encouragement in the enemy lines and, though Swinton himself was an Englishman, the accent angered him. No English bastard was going to destroy the 74th, not while Major Swinton commanded, and he told his men that a Sassenach was their enemy and that seemed to add zest to their efforts. “Keep low!” he told them. “Keep firing!” By staying low the Scots kept behind the protection of their makeshift barricade, but it also made their muskets much more difficult to reload and some men took the risk of standing after each shot. Their only protection then was the mask of smoke that hid the regiment from its enemies. And thank God, Swinton thought, that the enemy had brought no artillery forward.


  The square was swept by musket fire. Much of it, especially from the north, flew high, but the white-coated regiment was better trained and their musketry was having an effect, so much so that Swinton took the inside rank of the eastern face and added it to the west. The sergeants and corporals closed the ranks as the enemy bullets hurled men back into the bloody interior of the shrinking square where the Major stepped among the Scottish dead and wounded. Swinton’s horse had died, struck by three musket balls and put out of its misery by the Major’s own pistol. Colonel Orrock, who had first led the pickets to disaster, had also lost his horse. “It wasn’t my fault,” he kept telling Swinton, and Swinton wanted to hit the bastard every time he spoke. “I obeyed Wellesley’s orders!” Orrock insisted.


  Swinton ignored the fool. Right from the beginning of the advance Swinton had sensed that the pickets were going too far to the right. Orrock’s orders had been clear enough. He was to incline right, thus making space for the two sepoy battalions to come into the line, then attack straight ahead, but the fool had led his men ever more northwards and Swinton, who had been trying to loop about the pickets to come up on their right, never had a chance to get into position. He had sent the 74th’s adjutant to speak to Orrock, pleading with the East India Company Colonel to turn ahead, but Orrock had arrogantly brushed the man off and kept marching towards Assaye.


  Swinton had a choice then. He could have ignored Orrock and straightened his own attack to form the right of the line that Wellesley had taken forward, but the leading half company of Orrock’s pickets were fifty men from Swinton’s own regiment and the Major was not willing to see those fifty men sacrificed by a fool and so he had followed the pickets on their errant course in the hope that his men’s fire could rescue Orrock. It had failed. Only four of the fifty men of the half company had rejoined the regiment, the rest were dead and dying, and now the whole 74th seemed to be doomed. They were encompassed by noise and smoke, surrounded by enemies, dying in their square, but the piper was still playing and the men were still fighting and the regiment still lived, and the two flags were still lifted high though by now the fringed squares of silk were ripped and tattered by the blast of bullets.


  An ensign in the color party took a musket ball in his left eye and fell backwards without a sound. A sergeant gripped the staff in one hand and in his other was a halberd with a wicked blade. In a moment, the sergeant knew, he might have to fight with the halberd. The square would end with a huddle of bloodied men around the colors and the enemy would fall on them and for a few moments it would be steel against steel, and the sergeant reckoned he would give the flag to a wounded man and do what harm he could with the heavy, long-shafted axe. It was a pity to die, but he was a soldier, and no one had yet devised a way a man could live for ever, not even those clever bastards in Edinburgh. He thought of his wife in Dundee, and of his woman in the camp at Naulniah, and he regretted his many sins for it was not good for a man to go to his God with a bad conscience, but it was too late now and so he gripped the halberd and hid his fear and determined he would die like a man and take a few other men with him.


  The muskets banged into Highlanders’ shoulders. They bit the tips from new cartridges and every bite added salty gunpowder to their mouths so that they had no spittle, only bone-dry throats that breathed filthy smoke, and the regiment’s puckalees were far away, lost somewhere in the country behind. The Scots went on firing, and the powder sparks from the pan burned their cheeks, and they loaded and rammed and knelt and fired again, and somewhere beyond the smoke the enemy’s fire came flashing in to shudder the corpses of the barricade or else to snatch a man back in a spray of blood. Wounded men fought alongside the living, their faces blackened by powder, their mouths parched, their shoulders bruised, and the white facings and cuffs of their red coats were spattered with the blood of men now dead or dying.


  “Close up!” the sergeants shouted and the square shrank another few feet as dying men were hauled back to the square’s center and the living closed the files. Men who had started the day five or six files apart were neighbors now.


  “It wasn’t my fault!” Orrock insisted.


  Swinton had nothing to say. There was nothing to say, and nothing more to do except die, and so he picked up the musket of a dead man, took the cartridge box from the corpse’s pouch, and pushed into the square’s western face. The man to his right was drunk, but Swinton did not care, for the man was fighting. “Come to do some proper work, Major?” the drunken man greeted Swinton, with a toothless grin.


  “Come to do some proper work, Tam,” Swinton agreed. He bit the end from a cartridge, charged the musket, primed the lock and fired into the smoke. He reloaded, fired again, and prayed he would die bravely.


  Fifty yards away William Dodd watched the cloud of smoke made by the Scottish muskets. The cloud was getting smaller, he thought. Men were dying there and the square was shrinking, but it was still spitting flame and lead. Then he heard the jingle of chains and turned to see the two four-pounder guns being hauled towards him. He would let the guns fire one blast of canister each, then he would have his men fix bayonets and he would lead them across the rampart of corpses into the heart of the smoke.


  And then the trumpet called.


  CHAPTER 11


  Colonel McCandless had stayed close to his friend Colonel Wallace, the commander of the brigade which formed the right of Wellesley’s line. Wallace had seen the pickets and his own regiment, the 74th, vanish somewhere to the north, but he had been too busy bringing his two sepoy battalions into the attacking line to worry about Orrock or Swinton. He did charge an aide to keep watching for Orrock’s men, expecting to see them veering back towards him at any moment, then he forgot the errant pickets as his men climbed from the low ground into the fire of the Mahratta gun line. Canister shredded Wallace’s ranks, it beat like hail on his men’s muskets and it swept the leaves from the scattered trees through which the Madrassi battalions marched, but, just like the 78th, the sepoys did not turn. They walked doggedly on like men pushing into a storm, and at sixty paces Wallace halted them to pour a vengeful volley into the gunners and McCandless could hear the musket balls clanging off the painted gun barrels. Sevajee was with McCandless and he stared in awe as the sepoys reloaded and went forward again, this time carrying their bayonets to the gunners. For a moment there was chaotic slaughter as Madrassi sepoys chased Goanese gunners around limbers and guns, but Wallace was already looking ahead and could see that the vaunted enemy infantry was wavering, evidently shaken by the easy victory of the 78th, and so the Colonel shouted at his sepoys to ignore the gunners and re-form and push on to attack the infantry. It took a moment to re-form the line, then it advanced from the guns. Wallace gave the enemy infantry one volley, then charged, and all along the line the vaunted Mahratta foot fled from the sepoy attack.


  McCandless was busy for the next few moments. He knew that the assault had gone nowhere near Dodd’s regiment, but nor had he expected it to, and he was anticipating riding northwards with Wallace to find the 74th, the regiment McCandless knew was nearest to his prey, but when the sepoys lost their self-control and broke ranks to pursue the beaten enemy infantry, McCandless helped the other officers round them up and herd them back. Sevajee and his horsemen stayed behind, for there was a possibility that they would be mistaken for enemy cavalry. For a moment or two there was a real danger that the scattered sepoys would be charged and slaughtered by the mass of enemy cavalry to the west, but its own fleeing infantry was in the cavalry’s way, the 78th stood like a fortress on the left flank, and the Scottish guns were skipping balls along the cavalry’s face, and the Mahratta horsemen, after a tentative move forward, thought better of the charge. The sepoys took their ranks again, grinning because of their victory. McCandless, his small chore done, rejoined Sevajee. “So that’s how Mahrattas fight.” The Colonel could not resist the provocation.


  “Mercenaries, Colonel, mercenaries,” Sevajee said, “not Mahrattas.”


  Five victorious redcoat regiments now stood in ranks on the southern half of the battlefield. To the west the enemy infantry was still disordered, though officers were trying to re-form them, while to the east there was a horror of bodies and blood left on the ground across which the redcoats had advanced. The five regiments had swept through the gun line and chased away the infantry and now formed their ranks some two hundred paces west of where the Mahratta infantry had made their line so that they could look back on the trail of carnage they had caused. Riderless horses galloped through the thinning skeins of powder smoke where dogs were already gnawing at the dead and birds with monstrous black wings were flapping down to feast on corpses. Beyond the corpses, on the distant ground where the Scots and sepoys had started their advance, there were now Mahratta cavalrymen, and McCandless, gazing through his telescope, saw some of those cavalrymen harnessing British artillery that had been abandoned when its ox teams had been killed by the bombardment that had opened the battle.


  “Where’s Wellesley?” Colonel Wallace asked McCandless.


  “He went northwards.” McCandless was now staring towards the village where a dreadful battle was being fought, but he could see no details for there were just enough trees to obscure the fight, though the mass of powder smoke rising above the leaves was as eloquent as the unending crackle of musketry. McCandless knew his business was to be where that battle was being fought, for Dodd was surely close to the fight if not involved, but in McCandless’s path was the stub of the Mahratta defense line, that part of the line which had not been attacked by the Scots or the sepoys, and those men were turning to face southwards. To reach that southern battle McCandless would have to loop wide to the east, but that stretch of country was full of marauding bands of enemy cavalry. “I should have advanced with Swinton,” he said ruefully.


  “We’ll catch up with him soon enough,” Wallace said, though without conviction. It was clear to both men that Wallace’s regiment, the 74th, had marched too far to the north and had become entangled in the thicket of Mahratta defenses about Assaye and their commanding officer, removed from them to lead the brigade, was plainly worried. “Time to turn north, I think,” Wallace said, and he shouted at his two sepoy battalions to wheel right. He had no authority over the remaining two sepoy battalions, nor over the 78th, for those were in Harness’s brigade, but he was ready to march his two remaining battalions towards the distant village in the hope of rescuing his own regiment.


  McCandless watched as Wallace organized the two battalions. This part of the battlefield, which minutes before had been so loud with screaming canister and the hammer of volleys, was now strangely quiet. Wellesley’s attack had been astonishingly successful, and the enemy was regrouping while the attackers, left victorious on the Kaitna’s northern bank, drew their breath and looked for the next target. McCandless thought of using Sevajee’s handful of horsemen as an escort to take him safely towards the village, but another rush of Mahratta cavalry galloped up from the low ground. Wellesley and his aides had ridden northwards and they seemed to have survived the milling enemy horsemen, but the General’s passing had attracted more horsemen to the area and McCandless had no mind to run the gauntlet of their venom and so he abandoned the idea of a galloping dash northwards. It was just then that he noticed Sergeant Hakeswill, crouching by a dead enemy with the reins of a riderless horse in one hand. A group of redcoats was with him, all from his own regiment, the 33rd. And just as McCandless saw the Sergeant, so Hakeswill looked up and offered the Scotsman a glance of such malevolence that McCandless almost turned away in horror. Instead he spurred his horse across the few yards that separated them. “What are you doing here, Sergeant?” he asked harshly.


  “My duty, sir, as is incumbent on me,” Hakeswill said. As ever, when addressed by an officer, he had straightened to attention, his right foot tucked behind his left, his elbows back and his chest thrust out.


  “And what are your duties?” McCandless asked.


  “Puckalees, sir. In charge of puckalees, sir, making sure the scavenging little brutes does their duty, sir, and nothing else, sir. Which they does, sir, on account of me looking after them like a father.” He unbent sufficiently to give a swift nod in the direction of the 78th where, sure enough, a group of puckalees was distributing heavy skins of water they had brought from the river.


  “Have you written to Colonel Gore yet?” McCandless asked.


  “Have I written to Colonel Gore yet, sir?” Hakeswill repeated the question, his face twitching horribly under the shako’s peak. He had forgotten that he was supposed to have the warrant reissued, for he was relying instead on McCandless’s death to clear the way to Sharpe’s arrest. Not that this was the place to murder McCandless, for there were a thousand witnesses within view. “I’ve done everything what ought to be done, sir, like a soldier should,” Hakeswill answered evasively.


  “I shall write to Colonel Gore myself,” McCandless now told Hakeswill, “because I’ve been thinking about that warrant. You have it?”


  “I do, sir.”


  “Then let me see it again,” the Colonel demanded.


  Hakeswill unwillingly pulled the grubby paper from his pouch and offered it to the Colonel. McCandless unfolded the warrant, quickly scanned the lines, and suddenly the falsity in the words leaped out at him. “It says here that Captain Morris was assaulted on the night of August the fifth.”


  “So he was, sir. Foully assaulted, sir.”


  “Then it could not have been Sharpe who committed the assault, Sergeant, for on the night of the fifth he was with me. That was the day I collected Sergeant Sharpe from Seringapatam’s armory.” McCandless’s face twisted with distaste as he looked down at the Sergeant. “You say you were a witness to the assault?” he asked Hakeswill.


  Hakeswill knew when he was beaten. “Dark night, sir,” the Sergeant said woodenly.


  “You’re lying, Sergeant,” McCandless said icily, “and I know you are lying, and my letter to Colonel Gore will attest to your lying. You have no business here, and I shall so inform Major General Wellesley. If it was up to me then your punishment would take place here, but that is for the General to decide. You will give me that horse.”


  “This horse, sir? I found it, sir. Wandering, sir.”


  “Give it here!” McCandless snapped. Sergeants had no business having horses without permission. He snatched the reins from Hakeswill. “And if you do have duties with the puckalees, Sergeant, I suggest you attend to them rather than plunder the dead. As for this warrant . . .” The Colonel, before Hakeswill’s appalled gaze, tore the paper in two. “Good day, Sergeant,” McCandless said and, his small victory complete, turned his horse and spurred away.


  Hakeswill watched the Colonel ride away, then stooped and picked up the two halves of the warrant which he carefully stowed in his pouch. “Scotchman,” he spat.


  Private Lowry shifted uncomfortably. “If he’s right, Sergeant, and Sharpie wasn’t there, then we shouldn’t be here.”


  Hakeswill turned savagely on the private. “And since when, Private Lowry, did you dispose of soldiery? The Duke of York has made you an officer, has he? His Grace put braid on your coat without telling me, did he? What Sharpie did is no business of yours, Lowry.” The Sergeant was in trouble, and he knew it, but he was not broken yet. He turned and stared at McCandless who had given the horse to a dismounted officer and was now in deep conversation with Colonel Wallace. The two men glanced towards Hakeswill and the Sergeant guessed they were discussing him. “We follows that Scotchman,” Hakeswill said, “and this is for the man who puts him under the sod.” He fished a gold coin from his pocket and showed it to his six privates.


  The privates stared solemnly at the coin, then, all at once, they ducked as a cannonball screamed low over their heads. Hakeswill swore and dropped flat. Another gun sounded, and this time a barrelful of canister flecked the grass just south of Hakeswill.


  Colonel Wallace had been listening to McCandless, but now turned eastwards. Not all the gunners in the Mahratta line had been killed and those who survived, together with the cavalry which had been looking for employment, were now manning their guns again. They had turned the guns to face west instead of east and were now firing at the five regiments who were waiting for the battle to begin again. Except the gunners had surprised them, and the captured British guns, fetched from the east, now joined the battery to pour their shot, shell and canister into the red-coated infantry. They fired at three hundred paces, point-blank range, and their missiles tore bloodily through the ranks.


  For the Mahrattas, it seemed, were not beaten yet.


  William Dodd could smell victory. He could almost feel the sheen of the captured silk colors in his hands, and all it would take was two blasts of canister, a mucky slaughter with bayonets, and then the 74th would be destroyed. Horse Guards in London could cross the first battalion of the regiment off the army list, all of it, and mark down that it had been sacrificed to William Dodd’s talent. He snarled at his gunners to load their home-made canister, watched as the loaders rammed the missiles home, and then the trumpet sounded.


  The British and Company cavalry had been posted in the northern half of the battlefield to guard against enemy horsemen sweeping about the infantry’s rear, but now they came to the 74th’s rescue. The 19th Dragoons emerged from the gully behind the Highlanders and their charge curved northwards out of the low ground towards the 74th and the village beyond. The troopers were mostly recruits from the English shires, young men brought up to know horses and made strong by farm work, and they all carried the new light cavalry saber that was warranted never to fail. Nor did it.


  They struck the Mahratta horse first. The English riders were outnumbered, but they rode bigger horses and their blades were better made, and they cut through the cavalry with a maniacal savagery. It was hacking work, brutal work, screaming and fast work, and the Mahrattas turned their lighter horses away from the bloody sabers and fled northwards, and once the enemy horsemen were killed or fleeing, the British cavalry raked back their spurs and charged at the Mahratta infantry.


  They struck the battalion from Dupont’s compoo first, and because those men were not prepared for cavalry, but were still in line, it was more an execution than a fight. The cavalry were mounted on tall horses, and every man had spent hours of saber drill learning how to cut, thrust and parry, but all they had to do now was slash with their heavy, wide-bladed weapons that were designed for just such butchery. Slash and hack, scream and spur, then push on through panicking men whose only thought was flight. The sabers made dreadful injuries, the weight of the blade gave the weapons a deep bite and the curve of the steel dragged the newly sharpened edges back through flesh and muscle and bone to lengthen the wound.


  Some Mahratta cavalry bravely tried to stem the charge, but their light tulwars were no match for Sheffield steel. The 74th were standing and cheering as they watched the English horsemen carve into the enemy who had come so terribly close, and behind the Englishmen rode Company cavalry, Indians on smaller horses, some carrying lances, who spread the attack wider to drive the broken Mahratta horsemen northwards.


  Dodd did not panic. He knew he had lost this skirmish, but the helpless mass of Dupont’s battalion was protecting his right flank and those doomed men gave Dodd the few seconds he needed. “Back,” he shouted, “back!” and he needed no interpreter now. The Cobras hurried back towards the cactus-thorn hedge. They did not run, they did not break ranks, but stepped swiftly backwards to leave the enemy’s horse room to sweep across their front, and, as the horsemen passed, those of Dodd’s men who still had loaded muskets fired. Horses stumbled and fell, riders sprawled, and still the Cobras went backwards.


  But the regiment was still in line and Dupont’s panicked infantry were now pushing their way into Dodd’s right-hand companies, and the second rank of dragoons rode in among that chaos to slash their sabers down onto the white-coated men. Dodd shouted at his men to form square, and they obeyed, but the two right-hand companies had been reduced to ragged ruin and their survivors never joined the square which was so hastily made that it was more of a huddle than an ordered formation. Some of the fugitives from the two doomed companies tried to join their comrades in the square, but the horsemen were among them and Dodd shouted at the square to fire. The volley cut down his own men with the enemy, but it served to drive the horsemen away and so gave Dodd time to send his men back through the hedge and still further back to where they had first waited for the British attack. The Rajah of Berar’s infantry, who had been on Dodd’s left, had escaped more lightly, but none had stayed to fight. Instead they ran back to Assaye’s mud walls. The gunners by the village saw the cavalry coming and fired canister, killing more of their own fugitives than enemy cavalry, but the brief cannonade at least signaled to the dragoons that the village was defended and dangerous.


  The storm of cavalry passed northwards, leaving misery in its wake. The two four-pounder cannon that Joubert had taken forward were abandoned now, their teams killed by the horsemen, and where the 74th had been there was now nothing but an empty enclosure of dead men and horses that had formed the barricade. The survivors of the beleaguered square had withdrawn eastwards, carrying their wounded with them, and it seemed to Dodd that a sudden silence had wrapped about the Cobras. It was not a true silence, for the guns had started firing again on the southern half of the battlefield, the distant sound of hooves was neverending and the moaning of the nearby wounded was loud, but it did seem quiet.


  Dodd spurred his horse southwards in an attempt to make some sense of the battle. Dupont’s compoo next to him had lost one regiment to the sabers, but the next three regiments were intact and the Dutchman was now turning those units to face southwards. Dodd could see Pohlmann riding along the back of those wheeling regiments and he suspected that the Hanoverian would now turn his whole line to face south. The British had broken the far end of the line, but they had still not broken the army.


  Yet the possibility of annihilation existed. Dodd fidgeted with the elephant hilt of his sword and contemplated what less than an hour before had seemed an impossibility: defeat. God damn Wellesley, he thought, but this was no time for anger, just for calculation. Dodd could not afford to be captured and he had no mind to die for Scindia and so he must secure his line of retreat. He would fight to the end, he decided, then run like the wind. “Captain Joubert?”


  The long-suffering Joubert trotted his horse to Dodd’s side. “Monsieur?”


  Dodd did not speak at once, for he was watching Pohlmann come nearer. It was clear now that the Hanoverian was making a new battle line, and one, moreover, that would lie to the west of Assaye with its back against the river. The regiments to Dodd’s right, which had yet to be attacked, were now pulling back and the guns were going with them. The whole line was being redeployed, and Dodd guessed the Cobras would move from the east side of the mud walls to the west, but that was no matter. The best ford across the Juah ran out of the village itself, and it was that ford Dodd wanted. “Take two companies, Joubert,” he ordered, “and march them into the village to guard this side of the ford.”


  Joubert frowned. “The Rajah’s troops, surely . . .” he began to protest.


  “The Rajah of Berar’s troops are useless!” Dodd snapped. “If we need to use the ford, then I want it secured by our men. You secure it.” He jabbed at the Frenchman with a finger. “Is your wife in the village?”


  “Oui, Monsieur.”


  “Then now’s your chance to impress her, Monsewer. Go and protect her. And make sure the damn ford isn’t captured or clogged up with fugitives.”


  Joubert was not unhappy to be sent away from the fighting, but he was dismayed by Dodd’s evident defeatism. Nevertheless he took two companies, marched into the village, and posted his men to guard the ford so that if all was lost, there would still be a way out.


  Wellesley had ridden north to investigate the furious fighting that had erupted close to the village of Assaye. He rode with a half-dozen aides and with Sharpe trailing behind on the last of the General’s horses, the roan mare. It was a furious ride, for the area east of the infantry was infested with Mahratta horsemen, but the General had faith in the size and speed of his big English and Irish horses and the enemy was easily outgalloped. Wellesley came within sight of the beleaguered 74th just as the dragoons crashed in on their besiegers from the south. “Well done, Maxwell!” Wellesley shouted aloud, though he was far out of earshot of the cavalry’s leader, and then he curbed his horse to watch the dragoons at work.


  The mass of the Mahratta horsemen who had been waiting for the 74th’s square to collapse, now fled northwards and the British cavalry, having hacked the best part of an enemy infantry regiment into ruin, pursued them. The cavalry’s good order was gone now, for the blue-coated troopers were spurring their horses to chase their broken enemy across country. Men whooped like fox hunters, closed on their quarry, slashed with saber, then spurred on to the next victim. The Mahratta horsemen were not even checked by the River Juah, but just plunged in and spurred their horses through the water and up the northern bank. The British and Indian cavalry followed so that the pursuit vanished in the north. The 74th, who had fought so hard to stay alive, now marched out of range of the cannon by the village and Wellesley, who had smelled disaster just a few minutes before, breathed a great sigh of relief. “I told them to stay clear of the village, did I not?” he demanded of his aides, but before anyone could answer, new cannon fire sounded from the south. “What the devil?” Wellesley said, turning to see what the gunfire meant.


  The remaining infantry of the Mahratta line were pulling back, taking their guns with them, but the artillery which had stood in front of the enemy’s defeated right wing, the same guns that had been overrun by the red-coated infantry, were now coming alive again. The weapons had been turned and were crashing back on their trails and jetting smoke from their muzzles, and behind the guns was a mass of enemy cavalry ready to protect the gunners who were flaying the five battalions that had defeated the enemy infantry. “Barclay?” Wellesley called.


  “Sir?” The aide spurred forward.


  “Can you reach Colonel Harness?”


  The aide looked at the southern part of the battlefield. A moment before it had been thick with Mahratta horsemen, but those men had now withdrawn behind the revived guns and there was a space in front of those guns, a horribly narrow space, but the only area of the battlefield that was now free of enemy cavalry. If Barclay was to reach Harness then he would have to risk that narrow passage and, if he was very lucky, he might even survive the canister. And dead or alive, Barclay thought, he would win the lottery of bullet holes in his coat. The aide took a deep breath. “Yes, sir.”


  “My compliments to Colonel Harness, and ask him to retake the guns with his Highlanders. The rest of his brigade will stay where they are to keep the cavalry at bay.” The General was referring to the mass of cavalry that still threatened from the west, none of which had yet entered the battle. “And my compliments to Colonel Wallace,” the General went on, “and his sepoy battalions are to move northwards, but are not to engage the enemy until I reach them. Go!” He waved Barclay away, then twisted in his saddle. “Campbell?”


  “Sir?”


  “Who’s that?” The General pointed eastwards to where one single cavalry unit had been left out of the charge that had rescued the 74th, presumably in case the dragoons had galloped into disaster and needed a rescue.


  Campbell peered at the distant unit. “7th Native Cavalry, sir.”


  “Fetch them. Quick now!” The General drew his sword as Campbell galloped away. “Well, gentlemen,” he said to his remaining aides, “time to earn our keep, I think. Harness can drive the wretches away from the southernmost guns, but we shall have to take care of the nearer ones.” For a moment Sharpe thought the General planned to charge the guns with just the handful of men who remained with him, then he realized Wellesley was waiting for the 7th Native Cavalry to arrive. For a few seconds Wellesley had considered summoning the survivors of the 74th, but those men, who had retreated back across the gully, were still recovering from their ordeal. They were collecting their wounded, taking the roll call and reorganizing ten broken companies into six. The 7th Native Cavalry would have to beat down the guns and Campbell brought them across the battlefield, then led their commanding officer, a red-faced major with a bristling mustache, to Wellesley’s side. “I need to reach our infantry, Major,” the General explained, “and you’re going to escort me to them, and the quickest way is through their gun line.”


  The Major gaped at the guns with their crowd of attendant cavalry. “Yes, sir,” he said nervously.


  “Two lines, if you please,” the General ordered brusquely. “You will command the first line and drive off the cavalry. I shall ride in the second and kill the gunners.”


  “You’ll kill the gunners, sir?” the Major asked, as though he found that idea novel, then he realized his question was dangerously close to insubordination. “Yes, sir,” he said hurriedly, “of course, sir.” The Major stared at the gun line again. He would be charging the line’s flank, so at least no gun would be pointing at his men. The greater danger was the mass of Mahratta cavalry that had gathered behind the guns and which far outnumbered his troopers, but then, sensing Wellesley’s impatience, he spurred his horse back to his men and shouted at his troopers. “Two lines by the right!” The Major commanded a hundred and eighty men and Sharpe saw them grin as they drew their sabers and spurred their horses into formation.


  “Ever been in a cavalry charge, Sergeant?” Campbell asked Sharpe.


  “No, sir. Never wanted to be, sir.”


  “Nor me. Should be interesting.” Campbell had his claymore drawn and he gave the huge sword a cut in the air which almost took his horse’s ears off. “You might find it more enjoyable, Sergeant,” he said helpfully, “if you drew your saber.”


  “Of course, sir,” Sharpe said, feeling foolish. He had somehow imagined that his first battle would be spent in an infantry battalion, firing and reloading as he had been trained to do, but instead it seemed that he was to fight as a cavalry trooper. He drew the heavy weapon which felt unnatural in his hand, but then this whole battle seemed unnatural. It swung from moments of bowel-loosening terror to sudden calm, then back to terror again. It also ebbed and flowed, flaring in one part of the field, then dying down as the tide of killing passed to another patch of dun-colored farmland.


  “And our job is to kill the gunners,” Campbell explained, “to make sure they don’t fire at us again. We’ll let the experts look after their cavalry and we just slaughter whatever they leave us. Simple.”


  Simple? All Sharpe could see was a mass of enemy horsemen behind the huge guns that were bucking and rearing as they crashed out smoke, flame and death, and Campbell thought it was easy? Then he realized that the young Scots officer was just trying to reassure him, and he felt grateful. Campbell was watching Captain Barclay ride through the artillery barrage. It seemed the Captain must be killed, for he went so close to the Mahratta guns that at one point his horse vanished in a cloud of powder smoke, but a moment later he reappeared, low in his saddle, his horse galloping, and Campbell cheered when he saw Barclay swerve away towards Harness’s brigade.


  “A canteen, Sergeant, if you please?” Wellesley demanded, and Sharpe, who had been watching Barclay, fumbled to loosen one of the canteen straps. He gave the water to the General, then opened his own canteen and drank from it. Sweat was pouring down his face and soaking his shirt. Wellesley drank half the water, stoppered it and gave the canteen back, then trotted his horse into a gap in the right-hand side of the second line of the cavalry. The General drew his slim sword. The other aides also found places in the line, but there seemed no space for Sharpe and so he positioned himself a few yards behind the General. “Go!” Wellesley shouted to the Major.


  “Forward line, by the center,” the Major shouted. “Walk! March!”


  It seemed an odd order, for Sharpe had expected the two lines to start at the gallop, but instead the leading line of horsemen set off at a walk and the second line just waited. Leaving the wide gap made sense to Sharpe, for if the second line was too close to the first then it could get entangled with whatever carnage the leading line made, whereas if there was a good distance between the two lines then there was space for the second to swerve around obstacles, but even so, walking a horse into battle seemed idiocy to Sharpe. He licked his lips, already dry again, then wiped his sweaty hand on his trousers before regripping the saber’s hilt.


  “Now, gentlemen!” Wellesley said and the second line started forward at the same sedate pace as the first. Curb chains jingled and empty scabbards flapped. After a few seconds the Major in the first line called out an order and the two lines went into the trot. Dust swirled away from the hooves. The troopers’ black hats had tall scarlet plumes that tossed prettily, while their curved sabers flashed with reflected sunlight. Wellesley spoke to Blackiston beside him and Sharpe saw the Major laugh, then the trumpeter beside the Major blew a call and the twin lines went into the canter. Sharpe tried to keep up, but he was a bad rider and the mare kept swerving aside and tossing her head. “Keep going!” Sharpe snarled at her. The Mahrattas had seen the attack coming now and the gunners were desperately trying to lever the northernmost gun about to face the threat while a mass of enemy cavalrymen was spurring forward to confront the charge.


  “Go!” the Major shouted and his trumpeter sounded the full charge and Sharpe saw the sabers of the leading line drop so that their points were jutting forward like spears. This was more like it, he thought, for the horses were galloping now, their hooves making a furious thunder as they swept on to the enemy.


  The leading line crashed into the oncoming enemy cavalry. Sharpe expected to see the line stop, but it hardly seemed to check. Instead there was the flash of blades, an impression of a man and horse falling and then the Major’s line was through the cavalry and riding over the first gun. Sabers rose and fell. The second line was swerving to avoid the fallen horses, then they too were among the enemy and closing on the first line which was at last being slowed by the enemy’s resistance.


  “Keep going!” Wellesley shouted at the foremost riders. “Keep going! Get me to the infantry!”


  The cavalry had charged so that their right flank would overrun the guns, while the rest of the attack would face the cavalry to the east of the gun line. Those easternmost men were making good progress, but the right-flank troopers were being held up by the big ammunition limbers that were parked behind the guns. The Indian troopers slashed at the Goanese gunners who dived beneath their cannon for shelter. One gunner swung a rammer and swept a trooper off a horse. Muskets banged, a horse screamed and fell in a tangle of flailing hooves. An arrow flicked towards Sharpe, missing him by a hair’s breadth. Sabers slashed and bit. Sharpe saw one tall trooper standing in his stirrups to give his swing more room. The man screamed as he hacked down, then wrenched his blade free from his victim and spurred on to find another. Sharpe clung desperately to the saddle as the mare swerved to avoid a wounded horse, then he was among the guns himself. Two lines of cavalry had ridden over these weapons, but still some of the gunners lived and Sharpe swung at one man with the saber, but at the last moment the mare’s motion unbalanced him and the blade went far above the enemy’s head. It was all bloody chaos now. The cavalry was fighting its way up the line, but some of the enemy horsemen were galloping around the first line’s flank to attack the second line, and groups of gunners were fighting back like infantry. The gunners were armed with muskets and pikes, and Sharpe, kicking his horse behind Wellesley, saw a group of them appear from the shelter of a painted eighteen-pounder gun and run towards the General. He tried to shout a warning, but the sound that emerged was more like a scream for help.


  Wellesley was isolated. Major Blackiston had wheeled left to chop down at a tall Arab wielding a massive blade, while Campbell was loose on the right where he was racing in pursuit of a fugitive horseman. The Indian troopers were all in front of the General, sabering gunners as they spurred ahead, while Sharpe was ten paces behind. Six men attacked the General, and one of them wielded a long, narrow-bladed pike that he thrust up at Wellesley’s horse. The General sawed on Diomed’s reins to wheel him out of the man’s path, but the big horse was going too fast and ran straight onto the leveled pike.


  Sharpe saw the man holding the pike twist aside as the horse’s weight wrenched the staff out of his hands. He saw the white stallion falling and sliding, and he saw Wellesley thrown forward onto the horse’s neck. He saw the half-dozen enemy closing in for the kill and suddenly the chaos and terror of the day all vanished. Sharpe knew what he had to do, and knew it as clearly as though his whole life had been spent waiting for just this moment.


  He kicked the roan mare straight at the enemy. He could not reach the General, for Wellesley was still in the saddle of the wounded Diomed who was sliding on the ground and trailing the pikestaff from his bleeding chest, and the threat of the horse’s weight had driven the enemy aside, three to the left and three to the right. One fired his musket at Wellesley, but the ball flew wide, and then, as Diomed slowed, the Mahrattas closed in and it was then that Sharpe struck them. He used the mare as a battering ram, taking her perilously close to where the General had fallen from the saddle, and he drove her into the three gunners on the right, scattering them, and at the same time he kicked his feet from the stirrups and swung himself off the horse so that he fell just beside the dazed Wellesley. Sharpe stumbled as he fell, but he came up from the ground snarling with the saber sweeping wide at the three men he had charged, but they had been driven back by the mare’s impact, and so Sharpe whipped back to see a gunner standing right over the General with a bayonet raised, ready to strike, and he lunged at the man, screaming at him, and felt the saber’s tip tear through the muscles of the gunner’s belly. Sharpe pushed the saber, toppling the gunner back onto Diomed’s blood-flecked flank.


  The saber stuck in the wound. The gunner was thrashing, his musket fallen, and one of his comrades was climbing over Diomed with a tulwar in his hand. Sharpe heaved on the saber, jerking the dying man, but the blade would not free itself of the flesh’s suction and so he stepped over Wellesley, who was still dizzied and on his back, put his left boot on the gunner’s groin and heaved again. The man with the tulwar struck down, and Sharpe felt a blow on his left shoulder, but then his own saber came free and he swung it clumsily at his new attacker. The man stepped back to avoid the blade and tripped on one of Diomed’s rear legs. He fell. Sharpe turned, his saber sweeping blindly wide with drops of blood flicking from its tip as he sought to drive back any enemies coming from his right. There were none. The General said something, but he was still scarcely conscious of what was happening, and Sharpe knew that he and the General were both going to die here if he did not find some shelter fast.


  The big painted eighteen-pounder gun offered some small safety, and so Sharpe stooped, took hold of Wellesley’s collar, and unceremoniously dragged the General towards the cannon. The General was not unconscious, for he clung to his slim straight sword, but he was half stunned and helpless. Two men ran to cut Sharpe off from the gun’s sanctuary and he let go of the General’s stiff collar and attacked the pair. “Bastards,” he screamed as he fought them. Bugger the advice about straight arm and parrying, this was a time to kill in sheer rage and he went for the two gunners in a berserk fury. The saber was a clumsy weapon, but it was sharp and heavy and he almost severed the first man’s neck and the subsequent back swing opened the second man’s arm to the bone, and Sharpe turned back to Wellesley, who was still not recovered from the impact of his fall, and he saw an Arab lancer spurring his horse straight at the fallen General. Sharpe bellowed an obscenity at the man, then leaped forward and slashed the saber’s heavy blade across the face of the lancer’s horse and saw the beast swerve aside. The lance blade jerked up into the air as the Arab tried to control his pain-maddened horse, and Sharpe stooped, took Wellesley’s collar again, and hauled the General into the space between the gun’s gaudy barrel and one of its gigantic wheels. “Stay there!” Sharpe snapped to Wellesley, then turned around to see that the Arab had been thrown from his horse, but was now leading a charge of gunners. Sharpe went to meet them. He swept the lance aside with the saber’s blade, then rammed the weapon’s bar hilt into the Arab’s face. He felt the man’s nose break, kicked him in the balls, shoved him back, hacked down with the saber, then turned to his left and sliced the blade within an inch of a gunner’s eyes.


  The attackers backed away, leaving Sharpe panting. Wellesley at last stood, steadying himself with one hand on the gunwheel. “Sergeant Sharpe?” Wellesley asked in puzzlement.


  “Stay there, sir,” Sharpe said, without turning around. He had four men in front of him now, four men with bared teeth and bright weapons. Their eyes flicked from Sharpe to Wellesley and back to Sharpe. The Mahrattas did not know they had the British General trapped, but they knew the man beside the gun must be a senior officer for his red coat was bright with braid and lace, and they came to capture him, but to reach him they first needed to pass Sharpe. Two men came from the gun’s far side, and Wellesley parried a pike blade with his sword, then stepped away from the gun to stand beside Sharpe and immediately a rush of enemy came to seize him. “Get back!” Sharpe shouted at Wellesley, then stepped into the enemy’s charge.


  He grabbed a pike that was reaching for the General’s belly, tugged it towards him, and met the oncoming gunner with the saber’s tip. Straight into the man’s throat, and he twisted the blade free and swung it right and felt the steel jar on a man’s skull, but there was no time to assess the damage, just to step left and stab at a third man. His shoulder was bleeding, but there was no pain. He was keening a mad noise as he fought and it seemed to Sharpe at that instant as though he could do nothing wrong. It was as if the enemy had been magically slowed to half speed and he had been quickened. He was much taller than any of them, he was much stronger, and he was suddenly much faster. He was even enjoying the fight, had he known anything of what he felt, but he sensed only the madness of battle, the sublime madness that blots out fear, dulls pain and drives a man close to ecstasy. He was screaming obscenities at the enemy, begging them to come and be killed.


  He moved to his right and slashed the blade in a huge downward cut that opened a man’s face. The enemy had retreated, and Wellesley again came to Sharpe’s side and so invited the attackers to close in again, and Sharpe again pushed the General back into the space between the tall gunwheel and the huge painted barrel of the eighteen-pounder. “Stay there,” he snapped, “and watch under the barrel!” He turned away to face the attackers. “Come on, you bastards! Come on! I want you!”


  Two men came, and Sharpe stepped towards them and used both his hands to bring the heavy saber down in a savage cut that bit through the hat and skull of the nearest enemy. Sharpe screamed a curse at the dying man, for his saber was trapped in his skull, but he wrenched it free and sliced it right, a gray jelly sliding off its edge, to chase the second man back. That man held up his hands as he retreated, as if to suggest that he did not want to fight after all, and Sharpe cursed him as he slashed the blade’s tip through his gullet. He spat on the staggering man and spat dry-mouthed again at the enemies who were watching him. “Come on! Come on!” he taunted them. “Yellow bastards! Come on!”


  There were at last horsemen riding back to help now, but more Mahrattas were closing in on the fight. Two men tried to reach Wellesley across the cannon barrel and the General stabbed one in the face, then slashed at the arm of the other as he reached beneath the gun barrel. Behind him Sharpe was screaming insults at the enemy and one man took up the challenge and ran at Sharpe with a bayonet. Sharpe shouted in what sounded like delight as he parried the lunge and then punched the saber’s hilt into the man’s face. Another man was coming from the right and so Sharpe kicked his first assailant’s legs out from under him, then slashed at the newcomer. Christ knows how many of the bastards there were, but Sharpe did not care. He had come here to fight and God had given him one screaming hell of a battle. The man parried Sharpe’s cut, lunged, and Sharpe stepped past the lunge and hammered the saber’s bar hilt into the man’s eye. The man screamed and clutched at Sharpe, who tried to throw him off by punching the hilt into his face again. The other attackers were vanishing now, fleeing from the horsemen who spurred back towards Wellesley.


  But one Mahratta officer had been stalking Sharpe and he now saw his opportunity as Sharpe was held by the half-blinded man. The officer came from behind Sharpe and he swung his tulwar at the back of the redcoat’s neck.


  The stroke was beautifully aimed. It hit Sharpe plumb on the nape of his neck, and it should have cut through his spine and dropped him dead to the bloody ground in an instant, but there was a dead king’s ruby hidden in the leather bag around which Sharpe’s hair was clubbed and the big ruby stopped the blade dead. The jolt of the blow jerked Sharpe forward, but he kept his feet and the man who had been clutching him at last released his grip and Sharpe could turn. The officer swung again and Sharpe parried so hard that the Sheffield steel slashed clean through the tulwar’s light blade and the next stroke cut through the blade’s owner. “Bastard!” Sharpe shouted as he tugged the blade free and he whirled around to kill the next man who came near, but instead it was Captain Campbell who was there, and behind him were a dozen troopers who spurred their horses into the enemy and hacked down with their sabers.


  For a second or two Sharpe could scarcely believe that he was alive. Nor could he believe that the fight was over. He wanted to kill again. His blood was up, the rage was seething in him, and there was no more enemy and so he contented himself by slashing the saber down onto the Mahratta officer’s head. “Bastard!” he shouted, then booted the man’s face to jolt the blade free. Then, suddenly, he was shaking. He turned and saw that Wellesley was staring at him aghast and Sharpe was certain he must have done something wrong. Then he remembered what it was. “Sorry, sir,” he said.


  “You’re sorry?” Wellesley said, though he seemed scarcely able to speak. The General’s face was pale.


  “For pushing you, sir,” Sharpe said. “Sorry, sir. Didn’t mean to, sir.”


  “I hope you damn well did mean to,” Wellesley said forcibly, and Sharpe saw that the General, usually so calm, was shaking, too.


  Sharpe felt he ought to say something more, but he could not think what it was. “Lost your last horse, sir,” he said instead. “Sorry, sir.”


  Wellesley gazed at him. In all his life he had never seen a man fight like Sergeant Sharpe, though in truth the General could not remember everything that had happened in the last two minutes. He remembered Diomed falling and he remembered trying to loosen his feet from the stirrups, and he remembered a blow on the head that was probably one of Diomed’s flailing hooves, and he thought he remembered seeing a bayonet bright in the sky above him and he had known that he must be killed at that moment, and then everything was a dizzy confusion. He recalled Sharpe’s voice, using language that shocked even the General, who was not easily offended, and he remembered being thrust back against the gun so that the Sergeant could face the enemy alone, and Wellesley had approved of that decision, not because it spared him the need to fight, but because he had recognized that Sharpe would be hampered by his presence.


  Then he had watched Sharpe kill, and he had been astonished by the ferocity, enthusiasm and skill of that killing, and Wellesley knew that his life had been saved, and he knew he must thank Sharpe, but for some reason he could not find the words and so he just stared at the embarrassed Sergeant whose face was spattered with blood and whose long hair had come loose so that he looked like a fiend from the pit. Wellesley tried to frame the words that would express his gratitude, yet the syllables choked in his throat, but just then a trooper came trotting to the gun with the reins of the roan mare in his hand. The mare had survived unhurt, and now the trooper offered the reins towards Wellesley who, as if in a dream, walked out of the sheltered space inside the gun’s tall wheel to step across the bodies Sharpe had put onto the ground. The General suddenly stooped and picked up a stone. “This is yours, Sergeant,” he said to Sharpe, holding out the ruby. “I saw it fall.”


  “Thank you, sir. Thank you.” Sharpe took the ruby.


  The General frowned at the ruby. It seemed wrong for a sergeant to have a stone that size, but once Sharpe had closed his fingers about the stone, the General decided it must have been a blood-soaked piece of rock. It surely was not a ruby? “Are you all right, sir?” Major Blackiston asked anxiously.


  “Yes, yes, thank you, Blackiston.” The General seemed to shake off his torpor and went to stand beside Campbell who had dismounted to kneel beside Diomed. The horse was shaking and neighing softly. “Can he be saved?” Wellesley asked.


  “Don’t know, sir,” Campbell said. “The pike blade’s deep in his lung, poor thing.”


  “Pull it out, Campbell. Gently. Maybe he’ll live.” Wellesley looked around him to see that the 7th Native Cavalry had scoured the gunners away and driven the remaining Mahratta horsemen off, while Harness’s 78th had again marched into canister and round shot to capture the southern part of the Mahratta artillery. Harness’s adjutant now cantered through the bodies scattered around the guns. “We’ve nails and mauls if you want us to spike the guns, sir,” he said to Wellesley.


  “No, no. I think the gunners have learned their lesson, and we might take some of the cannon into our own service,” Wellesley said, then saw that he was still holding his sword. He sheathed it. “Pity to spike good guns,” he added. It could take hours of hard work to drill a driven nail out of a touch-hole, and so long as the enemy gunners were defeated then the guns would no longer be a danger. The General turned to an Indian trooper who had joined Campbell beside Diomed. “Can you save him?” he asked anxiously.


  The Indian very gently pulled at the pike, but it would not move. “Harder, man, harder,” Campbell urged him, and laid his own hands on the pike’s bloodied shaft.


  The two men tugged at the pike and the fallen horse screamed with pain. “Careful!” Wellesley snapped.


  “You want the pike in or out, sir?” Campbell asked.


  “Try and save him,” the General said, and Campbell shrugged, took hold of the shaft again, put his boot on the horse’s red wet chest, and gave a swift, hard heave. The horse screamed again as the blade left his hide and as a new rush of blood welled down to soak his white hair.


  “Nothing more we can do now, sir,” Campbell said.


  “Look after him,” Wellesley ordered the Indian trooper, then he frowned when he saw that his last horse, the roan mare, still had her trooper’s saddle and that no one had thought to take his own saddle off Diomed. That was the orderly’s job and Wellesley looked for Sharpe, then remembered he had to express his thanks to the Sergeant, but again the words would not come and so Wellesley asked Campbell to change the saddles, and once that was done he climbed onto the mare’s back. Captain Barclay, who had survived his dash across the field, reined in beside the General. “Wallace’s brigade is ready to attack, sir.”


  “We need to get Harness’s fellows into line,” Wellesley said. “Any news of Maxwell?”


  “Not yet, sir,” Barclay said. Colonel Maxwell had led the cavalry in their pursuit across the River Juah.


  “Major!” Wellesley shouted at the commander of the 7th Native Cavalry. “Have your men hunt down the gunners here. Make sure none of them live, then guard the guns so they can’t be retaken. Gentlemen?” He spoke to his aides. “Let’s move on.”


  Sharpe watched the General ride away into the thinning skein of cannon smoke, then he looked down at the ruby in his hand and saw that it was as red and shiny as the blood that dripped from his saber tip. He wondered if the ruby had been dipped in the fountain of Zum-Zum along with the Tippoo’s helmet. Was that why it had saved his life? It had done bugger all for the Tippoo, but Sharpe was alive when he should have been dead, and so, for that matter, was Major General Sir Arthur Wellesley.


  The General had left Sharpe alone by the gun, all but for the dead and dying men and the trooper who was trying to staunch Diomed’s wound with a rag. Sharpe laughed suddenly, startling the trooper. “He didn’t even say thank you,” Sharpe said aloud.


  “What, sahib?” the trooper asked.


  “You don’t call me sahib,” Sharpe said. “I’m just another bloody soldier like you. Good for bloody nothing except fighting other people’s battles. And ten to one the buggers won’t thank you.” He was thirsty so he opened one of the General’s canteens and drank from it greedily. “Is that horse going to live?”


  The Indian did not seem to understand everything Sharpe said, but the question must have made some sense for he pointed at Diomed’s mouth. The stallion’s lips were drawn back to reveal yellow teeth through which a pale pink froth seeped. The Indian shook his head sadly.


  “I bled that horse,” Sharpe said, “and the General said he was greatly obliged to me. Those were his very words, ‘greatly obliged.’ Gave me a bloody coin, he did. But you save his life and he doesn’t even say thank you! I should have bled him, not his bloody horse. I should have bled him to bloody death.” He drank more of the water and wished it were arrack or rum. “You know what the funny thing is?” he asked the Indian. “I didn’t even do it because he was the General. I did it because I like him. Not personally, but I do like him. In a strange sort of way. I wouldn’t have done it for you. I’d have done it for Tom Garrard, but he’s a friend, see? And I’d have done it for Colonel McCandless, because he’s a proper gentleman, but I wouldn’t have done it for too many others.” Sharpe sounded drunk, even to himself, but in truth he was stone cold sober in a battlefield that had suddenly gone silent beneath the westering sun. It was almost evening, but there was still enough daylight left to finish the battle, though whether Sharpe would have anything to do with the finishing seemed debatable, for he had lost his job as the General’s orderly, had lost his horse, had lost his musket and was stranded with nothing but a dented saber. “That ain’t really true,” he confessed to the uncomprehending Indian, “what I said about liking him. I want him to like me, and that’s different, ain’t it? I thought the miserable bugger might make me an officer! Sod that for a hope, eh? No sash for me, lad. It’s back to being a bloody infantryman.” He used the bloody saber to cut a strip of cloth from the robes of a dead Arab, and he folded the strip into a pad that he pushed under his jacket to staunch the blood from the tulwar wound on his left shoulder. It was not a serious injury, he decided, for he could feel no broken bones and his left arm was unhindered. He tossed the dented saber away, found a discarded Mahratta musket, tugged the cartridge box and bayonet off the dead owner’s belt, then went to find someone to kill.


  It took half an hour to form the new line from the five battalions that had marched through the Mahratta gunfire and put Pohlmann’s right to flight, but now the five battalions faced north towards Pohlmann’s new position which rested its left flank on Assaye’s mud walls then stretched along the southern bank of the River Juah. The Mahrattas had forty guns remaining, Pohlmann still commanded eight thousand infantry and innumerable cavalry, and the Rajah of Berar’s twenty thousand infantrymen still waited behind the village’s makeshift ramparts. Wellesley’s infantry numbered fewer than four thousand men, he had only two light guns that were serviceable and scarcely six hundred cavalrymen mounted on horses that were bone weary and parched dry. “We can hold them!” Pohlmann roared at his men. “We can hold them and beat them! Hold them and beat them.” He was still on horseback, and still in his gaudy silk coat. He had dreamed of riding his elephant across a field strewn with the enemy’s dead and piled with the enemy’s captured weapons, but instead he was encouraging his men to a last stand beside the river. “Hold them,” he shouted, “hold them and beat them.” The Juah flowed behind his men, while in front of them the shadows stretched long across Assaye’s battle-littered farmlands.


  Then the pipes sounded again, and Pohlmann turned his horse to look at the right-hand end of his line and he saw the tall black bearskins and the swinging kilts of the damned Scottish regiment coming forward again. The sun caught their white cross belts and glinted from their bayonets. Beyond them, half hidden by the trees, the British cavalry was threatening, though they seemed to be checked by a battery of cannon on the right of Pohlmann’s line. The Hanoverian knew the cavalry was no danger. It was the infantry, the unstoppable red-jacketed infantry, that was going to beat him, and he saw the sepoy battalions starting forward on the Highlanders’ flank and he half turned his horse, thinking to ride to where the Scottish regiment would strike his line. It would hit Saleur’s compoo, and suddenly Pohlmann could not care less any more. Let Saleur fight his battle, because Pohlmann knew it was lost. He stared at the 78th and he reckoned that no force on earth could stop such men. “The best damned infantry on earth,” he said to one of his aides.


  “Sahib?”


  “Watch them! You’ll not see better fighting men while you live,” Pohlmann said bitterly, then sheathed his sword as he gazed at the Scots who were once again being battered by cannon fire, but still their two lines kept marching forward. Pohlmann knew he should go west to encourage Saleur’s men, but instead he was thinking of the gold he had left behind in Assaye. These last ten years had been a fine adventure, but the Mahratta Confederation was dying before his eyes and Anthony Pohlmann did not wish to die with it. The rest of the Mahratta princedoms might fight on, but Pohlmann had decided it was time to take his gold and run.


  Saleur’s compoo was already edging backwards. Some of the men from the rearward ranks were not even waiting for the Scots to arrive, but were running back to the River Juah and wading through its muddy water that came up to their chests. The rest of the regiments began to waver. Pohlmann watched. He had thought these three compoos were as fine as any infantry in the world, but they had proved to be brittle. The British fired a volley and Pohlmann heard the heavy balls thump into his infantry and he heard the cheer from the redcoats as they charged forward with the bayonet, and suddenly there was no army opposing them, just a mass of men fleeing to the river.


  Pohlmann took off his gaudily plumed hat that would mark him as a prize capture and threw it away, then stripped off his sash and coat and tossed them after the hat as he spurred towards Assaye. He had a few minutes, he reckoned, and those minutes should be enough to secure his money and get away. The battle was lost and, for Pohlmann, the war with it. It was time to retire.


  CHAPTER 12


  Assaye alone remained in enemy hands for the rest of Pohlmann’s army had simply disintegrated. The great majority of the Mahratta horsemen had spent the afternoon as spectators, but now they turned and spurred west towards Borkardan while to the north, beyond the Juah, the remnants of Pohlmann’s three compoos fled in panic, pursued by a handful of British and Company cavalry on tired horses. Great banks of gunsmoke lay like fog across the field where men of both armies groaned and died. Diomed gave a great shudder, lifted his head a final time, then rolled his eyes and went still. The sepoy trooper, charged with guarding the horse, stayed at his post and waved the flies away from the dead Diomed’s face.


  The sun reddened the layers of gunsmoke. There was an hour of daylight left, a few moments of dusk, and then it would be night, and Wellesley used the last of the light to turn his victorious infantry towards the mud walls of Assaye. He summoned gunners and had them haul captured enemy cannon towards the village. “They won’t stand,” he told his aides. “A handful of round shot and the sight of some bayonets will send them packing.”


  The village still held a small army. The Rajah of Berar’s twenty thousand men were behind its thick walls, and Major Dodd had succeeded in marching his own regiment into the village. He had seen the remainder of the Mahratta line crumple, he had watched Anthony Pohlmann discard his hat and coat as he fled to the village and, rather than let the panic infect his own men, Dodd had turned them eastwards, ordered the regiment’s cumbersome guns to be abandoned, then followed his commanding officer into the tangle of Assaye’s narrow alleys. Beny Singh, the Rajah of Berar’s warlord and the killadar of the village’s garrison, was glad to see the European. “What do we do?” he asked Dodd.


  “Do? We get out, of course. The battle’s lost.”


  Beny Singh blinked at him. “We just go?”


  Dodd dismounted from his horse and steered Beny Singh away from his aides. “Who are your best troops?” he asked.


  “The Arabs.”


  “Tell them you’re going to fetch reinforcements, tell them to defend the village, and promise that if they can hold the place till nightfall then help will come in the morning.”


  “But it won’t,” Beny Singh protested.


  “But if they hold,” Dodd said, “they cover your escape, sahib.” He smiled ingratiatingly, knowing that men like Beny Singh could yet play a part in his future. “The British will pounce on any fugitives leaving the village,” Dodd explained, “but they won’t dare attack men who are well drilled and well commanded. I proved that at Ahmednuggur. So you’re most welcome to march north with my men, sahib. I promise they won’t be broken like the rest.” He climbed back into his saddle and rode back to his Cobras and ordered them to join Captain Joubert at the ford. “You’re to wait for me there,” he told them, then shouted for his own sepoy company to follow him deeper into the village.


  The battle might be lost, but Dodd’s men had not failed him and he was determined they should have a reward and so he led them to the house where Colonel Pohlmann had stored his treasure. Dodd knew that if he did not give his men gold then they would melt away to find another warlord who would reward them, but if he paid them they would stay under his command while he sought another prince as employer.


  He heard the sonorous bang of a great gun being fired beyond the village and he reckoned that the British had begun to pound Assaye’s mud wall. Dodd knew that wall could not last long, for every shot would crumble the dried mud bricks and collapse the roof beams of the outermost houses so that in a few minutes there would be a wide breach leading into Assaye’s heart. A moment later the redcoats would be ordered into the dusty breach and the village’s alleys would be clogged by panic and filled with screams and bayonets.


  Dodd reached the alley leading to the courtyard where Pohlmann had placed his elephants and he saw, as he had expected, that the big gate was still shut. Pohlmann was undoubtedly inside the courtyard, readying to escape, but Dodd could not wait for the Hanoverian to throw open the gates, so instead he ordered his men to fight their way through the house. He left a dozen men to block the alley, gave one of those men his horse to hold, then led the rest of the sepoys towards the house. Pohlmann’s bodyguard saw them coming and fired, but fired too early and Dodd survived the panicked volley and roared his men on. “Kill them!” he shouted as, sword in hand, he charged through the musket smoke. He kicked the house door open and plunged into a kitchen crowded with purple-coated men. He lunged with his sword, driving the defenders back, and then his sepoys arrived to carry their bayonets to Pohlmann’s men. “Gopal!” Dodd shouted.


  “Sahib?” the Femadar said, tugging his tulwar from the body of a dead man.


  “Find the gold! Make sure it’s loaded on the elephants, then open the courtyard gate!” Dodd snapped the orders, then went on killing. He was consumed with a huge anger. How could any fool have lost this battle? How could a man, given a hundred thousand troops, be beaten by a handful of redcoats? It was Pohlmann’s fault, all Pohlmann, and Dodd knew Pohlmann had to be somewhere in the house or courtyard and so he hunted him and vented his rage on Pohlmann’s guards, pursuing them from room to room, slaughtering them mercilessly, and all the while the great guns hammered the sky with their noise and the round shot thumped into the village walls.


  Most of the Rajah of Berar’s infantry fled. Those on the makeshift ramparts could see the redcoats massing beyond the smoke of the big cannon and they did not wait for that infantry to attack, but instead ran northwards. Only the Arab mercenaries stayed, and some of those men decided caution was better than bravery and so joined the other infantry that splashed through the ford where Captain Joubert waited with Dodd’s regiment.


  Joubert was nervous. The village’s defenders were fleeing, Dodd was missing, and Simone was still somewhere in the village. It was like Ahmednuggur all over again, he thought, only this time he was determined that his wife would not be left behind and so he kicked back his heels and urged his horse towards the house where she had taken refuge.


  That house was hard by the courtyard where Dodd was searching for Pohlmann, but the Hanoverian had vanished. His gold was all in its panniers, and Pohlmann’s bodyguard had succeeded in strapping the panniers onto the two pack elephants before Dodd’s men attacked, but there was no sign of Pohlmann himself. Dodd decided he would let the bastard live, and so, abandoning the hunt, he sheathed his sword then lifted the locking bar from the courtyard gates. “Where’s my horse?” he shouted to the men he had left guarding the alley.


  “Dead, sahib!” a man answered.


  Dodd ran down the alley to see that his precious new gelding had been struck by a bullet from the one volley fired by Pohlmann’s bodyguard. The beast was not yet dead, but it was leaning against the alley wall with its head down, dulled eyes and blood dripping from its mouth. Dodd swore. The big guns were still firing beyond the village, showing that the redcoats were not advancing yet, but suddenly they went silent and Dodd knew he had only minutes left to make his escape, and just then he saw another horse turn into the alley. Captain Joubert was in the saddle, and Dodd ran to him. “Joubert!”


  Joubert ignored Dodd. Instead he cupped his hands and shouted up at the house where the wives had been sheltered during the fighting. “Simone!”


  “Give me your horse, Captain!” Dodd demanded.


  Joubert still ignored the Major. “Simone!” he called again, then spurred his horse on up the alley. Had she already gone? Was she north of the Juah? “Simone?” he shouted.


  “Captain!” Dodd screamed behind him.


  Joubert turned, summoned the courage to tell the Englishman to go to hell, but as he turned he saw that Dodd was holding a big pistol.


  “No!” Joubert protested.


  “Yes, Monsewer,” Dodd said, and fired. The ball snatched Joubert back against the alley wall and he slid down to leave a trail of blood. A woman screamed from a window above the alley as Dodd pulled himself into the Frenchman’s saddle. Gopal was already leading the first elephant out of the gate. “To the ford, Gopal!” Dodd shouted, then he spurred into the courtyard to make certain that the second elephant was ready to leave.


  While outside, in the alleys, there was a sudden silence. Most of the village’s garrison had fled, the dust drifted from its broken walls, and then the order was given for the redcoats to advance. Assaye was doomed.


  Colonel McCandless had watched Dodd’s men retreat into the village and he doubted that the traitor was leading his men to reinforce the doomed garrison. “Sevajee!” McCandless called. “Take your men to the far side!”


  “Across the river?” Sevajee asked.


  “Watch to see if he crosses the ford,” McCandless said.


  “Where will you be, Colonel?”


  “In the village.” McCandless slid from Aeolus’s back and limped towards the captured guns that had started to fire at the mud walls. The shadows were long now, the daylight short and the battle ending, but there was still time for Dodd to be trapped. Let him be a hero, McCandless prayed, let him stay in the village just long enough to be caught.


  The big guns were only three hundred paces from the village’s thick wall and each shot pulverized the mud bricks and started great clouds of red dust that billowed thick as gunsmoke. Wellesley summoned the survivors of the 74th and a Madrassi battalion and lined them both up behind the guns. “They won’t stand, Wallace,” Wellesley said to the 74th’s commander. “We’ll give them five minutes of artillery, then your fellows can take the place.”


  “Allow me to congratulate you, sir,” Wallace said, taking a hand from his reins and holding it towards the General.


  “Congratulate me?” Wellesley asked with a frown.


  “On a victory, sir.”


  “I suppose it is a victory. ‘Pon my soul, so it is. Thank you, Wallace.” The General leaned across and shook the Scotsman’s hand.


  “A great victory,” Wallace said heartily, then climbed out of his saddle so that he could lead the 74th into the village.


  McCandless joined him. “You don’t mind if I come, Wallace?”


  “Glad of your company, McCandless. A great day, is it not?”


  “The Lord has been merciful to us,” McCandless agreed. “Praise His name.”


  The guns ceased, their smoke drifted northwards and the dying sun shone on the broken walls. There were no defenders visible, nothing but dust and fallen bricks and broken timbers.


  “Go, Wallace!” Wellesley called, and the 74th’s lone piper hoisted his instrument and played the redcoats and the sepoys forward. The other battalions watched. Those other battalions had fought all afternoon, they had destroyed an army, and now they sprawled beside the Juah and drank its muddy water to slake their powder-induced thirst. None crossed the river, only a handful of cavalry splashed through the water to chase the laggard fugitives on the farther bank.


  Major Blackiston brought Wellesley a captured standard, one of a score that had been abandoned by the fleeing Mahrattas. “They left all their guns, too, sir, every last one of them!”


  Wellesley acknowledged the standard with a smile. “I’d rather you brought me some water, Blackiston. Where are my canteens?”


  “Sergeant Sharpe still has them, sir,” Campbell answered, holding his own canteen to the General.


  “Ah yes, Sharpe.” The General frowned, knowing there was unfinished business there. “If you see him, bring him to me.”


  “I will, sir.”


  Sharpe was not far away. He had walked north through the litter of the Mahratta battle line, going to where the guns fired on the village and, just as they stopped, so he saw McCandless walking behind the 74th as it advanced on the village. He hurried to catch up with the Colonel and was rewarded with a warm smile from McCandless. “Thought I’d lost you, Sharpe.”


  “Almost did, sir.”


  “The General released you, did he?”


  “He did, sir, in a manner of speaking. We ran out of horses, sir. He had two killed.”


  “Two! An expensive day for him! It sounds as if you had an eventful time!”


  “Not really, sir,” Sharpe said. “Bit confusing, really.”


  The Colonel frowned at the blood staining the light infantry insignia on Sharpe’s left shoulder. “You’re wounded, Sharpe.”


  “A scratch, sir. Bastard with—sorry, sir—man with a tulwar tried to tickle me.”


  “But you’re all right?” McCandless asked anxiously.


  “Fine, sir.” He raised his left arm to show that the wound was not serious.


  “The day’s not over yet,” McCandless said, then gestured at the village. “Dodd’s there, Sharpe, or he was. I’m glad you’re here. He’ll doubtless try to escape, but Sevajee’s on the far side of the river and between us we might yet trap the rogue.”


  Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill was a hundred paces behind McCandless. He too had seen the Colonel following the 74th and now Hakeswill followed McCandless, for if McCandless wrote his letter, then Hakeswill knew his sergeantcy was imperiled. “It ain’t that I like doing it,” he said to his men as he stalked after the Colonel, “but he ain’t giving me a choice. No choice at all. His own fault. His own fault.” Three of his men were following him, the others had refused to come.


  A musket fired from Assaye’s rooftops, showing that not all the defenders had fled. The ball fluttered over Wallace’s head and the Colonel, not wanting to expose his men to any other fire that might come from the village, shouted at his men to double. “Just get in among the houses, boys,” he called. “Get in and hunt them down! Quick now!”


  More muskets fired from the houses, but the 74th were running now, and cheering as they ran. The first men scrambled over the makeshift breach blown by the big guns, while others hauled aside a cart that blocked an alleyway and, with that entrance opened, a twin stream of Scotsmen and sepoys hurried into the village. The Arab defenders fired their last shots, then retreated ahead of the redcoat rush. A few were trapped in houses and died under Scottish or Indian bayonets.


  “You go ahead, Sharpe,” McCandless said, for his wounded leg was making him limp and he was now far behind the Highlanders. “See if you can spot the man,” McCandless suggested, though he doubted Sharpe would. Dodd would be long gone by now, but there was always a chance he had waited until the end and, if men of the 74th had trapped Dodd, then Sharpe could at least try and make sure that the wretch was taken alive. “Go, Sharpe,” the Colonel ordered, “hurry!”


  Sharpe dutifully ran on ahead. He clambered up the dust of the breach and jumped down into the pitiful wreckage of a room. He pushed through the house, stepped over a dead Arab sprawled in the outer door, edged about a dung heap in the courtyard, then plunged into an alleyway. Shots sounded from the river and so he headed that way past houses that were being looted of what little remained after the Mahratta occupation. A sepoy emerged from one house with a broken pot while a Highlander had found a broken brass weighing-scale, but the plunder was nothing like the riches that had been taken in Ahmednuggur. Another volley sounded ahead and Sharpe broke into a run, turned a corner and then stopped above the village’s ford.


  Dodd’s regiment was on the far side of the river where two white-coated companies had formed a rear guard. It was just like Ahmednuggur, where Dodd had guarded his escape route with volley fire, and now the Major had done it again. He was safely over the river with Pohlmann’s two elephants, and his men had been firing at any redcoats who dared show on the ford’s southern bank, but then, just as Sharpe arrived at the ford, the rear guard about turned and marched north.


  “He got away,” a man said, “the bastard got clean away,” and Sharpe looked at the speaker and saw an East India Company sergeant in a doorway a few yards away. The man was smoking a cheroot and appeared to be standing guard over a group of prisoners in the house behind him.


  Sharpe turned to watch Dodd’s regiment march into the shadow of some trees. “The bastard,” Sharpe spat. He could see Dodd on his horse just ahead of the two rear guard companies, and he was tempted to raise his musket and try one last shot, but the range was much too great and then Dodd vanished among the shadows. His rear guard followed him. Sharpe could see Sevajee off to the west, but the Indian was helpless. Dodd had five hundred men in ranks and files, and Sevajee had but ten horsemen. “He bloody got away again,” Sharpe said, and spat towards the river.


  “With my gold,” the East India Company sergeant said miserably, and Sharpe looked again at the man.


  “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said in astonishment, for he was looking at Anthony Pohlmann who had donned his old sergeant’s uniform. Pohlmann’s “prisoners” were a small group of his bodyguard.


  “A pity,” Pohlmann said, spitting a scrap of tobacco from between his teeth. “Ten minutes ago I was one of the richest men in India. Now I suppose I’m your prisoner?”


  “I couldn’t care less about you, sir,” Sharpe said, slinging the musket on his shoulder.


  “You don’t want to march me to Wellesley?” the Hanoverian asked. “It would be a great feather in your cap.”


  “That bastard doesn’t give feathers,” Sharpe said. “He’s a stuck-up, cold-hearted bastard, he is, and I’d rather fillet him than you.”


  Pohlmann grinned. “So I can go, Sergeant Sharpe?”


  “Do what you bloody like,” Sharpe said. “How many men have you got in there?”


  “Five. That’s all he left me. He slaughtered the rest.”


  “Dodd did?”


  “He tried to kill me, but I hid under some straw. A shameful end to my career as a warlord, wouldn’t you say?” Pohlmann smiled. “I think you did well, Sergeant Sharpe, to turn down my commission.”


  Sharpe laughed bitterly. “I know my place, sir. Down in the gutter. Officers don’t want men like me joining them. I might scratch my arse on parade or piss in their soup.” He walked to the small house and peered through the open door. “Better tell your fellows to take their coats off, sir. They’ll be shot otherwise.” Then he went very still for, crouching at the back of the small room, was a woman in a shabby linen dress and a straw hat. It was Simone. Sharpe pulled off his shako. “Madame?”


  She stared at him, seeing only his silhouette against the dazzle of the day’s last sun.


  “Simone?” Sharpe said.


  “Richard?”


  “It’s me, love.” He grinned. “Don’t tell me you got left behind again!”


  “He killed Pierre!” Simone cried. “I watched him. He shot him!”


  “Dodd?”


  “Who else?” Pohlmann asked behind Sharpe.


  Sharpe stepped into the room and held his hand towards Simone. “You want to stay here,” he asked her, “or come with me?”


  She hesitated a second, then stood and took his hand. Pohlmann sighed. “I was hoping to console the widow, Sharpe.”


  “You lost, sir,” Sharpe said, “you lost.” And he walked away with Simone, going to find McCandless to give him the bad news. Dodd had escaped.


  Colonel McCandless limped up the breach and into Assaye. He sensed that Dodd was gone, for there was no more fighting in the village, though some shots still sounded from the river bank, but even those shots ended as the Scotsman edged past the dead man in the house doorway and through the courtyard into the street.


  And perhaps, he thought, it did not really matter any longer, for this day’s victory would echo throughout all India. The redcoats had broken two armies, they had ruined the power of two mighty princes, and from this day on Dodd would be hunted from refuge to refuge as the British power spread northwards. And it would spread, McCandless knew. Each new advance was declared to be the last, but each brought new frontiers and new enemies and so the redcoats marched again, and maybe they would never stop marching until they reached the great mountains in the very north. And maybe it was there, McCandless thought, that Dodd would at last be trapped and shot down like a dog.


  And suddenly McCandless did not care very much. He felt old. The pain in his leg was terrible. He was still weak from his fever. It was time, he thought, to go home. Back to Scotland. He should sell Aeolus, repay Sharpe, take his pension, and board a ship. Go home, he thought, to Lochaber and to the green slopes of Glen Scaddle. There was work to be done in Britain, useful work, for he was corresponding with men in London and Edinburgh who wished to establish a society to spread Bibles throughout the heathen world and McCandless decided he could find a small house in Lochaber, hire a servant, and spend his days translating God’s word into the Indian languages. That, he thought, would be a job worth doing, and he wondered why he had waited so long. A small house, a large fire, a library, a table, a supply of ink and paper and, with God’s help, he could do more for India from that one small house than he could ever achieve by hunting down one traitor.


  The thought of the great task cheered him, then he turned a corner and saw Pohlmann’s great elephant wandering free in an alleyway. “You’re lost, boy,” he said to the elephant and took hold of one of its ears. “Someone left the gate open, didn’t they?”


  He turned the elephant which followed him happily enough. They walked past a dead horse, and then McCandless saw a dead European in a white jacket, and for an instant he thought it must be Dodd, then he recognized Captain Joubert lying on his back with a bullet hole in his breast. “Poor man,” he said, and he guided the elephant through the gate into the courtyard. “I’ll make sure you’re brought some food,” he told the beast, then he turned and barred the gate.


  He left the courtyard through the house, picking his way across the welter of bodies in the kitchen. He pushed open the outer door and found himself staring into Sergeant Hakeswill’s blue eyes.


  “I’ve been looking for you, sir,” Hakeswill said.


  “You and I have no business, Sergeant,” McCandless said.


  “Oh, but we does, sir,” Hakeswill said, and his three men blocked the alley behind him. “I wanted to talk to you, sir,” Hakeswill said, “about that letter you ain’t going to write to my Colonel Gore.”


  McCandless shook his head. “I have nothing to say to you, Sergeant.”


  “I hates the bleeding Scotch,” Hakeswill said, his face twitching. “All prayers and morals, ain’t you, Colonel? But I ain’t cumbered with morals. It’s an advantage I have.” He grinned, then drew his bayonet and slotted it onto the muzzle of his musket. “They hanged me once, Colonel, but I lived ‘cos God loves me, He does, and I ain’t going to be punished again, not ever. Not by you, Colonel, not by any man. Says so in the scriptures.” He advanced on McCandless with the bayonet. His three men hung back and McCandless reckoned they were nervous, but Hakeswill showed no fear of this confrontation.


  “Put up your weapon, Sergeant,” McCandless snapped.


  “Oh, I will, sir, I’ll put it up inside you unless you promises me on the holy word of God that you won’t write no letter.”


  “I shall write the letter tonight,” McCandless said, then drew his claymore. “Now put up your weapon, Sergeant.”


  Hakeswill’s face twitched. He stopped three paces from McCandless. “You’d like to strike me down, wouldn’t you, sir? ‘Cos you don’t like me, sir, do you? But God loves me, sir, he does. He looks after me.”


  “You’re under arrest, Sergeant,” McCandless said, “for threatening an officer.”


  “Let’s see who God loves most, sir. Me or you.”


  “Put up your weapon!” McCandless roared.


  “Bloody Scotch bastard,” Hakeswill said, and pulled his trigger. The bullet caught McCandless in the gullet and blew out through the back of his spine, and the Colonel was dead before his body touched the floor. The elephant in the nearby courtyard, startled by the shot, trumpeted, but Hakeswill ignored the beast. “Scotch bastard,” he said, then stepped through the doorway and knelt to the body which he searched for gold. “And if any one of you three says a bleeding word,” he threatened his men, “you’ll join him in heaven. If he’s gone there, which I doubt, on account of God not wanting to clutter paradise with Scotchmen. Says so in the scriptures.” He found gold in McCandless’s sporran and turned to show the coins to his men. “You want it?” he asked. “Then you keeps silent about it.”


  They nodded. They wanted gold. Hakeswill tossed them the coins, then led them deeper into the house to see if there was anything worth plundering in its rooms. “And once we’re done,” he said, “we’ll find the General, we will, and have him give us Sharpie. We’re almost there, lads. It’s been a long road, it has, and hard in places, but we’re almost there.”


  * * *


  Sharpe searched the village for Colonel McCandless, but could not find him in any of the alleys. He took Simone with him as he searched some of the larger houses and, from one high window, he found himself staring down into the courtyard where Pohlmann’s great elephant was penned, but there was no sign of McCandless and Sharpe decided he was wasting his time. “I reckon we’ll give up, love,” he told Simone. “He’ll look for me, like enough, probably down by the river.” They walked back to the ford. Pohlmann had vanished and Dodd’s men had long disappeared. The sun was at the horizon now and the farmlands north of the Juah were stained black by long shadows. The men who had captured the village were filling their canteens from the river, and the first few campfires glittered in the dusk as men boiled water to make themselves tea. Simone clung to him and kept talking of her husband. She felt guilty because she had not loved him, yet he had died because he had gone back into the village to find her, and Sharpe did not know how to console her. “He was a soldier, love,” he told her, “and he died in battle.”


  “But I killed him!”


  “No, you didn’t,” Sharpe said, and he heard hooves behind him and he turned, hoping to see Colonel McCandless, but instead it was General Wellesley and Colonel Wallace and a score of aides riding up to the ford. He straightened to attention.


  “Sergeant Sharpe,” Wellesley said, sounding embarrassed.


  “Sir,” Sharpe said woodenly.


  The General slid from his saddle. His face was red, and Sharpe supposed that was the effect of the sun. “I have been remiss, Sergeant,” the General said awkwardly, “for I believe I owe you my life.”


  Sharpe felt himself blushing and was glad that the sun was low and the roadway where he stood was in deep shadow. “Just did my best, sir,” he muttered. “This is Madame Joubert, sir. Her husband was killed, sir, fighting for Colonel Pohlmann.”


  The General took off his hat and bowed to Simone. “My commiserations, Madame,” he said, then looked back at Sharpe whose long black hair still spilled over his collar. “Do you know where Colonel McCandless is?” he asked.


  “No, sir. I’ve been looking for him, sir.”


  Wellesley fidgeted with his hat, paused to take a deep breath, then nodded. “Colonel McCandless managed to have a long talk with Colonel Wallace this afternoon,” the General said. “How they found time to have a conversation in battle, I don’t know!” This was evidently a jest, for the General smiled, though Sharpe stayed straight-faced, and his lack of reaction disconcerted Wellesley. “I have to reward you, Sharpe,” Wellesley said curtly.


  “For what, sir?”


  “For my life,” the General said in a tone of irritation.


  “I’m just glad I was there, sir,” Sharpe said, feeling as awkward as Wellesley himself evidently felt.


  “I’m rather glad you were there, too,” the General said, then took a step forward and held out his hand. “Thank you, Mister Sharpe.”


  Sharpe hesitated, astonished at the gesture, then made himself shake the General’s hand. It was only then that he noticed what Wellesley had said. “Mister, sir?” he asked.


  “It is customary in this army, Mister Sharpe, to reward uncommon bravery with uncommon promotion. Wallace tells me you desire a commission, and he has vacancies in the 74th. God knows he has too many vacancies, so if you’re agreeable, Sharpe, you can join the Colonel’s regiment as an ensign.”


  For a second Sharpe did not really comprehend what was being said, then he suddenly did and he smiled. There were tears in his eyes, but he reckoned that must be because of the powder smoke that lingered in the village. “Thank you, sir,” he said warmly, “thank you.”


  “There, that’s done,” Wellesley said with relief. “My congratulations, Sharpe, and my sincere thanks.” His aides were all smiling at Sharpe, not Sergeant Sharpe any longer, but Ensign Sharpe of the King’s 74th. Captain Campbell even climbed down from his saddle and offered his hand to Sharpe who was still smiling as he shook it.


  “It’ll turn out badly, of course,” Wellesley said to Campbell as he turned away. “It always does. We promote them beyond their station and they inevitably take to drink.”


  “He’s a good man, sir,” Campbell said loyally.


  “I doubt that too. But he’s a good soldier, I’ll say that. He’s all yours now, Wallace, all yours!” The General pulled himself into his saddle, then turned to Simone. “Madame? I can offer you very little, but if you care to join me for supper I would be honored. Captain Campbell will escort you.”


  Campbell held his hand out to Simone. She looked at Sharpe, who nodded at her, and she shyly accepted Campbell’s arm and followed the General back up the street. Colonel Wallace paused to lean down from his horse and shake Sharpe’s hand. “I’ll give you a few minutes to clean yourself up, Sharpe, and to get those stripes off your arm. You might like to chop off some of that hair, while you’re about it. And I hate to suggest it, but if you walk a few paces east of the village you’ll find plenty of red sashes on corpses. Pick one, help yourself to a sword, then come and meet your fellow officers. They’re few enough now, I fear, so you’ll surely be welcome. Even the men might be glad of you, despite your being English.” Wallace smiled.


  “I’m very grateful to you, sir,” Sharpe said. He was still scarcely able to believe what had happened. He was Mister Sharpe! Mister!


  “And what do you want?” Wallace suddenly asked in an icy tone, and Sharpe saw that his new Colonel was staring at Obadiah Hakeswill.


  “Him, sir,” Hakeswill said, pointing at Sharpe. “Sergeant Sharpe, sir, what is under arrest.”


  Wallace smiled. “You may arrest Sergeant Sharpe, Sergeant, but you will certainly not arrest Ensign Sharpe.”


  “Ensign?” Hakeswill said, going pale.


  “Mister Sharpe is a commissioned officer, Sergeant,” Wallace said crisply, “and you will treat him as such. Good day.” Wallace touched his hat to Sharpe, then turned his horse and rode away.


  Hakeswill gaped at Sharpe. “You, Sharpie,” he said, “an officer?”


  Sharpe walked closer to the Sergeant. “That’s not how you address a King’s officer, Obadiah, and you know it.”


  “You?” Hakeswill’s face twitched. “You?” he asked again in horror and amazement.


  Sharpe thumped him in the belly, doubling him over. “You call me ‘sir,’ Obadiah,” he said.


  “I won’t call you ‘sir,’” Hakeswill said between gasps for breath. “Not till hell freezes, Sharpie, and not even then.”


  Sharpe hit him again. Hakeswill’s three men watched, but did nothing. “You call me ‘sir,’” Sharpe said.


  “You ain’t an officer, Sharpie,” Hakeswill said, then yelped because Sharpe had seized his hair and was dragging him up the street. The three men started to follow, but Sharpe snarled at them to stay where they were, and all three obeyed.


  “You’ll call me ‘sir,’ Sergeant,” Sharpe said, “just you watch.” And he pulled Hakeswill up the street, going back to the house from where he had seen the elephant. He dragged Hakeswill through the door and up the stairs. The Sergeant screamed at him, beat at him, but Hakeswill had never been a match for Sharpe who now snatched the musket from Hakeswill’s hand, threw it away, then took him to the window that opened just one floor above the courtyard. “See that elephant, Obadiah?” he asked, holding the Sergeant’s face in the open window. “I watched it trample a man to death not long ago.”


  “You won’t dare, Sharpie,” Hakeswill squealed, then yelped as Sharpe took hold of the seat of his pants.


  “Call me ‘sir,’” Sharpe said.


  “Never! You ain’t an officer!”


  “But I am, Obadiah, I am. I’m Mister Sharpe. I’ll wear a sword and a sash and you’ll have to salute me.”


  “Never!”


  Sharpe heaved Hakeswill onto the window ledge. “If you ask me to put you down,” he said, “and if you call me ‘sir,’ I’ll let you go.”


  “You ain’t an officer,” Hakeswill protested. “You can’t be!”


  “But I am, Obadiah,” Sharpe said, and he heaved the Sergeant over the ledge. The Sergeant screamed as he fell into the straw below, and the elephant, made curious by this strange irruption into this already strange day, plodded over to inspect him. Hakeswill beat feebly at the animal which had him cornered. “Goodbye, Obadiah,” Sharpe called, then he used the words he remembered Pohlmann shouting when Dodd’s sepoy had been trampled to death. “Haddah!” Sharpe snapped. “Haddah!”


  “Get the bastard off me!” Hakeswill screamed as the elephant moved still closer and raised a forefoot.


  “That won’t do, Obadiah,” Sharpe said.


  “Sir!” Hakeswill called. “Please, sir! Get it off me!”


  “What did you say?” Sharpe asked, cupping a hand to his ear.


  “Sir! Sir! Please, sir! Mister Sharpe, sir!”


  “Rot in hell, Obadiah,” Sharpe called down, and walked away. The sun was gone, the village was stinking with powder smoke, and two armies lay in ragged ruin on the bloody fields outside Assaye, but that great victory was not Sharpe’s. It was the voice calling from the courtyard, calling frantically as Sharpe ran down the wooden stairs and walked down the alleyway. “Sir! Sir!” Hakeswill shouted, and Sharpe listened and smiled, for that, he reckoned, was his real victory. It was Mister Sharpe’s triumph.


  HISTORICAL NOTE


  The background events to Sharpe’s Triumph, the siege of Ahmednuggur and the battle of Assaye, both happened much as described in the novel, just as many of the characters in the story existed. Not just the obvious characters, like Wellesley, but men like Colin Campbell, who was the first man over the wall at Ahmednuggur, and Anthony Pohlmann who truly was once a sergeant in the East India Company, but who commanded the Mahratta forces at Assaye. What happened to Pohlmann after the battle is something of a mystery, but there is some evidence that he rejoined the East India Company army again, only this time as an officer. Colonel Gore, Colonel Wallace, and Colonel Harness all existed, and poor Harness was losing his wits and would need to retire soon after the battle. The massacre at Chasalgaon is a complete invention, though there was a Lieutenant William Dodd who did defect to the Mahrattas just before the campaign rather than face a civilian trial for the death of the goldsmith he had ordered beaten. Dodd had been sentenced to six months’ loss of pay and Wellesley, enraged by the leniency of the courtmartial, persuaded the East India Company to impose a new sentence, that of dismissal from their army, and planned to have Dodd tried for murder in a civilian court. Dodd, hearing of the decision, fled, though I doubt that he took any sepoys with him. Nevertheless desertion was a problem for the Company at that time, for many sepoys knew that the Indian states would pay well for British-trained troops. They would pay even more for competent European (or American) officers, and many such made their fortunes in those years.


  The city of Ahmednuggur has grown so much that most traces of its wall have now been swallowed by new building, but the adjacent fortress remains and is still a formidable stronghold. Today the fort is a depot of the Indian Army, and something of a shrine to Indians for it was within the vast circuit of its red stone ramparts that the leaders of Indian independence were imprisoned by the British during the Second World War. Visitors are welcome to explore the ramparts with their impressive bastions and concealed galleries. The height of the fort’s wall was slightly greater than the city’s defenses, and the fort, unlike the city, had a protective ditch, but the ramparts still offer an idea of the obstacle Wellesley’s men faced when they launched their surprise escalade on the morning of August 8, 1803. It was a brave decision, and a calculated one, for Wellesley knew he would be heavily outnumbered in the Mahratta War and must have decided that a display of arrogant confidence would abrade his enemy’s morale. The success of the attack certainly impressed some Indians. Goklah, a Mahratta leader who allied himself with the British, said of the capture of Ahmednuggur, “These English are a strange people, and their General a wonderful man. They came here in the morning, looked at the pettah wall, walked over it, killed all the garrison, and returned to breakfast! What can withstand them?” Goklah’s tribute was apt, except that it was Scotsmen who “walked over the wall” and not Englishmen, and the celerity of their victory helped establish Wellesley’s reputation for invincibility. Lieutenant Colin Campbell of the 78th was rewarded for his bravery with a promotion and a place on Wellesley’s staff. He eventually became Sir Colin Campbell, governor of Ceylon.


  The story of Wellesley deducing the presence of the ford at Peepulgaon by observation and common sense is well attested. To use the ford was an enormously brave decision, for no one knew if it truly existed until Wellesley himself spurred into the river. His orderly, from the 19th Dragoons, was killed as he approached the River Kaitna and nowhere is it recorded who took his place, but some soldier must have picked up the dragoon’s duties for Wellesley did have two horses killed beneath him that day and someone was close at hand on both occasions with a remount. Both horses died as described in the novel, the first during the 78th’s magnificent assault on Pohlmann’s right, and Diomed, Wellesley’s favorite charger, during the scrappy fighting to retake the Mahratta gun line. It was during that fight that Wellesley was unhorsed and surrounded momentarily by enemies. He never told the tale in detail, though it is believed he was forced to use his sword to defend himself, and it was probably the closest he ever came to death in his long military career. Was his life saved by some unnamed soldier? Probably not, for Wellesley would surely have given credit for such an act that could well have resulted in a battlefield commission. Wellesley was notorious for disliking such promotions from the ranks (“they always take to drink”), though he did promote two men for conspicuous bravery on the evening of Assaye.


  Assaye is not the most famous of Arthur Wellesley’s battles, but it was the one of which he was most proud. Years later, long after he had swept the French out of Portugal and Spain, and after he had defeated Napoleon at Waterloo, the Duke of Wellington (as Arthur Wellesley became) was asked what had been his finest battle. He did not hesitate. “Assaye,” he answered, and so it surely was, for he outmaneuvered and outfought a much larger enemy, and did it swiftly, brutally and brilliantly. He did it, too, without Colonel Stevenson’s help. Stevenson tried to reinforce Wellesley, but his local guide misled him as he hurried towards the sound of the guns, and Stevenson was so upset by the guide’s error that he hanged the man.


  Assaye was one of the costliest of Wellesley’s battles: “the bloodiest for the numbers that I ever saw,” the Duke recalled in later life. Pohlmann’s forces had 1200 killed and about 5000 wounded, while Wellesley suffered 456 dead (200 of them Scottish) and around 1200 wounded. All the enemy guns, 102 of them, were captured and many were discovered to be of such high quality that they were taken into British service, though others, mostly because their calibers did not match the British standard artillery weights, were double-shotted and blown up on the battlefield where some of their remnants still lie.


  The battlefield remains virtually unchanged. No roads have been metaled, the fords look as they did, and Assaye itself is scarcely larger now than it was in 1803. The outer walls of the houses are still ramparts of mud bricks, while bones and bullets are constantly plowed out of the soil (“they were very big men,” one farmer told me, indicating the ground where the 74th suffered so much). There is no memorial at Assaye, except for a painted map of the armies’ dispositions on one village wall and the grave of a British officer which has had its bronze plate stolen, but the inhabitants know that history was made in their fields, are proud of it and proved remarkably welcoming when we visited. There ought to be some marker on the field, for the Scottish and Indian troops who fought at Assaye gained an astonishing victory. They were all extraordinarily brave men, and their campaign was not yet over, for some of the enemy have escaped and the war will go on as Wellesley and his small army pursue the remaining Mahrattas towards their great hill fastness at Gawilghur. Which means that Mister Sharpe must march again.


  Bernard Cornwell On:


  I. The Origin of Richard Sharpe (Memo to the Sharpe Appreciation Society, http://www.southessex.co.uk)


  Richard Sharpe was born on a winter’s night in 1980. It was in London, in a basement flat in Courtnell Street, not far from Westbourne Grove. I had decided to marry an American and, for a myriad of reasons, it was going to be easier if I lived in America, but I could not get a work permit and so, airily, I decided to earn a living as a writer. Love makes us into idiots.


  But at least I knew what I wanted to write. It was going to be a land-based version of C.S. Forester’s Hornblower books. I wasted hours trying to find my hero’s name. I wanted a name as dramatic as Horatio Hornblower, but I couldn’t think of one (Trumpetwhistler? Cornetpuffer?), so eventually I decided to give him a temporary name and, once I had found his real name, I would simply go back and change it. So I named him after Richard Sharp, the great rugby player, and of course the name stuck. I added an “e” – that was all.


  The book was finished in New Jersey. Now, eighteen years, innumerable battles and well over a million words later, he’s still going strong, and there are yet more books to write. I thought I had finished with Sharpe after Waterloo, but so many people wrote wanting more stories that he had to put on his green jacket and march again. Being a hero, of course, he has more lives than a basketful of cats, but maybe Sharpe’s greatest stroke of good fortune was meeting Sean Bean.


  He has also been outrageously lucky in his other friends who, collectively, are the Sharpe Appreciation Society. He would not think there was that much to appreciate (“Bloody daft, really”), but on his behalf, I can thank you for being his friends and assure you that, so long as I have anything to do with him, he will not let you down.


  And, finally, time for confession: Years and years ago I was a journalist in Belfast and I remember a night just before Christmas when a group of us were sitting in a city-centre pub getting drunk and maudlin, and discussing, as journalists are wont to do, how much easier life would be if only we were novelists. No more hard work, just storytelling, and somehow we invented the name of an author and a bet was laid. The bet was a bottle of Jameson Whiskey from everyone about the table to be given to whichever one of us first wrote the book with the author’s name. Years later I collected the winnings (long drunk) which is why, in second-hand shops, you might find the following: A CROWNING MERCY; THE FALLEN ANGELS; COAT OF ARMS – all by Bernard Cornwell, writing as Susannah Kells.


  II. Sharpe’s Adventures


  I thought, when I began writing Sharpe, that there could not possibly be more than ten novels in him, but there are now eighteen and more are on the way.


  So who and what is he?


  Richard Sharpe is a soldier, one of the thousands of Britons who fought against Revolutionary and Napoleonic France between 1793 and 1815. He shadows the career of Sir Arthur Wellesley, who becomes the first Duke of Wellington, and in so doing he takes part in some of the most extraordinary exploits of the era – from the storming of Seringapatam in 1799 to the bloodbath at Waterloo in 1815.


  By 1814, when Napoleon is first defeated and sent into exile, the Duke of Wellington leads what is arguably the finest army that Britain ever raised. About one in twenty of its officers had come up from the ranks, and Richard Sharpe is one of them. Is he real? No, there was no Rifle officer called Sharpe, though there was a cavalryman whose rise from trooper to Lieutenant Colonel took the same amount of time that it takes Sharpe to be promoted from private to Lieutenant Colonel. Sharpe is also a Rifleman, a new breed of soldier in the British army who fought, not with a smoothbore musket, but with the much more accurate rifle. Above everything, though, Sharpe has adventures. That is the point of the poor man’s existence.


  III. Sharpe’s Trafalgar (The book that directly precedes SHARPE’S PREY – SHARPE’S TRAFALGAR is also available as a HarperCollins e-book)


  Sharpe’s Trafalgar is a bit of a cheat, for a soldier really does not have any business being at Trafalgar, which was, of course, the great triumph of Horatio Nelson and the Royal Navy. But Sharpe has spent four or five years in India, has to go home, and both the timing and the geography were such that he might well (with a bit of bad luck) have been off Cape Trafalgar on October 21st, 1805.


  The battle was arguably the most decisive of the nineteenth century, even more so than Waterloo. After 1805 there is only one navy that counts: the British. The rest have been sunk or captured. Before that there were three navies in Europe that could have challenged the British: the French, Spanish, and Danish. The Danes have the second largest navy after Britain, but they are neutral so don’t fight (which doesn’t prevent them losing their whole navy to Britain in 1807). The French and The Spanish have the next two largest fleets and, in 1805, they combine their navies to protect the invasion of Britain by Napoleon’s Grand Army. That invasion, of course, never happened, mainly because the combined fleets could never reach the Channel – but they remain a threat until Admiral Nelson intercepts them off Cape Trafalgar.


  What results is as spectacular as it is horrific. The largest fleet battle of the age of sail, when thirty-three French and Spanish ships carrying 30,000 sailors and 2,568 heavy cannon take on Nelson’s twenty-seven ships manned by 17,000 men with 2,148 heavy guns. It is a battle fought at incredibly close quarters, for the tactics of the age demand that you lay your ship close to an enemy and then try to rip the heart out of her with gunnery. It is butchery on a massive scale and at its end, when Nelson is dead and an Atlantic storm is brewing out of the west, the French and Spanish navies have been finished off. They will never again challenge Britain. The nineteenth century belongs to the winners, and Sharpe, slightly more than a spectator, is there to see it.


  — BERNARD CORNWELL


  (Material culled from http://www.bernardcornwellbooks.com and from The Sharpe Appreciation Society website, http://www.southessex.co.uk.)
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      CHAPTER 1

    


    
      Richard Sharpe wanted to be a good officer. He truly did. He wanted it above all other things, but somehow it was just too difficult, like trying to light a tinderbox in a rain-filled wind. Either the men disliked him, or they ignored him, or they were overfamiliar and he was unsure how to cope with any of the three attitudes, while the battalion’s other officers plain disapproved of him. You can put a racing saddle on a carthorse, Captain Urquhart had said one night in the ragged tent which passed for the officers’ mess, but that don’t make the beast quick. He had not been talking about Sharpe, not directly, but all the other officers glanced at him.


      The battalion had stopped in the middle of nowhere. It was hot as hell and no wind alleviated the sodden heat. They were surrounded by tall crops that hid everything except the sky. A cannon fired somewhere to the north, but Sharpe had no way of knowing whether it was a British gun or an enemy cannon.


      A dry ditch ran through the tall crops and the men of the company sat on the ditch lip as they waited for orders. One or two lay back and slept with their mouths wide open while Sergeant Colquhoun leafed through his tattered Bible. The Sergeant was short-sighted, so had to hold the book very close to his nose from which drops of sweat fell onto the pages. Usually the Sergeant read quietly, mouthing the words and sometimes frowning when he came across a difficult name, but today he was just slowly turning the pages with a wetted finger.


      “Looking for inspiration, Sergeant?” Sharpe asked.


      “I am not, sir,” Colquhoun answered respectfully, but somehow managed to convey that the question was still impertinent. He dabbed a finger on his tongue and carefully turned another page.


      So much for that bloody conversation, Sharpe thought. Somewhere ahead, beyond the tall plants that grew higher than a man, another cannon fired. The discharge was muffled by the thick stems. A horse neighed, but Sharpe could not see the beast. He could see nothing through the high crops.


      “Are you going to read us a story, Sergeant?” Corporal McCallum asked. He spoke in English instead of Gaelic, which meant that he wanted Sharpe to hear.


      “I am not, John. I am not.”


      “Go on, Sergeant,” McCallum said. “Read us one of those dirty tales about tits.”


      The men laughed, glancing at Sharpe to see if he was offended. One of the sleeping men jerked awake and looked about him, startled, then muttered a curse, slapped at a fly and lay back. The other soldiers of the company dangled their boots toward the ditch’s crazed mud bed that was decorated with a filigree of dried green scum. A dead lizard lay in one of the dry fissures. Sharpe wondered how the carrion birds had missed it.


      “The laughter of fools, John McCallum,” Sergeant Colquhoun said, “is like the crackling of thorns under the pot.”


      “Away with you, Sergeant!” McCallum said. “I heard it in the kirk once, when I was a wee kid, all about a woman whose tits were like bunches of grapes.” McCallum twisted to look at Sharpe. “Have you ever seen tits like grapes, Mr. Sharpe?”


      “I never met your mother, Corporal,” Sharpe said.


      The men laughed again. McCallum scowled. Sergeant Colquhoun lowered his Bible and peered at the Corporal. “The Song of Solomon, John McCallum,” Colquhoun said, “likens a woman’s bosom to clusters of grapes, and I have no doubt it refers to the garments that modest women wore in the Holy Land. Perhaps their bodices possessed balls of knotted wool as decoration? I cannot see it is a matter for your merriment.” Another cannon fired, and this time a round shot whipped through the tall plants close to the ditch. The stems twitched violently, discharging a cloud of dust and small birds into the cloudless sky. The birds flew about in panic for a few seconds, then returned to the swaying seedheads.


      “I knew a woman who had lumpy tits,” Private Hollister said. He was a dark-jawed, violent man who spoke rarely. “Lumpy like a coal sack, they were.” He frowned at the memory, then shook his head. “She died.”


      “This conversation is not seemly,” Colquhoun said quietly, and the men shrugged and fell silent.


      Sharpe wanted to ask the Sergeant about the clusters of grapes, but he knew such an inquiry would only cause ribaldry among the men and, as an officer, Sharpe could not risk being made to look a fool. All the same, it sounded odd to him. Why would anyone say a woman had tits like a bunch of grapes? Grapes made him think of grapeshot and he wondered if the bastards up ahead were equipped with canister. Well, of course they were, but there was no point in wasting canister on a field of bulrushes. Were they bulrushes? It seemed a strange thing for a farmer to grow, but India was full of oddities. There were naked sods who claimed to be holy men, snake-charmers who whistled up hooded horrors, dancing bears draped in tinkling bells, and contortionists draped in bugger all, a right bloody circus. And the clowns ahead would have canister. They would wait till they saw the redcoats, then load up the tin cans that burst like duckshot from the gun barrels. For what we are about to receive among the bulrushes, Sharpe thought, may the Lord make us truly thankful.


      “I’ve found it,” Colquhoun said gravely.


      “Found what?” Sharpe asked.


      “I was fairly sure in my mind, sir, that the good book mentioned millet. And so it does. Ezekiel, the fourth chapter and the ninth verse.” The Sergeant held the book close to his eyes, squinting at the text. He had a round face, afflicted with wens, like a suet pudding studded with currants. “‘Take thou also unto thee wheat, and barley,’” he read laboriously, “‘and beans, and lentils, and millet, and fitches, and put them in one vessel, and make thee bread thereof.’” Colquhoun carefully closed his Bible, wrapped it in a scrap of tarred canvas and stowed it in his pouch. “It pleases me, sir,” he explained, “if I can find everyday things in the scriptures. I like to see things, sir, and imagine my Lord and Savior seeing the selfsame things.”


      “But why millet?” Sharpe asked.


      “These crops, sir,” Colquhoun said, pointing to the tall stems that surrounded them, “are millet. The natives call it jowari, but our name is millet.” He cuffed the sweat from his face with his sleeve. The red dye of his coat had faded to a dull purple. “This, of course,” he went on, “is pearl millet, but I doubt the scriptures mention pearl millet. Not specifically.”


      “Millet, eh?” Sharpe said. So the tall plants were not bulrushes, after all. They looked like bulrushes, except they were taller. Nine or ten feet high. “Must be a bastard to harvest,” he said, but got no response. Sergeant Colquhoun always tried to ignore swear words.


      “What are fitches?” McCallum asked.


      “A crop grown in the Holy Land,” Colquhoun answered. He plainly did not know.


      “Sounds like a disease, Sergeant,” McCallum said. “A bad dose of the fitches. Leads to a course of mercury.” One or two men sniggered at the reference to syphilis, but Colquhoun ignored the levity.


      “Do you grow millet in Scotland?” Sharpe asked the Sergeant.


      “Not that I am aware of, sir,” Colquhoun said ponderously, after reflecting on the question for a few seconds, “though I daresay it might be found in the Lowlands. They grow strange things there. English things.” He turned pointedly away.


      And sod you too, Sharpe thought. And where the hell was Captain Urquhart? Where the hell was anybody for that matter? The battalion had marched long before dawn, and at midday they had expected to make camp, but then came a rumor that the enemy was waiting ahead and so General Sir Arthur Wellesley had ordered the baggage to be piled and the advance to continue. The King’s 74th had plunged into the millet, then ten minutes later the battalion was ordered to halt beside the dry ditch while Captain Urquhart rode ahead to speak with the battalion commander, and Sharpe had been left to sweat and wait with the company.


      Where he had damn all to do except sweat. Damn all. It was a good company, and it did not need Sharpe. Urquhart ran it well, Colquhoun was a magnificent sergeant, the men were as content as soldiers ever were, and the last thing the company needed was a brand new officer, an Englishman at that, who, just two months before, had been a sergeant.


      The men were talking in Gaelic and Sharpe, as ever, wondered if they were discussing him. Probably not. Most likely they were talking about the dancing girls in Ferdapoor, where there had been no mere clusters of grapes, but bloody great naked melons. It had been some sort of festival and the battalion had marched one way and the half-naked girls had writhed in the opposite direction and Sergeant Colquhoun had blushed as scarlet as an unfaded coat and shouted at the men to keep their eyes front. Which had been a pointless order, when a score of undressed bibbis were bobbling down the highway with silver bells tied to their wrists and even the officers were staring at them like starving men seeing a plate of roast beef. And if the men were not discussing women, they were probably grumbling about all the marching they had done in the last weeks, crisscrossing the Mahratta countryside under a blazing sun without a sight or smell of the enemy. But whatever they were talking about they were making damn sure that Ensign Richard Sharpe was left out.


      Which was fair enough, Sharpe reckoned. He had marched in the ranks long enough to know that you did not talk to officers, not unless you were spoken to or unless you were a slick-bellied crawling bastard looking for favors. Officers were different, except Sharpe did not feel different. He just felt excluded. I should have stayed a sergeant, he thought. He had increasingly thought that in the last few weeks, wishing he was back in the Seringapatam armory with Major Stokes. That had been the life! And Simone Joubert, the Frenchwoman who had clung to Sharpe after the battle at Assaye, had gone back to Seringapatam to wait for him. Better to be there as a sergeant, he reckoned, than here as an unwanted officer.


      No guns had fired for a while. Perhaps the enemy had packed up and gone? Perhaps they had hitched their painted cannon to their ox teams, stowed the canister in its limbers and buggered off northward? In which case it would be a quick about-turn, back to the village where the baggage was stored, then another awkward evening in the officers’ mess. Lieutenant Cahill would watch Sharpe like a hawk, adding tuppence to Sharpe’s mess bill for every glass of wine, and Sharpe, as the junior officer, would have to propose the loyal toast and pretend not to see when half the bastards wafted their mugs over their canteens. King over the water. Toasting a dead Stuart pretender to the throne who had died in Roman exile. Jacobites who pretended George III was not the proper King. Not that any of them were truly disloyal, and the secret gesture of passing the wine over the water was not even a real secret, but rather was intended to goad Sharpe into English indignation. Except Sharpe did not give a fig. Old King Cole could have been King of Britain for all Sharpe cared.


      Colquhoun suddenly barked orders in Gaelic and the men picked up their muskets, jumped into the irrigation ditch where they formed into four ranks and began trudging northward. Sharpe, taken by surprise, meekly followed. He supposed he should have asked Colquhoun what was happening, but he did not like to display ignorance, and then he saw that the rest of the battalion was also marching, so plainly Colquhoun had decided number six company should advance as well. The Sergeant had made no pretense of asking Sharpe for permission to move. Why should he? Even if Sharpe did give an order the men automatically looked for Colquhoun’s nod before they obeyed. That was how the company worked; Urquhart commanded, Colquhoun came next, and Ensign Sharpe tagged along like one of the scruffy dogs adopted by the men.


      Captain Urquhart spurred his horse back down the ditch. “Well done, Sergeant,” he told Colquhoun, who ignored the praise. The Captain turned the horse, its hooves breaking through the ditch’s crust to churn up clots of dried mud. “The rascals are waiting ahead,” Urquhart told Sharpe.


      “I thought they might have gone,” Sharpe said.


      “They’re formed and ready,” Urquhart said, “formed and ready.” The Captain was a fine-looking man with a stern face, straight back and steady nerve. The men trusted him. In other days Sharpe would have been proud to serve a man like Urquhart, but the Captain seemed irritated by Sharpe’s presence. “We’ll be wheeling to the right soon,” Urquhart called to Colquhoun, “forming line on the right in two ranks.”


      “Aye, sir.”


      Urquhart glanced up at the sky. “Three hours of daylight left?” he guessed. “Enough to do the job. You’ll take the left files, Ensign.”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said, and knew that he would have nothing to do there. The men understood their duty, the corporals would close the files and Sharpe would simply walk behind them like a dog tied to a cart.


      There was a sudden crash of guns as a whole battery of enemy cannon opened fire. Sharpe heard the round shots whipping through the millet, but none of the missiles came near the 74th. The battalion’s pipers had started playing and the men picked up their feet and hefted their muskets in préparation for the grim work ahead. Two more guns fired, and this time Sharpe saw a wisp of smoke above the seedheads and he knew that a shell had gone overhead. The smoke trail from the burning fuse wavered in the windless heat as Sharpe waited for the explosion, but none sounded.


      “Cut his fuse too long,” Urquhart said. His horse was nervous, or perhaps it disliked the treacherous footing in the bottom of the ditch. Urquhart spurred the horse up the bank where it trampled the millet. “What is this stuff?” he asked Sharpe. “Maize?”


      “Colquhoun says it’s millet,” Sharpe said, “pearl millet.”


      Urquhart grunted, then kicked his horse on towards the front of the company. Sharpe cuffed sweat from his eyes. He wore an officer’s red tailcoat with the white facings of the 74th. The coat had belonged to a Lieutenant Blaine who had died at Assaye and Sharpe had purchased the coat for a shilling in the auction of dead officers’ effects, then he had clumsily sewn up the bullet hole in the left breast, but no amount of scrubbing had rid the coat of Blaine’s blood which stained the faded red weave black. He wore his old trousers, the ones issued to him when he was a sergeant, red leather riding boots that he had taken from an Arab corpse in Ahmednuggur, and a tasseled red officer’s sash that he had pulled off a corpse at Assaye. For a sword he wore a light cavalry sabre, the same weapon he had used to save Wellesley’s life at the battle of Assaye. He did not like the sabre much. It was clumsy, and the curved blade was never where you thought it was. You struck with the sword, and just when you thought it would bite home, you found that the blade still had six inches to travel. The other officers carried claymores, big, straight-bladed, heavy and lethal, and Sharpe should have equipped himself with one, but he had balked at the auction prices.


      He could have bought every claymore in the auction if he had wished, but he had not wanted to give the impression of being wealthy. Which he was. But a man like Sharpe was not supposed to have money. He was up from the ranks, a common soldier, gutter-born and gutter-bred, but he had hacked down a half-dozen men to save Wellesley’s life and the General had rewarded Sergeant Sharpe by making him into an officer, and Ensign Sharpe was too canny to let his new battalion know that he possessed a king’s fortune. A dead king’s fortune: the jewels he had taken from the Tippoo Sultan in the blood- and smoke-stinking Water Gate at Seringapatam.


      Would he be more popular if it was known he was rich? He doubted it. Wealth did not give respectability, not unless it was inherited. Besides, it was not poverty that excluded Sharpe from both the officers’ mess and the ranks alike, but rather that he was a stranger. The 74th had taken a beating at Assaye. Not an officer had been left unwounded, and companies that had paraded seventy or eighty strong before the battle now had only forty to fifty men. The battalion had been ripped through hell and back, and its survivors now clung to each other. Sharpe might have been at Assaye, he might even have distinguished himself on the battlefield, but he had not been through the murderous ordeal of the 74th and so he was an outsider.


      “Line to the right!” Sergeant Colquhoun shouted, and the company wheeled right and shook itself into a line of two ranks. The ditch had emerged from the millet to join a wide, dry riverbed, and Sharpe looked northward to see a rill of dirty white gunsmoke on the horizon. Mahratta guns. But a long way away. Now that the battalion was free of the tall crops Sharpe could just detect a small wind. It was not strong enough to cool the heat, but it would waft the gunsmoke slowly away.


      “Halt!” Urquhart called. “Face front!”


      The enemy cannon might be far off, but it seemed that the battalion would march straight up the riverbed into the mouths of those guns. But at least the 74th was not alone. The 78th, another Highland battalion, was on their right, and on either side of those two Scottish battalions were long lines of Madrassi sepoys.


      Urquhart rode back to Sharpe. “Stevenson’s joined.” The Captain spoke loud enough for the rest of the company to hear. Urquhart was encouraging them by letting them know that the two small British armies had combined. General Wellesley commanded both, but for most of the time he split his forces into two parts, the smaller under Colonel Stevenson, but today the two small parts had” combined so that twelve thousand infantry could attack together. But against how many? Sharpe could not see the Mahratta army beyond their guns, but doubtless the bastards were there in force.


      “Which means the 94th’s off to our left somewhere,” Urquhart added loudly, and some of the men muttered their approval of the news. The 94th was another Scottish regiment, so today there were three Scottish battalions attacking the Mahrattas. Three Scottish and ten sepoy battalions, and most of the Scots reckoned that they could have done the job by themselves. Sharpe reckoned they could too. They may not have liked him much, but he knew they were good soldiers. Tough bastards. He sometimes tried to imagine what it must be like for the Mahrattas to fight against the Scots. Hell, he guessed. Absolute he’ll. “The thing is,” Colonel McCandless had once told Sharpe, “it takes twice as much to kill a Scot as it does to finish off an Englishman.”


      Poor McCandless. He had been finished off, shot in the dying moments of Assaye. Any of the enemy might have killed the Colonel, but Sharpe had convinced himself that the traitorous Englishman, William Dodd, had fired the fatal shot. And Dodd was still free, still fighting for the Mahrattas, and Sharpe had sworn over McCandless’s grave that he would take vengeance on the Scotsman’s behalf. He had made the oath as he had dug the Colonel’s grave, getting blisters as he had hacked into the dry soil. McCandless had been a good friend to Sharpe and now, with the Colonel deep buried so that no bird or beast could feast on his corpse, Sharpe felt friendless in this army.


      “Guns!” A shout sounded behind the 74th. “Make way!”


      Two batteries of six-pounder galloper guns were being hauled up the dry riverbed to form an artillery line ahead of the infantry. The guns were called gallopers because they were light and were usually hauled by horses, but now they were all harnessed to teams of ten oxen so they plodded rather than galloped. The oxen had painted horns and some had bells about their necks. The heavy guns were all back on the road somewhere, so far back that they would probably be too late to join this day’s party.


      The land was more open now. There were a few patches of tall millet ahead, but off to the east there were arable fields and Sharpe watched as the guns headed for that dry grassland. The enemy was watching too, and the first round shots bounced on the grass and ricocheted over the British guns.


      “A few minutes before the gunners bother themselves with us, I fancy,” Urquhart said, then kicked his right foot out of its stirrup and slid down beside Sharpe. “Jock!” He called a soldier. “Hold on to my horse, will you?” The soldier led the horse off to a patch of grass, and Urquhart jerked his head, inviting Sharpe to follow him out of the company’s earshot. The Captain seemed embarrassed, as was Sharpe, who was not accustomed to such intimacy with Urquhart. “D’you use a cigar, Sharpe?” the Captain asked.


      “Sometimes, sir.”


      “Here.” Urquhart offered Sharpe a roughly rolled cigar, then struck a light in his tinderbox. He lit his own cigar first, then held the box with its flickering flame to Sharpe. “The Major tells me a new draft has arrived in Madras.”


      “That’s good, sir.”


      “It won’t restore our strength, of course, but it’ll help,” Urquhart said. He was not looking at Sharpe, but staring at the British guns that steadily advanced across the grassland. There were only a dozen of the cannon, far fewer than the Mahratta guns. A shell exploded by one of the ox teams, blasting the beasts with smoke and scraps of turf, and Sharpe expected to see the gun stop as the dying beasts tangled the traces, but the oxen trudged on, miraculously unhurt by the shell’s violence. “If they advance too far,” Urquhart murmured, “they’ll become so much scrap metal. Are you happy here, Sharpe?”


      “Happy, sir?” Sharpe was taken aback by the sudden question.


      Urquhart frowned as if he found Sharpe’s response unhelpful. “Happy,” he said again, “content?”


      “Not sure a soldier’s meant to be happy, sir.”


      “Not true, not true,” Urquhart said disapprovingly. He was as tall as Sharpe. Rumor said that Urquhart was a very rich man, but the only sign of it was his uniform which was cut very elegantly in contrast to Sharpe’s shabby coat. Urquhart rarely smiled, which made it difficult to be easy in his company. Sharpe wondered why the Captain had sought this conversation, which seemed untypical of the unbending Urquhart. Perhaps he was nervous about the imminent battle? It seemed unlikely to Sharpe after Urquhart had endured the cauldron of fire at Assaye, but he could think of no other explanation. “A fellow should be content in his work,” Urquhart said with a flourish of his cigar, “and if he ain’t, it’s probably a sign that he’s in the wrong line of business.”


      “Don’t have much work to do, sir,” Sharpe said, wishing he did not sound so surly.


      “Don’t suppose you do,” Urquhart said slowly. “I do see your meaning. Indeed I do.” He shuffled his feet in the dust. “Company runs itself, I suppose. Colquhoun’s a good fellow, and Sergeant Craig’s showing well, don’t you think?”


      “Yes, sir.” Sharpe knew he did not need to call Urquhart “sir” all the time, but old habits died hard.


      “They’re both good Calvinists, you see,” Urquhart said. “Makes ’em trustworthy.”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said. He was not exactly sure what a Calvinist was, and he was not going to ask. Maybe it was the same as a Freemason, and there were plenty of those in the 74th’s mess, though Sharpe again did not really know what they were. He just knew he was not one of them.


      “Thing is, Sharpe,” Urquhart went on, though he did not look at Sharpe as he spoke, “you’re sitting on a fortune, if you follow me.”


      “A fortune, sir?” Sharpe asked with some alarm. Had Urquhart somehow smelled out Sharpe’s hoard of emeralds, rubies, diamonds and sapphires?


      “You’re an ensign,” Urquhart explained, “and if you ain’t happy you can always sell your commission. Plenty of fine fellows in Scotland who’ll pay you for the rank. Even some fellows here. I gather the Scotch Brigade has some gentlemen rankers.”


      So Urquhart was not nervous about the coming fight, but rather about Sharpe’s reaction to this conversation. The Captain wanted to be rid of Sharpe, and the realization made Sharpe even more awkward. He had wanted to be made an officer so badly, and already he wished he had never dreamed of the promotion. What had he expected? To be slapped on the back and welcomed like a long-lost brother? To be given a company of troops? Urquhart was watching him expectantly, waiting for a response, but Sharpe said nothing.


      “Four hundred pounds, Sharpe,” Urquhart said. “That’s the official rate for an ensign’s commission, but between you and me you can squeeze at least another fifty. Maybe even a hundred! And in guineas. But’ if you do sell to a ranker here, then make damn sure his note is good.”


      Sharpe said nothing. Were there really gentlemen rankers in the 94th? Such men could afford to be officers, and had an officer’s breeding, but until a commission was vacant they served in the ranks, yet ate in the mess. They were neither fish nor fowl. Like Sharpe himself. And any one of them would snap at the chance to buy a commission in the 74th. But Sharpe hardly needed the money. He possessed a fortune already, and if he wanted to leave the army then all he needed to do was resign his commission and walk away. Walk away a rich man.


      “Of course,” Urquhart went on, oblivious of Sharpe’s thoughts, “if the note’s written on a decent army agent then you won’t have any worries. Most of our fellows use John Borrey in Edinburgh, so if you see one of his notes then you can place full trust in it. Borrey’s an honest fellow. Another Calvinist, you see.”


      “And a Freemason, sir?” Sharpe asked. He was not really sure why he asked, but the question just got blurted out. He supposed he wanted to know if it was the same thing as a Calvinist.


      “I really couldn’t say.” Urquhart frowned at Sharpe and his voice became colder. “The point is, Sharpe, he’s trustworthy.”


      Four hundred and fifty guineas, Sharpe thought. It was not to be spat on. It was another small fortune to add to his jewels, and he felt the temptation to accept Urquhart’s advice. He was never going to be welcome in the 74th, and with his plunder he could set himself up in England.


      “Coins on the barrelhead,” Urquhart said. “Think on it, Sharpe, think on it. Jock, my horse!”


      Sharpe threw away the cigar. His mouth was dry with dust and the smoke was harsh, but as Urquhart mounted his horse he saw the scarcely smoked cigar lying on the ground and gave Sharpe an unfriendly look. For a second it seemed as if the Captain might say something, then he pulled on the reins and spurred away. Bugger it, Sharpe thought. Can’t do a thing right these days.


      The Mahratta cannon had got the range of the British galloper guns now and one of their round shot landed plumb on a carriage. One wheel splintered, tipping the six-pounder gun onto its side. The gunners leaped off the limber, but before they could detach the spare wheel, the ox team bolted. They dragged the broken gun back toward the sepoys, leaving a vast plume of dust where the axle boss dragged through the dry soil. The gunners ran to head the oxen off, but then a second team panicked. The beasts had their painted horns down and were galloping away from the bombardment. The Mahratta guns were firing fast now. A round shot slashed into another gun team, spurting ox blood bright into the sky. The enemy guns were big brutes, and with a much longer range than the small British six-pounders. A pair of shells exploded behind the panicked oxen, driving them even faster toward the sepoy battalions on the right of Wellesley’s line. The limbers were bouncing frantically on the uneven ground and every lurch sent shot tumbling or powder spilling. Sharpe saw General Wellesley turn his horse toward the sepoys. He was doubtless shouting at them to open ranks and so allow the bolting oxen to pass through the line, but instead, quite suddenly, the men themselves turned and ran. “Jesus!” Sharpe said aloud, earning himself a reproving look from Sergeant Colquhoun.


      Two battalions of the sepoys were fleeing. Sharpe saw the General riding among the fugitives, and he imagined Wellesley shouting at the frightened men to stop and reform, but instead they kept running toward the millet. They had been panicked by the oxen and by the weight of enemy shot that beat the dry grassland with dust and smoke. The men vanished in the high stalks, leaving nothing behind but a scatter of embarrassed officers and, astonishingly, the two panicked gun teams which had inexplicably stopped short of the millet and now waited patiently for the gunners to catch them.


      “Sit yourselves down!” Urquhart called to his men, and the company squatted in the dry riverbed. One man took a stump of clay pipe from his pouch and lit it with a tinderbox. The tobacco smoke drifted slowly in the small wind. A few men drank from their canteens, but most were hoarding their water against the dryness that would come when they bit into their cartridges. Sharpe glanced behind, hoping to see the puckalees who brought the battalion water, but there was no sign of them. When he turned back to the north he saw that some enemy cavalry had appeared on the crest, their tall lances making a spiky thicket against the sky. Doubtless the enemy horsemen were tempted to attack the broken British line and so stampede more of the nervous sepoys, but a squadron of British cavalry emerged from a wood with their sabres drawn to threaten the flank of the enemy horsemen. Neither side charged, but instead they just watched each other. The 74th’s pipers had ceased their playing. The remaining British galloper guns were deploying now, facing up the long gentle slope to where the enemy cannon lined the horizon. “Are all the muskets loaded?” Urquhart asked Colquhoun.


      “They’d better be, sir, or I’ll want to know why.”


      Urquhart dismounted. He had a dozen full canteens of water tied to his saddle and he unstrung six of them and gave them to the company. “Share it out,” he ordered, and Sharpe wished he had thought to bring some extra water himself. One man cupped some water in his hands and let his dog lap it up. The dog then sat and scratched its fleas while its master lay back and tipped his shako over his eyes.


      What the enemy should do, Sharpe thought, is throw their infantry forward. All of it. Send a massive attack across the skyline and down toward the millet. Flood the riverbed with a horde of screaming warriors who could add to the panic and so snatch victory.


      But the skyline stayed empty except for the guns and the stalled enemy lancers.


      And so the redcoats waited.


      Colonel William Dodd, commanding officer of Dodd’s Cobras, spurred his horse to the skyline from where he stared down the slope to see the British force in disarray. It looked to him as though two or more battalions had fled in panic, leaving a gaping hole on the right of the redcoat line. He turned his horse and kicked it to where the Mahratta warlord waited under his banners. Dodd forced his horse through the aides until he reached Prince Manu Bappoo. “Throw everything forward, sahib,” he advised Bappoo, “now!”


      Manu Bappoo showed no sign of having heard Dodd. The Mahratta commander was a tall and lean man with a long, scarred face and a short black beard. He wore yellow robes, had a silver helmet with a long horse-tail plume, and carried a drawn sword that he claimed to have taken in single combat from a British cavalry officer. Dodd doubted the claim, for the sword was of no pattern that he recognized, but he was not willing to challenge Bappoo directly on the matter. Bappoo was not like most of the Mahratta leaders that Dodd knew. Bappoo might be a prince and the younger brother of the cowardly Rajah of Berar, but he was also a fighter.


      “Attack now!” Dodd insisted. Much earlier in the day he had advised against fighting the British at all, but now it seemed that his advice had been wrong, for the British assault had dissolved in panic long before it reached musket range. “Attack with everything we’ve got, sahib,” Dodd urged Bappoo.


      “If I throw everything forward, Colonel Dodd,” Bappoo said in his oddly sibilant voice, “then my guns will have to cease fire. Let the British walk into the cannon fire, then we shall release the infantry.” Bappoo had lost his front teeth to a lance thrust, and hissed his words so that, to Dodd, he sounded like a snake. He even looked reptilian. Maybe it was his hooded eyes, or perhaps it was just his air of silent menace. But at least he could fight. Bappoo’s brother, the Rajah of Berar, had fled before the battle at Assaye, but Bappoo, who had not been present at Assaye, was no coward. Indeed, he could bite like a serpent.


      “The British walked into the cannon fire at Assaye,” Dodd growled, “and there were fewer of them and we had more guns, but still they won.”


      Bappoo patted his horse which had shied away from the sound of a nearby cannon. It was a big, black Arab stallion, and its saddle was encrusted with silver. Both horse and saddle had been gifts from an Arabian sheik whose tribesmen sailed to India to serve in Bappoo’s own regiment. They were mercenaries from the pitiless desert who called themselves the Lions of Allah and they were reckoned to be the most savage regiment in all India. The Lions of Allah were arrayed behind Bappoo: a phalanx of dark-faced, white-robed warriors armed with muskets and long, curved scimitars. “You truly think we should fight them in front of our guns?” Bappoo asked Dodd.


      “Muskets will kill more of them than cannon will,” Dodd said. One of the things he liked about Bappoo was that the man was willing to listen to advice. “Meet them halfway, sahib, thin the bastards out with musket fire, then pull back to let the guns finish them with canister. Better still, sahib, put the guns on the flank to rake them.”


      “Too late to do that,” Bappoo said.


      “Aye, well. Mebbe.” Dodd sniffed. Why the Indians stubbornly insisted on putting guns in front of infantry, he did not know. Daft idea, it was, but they would do it. He kept telling them to put their cannon between the regiments, so that the gunners could slant their fire across the face of the infantry, but Indian commanders reckoned that the sight of guns directly in front heartened their men. “But put some infantry out front, sahib,” he urged.


      Bappoo thought about Dodd’s proposal. He did not much like the Englishman who was a tall, ungainly and sullen man with long yellow teeth and a sarcastic manner, but Bappoo suspected his advice was good. The Prince had never fought the British before, but he was aware that they were somehow different from the other enemies he had slaughtered on a score of battlefields across western India. There was, he understood, a stolid indifference to death in those red ranks that let them march calmly into the fiercest cannonade. He had not seen it happen, but he had heard about it from enough men to credit the reports. Even so he found it hard to abandon the tried and tested methods of battle. It would seem unnatural to advance his infantry in front of the guns, and so render the artillery useless. He had thirty-eight cannon, all of them heavier than anything the British had yet deployed, and his gunners were as well trained as any in the world. Thirty-eight heavy cannon could make a fine slaughter of advancing infantry, yet if what Dodd said was true, then the red-coated ranks would stoically endure the punishment and keep coming. Except some had already run, which suggested they were nervous, so perhaps this was the day when the gods would finally turn against the British. “I saw two eagles this morning,” Bappoo told Dodd, “outlined against the sun.”


      So bloody what? Dodd thought. The Indians were great ones for auguries, forever staring into pots of oil or consulting holy men or worrying about the errant fall of a trembling leaf, but there was no better augury for victory than the sight of an enemy running away before they even reached the fight. “I assume the eagles mean victory?” Dodd asked politely.


      “They do,” Bappoo agreed. And the augury suggested the victory would be his whatever tactics he used, which inclined him against trying anything new. Besides, though Prince Manu Bappoo had never fought the British, neither had the British ever faced the Lions of Allah in battle. And the numbers were in Bappoo’s favor. He was barring the British advance with forty thousand men, while the redcoats were not even a third of that number. “We shall wait,” Bappoo decided, “and let the enemy get closer.” He would crush them with cannon fire first, then with musketry. “Perhaps I shall release the Lions of Allah when the British are closer, Colonel,” he said to pacify Dodd.


      “One regiment won’t do it,” Dodd said, “not even your Arabs, sahib. Throw every man forward. The whole line.”


      “Maybe,” Bappoo said vaguely, though he had no intention of advancing all his infantry in front of the precious guns. He had no need to. The vision of eagles had persuaded him that he would see victory, and he believed the gunners would make that victory. He imagined dead red-coated bodies among the crops. He would avenge Assaye and prove that redcoats could die like any other enemy. “To your men, Colonel Dodd,” he said sternly.


      Dodd wheeled his horse and spurred toward the right of the line where his Cobras waited in four ranks. It was a fine regiment, splendidly trained, which Dodd had extricated from the siege of Ahmednuggur and then from the panicked chaos of the defeat at Assaye. Two disasters, yet Dodd’s men had never flinched. The regiment had been a part of Scindia’s army, but after Assaye the Cobras had retreated with the Rajah of Berar’s infantry, and Prince Manu Bappoo, summoned from the north country to take command of Berar’s shattered forces, had persuaded Dodd to change his allegiance from Scindia to the Rajah of Berar. Dodd would have changed allegiance anyway, for the dispirited Scindia was seeking to make peace with the British, but Bappoo had added the inducement of gold, silver and a promotion to colonel. Dodd’s men, mercenaries all, did not care which master they served so long as his purse was deep.


      Gopal, Dodd’s second-in-command, greeted the Colonel’s return with a rueful look. “He won’t advance?”


      “He wants the guns to do the work.”


      Gopal heard the doubt in Dodd’s voice. “And they won’t?”


      “They didn’t at Assaye,” Dodd said sourly. “Damn it! We shouldn’t be fighting them here at all! Never give redcoats open ground. We should be making the bastards climb walls or cross rivers.” Dodd was nervous of defeat, and he had cause to be for the British had put a price on his head. That price was now seven hundred guineas, nearly six thousand rupees, and all of it promised in gold to whoever delivered William Dodd’s body, dead or alive, to the East India Company. Dodd had been a lieutenant in the Company’s army, but he had encouraged his men to murder a goldsmith and, faced with prosecution, Dodd had deserted and taken over a hundred sepoys with him. That had been enough to put a price on his head, but the price rose after Dodd and his treacherous sepoys murdered the Company’s garrison at Chasalgaon. Now Dodd’s body was worth a fortune and William Dodd understood greed well enough to be fearful. If Bappoo’s army collapsed today as the Mahratta army had disintegrated at Assaye, then Dodd would be a fugitive on an open plain dominated by enemy cavalry. “We should fight them in the hills,” he said grimly.


      “Then we should fight them at Gawilghur,” Gopal said.


      “Gawilghur?” Dodd asked.


      “It is the greatest of all the Mahratta fortresses, sahib. Not all the armies of Europe could take Gawilghur.” Gopal saw that Dodd was skeptical of the claim. “Not all the armies of the world could take it, sahib,” he added earnestly. “It stands on cliffs that touch the sky, and from its walls men are reduced to the size of lice.”


      “There’s a way in, though,” Dodd said, “there’s always a way in.”


      “There is, sahib, but the way into Gawilghur is across a neck of high rock that leads only to an outer fortress. A man might fight his way through those outer walls, but then he will come to a deep ravine and find the real stronghold lies on the ravine’s far side. There are more walls, more guns, a narrow path, and vast gates barring the way!” Gopal sighed. “I saw it once, years ago, and prayed I would never have to fight an enemy who had taken refuge there.”


      Dodd said nothing. He was staring down the gentle slope to where the red-coated infantry waited. Every few seconds a puff of dust showed where a round shot struck the ground.


      “If things go badly today,” Gopal said quietly, “then we shall go to Gawilghur and there we shall be safe. The British can follow us, but they cannot reach us. They will break themselves on Gawilghur’s rocks while we take our rest at the edge of the fortress’s lakes. We shall be in the sky, and they will die beneath us like dogs.”


      If Gopal was right then not all the king’s horses nor all the king’s men could touch William Dodd at Gawilghur. But first he had to reach the fortress, and maybe it would not even be necessary, for Prince Manu Bappoo might yet beat the redcoats here. Bappoo believed mere was no infantry in India that could stand against his Arab mercenaries.


      Away on the plain Dodd could see that the two battalions that had fled into the tall crops were now being brought back into the line. In a moment, he knew, that line would start forward again. “Tell our guns to hold their fire,” he ordered Gopal. Dodd’s Cobras possessed five small cannon of their own, designed to give the regiment close support. Dodd’s guns were not in front of his white-coated men, but away on the right flank from where they could lash a murderous slanting fire across the face of the advancing enemy. “Load with canister,” he ordered, “and wait till they’re close.” The important thing was to win, but if fate decreed otherwise, then Dodd must live to fight again at a place where a man could not be beaten.


      At Gawilghur.


      The British line at last advanced. From east to west it stretched for three miles, snaking in and out of millet fields, through pastureland and across the wide, dry riverbed. The center of the line was an array of thirteen red-coated infantry battalions, three of them Scottish and the rest sepoys, while two regiments of cavalry advanced on the left flank and four on the right. Beyond the regular cavalry were two masses of mercenary horsemen who had allied themselves to the British in hope of loot. Drums beat and pipes played. The colors hung above the shakos. A great swath of crops was trodden flat as the cumbersome line marched north. The British guns opened fire, their small six-pound missiles aimed at the Mahratta guns.


      Those Mahratta guns fired constantly. Sharpe, walking behind the left flank of number six company, watched one particular gun which stood just beside a bright clump of flags on the enemy-held skyline. He slowly counted to sixty in his head, then counted it again, and worked out that the gun had managed five shots in two minutes. He could not be certain just how many guns were on the horizon, for the great cloud of powder smoke hid them, but he tried to count the muzzle flashes that appeared as momentary bright flames amid the gray-white vapor and, as best he could. guess, he reckoned there were nearly forty cannon there. Forty times five was what? Two hundred. So a hundred shots a minute were being fired, and each shot, if properly aimed, might kill two men, one in the front rank and one behind. Once the attack was close, of course, the bastards would switch to canister and then every shot could pluck a dozen men out of the line, but for now, as the redcoats silently trudged forward, the enemy was sending round shot down the gentle slope. A good many of these missed. Some screamed overhead and a few bounced over the line, but the enemy gunners were good, and they were lowering their cannon barrels so that the round shot struck the ground well ahead of the redcoat line and, by the time the missile reached the target, it had bounced a dozen times and so struck at waist height or below. Grazing, the gunners called it, and it took skill. If the first graze was too close to the gun then the ball would lose its momentum and do nothing but raise jeers from the redcoats as it rolled to a harmless stop, while if the first graze was too close to the attacking line then the ball would bounce clean over the redcoats. The skill was to skim the ball low enough to be certain of a hit, and all along the line the round shots were taking their toll. Men were plucked back with shattered hips and legs. Sharpe passed one spent cannonball that was sticky with blood and thick with flies, lying twenty paces from the man it had eviscerated. “Close, up!” the sergeants shouted, and the file-closers tugged men to fill the gaps. The British guns were firing into the enemy smoke cloud, but their shots seemed to have no effect, and so the guns were ordered farther forward. The ox teams were brought up, the guns were attached to the limbers, and the six-pounders trundled on up the slope.


      “Like ninepins.” Ensign Venables had appeared at Sharpe’s side. Roderick Venables was sixteen years old and attached to number seven company. He had been the battalion’s most junior officer till Sharpe joined, and Venables had taken it on himself to be a tutor to Sharpe in how officers should behave. “They’re bowling us over like ninepins, eh, Richard?”


      Before Sharpe could reply a half-dozen men of number six company threw themselves aside as a cannonball bounced hard and low toward them. It whipped harmlessly through the gap they had made. The men laughed at having evaded it, then Sergeant Colquhoun ordered them back into their two ranks.


      “Aren’t you supposed to be on the left of your company?” Sharpe asked Venables.


      “You’re still thinking like a sergeant, Richard,” Venables said. “Pig-ears doesn’t mind where I am.” Pig-ears was Captain Lomax, who had earned his nickname not because of any peculiarity about his ears, but because he had a passion for crisply fried pig-ears. Lomax was easygoing, unlike Urquhart who liked everything done strictly according to regulations. “Besides,” Venables went on, “there’s damn all to do. The lads know their business.”


      “Waste of time being an ensign,” Sharpe said.


      “Nonsense! An ensign is merely a colonel in the making,” Venables said. “Our duty, Richard, is to be decorative and stay alive long enough to be promoted. But no one expects us to be useful! Good God! A junior officer being useful? That’ll be the day.” Venables gave a hoot of laughter. He was a bumptious, vain youth, but one of the few officers in the 74th who offered Sharpe companionship. “Did you hear a new draft has come to Madras?” he asked.


      “Urquhart told me.”


      “Fresh men. New officers. You won’t be junior anymore.”


      Sharpe shook his head. “Depends on the date the new men were commissioned, doesn’t it?”


      “Suppose it does. Quite right. And they must have sailed, from Britain long before you got the jump up, eh? So you’ll still be the mess baby. Bad luck, old fellow.”


      Old fellow? Quite right, Sharpe thought. He was old. Probably ten years older than Venables, though Sharpe was not exactly sure for no one had ever bothered to note down his birth date. Ensigns were youths and Sharpe was a man.


      “Whoah!” Venables shouted in delight and Sharpe looked up to see that a round shot had struck the edge of an irrigation canal and bounced vertically upward in a shower of soil. “Pig-ears says he once saw two cannonballs collide in midair,” Venables said. “Well, he didn’t actually see it, of course, but he heard it. He says they suddenly appeared in the sky. Bang! Then flopped down.”


      “They’d have shattered and broken up,” Sharpe said.


      “Not according to Pig-ears,” Venables insisted. “He says they flattened each other.” A shell exploded ahead of the company, whistling scraps of iron casing overhead. No one was hurt and the files stepped around the smoking fragments. Venables stooped and plucked up a scrap, juggling it because of the heat. “Like to have keepsakes,” he explained, slipping the piece of iron into a pouch. “I’ll send it home for my sisters. Why don’t our guns stop and fire?”


      “Still too far away,” Sharpe said. The advancing line still had half a mile to go and, while the six-pounders could fire at that distance, the gunners must have decided to get really close so that their shots could not miss. Get close, that was what Colonel McCandless had always told Sharpe. It was the secret of battle. Get close before you start slaughtering.


      A round shot struck a file in seven company. It was on its first graze, still traveling at blistering speed, and the two men of the file were whipped backward in a spray of mingling blood. “Jesus,” Venables said in awe. “Jesus!” The corpses were mixed together, a jumble of splintered bones, tangled entrails and broken weapons. A corporal, one of the file-closers, stooped to extricate the men’s pouches and haversacks from the scattered offal. “two more names in the church porch,” Venables remarked. “Who were they, Corporal?”


      “The McFadden brothers, sir.” The Corporal had to shout to be heard over the roar of the Mahratta guns.


      “Poor bastards,” Venables said. “Still, there are six more. A fecund lady, Rosie McFadden.”


      Sharpe wondered what fecund meant, then decided he could guess. Venables, for all his air of carelessness, was looking slightly pale as though the sight of the churned corpses had sickened him. This was his first battle, for he had been sick with the Malabar Itch during Assaye, but the Ensign was forever explaining that he could not be upset by the sight of blood because, from his earliest days, he had assisted his father who was an Edinburgh surgeon, but now he suddenly turned aside, bent over and vomited. Sharpe kept stolidly walking. Some of the men turned at the sound of Venables’s retching.


      “Eyes front!” Sharpe snarled.


      Sergeant Colquhoun gave Sharpe a resentful look. The Sergeant believed that any order that did not come from himself or from Captain Urquhart was an unnecessary order.


      Venables caught up with Sharpe. “Something I ate.”


      “India does that,” Sharpe said sympathetically.


      “Not to you.”


      “Not yet,” Sharpe said and wished he was carrying a musket so he could touch the wooden stock for luck.


      Captain Urquhart sheered his horse leftward. “To your company, Mr. Venables.”


      Venables scuttled away and Urquhart rode back to the company’s right flank without acknowledging Sharpe’s presence. Major Swinton, who commanded the battalion while Colonel Wallace had responsibility for the brigade, galloped his horse behind the ranks. The hooves thudded heavily ion the dry earth. “All well?” Swinton called to Urquhart.


      “All well.”


      “Good man!” Swinton spurred on.


      The sound of the enemy guns was constant now, like thunder that did not end. A thunder that pummeled the ears and almost drowned out the skirl of the pipers. Earth fountained where round shot struck. Sharpe, glancing to his left, could see a scatter of bodies lying in the wake of the long line. There was a village there. How the hell had he walked straight past a village without even seeing it? It was not much of a place, just a huddle of reed-thatched hovels with a few patchwork gardens protected by cactus-thorn hedges, but he had still walked clean past without noticing its existence. He could see no one there. The villagers had too much sense. They would have packed their few pots and pans and buggered off as soon as the first soldier appeared near their fields. A Mahratta round shot smacked into one of the hovels, scattering reed and dry timber, and leaving the sad roof sagging.


      Sharpe looked the other way and saw enemy cavalry advancing in the distance, then he glimpsed the blue and yellow uniforms of the British 19th Dragoons trotting to meet them. The late-afternoon sunlight glittered on drawn sabres. He thought he heard a trumpet call, but maybe he imagined it over the hammering of the guns. The horsemen vanished behind a stand of trees. A cannonball screamed overhead, a shell exploded to his left, then the 74th’s Light Company edged inward to give an ox team room to pass back southward. The British cannon had been dragged well ahead of the attacking line where they had now been turned and deployed. Gunners rammed home shot, pushed priming quills into touch-holes, stood back. The sound of the guns crashed across the field, blotting the immediate view with gray-white smoke and filling the air with the nauseous stench of rotted eggs.


      The drummers beat on, timing the long march north. For the moment it was a battle of artillerymen, the puny British six-pounders firing into the smoke cloud where the bigger Mahratta guns pounded at the advancing redcoats. Sweat trickled down Sharpe’s belly, it stung his eyes and it dripped from his nose. Flies buzzed by his face. He pulled the sabre free and found that its handle was slippery with perspiration, so he wiped it and his right hand on the hem of his red coat. He suddenly wanted to piss badly, but this was not the time to stop and unbutton breeches. Hold it, he told himself, till the bastards are beaten. Or piss in your pants, he told himself, because in this heat no one would know it from sweat and it would dry quickly enough. Might smell, though. Better to wait. And if any of the men knew he had pissed his pants he would never live it down. Pisspants Sharpe. A ball thumped overhead, so close that its passage rocked Sharpe’s shako. A fragment of something whirred to his left. A man was on the ground, vomiting blood. A dog barked as another tugged blue guts from an opened belly. The beast had both paws on the corpse to give its tug purchase. A file-closer kicked the dog away, but as soon as the man was gone the dog ran back to the body. Sharpe wished he could have a good wash. He knew he was lousy, but then everyone was lousy. Even General Wellesley was probably lousy. Sharpe looked eastward and saw the General spurring up behind the kilted 78th. Sharpe had been Wellesley’s orderly at Assaye and as a result he knew all the staff officers who rode behind the General. They had been much friendlier than the 74th’s officers, but then they had not been expected to treat Sharpe as an equal.


      Bugger it, he thought. Maybe he should take Urquhart’s advice. Go home, take the cash, buy an inn and hang the sabre over the serving hatch. Would Simone Joubert go to England with him? She might like running an inn. The Buggered Dream, he could call it, and he would charge army officers twice the real price for any drink.


      The Mahratta guns suddenly went silent, at least those that were directly ahead of the 74th, and the change in the battle’s noise made Sharpe peer ahead into the smoke cloud that hung over the crest just a quarter-mile away. More smoke wreathed the 74th, but that was from the British guns. The enemy gun smoke was clearing, carried northward on the small wind, but there was nothing there to show why the guns at the center of the Mahratta line had ceased fire. Perhaps the buggers had run out of ammunition. Some hope, he thought, some bloody hope. Or perhaps they were all reloading with canister to give the approaching redcoats a rajah’s welcome.


      God, but he needed a piss and so he stopped, tucked the sabre into his armpit, then fumbled with his buttons. One came loose. He swore, stooped to pick it up, then stood and emptied his bladder onto the dry ground. Then Urquhart was wheeling his horse. “Must you do that now, Mr. Sharpe?” he asked irritably.


      Yes, sir, three bladders full, sir, and damn your bloody eyes, sir. “Sorry, sir,” Sharpe said instead. So maybe proper officers didn’t piss? He sensed the company was laughing at him and he ran to catch up, fiddling with his buttons. Still there was no gunfire from the Mahratta center. Why not? But then a cannon on one of the enemy flanks fired slantwise across the field and the ball grazed right through number six company, ripping a front rank man’s feet off and slashing a man behind through the knees. Another soldier was limping, his leg deeply pierced by a splinter from his neighbor’s bone. Corporal McCallum, one of the file-closers, tugged men into the gap while a piper ran across to bandage the wounded men. The injured would be left where they fell until after the battle when, if they still lived, they would be carried to the surgeons. And if they survived the knives and saws they would be shipped home, good for nothing except to be a burden on the parish. Or maybe the Scots did not have parishes; Sharpe was not sure, but he was certain the buggers had workhouses. Everyone had workhouses and paupers’ graveyards. Better to be buried out here in the black earth of enemy India than condemned to the charity of a workhouse.


      Then he saw why the guns in the center of the Mahratta line had ceased fire. The gaps between the guns were suddenly filled with men running forward. Men in long robes and headdresses. They streamed between the gaps, then joined together ahead of the guns beneath long green banners that trailed from silver-topped poles. Arabs, Sharpe thought. He had seen some at Ahmednuggur, but most of those had been dead. He remembered Sevajee, the Mahratta who fought alongside Colonel McCandless, saying that the Arab mercenaries were the best of all the enemy troops.


      Now there was a horde of desert warriors coming straight for the 74th and their kilted neighbors.


      The Arabs came in a loose formation. Their guns had decorated stocks that glinted in the sunlight, while curved swords were scabbarded at their waists. They came almost jauntily, as though they had utter confidence in their ability. How many were there? A thousand? Sharpe reckoned at least a thousand. Their officers were on horseback. They did not advance in ranks and files, but in a mass, and some, the bravest men, ran ahead as if eager to start the killing. The great robed mass was chanting a shrill war cry, while in its center drummers were beating huge instruments that pulsed a belly-thumping beat across the field. Sharpe watched the nearest British gun load with canister. The green banners were being waved from side to side so mat the silk trails snaked over the warriors’ heads. Something was written on the banners, but it was in no script that Sharpe recognized.


      “Seventy-fourth!” Major Swinton called. “Halt!”


      The 78th had also halted. The two Highland battalions, both under strength after their losses at Assaye, were taking the full brunt of the Arab charge. The rest of the battlefield seemed to melt away. All Sharpe could see was the robed men coming so eagerly toward him.


      “Make ready!” Swinton called.


      “Make ready!” Urquhart echoed.


      “Make ready!” Sergeant-Colquhoun shouted. The men raised their muskets chest high and pulled back the heavy hammers.


      Sharpe pushed into the gap between number six company and its left-hand neighbor, number seven. He wished he had a musket. The sabre felt flimsy.


      “Present!” Swinton called.


      “Present!” Colquhoun echoed, and the muskets went into the men’s shoulders. Heads bowed to peer down the barrels’ lengths.


      “You’ll fire low, boys,” Urquhart said from behind the line, “you’ll fire low. To your place, Mr. Sharpe.”


      Bugger it, Sharpe thought, another bloody mistake. He stepped back behind the company where he was supposed to make sure no one tried to run.


      The Arabs were close. Less than a hundred paces to go now. Some had their swords drawn. The air, miraculously smoke-free, was filled with their blood-chilling war cry which was a weird ululating sound. Not far now, not far at all. The Scotsmen’s muskets were angled slightly down. The kick drove the barrels upward, and untrained troops, not ready for the heavy recoil, usually fired high. But this volley would be lethal.


      “Wait, boys, wait,” Pig-ears called to number seven company. Ensign Venables slashed at weeds with his claymore. He looked nervous.


      Urquhart had drawn a pistol. He dragged the cock back, and his horse’s ears flicked back as the pistol’s spring clicked.


      Arab faces screamed hatred. Their great drums were thumping. The redcoat line, just two ranks deep, looked frail in front of the savage charge.


      Major Swinton took a deep breath. Sharpe edged toward the gap again. Bugger it, he wanted to be in the front line where he could kill. It was too nerve-racking behind the line.


      “Seventy-fourth!” Swinton shouted, then he paused. Men’s fingers curled about their triggers.


      Let them get close, Swinton was thinking, let them get close.


      Then kill them.


      Prince Manu Bappoo’s brother, the Rajah of Berar, was not at the village of Argaum where the Lions of Allah now charged to destroy the heart of the British attack. The Rajah did not like battle. He liked the idea of conquest, he loved to see prisoners paraded and he craved the loot that filled his storehouses, but he had no belly for fighting.


      Manu Bappoo had no such qualms. He was thirty-five years old, he had fought since he was fifteen, and all he asked was the chance to go on fighting for another twenty or forty years. He considered himself a true Mahratta; a pirate, a rogue, a thief in armor, a looter, a pestilence, a successor to the generations of Mahrattas who had dominated western India by pouring from their hill fastnesses to terrorize the plump princedoms and luxurious kingdoms in the plains. A quick sword, a fast horse and a wealthy victim, what more could a man want? And so Bappoo had ridden deep and far to bring plunder and ransom back to the small land of Berar.


      But now all the Mahratta lands were threatened. One British army was conquering their northern territory, and another was here in the south. It was this southern redcoat force that had broken the troops of Scindia and Berar at Assaye, and the Rajah of Berar had summoned his brother to bring his Lions of Allah to claw and kill the invader. This was not a task for horsemen, the Rajah had warned Bappoo, but for infantry. It was a task for the Arabs.


      But Bappoo knew this was a task for horsemen. His Arabs would win, of that he was sure, but they could only break the enemy on the immediate battlefield. He had thought to let the British advance right up to his cannon, then release the Arabs, but a whim, an intimation of triumph, had decided him to advance the Arabs beyond the guns. Let the Lions of Allah loose on the enemy’s center and, when that center was broken, the rest of the British line would scatter and run in panic, and that was when the Mahratta horsemen would have their slaughter. It was already early evening, and the sun was sinking in the reddened west, but the sky was cloudless and Bappoo was anticipating the joys of a moonlit hunt across the flat Deccan Plain. “We shall gallop through blood,” he said aloud, then led his aides toward his army’s right flank so that he could charge past his Arabs when they had finished their fight. He would let his victorious Lions of Allah pillage the enemy’s camp while he led his horsemen on a wild victorious gallop through the moon-touched darkness.


      And the British would run. They would run like goats from the tiger. But the tiger was clever. He had only kept a small number of horsemen with the army, a mere fifteen thousand, while the greater part of his cavalry had been sent southward to raid the enemy’s long supply roads. The British would flee straight into those men’s sabres.


      Bappoo trotted his horse just behind the right flank of the Lions of Allah. The British guns, were firing canister and Bappoo saw how the ground beside his Arabs was being flecked by the blasts of shot, and he saw the robed men fall, but he saw how the others did not hesitate, but hurried on toward the pitifully thin line of redcoats. The Arabs were screaming defiance, the guns were hammering, and Bappoo’s soul soared with the music. There was nothing finer in life, he thought, than this sensation of imminent victory. It was like a drug that fired the mind with noble visions.


      He might have spared a moment’s thought and wondered why the British did not use their muskets. They were holding their fire, waiting until every shot could kill, but the Prince was not worrying about such trifles. In his dreams he was scattering a broken army, slashing at them with his tulwar, carving a bloody path south. A fast sword, a quick horse and a broken enemy. It was the Mahratta paradise, and the Lions of Allah were opening its gates so that this night Manu Bappoo, Prince, warrior and dreamer, could ride into legend.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2

    


    
      Fire!” Swinton shouted.


      The two Highland regiments fired together, close to a thousand muskets flaming to make an instant hedge of thick smoke in front of the battalions. The Arabs vanished behind the smoke as the redcoats reloaded. Men bit into the grease-coated cartridges, tugged ramrods that they whirled in the air before rattling them down into the barrels. The churning smoke began to thin, revealing small fires where the musket wadding burned in the dry grass.


      “Platoon fire!” Major Swinton shouted. “From the flanks!”


      “Light Company!” Captain Peters called on the left flank. “First platoon; fire!”


      “Kill them! Your mothers are watching!” Colonel Harness shouted. The Colonel of the 78th was mad as a hatter and half delirious with a fever, but he had insisted on advancing behind his kilted Highlanders. He was being carried in a palanquin and, as the platoon fire began, he struggled from the litter to join the battle, his only weapon a broken riding crop. He had been recently bled, and a stained bandage trailed from a coat sleeve. “Give them a flogging, you dogs! Give them a flogging.”


      The two battalions fired in half companies now, each half company firing two or three seconds after the neighboring platoon so that the volleys rolled in from the outer wings of each battalion, met in the center and then started again at the flanks. Clockwork fire, Sharpe called it, and it was the result of hours of tedious practice. Beyond the battalions’ flanks the six-pounders bucked back with each shot, their wheels jarring up from the turf as the canisters ripped apart at the muzzles. Wide swaths of burning grass lay under the cannon smoke. The gunners were working in shirtsleeves, swabbing, ramming, then ducking aside as the guns pitched back again. Only the gun commanders, most of them sergeants, seemed to look at the enemy, and then only when they were checking the alignment of the cannon. The other gunners fetched shot and powder, sometimes heaved on a handspike or pushed on the wheels as the gun was relaid, then swabbed and loaded again. “Water!” a corporal shouted, holding up a bucket to show that the swabbing water was gone.


      “Fire low! Don’t waste your powder!” Major Swinton called as he pushed his horse into the gap between the center companies. He peered at the enemy through the smoke. Behind him, next to the 74th’s twin flags, General Wellesley and his aides also stared at the Arabs beyond the smoke clouds. Colonel Wallace, the brigade commander, trotted his horse to the battalion’s flank. He called something to Sharpe as he went by, but his words were lost in the welter of gunfire, then his horse half spun as a bullet struck its haunch. Wallace steadied the beast, looked back at the wound, but the horse did not seem badly hurt. Colonel Harness was thrashing one of the native palanquin bearers who had been trying to push the Colonel back into the curtained vehicle. One of Wellesley’s aides rode back to quieten the Colonel and to persuade him to go southward.


      “Steady now!” Sergeant Colquhoun shouted. “Aim low!”


      The Arab charge had been checked, but not defeated. The first volley must have hit the attackers cruelly hard for Sharpe could see a line of bodies lying on the turf. The bodies looked red and white, blood against robes, but behind that twitching heap the Arabs were firing back to make their own ragged cloud of musket smoke. They fired haphazardly, untrained in platoon volleys, but they reloaded swiftly and their bullets were striking home. Sharpe heard the butcher’s sound of metal hitting meat, saw men hurled backward, saw some fall. The file-closers hauled the dead out of the line and tugged the living closer together. “Close up! Close up!” The pipes played on, adding their defiant music to the noise of the guns. Private Hollister was hit in the head and Sharpe saw a cloud of white flour drift away from the man’s powdered hair as his hat fell off. Then blood soaked the whitened hair and Hollister fell back with glassy eyes.


      “One platoon, fire!” Sergeant Colquhoun shouted. He was so shortsighted that he could barely see the enemy, but it hardly mattered. No one could see much in the smoke, and all that was needed was a steady nerve and Colquhoun was not a man to panic.


      “Two platoon, fire!” Urquhart shouted.


      “Christ Jesus!” a man called” close to Sharpe. He reeled backward, his musket falling, then he twisted and dropped to his knees. “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” he moaned, clutching at his throat. Sharpe could see no wound there, but then he saw blood seeping down the man’s gray trousers. The dying man looked up at Sharpe, tears showed at his eyes, then he pitched forward.


      Sharpe picked up the fallen musket, then turned the man over to unstrap the cartridge box. The man was dead, or so near as to make no difference.


      “Flint,” a front rank man called. “I need a flint!”


      Sergeant Colquhoun elbowed through the ranks, holding out a spare flint. “And where’s your own spare flint, John Hammond?”


      “Christ knows, Sergeant.”


      “Then ask Him, for you’re on a charge.”


      A man swore as a bullet tore up his left arm. He backed out of the ranks, the arm hanging useless and dripping blood.


      Sharpe pushed into the gap between the companies, put the musket to his shoulder and fired. The kick slammed into his shoulder, but it felt good. Something to do at last. He dropped the butt, fished a cartridge from the pouch and bit off the top, tasting the salt in the gunpowder. He rammed, fired again, loaded again. A bullet made an odd fluttering noise as it went past his ear, then another whined overhead. He waited for the rolling volley to come down the battalion’s face, then fired with the other men of six company’s first platoon. Drop the butt, new cartridge, bite, prime, pour, ram, ramrod back in the hoops, gun up, butt into the bruised shoulder and haul back the dog-head, Sharpe did it as efficiently as any other man, but he had been trained to it. That was the difference, he thought grimly. He was trained, but no one trained the officers. They had bugger all to do, so why train them? Ensign Venables was right, the only duty of a junior officer was to stay alive, but Sharpe could not resist a fight. Besides, it felt better to stand in the ranks and fire into the enemy’s smoke than stand behind the company and do nothing.


      The Arabs were fighting well. Damned well. Sharpe could not remember any other enemy who had stood and taken so much concentrated platoon fire. Indeed, the robed men were trying to advance, but they were checked by the ragged heap of bodies that had been their front ranks. How many damned ranks had they? A dozen? He watched a green flag fall, then the banner was picked up and waved in the air. Their big drums still beat, making a menacing sound to match the redcoats’ pipers. The Arab guns had unnaturally long barrels that spewed dirty smoke and licking tongues of flame. Another bullet whipped close enough to Sharpe to bat his face with a gust of warm air. He fired again, then a hand seized his coat collar and dragged him violently backward.


      “Your place, Ensign Sharpe,” Captain Urquhart said vehemently, “is here! Behind the line!” The Captain was mounted and his horse had inadvertently stepped back as Urquhart seized Sharpe’s collar, and the weight of the horse had made the Captain’s tug far more violent than he had intended. “You’re not a private any longer,” he said, steadying Sharpe who had almost been pulled off his feet.


      “Of course, sir,” Sharpe said, and he did not meet Urquhart’s gaze, but stared bitterly ahead. He was blushing, knowing he had been reprimanded in front of the men. Damn it to hell, he thought.


      “Prepare to charge!” Major Swinton called.


      “Prepare to charge!” Captain Urquhart echoed, spurring his horse away from Sharpe.


      The Scotsmen pulled out their bayonets and twisted them onto the lugs of their musket barrels.


      “Empty your guns!” Swinton called, and those men who were still loaded raised their muskets and fired a last volley.


      “Seventy-fourth!” Swinton shouted. “Forward! I want to hear some pipes! Let me hear pipes!”


      “Go on, Swinton, go on!” Wallace shouted. There was no need to encourage the battalion forward, for it was going willingly, but the Colonel was excited. He drew his claymore and pushed his horse into the rear rank of number seven company. “Onto them, lads! Onto them!” The redcoats marched forward, trampling through the scatter of little fires started by their musket wadding.


      The Arabs seemed astonished that the redcoats were advancing. Some drew their own bayonets, while others pulled long curved swords from scabbards.


      “They won’t stand!” Wellesley shouted. “They won’t stand.”


      “They bloody well will,” a man grunted.


      “Go on!” Swinton shouted. “Go on!” And the 74th, released to the kill, ran the last few yards and jumped up onto the heaps of dead before slashing home with their bayonets. Off to the right the 78th were also charging home. The British cannon gave a last violent blast of canister, then fell silent as the Scots blocked the gunners’ aim.


      Some of the Arabs wanted to fight, others wanted to retreat, but the charge had taken them by surprise and the rearward ranks were still not aware of the danger and so pressed forward, forcing the reluctant men at the front onto the Scottish bayonets. The Highlanders screamed as they killed. Sharpe still held the unloaded musket as he closed up on the rear rank. He had no bayonet and was wondering whether he should draw his sabre when a tall Arab suddenly hacked down a front rank man with a scimitar, then pushed forward to slash with the reddened blade at the second man in the file. Sharpe reversed the musket, swung it by the barrel and hammered the heavy stock down onto the swordsman’s head. The Arab sank down and a bayonet struck into his spine so that he twisted like a speared eel. Sharpe hit him on the head again, kicked him for good measure, then shoved on. Men were shouting, screaming, stabbing, spitting, and, right in the face of number six company, a knot of robed men were slashing with scimitars as though they could defeat the 74th by themselves. Urquhart pushed his horse up against the rear rank and fired his pistol. One of the Arabs was plucked back and the others stepped away at last, all except one short man who screamed in fury and slashed with his long curved blade. The front rank parted to let the scimitar cut the air between two files, then the second rank also split apart to allow the short man to come screaming through on his own, with only Sharpe in front.


      “He’s only a lad!” a Scottish voice shouted in warning as the ranks closed again.


      It was not a short man at all, but a boy. Maybe only twelve or thirteen years old, Sharpe guessed as he fended off the scimitar with the musket barrel. The boy thought he could win the battle single-handed and leaped at Sharpe, who parried the sword and stepped back to show he did not want to fight. “Put it down, lad,” he said.


      The boy spat, leaped and cut again. Sharpe parried a third time, then reversed the musket and slammed its stock into the side of the boy’s head. For a second the lad stared at Sharpe with an astonished look, then he crumpled to the turf.


      “They’re breaking!” Wellesley shouted from somewhere close by. “They’re breaking!”


      Colonel Wallace was in the front rank now, slicing down with his claymore. He hacked like a farmer, blow after blow. He had lost his cocked hat and his bald pate gleamed in the late sunlight. There was blood on his horse’s flank, and more blood spattered on the white turnbacks of his coattails. Then the pressure of the enemy collapsed and the horse twisted into the gap and Wallace spurred it on. “Come on, boys! Come on!” A man stooped to rescue Wallace’s cocked hat. Its plumes were blood-soaked.


      The Arabs were fleeing. “Go!” Swinton shouted. “Go! Keep ’em running! Go!”


      A man paused to search a corpse’s robes and Sergeant Colquhoun dragged the man up and pushed him on. The file-closers were making sure none of the enemy bodies left behind the Scottish advance were dangerous. They kicked swords and muskets out of injured men’s hands, prodded apparently unwounded bodies with bayonets and killed any man who showed a spark of fight. Two pipers were playing their ferocious music, driving the Scots up the gentle slope where the big Arab drums had been abandoned. Man after man speared the drum-skins with bayonets as they passed.


      “Forward on! Forward on!” Urquhart bellowed as though he were on a hunting field.


      “To the guns!” Wellesley called.


      “Keep going!” Sharpe bellowed at some laggards. “Go on, you bastards, go on!”


      The enemy gun line was at the crest of the low rise, but the Mahratta gunners dared not fire because the remnants of the Lions of Allah were between them and the redcoats. The gunners hesitated for a few seconds, then decided the day was lost and fled.


      “Take the guns!” Wellesley called.


      Colonel Wallace spurred among the fleeing enemy, striking down with the claymore, then reined in beside a gaudily painted eighteen-pounder. “Come on, lads! Come on! To me!”


      The Scotsmen reached the guns. Most had reddened bayonets, all had sweat streaks striping their powder-blackened faces. Some began rifling the limbers where gunners stored food and valuables.


      “Load!” Urquhart called. “Load!”


      “Form ranks!” Sergeant Colquhoun shouted. He ran forward and tugged men away from the limbers. “Leave the carts alone, boys! Form ranks! Smartly now!”


      Sharpe, for the first time, could see down the long reverse slope. Three hundred paces away were more infantry, a great long line of it massed in a dozen ranks, and beyond that were some walled gardens and the roofs of a village. The shadows were very long for the sun was blazing just above the horizon. The Arabs were running toward the stationary infantry.


      “Where are the galloper guns?” Wallace roared, and an aide spurred back down the slope to fetch the gunners.


      “Give them a volley, Swinton!” Wellesley called.


      The range was very long for a musket, but Swinton hammered the battalion’s fire down the slope, and maybe it was that volley, or perhaps it was the sight of the defeated Arabs that panicked the great mass of infantry. For a few seconds they stood under their big bright flags and then, like sand struck by a flood, they dissolved into a rabble.


      Cavalry trumpets blared. British and sepoy horsemen charged forward with sabres, while the irregular horse, those mercenaries who had attached themselves to the British for the chance of loot, lowered their lances and raked back their spurs.


      It was a cavalryman’s paradise, a broken enemy with nowhere to hide. Some Mahrattas sought shelter in the village, but most ran past it, throwing down their weapons as the terrible horsemen streamed into the fleeing horde with sabres and lances slicing and thrusting.


      “Puckalees!” Urquhart shouted, standing in his stirrups to look for the men and boys who brought water to the troops. There was none in sight and the 74th was parched, the men’s thirst made acute by the saltpeter in the gunpowder which had fouled their mouths. “Where the…?” Urquhart swore, then frowned at Sharpe. “Mr. Sharpe? I’ll trouble you to find our puckalees.”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said, not bothering to hide his disappointment at the order. He had hoped to find some loot when the 74th searched the village, but instead he was to be a fetcher of water. He threw down the musket and walked back through the groaning, slow-moving litter of dead and dying men. Dogs were scavenging among the bodies.


      “Forward now!” Wellesley called behind Sharpe, and the whole long line of British infantrymen advanced under their flags toward the village. The cavalry was already far beyond the houses, killing with abandon and driving the fugitives ever farther northward.


      Sharpe walked on southward. He suspected the puckalees were still back with the baggage, which would mean a three-mile walk and, by the time he had found them, the battalion would have slaked its thirst from the wells in the village. Bugger it, he thought. Even when they gave him a job it was a useless errand.


      A shout made him look to his right where a score of native cavalrymen were slicing apart the robes of the dead Arabs in search of coins and trinkets. The scavengers were Mahrattas who had sold their services to the British and Sharpe guessed that the horsemen had not joined the pursuit for fear of being mistaken for the defeated enemy. One of the Arabs had only been feigning death and now, despite being hugely outnumbered, defied his enemies with a pistol that he dragged from beneath his robe. The taunting cavalrymen had made a ring and the Arab kept twisting around to find that his tormentor had skipped away before he could aim the small gun.


      The Arab was a short man, then he turned again and Sharpe saw the bruised, bloody face and recognized the child who had charged the 74th so bravely. The boy was doomed, for the ring of cavalrymen was slowly closing for the kill. One of the Mahrattas would probably die, or at least be horribly injured by the pistol ball, but that was part of the game. The boy had one shot, they had twenty. A man prodded the boy in the back with a lance point, making him whip around, but the man with the lance had stepped fast back and another man slapped the boy’s headdress with a tulwar. The other cavalrymen laughed.


      Sharpe reckoned the boy deserved better. He was a kid, nothing more, but brave as a tiger, and so he crossed to the cavalrymen. “Let him be!” he called.


      The boy turned toward Sharpe. If he recognized that the British officer was trying to save his life he showed no sign of gratitude; instead he lifted the pistol so that its barrel pointed at Sharpe’s face. The cavalrymen, reckoning this was even better sport, urged him to shoot and one of them approached the boy with a raised tulwar, but did not strike. He would let the boy shoot Sharpe, then kill him. “Let him be,” Sharpe said. “Stand back!” The Mahrattas grinned, but did not move. Sharpe could take the single bullet, then they would tear the boy into sabre-shredded scraps of meat.


      The boy took a step toward Sharpe. “Don’t be a bloody fool, lad,” Sharpe said. The boy obviously did not speak English, but Sharpe’s tone was soothing. It made no difference. The lad’s hand was shaking and he looked frightened, but defiance had been bred into his bone. He knew he would die, but he would take an enemy soul with him and so he nerved himself to die well. “Put the gun down,” Sharpe said softly. He was wishing he had not intervened now. The kid was just distraught enough and mad enough to fire, and Sharpe knew he could do nothing about it except run away and thus expose himself to the jeers of the Mahrattas. He was close enough now to see the scratches on the pistol’s blackened muzzle where the rammer had scraped the metal. “Don’t be a bloody fool, boy,” he said again. Still the boy pointed the pistol. Sharpe knew he should turn and run, but instead he took another pace forward. Just one more and he reckoned he would be close enough to swat the gun aside.


      Then the boy shouted something in Arabic, something about Allah, and pulled the trigger.


      The hammer did not move. The boy looked startled, then pulled the trigger again.


      Sharpe began laughing. The expression of woe on the child’s face was so sudden, and so unfeigned, that Sharpe could only laugh. The boy looked as if he was about to cry.


      The Mahratta behind the boy swung his tulwar. He reckoned he could slice clean through the boy’s grubby headdress and decapitate him, but Sharpe had taken the extra step and now seized the boy’s hand and tugged him into his belly. The sword hissed an inch behind the boy’s neck. “I said to leave him alone!” Sharpe said. “Or do you want to fight me instead?”


      “None of us,” a calm voice said behind Sharpe, “wants to fight Ensign Sharpe.”


      Sharpe turned. One of the horsemen was still mounted, and it was this man who had spoken. He was dressed in a tattered European uniform jacket of green cloth hung with small silver chains, and he had a lean scarred face with a nose as hooked as Sir Arthur Wellesley’s. He now grinned down at Sharpe.


      “Syud Sevajee,” Sharpe said.


      “I never did congratulate you on your promotion,” Sevajee said, and leaned down to offer Sharpe his hand.


      Sharpe shook it. “It was McCandless’s doing,” he said.


      “No,” Sevajee disagreed, “it was yours.” Sevajee, who led this band of horsemen, waved his men away from Sharpe, then looked down at the boy who struggled in Sharpe’s grip. “You really want to save that little wretch’s life?”


      “Why not?”


      “A tiger cub plays like a kitten,” Sevajee said, “but it still grows into a tiger and one day it eats you.”


      “This one’s no kitten,” Sharpe said, thumping the boy on the ear to stop his struggles.


      Sevajee spoke in quick Arabic and the boy went quiet. “I told him you saved his life,” Sevajee explained to Sharpe, “and that he is now beholden to you.” Sevajee spoke to the boy again who, after a shy look at Sharpe, answered. “His name’s Ahmed,” Sevajee said, “and I told him you were a great English lord who commands the lives and deaths of a thousand men.”


      “You told him what?”


      “I told him you’d beat him bloody if he disobeys you,” Sevajee said, looking at his men who, denied their entertainment, had gone back to looting the dead. “You like being an officer?” he asked Sharpe.


      “I hate it.”


      Sevajee smiled, revealing red-stained teeth. “McCandless thought you would, but didn’t know how to curb your ambition.” Sevajee slid down from his saddle. “I am sorry McCandless died,” the Indian said.


      “Me too.”


      “You know who killed him?”


      “I reckon it was Dodd.”


      Sevajee nodded. “Me too.” Syud Sevajee was a high-born Mahratta, the eldest son of one of the Rajah of Berar’s warlords, but a rival in the Rajah’s service had murdered his father, and Sevajee had been seeking revenge ever since. If that revenge meant marching with the enemy British, then that was a small price to pay for family pride. Sevajee had ridden with Colonel McCandless when the Scotsman had pursued Dodd, and thus he had met Sharpe. “Beny Singh was not with the enemy today,” he told Sharpe.


      Sharpe had to think for a few seconds before remembering that Beny Singh was the man who had poisoned Sevajee’s father. “How do you know?”


      “His banner wasn’t among the Mahratta flags. Today we faced Manu Bappoo, the Rajah’s brother. He’s a better man than the Rajah, but he refuses to take the throne for himself. He’s also a better soldier than the rest, but not good enough, it seems. Dodd was there.”


      “He was?”


      “He got away.” Sevajee turned and gazed northward. “And I know where they’re going.”


      “Where?”


      “To Gawilghur,” Sevajee said softly, “to the sky fort.”


      “Gawilghur?”


      “I grew up there.” Sevajee spoke softly, still gazing at the hazed northern horizon. “My father was killadar of Gawilghur. It was a post of honor, Sharpe, for it is our greatest stronghold. It is the fortress in the sky, the impregnable refuge, the place that has never fallen to our enemies, and Beny Singh is now its killadar. Somehow we shall have to get inside, you and I. And I shall kill Singh and you will kill Dodd.”


      “That’s why I’m here,” Sharpe said.


      “No.” Sevajee gave Sharpe a sour glance. “You’re here, Ensign, because you British are greedy.” He looked at the Arab boy and asked a question. There was a brief conversation, then Sevajee looked at Sharpe again. “I have told him he is to be your servant, and that you will beat him to death if he steals from you.”


      “I wouldn’t do that!” Sharpe protested.


      “I would,” Sevajee said, “and he believes you would, but it still won’t stop him thieving from you. Better to kill him now.” He grinned, then hauled himself into his saddle. “I shall look for you at Gawilghur, Mr. Sharpe.”


      “I shall look for you,” Sharpe said.


      Sevajee spurred away and Sharpe crouched to look at his new servant. Ahmed was as thin as a half-drowned cat. He wore dirty robes and a tattered headdress secured by a loop of frayed rope that was stained with blood, evidently where Sharpe’s blow with the musket had caught him during the battle. But he had bright eyes and a defiant face, and though his voice had not yet broken he was braver than many full-grown men. Sharpe unslung his canteen and pushed it into the boy’s hand, first taking away the broken pistol that he tossed away. “Drink up, you little bugger,” Sharpe said, “then come for a walk.”


      The boy glanced up the hill, but his army was long gone. It had vanished into the evening beyond the crest and was now being pursued by vengeful cavalry. He said something in Arabic, drank what remained of Sharpe’s water, then offered a grudging nod of thanks.


      So Sharpe had a servant, a battle had been won, and now he walked south in search of puckalees.


      Colonel William Dodd watched the Lions of Allah break, and spat with disgust. It had been foolish to fight here in the first place and now the foolery was turning to disaster. “Jemadar!” he called.


      “Sahib?”


      “We’ll form square. Put our guns in the center. And the baggage.”


      “Families, sahib?”


      “Families too.” Dodd watched Manu Bappoo and his aides galloping back from the British advance. The gunners had already fled, which meant that the Mahrattas’ heavy cannon would all be captured, every last piece of it. Dodd was tempted to abandon his regiment’s small battery of five-pounders which were about as much use as pea-shooters, but a soldier’s pride persuaded him to drag the guns from the field. Bappoo might lose all his guns, but it would be a cold day in hell before William Dodd gave up artillery to an enemy.


      His Cobras were on the Mahratta right flank and there, for the moment, they were out of the way of the British advance. If the rest of the Mahratta infantry remained firm and fought, then Dodd would stay with them, but he saw that the defeat of the Arabs had demoralized Bappoo’s army. The ranks began to dissolve, the first fugitives began to run north and Dodd knew this army was lost. First Assaye, now this. A goddamn disaster! He turned his horse and smiled at his” white-jacketed men. “You haven’t lost a battle!” he shouted to them. “You haven’t even fought today, so you’ve lost no pride! But you’ll have to fight now! If you don’t, if you break ranks, you’ll die. If you fight, you’ll live! Jemadar! March!”


      The Cobras would now attempt one of the most difficult of all feats of soldiering, a fighting withdrawal. They marched in a loose square, the center of which gradually filled with their women and children. Some other infantry tried to join the families, but Dodd snarled at his men to beat them away. “Fire if they won’t go!” he shouted. The last thing he wanted was for his men to be infected by panic.


      Dodd trailed the square. He heard cavalry trumpets and he twisted in his saddle to see a mass of irregular light horsemen come over the crest. “Halt!” he shouted. “Close ranks! Charge bayonets!”


      The white-jacketed Cobras sealed the loose square tight. Dodd pushed through the face of the square and turned his horse to watch the cavalrymen approach. He doubted they would come close, not when there were easier pickings to the east and, sure enough, as soon as the leading horsemen saw that the square was waiting with leveled muskets, they sheered away.


      Dodd holstered his pistol. “March on, Jemadar!”


      Twice more Dodd had to halt and form ranks, but both times the threatening horsemen were scared away by the calm discipline of his white-coated soldiers. The red-coated infantry was not pursuing. They had reached the village of Argaum and were content to stay there, leaving the pursuit to the horsemen, and those horsemen chased after the broken rabble that flooded northward, but none chose to die by charging Dodd’s formed ranks.


      Dodd inclined to the west, angling away from the pursuers. By nightfall he was confident enough to form the battalion into a column of companies, and by midnight, under a clear moon, he could no longer even hear the British trumpets. He knew that men would still be dying, ridden down by cavalry and pierced by lances or slashed by sabres, but Dodd had got clean away. His men were tired, but they were safe in a dark countryside of millet fields, drought-emptied irrigation ditches and scattered villages where dogs barked frantically when they caught the scent of the marching column.


      Dodd did not trouble the villagers. He had sufficient food, and earlier in the night they had found an irrigation tank that had yielded enough water for men and beasts. “Do you know where we are, Jemadar?” he asked.


      “No, sahib.” Gopal grinned, his teeth showing white in the darkness.


      “Nor do I. But I know where we’re going.”


      “Where, sahib?”


      “To Gawilghur, Gopal. To Gawilghur.”


      “Then we must march north, sahib.” Gopal pointed to the mountains that showed as a dark line against the northern stars. “It is there, sahib.”


      Dodd was marching to the fortress that had never known defeat. To the impregnable fastness on the cliff. To Gawilghur.


      Dawn came to the millet fields. Ragged-winged birds flopped down beside corpses. The smell of death was already rank, and would only grow worse as the sun rose to become a furnace in a cloudless sky. Bugles called reveille, and the pickets who had guarded the sleeping army around Argaum cleared their muskets by loosing off shots. The gunfire startled birds up from corpses and made the feasting dogs growl among the human dead.


      Regiments dug graves for their own dead. There were few enough to bury, for no more than fifty redcoats had died, but there were hundreds of Mahratta and Arab corpses, and the lascars who did the army’s fetching and carrying began the task of gathering the bodies. Some enemies still lived, though barely, and the luckiest of those were dispatched with a blow of a mattock before their robes were rifled. The unlucky were taken to the surgeons’ tents.


      The enemy’s captured guns were inspected, and a dozen selected as suitable for British service. They were all well made, forged in Agra by French-trained gunsmiths, but some were the wrong caliber and a few were so overdecorated with writhing gods and goddesses that no self-respecting gunner could abide them. The twenty-six rejected guns would be double-shotted and exploded. “A dangerous business,” Lieutenant Colonel William Wallace remarked to Sharpe.


      “Indeed, sir.”


      “You saw the accident at Assaye?” Wallace asked. The Colonel took off his cocked hat and fanned his face. The hat’s white plumes were still stained with blood that had dried black.


      “I heard it, sir. Didn’t see it,” Sharpe said. The accident had occurred after the battle of Assaye when the enemy’s captured cannon were being destroyed and one monstrous piece, a great siege gun, had exploded prematurely, killing two engineers.


      “Leaves us short of good engineers,” Wallace remarked, “and we’ll need them if we’re going to Gawilghur.”


      “Gawilghur, sir?”


      “A ghastly fortress, Sharpe, quite ghastly.” The Colonel turned and pointed north. “Only about twenty miles away, and if the Mahrattas have any sense that’s where they’ll be heading.” Wallace sighed. “I’ve never seen the place, so maybe it isn’t as bad as they say, but I remember poor McCandless describing it as a brute. A real brute. Like Stirling Castle, he said, only much larger and the cliff’s twenty times higher.”


      Sharpe had never seen Stirling Castle, so had no real idea what the Colonel meant. He said nothing. He had been idling the morning away when Wallace sent for him, and now he and the Colonel were walking through the battle’s litter. The Arab boy followed a dozen paces behind. “Yours, is he?” Wallace asked.


      “Think so, sir. Sort of picked him up yesterday.”


      “You need a servant, don’t you? Urquhart tells, me you don’t have one.”


      So Urquhart had been discussing Sharpe with the Colonel. No good could come of that, Sharpe thought. Urquhart had been nagging Sharpe to find a servant, implying that Sharpe’s clothes were in need of cleaning and pressing, which they were, but as he only owned the clothes he wore, he could not really see the point in being too finicky. “I hadn’t really thought what to do with the lad, sir,” Sharpe admitted.


      Wallace turned and spoke to the boy in an Indian language, and Ahmed stared up at the Colonel and nodded solemnly as though he understood what had been said. Perhaps he did, though Sharpe did not. “I’ve told him he’s to serve you properly,” Wallace said, “and that you’ll pay him properly.” The Colonel seemed to disapprove of Ahmed, or maybe he just disapproved of everything to do with Sharpe, though he was doing his best to be friendly. It had been Wallace who had given Sharpe the commission in the 74th, and Wallace had been a close friend of Colonel McCandless, so Sharpe supposed that the balding Colonel was, in his way, an ally. Even so, Sharpe felt awkward in the Scotsman’s company. He wondered if he would ever feel relaxed among officers. “How’s that woman of yours, Sharpe?” Wallace asked cheerfully.


      “My woman, sir?” Sharpe asked, blushing.


      “The Frenchwoman, can’t recall her name. Took quite a shine to you, didn’t she?”


      “Simone, sir? She’s in Seringapatam, sir. Seemed the best place for her, sir.”


      “Quite, quite.”


      Simone Joubert had been widowed at Assaye where her husband, who had served Scindia, had died. She had been Sharpe’s lover and, after the battle, she had stayed with him. Where else, she asked, was she to go? But Wellesley had forbidden his officers to take their wives on the campaign, and though Simone was not Sharpe’s wife, she was white, and so she had agreed to go to Seringapatam and there wait for him. She had carried a letter of introduction to Major Stokes, Sharpe’s friend who ran the armory, and Sharpe had given her some of the Tippoo’s jewels so that she could find servants and live comfortably. He sometimes worried he had given her too many of the precious stones, but consoled himself that Simone would keep the surplus safe till he returned.


      “So are you happy, Sharpe?” Wallace asked bluffly.


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said bleakly.


      “Keeping busy?”


      “Not really, sir.”


      “Difficult, isn’t it?” Wallace said vaguely. He had stopped to watch the gunners loading one of the captured cannon, a great brute that looked to take a ball of twenty or more pounds. The barrel had been cast with an intricate pattern of lotus flowers and dancing girls, then painted with garish colors. The gunners had charged the gaudy barrel with a double load of powder and now they rammed two cannonballs down the blackened gullet. An engineer had brought some wedges and a gunner sergeant pushed one down the barrel, then hammered it home with the rammer so that the ball would jam when the gun was fired. The engineer took a ball of fuse from his pocket, pushed one end into the touch-hole, then backed away, uncoiling the pale line. “Best if we give them some space,” Wallace said, gesturing that they should walk south a small way. “Don’t want to be beheaded by a scrap of gun, eh?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Very difficult,” Wallace said, picking up his previous thought. “Coming up from the ranks? Admirable, Sharpe, admirable, but difficult, yes?”


      “I suppose so, sir,” Sharpe said unhelpfully.


      Wallace sighed, as though he was finding the conversation unexpectedly hard going. “Urquhart tells me you seem”—the Colonel paused, looking for the tactful word—“unhappy?”


      “Takes time, sir.”


      “Of course, of course. These things do. Quite.” The Colonel wiped a hand over his bald pate, then rammed his sweat-stained hat back into place. “I remember when I joined. Years ago now, of course, and I was only a little chap. Didn’t know what was going on! They said turn left, then turned right. Damned odd, I thought. I was arse over elbow for months, I can tell you.” The Colonel’s voice tailed away. “Damned hot,” he said after a while. “Damned hot. Ever heard of the 95th, Sharpe?”


      “Ninety-fifth, sir? Another Scottish regiment?”


      “Lord, no. The 95th Rifles. They’re a new regiment. Couple of years old. Used to be called the Experimental Corps of Riflemen!” Wallace hooted with laughter at the clumsy name. “But a friend of mine is busy with the rascals. Willie Stewart, he’s called. The Honorable William Stewart. Capital fellow! But Willie’s got some damned odd ideas. His fellows wear green coats. Green! And he tells me his riflemen ain’t as rigid as he seems to think we are.” Wallace smiled to show he had made some kind of joke. “Thing is, Sharpe, I wondered if you wouldn’t be better suited to Stewart’s outfit? His idea, you should understand. He wrote wondering if I had any bright young officers who could carry some experience of India to Shorncliffe. I was going to write back and say we do precious little skirmishing here, and it’s skirmishing that Willie’s rogues are being trained to do, but then I thought of you, Sharpe.”


      Sharpe said nothing. Whichever way you wrapped it up, he was being dismissed from the 74th, though he supposed it was kind of Wallace to make the 95th sound like an interesting sort of regiment. Sharpe guessed they were the usual shambles of a hastily raised wartime battalion, staffed by the leavings of other regiments and composed of gutter rogues discarded by every other recruiting sergeant. The very fact they wore green coats sounded bad, as though the army could not be bothered to waste good red cloth on them. They would probably dissolve in panicked chaos in their first battle.


      “I’ve written to Willie about you,” Wallace went on, “and I know he’ll have a place for you.” Meaning, Sharpe thought, that the Honorable William Stewart owed Wallace a favor. “And our problem, frankly,” Wallace continued, “is that a new draft has reached Madras. Weren’t expecting it till spring, but they’re here now, so we’ll be back to strength in a month or so.” Wallace paused, evidently wondering if he had softened the blow sufficiently. “And the fact is, Sharpe,” he resumed after a while, “that Scottish regiments are more like, well, families! Families, that’s it, just it. My mother always said so, and she was a pretty shrewd judge of these things. Like families! More so, I think, than English regiments, don’t you think?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said, trying to hide his misery.


      “But I can’t let you go while there’s a war on,” Wallace continued heartily. The Colonel had turned to watch the cannon again. The engineer had finished unwinding his fuse and the gunners now shouted at everyone within earshot to stand away. “I do enjoy this,” the Colonel said warmly.


      “Nothing like a bit of gratuitous destruction to set the juices flowing, eh?”


      The engineer stooped to the fuse with his tinderbox. Sharpe saw him strike the flint then blow the charred linen into flame. There was a pause, then he put the fuse end into the small fire and the smoke fizzed up.


      The fuse burned fast, the smoke and sparks snaking through the dry grass and starting small fires, then the red hot trail streaked up the back of the gun and down into the touch-hole.


      For a heartbeat nothing happened, then the whole gun just seemed to disintegrate. The charge had tried to propel the double shot up the wedged barrel, but the resistance was just big enough to restrict the explosion. The touch-hole shot out first, the shaped piece of metal tearing out a chunk of the upper breach, then the whole rear of the painted barrel split apart in smoke, flame and whistling lumps of jagged metal. The forward part of the barrel, jaggedly torn off, dropped to the grass as the gun’s wheels were splayed out. The gunners cheered. “One less Mahratta gun,” Wallace said. Ahmed was grinning broadly. “Did you know Mackay?” Wallace asked Sharpe.


      “No, sir.”


      “Captain Mackay. Hugh Mackay. East India Company officer. Fourth Native Cavalry. Very good fellow indeed, Sharpe. I knew his father well. Point is, though, that young Hugh was put in charge of the bullock train before Assaye. And he did a very good job! Very good. But he insisted on joining his troopers in the battle. Disobeyed orders, d’you see? Wellesley was adamant that Mackay must stay with his bullocks, but young Hugh wanted to be on the dance floor, and quite right too, except that the poor devil was killed. Cut in half by a cannonball!” Wallace sounded shocked, as though such a thing was an outrage. “It’s left the bullock train without a guiding hand, Sharpe.”


      Christ, Sharpe thought, but he was to be made bullock master!


      “Not fair to say they don’t have a guiding hand,” Wallace continued, “because they do, but the new fellow don’t have any experience with bullocks. Torrance, he’s called, and I’m sure he’s a good fellow, but things are likely to get a bit more sprightly from now on. Going deeper into enemy territory, see? And there are still lots of their damned horsemen at large, and Torrance says he needs a deputy officer. Someone to help him. Thought you might be just the fellow for the job, Sharpe.” Wallace smiled as though he was granting Sharpe a huge favor.


      “Don’t know anything about bullocks, sir,” Sharpe said doggedly.


      “I’m sure you don’t! Who does? And there are dromedaries, and elephants. A regular menagerie, eh? But the experience, Sharpe, will do you good. Think of it as another string to your bow.”


      Sharpe knew a further protest would do no good, so he nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said.


      “Good! Good! Splendid.” Wallace could not hide his relief. “It won’t be for long, Sharpe. Scindia’s already suing for peace, and the Rajah of Berar’s bound to follow. We may not even have to fight at Gawilghur, if that’s where the rogues do take refuge. So go and help Torrance, then you can set a course for England, eh? Become a Greenjacket!”


      So Ensign Sharpe had failed. Failed utterly. He had been an officer for two months and now he was being booted out of a regiment. Sent to the bullocks and the dromedaries, whatever the hell they were, and after that to the green-coated dregs of the army. Bloody hellfire, he thought, bloody hellfire.


      The British and their allied cavalry rode all night, and in the dawn they briefly rested, watered their horses, then hauled themselves into their saddles and rode again. They rode till their horses were reeling with tiredness and white with sweat, and only then did they give up the savage pursuit of the Mahratta fugitives. Their sabre arms were weary, their blades blunted and their appetites slaked. The night had been a wild hunt of victory, a slaughter under the moon that had left the plain reeking with blood, and the sun brought more killing and wide-winged vultures that flapped down to the feast.


      The pursuit ended close to a sudden range of hills that marked the northern limit of the Deccan Plain. The hills were steep and thickly wooded, no place for cavalry, and above the hills reared great cliffs, dizzyingly high cliffs that stretched from the eastern to the western horizon like the nightmare ramparts of a tribe of giants. In places there were deep reentrants cut into the great cliff and some of the British pursuers, gaping at the vast wall of rock that barred their path, supposed that the wooded clefts would provide a path up to the cliff’s summit, though none could see how anyone could reach the high land if an enemy chose to defend it.


      Between two of the deep reentrants a great promontory of rock jutted from the cliff face like the prow of a monstrous stone ship. The summit of the jutting rock was two thousand feet above the horsemen on the plain, and one of them, scrubbing blood from his sabre blade with a handful of grass, glanced up at the high peak and saw a tiny puff of whiteness drifting from its crest. He thought it a small cloud, but then he heard a faint bang of gunfire, and a second later a round shot dropped vertically into a nearby patch of millet. His captain pulled out a telescope and trained it high into the sky. He stared for a long time, then gave a low whistle.


      “What is it, sir?”


      “It’s a fortress,” the Captain said. He could just see black stone walls, shrunken by distance, poised above the gray-white rock. “It’s hell in the bloody sky,” he said grimly, “that’s what it is. It’s Gawilghur.”


      More guns fired from the fortress, but they were so high in the air that their shots lost all their forward momentum long before they reached the ground. The balls fell like nightmare rain and the Captain shouted at his men to lead their horses out of range. “Their final refuge,” he said, then laughed, “but it’s nothing to do with us, boys! The infantry will have to deal with that big bastard.”


      The cavalrymen slowly moved southward. Some of their horses had lost shoes, which meant they had to be walked home, but their night’s work was well done. They had ravaged a broken army, and now the infantry must cope with the Mahrattas’ final refuge.


      A sergeant shouted from the right flank and the Captain turned westward to see a column of enemy infantry appearing from a grove of trees just over a mile away. The white-coated battalion still possessed their artillery, but they showed no sign of wanting a fight. A crowd of civilians and several companies of fugitive Mahrattas had joined the regiment which was heading for a road that twisted into the hills beneath the fort, then zigzagged its way up the face of the rock promontory. If that road was the only way into the fort, the cavalry Captain thought, then God help the redcoats who had to attack Gawilghur. He stared at the infantry through his telescope. The white-coated troops were showing small interest in the British cavalry, but it still seemed prudent to quicken his pace southward.


      A moment later and the cavalry was hidden behind millet fields. The Captain turned a last time and gazed again at the fortress on the soaring cliffs. It seemed to touch the sky, so high it stood above all India. “Bastard of a place,” the Captain said wonderingly, then turned and left. He had done his job, and now the infantry must climb to the clouds to do theirs.


      Colonel William Dodd watched the blue-coated cavalrymen walk their tired horses southward until they vanished beyond a field of standing millet. The subadar in charge of the regiment’s small cannon had wanted to unlimber and open fire on the horsemen, but Dodd had refused his permission. There would have been no point in attacking, for by the time the guns were loaded the cavalrymen would have walked out of range. He watched a last salvo of round shot plummet to earth from the fort’s high guns. Those cannon were of little use, Dodd thought, except to overawe people on the plain.


      It took Dodd’s regiment over seven hours to climb to the fort of Gawilghur, and by the time he reached the summit Dodd’s lungs were burning, his muscles aching and his uniform soaked with sweat. He had walked every step of the way, refusing to ride his horse, for the beast was tired and, besides, if he expected his men to walk up the long road, then he would walk it as well. He was a tall, sallow-faced man with a harsh voice and an awkward manner, but William Dodd knew how to earn his men’s admiration. They saw that he walked when he could have ridden, and so they did not complain as the steep climb sapped their breath and stole their strength. The regiment’s families, its baggage and its battery of cannon were still far below on the twisting, treacherous track that, in its last few miles, was little more than a ledge hacked from the cliff.


      Dodd formed his Cobras into four ranks as they approached Gawilghur’s southern entrance where the great metal-studded gates were being swung open in welcome. “March smartly now!” Dodd called to his men. “You’ve nothing to be ashamed of! You lost no battle!” He pulled himself up into his saddle and drew his gold-hilted sword to salute the flag of Berar that flapped above the high gate-tower. Then he touched his heels to the mare’s flanks and led his undefeated men into the tower’s long entrance tunnel.


      He emerged into the afternoon sun to find himself staring at a small town that was built within the stronghold’s ramparts and on the summit of Gawilghur’s promontory. The alleys of the town were crammed with soldiers, most of them Mahratta cavalrymen who had fled in front of the British pursuit, but, twisting in his saddle, Dodd saw some infantry of Gawilghur’s garrison standing on the firestep. He also saw Manu Bappoo who had outridden the British pursuit and now gestured to Dodd from the gate-tower’s turret.


      Dodd told one of his men to hold his horse, then climbed the black walls to the top firestep of the tower where he stopped in awed astonishment at the view. It was like standing at the edge of the world. The plain was so far beneath and the southern horizon so far away that there was nothing in front of his eyes but endless sky. This, Dodd thought, was a god’s view of earth. The eagle’s view. He leaned over the parapet and saw his guns struggling up the narrow road. They would not reach the fort till long after nightfall.


      “You were right, Colonel,” Manu Bappoo said ruefully.


      Dodd straightened to look at the Mahratta prince. “It’s dangerous to fight the British in open fields,” he said, “but here…?” Dodd gestured at the approach road. “Here they will die, sahib.”


      “The fort’s main entrance,” Bappoo said in his sibilant voice, “is on the other side. To the north.”


      Dodd turned and gazed across the roof of the central palace. He could see little of the great fortress’s northern defenses, though a long way away he could see another tower like the one on which he now stood. “Is the main entrance as difficult to approach as this one?” he asked.


      “No, but it isn’t easy. The enemy has to approach along a narrow strip of rock, then fight through the Outer Fort. After that comes a ravine, and then the Inner Fort. I want you to guard the inner gate.”


      Dodd looked suspiciously at Bappoo. “Not the Outer Fort?” Dodd reckoned his Cobras should guard the place where the British would attack. That way the British would be defeated.


      “The Outer Fort is a trap,” Bappoo explained. He looked tired, but the defeat at Argaum had not destroyed his spirit, merely sharpened his appetite for revenge. “If the British capture the Outer Fort they will think they have won. They won’t know that an even worse barrier waits beyond the ravine. That barrier has to be held. I don’t care if the Outer Fort falls, but we must hold the Inner. That means our best troops must be there.”


      “It will be held,” Dodd said.


      Bappoo turned and stared southward. Somewhere in the heat-hazed distance the British forces were readying to march on Gawilghur. “I thought we could stop them at Argaum,” he admitted softly.


      Dodd, who had advised against fighting at Argaum, said nothing.


      “But here,” Bappoo went on, “they will be stopped.”


      Here, Dodd thought, they would have to be stopped. He had deserted from the East India Company’s army because he faced trial and execution, but also because he believed he could make a fortune as a mercenary serving the Mahrattas. So far he had endured three defeats, and each time he had led his men safe out of the disaster, but from Gawilghur there would be no escape. The British would block every approach, so the British must be stopped. They must fail in this high place, and so they would, Dodd consoled himself. For nothing imaginable could take this fort. He was on the world’s edge, lifted into the sky, and for the redcoats it would be like scaling the very heights of heaven.


      So here, at last, deep inside India, the redcoats would be beaten.


      Six cavalrymen in the blue and yellow coats of the 19th Light Dragoons waited outside the house where Captain Torrance was said to be billeted. They were under the command of a long-legged sergeant who was lounging on a bench beside the door. The Sergeant glanced up as Sharpe approached. “I hope you don’t want anything useful out of the bastards,” he said acidly, then saw that the shabby-uniformed Sharpe, despite wearing a pack like any common soldier, also had a sash and a sabre. He scrambled to his feet. “Sorry, sir.”


      Sharpe waved him back down onto the bench. “Useful?” he asked.


      “Horseshoes, sir, that’s all we bleeding want. Horseshoes! Supposed to be four thousand in store, but can they find them?” The Sergeant spat. “Tells me they’re lost! I’m to go to the bhinjarries and buy them! I’m supposed to tell my captain that? So now we have to sit here till Captain Torrance gets back. Maybe he knows where they are. That monkey in there”—he jerked his thumb at the house’s front door—“doesn’t know a bloody thing.”


      Sharpe pushed open the door to find himself in a large room where a half-dozen men argued with a harried clerk. The clerk, an Indian, sat behind a table covered with curling ledgers. “Captain Torrance is ill!” the clerk snapped at Sharpe without waiting to discover the newcomer’s business. “And take that dirty Arab boy outside,” the clerk added, jerking his chin at Ahmed who, armed with a musket he had taken from a corpse on the battlefield, had followed Sharpe into the house.


      “Muskets!” a man tried to attract the clerk’s attention.


      “Horseshoes!” an East India Company lieutenant shouted.


      “Buckets,” a gunner said.


      “Come back tomorrow,” the clerk said. “Tomorrow!”


      “You said that yesterday,” the gunner said, “and I’m back.”


      “Where’s Captain Torrance?” Sharpe asked.


      “He’s ill,” the clerk said disapprovingly, as though Sharpe had risked the Captain’s fragile health even by asking the question. “He cannot be disturbed. And why is that boy here? He is an Arab!”


      “Because I told him to be here,” Sharpe said. He walked around the table and stared down at the ledgers. “What a bleeding mess!”


      “Sahib!” The clerk had now realized Sharpe was an officer. “Other side of the table, sahib, please, sahib! There is a system here, sahib. I stay this side of the table and you remain on the other. Please, sahib.”


      “What’s your name?” Sharpe asked.


      The clerk seemed affronted at the question. “I am Captain Torrance’s assistant,” he said grandly.


      “And Torrance is ill?”


      “The Captain is very sick.”


      “So who’s in charge?”


      “I am,” the clerk said.


      “Not any longer,” Sharpe said. He looked up at the East India Company lieutenant. “What did you want?”


      “Horseshoes.”


      “So where are the bleeding horseshoes?” Sharpe asked the clerk.


      “I have explained, sahib, I have explained,” the clerk said. He was a middle-aged man with a lugubrious face and pudgy ink-stained fingers that now hastily tried to close all the ledgers so that Sharpe could not read them. “Now please, sahib, join the queue.”


      “Where are the horseshoes?” Sharpe insisted, leaning closer to the sweating clerk.


      “This office is closed!” the clerk shouted. “Closed till tomorrow! All business will be conducted tomorrow. Captain Torrance’s orders!”


      “Ahmed!” Sharpe said. “Shoot the bugger.”


      Ahmed spoke no English, but the clerk did not know that. He held his hands out. “I am closing the office! Work cannot be done like this! I shall complain to Captain Torrance! There will be trouble! Big trouble!” The clerk glanced at a door that led to the inner part of the house.


      “Is that where Torrance is?” Sharpe asked, gesturing at the door.


      “No, sahib, and you cannot go in there. The Captain is sick.”


      Sharpe went to the door and pushed it open. The clerk yelped a protest, but Sharpe ignored him. A muslin screen hung on the other side of the door and entangled Sharpe as he pushed into the room where a sailor’s hammock hung from the beams. The room seemed empty, but then a whimper made him look into a shadowed corner. A young woman crouched there. She was dressed in a sari, but she looked European to Sharpe. She had been sewing gold braid onto the outer seams of a pair of breeches, but now stared in wide-eyed fright at the intruder. “Who are you, ma’am?” Sharpe asked.


      The woman shook her head. She had very black hair and very white skin. Her terror was palpable. “Is Captain Torrance here?” Sharpe asked.


      “No,” she whispered.


      “He’s sick, is that right?”


      “If he says so, sir,” she said softly. Her London accent confirmed that she was English.


      “I ain’t going to hurt you, love,” Sharpe said, for fear was making her tremble. “Are you Mrs. Torrance?”


      “No!”


      “So you work for him?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “And you don’t know where he is?”


      “No, sir,” she said softly, looking up at Sharpe with huge eyes. She was lying, he reckoned, but he guessed she had good reason to lie, perhaps fearing Torrance’s punishment if she told the truth. He considered soothing the truth out of her, but reckoned it might take too long. He wondered who she was. She was pretty, despite her terror, and he guessed she was Torrance’s bibbi. Lucky Torrance, he thought ruefully. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you, ma’am,” he said, then he negotiated the muslin curtain back into the front room.


      The clerk shook his head fiercely. “You should not have gone in there, sahib! That is private quarters! Private! I shall be forced to tell Captain Torrance.”


      Sharpe took hold of the clerk’s chair and tipped it, forcing the man off. The men waiting in the room gave a cheer. Sharpe ignored them, sat on the chair himself and pulled the tangle of ledgers toward him. “I don’t care what you tell Captain Torrance,” he said, “so long as you tell me about the horseshoes first.”


      “They are lost!” the clerk protested.


      “How were they lost?” Sharpe asked.


      The clerk shrugged. “Things get lost,” he said. Sweat was pouring down his plump face as he tentatively tried to tug some of the ledgers away from Sharpe, but he recoiled from the look on the Ensign’s face. “Things get lost,” the clerk said again weakly. “It is the nature of things to get lost.”


      “Muskets?” Sharpe asked.


      “Lost,” the clerk admitted.


      “Buckets?”


      “Lost,” the clerk said.


      “Paperwork,” Sharpe said.


      The clerk frowned. “Paperwork, sahib?”


      “If something’s lost,” Sharpe said patiently, “there’s a record. This is the bloody army. You can’t have a piss without someone making a note of it. So show me the records of what’s been lost.”


      The clerk sighed and pulled one of the big ledgers open. “Here, sahib,” he said, pointing an inky finger. “One barrel of horseshoes, see? Being carried on an ox from Jamkandhi, lost in the Godavery on November 12th.”


      “How many horseshoes in a barrel?” Sharpe asked.


      “A hundred and twenty.” The long-legged cavalry Sergeant had come into the office and now leaned against the doorpost.


      “And there are supposed to be four thousand horseshoes in store?” Sharpe asked.


      “Here!” The clerk turned a page. “Another barrel, see?”


      Sharpe peered at the ill-written entry. “Lost in the Godavery,” he read aloud.


      “And here.” The clerk stabbed his finger again.


      “Stolen,” Sharpe read. A drop of sweat landed on the page as the clerk turned it back. “So who stole it?”


      “The enemy, sahib,” the clerk said. “Their horsemen are everywhere.”


      “Their bloody horsemen run if you so much as look at them,” the tall cavalry Sergeant said sourly. “They couldn’t steal an egg from a chicken.”


      “The convoys are ambushed, sahib,” the clerk insisted, “and things are stolen.”


      Sharpe pushed the clerk’s hand away and turned the pages back, looking for the date when the battle had been fought at Assaye. He found it, and discovered a different handwriting had been used for the previous entries. He guessed Captain Mackay must have kept the ledger himself, and in Mackay’s neat entries there were far fewer annotations reading “stolen” or “lost.” Mackay had marked eight cannonballs as being lost in a river crossing and two barrels of powder had been marked down as stolen, but in the weeks since Assaye no fewer than sixty-eight oxen had lost their burdens to either accidents or thieves. More tellingly, each of those oxen had been carrying a scarce commodity. The army would not miss a load of round shot, but it would suffer grievously when its last reserve of horseshoes was gone. “Whose handwriting is this?” Sharpe had turned to the most recent page.


      “Mine, sahib.” The clerk was looking frightened.


      “How do you know when something is stolen?”


      The clerk shrugged. “The Captain tells me. Or the Sergeant tells me.”


      “The Sergeant?”


      “He isn’t here,” the clerk said. “He’s bringing a convoy of oxen north.”


      “What’s the Sergeant’s name?” Sharpe asked, for he could find no record in the ledger.


      “Hakeswill,” the cavalry Sergeant said laconically. “He’s the bugger we usually deal with, on account of Captain Torrance always being ill.”


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said, and pushed the chair back. Hakeswill! Obadiah bloody Hakeswill! “Why wasn’t he sent back to his regiment?” Sharpe asked. “He isn’t supposed to be here at all!”


      “He knows the system,” the clerk explained. “Captain Torrance wanted him to stay, sahib.”


      And no bloody wonder, Sharpe thought. Hakeswill had worked himself into the army’s most profitable billet! He was milking the cow, but making sure it was the clerk’s handwriting in the ledger. No flies on Obadiah. “How does the system work?” he asked the clerk.


      “Chitties,” the clerk said.


      “Chitties?”


      “An ox driver is given a chitty, sahib, and when he has delivered his load the chitty is signed and brought here. Then he is paid. No chitty, no money. It is the rule, sahib. No chitty, no money.”


      “And no bloody horseshoes either,” put in the lean Sergeant of the 19th.


      “And Sergeant Hakeswill pays the money?” Sharpe asked.


      “If he is here, sahib,” the clerk said.


      “That doesn’t get me my damned horseshoes,” the Company Lieutenant protested.


      “Or my buckets,” the gunner put in.


      “The bhinjarries have all the essentials,” the clerk insisted. He made shooing gestures. “Go and see the bhinjarries! They have necessaries! This office is closed till tomorrow.”


      “But where did the bhinjarries get their necessaries, eh? Answer me that?” Sharpe demanded, but the clerk merely shrugged. The bhinjarries were merchants who traveled with the army, contributing their own vast herds of pack oxen and carts. They sold food, liquor, women and luxuries, and now, it seemed, they were offering military supplies as well, which meant that the army would be paying for things that were normally issued free, and doubtless, if bloody Hakeswill had a finger in the pot, things which had been stolen from the army in the first place. “Where do I go for horseshoes?” Sharpe asked the clerk.


      The clerk was reluctant to answer, but he finally spread his hands and suggested Sharpe ask in the merchants’ encampment. “Someone will tell you, sahib.”


      “You tell me,” Sharpe said.


      “I don’t know!”


      “So how do you know they have horseshoes?”


      “I hear these things!” the clerk protested.


      Sharpe stood and bullied the clerk back against the wall. “You do more than hear things,” he said, leaning his forearm against the clerk’s neck, “you know things. So you bloody well tell me, or I’ll have my Arab boy chop off your goolies for his breakfast. He’s a hungry little bugger.”


      The clerk fought for breath against the pressure of Sharpe’s arm. “Naig.” He offered the name plaintively when Sharpe relaxed his arm.


      “Naig?” Sharpe asked. The name rang a distant bell. A long-ago bell. Naig? Then he remembered a merchant of that name who had followed the army to Seringapatam. “Naig?” Sharpe asked again. “A fellow with green tents?”


      “The very one, sahib.” The clerk nodded. “But I did not tell you this thing! These gentlemen are witnesses, I did not tell you!”


      “He runs a brothel!” Sharpe said, remembering, and he remembered too how Naig had been a friend to Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill four years before. Sharpe had been a private then and Hakeswill had trumped up charges that had fetched Sharpe a flogging. “Nasty Naig” had been the man’s nickname, and back then he had sold pale-skinned whores who traveled in green-curtained wagons. “Right!” Sharpe said. “This office is closed!” The gunner protested and the cavalry Sergeant looked disappointed. “We’re going to see Naig,” Sharpe announced.


      “No!” the clerk said too loud.


      “No?” Sharpe asked.


      “He will be angry, sahib.”


      “Why should he be angry?” Sharpe demanded. “I’m a customer, ain’t I? He’s got horseshoes, and we want horseshoes. He should be delighted to see us.”


      “He must be treated with respect, sahib,” the clerk said nervously. “He is a powerful man, Naig. You have money for him?”


      “I just want to look at his horseshoes,” Sharpe said, “and if they’re army issue then I’ll ram one of them down his bloody throat.”


      The clerk shook his head. “He has guards, sahib. He has jettis!”


      “I think I might let you go on your own,” the East India Company Lieutenant said, backing away.


      “Jettis?” The light dragoon Sergeant asked.


      “Strongmen,” Sharpe explained. “Big buggers who kill you by wringing your neck like a chicken.” He turned back to the clerk. “Where did Naig get his jettis? From Seringapatam?”


      “Yes, sahib.”


      “I killed enough of the buggers,” Sharpe said, “so I don’t mind killing a few more. Are you coming?” he asked the cavalry Sergeant.


      “Why not?” The man grinned.


      “Anyone else?” Sharpe asked, but no one else seemed to want a fight that afternoon.


      “Please, sahib,” the clerk said weakly.


      Sharpe ignored him and, followed by Ahmed and the cavalryman, went back into the sunlight. “What’s your name?” Sharpe asked the Sergeant.


      “Lockhart, sir. Eli Lockhart.”


      “I’m Dick Sharpe, Eli, and you don’t have to call me ‘sir,’ I’m not a proper bleeding officer. I was made up at Assaye, and I wish the buggers had left me a sergeant now. They sent me to be a bloody bullock driver, because I’m not fit for anything else.” He looked at Lockhart’s six troopers who were still waiting. “What are they doing here?”


      “Didn’t expect me to carry the bloody horseshoes myself, did you?” Lockhart said, then gestured at the troopers. “Come on, boys. We’re going to have a scrap.”


      “Who said anything about a scrap?” Sharpe asked.


      “He’s got horseshoes,” Lockhart explained, “but we don’t have money. So there’s only one way to get them off him.”


      ’true,” Sharpe said, and grinned.


      Lockhart suddenly looked oddly shy. “Was you in the Captain’s quarters, sir?”


      “Yes, why?”


      The tough-looking Sergeant was actually blushing now. “You didn’t see a woman there, did you, sir?”


      “Dark-haired girl. Pretty?”


      “That’s her.”


      “Who is she?”


      “Torrance’s servant. A widow. He brought her and her husband out from England, but the fellow died and left her on her own. Torrance won’t let her go.”


      “And you’d like to take her off his hands, is that it?”


      “I’ve only ever seen her at a distance,” the Sergeant admitted. “Torrance was in another regiment, one of the Madrassi’s, but we camped together often enough.”


      “She’s still there,” Sharpe said dryly, “still alive.”


      “He keeps her close, he does,” Lockhart said, then kicked a dog out of his path. The eight men had left the village and entered the sprawling encampment where the merchants with their herds, wagons and families were camped. Great white oxen with painted horns were hobbled by pegs, and children scurried among the beasts collecting their dung which they slapped into cakes that would be dried for fuel. “So tell me about these jettis,” Lockhart asked.


      “Like circus strongmen,” Sharpe said, “only it’s some kind of religious thing. Don’t ask me. None of it makes bleeding sense to me. Got muscles like mountains, they have, but they’re slow. I killed four of the buggers at Seringapatam.”


      “And you know Hakeswill?”


      “I know bloody Hakeswill. Recruited me, he did, and he’s been persecuting me ever since. He shouldn’t even be with this army, he’s supposed to be with the Havercakes down south, but he came up here with a warrant to arrest me. That didn’t work, so he’s just stayed, hasn’t he? And he’s working the bleeding system! You can wager your last shilling that he’s the bastard who supplies Naig, and splits the profit.” Sharpe stopped to look for green tents. “How come you don’t carry your own spare horseshoes?”


      “We do. But when they’ve gone you have to get more from the supplies. That’s how the system’s supposed to work. And yesterday’s pursuit left half the hooves wrecked. We need shoes.”


      Sharpe had seen a cluster of faded green tents. “That’s where the bastard is,” he said, then looked at Lockhart. “This could get nasty.”


      Lockhart grinned. He was as tall as Sharpe and had a face that looked as though it had survived a lifetime of tavern brawls. “Come this far, ain’t I?”


      “Is that thing loaded?” Sharpe nodded at the pistol at Lockhart’s belt. A sabre also hung there, just like the one at Sharpe’s hip.


      “It will be.” Lockhart drew the pistol and Sharpe turned to Ahmed and mimed the actions of loading the musket. Ahmed grinned and pointed to the lock, indicating that his weapon was already charged.


      “How many of the buggers will be waiting for us?” Lockhart asked.


      “A dozen?” Sharpe guessed.


      Lockhart glanced back at his six men. “We can deal with a dozen buggers.”


      “Right,” Sharpe said, “so let’s bloody well make some trouble.” He grinned, because for the first time since he had become an officer he was enjoying himself.


      Which meant someone was about to get a thumping.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 3

    


    
      Major General Sir Arthur Wellesley rode northward among a cavalcade of officers whose horses kicked up a wide trail of dust that lingered in the air long after the horsemen had passed. Two troops of East India Company cavalry provided the General’s escort. Manu Bappoo’s army might have been trounced and its survivors sent skeltering back into Gawilghur, but the Deccan Plain was still infested with Mahratta cavalry ready to pounce on supply convoys, wood-cutting parties or the grass-cutters who supplied the army’s animals with fodder and so the two troops rode with sabres drawn. Wellesley set a fast pace, reveling in the freedom to ride in the long open country. “Did you visit Colonel Stevenson this morning?” he called back to an aide.


      “I did, sir, and he’s no better than he was.”


      “But he can get about?”


      “On his elephant, sir.”


      Wellesley grunted. Stevenson was the commander of his smaller army, but the old Colonel was ailing. So was Harness, the commander of one of Wellesley’s two brigades, but there was no point in asking about Harness. It was not just physical disease that assaulted Harness, for the Scotsman’s wits were gone as well. The doctors claimed it was the heat that had desiccated his brains, but Wellesley doubted the diagnosis. Heat and rum, maybe, but not the heat alone, though he did not doubt that India’s climate was bad for a European’s health. Few men lived long without falling prey to some wasting fever, and Wellesley was thinking it was time he left himself. Time to go back home before his health was abraded and, more important, before his existence was forgotten in London. French armies were unsettling all Europe and it could not be long before London dispatched an army to fight the old foe, and Wellesley wanted to be a part of it. He was in his middle thirties and he had a reputation to make, but first he had to finish off the Mahrattas, and that meant taking Gawilghur, and to that end he was now riding toward the great rampart of cliffs that sealed off the plain’s northern edge.


      An hour’s ride brought him to the summit of a small rise which offered a view northward. The plain looked dun, starved of water by the failed monsoon, though here and there patches of millet grew tall. In a good year, Wellesley guessed, the millet would cover the plain from horizon to horizon, a sea of grain bounded by the Gawilghur cliffs. He dismounted on the small knoll and took out a telescope that he settled on his horse’s saddle. It was a brand new glass, a gift from the merchants of Madras to mark Wellesley’s pacification of Mysore. Trade now moved freely on India’s eastern flank, and the telescope, which had been specially ordered from Matthew Berge of London, was a generous token of the merchants’ esteem, but Wellesley could not get used to it. The shape of the eyepiece was less concave than the one he was used to, and after a moment he snapped the new telescope shut and pulled out his old glass which, though lower powered, was more comfortable. He stared for a longtime, gazing at the fort which crowned the rock promontory. The black stone of the fortress walls looked particularly sinister, even in the sunlight. “Good God,” the General muttered after a while. Fail up there, he thought, and there would be no point in going home. He could go to London with some victories under his belt, and men would respect him even if the victories had not been against the French, but go with a defeat and they would despise him. Gawilghur, he thought sourly, had the look of a career-breaker.


      Colonel Wallace, Wellesley’s healthy brigade commander, had also dismounted and was inspecting the fortress through his own glass. “Devil of a place, Sir Arthur,” Wallace said.


      “How high is it, Blackiston?” Wellesley called to one of his aides, an engineer.


      “I took a triangulation yesterday, sir,” Blackiston said, “and discovered the fortress walls are eighteen hundred feet above the plain.”


      “Is there water up there?” Colonel Butters, the chief engineer, asked.


      “We hear there is, sir,” Blackiston said. “There are tanks in the fort; huge things like lakes.”


      “But the water level must be low this year?” Butters suggested.


      “I doubt it’s low enough, sir,” Blackiston murmured, knowing that Butters had been hoping that thirst might defeat the garrison.


      “And the rascals will have food, no doubt,” Wellesley commented.


      “Doubtless,” Wallace agreed dryly.


      “Which means they’ll have to be prized out,” the General said, then bent to the glass again and lowered the lens to look at the foothills below the bluff. Just south of the fort was a conical hill that rose almost halfway up the flank of the great promontory. “Can we get guns on that near hill?” he asked.


      There was a pause while the other officers decided which hill he was referring to. Colonel Butters flinched. “We can get them up there, sir, but I doubt they’ll have the elevation to reach the fort.”


      “You’ll get nothing bigger than a twelve-pounder up there,” Wallace said dubiously, then slid the telescope’s view up the bluff to the walls. “And you’ll need bigger shot than twelve-pounders to break down that wall.”


      “Sir Arthur!” The warning call came from the officer commanding the East India Company cavalry who was pointing to where a group of Mahratta horsemen had appeared in the south. They had evidently been following the lingering dust cloud left by the General’s party and, though the approaching horsemen only numbered about twenty men, the sepoy cavalry wheeled to face them and spread into a line.


      “It’s all right,” Wellesley called, “they’re ours. I asked them to meet us here.” He had inspected the approaching horsemen through his telescope and now, waving the sepoy cavalry back, he walked to greet the silladars. “Syud Sevajee,” Wellesley acknowledged the man in the shabby green and silver coat who led the cavalrymen, “thank you for coming.”


      Syud Sevajee nodded brusquely at Wellesley, then stared up at Gawilghur. “You think you can get in?”


      “I think we must,” Wellesley said.


      “No one ever has,” Sevajee said with a sly smile.


      Wellesley returned the smile, but slowly, as if accepting the implied challenge, and then, as Sevajee slid down from his saddle, the General turned to Wallace. “You’ve met Syud Sevajee, Wallace?”


      “I’ve not had that pleasure, sir.”


      Wellesley made the introduction, then added that Syud Sevajee’s father had been one of the Rajah of Berar’s generals.


      “But is no longer?” Wallace asked Sevajee.


      “Beny Singh murdered him,” Sevajee said grimly, “so I fight with you, Colonel, to gain my chance to kill Beny Singh. And Beny Singh now commands that fortress.” He nodded toward the distant promontory.


      “So how do we get inside?” Wellesley asked.


      The officers gathered around Sevajee as the Indian drew his tulwar and used its tip to draw a figure eight in the dust. He tapped the lower circle of the eight, which he had drawn far larger than the upper. “That’s what you’re looking at,” he said, “the Inner Fort. And there are only two entrances. There’s a road that climbs up from the plain and goes to the Southern Gate.” He drew a squiggly line that tailed away from the bottom of the figure eight. “But that road is impossible. You will climb straight into their guns. A child with a pile of rocks could keep an army from climbing that road. The only possible route into the Inner Fort is through the main entrance.” He scratched a brief line across the junction of the two circles.


      “Which will not be easy?” Wellesley asked dryly.


      Sevajee offered the General a grim smile. “The main entrance is a long corridor, barred by four gates and flanked by high walls. But even to reach it, Sir Arthur, you will have to take the Outer Fort.” He tapped the small upper circle of the figure eight.


      Wellesley nodded. “And that, too, is difficult?”


      “Again, two entrances,” Sevajee said. “One is a road that climbs from the plain. You can’t see it from here, but it twists up the hills to the west and it comes to the fort here.” He tapped the waist of the figure eight. “It’s an easier climb than the southern road, but for the last mile of the journey your men will be under the guns of the Outer Fort. And the final half-mile, General, is steep.” He stressed the last word. “On one side of the road is a cliff, and on the other is a precipice, and the guns of the Outer Fort can fire straight down that half-mile of road.”


      Colonel Butters shook his head in gloomy contemplation of Sevajee’s news. “How come you know all this?” he asked.


      “I grew up in Gawilghur,” Sevajee said. “My father, before he was murdered, was killadar of the fortress.”


      “He knows,” Wellesley said curtly. “And the main entrance of the Outer Fort?”


      “That,” Sevajee said, “is the fortress’s weakest point.” He scratched a line that pierced the uppermost curve of the small circle. “It’s the only level approach to the fortress, but it’s very narrow. On one side”—he tapped the eastern flank of the line—“the ground falls steeply away. On the other side is a reservoir tank. So to reach the fort you must risk a narrow neck of land that is swept by two ramparts of guns, one above the other.”


      “Two walls?” Wallace asked.


      “Set on a steep hill,” Sevajee said, nodding. “You must fight uphill across both walls. There is an entrance, but it’s like the Inner Fort’s entrance: a series of gates with a narrow passage leading from one to the other, and men above you on both sides hurling down rocks and round shot.”


      “And once we’ve captured the Outer Fort,” Wellesley asked, “what then?”


      Sevajee offered a wolfish smile. “Then your troubles are just beginning, Sir Arthur.” He scuffed out the diagram he had made in the dust and scratched another, this one showing two circles, one large and one small, with a space between them. “The two forts are not connected. They are separated here”—he tapped the space between the circles with his tulwar—“and that is a ravine. A deep ravine. So once you have the Outer Fort, you still have to assault the Inner Fort, and its defenses will be untouched. It has a wall which stands at the top of the ravine’s cliff, and that is where your enemy will be taking refuge; inside the wall of the Inner Fort. My father reckoned no enemy could ever capture Gawilghur’s Inner Fort. If all India should fall, he said, then its heart would still beat at Gawilghur.”


      Wellesley walked a few paces north to stare at the high promontory. “How big is the garrison?”


      “Normally,” Sevajee said, “about a thousand men, but now? It could be six or seven times that many. There is room inside for a whole army.”


      And if the fort did not fall, Wellesley thought, then the Mahrattas would take heart. They would gather a new army and, in the new year, raid southward again. There would be no peace in western India till Gawilghur fell. “Major Blackiston?”


      “Sir?”


      “You’ll make an exploration of the plateau.” The General turned to Sevajee. “Will you escort Major Blackiston up into the hills? I want sketches, Blackiston, of the neck of land leading to the main entrance. I want you to tell me where we can place breaching batteries. I need to know how we can get guns up to the tops of the hills, and I need to know it all within two days.”


      “Two days?” Blackiston sounded appalled.


      “We don’t want the rascals to take root up there, do we? Speed, Blackiston, speed! Can you leave now?” This question was directed at Sevajee.


      “I can,” Sevajee answered.


      Wellesley waved Blackiston on his way. ’two days, Major! I want you back tomorrow evening!”


      Colonel Butters frowned at the far hills. “You’re taking the army to the top?”


      “Half the army,” Wellesley said, “the other half will stay on the plain.” He would need to hold Gawilghur between his redcoats like a nut, and hope that when he squeezed it was the nut, and not the nutcracker, that broke. He pulled himself back into the saddle, then waited as the other officers mounted. Then he turned his mare and started back toward the camp. “It’ll be up to the engineers to get us onto the heights,” he said, “then a week’s hard carrying to lift the ammunition to the batteries.” The thought of that job made the General frown. “What’s the problem with the bullock train?” he demanded of Butters. “I’m hearing complaints. Over two thousand muskets stolen from convoys, and Huddlestone tells me there are no spare horseshoes; that can’t be right!”


      “Torrance says that bandits have been active, sir,” Butters said. “And I gather there have been accidents,” he added lamely.


      “Who’s Torrance?” Wellesley asked.


      “Company man, sir, a captain. He took over poor Mackay’s duties.”


      “I could surmise all that for myself,” the General said acidly. “Who is he?”


      Butters blushed at the reproof. “His father’s a canon at Wells, I think. Or maybe Salisbury? But more to the point, sir, he has an uncle in Leadenhall Street.”


      Wellesley grunted. An uncle in Leadenhall Street meant that Torrance had a patron who was senior in the East India Company, someone to wield the influence that a clergyman father might not have. “Is he as good as Mackay?”


      Butters, a heavy-set man who rode his horse badly, shrugged. “He was recommended by Huddlestone.”


      “Which means Huddlestone wanted to be rid of him,” Wellesley snapped.


      “I’m sure he’s doing his best,” Butters said defensively. “Though he did ask me for an assistant, but I had to turn him down. I’ve no one to spare. I’m short of engineers already, sir, as you well know.”


      “I’ve sent for more,” Wellesley said.


      Wallace intervened. “I gave Torrance one of my ensigns, Sir Arthur.”


      “You can spare an ensign, Wallace?”


      “Sharpe, sir.”


      “Ah.” Wellesley grimaced. “Never does work out, does it? You lift a man from the ranks and you do him no favors.”


      “He might be happier in an English regiment,” Wallace said, “so I’m recommending he exchanges into the Rifles.”


      “You mean they’re not particular?” Wellesley asked, then scowled. “How the devil are we to fight a war without horseshoes?” He kicked back at the mare, angry at the predicament. “My God, Butters, but your Captain Torrance must do his job!” Wellesley, better than anyone, knew that he would never take Gawilghur if the supply train failed.


      And Gawilghur had never been taken.


      Dear God, Wellesley thought, but how was it ever to be done?


      “Big buggers,” Sergeant Eli Lockhart murmured as they neared the two green tents. The cavalryman was speaking of the guards who lolled in chairs outside Naig’s tents. There were four in view, and two of them had bare, oiled chests that bulged with unnatural muscle. Their hair was never cut, but was instead coiled around their heads. They were keeping guard outside the larger of the tents, the one Sharpe guessed was Naig’s brothel. The other tent might have been the merchant’s living quarters, but its entrance was tightly laced, so Sharpe could not glimpse inside.


      “The two greasy fellows are the jettis,” Sharpe said.


      “Big as bloody beefs, they are,” Lockhart said. “Do they really wring your neck?”


      “Back to front,” Sharpe said. “Or else they drive a nail into your skull with their bare hand.” He swerved aside to go past the tents. It was not that he feared to pick a fight with Naig’s guards, indeed he expected a scrap, but there was no point in going bald-headed into battle. A bit of cleverness would not go amiss. “I’m being canny,” he explained to Lockhart, then turned to make sure that Ahmed was keeping up. The boy was holding Sharpe’s pack as well as his musket.


      The four guards, all of them armed with firelocks and tulwars, watched the British soldiers walk out of sight. “They didn’t like the look of us,” Lockhart said.


      “Mangy buggers, they are,” Sharpe said. He was glancing about the encampment and saw what he wanted just a few paces away. It was some straw, and near it was a smoldering campfire, and he screwed a handful of the straw stalks into a spill that he lit and carried to the rear of the smaller tent. He pushed the flaming spill into a fold of the canvas. A child watched, wide-eyed. “If you say anything,” Sharpe told the half-naked child, “I’ll screw your head off back to front.” The child, who did not understand a word, grinned broadly.


      “You’re not really supposed to be doing this, are you?” Lockhart asked.


      “No,” Sharpe said. Lockhart grinned, but said nothing. Instead he just watched as the flames licked at the faded green canvas which, for a moment or two, resisted the fire. The material blackened, but did not burn, then suddenly it burst into fire that licked greedily up the tent’s high side. “That’ll wake ’em up,” Sharpe said.


      “What now?” Lockhart asked, watching the flame sear up the tent’s side.


      “We rescue what’s inside, of course.” Sharpe drew his sabre. “Come on, lads!” He ran back to the front of the tent. “Fire!” he shouted. “Fire! Fetch water! Fire!”


      The four guards stared uncomprehendingly at the Englishman, then leaped to their feet as Sharpe slashed at the laces of the small tent’s doorway. One of them called a protest to Sharpe.


      “Fire!” Lockhart bellowed at the guards who, still unsure of what was happening, did not try to stop Sharpe. Then one of them saw the smoke billowing over the ridge of the tent. He yelled a warning into the larger tent as his companions suddenly moved to pull the Englishman away from the tent’s entrance.


      “Hold them off!” Sharpe called, and Lockhart’s six troopers closed on the three men. Sharpe slashed at the lacing, hacking down through the tough rope as the troopers thumped into the guards. Someone swore, there was a grunt as a fist landed, then a yelp as a trooper’s boot slammed into a jetti’s groin. Sharpe sawed through the last knot, then pushed through the loosened tent flaps. “Jesus!” He stopped, staring at the boxes and barrels and crates that were stacked in the tent’s smoky gloom.


      Lockhart had followed him inside. “Doesn’t even bother to hide the stuff properly, does he?” the Sergeant said in amazement, then crossed to a barrel and pointed to a 19 that had been cut into one of the staves. “That’s our mark! The bugger’s got half our supplies!” He looked up at the flames that were now eating away the tent roof. “We’ll lose the bloody lot if we don’t watch it.”


      “Cut the tent ropes,” Sharpe suggested, “and push it all down.”


      The two men ran outside and slashed at the guy ropes with their sabres, but more of Naig’s men were coming from the larger tent now. “Watch your back, Eli!” Sharpe called, then turned and sliced the curved blade toward a jetti’s face. The man stepped back, and Sharpe followed up hard, slashing again, driving the huge man farther back. “Now bugger off!” he shouted at the vast brute. “There’s a bloody fire! Fire!”


      Lockhart had put his attacker on the ground and was now stamping on his face with a spurred boot. The troopers were coming to help and Sharpe let them deal with Naig’s men while he cut through the last of the guy ropes, then ran back into the tent and heaved on the nearest pole. The air inside the tent was choking with swirling smoke, but at last the whole heavy array of canvas sagged toward the fire, lifting the canvas wall behind Sharpe into the air.


      “Sahib!” Ahmed’s shrill voice shouted and Sharpe turned to see a man aiming a musket at him. The lifting tent flap was exposing Sharpe, but he was too far away to rush the man, then Ahmed fired his own musket and the man shuddered, turned to look at the boy, then winced as the pain in his shoulder struck home. He dropped the gun and clapped a hand onto the wound. The sound of the shot startled the other guards and some reached for their own muskets, but Sharpe ran at them and used his sabre to beat the guns down. “There’s a bloody fire!” he shouted into their faces. “A fire! You want everything to burn?” They did not understand him, but some realized that the fire threatened their master’s supplies and so ran to haul the half-collapsed burning canvas away from the wooden crates.


      “But who started the fire?” a voice said behind Sharpe, and he turned to see a tall, fat Indian dressed in a green robe that was embroidered with looping fish and long-legged waterbirds. The fat man was holding a half-naked child by the hand, the same small boy who had watched Sharpe push the burning straw into a crease of the canvas. “British officers,” the fat man said, “have a deal of freedom in this country, but does that mean they can destroy an honest man’s property?”


      “Are you Naig?” Sharpe asked.


      The fat man waved to his guards so that they gathered behind him. The tent had been dragged clear of the crates and was burning itself out harmlessly. The green-robed man now had sixteen or seventeen men with him, four of them jettis and all of them armed, while Sharpe had Lockhart and his battered troopers and one defiant child who was reloading a musket as tall as himself. “I will give you my name,” the fat man said unpleasantly, “when you tell me yours.”


      “Sharpe. Ensign Sharpe.”


      “A mere ensign!” The fat man raised his eyebrows. “I thought ensigns were children, like this young man.” He patted the half-naked boy’s head. “I am Naig.”


      “So perhaps you can tell me,” Sharpe said, “why that tent was stuffed full of our supplies?”


      “Your supplies!” Naig laughed. “They are my goods, Ensign Sharpe. Perhaps some of them are stored in old boxes that once belonged to your army, but what of that? I buy the boxes from the quartermaster’s department.”


      “Lying bastard,” Sergeant Lockhart growled. He had prized open the barrel with the number 19 incised on its side and now flourished a horseshoe. “Ours!” he said.


      Naig seemed about to order his guards to finish off Sharpe’s small band, but then he glanced to his right and saw that two British officers had come from the larger tent. The presence of the two, both captains, meant that Naig could not just drive Sharpe away, for now there were witnesses. Naig might take on an ensign and a few troopers, but captains carried too much authority. One of the captains, who wore the red coat of the Scotch Brigade, crossed to Sharpe. “Trouble?” he asked. His revels had plainly been interrupted, for his trousers were still unbuttoned and his sword and sash were slung across one shoulder.


      “This bastard, sir, has been pilfering our supplies.” Sharpe jerked his thumb at Naig then nodded toward the crates. “It’s all marked as stolen in the supply ledgers, but I’ll wager it’s all there. Buckets, muskets, horseshoes.”


      The Captain glanced at Naig, then crossed to the crates.


      “Open that one,” he ordered, and Lockhart obediently stooped to the box and levered up its nailed lid with his sabre.


      “I have been storing these boxes,” Naig explained. He turned to the second captain, an extraordinarily elegant cavalryman in Company uniform, and he pleaded with him in an Indian language. The Company Captain turned away and Naig went back to the Scotsman. The merchant was in trouble now, and he knew it. “I was asked to store the boxes!” he shouted at the Scotsman.


      But the infantry Captain was staring down into the opened crate where ten brand new muskets lay in their wooden cradles. He stooped for one of the muskets and peered at the lock. Just forward of the hammer and behind the pan was an engraved crown with the letters GR beneath it, while behind the hammer the word Tower was engraved. “Ours,” the Scotsman said flatly.


      “I bought them.” Naig was sweating now.


      “I thought you said you were storing them?” the Scotsman said. “Now you say you bought them. Which is it?”


      “My brother and I bought the guns from silladars” Naig said.


      “We don’t sell these Tower muskets,” the Captain said, hefting the gun that was still coated with grease.


      Naig shrugged. “They must have been captured from the supply convoys. Please, sahib, take them. I want no trouble. How was I to know they were stolen?” He turned and pleaded again with the Company cavalry Captain who was a tall, lean man with a long face, but the cavalryman turned and walked a short distance away. A crowd had collected now and watched the drama silently, and Sharpe, looking along their faces, suspected there was not much sympathy for Naig. Nor, Sharpe thought, was there much hope for the fat man. Naig had been playing a dangerous game, but with such utter confidence that he had not even bothered to conceal the stolen supplies. At the very least he could have thrown away the government issue boxes and tried to file the lock markings off the muskets, but Naig must have believed he had powerful friends who would protect him. The cavalryman seemed to be one of those friends, for Naig had followed him and was hissing in his ear, but the cavalryman merely pushed the Indian away, then turned to Sharpe. “Hang him,” he said curtly.


      “Hang him?” Sharpe asked in puzzlement.


      “It’s the penalty for theft, ain’t it?” the cavalryman insisted.


      Sharpe looked to the Scottish Captain, who nodded uncertainly. “That’s what the General said,” the Scotsman confirmed.


      “I’d like to know how he got the supplies, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “You’ll give the fat bastard time to concoct a story?” the cavalryman demanded. He had an arrogance that annoyed Sharpe, but everything about the cavalryman irritated Sharpe. The man was a dandy. He wore tall, spurred boots that sheathed his calves and knees in soft, polished leather. His white breeches were skintight, his waistcoat had gold buttons, while his red tailcoat was clean, uncreased and edged with gold braid. He wore a frilled stock, a red silk sash was draped across his right shoulder and secured at his left hip by a knot of golden braid, his sabre was scabbarded in red leather, while his cocked hat was plumed with a lavishly curled feather that had been dyed pale green. The clothes had cost a fortune, and clearly his servants must spend hours on keeping their master so beautifully dressed. He looked askance at Sharpe, a slight wrinkle of his nostrils suggesting that he found Sharpe’s appearance distressing. The cavalryman’s face suggested he was a clever man, but also that he despised those who were less clever than himself. “I don’t suppose Sir Arthur will be vastly pleased when he hears that you let the fellow live, Ensign,” he said acidly. “Swift and certain justice, ain’t that the penalty for theft? Hang the fat beast.”


      “That is what the standing orders say,” the Scotch Brigade Captain agreed, “but does it apply to civilians?”


      “He should have a trial!” Sharpe protested, not because he was so committed to Naig’s right to a hearing, but because he feared the whole episode was getting out of hand. He had thought to find the supplies, maybe have a tussle with Naig’s guards, but no one was supposed to die. Naig deserved a good kicking, but death?


      “Standing orders apply to anyone within the picket lines,” the cavalry Captain averred confidently. “So for God’s sake get on with it! Dangle the bastard!” He was sweating, and Sharpe sensed that the elegant cavalryman was not quite so confident as he appeared.


      “Bugger a trial,” Sergeant Lockhart said happily. “I’ll hang the bastard.” He snapped at his troopers to fetch a nearby oxcart. Naig had tried to retreat to the protection of his guards, but the cavalry Captain had drawn a pistol that he now held close to Naig’s head as the grinning troopers trundled the empty oxcart into the open space in front of the pilfered supplies.


      Sharpe crossed to the tall cavalryman. “Shouldn’t we talk to him, sir?”


      “My dear fellow, have you ever tried” to get the truth out of an Indian?” the Captain asked. “They swear by a thousand gaudy gods that they’ll tell the truth, then lie like a rug! Be quiet!” Naig had begun to protest and the cavalryman rammed the pistol into the Indian’s mouth, breaking a tooth and gashing Naig’s gum. “Another damned word, Naig, and I’ll castrate you before I hang you.” The cavalryman glanced at Sharpe, who was frowning. “Are you squeamish, Ensign?”


      “Don’t seem right, sir. I mean I agree he deserves to be hung, but shouldn’t we talk to him first?”


      “If you like conversation so much,” the cavalryman drawled, “institute a Philosophical Society. Then you can enjoy all the hot air you like. Sergeant?” This last was to Lockhart. “Take the bastard off my hands, will you?”


      “Pleasure, sir.” Lockhart seized Naig and shoved him toward the cart. One of the cavalry troopers had cut a length of guy rope from the burned remnants of the tent and he now tied one end to the tip of the single shaft that protruded from the front of the oxcart. He made a loop in the rope’s end.


      Naig screamed and tried to pull away. Some of his guards started forward, but then a hard voice ordered them back and Sharpe turned to see that a tall, thin Indian in a black and green striped robe had come from the larger tent. The newcomer, who looked to be in his forties, walked with a limp. He crossed to the cavalry Captain and spoke quietly, and Sharpe saw the cavalryman shake his head vehemently, then shrug as if to suggest that he was powerless. Then the Captain gestured to Sharpe and the tall Indian gave the Ensign a look of such malevolence that Sharpe instinctively put his hand on his sabre’s hilt. Lockhart had pulled the noose over Naig’s head. “Are you sure, sir?” he asked the cavalry Captain.


      “Of course I’m sure, Sergeant,” the cavalryman said angrily. “Just get on with it.”


      “Sir?” Sharpe appealed to the Scots Captain, who frowned uncertainly, then turned and walked away as though he wanted nothing more to do with the affair. The tall Indian in the striped robe spat into the dust, then limped back to the tent.


      Lockhart ordered his troopers to the back of the cart. Naig was attempting to pull the noose free of his neck, but Lockhart slapped his hands down. “Now, boys!” he shouted.


      The troopers reached up and hauled down on the back-board so that the cart tipped like a seesaw on its single axle and, as the troopers pulled down, so the shaft rose into the air. The rope stretched and tightened. Naig screamed, then the cavalryman jumped up to sit on the cart’s back and the shaft jerked higher still and the scream was abruptly choked off. Naig was dangling now, his feet kicking wildly under the lavishly embroidered robe. None of the crowd moved, none protested.


      Naig’s face was bulging and his hands were scrabbling uselessly at the noose which was tight about his neck. The cavalry officer watched with a small smile. “A pity,” he said in his elegant voice. “The wretched man ran the best brothel I ever found.”


      “We’re not killing his girls, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “That’s true, Ensign, but will their next owner treat them as well?” The cavalryman turned to the big tent’s entrance and took off his plumed hat to salute a group of sari-clad girls who now watched wide-eyed as their employer did the gallows dance. “I saw Nancy Merrick hang in Madras,” the cavalryman said, “and she did the jig for thirty-seven minutes! Thirty-seven! I’d wagered on sixteen, so lost rather a lot of tin. Don’t think I can watch Naig dance for half an hour. It’s too damned hot. Sergeant? Help his soul to perdition, will you?”


      Lockhart crouched beneath the dying man and caught hold of his heels. Then he tugged down hard, swearing when Naig pissed on him. He tugged again, and at last the body went still. “Do you see what happens when you steal from us?” the cavalry Captain shouted at the crowd, then repeated the words in an Indian language. “If you steal from us, you” will die!” Again he translated his words, then gave Sharpe a crooked grin. “But only, of course, if you’re stupid enough to be caught, and I didn’t think Naig was stupid at all. Rather the reverse. Just how did you happen to discover the supplies, Ensign?”


      “Tent was on fire, sir,” Sharpe said woodenly. “Me and Sergeant Lockhart decided to rescue whatever was inside.”


      “How very public-spirited of you.” The Captain gave Sharpe a long, speculative look, then turned back to Lockhart. “Is he dead, Sergeant?”


      “Near as makes no difference, sir,” Lockhart called back.


      “Use your pistol to make sure,” the Captain ordered, then sighed. “A shame,” he said. “I rather liked Naig. He was a rogue, of course, but rogues are so much more amusing than honest men.” He watched as Lockhart lowered the shaft, then stooped over the prostrate body and put a bullet into its skull. “I suppose I’ll have to find some carts to fetch these supplies back where they belong,” the Captain said.


      “I’ll do that, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “You will?” The Captain seemed astonished to discover such willingness. “Why on earth would you want to do that, Ensign?”


      “It’s my job, sir,” Sharpe said. “I’m Captain Torrance’s assistant.”


      “You poor benighted bastard,” the Captain said pityingly.


      “Poor, sir? Why?”


      “Because I’m Captain Torrance. Good day to you, Ensign.” Torrance turned on his heel and walked away through the crowd.


      “Bastard,” Sharpe said, for he had suddenly understood why Torrance had been so keen to hang Naig.


      He spat after the departed Captain, then went to find some bullocks and carts. The army had its supplies back, but Sharpe had made a new enemy. As if Hakeswill were not enough, he now had Torrance as well.


      The palace in Gawilghur was a sprawling one-story building that stood on the highest point within the Inner Fort. To its north was a garden that curled about the largest of the fortress’s lakes. The lake was a tank, a reservoir, but its banks had been planted with flowering trees, and a flight of steps led from the palace to a small stone pavilion on the lake’s northern shore. The pavilion had an arched ceiling on which the reflections of the lake’s small waves should have rippled, but the season had been so dry that the lake had shrunk and the water level was some eight or nine feet lower than usual. The water and the exposed banks were rimed with a green, foul-smelling scum, but Beny Singh, the Killadar of Gawilghur, had arranged for spices to be burned in low, flat braziers so that the dozen men inside the pavilion were not too offended by the lake’s stench.


      “If only the Rajah was here,” Beny Singh said, “we should know what to do.” Beny Singh was a short, plump man with a curling mustache and nervous eyes. He was the fortress commander, but he was a courtier by avocation, not a soldier, and he had always regarded his command of the great fortress as a license to make his fortune rather than to fight the Rajah’s enemies.


      Prince Manu Bappoo was not surprised that his brother had chosen not to come to Gawilghur, but had instead fled farther into the hills. The Rajah was like Beny Singh, he had no belly for a fight, but Bappoo had watched the first British troops creep across the plain beneath the fort’s high walls and he welcomed their coming. “We don’t need my brother here to know what we must do,” he said. “We fight.” The other men, all commanders of the various troops that had taken refuge in Gawilghur, voiced their agreement.


      “The British cannot be stopped by walls,” Beny Singh said. He was cradling a small white lapdog which had eyes as wide and frightened as its master’s.


      “They can, and they will,” Bappoo insisted.


      Singh shook his head. “Were they stopped at Seringapatam? At Ahmednuggur? They crossed those city walls as though they had wings! They are—what is the word your Arabs use?—djinns!” He looked about the gathered council and saw no one who would support him. “They must have the djinns on their side,” he added weakly.


      “So what would you do?” Bappoo asked.


      “Treat with them,” Beny Singh said. “Ask for cowle.”


      “Cowle?” It was Colonel Dodd who intervened, speaking in his crude, newly learned Marathi. “I’ll tell you what terms Wellesley will offer you. None! He’ll march you away as a prisoner, he’ll slight these walls and take away the Rajah’s treasures.”


      “There are no treasures here,” Beny Singh said, but no one believed him. He was soothing the little dog which had been frightened by the Englishman’s harsh voice.


      “And he’ll give your women to his men as playthings,” Dodd added nastily.


      Beny Singh shuddered. His wife, his concubines and his children were all in the palace, and they were all dear to him. He pampered them, worshiped them and adored them. “Perhaps I should remove my people from the fort?” he suggested hesitantly. “I could take them to Multai? The British will never reach Multai.”


      “You’d run away?” Dodd asked in his harsh voice. “You bloody won’t!” He spoke those three words in English, but everyone understood what they meant. He leaned forward. “If you run away,” he said, “the garrison loses heart. The rest of the soldiers can’t take their women away, so why should you? We fight them here, and we stop them here. Stop them dead!” He stood and walked to the pavilion’s edge where he spat onto the green-scummed bank before turning back to Beny Singh. “Your women are safe here, Killadar. I could hold this fortress from now till the world’s end with just a hundred men.”


      “The British are djinns,” Beny Singh whispered. The dog in his arms was shivering.


      “They are not djinns,” Dodd snapped. “There are no demons! They don’t exist!”


      “Winged djinns,” Beny Singh said in almost a whimper, “invisible djinns! In the air!”


      Dodd spat again. “Bloody hell,” he said in English, then turned fast toward Beny Singh. “I’m an English demon. Me! Understand? I’m a djinn, and if you take your women away I’ll follow you and I’ll come to them at night and fill them with black bile.” He bared his yellowed teeth and the Killadar shuddered. The white dog barked shrilly.


      Manu Bappoo waved Dodd back to his seat. Dodd was the only European officer left in his forces and, though Bappoo was glad to have the Englishman’s services, there were times when Colonel Dodd could be tiresome. “If there are djinns,” Bappoo told Singh, “they will be on our side.” He waited while the Killadar soothed the frightened dog, then he leaned forward. “Tell me,” he demanded of Beny Singh, “can the British take the fortress by using the roads up the hill?”


      Beny Singh thought about those two steep winding roads that twisted up the hill beneath Gawilghur’s walls. No man could survive those climbs, not if the defenders were raining round shot and rocks down the precipitous slopes. “No,” he admitted.


      “So they can only come one way. Only one way! Across the land bridge. And my men will guard the Outer Fort, and Colonel Dodd’s men will defend the Inner Fort.”


      “And no one,” Dodd said harshly, “no one will get past my Cobras.” He still resented that his well-trained, white-coated soldiers were not defending the Outer Fort, but he had accepted Manu Bappoo’s argument that the important thing was to hold the Inner Fort. If, by some chance, the British did capture the Outer Fort, they would never fight past Dodd’s men. “My men,” Dodd growled, “have never been defeated. They never will be.”


      Manu Bappoo smiled at the nervous Beny Singh. “You see, Killadar, you will die here of old age.”


      “Or of too many women,” another man put in, provoking laughter.


      A cannon sounded from the Outer Fort’s northern ramparts, followed a few seconds later by another. No one knew what might have caused the firing and so the dozen men followed Manu Bappoo as he left the pavilion and walked toward the Inner Fort’s northern ramparts. Silver-furred monkeys chattered at the soldiers from the high branches.


      Arab guards stood at the gate of the Rajah’s garden. They were posted to stop any common soldiers of the garrison going to the paths beside the tank where the Killadar’s women liked to stroll in the cool of the evening. A hundred paces beyond the garden gate was a steep-sided rock pit, about twice as deep as a man stood high, and Dodd paused to look down into its shadowed depths. The sides had been chiseled smooth by stone-workers so that nothing could climb up from the floor that was littered with white bones. “The Traitor’s Hole,” Bappoo said, as he paused beside Dodd, “but the bones are from baby monkeys.”


      “But they do eat men?” Dodd asked, intrigued by the shadowed blackness at the foot of the hole.


      “They kill men,” Bappoo said, “but don’t eat them. They’re not big enough.”


      “I can’t see any,” Dodd said, disappointed, then suddenly a sinuous shadow writhed swiftly between two crevices. “There!” he said happily. “Don’t they grow big enough to eat men?”


      “Most years they escape,” Bappoo? said. “The monsoon floods the pit and the snakes swim to the top and wriggle out. Then we must find new ones. This year we’ve been saved the trouble. These snakes will grow bigger than usual.”


      Beny Singh waited a few paces away, clutching his small dog as though he feared Dodd would throw it down to the snakes. “There’s a bastard who ought to be fed to the snakes,” Dodd said to Bappoo, nodding toward the Killadar.


      “My brother likes him,” Bappoo said mildly, touching Dodd’s arm to indicate that they should walk on. “They share tastes.”


      “Such as?”


      “Women, music, luxury. We really do not need him here.”


      Dodd shook his head. “If you let him go, sahib, then half the damned garrison will want to run away. And if you let the women go, what will the men fight for? Besides, do you really think there’s any danger?”


      “None,” Bappoo admitted. He had led the officers up a steep rock stairway to a natural bastion where a vast iron gun was trained across the chasm toward the distant cliffs of the high plateau. From here the far cliffs were almost a mile away, but Dodd could just see a group of horsemen clustered at the chasm’s edge. It was those horsemen, all in native robes, who had prompted the Outer Fort’s gunners to open fire, but the gunners, seeing their shots fall well short of the target, had given up. Dodd drew out his telescope, trained it, and saw a man in the uniform of the Royal Engineers sitting on the ground a few paces from his companions. The engineer was sketching. The horsemen were all Indians. Dodd lowered the telescope and looked at the huge iron gun. “Is it loaded?” he asked the gunners.


      “Yes, sahib.”


      “A haideri apiece if you can kill the man in the dark uniform. The one sitting at the cliff’s edge.”


      The gunners laughed. Their gun was over twenty feet long and its wrought-iron barrel was cast with decorations that had been painted green, white and red. A pile of round shot, each over a foot in diameter, stood beside the massive carriage that was made from giant balks of teak. The gun captain fussed over his aim, shouting at his men to lever the vast carriage a thumb’s width to the right, then a finger’s breadth back, until at last he was satisfied. He squinted along the barrel for a second, waved the officers who had followed Bappoo to move away from the great gun, then leaned over the breach to dab his glowing portfire onto the gun’s touch-hole.


      The reed glowed and smoked for a second as the fire dashed down to the charge, then the vast cannon crashed back, the teak runners sliding up the timber ramp that formed the lower half of the carriage. Smoke jetted out into the chasm as a hundred startled birds flapped from their nests on the rock faces and circled in the warm air.


      Dodd had been standing to one side, watching the engineer through his glass. For a second he actually saw the great round shot as a flicker of gray in the lower right quadrant of his lens, then he saw a boulder close to the engineer shatter into scraps. The engineer fell sideways, his sketch pad falling, but then he picked himself up and scrambled up the slope to where his horse was being guarded by the cavalrymen.


      Dodd took a single gold coin from his pouch and tossed it to the gunner. “You missed,” he said, “but it was damned fine shooting.”


      “Thank you, sahib.”


      A whimper made Dodd turn. Beny Singh had handed his dog to a servant and was staring through an ivory-barreled telescope at the enemy horsemen. “What is it?” Bappoo asked him.


      “Syud Sevajee,” Singh said in a small voice.


      “Who’s Syud Sevajee?” Dodd asked.


      Bappoo grinned. “His father was once killadar here, but he died. Was it poison?” he asked Beny Singh.


      “He just died,” Singh said. “He just died!”


      “Murdered, probably,” Bappoo said with amusement, “and Beny Singh became killadar and took the dead man’s daughter as his concubine.”


      Dodd turned to see the enemy horsemen vanishing among the trees beyond the far cliff. “Come for revenge, has he? You still want to leave?” he demanded of Beny Singh. “Because that fellow will be waiting for you. He’ll track you through the hills, Killadar, and slit your throat in the night’s darkness.”


      “We shall stay here and fight,” Beny Singh declared, retrieving the dog from his servant.


      “Fight and win,” Dodd said, and he imagined the British breaching batteries on that far cliff, and he imagined the slaughter that would be made among the crews by this one vast gun. And there were fifty other heavy guns waiting to greet the British approach, and hundreds of lighter pieces that fired smaller missiles. Guns, rockets, canister, muskets and cliffs, those were Gawilghur’s defenses, and Dodd reckoned the British stood no chance. No chance at all. The big gun’s smoke drifted away in the small breeze. “They will die here,” Dodd said, “and we shall chase the survivors south and cut them down like dogs.” He turned and looked at Beny Singh. “You see the chasm? That is where their demons will die. Their wings will be scorched, they will fall like burning stones to their deaths, and their screams will lull your children to a dreamless sleep.” He knew he spoke true, for Gawilghur was impregnable.


      “I take pleasure, no, Dilip, make that I take humble pleasure in reporting the recovery of a quantity of stolen stores.” Captain Torrance paused. Night had just fallen and Torrance uncorked a bottle of arrack and took a sip. “Am I going too fast for you?”


      “Yes, sahib,” Dilip, the middle-aged clerk, answered. “Humble pleasure,” he said aloud as his pen moved laboriously over the paper, “in reporting the recovery of a quantity of stolen stores.”


      “Add a list of the stores,” Torrance ordered. “You can do that later. Just leave a space, man.”


      “Yes, sahib,” Dilip said.


      “I had suspected for some time,” Torrance intoned, then scowled as someone knocked on the door. “Come,” he shouted, “if you must.”


      Sharpe opened the door and was immediately entangled in the muslin. He fought his way past its folds.


      “It’s you,” Torrance said unpleasantly.


      “Me, sir.”


      “You let some moths in,” Torrance complained.


      “Sorry, sir.”


      “That is why the muslin is there, Sharpe, to keep out moths, ensigns and other insignificant nuisances. Kill the moths, Dilip.”


      The clerk dutifully chased the moths about the room, swatting them with a roll of paper. The windows, like the door, were closely screened with muslin on the outside of which moths clustered, attracted by the candles that were set in silver sticks on Torrance’s table. Dilip’s work was spread on the table, while Captain Torrance lay in a wide hammock slung from the roof beams. He was naked. “Do I offend you, Sharpe?”


      “Offend me, sir?”


      “I am naked, or had you not noticed?”


      “Doesn’t bother me, sir.”


      “Nudity keeps clothes clean. You should try it. Is the last of the enemy dead, Dilip?”


      “The moths are all deceased, sahib.”


      “Then we shall continue. Where were we?”


      “‘I had suspected for some time,’” Dilip read back the report.


      “Surmised is better, I think. I had surmised for some time.” Torrance paused to draw on the mouthpiece of a silver-bellied hookah. “What are you doing here, Sharpe?”


      “Come to get orders, sir.”


      “How very assiduous of you. I had surmised for some time that depredations—I can spell it if you cannot, Dilip—were being made upon the stores entrusted to my command. What the devil were you doing, Sharpe, poking about Naig’s tents?”


      “Just happened to be passing them, sir,” Sharpe said, “when they caught fire.”


      Torrance gazed at Sharpe, plainly not believing a word. He shook his head sadly. “You look very old to be an ensign, Sharpe?”


      “I was a sergeant two months ago, sir.”


      Torrance adopted a look of pretended horror. “Oh, good God,” he said archly, “good God alive. May all the spavined saints preserve us. You’re not telling me you’ve been made up from the ranks?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Sweet suffering Jesus,” Torrance said. He lay his head back on the hammock’s pillow and blew a perfect smoke ring that he watched wobble its way up toward the ceiling. “Having confidential information as to the identity of the thief, I took steps to apprehend him. You will notice, Sharpe, that I am giving you no credit in this report?”


      “No, sir?”


      “Indeed I am not. This report will go to Colonel Butters, an appallingly bombastic creature who will, I suspect, attempt to take some of the credit for himself before passing the papers on to Arthur Wellesley who, as you may know, is our commander. A very stern man, our Arthur. He likes things done properly. He plainly had a very stern governess in his nursery.”


      “I know the General, sir.”


      “You do?” Torrance turned his head to look at Sharpe. “Socially, perhaps? You and he dine together, do you? Pass the time of day, do you? Hunt together, maybe? Drink port? Talk about old times? Whore together, perhaps?” Torrance was mocking, but there was just an edge of interest in his voice in case Sharpe really did know Sir Arthur.


      “I mean I’ve met him, sir.”


      Torrance shook his head as though Sharpe had been wasting his time. “Do stop calling me ‘sir.’ It may be your natural subservience, Sharpe, or more likely it is the natural air of superiority that emanates from my person, but it ill becomes an officer, even one dredged up from the ranks. A search of his tents, Dilip, secured the missing items. I then, in accordance with general orders, hanged the thief as an example. I have the honor to be, et cetera, et cetera.”


      “Two thousand muskets are still missing, sir,” Sharpe said. “Sorry, sir. Didn’t mean to call you ‘sir.’”


      “If it pleases you to grovel, Sharpe, then do so. Two thousand muskets still missing, eh? I suspect the bugger sold them on, don’t you?”


      “I’m more interested in how he got them in the first place,” Sharpe said.


      “How very tedious of you,” Torrance said lightly.


      “I’d suggest talking to Sergeant Hakeswill when he gets back,” Sharpe said.


      “I won’t hear a word spoken against Obadiah,” Torrance said. “Obadiah is a most amusing fellow.”


      “He’s a lying, thieving bastard,” Sharpe said vehemently.


      “Sharpe! Please!” Torrance’s voice was pained. “How can you say such wicked things? You don’t even know the fellow.”


      “Oh, I know him, sir. I served under him in the Havercakes.”


      “You did?” Torrance smiled. “I see we are in for interesting times. Perhaps I should keep the two of you apart. Or perhaps not. Brick!” The last word was shouted toward a door that led to the back of the commandeered house.


      The door opened and the black-haired woman slipped past the muslin. “Captain?” she asked. She blushed when she saw Torrance was naked, and Torrance, Sharpe saw, enjoyed her embarrassment.


      “Brick, my dear,” Torrance said, “my hookah has extinguished itself. Will you attend to it? Dilip is busy, or I would have asked him. Sharpe? May I have the honor of naming you to Brick? Brick? This is Ensign Sharpe. Ensign Sharpe? This is Brick.”


      “Pleased to meet you, sir,” the woman said, dropping a brief curtsy before she stooped to the hookah. She had clearly not told Torrance that she had met Sharpe earlier.


      “Ma’am,” Sharpe said.


      “Ma’am!” Torrance said with a laugh. “She’s called Brick, Sharpe.”


      “Brick, sir?” Sharpe asked sourly. The name was utterly unsuited to the delicate-featured woman who now deftly disassembled the hookah.


      “Her real name is Mrs. Wall,” Torrance explained, “and she is my laundress, seamstress and conscience. Is that not right, little Brick?”


      “If you say so, sir.”


      “I cannot abide dirty clothes,” Torrance said. “They are an abomination unto the Lord. Cleanliness, we are constantly told by tedious folk, is next to godliness, but I suspect it is a superior virtue. Any peasant can be godly, but it is a rare person who is clean. Brick, however, keeps me clean. If you pay her a trifle, Sharpe, she will doubtless wash and mend those rags you are pleased to call a uniform.”


      “They’re all I’ve got, sir.”


      “So? Walk naked until Brick has serviced you, or does the idea embarrass you?”


      “I wash my own clothes, sir.”


      “I wish you would,” Torrance said tartly. “Remind me why you came here, Sharpe?”


      “Orders, sir.”


      “Very well,” Torrance said. “At dawn you will go to Colonel Butters’s quarters and find an aide who can tell you what is required of us. You then tell Dilip. Dilip then arranges everything. After that you may take your rest. I trust you will not find these duties onerous?”


      Sharpe wondered why Torrance had asked for a deputy if the clerk did all the work, then supposed that the Captain was so lazy that he could not be bothered to get up early in the morning to fetch his orders. “I get tomorrow’s orders at dawn, sir,” Sharpe said, “from an aide of Colonel Butters.”


      “There!” Torrance said with mock amazement. “You have mastered your duties, Ensign. I congratulate you.”


      “We already have, tomorrow’s orders, sahib,” Dilip said from the table where he was copying a list of the recovered stores into Torrance’s report. “We are to move everything to Deogaum. The pioneers’ stores are to be moved first, sahib. The Colonel’s orders are on the table, sahib, with the chitties. Pioneers’ stores first, then everything else.”


      “Well, I never!” Torrance said. “See? Your first day’s work is done, Sharpe.” He drew on the hookah which the woman had relit. “Excellent, my dear,” he said, then held out a hand to stop her from leaving. She crouched beside the hammock, averting her eyes from Torrance’s naked body. Sharpe sensed her unhappiness, and Torrance sensed Sharpe’s interest in her. “Brick is a widow, Sharpe,” he said, “and presumably looking for a husband, though I doubt she’s ever dared to dream of marrying as high as an ensign. But why not? The social ladder is there to be climbed and, low a rung as you might be, Sharpe, you still represent a considerable advancement for Brick. Before she joined my service she was a mop-squeezer. From mop-squeezer to an officer’s wife! There’s progress for you. I think the two of you would suit each other vastly well. I shall play Cupid, or rather Dilip will. Take a letter to the chaplain of the 94th, Dilip. He’s rarely sober, but I’m sure he can waddle through the marriage ceremony without falling over.”


      “I can’t marry, sir!” Sharpe protested.


      Torrance, amused at himself, raised an eyebrow. “You are averse to women? You dislike dear Brick? Or you’ve taken an oath of celibacy, perhaps?”


      Sharpe blushed. “I’m spoken for, sir.”


      “You mean you’re engaged? How very touching. Is she an heiress, perhaps?”


      Sharpe shrugged. “She’s in Seringapatam,” he said lamely. “And we’re not engaged.”


      “But you have an understanding,” Torrance said, “with this ravishing creature in Seringapatam. Is she black, Sharpe? A black bibbi? I’m sure Clare wouldn’t mind, would you? A white man in India needs a bibbi or two as well as a wife. Don’t you agree, Brick?” He turned to the woman, who ignored him. “The late Mr. Wall died of the fever,” Torrance said to Sharpe, “and in the Christian kindness of my heart I continue to employ his widow. Does that not speak well of my character?”


      “If you say so, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “I see my attempt to play Cupid is not meeting with success,” Torrance said. “So, Sharpe, to business. Tomorrow morning I suggest you go to Deogaum, wherever the hell that is.”


      “With the bullocks, sir?”


      Torrance raised his eyebrows in exasperation. “You are an officer, Sharpe, not a bullock driver. You don’t prod rumps, you leave that to the natives. Go early. Ride there at dawn, and your first duty will be to find me quarters.”


      “I don’t have a horse,” Sharpe said.


      “You don’t have a horse? Don’t have a horse? Good God alive, man, what bloody use are you? You’ll just have to bloody well walk then. I shall find you in Deogaum tomorrow afternoon and God help you if you haven’t found me decent quarters. A front room, Sharpe, where Dilip can conduct business. A large room for me, and a hole for Brick. I would also like to have a walled garden with adequate shade trees and a small pool.”


      “Where is Deogaum?” Sharpe asked.


      “Northwards, sahib,” Dilip answered. “Close to the hills.”


      “Beneath Gawilghur?” Sharpe guessed.


      “Yes, sahib.”


      Sharpe looked back to Torrance. “Can I ask a favor of you, sir?”


      Torrance sighed. “If you insist.”


      “At Gawilghur, sir, I’d like permission to join the assault party.”


      Torrance stared at Sharpe for a long time. “You want what?” he finally asked.


      “I want to be with the attack, sir. There’s a fellow inside, see, who killed a friend of mine. I want to see him dead.”


      Torrance blinked at Sharpe. “Don’t tell me you’re enthusiastic! Good God!” A sudden look of terror came to the Captain’s face. “You’re not a Methodist, are you?”


      “No, sir.”


      Torrance pointed the hookah’s mouthpiece toward a corner of the room. “There is a linen press, Sharpe, d’you see it? Inside it are my clothes. Amidst my clothes you will find a pistol. Take the pistol, remove yourself from my presence, apply the muzzle to your head and pull the trigger. It is a much quicker and less painful way of dying.”


      “But you won’t mind if I join the attack?”


      “Mind? You’re not, surely, laboring under the misapprehension that I care about your existence? You think I might mourn you, even after such a short acquaintance? My dear Sharpe, I fear I shall not miss you at all. I doubt I’ll even remember your name once you’re dead. Of course you can join the assaulting party. Do what you like! Now I suggest you get some sleep. Not here, though, I like my privacy. Find a tree, perhaps, and slumber beneath its sheltering branches. Good night to you, Sharpe.”


      “Good night, sir.”


      “And don’t let any moths in!”


      Sharpe negotiated the muslin and slipped out of the door. Torrance listened to the footsteps go away, then sighed. “A tedious man, Dilip.”


      “Yes, sahib.”


      “I wonder why he was made an officer?” Torrance frowned as he sucked on his hookah, then shook his head. “Poor Naig! Sacrificed to a mere ensign’s ambition. How did that wretched Sharpe even know to look in Naig’s tent? Did he talk to you?”


      “Yes, sahib,” Dilip admitted.


      Torrance stared at him. “Did you let him look at the ledgers?”


      “He insisted, sahib.”


      “You’re a bloody fool, Dilip! A bloody, bloody fool. I should thrash you if I wasn’t so tired. Maybe tomorrow.”


      “No, sahib, please.”


      “Oh, just bugger away off, Dilip,” Torrance snarled. “And you can go too, Brick.”


      The girl fled to the kitchen door. Dilip collected his ink bottle and sand-sprinkler. “Shall I take the chitties now, sahib, for the morning?”


      “Go!” Torrance roared. “You bore me! Go!” Dilip fled to the front room, and Torrance lay back in the hammock. He was indeed bored. He had nothing to do and nowhere to go. Most nights he would go to Naig’s tents and there drink, gamble and whore, but he could hardly visit the green pavilion this night, not after stringing Naig up by the neck. Damn it, he thought. He glanced at the table where a book, a gift from his father, lay unopened. The first volume of Some Reflections on Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians by the Reverend Courtney Mallison, and it would be a frigid day in the devil’s house before Torrance read that turgid tome. The Reverend Mallison had been Torrance’s childhood tutor, and a vicious beast he had been. A whipper, that was Mallison. Loved to whip his pupils. Torrance stared at the ceiling. Money. It was all down to money. Everything in the damned world was down to money. Make money, he thought, and he could go home and make Courtney Mallison’s life a misery. Have the bastard on his knees. And Mallison’s daughter. Have that prim bitch on her back.


      There was a knock on the door. “I said I didn’t want to be disturbed!” Torrance shouted, but despite his protest the door opened and the muslin billowed inward, letting in a flutter of moths. “For Christ’s sake,” Torrance cursed, then fell abruptly silent.


      He fell silent, for the first man through the door was a jetti, his bare torso gleaming with oil, and behind him came the tall man with a limp, the same man who had pleaded for Naig’s life. His name was Jama, and he was Naig’s brother, and his presence made Torrance acutely aware of his nudity. He swung off the hammock and reached for his dressing gown, but Jama twitched the silk garment off the chair back. “Captain Torrance,” he said with a bow.


      “Who let you in?” Torrance demanded.


      “I expected to see you in our small establishment tonight, Captain,” Jama said. Where his brother had been plump, noisy and a braggart, Jama was lean, silent and watchful.


      Torrance shrugged. “Maybe tomorrow night?”


      “You will be welcome, Captain, as always.” Jama took a small sheaf of papers from his pocket and fanned his face with them. “Ten thousand welcomes, Captain.”


      Ten thousand rupees. That was the value of the papers in Jama’s hand, all of them notes signed by Torrance. He had signed far more, but the others he had paid off with supplies filched from the convoys. Jama was here to remind Torrance that his greatest debts remained unpaid. “About today…” Torrance said awkwardly.


      “Ah, yes!” Jama said, as though he had momentarily forgotten the reason for his visit. “About today, Captain. Do tell me about today.” The jetti said nothing, just leaned against the wall with folded arms, his oiled muscles shining in the candlelight and his dark eyes fixed immovably on Torrance.


      “I’ve already told you. It wasn’t of my doing,” Torrance said with as much dignity as a naked man could muster.


      “You were the one who demanded my brother’s death,” Jama said.


      “What choice did I have? Once the supplies were found?”


      “But perhaps you arranged for them to be found?”


      “No!” Torrance protested. “Why the hell would I do that?”


      Jama was silent a moment, then indicated the huge man at his side. “His name is Prithviraj. I once saw him castrate a man with his bare hands.” Jama mimed a pulling action, smiling. “You’d be astonished at how far a little skin can stretch before it breaks.”


      “For God’s sake!” Torrance had gone pale. “It was not my doing!”


      “Then whose doing was it?”


      “His name is Sharpe. Ensign Sharpe.”


      Jama walked to Torrance’s table where he turned the pages of Some Reflections on Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians. “This Sharpe,” he asked, “he was not obeying your orders?”


      “Of course not!”


      Jama shrugged. “My brother was careless,” he admitted, “overconfident. He believed that with your friendship he could survive any inquiry.”


      “We were doing business,” Torrance said. “It was not friendship. And I told your brother he should have hidden the supplies.”


      “Yes,” Jama said, “he should. And so I told him also. But even so, Captain, I come from a proud family. You expect me to watch my brother killed and do nothing about it?” He fanned out the notes of Torrance’s debts. “I shall return these to you, Captain, when you deliver Ensign Sharpe to me. Alive! I want Prithviraj to take my revenge. You understand?”


      Torrance understood well enough. “Sharpe’s a British officer,” he said. “If he’s murdered there’ll be an inquiry. A real inquiry. Heads will be broken.”


      “That is your problem, Captain Torrance,” Jama said. “How you explain his disappearance is your affair. As are your debts.” He smiled and pushed the notes back into the pouch at his belt. “Give me Sharpe, Captain Torrance, or I shall send Prithviraj to visit you in the night. In the meantime, you will please continue to patronize our establishment.”


      “Bastard,” Torrance said, but Jama and his huge companion had already gone. Torrance picked up Some Reflections on Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians and slammed the heavy book down on a moth. “Bastard,” he said again. But on the other hand it was Sharpe who would suffer, not him, so it did not really matter. And what was Sharpe anyway? Nothing but an upstart from the ranks, so who would care if he died? Torrance killed another moth, then opened the kitchen door. “Come here, Brick.”


      “No, sir, please?”


      “Shut up. And come here. You can kill these damn moths while I get drunk.”


      Filthy drunk, he reckoned, for he had been scared today. He knew he had very nearly got caught when Sharpe had stripped the tent away from the purloined supplies, but by killing Naig quickly Torrance had protected himself, and now the price of his continued survival was Sharpe’s death. Arrange that, he thought, and all his troubles would be past. He forced Brick to drink some arrack, knowing how she hated it. Then he drank some himself. Damn Sharpe to hell, he thought, damn the interfering bastard to hell, which was where Sharpe was going anyway so Torrance drank to that happy prospect. Farewell, Mr. Sharpe.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 4

    


    
      Sharpe was not sure how far away Deogaum was, but guessed it was close to twenty miles and that was at least a seven-hour journey on foot, and so it was long before dawn when he stirred Ahmed from his sleep beside the smoldering remains of a bullock-dung fire, then set off under the stars. He tried to teach Ahmed some English. “Stars,” Sharpe said, pointing.


      “Stars,” Ahmed repeated dutifully.


      “Moon,” Sharpe said.


      “Moon,” Ahmed echoed.


      “Sky.”


      “Moon?” Ahmed asked, curious that Sharpe was still pointing to the sky.


      “Sky, you bugger.”


      “Skyoobugger?”


      “Never mind,” Sharpe said. He was hungry, and he had forgotten to ask Captain Torrance where he was supposed to draw rations, but their northward route took them through the village of Argaum where the fighting battalions of the army were bivouacked. Unburied bodies still littered the battlefield, and scavenging wild dogs growled from the dark stench as Sharpe and Ahmed walked past. A picket challenged them at the village, and Sharpe asked the man where he would find the cavalry lines. He could not imagine taking Ahmed to the 74th’s mess for breakfast, but Sergeant Eli Lockhart might be more welcoming.


      The reveille had sounded by the time Sharpe came to the gully where the horses were picketed and the troopers’ campfires were being restored to life. Lockhart scowled at the unexpected visitor through the smoky dawn gloom, then grinned when he recognized Sharpe. “Must be some fighting to do, lads,” he announced, “the bleeding infantry’s here. Good morning, sir. Need our help again?”


      “I need some breakfast,” Sharpe admitted.


      “Tea, that’ll start you off. Smithers! Pork chops! Davies! Some of that bread you’re hiding from me. Look lively now!” Lockhart turned back to Sharpe. “Don’t ask me where the chops come from, sir. I might have to lie.” He spat in a tin mug, scoured its interior with the end of his blanket, then filled it with tea. “There you are, sir. Does your boy want some? Here you are, lad.” Lockhart, a mug of tea in his own hand, then insisted on taking Sharpe to the picketed horses. “See, sir?” He lifted a horse’s leg to show off the new horseshoe. “My guvnor’s beholden to you. I might introduce you after breakfast.”


      Sharpe assumed that Lockhart was talking of his troop commander, but once, the pork chops and bread had been eaten, the Sergeant led Sharpe across to the lines of the native cavalry, and then to the tent of the 7th Native Cavalry’s commanding officer who, it seemed, was in charge of all the army’s cavalry. “He’s called Huddlestone,” Lockhart said, “and he’s a decent fellow. He’ll probably offer us another breakfast.”


      Colonel Huddlestone did indeed insist that both Lockhart and Sharpe join him for a breakfast of rice and eggs. Sharpe was beginning to see that Lockhart was a useful man, someone who was trusted by his officers and liked by his troopers, for Huddlestone greeted the Sergeant warmly and immediately plunged into a conversation about some local horses that had been purchased for remounts and which Huddlestone reckoned would never stand the strain of battle, though Lockhart seemed to feel that a few of them would be adequate. “So you’re the fellow who smoked out Naig?” Huddlestone said to Sharpe after a while.


      “Didn’t take much doing, sir.”


      “No one else did it, man! Don’t shy away from credit. I’m damned grateful to you.”


      “Couldn’t have done it without Sergeant Lockhart, sir.”


      “Damned army would come to a stop without Eli, ain’t that so?” the Colonel said, and Lockhart, his mouth full of egg, just grinned. Huddlestone turned back to Sharpe. “So they gave you to Torrance?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “He’s a lazy bugger,” Huddlestone said vengefully. Sharpe, astonished at the open criticism, said nothing. “He’s one of my own officers,” Huddlestone went on, “and I confess I wasn’t sorry when he asked to be given duty with the bullock train.”


      “He asked, sir?” Sharpe found it curious that a man would prefer to be with the baggage when he could be in a fighting unit.


      “His uncle is grooming him for a career in the Company,” Huddlestone said. “An uncle in Leadenhall Street. Know what Leadenhall Street is, Sharpe?”


      “Company offices, sir?”


      ’The very same. The uncle pays him an allowance, and he wants Torrance to get some experience in dealing with bhinjarries. Got it all planned out! A few years in the Company’s army, another few trading in spices, then home to inherit his uncle’s estate and his seat in the Court of Directors. One day we’ll all be tugging our forelocks to the lazy bugger. Still, if he wants to run the baggage train it’s no skin off our bums, Sharpe. No one likes the job, so Torrance is welcome to it, but my guess is that you’ll be doing most of his work.” The Colonel frowned. “He arrived in India with three English servants! Can you believe it? It ain’t as if servants are hard to find here, but Torrance wanted the cachet of white scullions. Two of ’em died of the fever, then Torrance had the nerve to say that one of them hadn’t earned the cost of the voyage out and so he’s forcing the widow to stay on and pay the debt!” Huddlestone shook his head, then gestured for his servant to pour more tea. “So what brings you here, Ensign?”


      “On my way to Deogaum, sir.”


      “He really came to beg his breakfast, Colonel,” Lockhart put in.


      “And I’ve no doubt the Sergeant fed you before you came to steal my victuals?” Huddlestone asked, then grinned. “You’re in luck, Ensign. We’re moving up to Deogaum today. You can ride with us.”


      Sharpe blushed. “I’ve no horse, sir.”


      “Eli?” Huddlestone looked at Lockhart.


      “I’ve got a horse he can ride, sir.”


      “Good.” Huddlestone blew on his tea. “Welcome to the cavalry, Sharpe.”


      Lockhart found two horses, one for Sharpe and the other for Ahmed. Sharpe; ever uncomfortable on horseback, struggled into the saddle under the cavalry’s sardonic gaze, while Ahmed jumped up and kicked back his heels, reveling in being back on a horse.


      They went gently northward, taking care not to tire the horses. Sharpe, as he rode, found himself thinking about Clare Wall, and that made him feel guilty about Simone Joubert, the young French widow who waited for him in Seringapatam. He had sent her there with a southbound convoy and a letter for his friend Major Stokes, and doubtless Simone was waiting for Sharpe to return when the campaign against the Mahrattas was over, but now he needed to warn her that he was being posted back to England. Would she come with him? Did he want her to come? He was not sure about either question, though he felt obscurely responsible for Simone. He could give her a choice, of course, but whenever Simone was faced by a choice she tended to look limp and wait for someone else to make the decision. He had to warn her, though. Would she even want to go to England? But what else could she do? She had no relatives in India, and the nearest French settlements were miles away.


      His thoughts were interrupted at mid-morning when Eli Lockhart spurred alongside his horse. “See it?”


      “See what?”


      “Up there!” Lockhart pointed ahead and Sharpe, peering through the dust haze thrown up by the leading squadrons, saw a range of high hills. The lower slopes were green with trees, but above the timber line there was nothing but brown and gray cliffs that stretched from horizon to horizon. And at the very top of the topmost bluff he could just see a streak of dark wall broken by a gate-tower. “Gawilghur!” Lockhart said.


      “How the hell do we attack up there?” Sharpe asked.


      The Sergeant laughed. “We don’t! It’s a job for the infantry. Reckon you’re better off attached to that fellow Torrance.”


      Sharpe shook his head. “I have to get in there, Eli.”


      “Why?”


      Sharpe gazed at the distant wall. “There’s a fellow called Dodd in there, and the bastard killed a friend of mine.”


      Lockhart thought for a second. “Seven hundred guineas Dodd?”


      “That’s the fellow,” Sharpe said. “But I’m not after the reward. I just want to see the bugger dead.”


      “Me too,” Lockhart said grimly.


      “You?”


      “Assaye,” Lockhart said brusquely.


      “What happened?”


      “We charged his troops. They were knocking seven kinds of hell out of the 74th and we caught the buggers in line. Knocked ’em hard back, but we must have had a dozen troopers unhorsed. We didn’t stop, though, we just kept after their cavalry and it wasn’t till the battle was over that we found our lads. They’d had their throats cut. All of them.”


      “That sounds like Dodd,” Sharpe said. The renegade Englishman liked to spread terror. Make a man afraid, Dodd had once told Sharpe, and he won’t fight you so hard.


      “So maybe I’ll go into Gawilghur with you,” Lockhart said.


      “Cavalry?” Sharpe asked. “They won’t let cavalry into a real fight.”


      Lockhart grinned. “I couldn’t let an ensign go into a fight without help. Poor little bugger might get hurt.”


      Sharpe laughed. The cavalry had swerved off the road to pass a long column of marching infantry who had set off before dawn on their march to Deogaum. The leading regiment was Sharpe’s own, the 74th, and Sharpe moved even farther away from the road so that he would not have to acknowledge the men who had wanted to be rid of him, but Ensign Venables spotted him, leaped the roadside ditch, and ran to his side. “Going up in the world, Richard?” Venables asked.


      “Borrowed glory,” Sharpe said. “The horse belongs to the 19th.”


      Venables looked slightly relieved that Sharpe had not suddenly been able to afford a horse. “Are you with the pioneers now?” he asked.


      “Nothing so grand,” Sharpe said, reluctant to admit that he had been reduced to being a bullock guard.


      Venables did not really care. “Because that’s what we’re doing,” he explained, “escorting the pioneers. It seems they have to make a road.”


      “Up there?” Sharpe guessed, nodding toward the fortress that dominated the plain.


      “Captain Urquhart says you might be selling your commission,” Venables said.


      “Does he?”


      “Are you?”


      “Are you making an offer?”


      “I’ve got a brother, you see,” Venables explained. “Three actually. And some sisters. My father might buy.” He took a piece of paper from a pocket and handed it up to Sharpe. “So if you go home, why not see my pater? That’s his address. He reckons one of my brothers should join the army. Ain’t any good for anything else, see?”


      “I’ll think on it,” Sharpe said, taking the paper. The cavalry had stretched ahead and so he clapped his heels back, and the horse jerked forward, throwing Sharpe back in the saddle. For a second he sprawled, almost falling over the beast’s rump, then he flailed wildly to catch his balance and just managed to grasp the saddle pommel. He thought he heard laughter as he trotted away from the battalion.


      Gawilghur soared above the plain like a threat and Sharpe felt like a poacher with nowhere to hide. From up there, Sharpe reckoned, the approaching British army would look like so many ants in the dust. He wished he had a telescope to stare at the high, distant fortress, but he had been reluctant to spend money. He was not sure why. It was not that he was poor, indeed there were few soldiers richer, yet he feared that the real reason was that he felt fraudulent wearing an officer’s sash, and that if he were to buy the usual appurtenances of an officer—a horse and a telescope and an expensive sword—then he would be mocked by those in the army who claimed he should never have been commissioned in the first place. Nor should he, he thought. He had been happier as a sergeant. Much happier. All the same, he wished he had a telescope as he gazed up at the stronghold and saw a great billow of smoke jet from one of the bastions. Seconds later he heard the fading boom of the gun, but he saw no sign of the shot falling. It was as though the cannonball had been swallowed into the warm air.


      A mile short of the foothills the road split into three. The sepoy horsemen went westward, while the 19th Light Dragoons took the right-hand path that angled away from the domineering fortress. The country became more broken as it was cut by small gullies and heaped with low wooded ridges—the first hints of the tumultuous surge of land that ended in the vast cliffs. Trees grew thick in those foothills, and Deogaum was evidently among the low wooded hills. It lay east of Gawilghur, safely out of range of the fortress’s guns. A crackle of musketry sounded from a timbered cleft and the 19th Dragoons, riding ahead of Sharpe, spread into a line. Ahmed grinned and made sure his musket was loaded. Sharpe wondered which side the boy was on.


      Another spatter of muskets sounded, this time to the west. The Mahrattas must have had men in the foothills. Perhaps they were stripping the villages of the stored grain? The sepoys of the East India Company cavalry had vanished, while the horsemen of the 19th were filing into the wooded cleft. A gun boomed in the fort, and this time Sharpe heard a thump as a cannonball fell to earth like a stone far behind him. A patch of dust drifted from a field where the shot had plummeted, then he and Ahmed followed the dragoons into the gully and the leaves hid them from the invisible watchers high above.


      The road twisted left and right, then emerged into a patchwork of small fields and woods. A large village lay beyond the fields—Sharpe guessed it must be Deogaum—then there were shots to his left and he saw a crowd of horsemen burst out of the trees a half-mile away. They were Mahrattas, and at first Sharpe thought they were intent on charging the 19th Light Dragoons, then he realized they were fleeing from the Company cavalry. There were fifty or sixty of the enemy horsemen who, on seeing the blue-and-yellow-coated dragoons, swerved southward to avoid a fight. The dragoons were turning, drawing sabres and spurring into pursuit. A trumpet sounded and the small fields were suddenly a whirl of horses, dust and gleaming weapons.


      Sharpe reined in among a patch of trees, not wanting to be at the center of a Mahratta cavalry charge. The enemy horses pounded past in a blur of hooves, shining helmets and lance points. The Company cavalry was still a quarter-mile behind when Ahmed suddenly kicked back his heels and shot out of the hiding place to follow the Mahratta cavalry.


      Sharpe swore. The little bastard was running back to join the Mahrattas. Not that Sharpe could blame him, but he still felt disappointed. He knew he had no chance of catching Ahmed who had unslung his musket and now rode up behind the rearmost enemy horseman. That man looked around, saw Ahmed was not in British uniform, and so ignored him. Ahmed galloped alongside, then swung his musket by its barrel so that the heavy stock cracked into the Mahratta’s forehead.


      The man went off the back of his horse as though jerked by a rope. His horse ran on, stirrups flapping. Ahmed reined in, turned and jumped down beside his victim. Sharpe saw the flash of a knife. The sepoy cavalry was closer now, and they might think Ahmed was the enemy, so Sharpe shouted at the boy to come back. Ahmed scrambled back into his saddle and kicked his horse to the trees where Sharpe waited. He had plundered a sabre, a pistol and a leather bag, and had a grin as wide as his face. The bag held two stale loaves of flat bread, some glass beads and a small book in a strange script. Ahmed gave one loaf to Sharpe, threw away the book, draped the cheap beads about his neck and hung the sabre at his waist, then watched as the dragoons cut into the rearward ranks of the fugitives. There was the blacksmith’s sound of steel on steel, two horses stumbled in flurries of dust, a man staggered bleeding into a ditch, pistols banged, a lance shivered point downward in the dry turf, and then the enemy horse was gone and the British and sepoy cavalry reined in.


      “Why can’t you be a proper servant?” Sharpe asked Ahmed. “Glean my boots, wash my clothes, make my supper, eh?”


      Ahmed, who did not understand a word, just grinned.


      “Instead I get some murderous urchin. So come on, you bugger.” Sharpe kicked his horse toward the village. He passed a half-empty tank where some clothes lay to dry on bushes, then he was in the dusty main street which appeared to be deserted, though he was aware of faces watching nervously from dark windows and curtain-hung doorways. Dogs growled from the shade and two chickens scratched in the dust. The only person in sight was a naked holy man who sat cross-legged under a tree, with his long hair cascading to the ground about him. He ignored Sharpe, and Sharpe ignored him. “We have to find a house,” Sharpe told the uncomprehending Ahmed. “House, see? House.”


      The village headman, the naique, ventured into the street. At least Sharpe assumed he was the naique, just as the naique assumed that the mounted soldier was the leader of the newly arrived cavalrymen. He clasped his hands before his face and bowed to Sharpe, then clicked his fingers to summon a servant carrying a small brass tray on which stood a little cup of arrack. The fierce liquor made Sharpe’s head feel suddenly light. The naique was talking ten to the dozen, but Sharpe quietened him with a wave. “No good talking to me,” he said, “I’m nobody. Talk to him.” He pointed to Colonel Huddlestone who was leading his Indian cavalrymen into the village. The troopers dismounted as Huddlestone talked to the headman. There was a squawk as the two chickens were snatched up. Huddlestone turned at the sound, but his men all looked innocent.


      High above Sharpe a gun banged in the fortress. The shot seared out to fall somewhere in the plain where the British infantry marched. The dragoons came into the village, some with bloodied sabres, and Sharpe surrendered the two horses to Lockhart. Then he searched the street to find a house for Torrance. He saw nothing which had a walled garden, but he did find a small mud-walled home that had a courtyard and he dropped his pack in the main room as a sign of ownership. There was a woman with two small children who shrank away from him. “It’s all right,” Sharpe said, “you get paid. No one will hurt you.” The woman wailed and crouched as though expecting to be hit. “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said, “does no one in this bleeding country speak English?”


      He had nothing to do now until Torrance arrived. He could have hunted through the village to discover paper, a pen and ink so he could write to Simone and tell her about going to England, but he decided that chore could wait. He stripped off his belt, sabre and jacket, found a rope bed, and lay down.


      Far overhead the fortress guns fired. It sounded like distant thunder. Sharpe slept.


      Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill tugged off his boots, releasing a stench into the room that caused Captain Torrance to close his eyes. “Good God,” Torrance said weakly. The Captain felt ill enough already. He had drunk the best part of a bottle of arrack, had woken in the night with gripes in the belly, and then slept unevenly until dawn when someone had scratched at his door and Torrance had shouted at the pest to go away, after which he had at last fallen into a deeper sleep. Now he had been woken by Hakeswill who, oblivious of the stench, began to unwrap the cloths that bound his feet. It smelled, Torrance thought, like rotted cheese that had been stored in a corpse’s belly. He shifted his chair slightly toward the window and pulled his dressing gown tighter about his chest. “I’m truly sorry about Naig,” Torrance said. Hakeswill had listened in disbelief to the tale of Naig’s death and seemed genuinely saddened by it, just as he had been shocked by the news that Sharpe was now Torrance’s assistant.


      “The bleeding Scotch didn’t want him, sir, did they?” Hakeswill said. “Never thought the Scotch had much sense, but they had wits enough to get rid of Sharpie.” Hakeswill had uncovered his right foot and Torrance, barely able to endure the stink, suspected there was black fungus growing between the Sergeant’s toes. “Now you’ve got him, sir,” Hakeswill went on, “and I pities you, I does. Decent officer like you, sir? Last thing you deserved. Bleeding Sharpie! He ain’t got no right to be an officer, sir, not Sharpie. He ain’t a gentleman like your good self, sir. He’s just a common toad, like the rest of us.”


      “So why was he commissioned?” Torrance asked, watching as Hakeswill tugged at the crusted cloth on his left foot.


      “On account of saving the General’s life, sir. Leastwise, that’s what is said.” Hakeswill paused as a spasm made his face twitch. “Saved Sir Arthur’s life at Assaye. Not that I believe it, sir, but Sir Arthur does, and the result of that, sir, is that Sir Arthur thinks bloody Sharpie is a blue-eyed boy. Sharpie farts and Sir Arthur thinks the wind’s turned southerly.”


      “Does he now?” Torrance asked. That was worth knowing.


      “Four years ago, sir,” Hakeswill said, “I had Sharpie flogged. Would have been a dead ’un too, he would, like he deserved, only Sir Arthur stopped the flogging after two hundred lashes. Stopped it!” The injustice of the act still galled the Sergeant. “Now he’s a bleedin’ officer. I tells you, sir, the army ain’t what it was. Gone to the dogs, it has.” He pulled the cloth from his left foot, then frowned at his toes. “I washed them in August,” he said in wonderment, “but it don’t look like it, does it?”


      “It is now December, Sergeant,” Torrance said reprovingly.


      “A good sluice should last six months, sir.”


      “Some of us engage in a more regular toilet,” Torrance hinted.


      “You would, sir, being a gentleman. Thing is, sir, I wouldn’t normally take the toe-rags off, only there’s a blister.” Hakeswill frowned. “Haven’t had a blister in years! Poor Naig. For a blackamoor he wasn’t a bad sort of fellow.”


      Naig, Torrance believed, had been as evil a creature as any on the surface of the earth, but he smiled piously at Hakeswill’s tribute. “We shall certainly miss him, Sergeant.”


      “Pity you had to hang him, sir, but what choice did you have? Between the devil and a deep blue buggeration, that’s where you were, sir. But poor Naig.” Hakeswill shook his head in sad remembrance. “You should have strung up Sharpie, sir, more’s the pity you couldn’t. Strung him up proper like what he deserves. A murdering bastard, he is, murdering!” And an indignant Hakeswill told Captain Torrance how Sharpe had tried to kill him, first by throwing him among the Tippoo’s tigers, then by trapping him in a courtyard with an elephant trained to kill by crushing men with its forefoot. “Only the tigers weren’t hungry, see, on account of being fed? And as for the elephant, sir, I had me knife, didn’t I? I jabbed it in the paw, I did.” He mimed the stabbing action. “Right in its paw, deep in! It didn’t like it. I can’t die, sir, I can’t die.” The Sergeant spoke hoarsely, believing every word. He had been hanged as a child, but he had survived the gallows and now believed he was protected from death by his own guardian angel.


      Mad, Torrance thought, Bedlam-mad, but he was nevertheless fascinated by Obadiah Hakeswill. To look at, the Sergeant appeared the perfect soldier; it was the twitch that suggested something more interesting lay behind the bland blue eyes. And what lay behind those childish eyes, Torrance had decided, was a breathtaking malevolence, yet one that was accompanied by an equally astonishing confidence. Hakeswill, Torrance had decided, would murder a baby and find justification for the act. “So you don’t like Mr. Sharpe?” Torrance asked.


      “I hates him, sir, and I don’t mind admitting it. I’ve watched him, I have, slither his way up the ranks like a bleeding eel up a drain.” Hakeswill had taken out a knife, presumably the one which he had stabbed into the elephant’s foot, and now cocked his right heel on his left knee and laid the blade against the blister.


      Torrance shut his eyes to spare himself the sight of Hakeswill performing surgery. “The thing is, Sergeant,” he said, “that Naig’s brother would rather like a private word with Mr. Sharpe.”


      “Does he now?” Hakeswill asked. He stabbed down. “Look at that, sir. Proper bit of pus. Soon be healed. Ain’t had a blister in years! Reckon it must be the new boots.” He spat on the blade and poked the blister again. “I’ll have to soak the boots in vinegar, sir. So Jama wants Sharpe’s goolies, does he?”


      “Literally, as it happens. Yes.”


      “He can join the bleeding queue.”


      “No!” Torrance said sternly. “It is important to me, Sergeant, that Mr. Sharpe is delivered to Jama. Alive. And that his disappearance occasions no curiosity.”


      “You mean no one must notice?” Hakeswill’s face twitched while he thought, then he shrugged. “Ain’t difficult, sir.”


      “It isn’t?”


      “I’ll have a word with Jama, sir. Then you can give Sharpie some orders, and I’ll be waiting for him. It’ll be easy, sir. Glad to do it for you.”


      “You are a comfort to me, Sergeant.”


      “That’s my job, sir,” Hakeswill said, then leered at the kitchen door where Clare Wall had appeared. “Sunshine of my life,” he said in what he hoped was a winning tone.


      “Your tea, sir,” Clare said, offering Torrance a cup.


      “A mug for the Sergeant, Brick! Where are your manners?”


      “She don’t need manners,” Hakeswill said, still leering at the terrified Clare, “not with what she’s got. Put some sugar in it, darling, if the Captain will spare me some.”


      “Give him sugar, Brick,” Torrance ordered.


      Hakeswill watched Brick go back to the kitchen. “A proper little woman, that, sir. A flower, that’s what she is, a flower!”


      “No doubt you would like to pluck her?”


      “It’s time I was married,” Hakeswill said. “A man should leave a son, sir, says so in the scriptures.”


      “You want to do some begetting, eh?” Torrance said, then frowned as someone knocked on the outer door. “Come!” he called.


      An infantry captain whom neither man recognized put his head round the door. “Captain Torrance?”


      “That’s me,” Torrance said grandly.


      “Sir Arthur Wellesley’s compliments,” the Captain said, his acid tone suggesting that the compliments would be remarkably thin, “but is there any reason why the supplies have not moved northwards?”


      Torrance stared at the man. For a second he was speechless, then he cursed under his breath. “My compliments to the General,” he said, “and my assurances that the bullock train will be on its way immediately.” He waited until, the Captain had gone, then swore again.


      “What happened, sir?” Hakeswill asked.


      “The bloody chitties!” Torrance said. “Still here. Dilip must have come for them this morning, but I told him to bugger off.” He swore again. “Bloody Wellesley will pull my guts out backwards for this.”


      Hakeswill found the chitties on the table and went to the door, leaving small bloody marks on the floor from his opened blister. “Dilly! Dilly! You black bastard heathen swine! Here, take these. On your way!”


      “Damn!” Torrance said, standing and pacing the small room. “Damn, damn, damn.”


      “Nothing to worry about, sir,” Hakeswill said.


      “Easy for you to say, Sergeant.”


      Hakeswill grinned as his face was distorted by twitches. “Just blame someone else, sir,” he said, “as is usually done in the army.”


      “Who? Sharpe? You said yourself he’s Wellesley’s blue-eyed boy. I’m supposed to blame him? Or you, perhaps?”


      Hakeswill tried to calm the Captain down by giving him his cup of tea. “Blame Dilly, sir, on account of him being a heathen bastard as black as my new boots.”


      “He’ll simply deny everything when questioned!” Torrance protested.


      Hakeswill smiled. “Won’t be in a position to deny anything, sir, will he? On account of being…” He paused, stuck his tongue out, opened his eyes wide and made a choking noise.


      “Good God, Sergeant,” Torrance said, shuddering at the horrid picture suggested by Hakeswill’s contorted face. “Besides, he’s a good clerk! It’s damned difficult to replace good men.”


      “It’s easy, sir. Jama will give us a man. Give us a good man.” Hakeswill grinned. “It’ll make things much easier, sir, if we can trust the clerk as well as each other.”


      Torrance flinched at the thought of being in league with Obadiah Hakeswill, yet if he was ever to pay off his debts he needed the Sergeant’s cooperation. And Hakeswill was marvelously efficient. He could strip the supplies bare and not leave a trace of his handiwork, always making sure someone else took the blame. And doubtless the Sergeant was right. If Jama could provide a clerk, then the clerk could provide a false set of accounts. And if Dilip was blamed for the late arrival of the pioneers’ stores, then Torrance would be off that particularly sharp and nasty hook. As ever, it seemed as though Hakeswill could find his way through the thorniest of problems.


      “Just leave it to me, sir,” Hakeswill said. “I’ll look after everything, sir, I will.” He bared his teeth at Clare who had brought his mug of tea. “You’re the flower of womanhood,” he told her, then watched appreciatively as she scuttled back to the kitchen. “Her and me, sir, are meant for each other. Says so in the scriptures.”


      “Not till Sharpe’s dead,” Torrance said.


      “He’ll be dead, six,” Hakeswill promised, and the Sergeant shivered as he anticipated the riches that would follow that death. Not just Clare Wall, but the jewels. The jewels! Hakeswill had divined that it had been Sharpe who had killed the Tippoo Sultan in Seringapatam, and Sharpe who must have stripped the ruler’s body of its diamonds and emeralds and sapphires and rubies, and Sharpe, Hakeswill reckoned, was still hiding those stones. From far away, dulled by the heat of the day, came the sound of artillery firing. Gawilghur, Hakeswill thought, where Sharpe should not reach, on account of Sharpe being Hakeswill’s business, and no one else’s. I will be rich, the Sergeant promised himself, I will be rich.


      Colonel William Dodd stood on the southernmost battlements of Gawilghur with his back against the parapet so that he was staring down into a palace courtyard where Beny Singh had erected a striped pavilion. Small silver bells that tinkled prettily in the small breeze were hung from the pavilion’s fringed hem, while under the canopy a group of musicians played the strange, long-necked stringed instruments which made a music that, to Dodd’s ears, sounded like the slow strangulation of cats. Beny Singh and a dozen pretty creatures in saris were playing some form of Blind Man’s Buff, and their laughter rose to the ramparts, making Dodd scowl, though if truth were told he was inordinately jealous of Beny Singh. The man was plump, short and timid, yet he seemed to work some magical spell on the ladies, while Dodd, who was tall, hard and scarred to prove his bravery, had to make do with a whore.


      Damn the Killadar. Dodd turned sharply away and stared over the heat-baked plain. Beneath him, and just far enough to the east to be out of range of Gawilghur’s largest guns, the edge of the British encampment showed. From this height the rows of dull white tents looked like speckles. To the south, still a long way off, Dodd could see the enemy baggage train trudging toward its new encampment. It was odd, he thought, that they should make the oxen carry their burdens through the hottest part of the day. Usually the baggage marched just after midnight and camped not long after dawn, but today the great herd was stirring the dust into the broiling afternoon air and it looked, Dodd thought, like a migrating tribe. There were thousands of oxen in the army’s train, all loaded with round shot, powder, tools, salt beef, arrack, horseshoes, bandages, flints, muskets, spices, rice, and with them came the merchants’ beasts and the merchants’ families, and the ox herdsmen had their own families and they all needed more beasts to carry their tents, clothes and food. A dozen elephants plodded in the herd’s center, while a score of dromedaries swayed elegantly behind the elephants. Mysore cavalry guarded the great caravan, while beyond the mounted pickets half-naked grass-cutters spread into the fields to collect fodder that they stuffed into nets and loaded onto yet more oxen.


      Dodd glanced at the sentries who guarded the southern stretch of Gawilghur’s walls and he saw the awe on their faces as they watched the enormous herd approach. The dust from the hooves rose to smear the southern skyline like a vast sea fog. “They’re only oxen!” Dodd growled to the men. “Only oxen! Oxen don’t fire guns. Oxen don’t climb walls.” None of them understood him, but they grinned dutifully.


      Dodd walked eastward. After a while the wall ended, giving way to the bare lip of a precipice. There was no need for walls around much of the perimeters of Gawilghur’s twin forts, for nature had provided the great cliffs that were higher than any rampart a man could make, but Dodd, as he walked to the bluff’s edge, noted places here and there where an agile man could, with the help of a rope, scramble down the rock face. A few men deserted Gawilghur’s garrison every day, and Dodd did not doubt that this was how they escaped, but he did not understand why they should want to go. The fort was impregnable! Why would a man not wish to stay with the victors?


      He reached a stretch of wall at the fort’s southeastern corner and there, high up on a gun platform, he opened his telescope and stared down into the foothills. He searched for a long time, his glass skittering over trees, shrubs and patches of dry grass, but at last he saw a group of men standing beside a narrow path. Some of the men were in red coats and one was in blue.


      “What are you watching, Colonel?” Prince Manu Bappoo had seen Dodd on the rampart and had climbed to join him.


      “British,” Dodd said, without taking his eye from the telescope. “They’re surveying a route up to the plateau.”


      Bappoo shaded his eyes and stared down, but without a telescope he could not see the group of men. “It will take them months to build a road up to the hills.”


      “It’ll take them two weeks,” Dodd said flatly. “Less. You don’t know how their engineers work, sahib, but I do. They’ll use powder to break through obstacles and a thousand axemen to widen the tracks. They’ll start their work tomorrow and in a fortnight they’ll be running guns up to the hills.” Dodd collapsed the telescope. “Let me go down and break the bastards,” he demanded.


      “No,” Bappoo said. He had already had this argument with Dodd who wanted to take his Cobras down into the foothills and there harass the road-makers. Dodd did not want a stand-up fight, a battle of musket line against musket line, but instead wanted to raid, ambush and scare the enemy. He wanted to slow the British work, to dishearten the sappers and, by such delaying tactics, force Wellesley to send forage parties far into the countryside where they would be prey to the Mahratta horsemen who still roamed the Deccan Plain.


      Bappoo knew Dodd was right, and that the British road could be slowed by a campaign of harassment, but he feared to let the white-coated Cobras leave the fortress. The garrison was already nervous, awed by the victories of Wellesley’s small army, and if they saw the Cobras march out of the fort then many would think they were being abandoned and the trickle of deserters would become a flood.


      “We have to slow them!” Dodd snarled.


      “We shall,” Bappoo said. “I shall send silladars, Colonel, and reward them for every weapon they bring back to the fort. But you will stay here, and help prepare the defenses.” He spoke firmly, showing that the subject was beyond discussion, then offered Dodd a gap-toothed smile and gestured toward the palace at the center of the Inner Fort. “Come, Colonel, I want to show you something.”


      The two men walked through the small houses that surrounded the palace, past an Arab sentry who protected the palace precincts, then through some flowering trees where monkeys crouched. Dodd could hear the tinkle of the bells where Beny Singh was playing with his women, but that sound faded as the path twisted deeper into the trees. The path ended at a rock face that was pierced by an arched wooden door. Dodd looked up while Bappoo unlocked the door and saw that the great rock slab formed the palace foundations and, when Bappoo thrust back the creaking door, he understood that it led into the palace cellars.


      A lantern stood on a shelf just inside the door and there was a pause while Bappoo lit its wick. “Come,” Bappoo said, and led Dodd into the marvelous coolness of the huge low cellar. “It is rumored,” Bappoo said, “that we store the treasures of Berar in here, and in one sense it is true, but they are not the treasures that men usually dream of.” He stopped by a row of barrels and casually knocked off their lids, revealing that the tubs were filled with copper coins. “No gold or silver,” Bappoo said, “but money all the same. Money to hire new mercenaries, to buy new weapons and to make a new army.” Bappoo trickled a stream of the newly minted coins through his fingers. “We have been lax in paying our men,” he confessed. “My brother, for all his virtues, is not generous with his treasury.”


      Dodd grunted. He was not sure what virtues the Rajah of Berar did possess. Certainly not valor, nor generosity, but the Rajah was fortunate in his brother, for Bappoo was loyal and evidently determined to make up for the Rajah’s shortcomings.


      “Gold and silver,” Dodd said, “would buy better arms and more men.”


      “My brother will not give me gold or silver, only copper. And we must work with what we have, not with what we dream of.” Bappoo put the lids back onto the barrels, then edged between them to where rack after rack of muskets stood. “These, Colonel,” he said, “are the weapons for that new army.”


      There were thousands of muskets, all brand new, and all equipped with bayonets and cartridge boxes. Some of the guns were locally made copies of French muskets, but several hundred looked to Dodd to be of British make. He lifted one from the racks and saw the Tower mark on its lock. “How did you get these?” he asked, surprised.


      Bappoo shrugged. “We have agents in the British camp. They arrange it. We meet some of their supply convoys well to the south and pay for their contents. It seems there are traitors in the British army who would rather make money than seek victory.”


      “You buy guns with copper?” Dodd asked scathingly. He could not imagine any man selling a Tower musket for a handful of copper.


      “No,” Bappoo confessed. “To buy the weapons and the cartridges we need gold, so I use my own. My brother, I trust, will repay me one day.”


      Dodd frowned at the hawk-faced Bappoo. “You’re using your money to keep your brother on the throne?” he asked and, though he waited for an answer, none came. Dodd shook his head, implying that Bappoo’s nobility was beyond understanding, then he cocked and fired the unloaded musket. The spark of the flint flashed a sparkle of red light against the stone ceiling. “A musket in its rack kills no one,” he said.


      “True. But as yet we don’t have the men to carry these muskets. But we will, Colonel. Once we have defeated the British the other kingdoms will join us.” That, Dodd reflected, was true enough. Scindia, Dodd’s erstwhile employer, was suing for peace, while Holkar, the most formidable of the Mahratta monarchs, was staying aloof from the contest, but if Bappoo did win his victory, those chieftains would be eager to share future spoils. “And not just the other kingdoms,” Bappoo went on, “but warriors from all India will come to our banner. I intend to raise a compoo armed with the best weapons and trained to the very highest standard. Many, I suspect, will be sepoys from Wellesley’s defeated army and they will need a new master when he is dead. I thought perhaps you would lead them?”


      Dodd returned the musket to its rack. “You’ll not pay me with copper, Bappoo.”


      Bappoo smiled. “You will pay me with victory, Colonel, and I shall reward you with gold.”


      Dodd saw some unfamiliar weapons farther down the rack. He lifted one and saw it was a hunting rifle. The lock was British, but the filigree decoration on the stock and barrel was Indian. “You’re buying rifles?” he asked.


      “No better weapon for skirmishing,” Bappoo said.


      “Maybe,” Dodd allowed grudgingly. The rifle was accurate, but slow to load.


      “A small group of men with rifles,” Bappoo said, “backed up by muskets, could be formidable.”


      “Maybe,” Dodd said again, then, instead of putting the rifle back onto the rack, he slung it on his shoulder. “I’d like to try it,” he explained. “You have ammunition?”


      Bappoo gestured across the cellar, and Dodd went and scooped up some cartridges. “If you’ve got the cash,” he called back, “why not raise your new army now. Bring it to Gawilghur.”


      “There’s no time,” Bappoo said, “and besides, no one will join us now. They think the British are beating us. So if we are to make our new army, Colonel, then we must first win a victory that will ring through India, and that is what we shall do here at Gawilghur.” He spoke very confidently, for Bappoo, like Dodd, believed Gawilghur to be unassailable. He led the Englishman back to the entrance, blew out the lantern and carefully locked the armory door.


      The two men climbed the slope beside the palace, passing a line of servants who carried drinks and sweetmeats to where Beny Singh whiled away the afternoon. As ever, when Dodd thought of the Killadar, he felt a surge of anger. Beny Singh should have been organizing the fortress’s defenses, but instead he frittered away his days with women and liquor. Bappoo must have divined Dodd’s thoughts, for he grimaced. “My brother likes Beny Singh. They amuse each other.”


      “Do they amuse you?” Dodd asked.


      Bappoo paused at the northern side of the palace and there he gazed across the ravine to the Outer Fort which was garrisoned by his Lions of Allah. “I swore an oath to my brother,” he answered, “and I am a man who keeps my oaths.”


      “There must be those,” Dodd said carefully, “who would rather see you as Rajah?”


      “Of course,” Bappoo answered equably, “but such men are my brother’s enemies, and my oath was to defend my brother against all his enemies.” He shrugged. “We must be content, Colonel, with what fate grants us. It has granted me the task of fighting my brother’s wars, and I shall do that to the best of my ability.” He pointed to the deep ravine that lay between the Outer and the Inner Forts. “And there, Colonel, I shall win a victory that will make my brother the greatest ruler of all India. The British cannot stop us. Even if they make their road, even if they haul their guns up to the hills, even if they make a breach in our walls and even if they capture the Outer Fort, they must still cross that ravine, and they cannot do it. No one can do it.” Bappoo stared at the steep gorge as if he could already see its rocks soaked in enemy blood. “Who rules that ravine, Colonel, rules India, and when we have our victory then we shall unlock the cellar and raise an army that will drive the redcoats not just from Berar, but from Hyderabad, from Mysore and from Madras. I shall make my brother Emperor of all southern India, and you and I, Colonel, shall be his warlords.” Bappoo turned to gaze into the dust-smeared immensity of the southern sky. “It will all belong to my brother,” he said softly, “but it will begin here. At Gawilghur.”


      And here, Dodd suddenly thought, it would end for Bappoo. No man who was willing to endure a feeble wretch like Beny Singh, or protect a cowardly libertine like the Rajah, deserved to be a warlord of all India. No, Dodd thought, he would win his own victory here, and then he would strike against Bappoo and against Beny Singh, and he would raise his own army and use it to strike terror into the rich southern kingdoms. Other Europeans had done it. Benoît de Boigne had made himself richer than the kings of all Christendom, while George Thomas, an illiterate Irish sailor, had risen to rule a princedom for his widowed mistress. Dodd saw himself as a new Prester John. He would make a kingdom from the rotting scraps of India, and he would rule from a new palace in Gawilghur that would be like no other in the world. He would have roofs of gold, walls of white marble and garden paths made from pearls, and men from all India would come to pay him homage. He would be Lord of Gawilghur, Dodd thought, and smiled. Not bad for a miller’s son from Suffolk, but Gawilghur was a place to stir dreams for it lifted men’s thoughts into the heavens, and Dodd knew that India, above all the lands on God’s earth, was a place where dreams could come true. Here a man was either made rich beyond all desire, or else became nothing.


      And Dodd would not be nothing. He would be Lord of Gawilghur and the terror of India.


      Once the redcoats were defeated.


      “Is this the best you could manage, Sharpe?” Torrance inquired, looking about the main room of the commandeered house.


      “No, sir,” Sharpe said. “There was a lovely house just up the road. Big shady courtyard, couple of pools, a fountain and a gaggle of dancing girls, but I thought you might prefer the view from these windows.”


      “Sarcasm ill becomes an ensign,” Torrance said, dropping his saddlebags on the earthen floor. “Indeed, very little becomes ensigns, Sharpe, except a humble devotion to serving their betters. I suppose the house will have to suffice. Who is that?” He shuddered as he stared at the woman whose house he was occupying.


      “She lives here, sir.”


      “Not now, she doesn’t. Get rid of the black bitch, and her foul children. Brick!”


      Clare Wall came in from the sunlight, carrying a sack. “Sir?”


      “I’m hungry, Brick. Find the kitchen. We made a late start, Sharpe,” Torrance explained, “and missed dinner.”


      “I imagine that’s why the General wants to see you, sir,” Sharpe said. “Not because you missed dinner, but because the supplies weren’t here on time.”


      Torrance stared at Sharpe in horror. “Wellesley wants to see me?”


      “Six o’clock, sir, at his tent.”


      “Oh, Christ!” Torrance threw his cocked hat across the room. “Just because the supplies were a little late?”


      “Twelve hours late, sir.”


      Torrance glared at Sharpe, then fished a watch from his fob. “It’s half past five already! God help us! Can’t you brush that coat, Sharpe?”


      “He don’t want to see me, sir. Just you.”


      “Well, he’s bloody well going to see both of us. Clean uniform, Sharpe, hair brushed, paws washed, face scrubbed, Sunday best.” Torrance frowned suddenly. “Why didn’t you tell me you saved Wellesley’s life?”


      “Is that what I did, sir?”


      “I mean, good God, man, he must be grateful to you?” Torrance asked. Sharpe just shrugged. “You saved his life,” Torrance insisted, “and that means he’s in your debt, and you must use the advantage. Tell him we don’t have enough men to run the supply train properly. Put in a good word for me, Sharpe, and I’ll repay the favor. Brick! Forget the food! I need a clean stock, boots polished, hat brushed. And give my dress coat a pressing!”


      Sergeant Hakeswill edged through the door. “Your ’ammock, sir,” he said to Torrance, then saw Sharpe and a slow grin spread across his face. “Look who it isn’t. Sharpie!”


      Torrance wheeled on the Sergeant. “Mr. Sharpe is an officer, Hakes will! In this unit we do observe the proprieties!”


      “Quite forgot myself, sir,” Hakeswill said, his face twitching, “on account of being reunited with an old comrade. Mr. Sharpe, ever so pleased to see you, sir.”


      “Lying bastard,” Sharpe said.


      “Ain’t officers supposed to observe the properties, sir?” Hakeswill demanded of Torrance, but the Captain had gone in search of his native servant who had charge of the luggage. Hakeswill looked back to Sharpe. “Fated to be with you, Sharpie.”


      “You stay out of my light, Obadiah,” Sharpe said, “or I’ll slit your throat.”


      “I can’t be killed, Sharpie, can’t be killed!” Hakeswill’s face wrenched itself in a series of twitches. “It says so in the scriptures.” He looked Sharpe up and down, then shook his head ruefully. “I’ve seen better things dangling off the tails of sheep, I have. You ain’t an officer, Sharpie, you’re a bleeding disgrace.”


      Torrance backed into the house, shouting at his servant to drape the windows with muslin, then turned and hurried to the kitchen to harry Clare. He tripped over Sharpe’s pack and swore. “Whose is this?”


      “Mine,” Sharpe said.


      “You’re not thinking of billeting yourself here, are you, Sharpe?”


      “Good as anywhere, sir.”


      “I like my privacy, Sharpe. Find somewhere else.” Torrance suddenly remembered he was speaking to a man who might have influence with Wellesley. “If you’d be so kind, Sharpe. I just can’t abide being crowded. An affliction, I know, but there it is. I need solitude, it’s my nature. Brick! Did I tell you to brush my hat? And the plume needs a combing.”


      Sharpe picked up his pack and walked out to the small garden where Ahmed was sharpening his new tulwar. Clare Wall followed him into the sunlight, muttered something under her breath, then sat and started to polish one of Torrance’s boots. “Why the hell do you stay with him?” Sharpe asked.


      She paused to look at Sharpe. She had oddly hooded eyes that gave her face an air of delicate mystery. “What choice do I have?” she asked, resuming her polishing.


      Sharpe sat beside her, picked up the other boot and rubbed it with blackball. “So what’s he going to do if you bugger off?”


      She shrugged. “I owe him money.”


      “Like hell. How can you owe him money?”


      “He brought my husband and me here,” she said, “paid our passage from England. We agreed to stay three years. Then Charlie died.” She paused again, her eyes suddenly gleaming, then sniffed and began to polish the boot obsessively.


      Sharpe looked at her. She had dark eyes, curling black hair and a long upper lip. If she was not so tired and miserable, he thought, she would be a very pretty woman. “How old are you, love?”


      She gave him a skeptical glance. “Who’s your woman in Seringapatam, then?”


      “She’s a Frenchie,” Sharpe said. “A widow, like you.”


      “Officer’s widow?” Clare asked. Sharpe nodded. “And you’re to marry her?” Clare asked.


      “Nothing like that,” Sharpe said.


      “Like what, then?” she asked.


      “I don’t know, really,” Sharpe said. He spat on the boot’s flank and rubbed the spittle into the bootblack.


      “But you like her?” Clare asked, picking the dirt from the boot’s spur. She seemed embarrassed to have posed the question, for she hurried on. “I’m nineteen,” she said, “but nearly twenty.”


      “Then you’re old enough to see a lawyer,” Sharpe said. “You ain’t indentured to the Captain. You have to sign papers, don’t you? Or make your mark on a paper. That’s how it was done in the foundling home where they dumped me. Wanted to make me into a chimney sweep, they did! Bloody hell! But if you didn’t sign indenture papers, you should talk to a lawyer.”


      Clare paused, staring at a sad tree in the courtyard’s center that was dying from the drought. “I wanted to get married a year back,” she said softly, “and that’s what Tom told me. He were called Tom, see? A cavalryman, he was. Only a youngster.”


      “What happened?”


      “Fever,” she said bleakly. “But it wouldn’t have worked anyway, because Torrance wouldn’t ever let me marry.” She began polishing the boot again. “He said he’d see me dead first.” She shook her head. “But what’s the point in seeing a lawyer? You think a lawyer would talk to me? They like money, lawyers do, and do you know a lawyer in India that ain’t in the Company’s pocket? Mind you”—she glanced toward the house to make sure she was not being overheard—“he hasn’t got any money either. He gets an allowance from his uncle and his Company pay and he gambles it all away, but he always seems to find more.” She paused. “And what would I do if I walked away?” She left the question hanging in the warm air, then shook her head. “I’m miles from bleeding home. I don’t know. He was good to me at first. I liked him! I didn’t know him then, you see.” She half smiled. “Funny, isn’t it? You think because someone’s a gentleman and the son of a clergyman that they have to be kind? But he ain’t.” She vigorously brushed the boot’s tassel. “And he’s been worse since he met that Hakeswill. I do hate him.” She sighed. “Just fourteen months to go,” she said wearily, “and then I’ll have paid the debt.”


      “Hell, no,” Sharpe said. “Walk away from the bugger.”


      She picked up Torrance’s hat and began brushing it. “I don’t have family,” she said, “so where would I go?”


      “You’re an orphan?”


      She nodded. “I got work as a house girl in Torrance’s uncle’s house. That’s where I met Charlie. He were a footman. Then Mr. Henry, that’s his uncle, see, said we should join the Captain’s household. Charlie became Captain Torrance’s valet. That was a step up. And the money was better, only we weren’t paid, not once we were in Madras. He said we had to pay our passage.”


      “What the devil are you doing, Sharpe?” Torrance had come into the garden. “You’re not supposed to clean boots! You’re an officer!”


      Sharpe tossed the boot at Torrance. “I keep forgetting, sir.”


      “If you must clean boots, Sharpe, start with your own. Good God, man! You look like a tinker!”


      “The General’s seen me looking worse,” Sharpe said. “Besides, he never did care what men looked like, sir, so long as they do their job properly.


      “I do mine properly!” Torrance bridled at the implication. “I just need more staff. You tell him that, Sharpe, you tell him! Give me that hat, Brick! We’re late.”


      In fact Torrance arrived early at the General’s tent and had to kick his heels in the evening sunshine. “What exactly did the General say when he summoned me?” he asked Sharpe.


      “He sent an aide, sir. Captain Campbell. Wanted to know where the supplies were.”


      “You told him they were coming?”


      “Told him the truth, sir.”


      “Which was?”


      “That I didn’t bloody well know where they were.”


      “Oh, Christ! Thank you, Sharpe, thank you very much.” Torrance twitched at his sash, making the silk fall more elegantly. “Do you know what loyalty is?”


      Before Sharpe could answer the tent flaps were pushed aside and Captain Campbell ducked out into the sunlight. “Wasn’t expecting you, Sharpe!” he said genially, holding out his hand.


      Sharpe shook hands. “How are you, sir?”


      “Busy,” Campbell said. “You don’t have to go in if you don’t want.”


      “He does,” Torrance said.


      Sharpe shrugged. “Might as well,” he said, then ducked into the tent’s yellow light as Campbell pulled back the flap.


      The General was in his shirtsleeves, sitting behind a table that was covered with Major Blackiston’s sketches of the land bridge to Gawilghur. Blackiston was beside him, travel-stained and tired, while an irascible-looking major of the Royal Engineers stood two paces behind the table. If the General was surprised to see Sharpe he showed no sign of it, but instead looked back to the drawings. “How wide is the approach?” he asked.


      “At its narrowest, sir, about fifty feet.” Blackiston tapped one of the sketches. “It’s wide enough for most of the approach, two or three hundred yards, but just here there’s a tank and it squeezes the path cruelly. A ravine to the left, a tank to the right.”


      “Fall to your death on one side,” the General said, “and drown on the other. And doubtless the fifty feet between is covered by their guns?”


      “Smothered, sir. Must be twenty Heavy cannon looking down the throat of the approach, and God knows how much smaller metal. Plenty.”


      Wellesley removed the inkwells that had been serving as weights so that the drawings rolled up with a snap. “Not much choice, though, is there?” he asked.


      “None, sir.”


      Wellesley looked up suddenly, his eyes seeming very blue in the tent’s half light. “The supply train is twelve hours late, Captain. Why?” He spoke quietly, but even Sharpe felt a shiver go through him.


      Torrance, his cocked hat held beneath his left arm, was sweating. “I…I…” he said, too nervous to speak properly, but then he took a deep breath. “I was ill, sir, and unable to supervise properly, and my clerk failed to issue the chitties. It was a most regrettable occurrence, sir, and I can assure you it will not happen again.”


      The General stared at Torrance in silence for a few seconds. “Colonel Wallace gave you Ensign Sharpe as an assistant? Did Sharpe also fail to obey your orders?”


      “I had sent Mr. Sharpe ahead, sir,” Torrance said. The sweat was now pouring down his face and dripping from his chin.


      “So why did the clerk fail in his duties?”


      “Treachery, sir” Torrance said.


      The answer surprised Wellesley, as it was meant to. He tapped his pencil on the table’s edge. “Treachery?” he asked in a low voice.


      “It seemed the clerk was in league with a merchant, sir, and had been selling him supplies. And this morning, sir, when he should have been issuing the chitties, he was employed on his own business.”


      “And you were too ill to detect his treachery?”


      “Yes, sir” Torrance said almost pleadingly. “At first, sir, yes, sir.”


      Wellesley gazed at Torrance for a few silent seconds, and the Captain had the uncomfortable feeling that the blue eyes saw right into his soul. “So where is this treacherous clerk now, Captain?” Wellesley asked at last.


      “We hanged him, sir,” Torrance said and Sharpe, who had not heard of Dilip’s death, stared at him in astonishment.


      The General slapped the table, making Torrance jump in alarm. “You seem very fond of hanging, Captain Torrance?”


      “A necessary remedy for theft, sir, as you have made plain.”


      “I, sir? I?” The General’s voice, when he became angry, did not become louder, but more precise and, therefore, more chilling. “The general order mandating summary death by hanging for thievery, Captain, applies to men in uniform. King’s and Company men only. It does not apply to civilians. Does the dead man have family?”


      “No, sir,” Torrance said. He did not really know the answer, but decided it was better to say no than to prevaricate.


      “If he does, Captain,” Wellesley said softly, “and if they complain, then I shall have no choice but to put you on trial, and depend upon it, sir, that trial will be in the civilian courts.”


      “I apologize, sir,” Torrance said stiffly, “for my overzealousness.”


      The General stayed silent for a few seconds. “Supplies were missing,” he said after a while.


      “Yes, sir,” Torrance agreed weakly.


      “Yet you never reported the thefts?” Wellesley said.


      “I did not believe you wished to be troubled by every mishap, sir,” Torrance said.


      “Mishap!” Wellesley snapped. “Muskets are stolen, and you call that a mishap? Such mishaps, Captain Torrance, lose wars. In future you will inform my staff when such depredations are made.” He stared at Torrance for a few seconds, then looked at Sharpe. “Colonel Huddlestone tells me it was you, Sharpe, who discovered the missing supplies?”


      “All but the muskets, sir. They’re still missing.”


      “How did you know where to look?”


      “Captain Torrance’s clerk told me where to buy supplies, sir.” Sharpe shrugged. “I guessed they were the missing items, sir.”


      Wellesley grunted. Sharpe’s answer appeared to confirm Torrance’s accusations, and the Captain gave Sharpe a grateful glance. Wellesley saw the glance and rapped the table, demanding Torrance’s attention. “It is a pity, Captain, that we could not have questioned the merchant before you so summarily executed him. May I presume you did interrogate the clerk?”


      “My sergeant did, sir, and the wretch confessed to having sold items to Naig.” Torrance blushed as he told the lie, but it was so hot in the tent and he was sweating so heavily that the blush went unnoticed.


      “Your sergeant?” Wellesley asked. “You mean your havildar?”


      “Sergeant, sir,” Torrance said. “I inherited him from Captain Mackay, sir. Sergeant Hakeswill.”


      “Hakeswill!” the General said in astonishment. “What’s he still doing here? He should be back with his regiment!”


      “He stayed on, sir,” Torrance said, “with two of his men. His other two died, sir, fever. And he had no alternative orders, sir, and he was too useful to let go, sir.”


      “Useful!” Wellesley said. He had been the commanding officer of the 33rd, Hakeswill’s regiment, and he knew the Sergeant well. He shook his head. “If you find him useful, Torrance, then he can stay till Gawilghur’s fallen. But then he returns to his regiment. You’ll make sure of that, Campbell?”


      “Yes, sir,” the aide said. “But I believe some of the 33rd are on their way here, sir, so the Sergeant can return with them.”


      “The 33rd coming here?” Wellesley asked in surprise. “I ordered no such thing.”


      “Just a company, sir,” Campbell explained. “I believe headquarters detailed them to escort a convoy.”


      “Doubtless we can make use of them,” the General said grudgingly. “Is it awkward for you, Sharpe? Serving with Hakeswill?” Officers who were promoted from the ranks were never expected to serve with their old regiments, and Wellesley was plainly wondering whether Sharpe found his old comrades an embarrassment. “I daresay you’ll get by,” the General said, not waiting for an answer. “You usually do. Wallace tells me he’s recommended you for the Rifles?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “That could suit you, Sharpe. Suit you very well. In the meantime, the more you learn about supplies, the better.” The cold eyes looked back to Torrance, though it appeared the General was still talking to Sharpe. “There is a misapprehension in this army that supplies are of small importance, whereas wars are won by efficient supply, more than they are won by acts of gallantry. Which is why I want no more delays.”


      “There will be none, sir,” Torrance said hastily.


      “And if there are,” Wellesley said, “there will be a court-martial. You may depend upon that, Captain. Major Elliott?” The General spoke to the engineer who until now had been a spectator of Torrance’s discomfiture. “Tell me what you need to build our road, Major.”


      “A hundred bullocks,” Elliott said sourly, “and none of your spavined beasts, Torrance. I want a hundred prime Mysore oxen to carry timber and road stone. I’ll need rice every day for a half-battalion of sepoys and an equivalent number of pioneers.”


      “Of course, sir,” Torrance said.


      “And I’ll take him”—Elliott stabbed a finger at Sharpe—“because I need someone in charge of the bullocks who knows what he’s doing.”


      Torrance opened his mouth to protest, then sensibly shut it. Wellesley glanced at Sharpe. “You’ll attach yourself to Major Elliott, Sharpe. Be with him at dawn tomorrow, with the bullocks, and you, Captain Torrance, will ensure the daily supplies go up the road every dawn. And I want no more summary hangings.”


      “Of course not, sir.” Torrance, relieved to be let off so lightly, ducked his head in an awkward bow.


      “Good day to you both,” the General said sourly, then watched as the two officers left the tent. He rubbed his eyes and stifled a yawn. “How long to drive the road, Elliott?”


      “Two weeks?” the Major suggested.


      “You’ve got one week. One week!” The General fore-stalled Elliott’s protest. “Good day to you, Elliott.”


      The engineer grumbled as he ducked out into the fading light. Wellesley grimaced. “Is Torrance to be trusted?” he asked.


      “Comes from a good family, sir,” Blackiston said.


      “So did Nero, as I recall,” Wellesley retorted. “But at least Torrance has got Sharpe, and even if Sharpe won’t make a good officer, he’s got the makings of a decent sergeant. He did well to find those supplies.”


      “Very well, sir,” Campbell said warmly.


      Wellesley leaned back in his chair. A flicker of distaste showed on his face as he recalled the terrible moment when he had been unhorsed at Assaye. He did not remember much of the incident for he had been dazed, but he did recall watching Sharpe kill with a savagery that had astonished him. He disliked being beholden to such a man, but the General knew he would not be alive if Sharpe had not risked his own life. “I should never have given Sharpe a commission,” he said ruefully. “A man like that would have been quite content with a fiscal reward. A fungible reward. That’s what our men want, Campbell, something that can be turned into rum or arrack.”


      “He appears to be a sober man, sir,” Campbell said.


      “Probably because he can’t afford the drink! Officers’ messes are damned expensive places, Campbell, as you well know. I reward Sharpe by plunging him into debt, eh? And God knows if the Rifles are any cheaper. I can’t imagine they will be. He needs something fungible, Campbell, something fungible.” Wellesley turned and rummaged in the saddlebags that were piled behind his chair. He brought out the new telescope with the shallow eyepiece that had been a gift from the merchants of Madras. “Find a goldsmith in the camp followers, Campbell, and see if the fellow can replace that brass plate.”


      “With what, sir?”


      Nothing too flowery, the General thought, because the glass was only going to be pawned to pay mess bills or buy gin. “In gratitude, AW,” he said, “and add the date of Assaye. Then give it to Sharpe with my compliments.”


      “It’s very generous of you, sir,” Campbell said, taking the glass, “but perhaps it would be better if you presented it to him?”


      “Maybe, maybe. Blackiston! Where do we site guns?” The General unrolled the sketches. “Candles,” he ordered, for the light was fading fast.


      The shadows stretched and joined and turned to night around the British camp. Candles were lit, lanterns hung from ridge-poles and fires fed with bullock dung. The pickets stared at shadows in the darkness, but some, lifting their gaze, saw that high above them the tops of the cliffs were still in daylight and there, like the home of the gods, the walls of a fortress showed deadly black where Gawilghur waited their coming.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 5

    


    
      The first part of the road was easy enough to build, for the existing track wound up the gentler slopes of the foothills, but even on the first day Major Elliott was filled with gloom. “Can’t do it in a week!” the engineer grumbled. “Man’s mad! Expects miracles. Jacob’s ladder, that’s what he wants.” He cast a morbid eye over Sharpe’s bullocks, all of them prime Mysore beasts with brightly painted horns from which tassels and small bells hung. “Never did like working with oxen,” Elliott complained. “Bring any elephants?”


      “I can ask for them, sir.”


      “Nothing like an elephant. Right, Sharpe, load the beasts with small stones and keep following the track till you catch up with me. Got that?” Elliott hauled himself onto his horse and settled his feet in the stirrups. “Bloody miracles, that’s what he wants,” the Major growled, then spurred onto the track.


      “Elliott!” Major Simons, who commanded the half-battalion of sepoys who guarded the pioneers building the road, called in alarm. “I haven’t reconnoitered beyond the small hillock! The one with the two trees.”


      “Can’t wait for your fellows to wake up, Simons. Got a road to build in a week. Can’t be done, of course, but we must look willing. Pinckney! I need a havildar and some stout fellows to carry pegs. Tell ’em to follow me.”


      Captain Pinckney, the officer in charge of the East India Company pioneers, spat onto the verge. “Waste of bloody time.”


      “What is?” Sharpe asked.


      “Pegging out the route! We follow the footpath, of course. Bloody natives have been scurrying up and down these hills for centuries.” He turned and shouted at a havildar to organize a party to follow Elliott up the hill, then set the rest of his men to loading the oxen’s panniers with small stones.


      The road made good progress, despite Elliott’s misgivings, and three days after they had begun the pioneers cleared a space among the trees to establish a makeshift artillery park where the siege guns could wait while the rest of the road was forged. Sharpe was busy and, because of that, happy. He liked Simons and Pinckney, and even Elliott proved affable. The Major had taken Wellesley’s demands that the road be made in a week as a challenge, and he pressed the pioneers hard.


      The enemy seemed to be asleep. Elliott would ride far ahead to reconnoiter the route and never once saw a Mahratta. “Stupid fools,” Elliott said one night beside the fire, “they could hold us here for months!”


      “You still shouldn’t ride so far ahead of my pickets,” Simons reproved the Major.


      “Stop fussing, man,” Elliott said, and next morning, as usual, he rode out in front to survey the day’s work.


      Sharpe was again bringing stones up the road that morning. He was walking at the head of his ox train on the wooded stretch above the newly made artillery park. The day’s heat was growing and there was little wind in the thick woods of teak and cork trees that covered the low hills. Groups of pioneers felled trees where they might obstruct a gun carriage’s progress, and here and there Sharpe saw a whitewashed peg showing where Elliott had marked the track. Shots sounded ahead, but Sharpe took no notice. The upland valleys had become a favorite hunting ground for the shikarees who used nets, snares and ancient matchlocks to kill hares, wild pigs, deer, quail and partridge that they sold to the officers, and Sharpe assumed a party of the hunters was close to the track, but after a few seconds the firing intensified. The musketry was muffled by the thick leaves, but for a moment the sound was constant, almost at battle pitch, before, as suddenly as it had erupted, it stopped.


      His bullock drivers had halted, made nervous by the firing. “Come on!” Sharpe encouraged them. None of them spoke English, and Sharpe had no idea which language they did speak, but they were good-natured men, eager to please, and they prodded their heavily laden bullocks onward. Ahmed had unslung his musket and was peering ahead. He suddenly raised the gun to his shoulder, and Sharpe pushed it down before the boy could pull the trigger. “They’re ours,” he told the lad. “Sepoys.”


      A dozen sepoys hurried back through the trees. Major Simons was with them and, as they came closer, Sharpe saw the men were carrying a makeshift stretcher made from tree branches and jackets. “It’s Elliott.” Simons paused by Sharpe as his men hurried ahead. “Bloody fool got a chest wound. He won’t live. Stupid man was too far forward. I told him not to get ahead of the pickets.” Simons took a ragged red handkerchief from his sleeve and wiped the sweat from his face. “One less engineer.” Sharpe peered at Elliott who was blessedly unconscious. His face had gone pale, and pinkish blood was bubbling at his lips with every labored breath. “He won’t last the day,” Simons said brutally, “but I suppose we should get him back to the surgeons.”


      “Where are the enemy?” Sharpe asked.


      “They ran,” Simons said. “Half a dozen of the bastards were waiting in ambush. They shot Elliott, took his weapons, but ran off when they saw us.”


      Three shikarees died that afternoon, ambushed in the high woods, and that night, when the road-builders camped in one of the grassy upland valleys, some shots were fired from a neighboring wood. The bullets hissed overhead, but none found a target. The pickets blazed back until a havildar shouted at them to hold their fire. Captain Pinckney shook his head. “I thought it was too good to last,” he said gloomily. “It’ll be slow work now.” He poked the fire around which a half-dozen officers were sitting.


      Major Simons grinned. “If I was the enemy,” he said, “I’d attack Mr. Sharpe’s oxen instead of attacking engineers. If they cut our supply line they’d do some real damage.”


      “There’s no point in shooting engineers,” Pinckney agreed. “We don’t need Royal Engineers anyway. We’ve been making roads for years. The fellows in the blue coats just get in the way. Mind you, they’ll still send us another.”


      “If there are any left,” Sharpe said. The campaign had been fatal for the engineers. Two had died blowing up the enemy guns at Assaye, another three were fevered and now Elliott was either dying or already dead.


      “They’ll find one,” Pinckney grumbled. “If there’s something the King’s army doesn’t need then you can be sure they’ve got a healthy supply of it.”


      “The Company army’s better?” Sharpe asked.


      “It is,” Major Simons said. “We work for a sterner master than you, Sharpe. It’s called bookkeeping. You fight for victories, we fight for profits. Leadenhall Street won’t pay for fancy engineers in blue coats, not when they can hire plain men like us at half the cost.”


      “They could afford me,” Sharpe said. “Cheap as they come, I am.”


      Next morning Simons threw a strong picket line ahead of the work parties, but no Mahrattas opposed the pioneers who were now widening the track where it twisted up a bare and steep slope that was littered with rocks. The track was ancient, worn into the hills by generations of travelers, but it had never been used by wagons, let alone by heavy guns. Merchants who wanted to carry their goods up the escarpment had used the road leading directly to the fortress’s Southern Gate, while this track, which looped miles to the east of Gawilghur, was little more than a series of paths connecting the upland valleys where small farms had been hacked from the jungle. It was supposed to be tiger country, but Sharpe saw none of the beasts. At dawn he had returned to Deogaum to collect rice for the sepoys, and then spent the next four hours climbing back to where the pioneers were working. He was nervous at first, both of tigers and of an enemy ambush, but the worst he suffered was a series of drenching rainstorms that swept up the mountains.


      The rain stopped when he reached the working parties who were driving the road through a small ridge. Pinckney was setting a charge of gunpowder that would loosen the rock and let him cut out a mile of looping track. His servant brought a mug of tea that Sharpe drank sitting on a rock. He stared southward, watching the veils of gray rain sweep across the plain.


      “Did Wellesley say anything about sending a new engineer?” Major Simons asked him.


      “I just collected the rice, sir,” Sharpe said. “I didn’t see the General.”


      “I thought you were supposed to be a friend of his?” Simons observed sourly.


      “Everyone thinks that,” Sharpe said, “except him and me.”


      “But you saved his life?”


      Sharpe shrugged. “I reckon so. Either that or stopped him getting captured.”


      “And killed a few men doing it, I hear?”


      Sharpe looked at the tall Simons with some surprise, for he had not realized that his exploit had become common knowledge. “Don’t remember much about it.”


      “I suppose not. Still,” Simons said, “a feather in your cap?”


      “I don’t think Wellesley thinks that,” Sharpe said.


      “You’re a King’s officer now, Sharpe,” Simons said enviously. As an East India Company officer he was trapped in the Company’s cumbersome system of promotion. “If Wellesley thrives, he’ll remember you.”


      Sharpe laughed. “I doubt it, sir. He ain’t the sort.” He turned southward again because Ahmed had called a warning in Arabic. The boy was pointing downhill and Sharpe stood to see over the crown of the slope. Far beneath him, where the road passed through one of the lush valleys, a small party of horsemen was approaching and one of the riders was in a blue coat. “Friends, Ahmed!” he called. “Looks like the new engineer,” Sharpe said to Simons.


      “Pinckney will be delighted,” Simons said sarcastically.


      Pinckney came back to inspect the approaching party through a telescope, and spat when he saw the blue coat of the Royal Engineers. “Another interfering bastard to teach me how to suck eggs,” he said. “So let’s blow the charge before he gets here, otherwise he’ll tell us we’re doing it all wrong.”


      A crowd of grinning sepoys waited expectantly about the end of the fuse. Pinckney struck a light, put it to the quick-match, then watched the sparks smoke their way toward the distant charge. The smoke trail vanished in grass and it seemed to Sharpe that it must have extinguished itself, but then there was a violent coughing sound and the small ridge heaved upward. Soil and stone flew outward in a cloud of filthy smoke. The sepoys cheered. The explosion had seemed small to Sharpe, but when the smoke and dust cleared he could see that the ridge now had a deep notch through which the road could climb to the next high valley.


      The pioneers went to shovel the loosened earth away and Sharpe sat again. Ahmed squatted beside him. “What am I going to do with you?” Sharpe asked.


      “I go to England,” Ahmed said carefully.


      “You won’t like it there. Cold as buggery.”


      “Cold?”


      “Freezing.” Sharpe mimicked a shiver, but plainly it meant nothing to the Arab boy.


      “I go to England,” Ahmed insisted.


      A half-hour later the new engineer appeared just beneath Sharpe. He wore a wide-brimmed straw hat, rode a gray horse and was trailed by three servants who led pack mules laden with luggage among which Sharpe could see a tripod, a surveyor’s level and a vast leather tube that he guessed held a telescope. The engineer took off his hat and fanned his face as he rounded the last bend. “’Pon my soul,” he said cheerfully, “but thank God the horse does the climbing and not me.”


      Pinckney had come back to greet the engineer and held out his hand as the blue-coated Major slid from his saddle. “Captain Pinckney, sir,” he introduced himself.


      “Pinckney, eh?” the white-haired engineer said cheerfully. “I knew a Pinckney in Hertfordshire. He made plowshares, and damn fine ones too.”


      “My uncle Joshua, sir.”


      “Then you must be Hugh’s boy, yes? An honor!” He shook Pinckney’s hand vigorously. “Major John Stokes, at your service, though I don’t suppose you need me, do you? You must have built more roads than I ever did.” Major Stokes looked toward Sharpe who had stood and was now smiling. “Good God in His blessed heaven,” Stokes said, “it can’t be! But it is! My dear Sharpe! My dear Mr. Sharpe. I heard all about your commission! Couldn’t be more pleased, my dear Sharpe. An officer, eh?”


      Sharpe smiled broadly. “Only an ensign, sir.”


      “Every ladder has a first rung, Sharpe,” Stokes said in gentle reproof of Sharpe’s modesty, then held out his hand. “We shall be mess mates, as they say in the Navy. Well, I never! Mess mates, indeed! And with a Pinckney too! Hugh Pinckney forges mill gears, Sharpe. Never seen a man make better-toothed wheels in all my life.” He clasped Sharpe’s hand in both of his. “They grubbed me out of Seringapatam, Sharpe. Can you believe that? Told me all the other engineers had the pox, and summoned me here just in time to discover that poor Elliott’s dead. I suppose I shouldn’t complain. It’s awfully good for my promotion prospects.” He let go of Sharpe’s hand. “Oh, and by the way, I traveled north with some of your old comrades! Captain Charles Morris and his company. Not the most charming creature, is he?”


      “Not one of my favorites, sir,” Sharpe admitted. Good God! Bloody Morris was here? First Hakeswill, then Morris!


      “He didn’t want to come,” Stokes said, “but higher powers deemed that I had to be protected from the ungodly, so they insisted on an infantry escort.” He turned as a rattle of gunfire sounded higher up the escarpment. “Bless my soul! Is that musketry?”


      “Picket line, sir,” Pinckney explained. “The enemy harasses us, but they’re not thrusting home.”


      “They should, they should. A battalion of skirmishers in these hills could keep us at bay for a month! Well, I never, Sharpe! An ensign!” The Major turned hack to Pinckney. “Sharpe and I ran the armory at Seringapatam for four years.”


      “You ran it, sir,” Sharpe said. “I was just your sergeant.”


      “Best sergeant I ever had,” Stokes told Pinckney enthusiastically. “And it’s not ‘sir’”—he turned to Sharpe—“but John.” He grinned at Sharpe. “They were four good years, eh? Best we’ll ever have, I daresay. And here you are now, an officer! My dear fellow, I couldn’t be more overjoyed.” He sniffed the air. “Been blowing things up, Pinckney?”


      “Cutting through that ridge, sir. I trust you don’t mind that we didn’t wait for you?”


      “Mind? Why should I mind? You go ahead, dear fellow. I’m sure you know your business better than I do. God knows why they need an engineer here at all! Probably to be decorative, eh? Still, I’ll make myself useful. I thought I might map the escarpment. Hasn’t been done, you see. Of course, Pinckney, if you need advice, just ask away, but I’ll probably be at sixes and sevens groping for an answer.” He beamed at the delighted Pinckney, then looked at the rough country through which the road led. “This is fine landscape, isn’t it? Such a relief after the plains. It reminds me of Scotland.”


      “There are tigers here, Major,” Sharpe said.


      “And there’s all kinds of fierce things in Scotland too, Sharpe. I was once posted to Fort William and might as well have been in darkest China! It was worse than Newfoundland. And speaking of America, Sharpe, that young lady you sent me has traveled there. Extraordinary thing to do, I thought, and I advised her to abandon the whole wretched idea. There are bears, I told her, fierce bears, but she wouldn’t be persuaded.”


      “Simone, sir?” Sharpe asked, at first not believing his ears, then feeling a dreadful premonition.


      “A charming creature, I thought. And to be widowed so young!” Stokes tutted and shook his head. “She went to a fortune-teller, one of those naked fellows who make funny faces in the alley by the Hindu temple, and says she was advised to go to a new world. Whatever next, eh?”


      “I thought she was waiting for me, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “Waiting for you? Good Lord, no. Gone to Louisiana, she says. She stayed in my house for a week—I moved out, of course, to stop any scandal—and then she traveled to Madras with Mrs. Pennington. Remember Charlotte Pennington? The clergyman’s widow? I can’t think the two of them will get along, but your friend said the fortuneteller was adamant and so she chose to go.” The Major was eager to give Sharpe the rest of the news from Seringapatam. The armory was closing down, he said, now that the frontier of the British-held territory was so much farther north, but Stokes had kept himself busy dismantling the town’s inner fortifications. “Very ill made, Sharpe, disgraceful work, quite disgraceful. Walls crumbled to the touch.”


      But Sharpe was not listening. He was thinking of Simone. She had gone! By now she was probably in Madras, and maybe already on board a ship. And she had taken his jewels. Only a few of them, true, but enough. He touched the seam of his jacket where a good many of the Tippoo’s other jewels were hidden.


      “Did Madame Joubert leave any message?” he asked Stokes when the Major paused to draw breath. What did he hope, Sharpe wondered, that Simone would want him to join her in America?


      “A message? None, Sharpe. Too busy to write, I daresay. She’s a remarkably wealthy woman, did you know? She bought half the raw silk in town, hired a score of bearers and off she went. Every officer in town was leaving a card for her, but she didn’t have the time of day for any of them. Off to Louisiana!” Stokes suddenly frowned. “What is the matter, Sharpe? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. You’re not sickening, are you?”


      “No, no. It’s just I thought she might have written.”


      “Oh! I see! You were sweet on her!” Stokes shook his head. “I feel for you, Sharpe, ’pon my soul, I do, but what hope could you have? A woman with her sort of fortune doesn’t look at fellows like us! ’Pon my soul, no. She’s rich! She’ll marry high, Sharpe, or as high as a woman can in French America.”


      Her sort of fortune indeed! Simone had no fortune, she had been penniless when Sharpe met her, but he had trusted her. God damn the Frog bitch! Stolen a small fortune. “It doesn’t matter,” he told Stokes, but somehow it did. Simone’s betrayal was like a stab to the belly. It was not so much the jewels, for he had kept the greater part of the plunder, but the broken promises. He felt anger and pity and, above all, a fool. A great fool. He turned away from Stokes and stared down the track to where a dozen oxen escorted by two companies of sepoys were trudging towards him. “I’ve got work coming,” he said, not wanting to discuss Simone any further.


      “I passed those fellows on my way,” Stokes said, “carrying powder, I think. I do like blowing things up. So just what do you do here, Sharpe?”


      “I keep the pioneers supplied with material, sir, and sign in all the convoys.”


      “Hope it leaves you time to “help me, Sharpe. You and me together again, eh? It’ll be like the old days.”


      “That’d be good, sir,” Sharpe said with as much enthusiasm as he could muster, then he walked down the track and pointed to where the ox-drivers should drop their barrels of gunpowder. The men crowded about him with their chitties, and he pulled out a pencil and scrawled his initials in the corner of each one, thus confirming that they had completed and were owed for one journey.


      The last man also handed Sharpe a sealed paper with his name written in a fine copperplate hand. “From the clerk, sahib,” the man said, the phrase plainly much practiced for he spoke no other English.


      Sharpe tore the seal off as he walked back up the hill. The letter was not from the clerk at all, but from Torrance. “Bloody hell!” he cursed.


      “What is it?” Stokes asked.


      “A man called Torrance,” Sharpe complained. “He’s in charge of the bullocks. He wants me back at Deogaum because he reckons there are forged chitties in the camp.”


      “In the far south of India,” Stokes said, “they call them shits.”


      Sharpe blinked at the Major. “Sorry, sir?”


      “You mustn’t call me ‘sir,’ Sharpe. ’Pon my soul, yes. I had a Tamil servant who was forever asking me to sign his shits. Had me all in a dither at first, I can tell you.”


      Sharpe crumpled Torrance’s note into a ball. “Why the hell can’t Torrance sort out his own shits?” he asked angrily. But he knew why. Torrance was scared of another meeting with Wellesley, which meant the Captain would now follow the rules to the letter.


      “It won’t take long,” Stokes said, “not if you take my horse. But keep her to a steady walk, Richard, because she’s tired. And have her rubbed down and watered while you’re sorting out the shits.”


      Sharpe was touched by Stokes’s generosity. “Are you sure?”


      “What are friends for? Go on, Richard! On horseback you’ll be home for supper. I’ll have my cook brew up one of those mussallas you like so much.”


      Sharpe left his pack with Stokes’s baggage. The big ruby and a score of other stones were in the pack, and Sharpe was half tempted to carry it to Deogaum and back, but if he could not trust Stokes, who could he trust? He tried to persuade Ahmed to stay behind and keep an eye on the baggage, but the boy refused to be parted from Sharpe and insisted on trotting along behind the horse. “Stokes won’t hurt you,” Sharpe told Ahmed.


      “I’m your havildar,” Ahmed insisted, hefting his musket and peering about the deserted landscape for enemies. There was none in sight, but Ahmed’s gesture reminded Sharpe of Elliott’s death and he wondered if he should have waited for the ox convoy to return to Deogaum, for the convoys all had escorts of sepoys or mercenary horsemen. He was tempted to kick the horse into a trot, but he resisted the impulse.


      The danger was more acute once he reached the lower hills, for Mahratta horsemen were forever probing the perimeter of the British camp and being chased away by cavalry patrols. Twice he saw horsemen in the distance, but neither group took any notice of Sharpe who was ready to haul Ahmed up onto the horse and then ride for his life if he was threatened. He did not relax until he met a patrol of Madrassi cavalry under the command of a Company lieutenant who escorted him safely to the encampment.


      Deogaum was now surrounded by a great spread of tents and makeshift booths, homes to soldiers and camp followers. A dancing bear was performing for a crowd of infantrymen and the animal reminded Sharpe of Major Stokes’s words about America. Simone! It was his own damn fault. He should never have trusted the woman. The thought of his own foolishness plunged Sharpe into a black mood that was not helped by the sight of two redcoat privates lounging on a bench outside Torrance’s quarters. Neither man moved as Sharpe slid from the horse. He gave the reins to Ahmed and mimed that the boy should rub the gray mare down with straw and then water her.


      The two redcoats shifted slightly as if acknowledging Sharpe’s presence, but neither man stood. He knew both of them; indeed, not so very long ago he had marched in the same ranks as these two men whose coats had the red facings of the 33rd. Kendrick and Lowry, they were called, and two worse characters it would have been hard to find in any light company. Both were cronies of Hakeswill’s, and both had been among the small party Hakeswill had brought north in his failed attempt to arrest Sharpe. “On your feet,” Sharpe said.


      Kendrick glanced at Lowry, who looked back at Kendrick, and the two made faces at each other as though they were surprised by Sharpe’s demands. They hesitated just long enough to make their insolence plain, but not quite long enough to make it punishable, then stood to attention. “Is that your ’orse, Mr. Sharpe?” Kendrick asked, stressing the “mister.”


      Sharpe ignored the question and pushed into the house to find a new clerk sitting behind the table. He was a young, good-looking Indian with oiled hair and a very white robe. He wore an apron to protect the robe from ink spots. “You have business, sahib?” he asked brusquely.


      “With Captain Torrance.”


      “The Captain is ill.” The Indian, whose English was very good, smiled.


      “He’s always bloody ill,” Sharpe said and walked past the protesting clerk to push open the inner door.


      Torrance was in his hammock, smoking his hookah, and dressed in an Indian gown embroidered with dragons while Sergeant Hakeswill was sitting at a small table counting a pile of coins. “Sharpe!” Torrance sounded surprised. Hakeswill, looking equally surprised, sullenly stood to attention. “Wasn’t expecting you till this evening,” Torrance said.


      “I’m here,” Sharpe said unnecessarily.


      “So it is apparent. Unless you’re a specter?”


      Sharpe had no time for small talk. “You’ve got a problem with chitties?” he asked abruptly.


      “Tiresome, isn’t it?” Torrance seemed uncomfortable. “Very tiresome. Sergeant, you have business elsewhere?”


      “I’ve got duties, sir!” Hakeswill snapped.


      “Attend to them, dear fellow.”


      “Sir!” Hakeswill stiffened, turned to the right, then marched from the room.


      “So how are you, Sharpe? Keeping busy?” Torrance had swung himself off the hammock and now scooped the coins into a leather bag. “I hear poor Elliott died?”


      “Shot, sir.”


      Torrance shuddered as if the news was personal. “So very sad,” he sighed, then retied the belt of his elaborate gown. “I never did thank you, Sharpe, for being so supportive with Sir Arthur.”


      Sharpe had not thought he had been supportive at all. “I just told the truth, sir.”


      “My father would be proud of you, and I’m deeply grateful to you. It seems Dilip was in league with Naig.”


      “He was?”


      Torrance heard the disbelief in Sharpe’s voice. “No other explanation, is there?” he said curtly. “Someone must have been telling Naig which convoys carried the vital supplies, and it had to be Dilip. I must say I thought Wellesley was damned obtuse! There really is no point in having scruples about hanging natives. There isn’t exactly a shortage of them, is there?” He smiled.


      “There’s something wrong with the chitties?” Sharpe demanded rudely.


      “So there is, Sharpe, so there is. Our new clerk discovered the discrepancies. He’s a smart young fellow. Sajit!”


      The young clerk came into the room, clasped his hands and offered Torrance a slight bow. “Sahib?”


      “This is Ensign Sharpe, Sajit. He’s by way of being my deputy and thus as much your sahib as I am.”


      Sajit offered Sharpe a bow. “I am honored, sahib.”


      “Perhaps you could show Mr. Sharpe the problematical chitties, Sajit?” Torrance suggested.


      Sajit went back to the outer room and returned a moment later with a pile of the grubby paper slips. He placed them on the table, then invited Sharpe to inspect them. All the chitties had Sharpe’s initials in the bottom right-hand corner, most of them in pencil, but some had been initialed in ink and Sharpe set those aside. “I didn’t sign any of those,” he said confidently. “I don’t have a pen and ink.”


      “You were right, Sajit!” Torrance said.


      “You honor me, sahib,” Sajit said.


      “And every chitty is a stolen anna,” Torrance said, “so we have to discover which bullock men gave us the false ones. That’s the problem, Sharpe.”


      “They’ve got names on them,” Sharpe said, pointing at the slips of paper. “You hardly needed to drag me down here to tell you who they were issued to!”


      “Please don’t be tedious, Sharpe,” Torrance said plaintively. “Ever since the General put a shot across our bows I am forced to be particular. And the names mean nothing! Nothing! Look”—he scooped up the chitties—“at least a dozen are assigned to Ram, whoever Ram is. There are probably a dozen Rams out there. What I want you to do, Sharpe, is go round the encampment with Sajit and point out which men have visited the road. Sajit can then identify which bullock men are submitting false claims.”


      Sharpe frowned. “Why doesn’t Sajit just identify which men were ordered up the mountain? They must have got their chitties from him?”


      “I want to be sure, Sharpe, I want to be sure!” Torrance pleaded.


      “My testimony, sahib, would not be believed,” Sajit put in, “but no one would doubt the word of an English officer.”


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said. The last thing he felt like doing was wandering about the bullock camp identifying drivers. He was not sure he could do it anyway. “So why not summon the bullock men here?” he demanded.


      “The bad ones would run away, sahib, rather than come,” Sajit said.


      “Best to ambush them in their encampment, Sharpe,” Torrance said.


      “I’ll do my best,” Sharpe grunted.


      “I knew you would!” Torrance seemed relieved. “Do it now, Sharpe, and perhaps you could join me for a late dinner? Say at half past one?”


      Sharpe nodded, then went back into the sunlight to wait for Sajit. Kendrick and Lowry had vanished, presumably with Hakeswill. Ahmed had found a bucket of water and Stokes’s mare was drinking greedily. “You can stay here, Ahmed,” Sharpe said, but the boy shook his head. “You’re my bleeding shadow,” Sharpe grumbled.


      “Shadow?”


      Sharpe pointed to his own shadow. “Shadow.”


      Ahmed grinned, all white teeth in a grubby face. He liked the word. “Sharpe’s shadow!” he said.


      Sajit emerged from the house with a pink silk parasol that he offered to Sharpe. Sharpe refused, and the clerk, who had discarded his apron, gratefully shaded himself from the fierce midday sun. “I am sorry to be troublesome to you, sahib,” he said humbly.


      “No trouble,” Sharpe said dourly, following the clerk. Ahmed came behind, leading the Major’s mare.


      “The boy need not come,” Sajit insisted, glancing behind at the horse which seemed to alarm him.


      “You tell him that,” Sharpe said, “but don’t blame me if he shoots you. He’s very fond of shooting people.”


      Sajit hurried on. “I think I know, sahib, which is the bad man who is cheating us. He is a fellow from Mysore. He gave me many chitties and swore you signed them in front of him. If you would be so kind as to confirm or deny his story, we shall be finished.”


      “Then let’s find the bugger and be done with it.”


      Sajit led Sharpe through the bullock lines where the wealthier herdsmen had erected vast dark and sagging tents. Women slapped bread dough beside small ox-dung fires, and more piles of the fuel dried in the sun beside each tent entrance. Sharpe looked for Naig’s big green tents, but he could not see them and he assumed that whoever had inherited Naig’s business had packed up and gone.


      “There, sahib, that is the bad man’s tent.” Sajit nervously led Sharpe toward a brown tent that stood slightly apart from the others. He stopped a few paces from the entrance and lowered his voice. “He is called Ranjit, sahib.”


      “So fetch the bugger,” Sharpe said, “and I’ll tell you if he’s lying or not.”


      Sajit seemed nervous of confronting Ranjit for he hesitated, but then plucked up his courage, collapsed the parasol and dropped to the ground to crawl into the tent which sagged so deeply that the doorway was scarce higher than a man’s knee. Sharpe heard the murmur of voices, then Sajit backed hurriedly out of the low fringed entrance. He slapped at the dust on his white robes, then looked at Sharpe with a face close to tears. “He is a bad man, sahib. He will not come out. I told him a sahib was here to see him, but he used rude words!”


      “I’ll take a look at the bastard,” Sharpe said. “That’s all you need, isn’t it? For me to say whether I’ve seen him or not?”


      “Please, sahib,” Sajit said, and gestured at the tent’s entrance.


      Sharpe took off his hat so it would not tangle with the canvas, hoisted the tent’s entrance as high as he could, then ducked low under the heavy brown cloth.


      And knew instantly that it was a trap.


      And understood, almost in the same instant, that he could do nothing about it.


      The first blow struck his forehead, and his vision exploded in streaks of lightning and shuddering stars. He fell backward, out into the sunlight, and someone instantly grabbed one of his ankles and began pulling him into the deep shadow. He tried to kick, tried to push himself against the tent’s sides, but another hand seized his second leg, another blow hammered the side of his skull and, mercifully, he knew nothing more.


      “He’s got a thick skull, our Sharpie,” Hakeswill said with a grin. He prodded Sharpe’s prone body and got no reaction. “Fast asleep, he is.” The Sergeant’s face twitched. He had hit Sharpe with the heavy brass-bound butt of a musket and he was amazed that Sharpe’s skull was not broken. There was plenty of blood in his black hair, and he would have a bruise the size of a mango by nightfall, but his skull seemed to have taken the two blows without splintering. “He always was a thick-headed bugger,” Hakeswill said. “Now strip him.”


      “Strip him?” Kendrick asked.


      “When his body is found,” Hakeswill explained patiently, “if it is found, and you can’t rely on bleeding blackamoors to do a proper job and hide it, we don’t want no one seeing he’s a British officer, do we? Not that he is an officer. He’s just a jumped-up bit of muck. So strip him, then tie his hands and feet and cover his eyeballs.”


      Kendrick and Lowry jerked and tugged Sharpe’s coat free, then handed the garment to Hakeswill who ran his fingers along the hems. “Got it!” he exulted when he felt the lumps in the cloth. He took out a knife, slit the coat and the two privates stared in awe as he eased the glittering jewels out of the tightly sewn seam. It was dark in the shadowed tent, but the stones gleamed bright. “Get on with it!” Hakeswill said. “The rest of his clothes off!”


      “What are you doing?” Sajit had sidled into the tent and now stared at the jewels.


      “None of your bleeding business,” Hakeswill said.


      “You have jewels?” Sajit asked.


      Hakeswill slid out his bayonet and stabbed it at Sajit, checking the lunge a fraction before the blade would have punctured the clerk’s neck. “The jewels ain’t your business, Sajit. The jewels are my business. Your business is Sharpie, got it? I agreed to give him to your bleeding uncle, but I gets what he carries.”


      “My uncle will pay well for good stones,” Sajit said.


      “Your Uncle Jama’s a bleeding monkey who’d cheat me soon as fart at me, so forget the bleeding stones. They’re mine.” Hakeswill thrust the first handful into a pocket and started searching the rest of Sharpe’s clothes. He slit open all the seams, then cut Sharpe’s boots apart to discover a score of rubies hidden in the folded boot-tops. They were small rubies, scarce bigger than peas, and Hakeswill was looking for one large ruby. “I saw it, I did. The bloody Tippoo had it on his hat. Large as life! Look in his hair.”


      Kendrick obediently ran his fingers through Sharpe’s blood-encrusted hair. “Nothing there, Sarge.”


      “Turn the bugger over and have a look you know where.”


      “Not me!”


      “Don’t be so bloody squeamish! And tie his hands. Fast now! You don’t want the sod waking up, do you?”


      The clothes and boots yielded sixty-three stones. There were rubies, emeralds, sapphires and four small diamonds, but no large ruby. Hakeswill frowned. Surely Sharpe would not have sold the ruby? Still, he consoled himself, there was a fortune here, and he could not resist putting all the stones together on a mat and staring at them. “I do like a bit of glitter,” he breathed as his fingers greedily touched the jewels. He put ten of the smaller stones in one pile, another ten in a second, and pushed the two piles toward Kendrick and Lowry. “That’s your cut, boys. Keep you in whores for the rest of your lives, that will.”


      “Perhaps I will tell my uncle about your stones,” Sajit said, staring at the jewels.


      “I expect you will,” Hakeswill said, “and so bleeding what? I ain’t as dozy as Sharpie. You won’t catch me.”


      “Then maybe I shall tell Captain Torrance.” Sajit had positioned himself close to the entrance so that he could flee if Hakeswill attacked him. “Captain Torrance likes wealth.”


      Likes it too much, Hakeswill thought, and if Torrance knew about the stones he would make Hakeswill’s life hell until he yielded a share. The Sergeant’s face juddered in a series of uncontrollable twitches. “You’re a bright lad, Sajit, ain’t you?” he said. “You might be nothing but a bleeding heathen blackamoor but you’ve got more than bullock dung for brains, ain’t you? Here.” He tossed Sajit three of the stones. “That keeps your tongue quiet, and if it don’t, I’ll cut it out and have a feed on it. Partial to a plate of tongue, I am. Nice piece of tongue, knob of butter and some gravy. Proper food, that.” He pushed the rest of the stones into his pocket, then stared broodingly at Sharpe’s naked trussed body. “He had more,” Hakeswill said with a frown, “I know he had more.” The Sergeant suddenly clicked His fingers. “What about his pack?”


      “What pack?” Lowry asked.


      “The bleeding pack he carries, which he shouldn’t, being an officer, which he ain’t. Where’s his pack?”


      The privates shrugged. Sajit frowned. “He had no pack when he came to the Captain’s house.”


      “You’re sure?”


      “He came on a horse,” Lowry said helpfully. “It were a gray horse, and he didn’t have no pack.”


      “So where’s the horse?” Hakeswill demanded angrily. “We should look in its saddlebags!”


      Lowry frowned, trying to remember. “A bleeding kid had it,” he said at last.


      “So where’s the kid?”


      “He ran off,” Sajit said.


      “Ran off?” Hakeswill said threateningly. “Why?”


      “He saw you hit him,” Sajit said. “I saw it. He fell out of the tent. There was blood on his face.”


      “You shouldn’t have hit him till he was right inside the tent,” Kendrick said chidingly.


      “Shut your bloody face,” Hakeswill said, then frowned. “So where did the kid run?”


      “Away,” Sajit said. “I chased him, but he climbed onto the horse.”


      “Kid don’t speak English,” Kendrick said helpfully.


      “How the hell do you know that?”


      “’Cos I talked to him!”


      “And who’s going to believe a heathen black kid what don’t speak English?” Lowry asked.


      Hakeswill’s face was racked by a quick series of twitches. He suspected he was safe. Lowry was right. Who would believe the kid? Even so the Sergeant wished that Jama’s men were coming earlier to fetch Sharpe. Jama himself had gone away from the camp, reckoning that if he was going to murder a British officer then it was best done a long way from the British army. Hakeswill had warned Jama not to expect Sharpe until the evening, and now he had to guard him until dusk. “I told you to put a bandage on his eyes,” Hakeswill snapped. “Don’t want him to see us!”


      “It don’t matter if he does,” Kendrick said. “He ain’t going to see the dawn, is he?”


      “Got more lives than a basketful of bleeding cats, that one,” Hakeswill said. “If I had any sense I’d slit his throat now.”


      “No!” Sajit said. “He was promised to my uncle.”


      “And your uncle’s paying us, yes?”


      “That too is agreed,” Sajit said.


      Hakeswill stood and walked to Sharpe’s unconscious body. “I put those stripes on his back,” he said proudly. “Lied through my teeth, I did, and had Sharpie flogged. Now I’ll have him killed.” He remembered how Sharpe had flung him among the tigers and his face twitched as he recalled the elephant trying to crush him to death, and in his sudden rage he kicked at Sharpe and went on kicking until Kendrick hauled him away.


      “If you kill him, Sarge,” Kendrick said, “then the blackies won’t pay us, will they?”


      Hakeswill let himself be pulled away. “So how will your uncle kill him?” he asked Sajit.


      “His jettis will do it.”


      “I’ve seen them bastards at work,” Hakeswill said in a tone of admiration. “Just make it slow. Make it slow and make it bleeding painful.”


      “It will be slow,” Sajit promised, “and very painful. My uncle is not a merciful man.”


      “But I am,” Hakeswill said. “I am. Because I’m letting another man have the pleasure of killing Sharpie.” He spat at Sharpe. “Dead by dawn, Sharpie. You’ll be down with Old Nick, where you ought to be!”


      He settled against one of the tent poles and trickled jewels from one palm to the other. Flies crawled among the crusting blood in Sharpe’s hair. The Ensign would be dead by dawn, and Hakeswill was a rich man. Revenge, the Sergeant decided, was sweet as honey.


      Ahmed saw Sharpe fall back from the tent entrance, saw blood bright on his forehead, then watched as hands seized Sharpe and dragged him into the deep shadows.


      Then Sajit, the clerk with the pink umbrella, turned toward him. “Boy,” he snapped, “come here!”


      Ahmed pretended not to understand, though he understood well enough that he was a witness to something deeply wrong. He backed away, tugging Major Stokes’s mare with him. He let the musket slip down from his shoulder and Sajit, seeing the threat, suddenly rushed at him, but Ahmed was even faster. He jumped up to sprawl across the saddle and, without bothering to seat himself properly, kicked the horse into motion. The startled mare leaped away as Ahmed hauled himself onto her back. The stirrups were too long for him, but Ahmed had been raised with horses and could have ridden the mare bareback, blindfolded and back to front. He swerved southward, galloping between tents, fires and grazing bullocks, and leaving Sajit far behind. A woman shouted a protest as he nearly galloped over her children. He slowed the mare as he reached the edge of the encampment and looked back to see that he had left Sajit far behind.


      What the hell should he do? He knew no one in the British camp. He looked up at the high summit where Gawilghur just showed. He supposed his old comrades in Manu Bappoo’s Lions of Allah were up there, but his uncle, with whom he had traveled from Arabia, was dead and buried in Argaum’s black earth. He knew other soldiers in the regiment, but he also feared them. Those other soldiers wanted Ahmed to be their servant, and not just to cook for them and clean their weapons. Sharpe alone had shown him friendliness, and Sharpe now needed help, but Ahmed did not know how to provide it. He thought about the problem as he knotted the stirrup leathers.


      The plump, red-faced and white-haired man in the hills had been friendly, but how was Ahmed to talk to him? He decided he ought to try and so he turned the horse, planning to ride her all about the camp perimeter and then back up the road into the hills, but an officer of the camp pickets saw him. The man was riding a horse and he spurred it close to Ahmed and noted the British saddlecloth. “What are you doing, boy?” he asked. The officer presumed Ahmed was exercising the horse, but Ahmed took fright at the challenge and kicked back.


      “Thief!” the officer shouted and gave chase. “Stop! Thief!”


      A sepoy turned with his musket and Ahmed nudged the horse so that she ran the man down. There was a group of houses close by and Ahmed turned toward them, jumped a garden wall, thumped through some beds of vegetables, jumped another wall, ducked under some fruit trees, jumped a hedge and splashed through a muddy pond before kicking the horse up a bank and into some trees. The officer had not dared follow him through the gardens, but Ahmed could hear the hue and cry beyond the houses. He patted the mare’s neck as she threaded through the trees, then curbed her at the wood’s edge. There was about a half-mile of open country, then more thick woods that promised safety if only the tired mare could make the distance without faltering. “If Allah wills it,” Ahmed said, then kicked the horse into a gallop.


      His pursuers were well behind, but they saw him break cover and now a dozen horsemen were chasing him. Someone fired at him. He heard the musket shot, but the ball went nowhere near him. He leaned over the mane and just let the horse run. He looked back once and saw the pursuers bunching in his path, and then he was in the trees and he twisted northward, cut back west, then went north again, going ever deeper into the woods until at last he slowed the blowing horse so that the sound of her thumping hooves would not betray him.


      He listened. He could hear other horses blundering through the leaves, but they were not coming any closer, and then he began to wonder if it would not be better to let himself be caught after all, for surely someone among the British would speak his language? Maybe if he went all the way to where the men were making the road in the hills he would be too late to help Sharpe. He felt miserable, utterly unsure what he should do, and then he decided he must go back and find help within the encampment and so he turned the horse back toward his pursuers.


      And saw a musket pointing straight at his throat.


      The man holding the musket was an Indian and had one of the spiraling brass helmets that the Mahrattas wore. He was a cavalryman, but he had picketed his horse a few yards away and had crept up on Ahmed on foot. The man grinned.


      Ahmed wondered if he should just kick the tired mare and risk his luck, but then another Mahratta stepped from the leaves, and this one held a curved tulwar. A third man appeared, and then more men came, all mounted, to surround him.


      And Ahmed, who knew he had panicked and failed, wept.


      It seemed to Dodd that Prince Manu Bappoo’s policy of rewarding freebooters with cash for weapons captured from the British was failing miserably. So far they had fetched in three ancient matchlocks that must have belonged to shikarees, a broken musket of local manufacture, and a fine pistol and sword that had been taken from an engineer officer. No scabbard for the sword, of course, but the two trophies, so far as Dodd was concerned, were the only evidence that the Mahrattas had tried to stop the British approach. He pestered Manu Bappoo, pleading to be allowed to take his Cobras down to where the pioneers were driving the road, but the Rajah’s brother adamantly refused to let Dodd’s men leave the fortress.


      Dodd himself was allowed to leave, but only to exercise his horse, which he did each day by riding west along the brink of the plateau. He did not go far. There was a tempting price on his head, and though no enemy cavalry had been seen on the plateau since the engineer had made his reconnaissance, Dodd still feared that he might be captured, and so he only rode until he could see the British works far beneath him. Then, protected by a handful of Bappoo’s horsemen, he would stare through a telescope at the ant-like figures laboring so far below. He watched the road widen, and lengthen, and one morning he saw that two battalions of infantry had camped in one of the high valleys, and next day he saw the beginnings of an artillery park: three guns, a forage cart, a spare wheel wagon and four ammunition limbers. He cursed Bappoo, knowing that his Cobras could destroy that small park and hurl the British into dazed confusion, yet the Prince was content to let the enemy climb the escarpment unopposed. The road was being remade, yet even so it was still steep enough in places to need a hundred men to haul one gun. Yet day by day Dodd saw the number of guns increase in the artillery park, then inch up the hill and he knew it would not be long before the British reached the plateau and their besieging forces would seal off the narrow isthmus of rock that led from the cliffs to the great fortress.


      And still Manu Bappoo made no proper effort to harry the redcoats. “We shall stop them here,” the Prince told Dodd, “here,” and he would gesture at Gawilghur’s walls, but William Dodd was not so sure that the redcoats would be stopped so easily. Bappoo might be convinced of the fortress’s strength, but Bappoo knew nothing of modern siege craft.


      Each morning, as he returned from his excursion along the cliff top, Dodd would dismount as he reached the isthmus and give his horse to one of his escort so that he could walk the attackers’ route. He tried to see the fortress as the redcoats would see it, tried to anticipate where their attack would come and how it would be made.


      It was, he had to admit, a brutal place to attack. Two great walls protected the Outer Fort, and though the British could undoubtedly breach those walls with cannon fire, the two ramparts stood on a steep slope so that the attackers would need to fight their way uphill to where the defenders would be waiting among the ruins of the breaches. And those breaches would be flanked by the massive round bastions that were too big to be collapsed by the twelve- or eighteen-pounder guns Dodd expected the British to deploy. The bastions would spit round shot, musket balls and rockets down into the British who would be struggling toward the nearer breach, their approach route getting ever narrower until it was finally constricted by the vast tank of water that blocked most of the approach. Dodd walked the route obsessively and could almost feel sorry for the men who would have to do it under fire.


      A hundred paces from the fort, where the defenders’ fire would be most lethal, the attackers would be squeezed between the reservoir and the cliff edge, compressed into a space just twenty paces wide. Dodd stood in that space each day and stared up at the double walls and counted the artillery pieces. Twenty-two cannon were pointing at him and when the redcoats came those barrels would be loaded with canister, and besides those heavy guns there was a mass of smaller weapons, the murderers and spitfires that could be held by one man and which could blast out a fistful of stone scraps or pistol balls. True, the British would have destroyed some of the larger guns, but the barrels could be mounted on new carriages and re-sited behind the vast bastions so that the attackers, if they even succeeded in climbing up to the breach, would be enfiladed by cannon fire. And to reach that far they would need to fight uphill against Bappoo’s Arabs, and against the massed musketry of the garrison.


      It was a prospect so daunting that Prince Manu Bappoo expected most of the attackers would sheer away from the breaches and run to the Delhi Gate, the Outer Fort’s northern entrance. That gate would undoubtedly have been shattered by British cannon fire, but once inside its arch the attackers would find themselves in a trap. The road inside the gate curled up beside the wall, with another great wall outside it, so that anyone on the cobbles was dwarfed by the stone ramparts on either side, and those would be lined with men firing down or else throwing the great rocks that Bappoo had ordered piled onto the fire steps. Inch by bloody inch the redcoats would fight their way up the narrow road between the walls, only to turn the corner to see an even greater gate standing in front of them, and one, moreover, that could not be reached by the besiegers’ cannon fire. Thus, Bappoo reckoned, the British assault would be thwarted.


      Dodd was not so sure. The Prince was right in thinking that there was no way in through the Delhi Gate, but Dodd suspected the breaches would be less formidable. He had begun to see weaknesses in the ancient walls, old cracks that were half hidden by weeds and lichen, and he knew the skill of the British gunners. The wall would break easily, and that meant the breaches would be big and wide, and Dodd reckoned the British would fight their way through. It might be a hard fight, but they would win it. And that meant the British would capture the Outer Fort.


      But Dodd did not express that opinion to Bappoo, nor did he urge the Prince to build an earthen glacis outside the wall to soak up the fire of the breaching batteries. Such a glacis would delay the British for days, even weeks, but Dodd encouraged the Prince to believe that the Outer Fort was impregnable, for in that misapprehension lay Dodd’s opportunity.


      Manu Bappoo had once told Dodd that the Outer Fort was a trap. An enemy, if they captured the Outer Fort, would think their battle won, but then they would come to Gawilghur’s central ravine and find a second, even greater fort, waiting on its far side. But for Dodd the Outer Fort was Manu Bappoo’s trap. If Manu Bappoo lost the Outer Fort then he, like the enemy, would have to cross the ravine and climb to the Inner Fort, and it was there that Dodd commanded and, try as Dodd might, he could see no weaknesses in the Inner Fort’s defenses. Neither Manu Bappoo nor the British could ever cross the ravine, not if Dodd opposed them.


      The Inner Fort was quite separate from the Outer. No wall joined them, only a track that dropped steeply to the bed of the ravine and then climbed, even more steeply, to the intricate gateway of the Inner Fort. Dodd used that track each day, and he tried to imagine himself as an attacker. Twenty more guns faced him from the Inner Fort’s single wall as he descended the ravine, and none of those guns would have been dismounted by cannon fire. Muskets would be pouring their shot down into the rocky ravine and rockets would be slashing bloodily through the British ranks. The redcoats would die here like rats being pounded in a bucket, and even if some did survive to climb the track toward the gate, they would only reach Gawilghur’s last horror.


      That horror was the entrance, where four vast gates barred the Inner Fort, four gates set one after another in a steep passage that was flanked by towering walls. There was no other way in. Even if the British breached the Inner Fort’s wall it would not help, for the wall was built on top of the precipice which formed the southern side of the ravine, and no man could climb that slope and hope to survive. The only way in was through the gate, and Wellesley, Dodd had learned, did not like lengthy sieges. He had escaladed Ahmednuggur, surprising its defenders by sending men with ladders against the unbreached walls, and Dodd was certain that Wellesley would similarly try to rush the Inner Fort. He could not approach the wall, perched on its cliff, so he would be forced to send his men into the ghastly entrance that twisted as it climbed, and for every steep step of the way, between each of the four great gates, they would be pounded by muskets, crushed by stones, blasted by cannon and savaged by rockets dropped from the parapets. It could not be done. Dodd’s Cobras would be on the fire steps and the redcoats would be beneath them, and the redcoats would die like cattle.


      Dodd had no great opinion of Indian rockets, but he had stockpiled more than a thousand above the Inner Fort’s murderous entrance, for within the close confines of the walled road the weapons would prove lethal. The rockets were made of hammered tin, each one about sixteen inches long and four or five inches in diameter, with a bamboo stick the height of a man attached to each tin cylinder that was crammed with powder. Dodd had experimented with the weapon and found that a lit rocket tossed down into the gate passage would sear and bounce from wall to wall, and even when it finally stopped careering madly about the roadway, it went on belching out a torch of flame that would scorch trapped men terribly. A dozen rockets dropped between two of the gates might kill a score of men and burn another score half to death. Just let them come, Dodd prayed as he climbed each morning toward the Inner Fort. Let them come! Let them come and let them take the Outer Fort, for then Manu Bappoo must die and the British would then come to Dodd and die like the Prince.


      And afterward the fugitives of their beaten army would be pursued south across the Deccan Plain. Their bodies would rot in the heat and their bones whiten in the sun, and the British power in India would be broken and Dodd would be Lord of Gawilghur.


      Just let the bastards come.


      That evening Sergeant Hakeswill pushed aside the folds of muslin to enter Captain Torrance’s quarters. The Captain was lying naked in his hammock where he was being fanned by a bamboo punkah that had been rigged to a ceiling beam. His native servant kept the punkah moving by tugging on a string, while Clare Wall trimmed the Captain’s fingernails. “Not too close, Brick,” Torrance said. “Leave me enough to scratch with, there’s a good girl.” He raised his eyes to Hakeswill. “Did you knock, Sergeant?”


      “Twice, sir,” Hakeswill lied, “loud and clear, sir.”


      “Brick will have to ream out my ears. Say good evening to the Sergeant, Brick. Where are our manners tonight?”


      Clare lifted her eyes briefly to acknowledge Hakeswill’s presence and mumbled something barely audible. Hakeswill snatched off his hat. “Pleasure to see you, Mrs. Wall,” he said eagerly, “a proper pleasure, my jewel.” He bobbed his head to her and winked at Torrance, who flinched.


      “Brick,” Torrance said, “the Sergeant and I have military matters to discuss. So take yourself to the garden.” He patted her hand and watched her leave. “And no listening at the window!” he added archly. He waited until Clare had sidled past the muslin that hung over the kitchen entrance, then leaned precariously from the hammock to pick up a green silk robe that he draped over his crotch. “I would hate to shock you, Sergeant.”


      “Beyond shock, sir, me, sir. Ain’t nothing living I ain’t seen naked, sir, all of ’em naked as needles, and never once was I shocked, sir. Ever since they strung me up by the neck I’ve been beyond shock, sir.”


      And beyond sense, too, Torrance thought, but he suppressed the comment. “Has Brick left the kitchen?”


      Hakeswill peered past the muslin. “She’s gone, sir.”


      “She’s not at the window?”


      Hakeswill checked the window. “On the far side of the yard, sir, like a good girl.”


      “I trust you’ve brought me news?”


      “Better than news, sir, better than news.” The Sergeant crossed to the table and emptied his pocket. “Your notes to Jama, sir, all of them. Ten thousand rupees, and all paid off. You’re out of debt, sir, out of debt.”


      Relief seared through Torrance. Debt was a terrible thing, a dreadful thing, yet seemingly inescapable if a man was to live to the full. Twelve hundred guineas! How could he ever have gambled that much away? It had been madness! Yet now it was paid, and paid in full. “Burn the notes,” he ordered Hakeswill.


      Hakeswill held the notes into a candle flame one by one, then let them shrivel and burn on the table. The draft from the punkah disturbed the smoke and scattered the little scraps of black ash that rose from the small fires. “And Jama, sir, being a gentleman, despite being an heathen bastard blackamoor, added a thankee,” Hakeswill said, putting some gold coins on the table.


      “How much?”


      “Seven hundred rupees there, sir.”


      “He gave us more, I know that. You’re cheating me, Sergeant.”


      “Sir Hakeswill straightened indignantly. “On my life, sir, and I speak as a Christian, I ain’t ever cheated a soul in my life, sir, not unless they deserved it, in which case they gets it right and proper, sir, like it says in the scriptures.”


      Torrance stared at Hakeswill. “Jama will be back in the camp in a day or two. I can ask him.”


      “And you will find, sir, that I have treated you foursquare and straight, sir, on the nail, sir, on the drumhead, as one soldier to another.” Hakeswill sniffed. “I’m hurt, sir.”


      Torrance yawned. “You have my sincerest, deepest and most fervent apologies, Sergeant. So tell me about Sharpe.”


      Hakeswill glanced at the punkah boy. “Does that heathen speak English, sir?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Sharpie’s no more, sir.” Hakeswill’s face twitched as he remembered the pleasure of kicking his enemy. “Stripped the bastard naked, sir, gave him a headache he won’t ever forget, not that he’s got long to remember anything now on account of him being on his way to meet his executioner, and I kept him trussed up till Jama’s men came to fetch him. Which they did, sir, so now he’s gone, sir. Gone for bleeding ever, just as he deserves.”


      “You stripped him?” Torrance asked, puzzled.


      “Didn’t want the bastards dropping off a body all dressed up in an officer’s coat, sir, even though the little bleeder should never have worn one, him being nothing more than a jumped-up dribble of dried toad-spittle, sir. So we stripped him and burned the uniform, sir.”


      “And nothing went wrong?”


      Hakeswill’s face twitched as he shrugged. “His boy got away, but he didn’t make no trouble. Just vanished. Probably went back to his mummy.”


      Torrance smiled. All was done, all was solved. Even better, he could resume his trade with Jama, though perhaps with a little more circumspection than in the past. “Did Sajit go with Sharpe?” he asked, knowing he would need an efficient clerk if he was to hide the treacherous transactions in the ledger.


      “No, sir. He’s with me, sir, outside, sir.” Hakeswill jerked his head toward the front room. “He wanted to go, sir, but I gave him a thumping on account of us needing him here, sir, and after that he was as good as gold, sir, even if he is an heathen bit of scum.”


      Torrance smiled. “I am vastly in your debt, Sergeant Hakeswill,” he said.


      “Just doing my duty, sir.” Hakeswill’s face twitched as he grinned and gestured toward the garden window. “And hoping for a soldier’s reward, sir.”


      “Brick, you mean?” Torrance asked.


      “Me heart’s desire, sir,” Hakeswill said hoarsely. “Her and me, sir, made for each other. Says so in the scriptures.”


      “Then the fruition of the prophecy must wait a while,” Torrance said, “because I need Brick to look after me, and your duty, Sergeant, is to assume Mr. Sharpe’s responsibilities. We shall wait till someone notices that he’s missing, then claim that he must have been ambushed by Mahrattas while on his way here. Then you’ll go up the mountain to help the engineers.”


      “Me, sir?” Hakeswill sounded alarmed at the prospect of having to do some real work. “Up the mountain?”


      “Someone has to be there. You can’t expect me to do it!” Torrance said indignantly. “Someone must stay here and shoulder the heavier responsibilities. It won’t be for long, Sergeant, not for long. And once the campaign is over I can assure you that your heart’s desires will be fully met.” But not, he decided, before Hakeswill paid him the money Clare owed for her passage out from England. That money could come from the cash that Jama had given Hakeswill this night which, Torrance was sure, was a great deal more than the Sergeant had admitted. “Make yourself ready, Sergeant,” Torrance ordered. “Doubtless you will be needed up the road tomorrow.”


      “Yes, sir,” Hakeswill said sullenly.


      “Well done, good and faithful Hakeswill,” Torrance said grandly. “Don’t let any moths in as you leave.”


      Hakeswill went. He had three thousand three hundred rupees in his pocket and a fortune in precious stones hidden in his cartridge box. He would have liked to have celebrated with Clare Wall, but he did not doubt that his chance would come and so, for the moment, he was a satisfied man. He looked at the first stars pricking the sky above Gawilghur’s plateau and reflected that he had rarely been more content. He had taken his revenge, he had become wealthy, and thus all was well in Obadiah Hakes will’s world.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 6

    


    
      Sharpe knew he was in an oxcart. He could tell that from the jolting motion and from the terrible squeal of the ungreased axles. The oxcarts that followed the army made a noise like the shrieking of souls in perdition.


      He was naked, bruised and in pain. It hurt even to breathe. His mouth was gagged and his hands and feet were tied, but even if they had been free he doubted he could have moved for he was wrapped in a thick dusty carpet. Hakeswill! The bastard had ambushed him, stripped him and robbed him. He knew it was Hakeswill, for Sharpe had heard the Sergeant’s hoarse voice as he was rolled into the rug. Then he had been carried out of the tent and slung into the cart, and he was not sure how long ago that had been because he was in too much pain and he kept slipping in and out of a dreamlike daze. A nightmare daze. There was blood in his mouth, a tooth was loose, a rib was probably cracked and the rest of him simply ached or hurt. His head throbbed. He wanted to be sick, but knew he would choke on his vomit because of the gag and so he willed his belly to be calm.


      Calm! The only blessing was that he was alive, and he suspected that was no blessing at all. Why had Hakeswill not killed him? Not out of mercy, that was for sure. So presumably he was to be killed somewhere else, though why Hakeswill had run the terrible risk of having a British officer tied hand and foot and smuggled past the picket line Sharpe could not tell. It made no sense. All he did know was that by now Obadiah Hakeswill would have teased Sharpe’s gems from their hiding places. God damn it all to hell. First Simone, now Hakeswill, and Hakeswill, Sharpe realized, could never have trapped Sharpe if Torrance had not helped.


      But knowing his enemies would not help Sharpe now. He knew he had as much hope of living as those dogs who were hurled onto the mudflats beside the Thames in London with stones tied to their necks. The children used to laugh as they watched the dogs struggle. Some of the dogs had come from wealthy homes. They used to be snatched and if their owners did not produce the ransom money within a couple of days, the dogs were thrown into the river. Usually the ransom was paid, brought by a nervous footman to a sordid public house near the docks, but no one would ransom Sharpe. Who would care? Dust from the rug was thick in his nose. Just let the end be quick, he prayed.


      He could hear almost nothing through the rug. The axle squealing was the loudest noise, and once he heard a thump on the cart’s side and thought he heard a man laugh. It was nighttime. He was not sure how he knew that, except that it would make sense, for no one would try to smuggle a British officer out in daylight, and he knew he had lain in the tent for a long time after Hakeswill had hit him. He remembered ducking under the tent’s canvas, remembered a glimpse of the brass-bound musket butt, and then it was nothing but a jumble of pain and oblivion. A weight pressed on his waist, and he guessed after a while that a man was resting his feet on the rug. Sharpe tested the assumption by trying to move and the man kicked him. He lay still again. One dog had escaped, he remembered. It had somehow slipped the rope over its neck and had paddled away downstream with the children shrieking along the bank and hurling stones at the frightened head. Did the dog die? Sharpe could not remember. God, he thought, but he had been a wild child, wild as a hawk. They had tried to beat the wildness out of him, beat him till the blood ran, then told him he would come to a bad end. They had prophesied that he would be strung up by the neck at Tyburn Hill. Dick Sharpe dangling, pissing down his legs while the rope burned into his gullet. But it had not happened. He was an officer, a gentleman, and he was still alive, and he pulled at the tether about his wrists, but it would not shift.


      Was Hakeswill riding in the cart? That seemed possible, and suggested the Sergeant wanted somewhere safe and private to kill Sharpe. But how? Quick with a knife? That was a forlorn wish, for Hakeswill was not merciful. Perhaps he planned to repay Sharpe by putting him beneath an elephant’s foot and he would scream and writhe until the great weight would not let him scream ever again and his bones would crack and splinter like eggshells. Be sure your sin will find you out. How many times had he heard those words from the Bible? Usually thumped into him at the foundling home with a blow across the skull for every syllable, and the blows would keep coming as they chanted the reference. The Book of Numbers, chapter thirty-two, verse twenty-three, syllable by syllable, blow by blow, and now his sin was finding him out and he was to be punished for all the unpunished offenses. So die well, he told himself. Don’t cry out. Whatever was about to happen could not be worse than the flogging he had taken because of Hakeswill’s lies. That had hurt. Hurt like buggery, but he had not cried out. So take the pain and go like a man. What had Sergeant Major By-waters said as he had thrust the leather gag into Sharpe’s mouth? “Be brave, boy. Don’t let the regiment down.” So he would be brave and die well, and then what? Hell, he supposed, and an eternity of torment at the hands of a legion of Hakeswills. Just like the army, really.


      The cart stopped. He heard feet thump on the wagon boards, the murmur of voices, then hands seized the rug and dragged him off. He banged hard down onto the ground, then the rug was picked up and carried. Die well, he told himself, die well, but that was easier said than done. Not all men died well. Sharpe had seen strong men reduced to shuddering despair as they waited for the cart to be run out from under the gallows, just as he had seen others go into eternity with a defiance so brittle and hard that it had silenced the watching crowd. Yet all men, the brave and the cowardly, danced the gallows dance in the end, jerking from a length of Bridport hemp, and the crowd would laugh at their twitching antics. Best puppet show in London, they said. There was no good way to die, except in bed, asleep, unknowing. Or maybe in battle, at the cannon’s mouth, blown to kingdom come in an instant of oblivion.


      He heard the footsteps of the men who carried him slap on stone, then heard a loud murmur of voices. There were a lot of voices, all apparently talking at once and all excited, and he felt the rug being jostled by a crowd and then he seemed to be carried down some steps and the crowd was gone and he was thrown onto a hard floor. The voices seemed louder now, as if he was indoors, and he was suddenly possessed by the absurd notion that he had been brought into a cock-fighting arena like the one off Vinegar Street where, as a child, he had earned farthings by carrying pots of porter to spectators who were alternatively morose or maniacally excited.


      He lay for a long time. He could hear the voices, even sometimes a burst of laughter. He remembered the fat man in Vinegar Street, whose trade, rat-catching, took him to the great houses in west London that he reconnoitered for his thieving friends. “You’d make a good snaffler, Dicky,” he’d say to Sharpe, then he would clutch Sharpe’s arm and point to the cockerels waiting to fight. “Which one’ll win, lad, which one?” And Sharpe would make a haphazard choice and, as often as not, the bird did win. “He’s a lucky boy,” the rat-catcher would boast to his friends as he tossed Sharpe a farthing. “Nipper’s got the luck of the devil!”


      But not tonight, Sharpe thought, and suddenly the rug was seized, unwound, and Sharpe was spilled naked onto hard stones. A cheer greeted his appearance. Light flared in Sharpe’s eyes, dazzling him, but after a while he saw he was in a great stone courtyard lit by the flames of torches mounted on pillars that surrounded the yard. Two white-robed men seized him, dragged him upright and pushed him onto a stone bench where, to his surprise, his hands and feet were loosed and the gag taken from his mouth. He sat flexing his fingers and gasping deep breaths of humid air. He could see no sign of Hakeswill.


      He could see now that he was in a temple. A kind of cloister ran around the courtyard and, because the cloister was raised three or four feet, it made the stone-paved floor into a natural arena. He had not been so wrong about the cockfighting pit, though Vinegar Street had never aspired to ornately carved stone arches smothered with writhing gods and snarling beasts. The raised cloister was packed with men who were in obvious good humor. There were hundreds of them, all anticipating a night’s rare entertainment. Sharpe touched his swollen lip and winced at the pain. He was thirsty, and with every deep breath his bruised or broken ribs hurt. There was a swelling on his forehead that was thick with dried blood. He looked about the crowd, seeking one friendly face and finding none. He just saw Indian peasants with dark eyes that reflected the flame light. They must have come from every village within ten miles to witness whatever was about to happen.


      In the center of the courtyard was a small stone building, fantastically carved with elephants and dancing girls, and crowned by a stepped tower that had been sculpted with yet more gods and animals painted red, yellow, green and black. The crowd’s noise subsided as a man showed at the doorway of the small shrine and raised his arms as a signal for silence. Sharpe recognized the man. He was the tall, thin, limping man in the green and black striped robe who had pleaded with Torrance for Naig’s life, and behind him came a pair of jettis. So that was the sum of it. Revenge for Naig, and Sharpe realized that Hakeswill had never intended to kill him, only deliver him to these men.


      A murmur ran through the spectators as they admired the jettis. Vast brutes, they were, who dedicated their extraordinary strength to some strange Indian god. Although Sharpe had met jettis before and had killed some in Seringapatam, he did not fancy his chances against these two bearded brutes. He was too weak, too thirsty, too bruised, too hurt, while these two fanatics were tall and hugely muscled. Their bronze skin had been oiled so that it gleamed in the flame light. Their long hair was coiled about their skulls, and one had red lines painted on his face, while the other, who was slightly shorter, carried a long spear. Each man wore a loincloth and nothing else. They glanced at Sharpe, then the taller man prostrated himself before a small shrine. A dozen guards came from the courtyard’s rear and lined its edge. They carried muskets tipped with bayonets.


      The tall man in the striped robe clapped his hands to silence the crowd’s last murmurs. It took a while, for still more spectators were pushing into the temple and there was scarce room in the cloister. Somewhere outside a horse neighed. Men shouted protests as the newcomers shoved their way inside, but at last the commotion ended and the tall man stepped to the edge of the stone platform on which the small shrine stood. He spoke for a long time, and every few moments his words would provoke a growl of agreement, and then the crowd would look at Sharpe and some would spit at him. Sharpe stared sullenly back at them. They were getting a rare night’s amusement, he reckoned. A captured Englishman was to be killed in front of them, and Sharpe could not blame them for relishing the prospect. But he was damned if he would die easy. He could do some damage, he reckoned, maybe not much, but enough so that the jettis remembered the night they were given a redcoat to kill.


      The tall man finished his speech, then limped down the short flight of steps and approached Sharpe. He carried himself with dignity, like a man who knows his own worth to be high. He stopped a few paces from Sharpe and his face showed derision as he stared at the Englishman’s sorry state. “My name,” he said in English, “is Jama.”


      Sharpe said nothing.


      “You killed my brother,” Jama said.


      “I’ve killed a lot of men,” Sharpe said, his voice hoarse so that it scarcely carried the few paces that separated the two men. He spat to clear his throat. “I’ve killed a lot of men,” he said again.


      “And Naig was one,” Jama said.


      “He deserved to die,” Sharpe said.


      Jama sneered at that answer. “If my brother deserved to die then so did the British who traded with him.”


      That was probably true, Sharpe thought, but he said nothing. He could see some pointed helmets at the back of the crowd and he guessed that some of the Mahratta horsemen who still roamed the Deccan Plain had come to see his death. Maybe the same Mahrattas who had bought the two thousand missing muskets, muskets that Hakeswill had supplied and Torrance had lied about to conceal the theft.


      “So now you will die,” Jama said simply.


      Sharpe shrugged. Run to the right, he was thinking, and grab the nearest musket, but he knew he would be slowed by the pain. Besides, the men on the cloister would jump down to overpower him. But he had to do something. Anything! A man could not just be killed like a dog.


      “You will die slowly,” Jama said, “to satisfy the debt of blood that is owed to my family.”


      “You want a death,” Sharpe asked, “to balance your brother’s death?”


      “Exactly so,” Jama said gravely.


      “Then kill a rat,” Sharpe said, “or strangle a toad. Your brother deserved to die. He was a thief.”


      “And you English have come to steal all India,” Jama said equably. He looked again at Sharpe’s wounds, and seemed to get satisfaction from them. “You will soon be pleading for my mercy,” he said. “Do you know what jettis are?”


      “I know,” Sharpe said.


      “Prithviraj,” Jama said, gesturing towards the taller jetti who was bowing before the small altar, “has castrated a man with his bare hands. He will do that to you and more, for tonight I have promised these people they will see the death of a hundred parts. You will be torn to pieces, Englishman, but you will live as your body is divided, for that is a jetti’s skill. To kill a man slowly, without weapons, tearing him piece by piece, and only when your screams have assuaged the pain of my brother’s death will I show you mercy.” Jama gave Sharpe one last look of disdain, then turned and walked back to the shrine’s steps.


      Prithviraj leaned forward and rang a tiny handbell to draw the god’s attention, then put his hands together and bowed his head a last time. The second jetti, the one with the spear, watched Sharpe with an expressionless face.


      Sharpe forced himself to stand. His back ached and his legs were weak so that he tottered, making the crowd laugh at him. He took a step to his right, but the closest guard just edged away. A carved stool had been fetched from the shrine and Jama was now sitting at the top of the steps. A huge bat flickered in and out of the torchlight. Sharpe walked forward, testing his legs, and was amazed he could stand at all. The crowd jeered his faltering gait, and the sound made Prithviraj turn from his devotions. He saw that Sharpe posed no danger and so turned back to the god.


      Sharpe staggered. He did it deliberately, making himself look weaker than he really was. He swayed, pretending that he was about to fall, then took some slurred sideways steps to get close to one of the guards. Seize a musket, he told himself, then ram its muzzle into Jama’s face. He swayed sideways again, and the closest guard just stepped back and leveled the bayonet at Sharpe. The dozen sentries plainly had orders to keep Sharpe inside the jetti’s killing ground. Sharpe measured the distance, wondering if he could get past the bayonet to seize the musket, but a second guard came to reinforce the first.


      Then Prithviraj stood.


      He was a bloody giant, Sharpe thought, a giant with an oiled skin and upper arms as thick as most men’s thighs. The crowd murmured in admiration again, and then Prithviraj undid his loincloth and let it fall so that he was naked like Sharpe. The gesture seemed to imply that he sought no advantage over his opponent, though as the huge man came down from the shrine the second jetti took care to stay close beside him. Two against one, and the second had a spear, and Sharpe had nothing. He glanced at the burning torches, wondering if he could seize one and brandish it as a weapon, but they were mounted too high. Christ, he thought, but do something! Anything! Panic began to close in on him, fluttering like the bat which swooped into the flame light again.


      He backed away from the jettis and the crowd jeered him. He did not care. He was watching Prithviraj. A slow-moving man, too musclebound to be quick, and Sharpe guessed that was why the second jetti was present. His job would be to herd Sharpe with the glittering spear, and afterward to hold him still as Prithviraj tore off fingers, toes and ears. So take the spearman first, Sharpe told himself, put the bastard down and take his weapon. He edged to his left, circling the courtyard to try and position himself closer to the spear-carrying jetti. The crowd sighed as he moved, enjoying the thought that the Englishman would put up a fight.


      The spear followed Sharpe’s movements. He would have to be quick, Sharpe thought, desperately quick, and he doubted he could do it. Hakeswill’s kicking had slowed him, but he had to try and so he kept on circling, then abruptly charged in to attack the spearman, but the weapon was jabbed toward him and Prithviraj was much faster than Sharpe had expected and leaped to catch him, and Sharpe had to twist awkwardly away. The crowd laughed at his clumsiness.


      “Accept your death,” Jama called. A servant was fanning the merchant’s face.


      Sweat poured down Sharpe’s cheeks. He had been forced toward that part of the courtyard nearest the temple’s entrance where there were two stone flights of stairs leading up to the cloister. The steps, jutting into the yard, formed a bay in which Sharpe suddenly realized he was trapped. He moved sideways, but the spear-carrying jetti covered him. The two men knew he was cornered now and came slowly toward him and Sharpe could only back away until his spine touched the cloister’s edge. One of the spectators kicked him, but with more malice than force. The jettis came on slowly, wary in case he suddenly broke to right or left. Prithviraj was flexing his huge fingers, making them supple for the night’s work. Scraps of smoldering ash whirled away from the torches, one settling on Sharpe’s shoulder. He brushed it off.


      “Sahib?” a voice hissed from behind Sharpe. “Sahib?”


      Prithviraj looked calm and confident. No bloody wonder, Sharpe thought. So kick the naked bugger in the crotch. He reckoned that was his last chance. One good kick, and hope that Prithviraj doubled over. Either that or run onto the spear and hope the blade killed him quickly.


      “Sahib!” the voice hissed again. Prithviraj was turning sideways so that he would not expose his groin to Sharpe, then he beckoned for the other jetti to close in on the Englishman and drive him out from the wall with his spear. “You bugger!” the voice said impatiently.


      Sharpe turned to see that Ahmed was on hands and knees among the legs of the spectators, and what was more the child was pushing forward the hilt of the tulwar he had captured at Deogaum. Sharpe leaned on the cloister edge and the crowd, seeing him rest against the stone, believed he had given up. Some groaned for they had been anticipating more of a fight, but most of the watching men just jeered at him for being a weakling.


      Sharpe winked at Ahmed, then reached for the tulwar. He seized the handle, pushed away from the stone and turned, dragging the blade from the scabbard that was still in Ahmed’s grasp. He turned fast as a striking snake, the curved steel silver-red in the courtyard’s flame light, and the jettis, thinking he was a beaten man, were not prepared. The man with the spear was closest, and the curved blade slashed, across his face, springing blood, and he instinctively clutched his eyes and let the spear drop. Sharpe moved to the right, scooped up the fallen spear, and Prithviraj at last looked worried.


      The guards raised their muskets. Sharpe heard the clicks as the dogheads were hauled back. So let them shoot him, he thought, for that was a quicker death than being dismembered and gelded by a naked giant. Jama was standing, one hand in the air, reluctant to let his guards shoot Sharpe before he had suffered pain. The wounded jetti was on his knees, his hands clutched to his face which was streaming blood.


      Then a musket fired, its sound unnaturally loud in the confines of the courtyard’s carved walls. One of the guards flinched as the musket ball whipped past his head to chip a flake of stone from one of the decorated arches. Then a voice shouted from the cloister by the temple entrance. The man spoke in an Indian language, and he spoke to Jama who was staring appalled as a group of armed men pushed their way to the very front of the crowd.


      It was Syud Sevajee who had fired, and who had spoken to Jama, and who now grinned down at Sharpe. “I’ve told him it must be a fair fight, Ensign.”


      “Me against him?” Sharpe jerked his chin at Prithviraj.


      “We came for entertainment,” Syud Sevajee said, “the least you can do is provide us with some.”


      “Why don’t you just shoot the bugger and have done with it?”


      Sevajee smiled. “This crowd will accept the result of a fair fight, Ensign. They might not like it if I simply rescue you. Besides, you don’t want to be in my debt, do you?”


      “I’m in your debt already,” Sharpe said, “up to my bloody eyeballs.” He turned and looked at Prithviraj who was waiting for a sign from Jama. “Hey! Goliath!” Sharpe shouted. “Here!” He threw the tulwar at the man, keeping the spear. “You want a fair fight? So you’ve got a weapon now.”


      The pain seemed to have vanished and even the thirst had gone away. It was like that moment at Assaye when he had been surrounded by enemies, and suddenly the world had seemed a calm, clear-cut place full of delicious opportunity. He had a chance now. He had more than a chance, he was going to put the big bastard down. It was a fair fight, and Sharpe had grown up fighting. He had been bred to it from the gutter, driven to it by poverty and inured to it by desperation. He was nothing if he was not a fighter, and now the crowd would get the bloody sport they wanted. He hefted the spear. “So come on, you bastard!”


      Prithviraj stooped and picked up the tulwar. He swung it in a clumsy arc, then looked again at Jama.


      “Don’t look at him, you great ox! Look at me!” Sharpe went forward, the spear low, then he raised the blade and lunged toward the big man’s belly and Prithviraj made a clumsy parry that rang against the spear blade. “You’ll have to put more strength into it than that,” Sharpe said, pulling back the spear and standing still to tempt the jetti forward. Prithviraj stepped toward him, swung the blade and Sharpe stepped back so that the tulwar’s tip slashed inches from his chest.


      “You have to be quick,” Sharpe said, and he feinted right, spun away and walked back to the left leaving Prithviraj off balance. Sharpe turned and lunged with the spear, pricking the big man’s back and leaving a trickle of blood. “Ain’t the same, is it, when the other fellow’s got a weapon?” He smiled at the jetti. “So come on, you daft pudding. Come on!”


      The crowd was silent now. Prithviraj seemed puzzled. He had not expected to fight, not with a weapon, and it was plain he was not accustomed to a tulwar. “You can give up,” Sharpe said. “You can kneel down and give up. I won’t kill you if you do that, but if you stay on your feet I’ll pick you apart like a joint of bloody meat.”


      Prithviraj did not understand a word, but he knew Sharpe was dangerous and he was trying to work out how best to kill him. He glanced at the spear, wishing he had that weapon instead of the tulwar, but Sharpe knew the point should always beat the edge, which was why he had kept the spear. “You want it quick or slow, Sevajee?” Sharpe called.


      “Whichever you prefer, Ensign,” Sevajee said, smiling. “It is not for the audience to tell the actors how the play should go.”


      “Then I’ll make it quick,” Sharpe said, and he pointed at Prithviraj with his free hand and motioned that the jetti could kneel down. “Just kneel,” he said, “and I’ll spare you. Tell him that, Sevajee!”


      Sevajee called out in an Indian language and Prithviraj must have decided the offer was an insult, for he suddenly ran forward, tulwar swinging, and Sharpe had to step quickly aside and parry one of the cuts with the spear’s staff. The blade cut a sliver of wood from the shaft, but went nowhere near Sharpe.


      “No good doing that,” Sharpe said. “You’re not making hay, you great pudding, you’re trying to stay alive.”


      Prithviraj attacked again, but all he could think to do was make great swings with the blade, any one of which might have slit Sharpe into two, but the attacks were clumsy and Sharpe backed away, always circling around to the middle of the courtyard so that he was not trapped against its edges. The crowd, sensing that Prithviraj might win, began to urge him on, but some noticed that the Englishman was not even trying to fight yet. He was taunting the jetti, he was evading him and he was keeping his spear low.


      “I thought you said it would be quick,” Sevajee said.


      “You want it over?” Sharpe asked. He crouched, raising the spear blade, and the motion checked Prithviraj who stared at him warily. “What I’m going to do,” Sharpe said, “is cut your belly open, then slit your throat. Are you ready?” He went forward, jabbing the spear, still low, and Prithviraj backed away, trying to parry the small lunges, but Sharpe dragged the spear back each time before the parry could connect, and Prithviraj frowned. He seemed hypnotized by the shining blade that flickered like a snake’s tongue, and behind it Sharpe was grinning at him and taunting him, and Prithviraj tried to counterattack once, but the spear slashed up to within an inch of his face and he went on, stepping backward. Then he backed into the blinded jetti who still crouched on the flagstones and Prithviraj staggered as he lost his balance.


      Sharpe came up from the crouch, the spear lancing forward, and the wild parry came far too late and suddenly the blade was punching and tearing through the skin and muscle of the jetti’s stomach. Sharpe twisted the leaf-shaped steel so that it did not get trapped in the flesh and then he ripped it out, and blood washed across the temple floor and Prithviraj was bending forward as if he could seal the pain in his belly by folding over, and then the spear sliced from the side to slash across his throat.


      The crowd sighed.


      Prithviraj was on the stones now, curled up with blood bubbling from his sliced belly and pulsing from his neck.


      Sharpe kicked the tulwar from the jetti’s unresisting hand, then turned and looked at Jama. “You and your brother did business with Captain Torrance?”


      Jama said nothing.


      Sharpe walked toward the shrine. The guards moved to stop him, but Sevajee’s men raised their muskets and some, grinning, jumped down into the courtyard. Ahmed also jumped down and snatched the tulwar from the flagstones. Prithviraj was on his side now, dying.


      Jama stood as Sharpe reached the steps, but he could not move fast with his limp and suddenly the spear was at his belly. “I asked you a question,” Sharpe said.


      Jama still said nothing.


      “You want to live?” Sharpe asked. Jama looked down at the spear blade that was thick with blood. “Was it Torrance who gave me to you?” Sharpe asked.


      “Yes,” Jama said.


      “If I see you again,” Sharpe said, “I’ll kill you. If you go back to the British camp I’ll hang you like your brother, and if you so much as send a message to Torrance, I’ll follow you to the last corner on God’s earth and I’ll castrate you with my bare hands.” He jabbed the spear just enough to prick Jama’s belly, then turned away. The crowd was silent, cowed by Sevajee’s men and by the ferocity they had witnessed in the temple courtyard. Sharpe tossed away the spear, pulled Ahmed toward him and patted the boy’s head. “You’re a good lad, Ahmed. A bloody good lad. And I need a drink. By Christ, I’m thirsty.”


      But he was also alive.


      Which meant some other men would soon be dead.


      Because Sharpe was more than alive. He was angry. Angry as hell. And wanting revenge.


      Sharpe borrowed a cloak from one of Sevajee’s men, then pulled himself up behind Ahmed onto Major Stokes’s horse. They rode slowly away from the village where the torches guttered in the temple toward the smear of red light that betrayed where the British encampment lay some miles to the west. Sevajee talked as they rode, telling Sharpe how Ahmed had fled straight into the arms of his men. “Luckily for you, Ensign,” the Indian said, “I recognized him.”


      “Which is why you sent for help, isn’t it?” Sharpe asked sarcastically. “It’s why you fetched some redcoats to get me out of that bloody tent.”


      “Your gratitude touches me deeply,” Sevajee said with a smile. “It took us a long time to make sense of what your boy was saying, and I confess we didn’t wholly believe him even then, and by the time we thought to take him seriously, you were already being carried away. So we followed. I thought we might fetch some entertainment from the evening, and so we did.”


      “Glad to be of service, sahib,” Sharpe said.


      “I knew you could beat a jetti in a fair fight.”


      “I beat three at once in Seringapatam,” Sharpe said, “but I don’t know as it was a fair fight. I’m not much in favor of fair fights. I like them to be unfair. Fair fights are for gentlemen who don’t know any better.”


      “Which is why you gave the sword to the jetti,” Sevajee observed dryly.


      “I knew he’d make a bollocks of it,” Sharpe said. He was tired suddenly, and all the aches and throbs and agony had come back. Above him the sky was brilliant with stars, while a thin sickle moon hung just above the faraway fortress. Dodd was up there, Sharpe thought, another life to take. Dodd and Torrance, Hakeswill and his two men. A debt to be paid by sending all the bastards to hell.


      “Where shall I take you?” Sevajee asked.


      “Take me?”


      “You want to go to the General?”


      “Christ, no.” Sharpe could not imagine complaining to Wellesley. The cold bugger would probably blame Sharpe for getting into trouble. Stokes, maybe? Or the cavalry? Sergeant Lockhart would doubtless welcome him, but then he had a better idea. “Take me to wherever you’re camped,” he told Sevajee.


      “And in the morning?”


      “You’ve got a new recruit,” Sharpe said. “I’m one of your men for now.”


      Sevajee looked amused. “Why?”


      “Why do you think? I want to hide.”


      “But why?”


      Sharpe sighed. “D’you think Wellesley will believe me? If I go to Wellesley he’ll think I’ve got sunstroke, or he’ll reckon I’m drunk. And Torrance will stand there with a plum in his bloody mouth and deny everything, or else he’ll blame Hakeswill.”


      “Hakeswill?” Sevajee asked.


      “A bastard I’m going to kill,” Sharpe said. “And it’ll be easier if he doesn’t know I’m still alive.” And this time, Sharpe vowed, he would make sure of the bastard. “My only worry,” he told Sevajee, “is Major Stokes’s horse. He’s a good man, Stokes.”


      “That horse?” Sevajee asked, nodding at the gray mare.


      “You reckon a couple of your fellows could return it to him in the morning?”


      “Of course.”


      “Tell him I got thrown from the saddle and snatched up by the enemy,” Sharpe said. “Let him think I’m a prisoner in Gawilghur.”


      “And meanwhile you’ll be one of us?” Sevajee asked.


      “I’ve just become a Mahratta,” Sharpe said.


      “Welcome,” said Sevajee. “And what you need now, Sharpe, is some rest.”


      “I’ve had plenty of rest,” Sharpe said. “What I need now are some clothes, and some darkness.”


      “You need food too,” Sevajee insisted. He glanced up at the sliver of moon above the fort. It was waning. “Tomorrow night will be darker,” he promised, and Sharpe nodded. He wanted a deep darkness, a shadowed blackness, in which a living ghost could hunt.


      Major Stokes was grateful for the return of his horse, but saddened over Sharpe’s fate. “Captured!” he told Sir Arthur Wellesley. “And my own fault too.”


      “Can’t see how that can be, Stokes.”


      “I should never have let him ride off on his own. Should have made him wait till a group went back.”


      “Won’t be the first prison cell he’s seen,” Wellesley said, “and I daresay it won’t be the last.”


      “I shall miss him,” Stokes said, “miss him deeply. A good man.”


      Wellesley grunted. He had ridden up the improved road to judge its progress for himself and he was impressed, though he took care not to show his approval. The road now snaked up into the hills and one more day’s work would see it reach the edge of the escarpment. Half the necessary siege guns were already high on the road, parked in an upland meadow, while bullocks were trudging up the lower slopes with their heavy burdens of round shot that would be needed to break open Gawilghur’s walls. The Mahrattas had virtually ceased their raids on the road-makers ever since Wellesley had sent two battalions of sepoys up into the hills to hunt the enemy down. Every once in a while a musket shot would be fired from a long distance, but the balls were usually spent before they reached a target. “Your work won’t end with the road,” Wellesley told Stokes, as the General and his staff followed the engineer on foot toward some higher ground from where they could inspect the fortress.


      “I doubted it would, sir.”


      “You know Stevenson?”


      “I’ve dined with the Colonel.”


      “I’m sending him up here. His troops will make the assault. My men will stay below and climb the two roads.” Wellesley spoke curtly, almost offhandedly. He was proposing to divide his army into two again, just as it had been split for most of the war against the Mahrattas. Stevenson’s part of the army would climb to the plateau and make the main assault on the fortress. That attack would swarm across the narrow neck of land to climb the breaches, but to stop the enemy from throwing all their strength into the defense of the broken wall Wellesley proposed sending two columns of his own men up the steep tracks that led directly to the fortress. Those men would have to approach unbroken walls up slopes too steep to permit artillery to be deployed, and Wellesley knew those columns could never hope to break into Gawilghur. Their job was to spread the defenders thin, and to block off the garrison’s escape routes while Colonel Stevenson’s men did the bloody work. “You’ll have to establish Stevenson’s batteries,” Wellesley told Stokes. “Major Blackiston’s seen the ground”—he indicated his aide—“and he reckons two eighteens and three iron twelves should suffice. Major Blackiston, of course, will give you whatever advice he can.”


      “No glacis?” Stokes directed the question to Blackiston.


      “Not when I was there,” Blackiston said, “though of course they could have made one since. I just saw curtain walls with a few bastions. Ancient work, by the look of it.”


      “Fifteenth-century work,” Wellesley put in and, when he saw that the two engineers were impressed by his knowledge, he shrugged. “Syud Sevajee claims as much, anyway.”


      “Old walls break fastest,” Stokes said cheerfully. The two big guns, with the three smaller cannon, would batter the wall head on to crumble the ancient stone that was probably unprotected by a glacis of embanked earth to soak up the force of the bombardment, and the Major had yet to find a fortress wall in India that could resist the strike of an eighteen-pounder shot traveling half a mile every two seconds. “But you’ll want some enfilading fire,” he warned Wellesley.


      “I’ll send you some more twelves,” Wellesley promised.


      “A battery of twelves and an howitzer,” Stokes suggested. “I’d like to drop some nasties over the wall. There’s nothing like an howitzer for spreading gloom.”


      “I’ll send an howitzer,” Wellesley promised. The enfilading batteries would fire at an angle through the growing breaches to keep the enemy from making repairs, and the howitzer, which fired high in the air so that its shells dropped steeply down, could bombard the repair parties behind the fortress ramparts. “And I want the batteries established quickly,” Wellesley said. “No dallying, Major.”


      “I’m not a man to dally, Sir Arthur,” Stokes said cheerfully. The Major was leading the General and his staff up a particularly steep patch of road where an elephant, supplemented by over sixty sweating sepoys, forced an eighteen-pounder gun up the twisting road. The officers dodged the sepoys, then climbed a knoll from where they could stare across at Gawilghur.


      By now they were nearly as high as the stronghold itself and the profile of the twin forts stood clear against the bright sky beyond. It formed a double hump. The narrow neck of land led from the plateau to the first, lower hump on which the Outer Fortress stood. It was that fortress which would receive Stokes’s breaching fire, and that fortress which would be assailed by Stevenson’s men, but beyond it the ground dropped into a deep ravine, then climbed steeply to the much larger second hump on which the Inner Fortress with its palace and its lakes and its houses stood. Sir Arthur spent a long time staring through his glass, but said nothing.


      “I’ll warrant I can get you into the smaller fortress,” Stokes said, “but how do you cross the central ravine into the main stronghold?”


      It was that question that Wellesley had yet to answer in his own mind, and he suspected there was no simple solution. He hoped that the attackers would simply surge across the ravine and flood up the second slope like an irresistible wave that had broken through one barrier and would now overcome everything in its path, but he dared not admit to such impractical optimism. He dared not confess that he was condemning his men to an attack on an Inner Fortress that would have unbreached walls and well-prepared defenders. “If we can’t take it by escalade,” he said curtly, collapsing his glass, “we’ll have to dig breaching batteries in the Outer Fortress and do it the hard way.”


      In other words, Stokes thought, Sir Arthur had no idea how it was to be done. Only that it must be done. By escalade or by breach, and by God’s mercy, if they were lucky, for once they were into the central ravine the attackers would be in the devil’s hands.


      It was a hot December day, but Stokes shivered, for he feared for the men who must go up against Gawilghur.


      Captain Torrance had enjoyed a remarkably lucky evening. Jama had still not returned to the camp, and his big green tents with their varied delights stood empty, but there were plenty of other diversions in the British camp. A group of Scottish officers, augmented by a sergeant who played the flute, gave a concert, and though Torrance had no great taste for chamber music he found the melodies were in tune with his jaunty mood. Sharpe was gone, Torrance’s debts were paid, he had survived, and he had strolled on from the concert to the cavalry lines where he knew he would find a game of whist. Torrance had succeeded in taking fifty-three guineas from an irascible major and another twelve from a whey-cheeked ensign who kept scratching his groin. “If you’ve got the pox,” the Major had finally said, “then get the hell to a surgeon.”


      “It’s lice, sir.”


      “Then for Christ’s sake stop wriggling. You’re distracting me.”


      “Scratch on,” Torrance had said, laying down a winning hand. He had yawned, scooped up the coins, and bid his partners a good night.


      “It’s devilish early,” the Major had grumbled, wanting a chance to win his money back.


      “Duty,” Torrance had said vaguely, then he had strolled to the merchant encampment and inspected the women who fanned themselves in the torrid night heat. An hour later, well pleased with himself, he had returned to his quarters. His servant squatted on the porch, but he waved the man away.


      Sajit was still at his candlelit desk, unclogging his pen of the soggy paper scraps that collected on the nib. He stood, touched his inky hands together and bowed as Torrance entered. “Sahib.”


      “All well?”


      “All is well, sahib. Tomorrow’s chitties.” He pushed a pile of papers across the desk.


      “I’m sure they’re in order,” Torrance said, quite confident that he spoke true. Sajit was proving to be an excellent clerk. He went to the door of his quarters, then turned with a frown. “Your uncle hasn’t come back?”


      “Tomorrow, sahib, I’m sure.”


      “Tell him I’d like a word. But not if he comes tonight. I don’t want to be disturbed tonight.”


      “Of course not, sahib.” Sajit offered another bow as Torrance negotiated the door and the muslin screen.


      The Captain shot the iron bolt, then chased down the few moths that had managed to get past the muslin. He lit a second lamp, piled the night’s winnings on the table, then called for Clare. She came sleepy-eyed from the kitchen.


      “Arrack, Brick,” Torrance ordered, then peeled off his coat while Clare unstoppered a fresh jar of the fierce spirit. She kept her eyes averted as Torrance stripped himself naked and lay back in his hammock. “You could light me a hookah, Brick,” he suggested, “then sponge me down. Is there a clean shirt for the morning?”


      “Of course, sir.”


      “Not the darned one?”


      “No, sir.”


      He turned his head to stare at the coins which glittered so prettily in the smoky lamplight. In funds again! Winning! Perhaps his luck had turned. It seemed so. He had lost so much money at cards in the last month that he had thought nothing but ruin awaited him, but now the goddess of fortune had turned her other cheek. Rule of halves, he told himself as he sucked on the hookah. Save half, gamble the other half. Halve the winnings and save half again. Simple really. And now that Sharpe was gone he could begin some careful trading once more, though how the market would hold up once the Mahrattas were defeated he could not tell. Still, with a slice of luck he might make sufficient money to set himself up in a comfortable civilian life in Madras. A carriage, a dozen horses and as many women servants. He would have an harem. He smiled at the thought, imagining his father’s disgust. An harem, a courtyard with a fountain, a wine cellar deep beneath his house that should be built close to the sea so that cooling breezes could waft through its windows. He would need to spend an hour or two at the office each week, but certainly not more for there were always Indians to do the real work. The buggers would cheat him, of course, but there seemed plenty of money to go around so long as a man did not gamble it away. Rule of halves, he told himself again. The golden rule of life.


      The sound of singing came from the camp beyond the village. Torrance did not recognize the tune, which was probably some Scottish song. The sound drifted him back to his childhood when he had sung in the cathedral choir. He grimaced, remembering the frosty mornings when he had run in the dark across the close and pushed open the cathedral’s great side door to be greeted by a clout over the ear because he was late. The choristers’ cloudy breath had mingled with the smoke of the guttering candles. Lice under the robes, he remembered. He had caught his first lice off a countertenor who had held him against a wall behind a bishop’s tomb and hoisted his robe. I hope the bastard’s dead, he thought.


      Sajit yelped. “Quiet!” Torrance shouted, resenting being jarred from his reverie. There was silence again, and Torrance sucked on the hookah. He could hear Clare pouring water in the yard and he smiled as he anticipated the soothing touch of the sponge.


      Someone, it had to be Sajit, tried to open the door from the front room. “Go away,” Torrance called, but then something hit the door a massive blow. The bolt held, though dust sifted from crevices in the plaster wall either side of the frame. Torrance stared in shock, then twitched with alarm as another huge bang shook the door, and this time a chunk of plaster the size of a dinner plate fell from the wall. Torrance swung his bare legs out of the hammock. Where the devil were his pistols?


      A third blow reverberated around the room, and this time the bracket holding the bolt was wrenched out of the wall and the door swung in onto the muslin screen. Torrance saw a robed figure sweep the screen aside, then he threw himself over the room and pawed through his discarded clothes to find his guns.


      A hand gripped his wrist. “You won’t need that, sir,” a familiar voice said, and Torrance turned, wincing at the strength of the man’s grip. He saw a figure dressed in blood-spattered Indian robes, with a tulwar scabbarded at his waist and a face shrouded by a head cloth. But Torrance recognized his visitor and blanched. “Reporting for duty, sir,” Sharpe said, taking the pistol from Torrance’s unresisting grip.


      Torrance gaped. He could have sworn that the blood on the robe was fresh for it gleamed wetly. There was more blood on a short-bladed knife in Sharpe’s hand. It dripped onto the floor and Torrance gave a small pitiful mew.


      “It’s Sajit’s blood,” Sharpe said. “His penknife too.” He tossed the wet blade onto the table beside the gold coins. “Lost your tongue, sir?”


      “Sharpe?”


      “He’s dead, sir, Sharpe is,” Sharpe said. “He was sold to Jama, remember, sir? Is that the blood money?” Sharpe glanced at the rupees on the table.


      “Sharpe,” Torrance said again, somehow incapable of saying anything else.


      “I’m his ghost, sir,” Sharpe said, and Torrance did indeed look as though a specter had just broken through his door. Sharpe tutted and shook his head in self-reproof. “I’m not supposed to call you ‘sir,’ am I, sir? On account of me being a fellow officer and a gentleman. Where’s Sergeant Hakeswill?”


      “Sharpe!” Torrance said once more, collapsing onto a chair. “We heard you’d been captured!”


      “So I was, sir, but not by the enemy. Leastwise, not by any proper enemy.” Sharpe examined the pistol. “This ain’t loaded. What were you hoping to do, sir? Beat me to death with the barrel?”


      “My robe, Sharpe, please,” Torrance said, gesturing to where the silk robe hung on a wooden peg.


      “So where is Hakeswill, sir?” Sharpe asked. He “had pushed back his head cloth and now opened the pistol’s frizzen and blew dust off the pan before scraping at the layer of caked powder with a fingernail.


      “He’s on the road,” Torrance said.


      “Ah! Took over from me, did he? You should keep this pistol clean, sir. There’s rust on the spring, see? Shame to keep an expensive gun so shabbily. Are you sitting on your cartridge box?”


      Torrance meekly raised his bottom to take out his leather pouch which held the powder and bullets for his pistols. He gave the bag to Sharpe, thought about fetching the robe, himself, then decided that any untoward move might upset his visitor. “I’m delighted to see you’re alive, Sharpe,” he said.


      “Are you, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      “Of course.”


      “Then why did you sell me to Jama?”


      “Sell you? Don’t be ridiculous, Sharpe. No!” The cry came as the pistol barrel whipped toward him, and it turned into a moan as the barrel slashed across his cheek. Torrance touched his face and winced at the blood on his fingers. “Sharpe—” he began.


      “Shut it, sir,” Sharpe said nastily. He perched on the table and poured some powder into the pistol barrel. “I talked to Jama last night. He tried to have me killed by a couple of jettis. You know what jettis are, sir? Religious strongmen, sir, but they must have been praying to the wrong God, for I cut one’s throat and left the other bugger blinded.” He paused to select a bullet from the pouch. “And I had a chat with Jama when I’d killed his thugs and he told me lots of interesting things. Like that you traded with him and his brother. You’re a traitor, Torrance.”


      “Sharpe—”


      “I said shut it!” Sharpe snapped. He pushed the bullet into the pistol’s muzzle, then drew out the short ramrod and shoved it down the barrel. “The thing is, Torrance,” he went on in a calmer tone, “I know the truth. All of it. About you and Hakeswill and about you and Jama and about you and Naig.” He smiled at Torrance, then slotted the short ramrod back into its hoops. “I used to think officers were above that sort of crime. I knew the men were crooked, because I was crooked, but you don’t have much choice, do you, when you’ve got nothing? But you, sir, you had everything you wanted. Rich parents, proper schooling.” Sharpe shook his head.


      “You don’t understand, Sharpe.”


      “But I do, sir. Now look at me. My ma was a whore, and not a very good one by all accounts, and she went and died and left me with nothing. Bloody nothing! And the thing is, sir, that when I go to General Wellesley and I tells him about you selling muskets to the enemy, who’s he going to believe? You, with your proper education, or me with a dead frow as a mother?” Sharpe looked at Torrance as though he expected an answer, but none came. “He’s going to believe you, sir, isn’t he? He’d never believe me, on account of me not being a proper gentleman who knows his Latin. And you know what that means, sir?”


      “Sharpe?”


      “It means justice won’t be done, sir. But, on the other hand, you’re a gentleman, so you knows your duty, don’t you?” Sharpe edged off the table and gave the pistol, butt first, to Torrance. “Hold it just in front of your ear,” he advised Torrance, “or else put it in your mouth. Makes more mess that way, but it’s surer.”


      “Sharpe!” Torrance said, and found he had nothing to say. The pistol felt heavy in his hand.


      “It won’t hurt, sir,” Sharpe said comfortingly. “You’ll be dead in the blink of an eyelid.” He began scooping the coins off the table into Torrance’s pouch. He heard the heavy click as the pistol was cocked, then glanced around to see that the muzzle was pointing at his face. He frowned and shook his head in disappointment. “And I thought you were a gentleman, sir.”


      “I’m not a fool, Sharpe,” Torrance said vengefully. He stood and took a pace closer to the Ensign. “And I’m worth ten of you. Up from the ranks? You know what that makes you, Sharpe? It makes you a brute, a lucky brute, but it don’t make you a real officer. You’re not going to be welcome anywhere, Sharpe. You’ll be endured, Sharpe, because officers have manners, but they won’t welcome you because you ain’t a proper officer. You weren’t born to it, Sharpe.” Torrance laughed at the look of horrified outrage on Sharpe’s face. “Christ, I despise you!” he said savagely. “You’re like a dressed-up monkey, Sharpe, only you can’t even wear clothes properly! I could give you lace and braid, and you’d still look like a peasant, because that’s what you are, Sharpe. Officers should have style! They should have wit! And all you can do is grunt. You know what you are, Sharpe? You’re an embarrassment, you’re…” He paused, trying to find the right insult, and shook his head in frustration as the words would not come. “You’re a lump, Sharpe! That’s what you are, a lump! And the kindest thing is to finish you off.” Torrance smiled. “Goodbye, Mr. Sharpe.” He pulled the trigger.


      The flint smashed down on the steel and the spark flashed into the empty pan.


      Sharpe reached out in the silence and took the pistol from Torrance’s hand. “I loaded it, sir, but I didn’t prime it. On account of the fact that I might be a lump, but I ain’t any kind of fool.” He pushed Torrance back into the chair, and Torrance could only watch as Sharpe dropped a pinch of powder into the pan. He flinched as Sharpe closed the frizzen, then shuddered as Sharpe walked toward him.


      “No, Sharpe, no!”


      Sharpe stood behind Torrance. “You tried to have me killed, sir, and I don’t like that.” He pressed the pistol into the side of the Captain’s head.


      “Sharpe!” Torrance pleaded. He was shaking, but he seemed powerless to offer any resistance, then the muslin curtain from the kitchen was swept aside and Clare Wall came into the room. She stopped and stared with huge eyes at Sharpe.


      “Clare!” Torrance pleaded. “Fetch help! Quickly now!” Clare did not move. “Fetch help, my dear!” Torrance said. “She’ll be a witness against you, Sharpe.” Torrance had turned to look at Sharpe and was babbling now. “So the best thing you can do is to put the gun down. I’ll say nothing about this, nothing! Just a touch of fever in you, I expect. It’s all a misunderstanding and we shall forget it ever happened. Maybe we could share a bottle of arrack? Clare, my dear, maybe you could find a bottle?”


      Clare stepped toward Sharpe and held out her hand.


      “Fetch help, my dear,” Torrance said, “he’s not going to give you the gun.”


      “He is,” Sharpe said, and he gave Clare the pistol.


      Torrance breathed a great sigh of relief, then Clare clumsily turned the gun and pointed it at Torrance’s head. The Captain just stared at her.


      “Eyes front, Captain,” Sharpe said, and turned Torrance’s head so that the bullet would enter from the side, just as it might if Torrance had committed suicide. “Are you sure?” he asked Clare.


      “God help me,” she said, “but I’ve dreamed of doing this.” She straightened her arm so that the pistol’s muzzle touched Torrance’s temple.


      “No!” he called. “No, please! No!”


      But she could not pull the trigger. Sharpe could see she wanted to, but her finger would not tighten and so Sharpe took the gun from her, edged her gently aside, then pushed the barrel into Torrance’s oiled hair. “No, please!” the Captain appealed. He was weeping. “I beg you, Sharpe. Please!”


      Sharpe pulled the trigger, stepping back as a gush of blood spouted from the shattered skull. The sound of the pistol had been hugely loud in the small room that was now hazed with smoke.


      Sharpe knelt and pushed the pistol into Torrance’s dead hand, then picked up the pouch with its gold and thrust it into Clare’s hands. “We’re going,” he told her, “right now.”


      She understood the haste and, without bothering to fetch any of her belongings, followed him back into the outer room where Sajit’s body lay slumped over the table. His blood had soaked the chitties. Clare whimpered when she saw the blood. “I didn’t really mean to kill him,” Sharpe explained, “then realized he’d be a witness if I didn’t.” He saw the fear on Clare’s face. “I trust you, love. You and me? We’re the same, aren’t we? So come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”


      Sharpe had already taken the three jewels from Sajit and he added those to the pouch of gold, then went to the porch where Ahmed stood guard. No one seemed to have been alarmed by the shot, but it was not wise to linger. “I’ve got you some gold, Ahmed,” Sharpe said.


      “Gold!”


      “You know that word, you little bugger, don’t you?” Sharpe grinned, then took Clare’s hand and led her into the shadows. A dog barked briefly, a horse whinnied from the cavalry lines, and afterward there was silence.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 7

    


    
      Dodd needed to practice with the rifle and so, on the day that the British reached the top of the high escarpment, he settled himself in some rocks at the top of the cliff and gauged the range to the party of sepoys who were leveling the last few yards of the road. Unlike a musket, the rifle had proper sights, and he set the range at two hundred yards, then propped the barrel in a stone cleft and aimed at a blue-coated engineer who was standing just beneath the sweating sepoys. A gust of wind swept up the cliffs, driving some circling buzzards high up into the air. Dodd waited until the wind settled, then squeezed the trigger.


      The rifle slammed into his shoulder with surprising force. The smoke blotted his view instantly, but another billow of wind carried it away and he was rewarded by the sight of the engineer bent double. He thought he must have hit the man, but then saw the engineer had been picking up his straw hat that must have fallen as he reacted to the close passage of the spinning bullet. The engineer beat dust from the hat against his thigh and stared up at the drifting patch of smoke.


      Dodd wriggled back out of view and reloaded the rifle. It was hard work. The barrel of a rifle, unlike a musket, had spiraling grooves cast into the barrel to spin the bullet. The spin made the weapon extraordinarily accurate, but the grooves resisted the rammer, and the resistance was made worse because the bullet, if it was to be spun by the grooves, had to fit the barrel tightly. Dodd wrapped a bullet in one of the small greased leather patches that gave the barrel purchase, then grunted as he shoved the ramrod hard down. One of the Mahratta cavalrymen who escorted Dodd on his daily rides shouted a warning, and Dodd peered over the rock to see that a company of sepoy infantry was scrambling to the top of the slope. The first of them were already on the plateau and coming toward him. He primed the rifle, settled it on the makeshift fire step again and reckoned that he had not allowed for the effect of the wind on the last bullet. He aimed at the sepoys’ officer, a man whose small round spectacles reflected the sun, and, letting the barrel edge slightly windward, he fired again.


      The rifle hammered back onto his shoulder. Smoke billowed as Dodd ran to his horse and clambered into the saddle. He slung the rifle, turned the horse and saw that the red-coated officer was on the ground with two of his men kneeling beside him. He grinned. Two hundred paces!


      A wild volley of musketry followed the Mahratta horsemen as they rode westward toward Gawilghur. The balls rattled on rocks or whistled overhead, but none of the cavalrymen was touched. After half a mile Dodd stopped, dismounted and reloaded the rifle. A troop of sepoy cavalry was climbing the last few yards of the road, the men walking as they led their horses around the final steep bend. Dodd found another place to rest the rifle, then waited for the cavalry to approach along the cliff’s edge.


      He kept the sights at two hundred yards. He knew that was very long range, even for a rifle, but if he could hit at two hundred yards then he was confident of killing at a hundred or at fifty.


      “Sahib!” The commander of his escort was worried by the more numerous sepoy cavalry who had now mounted and were trotting toward them.


      “In a minute,” Dodd called back. He picked his target, another officer, and waited for the man to ride into the rifle’s sights. The wind was fitful. It gusted, blowing dust into Dodd’s right eye and making him blink. Sweat trickled down his face. The approaching cavalry had sabres drawn and the blades glittered in the sun. One man carried a dusty pennant on a short staff. They came raggedly, twisting between the rocks and low bushes. Their horses kept their heads low, tired after the effort of climbing the steep hill.


      The officer curbed his horse to let his men catch up. The wind died to nothing and Dodd squeezed the trigger and flinched as the heavy stock slammed into his bruised shoulder.


      “Sahib!”


      “We’re going,” Dodd said, and he put his left foot into the stirrup and heaved himself into the saddle. A glance behind showed a riderless horse and a score of men spurring forward to take revenge. Dodd laughed, slung the rifle, and kicked his horse into a canter. He heard a shout behind as the sepoy cavalry were urged into the pursuit, but Dodd and his escort were mounted on fresh horses and easily outstripped the sepoys.


      Dodd curbed his horse on the neck of rocky land that led to Gawilghur’s Outer Fort. The walls were thick with men who watched the enemy’s approach, and the sight of those spectators gave Dodd an idea. He threw the rifle to the commander of his escort. “Hold it for me!” he ordered, then turned his horse to face the pursuing horsemen. He waved his escort on toward the fortress and drew his sword. It was a beautiful weapon, European made, then sent to India where craftsmen had given it a hilt of gold shaped like an elephant’s head. The escort commander, charged with protecting Dodd’s life, wanted to stay, but Dodd insisted he ride on. “I’ll join you in five minutes,” he promised.


      Dodd barred the road. He glanced behind him once, just to check that the Outer Fort’s ramparts were crowded with men, then he looked back to the approaching cavalry. They slowed as they reached the rock isthmus. They could have kept galloping, and Dodd would then have turned his horse and outrun them, but instead they curbed their sweating horses and just stood watching him from a hundred paces away. They knew what he wanted, but Dodd saluted them with his sword just to make certain they understood his challenge. A havildar urged his horse forward, but then an English voice summoned him back and the man reluctantly turned.


      The English officer drew his sabre. He had lost his hat in the gallop along the edge of the cliff and had long fair hair that was matted with sweat and dirt. He wore a black and scarlet jacket and was mounted on a tall bay gelding that was white with sweat. He saluted Dodd by holding his sabre up, hilt before his face, then he touched the gelding’s flanks with the tips of his spurs and the horse walked forward. Dodd spurred his own horse and the two slowly closed. The Englishman went into a trot, then clapped his heels to drive his horse into a canter and Dodd saw the puffs of dust spurting from the gelding’s hooves. He kept his horse at a walk, only touching it into a trot at the very last second as the Englishman stood in his stirrups to deliver a scything cut with the sabre.


      Dodd tweaked the rein and his horse swerved to the left, then he was turning it back right, turning it all the way, and the sabre had missed his head by a scant two inches and he had not even bothered to parry with his sword. Now he spurred the horse on, following the officer who was trying to turn back, and the Englishman was still half turned, still tugging on the reins, as Dodd attacked. The sabre made an awkward parry that just managed to deflect the sword’s thrust. Dodd hacked back as he passed, felt the blade thump home, then he hauled on the reins and was turning again, and the Englishman was also turning so that the two horses seemed to curl around each other, nose to tail, and the sabre and sword rang together. Dodd was taller than his opponent, but the young Englishman, who was a lieutenant and scarce looked a day over eighteen, was strong, and Dodd’s blow had hardly broken the weave of his coat. He gritted his teeth as he hacked at Dodd, and Dodd parried, parried again and the two blades locked, hilt against hilt, and Dodd heaved to try and throw the young man off balance.


      “You’re Dodd, aren’t you?” the Lieutenant said.


      “Seven hundred guineas to you, boy.”


      “Traitor,” the young Englishman spat.


      Dodd heaved, then kicked the Lieutenant’s horse so that it moved forward and he tried to slash back with his disengaged sword, but the Lieutenant turned the horse in again. The men were too close to fight properly, close enough to smell each other’s breath. The Lieutenant’s stank of tobacco. They could hit their opponent with their sword hilts, but not use the blades’ lengths. If either horse had been properly schooled they could have been walked sideways away from the impasse, but the horses would only go forward and Dodd was the first to take the risk by using his spurs. He used them savagely, startling his horse so that it leaped ahead, and even so he flinched from the expected slash as the sabre whipped towards his spine, but the Lieutenant was slow and the blow missed.


      Dodd rode twenty paces up the track toward the watching sepoys, then turned again. The Lieutenant was gaining confidence and he grinned as the tall man charged at him. He lowered the sabre, using its point like a spearhead, and urged his weary gelding into a trot. Dodd also had his sword at the lunge, elbow locked, and the two horses closed at frightening speed and then, at the very last second, Dodd hauled on his rein and his horse went right, to the Lieutenant’s unguarded side, and he brought the sword back across his body and then cut it forward in one fluid motion so that the blade raked across the Lieutenant’s throat. The sabre was still coming across to the parry when the blood spurted. The Lieutenant faltered and his horse stopped. The young man’s sword arm fell, and Dodd was turning. He came alongside his opponent whose jacket was now dark with blood, and he rammed the sword into the Lieutenant’s neck a second time, this time point first, and the young man seemed to shake like a rat in a terrier’s jaws.


      Dodd hauled his sword free, then scabbarded it. He leaned over and took the sabre from the dying man’s unresisting hand, then pushed the Lieutenant so that he toppled from the horse. One of his feet was trapped in a stirrup, but as Dodd seized the gelding’s rein and hauled it around toward the fortress, the boot fell free and the young man was left sprawling amid his blood on the dusty road as Dodd led his trophy homeward.


      The Indians on the ramparts cheered. The sepoys spurred forward and Dodd hurried ahead of them, but the Madrassi cavalrymen only rode as far as their officer’s body where they dismounted. Dodd rode on, waving the captured sabre aloft.


      A gun fired from the fort and the ball screamed over the rocky isthmus to crash home among the cavalrymen gathered about their officer. A second gun fired, and suddenly the British cavalry and their riderless horses were running away and the cheers on the wall redoubled. Manu Bappoo was on the big buttress close to the gatehouse and he first pointed an admonitory finger at Dodd, chiding him for taking such a risk, then he touched his hands together, in thanks for Dodd’s victory, and finally raised his arms above his head to salute the hero. Dodd laughed and bowed his head in acknowledgment and saw, to his surprise, that his white coat was red with the Lieutenant’s blood. “Who would have thought the young man had so much blood in him?” he asked the leader of his escort at the fortress gate.


      “Sahib?” the man answered, puzzled.


      “Never mind.” Dodd took the rifle back, then spurred his horse into Gawilghur’s Delhi Gate. The men on the ramparts that edged the paved entranceway cheered him home.


      He did not pause to speak to Manu Bappoo, but instead rode through the Outer Fortress and out of its southern gate, then led his captured horse down the steep path which slanted across the face of the ravine. At the bottom the path turned sharply to the left before climbing to the Inner Fort’s massive gateway. The four heavy gates that barred the entranceway were all opened for him, and the hooves of his two horses echoed from the high walls as he clattered up the winding passage. One by one the gates crashed shut behind and the thick locking bars were dropped into their brackets.


      His groom waited beyond the last gate. Dodd swung down from his horse and gave both reins to the man, ordering him to water the captured horse before he rubbed it down. He handed his sword to his servant and told him to clean the blood from the blade and only then did he turn to face Beny Singh who had come waddling from the palace garden. The Killadar was dressed in a green silk robe and was attended by two servants, one to hold a parasol above Beny Singh’s perfumed head and the other clasping the Killadar’s small white lap-dog. “The cheering,” Beny Singh asked anxiously, “what was it? The guns were firing?” He stared in horror at the blood soaked into Dodd’s coat. “You’re wounded, Colonel?”


      “There was a fight,” Dodd said, and waited while one of the servants translated for the Killadar. Dodd spoke a crude Marathi, but it was easier to use interpreters.


      “The djinns are here!” Beny Singh wailed. The dog whimpered and the two servants looked nervous.


      “I killed a djinn,” Dodd snarled. He reached out and took hold of Beny Singh’s plump hand and forced it against his wet coat. “It isn’t my blood. But it is fresh.” He rubbed the Killadar’s hand into the gory patch, then raised the phi fingers to his mouth. Keeping his eyes on Beny Singh’s eyes, he licked the blood from the Killadar’s hand. “I am a djinn, Killadar,” Dodd said, letting go of the hand, “and I lap the blood of my enemies.”


      Beny Singh recoiled from the clammy touch of the blood. He shuddered, then wiped his hand on his silk robe. “When will they assault?”


      “A week?” Dodd guessed. “And then they will be defeated.”


      “But what if they get in?” Beny Singh asked anxiously.


      “Then they will kill you,” Dodd said, “and afterwards rape your wife, your concubines and your daughters. They’ll line up for the pleasure, Killadar. They’ll rut like hogs,” and Dodd grunted like a pig and jerked his groin forward, driving Beny Singh back.


      “They won’t!” the Killadar declared.


      “Because they won’t get in,” Dodd said, “because some of us are men, and we will fight.”


      “I have poison!” Beny Singh said, not comprehending Dodd’s last words. “If they look like winning, Colonel, you’ll send me word?”


      Dodd smiled. “You have my promise, sahib,” he said with a pretended humility.


      “Better my women should die,” Beny Singh insisted.


      “Better that you should die,” Dodd said, “unless you want to be forced to watch the white djinns take their pleasure on your dying women.”


      “They wouldn’t!”


      “What else do they want in here?” Dodd asked. “Have they not heard of the beauty of your women? Each night they talk of them around their fires, and every day they dream of their thighs and their breasts. They can’t wait, Killadar. The pleasures of your women pull the redcoats towards us.”


      Beny Singh fled from the horrid words and Dodd smiled. He had come to realize that only one man could command here. Beny Singh was the fortress commander and though he was a despicable coward he was also a friend of the Rajah’s, and that friendship ensured the loyalty of much of Gawilghur’s standing garrison. The rest of the fortress defenders were divided into two camps. There were Manu Bappoo’s soldiers, led by the remnants of the Lions of Allah and loyal to the Prince, and Dodd’s Cobras. But if only one of the three leaders was left, then that man would rule Gawilghur, and whoever ruled Gawilghur could rule all India.


      Dodd touched the stock of the rifle. That would help, and Beny Singh’s abject terror would render the Killadar harmless. Dodd smiled and climbed to the ramparts from where, with a telescope, he watched the British heave the first gun up to the edge of the plateau. A week, he thought, maybe a day more, and then the British would come to his slaughter. And make his wildly ambitious dreams come true.


      “The fellow was using a rifle!” Major Stokes said in wonderment. “I do declare, a rifle! Can’t have been anything else at that range. Two hundred paces if it was an inch, and he fanned my head! A much underestimated weapon, the rifle, don’t you think?”


      “A toy,” Captain Morris said. “Nothing will replace muskets.”


      “But the accuracy!” Stokes declared.


      “Soldiers can’t use rifles,” Morris said. “It would be like giving knives and forks to hogs.” He twisted in the camp chair and gestured at his men, the 33rd’s Light Company. “Look at them! Half of them can’t work out which end of a musket is which. Useless buggers. Might as well arm the bastards with pikes.”


      “If you say so,” Stokes said disapprovingly. His road had reached the plateau and now he had to begin the construction of the breaching batteries, and the 33rd’s Light Company, which had escorted Stokes north from Mysore, had been charged with the job of protecting the sappers who would build the batteries. Captain Morris had been unhappy with the orders, for he would have much preferred to have been sent back south rather than be camped by the rock isthmus that promised to be such a lively place in these next few days. There was a chance that Gawilghur’s garrison might sally out to destroy the batteries, and even if that danger did not materialize, it was a certainty that the Mahratta gunners on the Outer Fort’s walls would try to break down the new works with cannon fire.


      Sergeant Hakeswill approached Stokes’s tent. He looked distracted, so much so that his salute was perfunctory. “You heard the news, sir?” He spoke to Morris.


      Morris squinted up at the Sergeant. “News,” he said heavily, “news? Can’t say I have, Sergeant. The enemy has surrendered, perhaps?”


      “Nothing so good, sir, nothing so good.”


      “You look pale, man!” Stokes said. “Are you sickening?”


      “Heartsick, sir, that’s what I am in my own self, sir, heartsick.” Sergeant Hakeswill sniffed heavily, and even cuffed at a nonexistent tear on his twitching cheek. “Captain Torrance,” he announced, “is dead, sir.” The Sergeant took off his shako and held it against his breast. “Dead, sir.”


      “Dead?” Stokes said lightly. He had not met Torrance.


      “Took his own life, sir, that’s what they do say. He killed his clerk with a knife, then turned his pistol on himself.” The Sergeant demonstrated the action by pretending to point a pistol at his own head and pulling the trigger. He sniffed again. “And he was as good an officer as ever I did meet, and I’ve known many in my time. Officers and gentlemen, like your own good self, sir,” he said to Morris.


      Morris, as unmoved by Torrance’s death as Stokes, smirked. “Killed his clerk, eh? That’ll teach the bugger to keep a tidy ledger.”


      “They do say, sir,” Hakeswill lowered his voice, “that he must have been unnatural.”


      “Unnatural?” Stokes asked.


      “With his clerk, sir, pardon me for breathing such a filthy thing. Him and the clerk, sir. ’Cos he was naked, see, the Captain was, and the clerk was a handsome boy, even if he was a blackamoor. He washed a lot, and the Captain liked that.”


      “Are you suggesting it was a lovers’ tiff?” Morris asked, then laughed.


      “No, sir,” Hakeswill said, turning to stare across the plateau’s edge into the immense sky above the Deccan Plain, “because it weren’t. The Captain weren’t ever unnatural, not like that. It weren’t a lovers’ tiff, sir, not even if he was naked as a needle. The Captain, sir, he liked to go naked. Kept him cool, he said, and kept his clothes clean, but there weren’t nothing strange in it. Not in him. And he weren’t a man to be filthy and unnatural. He liked the bibbis, he did. He was a Christian. A Christian gentleman, that’s what he was, and he didn’t kill himself. I knows who killed him, I do.”


      Morris gave Stokes a shrug, as if Hakeswill’s maunderings were beyond understanding.


      “But the nub of the thing is, sir”—Hakeswill turned back to face Morris and stood to attention—“that I ain’t with the bullocks no more, sir. I’ve got orders, sir, to be back with you where I belongs, sir, seeing as some other officer has got Captain Torrance’s duties and he didn’t want me no more on account of having his own sergeant.” He replaced his shako, then saluted Morris. “Under orders, sir! With Privates Kendrick and Lowry, sir. Others have taken over our bullocking duties, sir, and we is back with you like we always wanted to be. Sir!”


      “Welcome back, Sergeant,” Morris said laconically. “I’m sure the company will be overjoyed at your return.”


      “I knows they will, sir,” Hakeswill said. “I’m like a father to them, sir, I am,” Hakeswill added to Stokes.


      Stokes frowned. “Who do you think killed Captain Torrance, Sergeant?” he asked, and when Hakeswill said nothing, but just stood with his face twitching, the Major became insistent. “If you know, man, you must speak! This is a crime! You have a duty to speak.”


      Hakeswill’s face wrenched itself. “It were him, sir.” The Sergeant’s eyes widened. “It were Sharpie, sir!”


      Stokes laughed. “Don’t be so absurd, man. Poor Sharpe is a prisoner! He’s locked away in the fortress, I’ve no doubt.”


      “That’s what we all hear, sir,” Hakeswill said, “but I knows better.”


      “A touch of the sun,” Morris explained to Stokes, then waved the Sergeant away. “Put your kit with the company, Sergeant. And I’m glad you’re back.”


      “Touched by your words, sir,” Hakeswill said fervently, “and I’m glad to be home, sir, back in me own kind where I belong.” He saluted again, then swiveled on his heel and marched away.


      “Salt of the earth,” Morris said.


      Major Stokes, from his brief acquaintance with Hakeswill, was not sure of that verdict, but he said nothing. Instead he wandered a few paces northward to watch the sappers who were busy scraping at the plateau’s thin soil to fill gabions that had been newly woven from green bamboo. The gabions, great wicker baskets stuffed with earth, would be stacked as a screen to soak up the enemy gunfire while the battery sites were being leveled. Stokes had already decided to do the initial work at night, for the vulnerable time for making batteries close to a fortress was the first few hours, and at night the enemy gunfire was likely to be inaccurate.


      The Major was making four batteries. Two, the breaching ones, would be constructed far down the isthmus among an outcrop of great black boulders that lay less than a quarter-mile from the fortress. The rocks, with the gabions, would provide the gunners some protection from the fortress’s counterfire. Sappers, hidden from the fort by the lie of the land, were already driving a road to the proposed site of the breaching guns. Two other batteries would be constructed to the east of the isthmus, on the edge of the plateau, and those guns would enfilade the growing breaches.


      There would be three breaches. That decision had been made when Stokes, early in the dawn, had crept as close to the fortress as he had dared and, hidden among the tumbled rocks above the half-filled tank, had examined the Outer Fort’s wall through his telescope. He had stared a long time, counting the gun embrasures and trying to estimate how many men were stationed on the bastions and fire steps. Those were details that did not really concern him for Stokes’s business was confined to breaking the walls, but what he saw encouraged him.


      There were two walls, both built on the steep slope which faced the plateau. The slope was so steep that the base of the inner wall showed high above the parapet of the outer wall, and that was excellent news, for making a breach depended on being able to batter the base of a wall. These walls, built so long ago, had never been designed to stop artillery, but to deter men. Stokes knew he could lay his guns so that they would hammer both walls at once, and that when the ancient stonework crumbled, the rubble would spill forward down the slope to make natural ramps up which the attackers could climb.


      The masonry seemed to have stayed largely unrepaired since it had been built. Stokes could tell that, for the dark stones were covered with gray lichen and thick with weeds growing from the gaps between the blocks. The walls looked formidable, for they were high and well provided with massive bastions that would let the defenders provide flanking fire, but Stokes knew that the dressed stone of the two walls’ outer faces merely disguised a thick heart of piled rubble, and once the facing masonry was shattered the rubble would spill out. A few shots would then suffice to break the inner faces. Two days’ work, he reckoned. Two days of hard gunnery should bring the walls tumbling down.


      Stokes had not made his reconnaissance alone, but had been accompanied by Lieutenant Colonel William Kenny of the East India Company who would lead the assault on the breaches. Kenny, a lantern-jawed and taciturn man, had lain beside Stokes. “Well?” he had finally asked after Stokes had spent a silent five minutes examining the walls.


      “Two days’ work, sir,” Stokes said. If the Mahrattas had taken the trouble to build a glacis it would have been two weeks’ work, but such was their confidence that they had not bothered to protect the base of the outer wall.


      Kenny grunted. “If it’s that easy, then give me two holes in the inner wall.”


      “Not the outer?” Stokes asked.


      “One will serve me there,” Kenny said, putting an eye to his own telescope. “A good wide gap in the nearer wall, Stokes, but not too near the main gate.”


      “We shall avoid that,” the Major said. The main gate lay to the left so that the approach to the fortress was faced by high walls and bastions rather than by a gate vulnerable to artillery fire. However, this gate was massively defended by bastions and towers, which suggested it would be thick with defenders.


      “Straight up the middle,” Kenny said, wriggling back from his viewpoint. “Give me a breach to the right of that main bastion, and two on either side of it through the inner wall, and we’ll do the rest.”


      It would be easy enough to break down the walls, but Stokes still feared for Kenny’s men. Their approach was limited by the existence of the great reservoir that lay on the right of the isthmus. The water level was low, and scummed green, but the tank still constricted the assault route so that Kenny’s men would be squeezed between the water and the sheer drop to the left. That slender space, scarce more than fifty feet at its narrowest, would be furious with gunfire, much of it coming from the fire steps above and around the main gate that flanked the approach. Stokes had already determined that his enfilading batteries should spare some shot for that gate in an attempt to unseat its cannon and unsettle its defenders.


      Now, under the midday sun, the Major wandered among the sappers filling the gabions. He tested each one, making certain that the sepoys were ramming the earth hard into the wicker baskets, for a loosely filled gabion was no use. The finished gabions were being stacked on oxcarts, while other carts piled with powder and shot waited nearby. All was being done properly, and the Major stared out across the plateau where the newly arrived troops were making their camp. The closest tents, ragged and makeshift, belonged to a troop of Mahratta horsemen who had allied themselves with the British. Stokes, watching the robed guards who sat close to the tents, decided it would be best if he locked his valuables away and made sure his servant kept an eye on the trunk. The rest of the Mahratta horsemen had trotted northward, going to seek springs or wells, for it was dry up here on the plateau. Dry and cooler than on the plain, though it was still damned hot. Dust devils whirled between the farther tent rows where muskets were stacked in neat tripods. Some shirtsleeved officers, presumably from the East India Company battalions, were playing cricket on a smoother stretch of turf, watched by bemused sepoys and men from the Scotch Brigade.


      “Not their game, sir, is it, sir?” Hakes will’s voice disturbed Stokes.


      The Major turned. “Eh?”


      “Cricket, sir. Too complicated for blackamoors and Scotchmen, sir, on account of it being a game that needs brains, sir.”


      “Do you play, Sergeant?”


      “Me, sir? No, sir. No time for frittering, sir, being as I’m a soldier back to front, sir.”


      “It does a man good to have a pastime,” Stokes said. “Your Colonel, now, he plays the violin.”


      “Sir Arthur does, sir?” Hakeswill said, plainly not believing Stokes. “He’s never done it near me, sir.”


      “I assure you he does,” Stokes said. He was irritated by Hakeswill’s presence. He disliked the man intensely, even though Hakeswill had spent only a short time as Sharpe’s substitute. “So what is it, Sergeant?”


      Hakeswill’s face twitched. “Come to be of use to you, sir.”


      The reply puzzled Stokes. “I thought you’d been returned to company duties?”


      “That I am, sir, and not before time. But I was thinking of poor Sharpie, sir, as you tell me he languishes in the heathens’ jail, sir, which I did not know, sir, until you told me.”


      Stokes shrugged. “He’s probably being fairly treated. The Mahrattas aren’t renowned for being unduly cruel to prisoners.”


      “I was wondering if he left his pack with you, sir?”


      “Why would he do that?” Stokes asked.


      “I was just wondering, sir. Officers don’t like carrying their baggage everywhere, sir, not if they want to keep their dignity, and if he did leave his pack with you, sir, then I thought as how we might relieve you of the responsibility, sir, seeing as how Mr. Sharpe was a comrade of ours for so long. That’s what I was thinking, sir.”


      Stokes bridled, but was not certain why. “It isn’t a heavy responsibility, Sergeant.”


      “Never thought it was, sir, but it might be a nuisance to you, sir, seeing as how you’re charged with other duties, and I would relieve you of the responsibility, sir.”


      Stokes shook his head. “As it happens, Sergeant, Mr. Sharpe did leave his pack with me, and I promised him I would keep it safe, and I’m not a man to break promises, Sergeant. I shall keep it.”


      “As you chooses, sir!” Hakeswill said sourly. “Just thought it was a Christian act, sir.” He turned and marched away. Stokes watched him, then shook his head and turned back to gaze at the growing encampment.


      Tonight, he thought, tonight we shall make the batteries, and tomorrow the big guns will be hauled forward. Another day to fill the magazines with powder and shot and then the stone-breaking could begin. Two days of battering, of dust and rubble and smoke, and then the cricketers could lead the charge across the isthmus. Poor men, Stokes thought, poor men.


      “I hate night actions,” Captain Morris complained to Hakeswill.


      “Because of Serry-apatam, sir? A right dog’s mess, that was.” The battalion had attacked a wood outside Seringapatam by night and the companies had become separated, some became lost, and the enemy had punished them.


      Morris attached his scabbard to its slings and pulled his hat on. It was dark outside, and soon the oxen would drag the gabions forward to the position Stokes had chosen for the breaching batteries. It would be a prime moment for the enemy to sally out of the fortress, so Morris and his company must form a picket line ahead of the proposed batteries. They must watch the fortress and, if an attack was made, they must resist it, then slowly fall back, protecting the sappers until the reserve troops, a battalion of sepoys, could be brought forward from the plateau. With any luck, Morris fervently hoped, the enemy would stay in bed.


      “Evening, Morris!” Major Stokes was indecently cheerful. “Your lads are ready?”


      “They are, sir.”


      Stokes led Morris a few yards from his tent and stared toward the fortress that was nothing but a dark shape in the night beyond the closer blackness of the rocks. “The thing is,” Stokes said, “that they’re bound to see our lanterns and must hear the carts, so they’re liable to unleash a pretty furious artillery barrage. Maybe rockets as well. But take no heed of it. Your only job is to watch for infantry coming from the gate.”


      “I know, sir.”


      “So don’t use your muskets! I hear musket fire, Captain, and I think infantry. Then I send for the Madrassi lads, and the next moment the whole place is swarming with redcoats who can’t tell who’s who in the dark. So no firing, you understand? Unless you see enemy infantry. Then send a message to me, fight the good fight and wait for support.”


      Morris grunted. He had been told this twice already, and did not need the instructions a third time, but he still turned to the company which was paraded and ready. “No one’s to fire without my express permission, you understand?”


      “They understands, sir,” Hakeswill answered for the company. “One musket shot without permission and the culprit’s earned himself a skinned back, sir.”


      Morris took the company forward, following the old road that led directly to the gateway of the Outer Fort. The night was horribly dark, and within a few paces of leaving the engineer’s encampment, Morris could hardly see the road at all. His men’s boots scuffed loud on the hard-packed stones. They went slowly, feeling their way and using what small light came from the merest sliver of moon that hung like a silver blade above Gawilghur.


      “Permission to speak, sir?” Hakeswill’s hoarse voice sounded close to Morris.


      “Not too loud, Sergeant.”


      “Like a mouse, sir, quiet I will be, but, sir, if we’re here, does that mean we’ll be joining the assault on the fort, sir?”


      “God, no,” Morris said fervently.


      Hakeswill chuckled. “I thought I should ask, sir, on account of making a will.”


      “A will?” Morris asked. “You need a will?”


      “I have some wealth,” Hakeswill said defensively. And soon, he reckoned, he would have even more, for he had cleverly confirmed his surmise that Sharpe’s missing pack was in Major Stokes’s keeping.


      “You have some wealth, do you?” Morris asked sarcastically. “And who the hell will you leave it to?”


      “Your own self, sir, if you’ll forgive me, sir. No family, apart from the army, sir, which is mother’s milk to me.”


      “By all means make your will,” Morris said. “Connors can draw one up for you.” Connors was the company clerk. “I trust, of course, that the document proves redundant.”


      “Whatever that means, sir, I hopes the same.”


      The two men fell silent. The dark loom of the fortress was much closer now, and Morris was nervous. What was the point of this futile exercise anyway? He would be damned if he would be able to see any enemy infantrymen, not in this pitch black, unless the fools decided to carry a lantern. Some lights showed in Gawilghur. There was a glow above the Outer Fort that must have been cast by the fires and lights in the Inner Fort, while closer Morris could see a couple of flickering patches where fires or torches burned inside the nearer defenses. But those scattered lights would not help him see an enemy force debouching from the gate.


      “Far enough,” he called. He was not really sure if he had gone close enough to the fort, but he had no fancy to go further, and so he stopped and hissed at Hakeswill to spread the men westward across the isthmus. “Five paces between each pair of men, Sergeant.”


      “Five paces it is, sir.”


      “If anyone sees or hears anything, they’re to pass the message back here to me.”


      “They’ll do so, sir.”


      “And no fool’s to light a pipe, you hear me? Don’t want the enemy spraying us with canister because some blockhead needs tobacco.”


      “Your orders is noted, sir. And where would you want me, sir?”


      “Far end of the line, Sergeant.” Morris was the sole officer with the company, for both his lieutenant and ensign had the fever and so had stayed in Mysore. But Hakeswill, he reckoned, was as good as any lieutenant. “You can order men to fire if you’re certain you see the enemy, but God help you if you’re wrong.”


      “Very good, sir,” Hakeswill said, then hissed at the men to spread out. They vanished into the blackness. For a moment there was the sound of boots, the thump of musket stocks hitting rocks and the grunts as the redcoats settled, but then there was silence. Or near silence. The wind sighed at the cliff’s edge while, from the fort, there drifted a plangent and discordant music that rose and fell with the wind’s vagaries. Worse than bagpipes, Morris thought sourly.


      The first axle squeals sounded as the oxen dragged the gabions forward. The noise would be continuous now and, sooner or later, the enemy must react by opening fire. And what chance would he have of seeing anything then, Morris wondered. The gun flashes would blind him. The first he would see of an enemy would be the glint of starlight on a blade. He spat. Waste of time.


      “Morris!” a voice hissed from the dark. “Captain Morris!”


      “Here!” He turned toward the voice, which had come from behind him on the road back to the plateau. “Here!”


      “Colonel Kenny,” the voice said, still in a sibilant whisper. “Don’t mind me prowling around.”


      “Of course not, sir.” Morris did not like the idea of a senior officer coming to the picket line, but he could hardly send the man away. “Honored to have you, sir,” he said, then hissed a warning to his men. “Senior officer present, don’t be startled. Pass the word on.”


      Morris heard Kenny’s footsteps fade to his right. There was the low murmur, of a brief conversation, then silence again, except for the demonic squeal of the oxcart axles. A moment later a lantern light showed from behind the rocks where Stokes was making one of his main batteries. Morris braced himself for the enemy reaction, but the fortress stayed silent.


      The noise grew louder as the sappers heaved the gabions from the carts and manhandled them up onto the rocks to form the thick bastion. A man swore, others grunted and the great baskets thumped on stone. Another lantern was unmasked, and this time the man carrying it stepped up onto the rocks to see where the gabions were being laid. A voice ordered him to get down.


      The fort at last woke up. Morris could hear footsteps hurrying along the nearer fire step, and he saw a brief glow as a linstock was plucked from a barrel and blown into red life. “Jesus,” he said under his breath, and a moment later the first gun fired. The flame stabbed bright as a lance from the walls, its glare momentarily lighting all the rocky isthmus and the green-scummed surface of the tank, before it was blotted out by the rolling smoke. The round shot screamed overhead, struck a rock and ricocheted wildly up into the sky. A second gun fired, its flame lighting the first smoke cloud from within so that it seemed as if the wall of the fort was edged with a brief vaporous luminance. The ball struck a gabion, breaking it apart in a spray of earth. A man groaned. Dogs were barking in the British camp and inside the fortress.


      Morris stared toward the dark gateway. He could see nothing, because the guns’ flames had robbed him of his night vision. Or rather he could see wraithlike shapes which he knew were more likely to be his imagination than the approach of some savage enemy. The guns were firing steadily now, aiming at the small patch of lantern light, but then more lights, brighter ones, appeared to the west of the isthmus, and some of the gunners switched their aim, not knowing that Stokes had unveiled the second lights as a feint.


      Then the first rockets were fired, and they were even more dazzling than the guns. The fiery trails seemed to limp up from the fort’s bastions, seething smoke and sparks, then they leaped up into the air, wobbling in their flight, to sear over Morris’s head and slash north toward the camp. None went near their targets, but their sound and the flaming exhausts were nerve-racking. The first shells were fired, and they added to the night’s din as they cracked apart among the rocks to whistle shards of shattered casing over the struggling sappers. The firing was deliberate as the gun captains took care to lay their pieces before firing, but still there were six or seven shots every minute, while the rockets were more constant. Morris tried to use the brightness of the rocket trails to see the ground between his hiding place and the fort, but there was too much smoke, the shadows flickered wildly, and his imagination made movement where there was none. He held his fire, reckoning he would hear the gate open or the sound of enemy footsteps. He could hear the defenders shouting on the wall, either calling insults to the enemy hidden in the dark or else encouraging each other.


      Hakeswill, at the very right-hand end of the line, cowered among the rocks. He had been sheltering with Kendrick and Lowry, but the enemy cannonade had driven him still further right to where there was a deep cleft. He knew he was safe there, but even so every screaming rocket made him flinch, while the sound of the shells exploding and the round shots cracking against stone made him draw his knees up into his chest. He knew there was a senior officer visiting the picket line because the message telling of the Colonel’s presence had been passed down the line. Kenny’s visit struck Hakeswill as a daft thing for any man with gold braid on his coat to do, but when the Colonel hissed his name aloud he kept silent. At least he assumed it was the visiting officer, for the summons was insistent and authoritative, but Hakeswill ignored it. He did not want to draw attention to himself in case the heathen blackamoor gunners aimed their cannon at him. Let the officer hiss away, he decided, and a moment later the man went away.


      “Who are you?” a low voice asked Private Kendrick just a few yards from Hakeswill’s hiding place.


      “Kendrick, sir.”


      “To me, Private. I need your help.”


      Kendrick slipped back toward the voice. Bastard interfering officer, he thought, but he had to obey. “Where are you, sir?” he asked.


      “Here, man! Hurry, now, hurry!”


      Kendrick slipped on a slanting stone and sat down with a bump. A rocket slashed overhead, spewing fire and sparks, and in its brief light he saw a shadow above him, then felt a blade at his throat. “One noise,” the voice hissed, “and you’re dead.”


      Kendrick went very still. He did not make any noise at all, but he still died.


      A lucky shell struck a pair of oxen, disemboweling the beasts that lowed pitifully as they collapsed onto the road. “Get them out of the way!” a voice roared, and sepoys struggled with the massive animals, cutting their harnesses and pulling the dying beasts into the rocks. Other men ran the empty cart back to the encampment, making way for the next wagon to drag more gabions forward. “Kill them!” the officer ordered. “Use your bayonets! No musket fire!” The sepoys finished off the oxen, stabbing again and again into their thick necks while the bloody hooves thrashed violently. Another shell landed, nearby, slicing its fragments among the rocks. The road was slippery with spilled guts over which the next cart rolled impassively, its axle screeching like a demon.


      “All well, soldier?” a voice asked Private Lowry.


      “Yes, sir.”


      “I’m Colonel Kenny,” the man said, dropping down beside Lowry.


      “Yes, sir,” Lowry acknowledged nervously.


      “See anything?”


      “Nothing, sir,” Lowry said, then gasped as he felt a blade at his throat.


      “Where’s Hakeswill?” the voice hissed in his ear, and Lowry suddenly knew this was not Colonel Kenny who had him in a tight grip.


      “Dunno, sir,” Lowry said, then began to cry out, but the cry was cut off as the blade sawed deep into his gullet.


      A ball, fired low, struck plumb on the great boulder that sheltered Hakeswill and the Sergeant whimpered as he tried to wriggle deeper into the cleft. A rocket landed thirty paces behind him and began to chase its tail, whirling about on the turf, scattering sparks, until it finally lodged against a rock and burned itself out in a display of small blue flames. Another round shot hammered into the gabions, but now they were well stacked and the ball’s impact was soaked up by the tight-packed soil.


      A whistle blew from the battery site, then blew twice more. Morris, relieved by the sound, called to the men to his right. “Back to the road! Pass it on! Back to the road!” Thank God the worst of the ordeal was over! Now he was supposed to withdraw to the battery, ready to protect it through the remaining hours of the dark night, but Morris knew he would feel a good deal safer once he was behind the gabions, just as he knew that the cessation of the work would probably persuade the Mahrattas to cease fire. “Close on me!” he called to his company. “Hurry!”


      The message was passed along the picket line and the men ran at a crouch back to where Morris waited. They bumped into each other as they gathered, then squatted as Morris called for Hakeswill.


      “Not here, sir,” Sergeant Green finally decided.


      “Count the men, Sergeant,” Morris ordered.


      Sergeant Green numbered the men off. “Three missing, sir,” he reported. “Hakeswill, Lowry and Kendrick.”


      “Damn them,” Morris said. A rocket hissed up from the gatehouse, twisted in the night to leave a crazy trail of flame-edged smoke, then dived down to the left, far down, plunging into the ravine that edged the isthmus. The light of the exhaust flashed down the steep cliffs, finally vanishing a thousand feet below Morris. Two guns fired together, their balls hammering towards the fake lanterns. The battery lanterns had vanished, evidence that the sappers had finished their work.


      “Take the men to the battery,” Morris ordered Green. “Garrard? You stay with me.”


      Morris did not want to do anything heroic, but he knew he could not report that he had simply lost three men, so he took Private Tom Garrard west across the tumbled ground where the picket line had been stretched. They called out the names of the missing men, but no reply came.


      It was Garrard who stumbled over the first body. “Don’t know who it is, sir, but he’s dead. Bloody mess, he is.”


      Morris swore and crouched beside the body. A rocket’s bright passage showed him a slit throat and a spill of blood. It also revealed that the man had been stripped of his coat which lay discarded beside the corpse. The sight of the gaping throat made Morris gag.


      “There’s another here, sir,” Garrard called from a few paces away.


      “Jesus!” Morris twisted aside, willing himself not to throw up, but the bile was sour in his throat. He shuddered, then managed to take a deep breath. “We’re going.”


      “You want me to look for the other fellow, sir?” Garrard asked.


      “Come on!” Morris fled, not wanting to stay in this dark charnel house.


      Garrard followed.


      The gunfire died. A last rocket stitched sparks across the stars, then Gawilghur was silent again.


      Hakeswill cowered in his hiding place, shuddering as the occasional flare of an exploding shell or passing rocket cast lurid shadows into the narrow cleft. He thought he heard Lowry call aloud, but the sound was so unexpected, and so quickly over, he decided it was his nerves. Then, blessedly, he heard the whistle that signaled that the sappers were done with their work, and a moment later he heard the message being called along the line. “Back to the road! Back to the road!”


      The rockets and guns were still battering the night, so Hakeswill stayed where he was until he sensed that the fury of the fire was diminishing, then he crept out of his cleft and, still keeping low, scuttled eastward.


      “Hakeswill!” a voice called nearby.


      He froze.


      “Hakeswill?” The voice was insistent.


      Some instinct told the Sergeant that there was mischief in the dark, and so Hakeswill crouched lower still. He heard something moving in the night, the scrape of leather on stone, the sound of breathing, but the man did not come close to Hakeswill who, petrified, edged on another pace. His hand, feeling the ground ahead of him, suddenly found something wet and sticky. He flinched, brought his fingers to his nose and smelled blood.


      “Jesus,” he swore under his breath. He groped again, and this time found a corpse. His hands explored the face, the open mouth, then found the gaping wound in the neck. He jerked his hand back.


      It had to be Lowry or Kendrick, for this was about where he had left the two privates, and if they were dead, or even if only one of them was dead, then it meant that Captain Torrance’s death had been no lovers’ tiff. Not that Hakeswill had ever believed it was. He knew who it was. Bloody Sharpe was alive. Bloody Sharpe was hunting his enemies, and three, maybe four, were already dead. And Hakeswill knew he would be next.


      “Hakeswill!” the voice hissed, but farther away now.


      A gun fired from the fort and in its flash Hakeswill saw a cloaked shape to his north. The man was crossing the skyline, not far from Hakeswill, but at least he was going away. Sharpe! It had to be Sharpe! And a terror grew in Hakeswill so that his face twitched and his hands shook.


      “Think, you bugger,” he told himself, “think!”


      And the answer came, a sweet answer, so obvious that he wondered why he had taken so long to find it.


      Sharpe was alive, he was not a prisoner in Gawilghur, but haunting the British camp, which meant that there was one place that would be utterly safe for Hakeswill to go. He could go to the fortress, and Sharpe would never reach him there for the rumor in the camp was that the assault on Gawilghur was likely to be a desperate and bloody business. Likely to fail, some men said, and even if it did not, Hakeswill could always pretend he had been taken prisoner. All he wanted at this moment was to be away from Sharpe and so he sidled southward, down the hill, and once he reached the flatter ground, he ran toward the now dark walls of the fort through the drifting skeins of foul-smelling powder smoke.


      He ran past the tank, along the approach road, and around to the left where the great gatehouse loomed above him in the dark. And once there he pounded on the massive, iron-studded doors.


      No one responded.


      He pounded again, using the butt of his musket, scared witless that the sound would bring an avenging horror from the dark behind, and suddenly a small wicket gate in the larger door was pulled open to flood flame light into the night.


      “I’m a deserter!” Hakeswill hissed. “I’m on your side!”


      Hands seized him and pulled him through the small doorway. A smoking torch burned high on the wall to show Hakeswill the long, narrow entranceway, the dark ramparts, and the dark faces of the men who had him prisoner. “I’m on your side!” he shouted as the gate was closed behind him and his musket was snatched away. “I’m on your side!”


      A tall, hawk-faced man strode down the stone road. “Who are you?” he asked in English.


      “I’m someone willing to fight for you, sir. Willing and able, sir. Old soldier, sir.”


      “My name is Manu Bappoo,” the man said in a sibilant voice, “and I command here.”


      “Very good, sir. Sahib, I mean, very good.” Hakeswill bobbed his head. “Hakeswill, sir, is my name. Sergeant Obadiah Hakeswill.”


      Manu Bappoo stared at the redcoat. He disliked deserters. A man who deserted his flag could not be trusted under any other flag, but the news that a white soldier had run from the enemy ranks could only hearten his garrison. Better, he decided, to leave this man alive as a witness to the enemy’s crumbling morale than shoot him out of hand. “Take him to Colonel Dodd,” he ordered one of his men. “Give him back his firelock. He’s on our side.”


      So Hakeswill was inside Gawilghur and among the enemy. But he was safe from the terror that had turned his life to sudden nightmare. He was safe from Sharpe.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 8

    


    
      The sappers who had emplaced the gabions were too excited to go to sleep and instead were milling about a pair of smoky fires. Their laughter rose and fell on the night wind. Major Stokes, pleased with their work, had produced three jars of arrack as a reward, and the jugs were being passed from hand to hand.


      Sharpe watched the small celebration and then, keeping to the shadows among Syud Sevajee’s encampment, he went to a small tent where he stripped off his borrowed Indian robes before crawling under the flap. In the dark he blundered into Clare who, kept awake by the sound of the bombardment and then by the voices of the sappers, put up a hand and felt bare flesh. “You’re undressed!” She sounded alarmed.


      “Not quite,” Sharpe said, then understood her fear. “My clothes were soaking,” he explained, “so I took them off. Didn’t want to wet the bed, eh? And I’ve still got my shirt on.”


      “Is it raining? I didn’t hear it.”


      “It was blood,” he said, then rummaged under the blanket he had borrowed from Syud Sevajee and found Torrance’s pouch.


      Clare heard the rattle of stones. “What is it?”


      “Just stones,” he said, “pebbles.” He put the twenty jewels he had retrieved from Kendrick and Lowry into the pouch, stowed it safe under the blanket, then lay down. He doubted he had found every stone, but he reckoned he had retrieved most of them. They had been loose in the two privates’ pockets, not even hidden away in their coat seams. God, he felt tired and his body had still not recovered from Hakeswill’s kicking. It hurt to breathe, the bruises were tender and a tooth was still loose.


      “What happened out there?” Clare asked.


      “The engineers put the gabions in place. When it’s light they’ll scrape the gun platform and make the magazines, and tomorrow night they’ll bring up the guns.”


      “What happened to you?” Clare amended her question.


      Sharpe was silent for a while. “I looked up some old friends,” he said. But he had missed Hakeswill, damn it, and Hakeswill would be doubly alert now. Still, a chance would come. He grinned as he remembered Morris’s scared voice. The Captain was a bully to his men and a toadie to his superiors.


      “Did you kill someone?” Clare asked.


      “Two men,” he admitted, “but it should have been three.”


      “Why?”


      He sighed. “Because they were bad men,” he said simply, then reflected it was a true answer. “And because they tried to kill me,” he added, “and they robbed me. You knew them,” he went on. “Kendrick and Lowry.”


      “They were horrid,” Clare said softly. “They used to stare at me.”


      “Can’t blame them for that, love.”


      She was silent for a while. The laughter of the sappers was subsiding as men drifted toward their tents. The wind gusted at the tent’s entrance and brought the smell of burned powder from the rocky isthmus where patches of grass still flamed around the exhausted rocket tubes. “Everything’s gone wrong, hasn’t it?” Clare said.


      “It’s being put right,” Sharpe replied.


      “For you,” she said.


      Again she was silent, and Sharpe suspected she was crying. “I’ll get you home to Madras,” he said.


      “And what’ll happen to me there?”


      “You’ll be all right, lass. I’ll give you a pair of my magic pebbles.”


      “What I want,” she said softly, “is to go home. But I can’t afford it.”


      “Marry a soldier,” Sharpe said, “and be carried home with him.” He thought of Eli Lockhart who had been admiring Clare from a distance. They would suit each other, Sharpe thought.


      She was crying very softly. “Torrance said he’d pay my way home when I’d paid off the debt,” she said.


      “Why would he make you work for one passage, then give you another?” Sharpe asked. “He was a lying bastard.”


      “He seemed so kind at first.”


      “We’re all like that,” Sharpe said. “Soft as lights when you first meet a woman, then you get what you want and it changes. I don’t know. Maybe not every time.”


      “Charlie wasn’t like that,” Clare said.


      “Charlie? Your husband?”


      “He was always good to me.”


      Sharpe lay back. The light of the dying fires flickered in the tent’s loose weave. If it rained, he thought, the cloth would leak like a pepper pot. “There are good men and bad,” he said.


      “What are you?” Clare asked.


      “I think I’m good,” he said, “but I don’t know. All the time I get into trouble, and I only know one way out. I can fight. I can do that all right.”


      “Is that what you want? To fight?”


      “God knows what I want.” He laughed softly. “I wanted to be an officer more than I’d wanted anything in my life! I dreamed of it, I did. I wanted it so bad that it hurt, and then the dream came true and it woke me up and I wondered why I’d wanted it so much.” He paused. Syud Sevajee’s horses stamped their feet softly behind the tent. “Some buggers are trying to persuade me to leave the army. Sell the commission, see? They don’t want me.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because I piss in their soup, lass.”


      “So will you leave?”


      He shrugged. “Don’t want to.” He thought about it. “It’s like a club, a society. They don’t really want me, so they chuck me out, and then I have to fight my way back in. But why do I do it if they don’t want me? I don’t know. Maybe it’ll be different in the Rifles. I’ll try ’em, anyway, and see if they’re different.”


      “You want to go on fighting?” Clare asked.


      “It’s what I’m good at,” Sharpe said. “And I do enjoy it. I mean I know you shouldn’t, but there ain’t any other excitement like it.”


      “None?”


      “Well, one.” He grinned in the dark.


      There was a long silence, and he thought Clare had fallen asleep, but then she spoke again. “How about your French widow?”


      “She’s gone,” Sharpe said flatly.


      “Gone?”


      “She buggered off, love. Took some money of mine and went. Gone to America, I’m told.”


      Clare lay in silence again. “Don’t you worry about being alone?” she asked after a while.


      “No.”


      “I do.”


      He turned toward her, propped himself on an elbow and stroked her hair. She stiffened as he touched her, then relaxed to the gentle pressure of his hand. “You ain’t alone, lass,” Sharpe said. “Or only if you want to be. You got trapped, that’s all. It happens to everyone. But you’re out now. You’re free.” He stroked her hair down to her neck and felt warm bare skin under his hand. She did not move and he softly stroked farther down. “You’re undressed,” he said.


      “I was warm,” she said in a small voice.


      “What’s worse?” Sharpe asked. “Being warm or being lonely?”


      He thought she smiled. He could not tell in the dark, but he thought she smiled. “Being lonely,” she said very softly.


      “We can look after that,” he said, lifting the thin blanket and moving to her side.


      She had stopped crying. Somewhere outside a cock crowed and the eastern cliffs were touched with the first gold of the day. The fires on the rocky neck of land flickered and died, their smoke drifting like patches of thin mist. Bugles called from the main encampment, summoning the redcoats to the morning parade. The night pickets were relieved as the sun rose to flood the world with light.


      Where Sharpe and Clare slept.


      “You abandoned the dead men?” Wellesley growled.


      Captain Morris blinked as a gust of wind blew dust into one of his eyes. “I tried to bring the bodies in,” he lied, “but it was dark, sir. Very dark. Colonel Kenny can vouch for that, sir. He visited us.”


      “I visited you?” Kenny, lean, tall and irascible, was standing beside the General. “I visited you?” he asked again, his inflection rising to outrage.


      “Last night, sir,” Morris answered in plaintive indignation. “On the picket line.”


      “I did no such thing. Sun’s gone to your head.” Kenny glowered at Morris, then took a snuffbox from a pocket and placed a pinch on his hand. “Who the devil are you, anyway?” he added.


      “Morris, sir. Thirty-third.”


      “I thought we had nothing but Scots and sepoys here,” Kenny said to Wellesley.


      “Captain Morris’s company escorted a convoy here,” Wellesley answered.


      “A light company, eh?” Kenny said, glancing at Morris’s epaulettes. “You might even be useful. I could do with another company in the assault party.” He snorted the snuff, stopping one nostril at a time. “It cheers my boys up,” he added, “seeing white men killed.” Kenny commanded the first battalion of the 11th Madrassi Regiment.


      “What’s in your assault unit now?” Wellesley asked.


      “Nine companies,” Kenny said. “The grenadiers and two others from the Scotch Brigade, the flankers from my regiment and four others. Good boys, all of them, but I daresay they won’t mind sharing the honors with an English light company.”


      “And I’ve no doubt you’ll welcome a chance to assault a breach, Morris?” Wellesley asked dryly.


      “Of course, sir,” Morris said, cursing Kenny inwardly.


      “But in the meantime,” Wellesley went on coldly, “bring your men’s bodies in.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Do it now.”


      Sergeant Green took a half-dozen men down the neck of land, but they only found two bodies. They were expecting three, but Sergeant Hakeswill was missing. The enemy, seeing the redcoats among the rocks above the reservoir, opened fire and the musket balls smacked into stones and ricocheted up into the air. Green took a bullet in the heel of his boot. It did not break the skin of his foot, but the blow hurt and he hopped on the short, dry grass. “Just grab the buggers and drag them away,” he said. He wondered why the enemy did not fire their cannon, and just then a gun discharged a barrel of canister at his squad. The balls hissed all about the men, but miraculously none was hit as the soldiers seized Kendrick and Lowry by their feet and ran back toward the half-completed battery where Captain Morris waited. Both the dead men had slit throats.


      Once safe behind the gabions the corpses were treated more decorously by being placed on makeshift stretchers. Colonel Kenny intercepted the stretcher-bearers to examine the corpses which were already smelling foul. “They must have sent a dozen cutthroats out of the fort,” he reckoned. “You say there’s a sergeant missing?”


      “Yes, sir,” Morris answered.


      “Poor fellow must be a prisoner. Be careful tonight, Captain! They’ll probably try again. And I assure you, Captain, if I decide to take a stroll this evening, it won’t be to your picket line.”


      That night the 33rd’s Light Company again formed a screen in front of the new batteries, this time to protect the men dragging up the guns. It was a nervous night, for the company was expecting throat-slitting Mahrattas to come silently through the darkness, but nothing stirred. The fortress stayed silent and dark. Not a gun fired and not a rocket flew as the British cannon were hauled to their new emplacements and as powder charges and round shot were stacked in the newly made ready magazines.


      Then the gunners waited.


      The first sign of dawn was a gray lightening of the east, followed by the flare of reflected sun as the first rays lanced over the world’s rim to touch the summit of the eastern cliffs. The fortress walls showed gray-black. Still the gunners waited. A solitary cloud glowed livid pink on the horizon. Smoke rose from the cooking fires inside the fortress where the flags hung limp in the windless air. Bugles roused the British camp which lay a half-mile behind the batteries where officers trained telescopes on Gawilghur’s northern wall.


      Major Stokes’s job was almost finished. He had made the batteries, and now the gunners must unmake the walls, but first Stokes wanted to be certain that the outermost breach would be made in the right place. He had fixed a telescope to a tripod and now he edged it from side to side, searching the lichen-covered stones just to the right of a bastion in the center of the wall. The wall sloped back slightly, but he was sure he could see a place where the old stones bulged out of alignment, and he watched that spot as the sun rose and cast a hint of shadow where the stones were not quite true. Finally he screwed the telescope’s mount tight shut, so that the tube could not move, then summoned the gun captain of the battery’s eighteen-pounder. A major actually commanded this battery, but he insisted that his sergeant go to the spyglass. “That’s your target,” Stokes told the Sergeant.


      The Sergeant stooped to the telescope, then straightened to see over the glass, then stooped again. He was chewing a wad of tobacco and had no lower front teeth so that the yellow spittle ran down his chin in a continuous dribble. He straightened, then stooped a third time. The telescope was powerful, and all he could see in the glass circle was a vertical joint between two great stones. The joint was some four feet above the wall’s base, and when it gave way the wall would spill forward down the slope to make the ramp up which the attackers could swarm. “Smack on the joint, sir?” the Sergeant asked in a Northumbrian accent so pronounced that Stokes did not at first understand him.


      “Low on the joint,” Stokes said.


      “Low it is, sir,” the Sergeant said, and stooped to squint through the glass once more. “The joint gapes a bit, don’t it?”


      “It does,” Stokes said.


      The Sergeant grunted. For a while, he reckoned, the battering would drive the stones in, sealing the gap, but there was pressure there and the wall must eventually give way as the battered stones weakened. “That bugger’ll burst like an abscess,” the Sergeant said happily, straightening from the telescope. He returned to his gun and barked at his men to make some minute adjustments to its trail. He himself heaved on the elevating screw, though as yet the gun was still masked by some half-filled gabions that blocked the embrasure. Every few seconds the Sergeant climbed onto the trail to see over the gabions, then he would demand that the gun was shifted a half-inch left or a finger’s breadth to the right as he made another finicky adjustment to the screw. He tossed grass in the air to gauge the wind, then twisted the elevation again to raise the barrel a tiny amount. “Stone cold shot,” he explained to Stokes, “so I’m pointing her a bit high. Maybe a half turn more.” He hammered the screw with the heel of his hand. “Perfect,” he said.


      The puckalees were bringing water which they poured into great wooden tubs. The water was not just to slake the gunners’ thirst and soak the sponges that cleaned out the barrels between shots, but was also intended to cool the great weapons. The sun was climbing, it promised to be a searing hot day, and if the huge guns were not drenched intermittently with water they could overheat and explode the powder charges prematurely. The Sergeant was choosing his shot now, rolling two eighteen-pounder balls up and down a stretch of bare earth to judge which was the more perfect sphere. “That one,” he said, spitting tobacco juice onto his chosen missile.


      Morris’s Light Company trailed back up the road, going to the camp where they would sleep. Stokes watched them pass and thought of Sharpe. Poor Sharpe, but at least, from wherever he was imprisoned inside the fortress, he would hear the siege guns and know that the redcoats were coming. If they got through the breach, Stokes thought gloomily, or if they ever managed to cross the fortress’s central ravine. He tried to suppress his pessimism, telling himself that his job was simply to make the breach, not win the whole victory.


      The chosen shot was rolled into the gun’s muzzle, then rammed down onto the canvas bags of powder. The Sergeant took a length of wire that hung looped on his belt and rammed it through the cannon’s touch-hole, piercing the canvas bag beneath, then selected a priming tube, a reed filled with finely milled powder, and slid it down into the powder charge, but leaving a half-inch of the reed protruding above the touch-hole. “Ready when you are, sir,” he told the Major commanding the battery who, in turn, looked at Stokes.


      Stokes shrugged. “I imagine we wait for Colonel Stevenson’s permission.”


      The gunners in the second breaching battery which lay fifty yards west of the first had trained their telescopes over the gabions to watch where the first shot fell. The scar it left in the wall would be their aiming mark. The two enfilading batteries also watched. Their work would begin properly when the first of the three breaches was made, but till then their twelve-pounders would be aimed at the cannon mounted on Gawilghur’s ramparts, trying to dismount them or tumble their embrasures into rubble.


      “That wall won’t last long,” the battery Major, whose name was Plummer, opined. He was staring at the wall through Stokes’s telescope.


      “We’ll have it opened up today,” Stokes agreed.


      “Thank God there ain’t a glacis,” Plummer said.


      “Thank God, indeed,” Stokes echoed piously, but he had been thinking about that lack and was not so sure now that it was a blessing. Perhaps the Mahrattas understood that their real defense was the great central ravine, and so were offering nothing but a token defense of the Outer Fort. And how was that ravine to be crossed? Stokes feared that he would be asked for an engineering solution, but what could he do? Fill the thing with soil? That would take months.


      Stokes’s gloomy presentiments were interrupted by an aide who had been sent by Colonel Stevenson to inquire, why the batteries were silent. “I suspect those are your orders to open fire, Plummer,” Stokes said.


      “Unmask!” Plummer shouted.


      Four gunners clambered up onto the bastion and manhandled the half-filled gabions out of the cannon’s way. The Sergeant squinted down the barrel a last time, nodded to himself, then stepped aside. The other gunners had their hands over their ears. “You can fire, Ned!” Plummer called to the Sergeant, who took a glowing linstock from a protective barrel, reached across the gun’s high wheel and touched the fire to the reed.


      The cannon hammered back a full five yards as the battery filled with acrid smoke. The ball screamed low across the stony neck of land to crack against the fort’s wall. There was a pause. Defenders were running along the ramparts. Stokes was peering through the glass, waiting for the smoke to thin. It took a full minute, but then he saw that a slab of stone about the size of a soup plate had been chipped from the wall. “Two inches to the right, Sergeant,” he called chidingly.


      “Must have been a puff of wind, sir,” the Sergeant said, “puff of bloody wind, ’cos there weren’t a thing wrong with gun’s laying, begging your pardon, sir.”


      “You did well,” Stokes said with a smile, “very well.” He cupped his hands and shouted at the second breaching battery. “You have your mark! Fire on!” A billow of smoke erupted from the fortress wall, followed by the bang of a gun and a howl as a round shot whipped overhead. Stokes jumped down into the battery, clutching his hat. “It seems we’ve woken them up,” he remarked as a dozen more Mahratta guns fired. The enemy’s shots smacked into the gabions or ricocheted wildly along the rocky ground. The second British battery fired, the noise of its guns echoing off the cliff face to tell the camp far beneath that the siege of Gawilghur had properly begun.


      Private Tom Garrard of the 33rd’s Light Company had wandered to the edge of the cliff to watch the bombardment of the fortress. Not that there was much to see other than the constantly replenished cloud of smoke that shrouded the rocky neck of land between the batteries and the fortress, but every now and then a large piece of stone would fall from Gawilghur’s wall. The fire from the defenses was furious, but it seemed to Garrard that it was ill aimed. Many of the shots bounced over the batteries, or else buried themselves in the great piles of protective gabions. The British fire, on the other hand, was slow and sure. The eighteen-pound round shots gnawed at the wall and not one was wasted. The sky was cloudless, the sun rising ever higher, and the guns were heating so that after every second shot the gunners poured buckets of water on the long barrels. The metal hissed and steamed, and sweating puckalees hurried up the battery road with yet more skins of water to replenish the great vats.


      Garrard was sitting by himself, but he had noticed a ragged Indian was watching him. He ignored the man, hoping he would go away, but the Indian edged closer. Garrard picked up a fist-sized stone and tossed it up and down in his right hand as a hint that the man should go away, but the threat of the stone only made the Indian edge closer. “Sahib!” the Indian hissed.


      “Bugger off,” Garrard growled.


      “Sahib! Please!”


      “I’ve got nothing worth stealing, I don’t want to buy anything, and I don’t want to roger your sister.”


      “I’ll roger your sister instead, sahib,” the Indian said, and Garrard twisted around, the stone drawn back ready to throw, then he saw that the dirty robed man had pushed back his grubby white head cloth and was grinning at him. “You ain’t supposed to chuck rocks at officers, Tom,” Sharpe said. “Mind you, I always wanted to, so I can’t blame you.”


      “Bloody hell!” Garrard dropped the stone and held out his right hand. “Dick Sharpe!” He suddenly checked his outstretched hand. “Do I have to call you ‘sir’?”


      “Of course you don’t,” Sharpe said, taking Garrard’s hand. “You and me? Friends from way back, eh? Red sash won’t change that, Tom. How are you?”


      “Been worse. Yourself?”


      “Been better.”


      Garrard frowned. “Didn’t I hear that you’d been captured?”


      “Got away, I did. Ain’t a bugger born who can hold me, Tom. Nor you.” Sharpe sat next to his friend, a man with whom he had marched in the ranks for six years. “Here.” He gave Garrard a strip of dried meat.


      “What is it?”


      “Goat. Tastes all right, though.”


      The two sat and watched the gunners at work. The closest guns were in the two enfilading batteries, and the gunners were using their twelve-pounders to systematically bring down the parapets of the ramparts above Gawilghur’s gate. They had already unseated a pair of enemy guns and were now working on the next two embrasures. An ox-drawn limber had just delivered more ammunition, but, on leaving the battery, the limber’s wheel had loosened and five men were now standing about the canted wheel arguing how best to mend it. Garrard pulled a piece of stringy meat from between his teeth. “Pull the broken wheel off and put on a new one,” he said scornfully. “It don’t take a major and two lieutenants to work that out.”


      “They’re officers, Tom,” Sharpe said chidingly, “only half brained.”


      “You should know.” Garrard grinned. “Buggers make an inviting target, though.” He pointed across the plunging chasm which separated the plateau from the Inner Fort. “There’s a bloody great gun over there. Size of a bloody hay wain, it is. Buggers have been fussing about it for a half-hour now.”


      Sharpe stared past the beleaguered Outer Fort to the distant cliffs. He thought he could see a wall where a gun might be mounted, but he was not sure. “I need a bloody telescope.”


      “You need a bloody uniform.”


      “I’m doing something about that,” Sharpe said mysteriously.


      Garrard slapped at a fly. “What’s it like then?”


      “What’s what like?”


      “Being a Jack-pudding?”


      Sharpe shrugged, thought for a while, then shrugged again. “Don’t seem real. Well, it does. I dunno.” He sighed. “I mean I wanted it, Tom, I wanted it real bad, but I should have known the bastards wouldn’t want me. Some are all right. Major Stokes, he’s a fine fellow, and there are others. But most of them? God knows. They don’t like me, anyway.”


      “You got ’em worried, that’s why,” Garrard said. “If you can become an officer, so can others.” He saw the unhappiness on Sharpe’s face. “Wishing you’d stayed a sergeant, are you?”


      “No,” Sharpe said, and surprised himself by saying it so firmly. “I can do the job, Tom.”


      “What job’s that, for Christ’s sake? Sitting around while we do all the bloody work? Having a servant to clean your boots and scrub your arse?”


      “No,” Sharpe said, and he pointed across the shadowed chasm to the Inner Fort. “When we go in there, Tom, we’re going to need fellows who know what the hell they’re doing. That’s the job. It’s beating hell out of the other side and keeping your own men alive, and I can do that.”


      Garrard looked skeptical. “If they let you.”


      “Aye, if they let me,” Sharpe agreed. He sat in silence for a while, watching the far gun emplacement. He could see men there, but was not sure what they were doing. “Where’s Hakeswill?” he asked. “I looked for him yesterday, and the bugger wasn’t on parade with the rest of you.”


      “Captured,” Garrard said.


      “Captured?”


      “That’s what Morris says. Me, I think the bugger ran. Either ways, he’s in the fort now.”


      “You think he ran?”


      “We had two fellows murdered the other night. Morris says it were the enemy, but I didn’t see any of the buggers, but there was some fellow creeping round saying he was a Company colonel, only he weren’t.” Garrard stared at Sharpe and a slow grin came to his face. “It were you, Dick.”


      “Me?” Sharpe asked straight-faced. “I was captured, Tom. Only escaped yesterday.”


      “And I’m the king of bloody Persia. Lowry and Kendrick were meant to arrest you, weren’t they?”


      “It was them who died?” Sharpe asked innocently.


      Garrard laughed. “Serve them bloody right. Bastards, both of them.” An enormous blossom of smoke showed at the distant wall on the top of the cliffs. Two seconds later the sound of the great gun bellowed all around Sharpe and Garrard, while the massive round shot struck the stalled limber just behind the enfilading battery. The wooden vehicle shattered into splinters and all five men were hurled to the ground where they jerked bloodily for a few seconds and then were still. Fragments of stone and wood hissed past Sharpe. “Bloody hell,” Garrard said admiringly, “five men with one shot!”


      “That’ll teach ’em to keep their heads down,” Sharpe said. The sound of the enormous gun had drawn men from their tents toward the plateau’s edge. Sharpe looked around and saw that Captain Morris was among them. The Captain was in his shirtsleeves, staring at the great cloud of smoke through a telescope. “I’m going to stand up in a minute,” Sharpe said, “and you’re going to hit me.”


      “I’m going to do what?” Garrard asked.


      “You’re going to thump me. Then I’m going to run, and you’re going to chase me. But you’re not to catch me.”


      Garrard offered his friend a puzzled look. “What are you up to, Dick?”


      Sharpe grinned. “Don’t ask, Tom, just do it.”


      “You are a bloody officer, aren’t you?” Garrard said, grinning back. “Don’t ask, just do it.”


      “Are you ready?” Sharpe asked.


      “I’ve always wanted to clobber an officer.”


      “On your feet then.” They stood. “So hit me,” Sharpe said. “I’ve tried to pinch some cartridges off you, right? So give me a thump in the belly.”


      “Bloody hell,” Garrard said.


      “Go on, do it!”


      Garrard gave Sharpe a halfhearted punch, and Sharpe shoved him back, making him fall, then he turned and ran along the cliff’s edge. Garrard shouted, scrambled to his feet and began to pursue. Some of the men who had gone to fetch the five bodies moved to intercept Sharpe, but he dodged to his left and disappeared among some bushes. The rest of the 33rd’s Light Company was whooping and shouting in pursuit, but Sharpe had a long lead on them and he twisted in and out of the shrubs to where he had picketed one of Syud Sevajee’s horses. He pulled the peg loose, hauled himself into the saddle and kicked back his heels. Someone yelled an insult at him, but he was clear of the camp now and there were no mounted pickets to pursue him.


      A half-hour later Sharpe returned, trotting with a group of native horsemen coming back from a reconnaissance. He peeled away from them and dismounted by his tent where Ahmed waited for him. While Sharpe and Garrard had made the diversion the boy had been thieving and he grinned broadly as Sharpe ducked into the hot tent. “I have every things,” Ahmed said proudly.


      He had taken Captain Morris’s red coat, his sash and his sword-belt with its sabre. “You’re a good lad,” Sharpe said. He needed a red coat, for Colonel Stevenson had given orders that every man who went into Gawilghur with the attackers must be in uniform so that they were not mistaken for the enemy. Syud Sevajee’s men, who planned to hunt down Beny Singh, had been issued with some threadbare old sepoys’ jackets, some of them still stained with the blood of their previous owners, but none of the jackets had fit Sharpe. Even Morris’s coat would be a tight fit, but at least he had a uniform now. “No trouble?” Sharpe asked Ahmed.


      “No bugger saw me,” the boy said proudly. His English was improving every day, though Sharpe worried that it was not quite the King’s English. Ahmed grinned again as Sharpe gave him a coin that he stuffed into his robes.


      Sharpe folded the jacket over his arm and stooped out of the tent. He was looking for Clare and saw her a hundred paces away, walking with a tall soldier who was dressed in a shirt, black trousers and spurred boots. She was deep in conversation, and Sharpe felt a curious pang of jealousy as he approached, but then the soldier turned around, frowned at Sharpe’s ragged appearance, then recognized the man under the head cloth. He grinned. “Mr. Sharpe,” he said.


      “Eli Lockhart,” Sharpe said. “What the hell are the cavalry doing here?” He jerked his thumb toward the fort that was edged with white smoke as the defenders tried to hammer the British batteries. “This is a job for real soldiers.”


      “Our Colonel persuaded the General that Mr. Dodd might make a run for it. He reckoned a dozen cavalrymen could head him off.”


      “Dodd won’t run,” Sharpe said. “He won’t have space to get a horse out.”


      “So we’ll go in with you,” Lockhart said. “We’ve got a quarrel with Mr. Dodd, remember?”


      Clare was looking shy and alarmed, and Sharpe reckoned she did not want Sergeant Lockhart to know that she had spent time with Ensign Sharpe. “I was looking for Mrs. Wall,” he explained to Lockhart. “If you can spare me a few minutes, ma’am?”


      Clare shot Sharpe a look of gratitude. “Of course, Mr. Sharpe.”


      “It’s this jacket, see?” He held out Morris’s coat. “It’s got red facings and turnbacks, and I need white ones.” He took off his head cloth. “I wondered if you could use this. I know it’s a bit filthy, and I hate to trouble you, ma’am, but I don’t reckon my sewing’s up to making turnbacks, cuffs and collars.”


      “You could take that captain’s badge off while you’re about it, love,” Lockhart suggested to Clare, “and the skirmisher’s wings. Don’t reckon Mr. Sharpe wants that coat’s real owner to recognize it.”


      “I’d rather he didn’t,” Sharpe admitted.


      Clare took the coat, gave Sharpe another grateful look, then hurried toward Sevajee’s tents. Lockhart watched her go. “Been wanting a chance to talk to her for three years,” he said wonderingly.


      “So you found it, eh?”


      Lockhart still watched her. “A rare-looking woman, that.”


      “Is she? I hadn’t really noticed,” Sharpe lied.


      “She said you’d been kind to her,” Lockhart said.


      “Well, I tried to help, you know how it is,” Sharpe said awkwardly.


      “That bloody man Torrance killed himself and she had nowhere to go. And you found her, eh? Most officers would try to take advantage of a woman like that,” Lockhart said.


      “I’m not a proper officer, am I?” Sharpe replied. He had seen the way that Clare looked at the tall cavalryman, and how Lockhart had stared at her, and Sharpe reckoned that it was best to stand aside.


      “I had a wife,” Lockhart said, “only she died on the voyage out. Good little woman, she was.”


      “I’m sorry,” Sharpe said.


      “And Mrs. Wall,” Lockhart went on, “lost her husband.” Widow meets widower. Any minute now, Sharpe thought, and the word fate would be used. “It’s destiny,” Lockhart said in a tone of wonderment.


      “So what are you going to do about her?” Sharpe asked.


      “She says she ain’t got a proper home now,” Lockhart said, “except the tent you lent her, and my Colonel won’t mind me taking a wife.”


      “Have you asked her?”


      “More or less,” Lockhart said, blushing.


      “And she said yes?”


      “More or less,” Lockhart said again, blushing more deeply.


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said admiringly, “that’s quick!”


      “Real soldiers don’t wait,” Lockhart said, then frowned. “I heard a rumor you’d been snaffled by the enemy?”


      “Got away,” Sharpe said vaguely. “Buggers were careless.” He turned and watched as an errant rocket from the fort soared up into the cloudless sky to leave a thickening pile of smoke through which, eventually, it tumbled harmlessly to earth. “Are you really joining the attack?” he asked Lockhart.


      “Not in the front rank,” Lockhart said. “I ain’t a fool. But Colonel Huddlestone says we can go in and look for Dodd. So we’ll wait for you boys to do the hard work, then follow.”


      “I’ll look out for you.”


      “And we’ll keep an eye on you,” Lockhart promised. “But in the meantime I’ll go and see if someone needs a needle threaded.”


      “You do that,” Sharpe said. He watched the cavalryman walk away, and saw, at the same time, that Ahmed had been evicted from Clare’s tent with Sharpe’s few belongings. The boy looked indignant, but Sharpe guessed their exile from the tent would not last long, for Clare would surely move to the cavalryman’s quarters before nightfall. Ding dong, he thought, wedding bells. He took the pouch with its jewels from Ahmed, then, while his uniform was being tailored, he went to watch the guns gnaw and batter at the fort.


      The young horseman who presented himself at the gate of Gawilghur’s Inner Fort was tall, arrogant and self-assured. He was dressed in a white silk robe that was tied at the waist with a red leather belt from which a golden-hilted tulwar hung in a gem-encrusted scabbard, and he did not request that the gates be opened, but rather demanded it. There was, in truth, no good reason to deny his orders, for men were” constantly traversing the ravine between the two forts and Dodd’s Cobras were accustomed to opening and closing the gates a score of times each day, but there was something in the young man’s demeanor that annoyed Gopal. So he sent for Colonel Dodd.


      Dodd arrived a few moments later with the twitching English Sergeant at his side. The horseman rounded on Dodd, shouting at him to punish Gopal, but Dodd just spat, then turned to Hakeswill. “Why would a man be riding a horse out of this gate?”


      “Wouldn’t know, sir,” Hakeswill said. The Sergeant was now dressed in a white coat that was crossed with a black sash as a sign of rank, though quite what rank the sash denoted was uncertain.


      “There’s nowhere to exercise a horse,” Dodd said, “not unless he plans to ride through the Outer Fort into the English camp. Ask him his business, Gopal.”


      The young man refused to answer. Dodd shrugged, drew his pistol and aimed it at the horseman’s head. He cocked the gun and the sound of the hammer engaging echoed loudly from the ramparts. The young man blanched and shouted at Gopal.


      “He says, sahib, that he is on an errand for the Killadar,” Gopal explained to Dodd.


      “What errand?” Dodd demanded. The young man plainly did not want to answer, but Dodd’s grim face and the leveled pistol persuaded him to take a sealed packet from the pouch that hung from his belt. He showed Dodd the Killadar’s seal, but Dodd was not impressed by the red wax with its impression of a snake curled about a knife blade. “Who is it addressed to?” he demanded, gesturing that the young man turn the package over.


      The horseman obeyed and Dodd saw that the packet was addressed to the commanding officer of the British camp. It must have been written by a clerk who was unfamiliar with the English language, for it was atrociously spelled, but the words were unmistakable and Dodd stepped forward and seized the horse’s bridle. “Haul him out of the saddle, Gopal,” Dodd ordered, “hold him in the guardroom and send a man to fetch Manu Bappoo.”


      The young man attempted a momentary resistance, even half drawing his tulwar from its precious scabbard, but a dozen of Dodd’s men easily overpowered him. Dodd himself turned away and climbed the steps to the rampart, motioning Hakeswill to follow him. “It’s obvious what the Killadar is doing,” Dodd growled. “He’s trying to make peace.”


      “I thought we couldn’t be defeated here, sir,” Hakeswill said in some alarm.


      “We can’t,” Dodd said, “but Beny Singh is a coward. He thinks life should be nothing but women, music and games.”


      Which sounded just splendid to Obadiah Hakeswill, but he said nothing. He had presented himself to Dodd as an aggrieved British soldier who believed the war against the Mahrattas was unfair. “We ain’t got no business here, sir,” he had said, “not in heathen land. It belongs to the blackamoors, don’t it? And there ain’t nothing here for a redcoat.”


      Dodd had not believed a word of it. He suspected Hakeswill had fled the British army to avoid trouble, but he could hardly blame the Sergeant for that. Dodd himself had done the same, and Dodd did not care about Hakeswill’s motives, only that the Sergeant was willing to fight. And Dodd believed his men fought better when white men gave them orders. “There’s a steadiness about the English, Sergeant,” he had told Hakeswill, “and it gives the natives bottom.”


      “It gives them what, sir?” Hakeswill had asked.


      Dodd had frowned at the Sergeant’s obtuseness. “You ain’t Scotch, are you?”


      “Christ no, sir! I ain’t a bleeding Scotchman, nor a Welshman. English, sir, I am, through and through, sir.” His face twitched. “English, sir, and proud of it.”


      So Dodd had given Hakeswill a white jacket and a black sash, then put him in charge of a company of his Cobras. “Fight well for me here, Sergeant,” he told Hakeswill when the two men reached the top of the rampart, “and I’ll make you an officer.”


      “I shall fight, sir, never you mind, sir. Fight like a demon, I will.”


      And Dodd believed him, for if Hakeswill did not fight then he risked being captured by the British, and God alone knew what trouble he would then face. Though in truth Dodd did not see how the British could penetrate the Inner Fort. He expected them to take the Outer Fort, for there they had a flat approach and their guns were already blasting down the breaches, but they would have a far greater problem in capturing the Inner Fort. He showed that problem now to Hakeswill. “There’s only one way in, Sergeant, and that’s through this gate. They can’t assault the walls, because the slope of the ravine is too steep. See?”


      Hakeswill looked to his left and saw that the wall of the Inner Fort was built on an almost sheer slope. No man could climb that and hope to assail a wall, even a breached wall, which meant that Dodd was right and the attackers would have to try and batter down the four gates that barred the entranceway, and those gates were, defended by Dodd’s Cobras. “And my men have never known defeat, Sergeant,” Dodd said. “They’ve watched other men beaten, but they’ve not been outfought themselves. And here the enemy will have to beat us. Have to! But they can’t. They can’t.” He fell silent, his clenched fists resting on the fire step. The sound of the guns was constant, but the only sign of the bombardment was the misting smoke that hung over the far side of the Outer Fort. Manu Bappoo, who commanded there, was now hurrying back toward the Inner Fort and Dodd watched the Prince climb the steep path to the gates. The hinges squealed as, one after the other, the gates were opened to let Bappoo and his aides in. Dodd smiled as the last gate was unbarred. “Let’s go and make some mischief,” he said, turning back to the steps.


      Manu Bappoo had already opened the letter that Gopal had given to him. He looked up as Dodd approached. “Read it,” he said simply, thrusting the folded paper toward the Colonel.


      “He wants to surrender?” Dodd asked, taking the letter.


      “Just read it,” Bappoo said grimly.


      The letter was clumsily written, but intelligible. Beny Singh, as Killadar of the Rajah of Berar’s fortress of Gawilghur, was offering to yield the fort to the British on the sole condition that the lives of all the garrison and their dependents were spared. None was to be hurt, none was to be imprisoned. The British were welcome to confiscate all the weaponry in the fort, but they were to allow Gawilghur’s inhabitants to leave with such personal property as could be carried away on foot or horseback.


      “Of course the British will accept!” Manu Bappoo said. “They don’t want to die in the breaches!”


      “Has Beny Singh the authority to send this?” Dodd asked.


      Bappoo shrugged. “He’s Killadar.”


      “You’re the general of the army. And the Rajah’s brother.”


      Bappoo stared up at the sky between the high walls of the entranceway. “One can never tell with my brother,” he said. “Maybe he wants to surrender? But he hasn’t told me. Maybe, if we lose, he can blame me, saying he always wanted to yield.”


      “But you won’t yield?”


      “We can win here!” Bappoo said fiercely, then turned toward the palace as Gopal announced that the Killadar himself was approaching.


      Beny Singh must have been watching his messenger’s progress from the palace, for now he hurried down the path and behind him came his wives, concubines and daughters. Bappoo walked toward him, followed by Dodd and a score of his white-coated soldiers. The Killadar must have reckoned that the sight of the women would soften Bappoo’s heart, but the Prince’s face just became harder. “If you want to surrender,” he shouted at Beny Singh, “then talk to me first!”


      “I have authority here,” Beny Singh squeaked. His little lapdog was in his arms, its small tongue hanging out as it panted in the heat.


      “You have nothing!” Bappoo retorted. The women, pretty in their silk and cotton, huddled together as the two men met beside the snake pit.


      “The British are making their breaches,” Beny Singh protested, “and tomorrow or the day after they’ll come through! We shall all be killed!” He wailed the prophecy. “My daughters will be their playthings and my wives their servants.” The women shuddered.


      “The British will die in the breaches,” Bappoo retorted.


      “They cannot be stopped!” Beny Singh insisted. “They are djinns.”


      Bappoo suddenly shoved Beny Singh hack toward the rock pit where the snakes were kept. The Killadar cried aloud as he tripped and fell backward, but Bappoo had kept hold of Beny Singh’s yellow silk robe and now he held on tight so that the Killadar did not fall. Hakeswill sidled to the pit’s edge and saw the monkey bones. Then he saw a curving, flickering shape slither across the pit’s shadowed floor and he quickly stepped back.


      Beny Singh whimpered. “I am the Killadar! I am trying to save lives!”


      “You’re supposed to be a soldier,” Bappoo said in his hissing voice, “and your job is to kill my brother’s enemies.” The women screamed, expecting to see their man fall to the pit’s floor, but Manu Bappoo kept a firm grip on the silk. “And when the British die in the breaches,” he said to Beny Singh, “and when their survivors are harried south across the plain, who do you think will get the credit for the victory? The Killadar of the fort, that is who! And you would throw that glory away?”


      “They are djinns,” Beny Singh said, and he looked sideways at Obadiah Hakeswill whose face was twitching, and he screamed. “They are djinns!”


      “They are men, as feeble as other men,” Bappoo said. He reached out with his free hand and took hold of the white dog by the scruff of its neck. Beny Singh whimpered, but did not resist. The dog struggled in Manu Bappoo’s grip. “If you try to surrender the fortress again,” Manu Bappoo said, “then this will be your fate.” He let the dog drop. It yelped as it fell into the pit, then howled piteously as it struck the rock floor. There was a hiss, a scrabble of paws, a last howl, then silence. Beny Singh uttered a shriek of pity for his dog before babbling that he would rather give his women poison to drink than risk that they should become prey to the terrible besiegers.


      Manu Bappoo shook the hapless Killadar. “Do you understand me?” he demanded.


      “I understand!” Beny Singh said desperately.


      Manu Bappoo hauled the Killadar safely back from the pit’s edge. “You will go to the palace, Beny Singh,” he ordered, “and you will stay there, and you will send no more messages to the enemy.” He pushed the Killadar away, then turned his back on him. “Colonel Dodd?”


      “Sahib?”


      “A dozen of your men will make certain that the Killadar sends no messages from the palace. If he does, you may kill the messenger.”


      Dodd smiled. “Of course, sahib.”


      Bappoo went back to the beleaguered Outer Fort while the Killadar slunk back to the hilltop palace above its green-scummed lake. Dodd detailed a dozen men to guard the palace’s entrance, then went back to the rampart to brood over the ravine. Hakeswill followed him there. “Why’s the Killadar so scared, sir? Does he know something we don’t?”


      “He’s a coward, Sergeant.”


      But Beny Singh’s fear had infected Hakeswill who imagined a vengeful Sharpe come back from the dead to pursue him through the nightmare of a fortress fallen. “The bastards can’t get in, sir, can they?” he asked anxiously.


      Dodd recognized Hakeswill’s fear, the same fear he felt himself, the fear of the ignominy and shame of being recaptured by the British and then condemned by a merciless court. He smiled. “They will probably take the Outer Fort, Sergeant, because they’re very good, and because our old comrades do indeed fight like djinns, but they cannot cross the ravine. Not if all the powers of darkness help them, not if they besiege us for a year, not if they batter down all these walls and destroy the gates and flatten the palace by gunfire, because they will still have to cross the ravine, and it cannot be done. It cannot be done.”


      And who rules Gawilghur, Dodd thought, reigns in India.


      And within a week he would be Rajah here.


      Gawilghur’s walls, as Stokes had guessed, were rotten. The first breach, in the outer wall, took less than a day to make. In mid-afternoon the wall had still been standing, though a cave had been excavated into the dusty rubble where Stokes had pointed the guns, but quite suddenly the whole rampart collapsed. It slid down the brief slope in a cloud of dust which slowly settled to reveal a steep ramp of jumbled stone leading into the space between the two walls. A low stub of the wall’s rear face still survived, but an hour’s work served to throw that remnant down.


      The gunners changed their aim, starting the two breaches in the higher inner wall, while the enfilading batteries, which had been gnawing at the embrasures to dismount the enemy’s guns, began firing slantwise into the first breach to dissuade the defenders from building obstacles at the head of the ramp. The enemy guns, those which survived, redoubled their efforts to disable the British batteries, but their shots were wasted in the gabions or overhead. The big gun which had inflicted such slaughter fired three times more, but its balls cracked uselessly into the cliff face, after which the Mahratta gunners mysteriously gave up.


      Next day the two inner breaches were made, and now the big guns concentrated on widening all three gaps in the walls. The eighteen-pounder shots slammed into rotten stone, gouging out the wall’s fill to add to the ramps. By evening the breaches were clearly big enough and now the gunners aimed their pieces at the enemy’s remaining cannon. One by one they were unseated or their embrasures shattered. A constant shroud of smoke hung over the rocky neck of land. It hung thick and pungent, twitching every time a shot whipped through. The enfilading twelve-pounders fired shells into the breaches, while the howitzer lobbed more shells over the walls.


      The British guns fired deep into dusk, and minute by minute the enemy response grew feebler as their guns were wrecked or thrown off the fire steps. Only as black night dropped did the besiegers’ hot guns cease fire, but even now there would be no respite for the enemy. It was at night that the defenders could turn the breaches into deathtraps. They could bury mines in the stony ramps, or dig wide trenches across the breach summits or make new walls behind the raw new openings, but the British kept one heavy gun firing throughout the darkness. They loaded the eighteen-pounder with canister and, three times an hour, sprayed the area of the breaches with a cloud of musket balls to deter any Mahratta from risking his life on the rubbled slopes.


      Few slept well that night. The cough of the gun seemed unnaturally loud, and even in the British camp men could hear the rattle as the musket balls whipped against Gawilghur’s wounded walls. And in the morning, the soldiers knew, they would be asked to go to those walls and climb the tumbled ramps and fight their way through the shattered stones. And what would wait for them? At the very least, they suspected, the enemy would have mounted guns athwart the breaches to fire across the attack route. They expected blood and pain and death.


      “I’ve never been into a breach,” Garrard told Sharpe. The two men met at Syud Sevajee’s tents, and Sharpe had given his old friend a bottle of arrack.


      “Nor me,” Sharpe said.


      “They say it’s bad.”


      “They do,” Sharpe agreed bleakly. It was supposedly the worst ordeal that any soldier could face.


      Garrard drank from the stone bottle, wiped its lip, then handed it to Sharpe. He admired Sharpe’s coat in the light of the small campfire. “Smart bit of cloth, Mr. Sharpe.”


      The coat had been given new white turnbacks and cuffs by Clare Wall, and Sharpe had done his best to make the jacket wrinkled and dusty, but it still looked expensive. “Just an old coat, Tom,” he said dismissively.


      “Funny, isn’t it? Mr. Morris lost a coat.”


      “Did he?” Sharpe asked. “He should be more careful.” He gave Garrard the bottle, then climbed to’ his feet. “I’ve got an errand, Tom.” He held out his hand. “I’ll look for you tomorrow.”


      “I’ll look out for you, Dick.”


      Sharpe led Ahmed through the camp. Some men sang around their fires, others obsessively honed bayonets that were already razor sharp. A cavalryman had set up a grinding stone and a succession of officers’ servants brought swords and sabres to be given a wicked edge. Sparks whipped off the stone. The sappers were doing their last job, making ladders from bamboo that had been carried up from the plain. Major Stokes supervised the job, and his eyes widened in joy as he saw Sharpe approaching through the firelight. “Richard! Is it you? Dear me, it is! Well, I never! And I thought you were locked up in the enemy’s dungeons! You escaped?”


      Sharpe shook Stokes’s hand. “I never got taken to Gawilghur. I was held by some horsemen,” he lied, “but they didn’t seem to know what to do with me, so the buggers just let me go.”


      “I’m delighted, delighted!”


      Sharpe turned and looked at the ladders. “I didn’t think we were making an escalade tomorrow?”


      “We’re not,” Stokes said, “but you never know what obstacles have to be overcome inside a fortress. Sensible to carry ladders.” He peered at Ahmed who was now dressed in one of the sepoy’s coats that had been given to Syud Sevajee. The boy wore the red jacket proudly, even though it was a poor, threadbare and bloodstained thing. “I say,” Stokes admired the boy, “but you do look like a proper soldier. Don’t he just?” Ahmed stood to attention, shouldered his musket and made a smart about-face. Major Stokes applauded. “Well done, lad. I’m afraid you’ve missed all the excitement, Sharpe.”


      “Excitement?”


      “Your Captain Torrance died. Shot himself, by the look of things. Terrible way to go. I feel sorry for his father. He’s a cleric, did you know? Poor man, poor man. Would you like some tea, Sharpe? Or do you need to sleep?”


      “I’d like some tea, sir.”


      “We’ll go to my tent,” Stokes said, leading the way. “I’ve still got your pack, by the way. You can take it with you.”


      “I’d rather you kept it another day,” Sharpe said, “I’ll be busy tomorrow.”


      “Busy?” Stokes asked.


      “I’m going in with Kenny’s troops, sir.”


      “Dear God,” Stokes said. He stopped and frowned. “I’ve no doubt we’ll get through the breaches, Richard, for they’re good breaches. A bit steep, perhaps, but we should get through, but God only knows what waits beyond. And I fear that the Inner Fort may be a much bigger obstacle than any of us have anticipated.” He shook his head. “I ain’t sanguine, Sharpe, I truly ain’t.”


      Sharpe had no idea what sanguine meant, though he did not doubt that Stokes’s lack of it did not augur well for the attack. “I have to go into the fort, sir. I have to. But I wondered if you’d keep an eye on Ahmed here.” He took hold of the boy’s shoulder and pulled him forward. “The little bugger will insist on coming with me,” Sharpe said, “but if you keep him out of trouble then he might survive another day.”


      “He can be my assistant,” Stokes said happily. “But, Richard, can’t I persuade you to the same employment? Are you ordered to accompany Kenny?”


      “I’m not ordered, sir, but I have to go. It’s personal business.”


      “It will be bloody in there,” Stokes warned. He walked on to his tent and shouted for his servant.


      Sharpe pushed Ahmed toward Stokes’s tent. “You stay here, Ahmed, you hear me? You stay here!”


      “I come with you,” Ahmed insisted?


      “You bloody well stay,” Sharpe said. He twitched Ahmed’s red coat. “You’re a soldier now. That means you take orders, understand? You obey. And I’m ordering you to stay here.”


      The boy scowled, but he seemed to accept the orders, and Stokes showed him a place where he could sleep. Afterward the two men talked, or rather Sharpe listened as Stokes enthused about some fine quartz he had discovered in rocks broken open by the enemy’s counter-battery fire. Eventually the Major began yawning. Sharpe finished his tea, said his good night and then, making certain that Ahmed did not see him go, he slipped away into the dark.


      He still could not sleep. He wished Clare had not gone to Eli Lockhart, although he was glad for the cavalryman that she had, but her absence made Sharpe feel lonely. He walked to the cliff’s edge and he stood staring across the great gulf toward the fortress. A few lights showed in Gawilghur, and every twenty minutes or so the rocky isthmus would be lit by the monstrous flame of the eighteen-pounder gun. The balls would rattle against stone, then there would be silence except for the distant sound of singing, the crackle of insects and the soft sigh of the wind against the cliffs. Once, when the great gun fired, Sharpe distinctly saw the three ragged holes in the two walls. And why, he wondered, was he so intent on going into those deathtraps? Was it revenge? Just to find Hakeswill and Dodd? He could wait for the attackers to do their work, then stroll into the fort unopposed, but he knew he would not choose that easy path. He would go with Kenny’s men and he would fight his way into Gawilghur for no other reason than pride. He was failing as an officer. The 74th had rejected him, the Rifles did not yet know him, so Sharpe must take a reputation back to England if he was to stand any chance of success.


      So tomorrow he must fight. Or else he must sell his commission and leave the army. He had thought about that, but he wanted to stay in uniform. He enjoyed the army, he even suspected he was good at the army’s business of fighting the King’s enemies. So tomorrow he would do it again, and thus demonstrate that he deserved the red sash and the sword.


      So in the morning, when the drums beat and the enemy guns beat even harder, Sharpe would go into Gawilghur.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 9

    


    
      At dawn there was a mist in Deogaum, a mist that sifted through the rain trees and pooled in the valleys and beaded on the tents. “A touch of winter, don’t you think?” Sir Arthur Wellesley commented to his aide, Campbell.


      “The thermometer’s showing seventy-eight degrees, sir,” the young Scotsman answered dryly.


      “Only a touch of winter, Campbell, only a touch,” the General said. He was standing outside his tent, a cup and saucer in one hand, staring up through the wisps of mist to where the rising sun threw a brilliant light on Gawilghur’s soaring cliffs. A servant stood behind with Wellesley’s coat, hat and sword, a second servant held his horse, while a third waited to take the cup and saucer. “How’s Harness?” the General asked Campbell.


      “I believe he now sleeps most of the time, sir,” Campbell replied. Colonel Harness had been relieved of the command of his brigade. He had been found ranting in the camp, demanding that his Highlanders form fours and follow him southward to fight against dragons, papists and Whigs.


      “Sleeps?” the General asked. “What are the doctors doing? Pouring rum down his gullet?”


      “I believe it is tincture of opium, sir, but most likely flavored with rum.”


      “Poor Harness,” Wellesley grunted, then sipped his tea. From high above him there came the sound of a pair of twelve-pounder guns that had been hauled to the summit of the conical hill that reared just south of the fortress. Wellesley knew those guns were doing no good, but he had stubbornly insisted that they fire at the fortress gate that looked out across the vast plain. The gunners had warned the General that the weapons would be ineffective, that they would be firing too far and too high above them, but Wellesley had wanted the fortress to know that an assault might come from the south as well as across the rocky isthmus to the north, and so he had ordered the sappers to drag the two weapons up through the entangling jungle and to make a battery on the hilltop. The guns, firing at their maximum elevation, were just able to throw their missiles to Gawilghur’s southern entrance, but by the time the round shot reached the gate it was spent of all force and simply bounced back down the steep slope. But that was not the point. The point was to keep some of the garrison looking southward, so that not every man could be thrown against the assault on the breaches.


      That assault would not start for five hours yet, for before Lieutenant Colonel Kenny led his men against the breaches, Wellesley wanted his other attackers to be in place. Those were two columns of redcoats that were even now climbing the two steep roads that twisted up the great cliffs. Colonel Wallace, with his own 74th and a battalion of sepoys, would approach the Southern Gate, while the 78th and another native battalion would climb the road which led to the ravine between the forts. Both columns could expect to come under heavy artillery fire, and neither could hope to break into the fortress, but their job was only to distract the defenders while Kenny’s men made for the breaches.


      Wellesley drained the tea, made a wry face at its bitter taste and held out the cup and saucer for the servant. “Time to go, Campbell.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Wellesley had thought about riding to the plateau and entering the fortress behind Kenny, but he guessed his presence would merely distract men who had enough problems to face without worrying about their commander’s approval. Instead he would ride the steep southern road and join Wallace and the 74th. All those men could hope for was that the other attackers got inside the Inner Fort and opened the Southern Gate, or else they would have to march ignominiously back down the hill to their encampment. It was all or nothing, Wellesley thought. Victory or disgrace.


      He mounted, waited for his aides to assemble, then touched his horse’s flank with his spurs. God help us now, he prayed, God help us now.


      Lieutenant Colonel Kenny examined the breaches through a telescope that he had propped on a rock close to one of the breaching batteries. The guns were firing, but he ignored the vast noise as he gazed at the stone ramps which his men must climb. “They’re steep, man,” he grumbled, “damned steep.”


      “The walls are built on a slope,” Major Stokes pointed out, “so the breaches are steep of necessity.”


      “Damned hard to climb though,” Kenny said.


      “They’re practical,” Stokes declared. He knew the breaches were steep, and that was why the guns were still firing. There was no hope of making the breaches less steep, the slope of the hill saw to that, but at least the continued bombardment gave the attacking infantry the impression that the gunners were attempting to alleviate the difficulties.


      “You’ve made holes in the walls,” Kenny said, “I’ll grant you that. You’ve made holes, but that don’t make them practical holes, Stokes. They’re damned steep.”


      “Of necessity,” Stokes repeated patiently.


      “We ain’t monkeys, you know,” Kenny complained.


      “I think you’ll find them practical, sir,” Stokes said emolliently. He knew, and Kenny knew, that the breaches could not be improved and must therefore be attempted. Kenny’s grumbling, Stokes suspected, was a disguise for nerves, and Stokes could not blame the man. He would not have wanted to carry a sword or musket up those rugged stone slopes to whatever horrors the enemy had prepared on the other side.


      Kenny grunted. “I suppose they’ll have to suffice,” he said grudgingly, snapping his telescope shut. He flinched as one of the eighteen-pounders roared and billowed smoke all about the battery, then he strode into the acrid cloud, shouting for Major Plummer, the gunner officer.


      Plummer, powder-stained and sweating, loomed out of the smoke. “Sir?”


      “You’ll keep your pieces firing till we’re well on the breaches?”


      “I will, sir.”


      “That should keep their damned heads down,” Kenny said, then fished a watch from his fob. “I make it ten minutes after nine.”


      “Eight minutes after,” Plummer said.


      “Exactly nine o’clock,” Stokes said, tapping his watch to see if the hands were stuck.


      “We’ll use my timepiece,” Kenny decreed, “and we’ll move forward on the strike of ten o’clock. And remember, Plummer, keep firing till we’re there! Don’t be chary, man, don’t stop just because we’re close to the summit. Batter the bastards! Batter the bastards!” He frowned at Ahmed who was staying close to Stokes. The boy was wearing his red coat which was far too big for him, and Kenny seemed on the point of demanding an explanation for the boy’s odd garb, then abruptly shrugged and walked away.


      He went to where his men crouched on the track that led to the fortress gate. They were sheltered from the defenders by the lie of the land, but the moment they advanced over a small rocky rise they would become targets. They then had three hundred yards of open ground to cross, and as they neared the broken walls they would be squeezed into the narrow space between the tank and the precipice where they could expect the fire of the defenders to be at its fiercest. After that it was a climb to the breaches and to whatever horrors waited out of sight.


      The men sat, trying to find what small shade was offered by bushes or rocks. Many were half drunk, for their officers had issued extra rations of arrack and rum. None carried a pack, they had only their muskets, their ammunition and bayonets. A few, not many, prayed. An officer of the Scotch Brigade knelt bare-headed among a group of his men, and Kenny, intrigued by the sight, swerved toward the kneeling soldiers to hear them softly repeating the Twenty-Third Psalm. Most men just sat, heads low, consumed by their thoughts. The officers forced conversation.


      Behind Kenny’s thousand men was a second assault force, also composed of sepoys and Scotsmen, which would follow Kenny into the breach. If Kenny failed then the second storming party would try to go farther, but if Kenny succeeded they would secure the Outer Fort while Kenny’s troops went on to assault the Inner. Small groups of gunners were included in both assault groups. Their orders were to find whatever serviceable cannon still existed in the Outer Fort and turn them against the defenders beyond the ravine.


      An officer wearing the white facings of the 74th picked his way up the track between the waiting troops. The man had a cheap Indian sabre at his waist and, unusually for an officer, was carrying a musket and cartridge box. Kenny hailed him. “Who the devil are you?”


      “Sharpe, sir.”


      The name rang a bell in Kenny’s mind. “Wellesley’s man?”


      “Don’t know about that, sir.”


      Kenny scowled at the evasion. “You were at Assaye, yes?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe admitted.


      Kenny’s expression softened. He knew of Sharpe and he admired a brave man. “So what the devil are you doing here, Sharpe? Your regiment is miles away! They’re climbing the road from Deogaum.”


      “I was stranded here, sir,” Sharpe said, deciding there was no point in trying to deliver a longer explanation, “and there wasn’t time to join the 74th, sir, so I was hoping to go with my old company. That’s Captain Morris’s men, sir.” He nodded up the track to where the 33rd’s Light Company was gathered among some boulders. “With your permission of course, sir.”


      “No doubt Morris will be glad of your help, Sharpe,” Kenny said, “as will I.” He was impressed by Sharpe’s appearance, for the Ensign was tall, evidently strong and had a roguish fierceness about his face. In the breach, the Colonel knew, victory or defeat as often as not came down to a man’s skill and strength, and Sharpe looked as if he knew how to use his weapons. “Good luck to you, Sharpe.”


      “And the best to you, sir,” Sharpe said warmly.


      He walked on, his borrowed musket heavy on his shoulder. Eli Lockhart and Syud Sevajee were waiting with their men among the third group, the soldiers who would occupy the fort after the assault troops had done their work, if, indeed, the leading two thousand men managed to get through the walls. A rumor was spreading that the breaches were too steep and that no one could carry a weapon and climb the ramps at the same time. The men believed they would need to use their hands to scramble up the stony piles, and so they would be easy targets for any defenders at the top of the breaches. The gunners, they grumbled, should have brought down more of the wall, if not all of it, and the proof of that assertion was the guns’ continual firing. Why would the guns go on gnawing at the wall if the breaches were already practical? They could hear the strike of round shot on stone, hear the occasional tumble of rubble, but what they could not hear was any fire from the fortress. The bastards were saving their fire for the assault.


      Sharpe edged among sepoys who were carrying one of Major Stokes’s bamboo ladders. The dark faces grinned at him, and one man offered Sharpe a canteen which proved to contain a strongly spiced arrack. Sharpe took a small sip, then amused the sepoys by pretending to be astonished by the liquor’s fierceness. “That’s rare stuff, lads,” Sharpe said, then walked on toward his old comrades. They watched his approach with a mixture of surprise, welcome and apprehension. When the 33rd’s Light Company had last seen Sharpe he had been a sergeant, and not long before that he had been a private strapped to the punishment triangle; now he wore a sword and sash. Although officers promoted from the ranks were not supposed to serve with their old units, Sharpe had friends among these men and if he was to climb the steep rubble of Gawilghur’s breaches then he would rather do it among friends.


      Captain Morris was no friend, and he watched Sharpe’s approach with foreboding. Sharpe headed straight for his old company commander. “Good to see you; Charles,” he said, knowing that his use of the Christian name would irritate Morris. “Nice morning, eh?”


      Morris looked left and right as though seeking someone who could help him confront this upstart from his past. Morris had never liked Sharpe, indeed he had conspired with Obadiah Hakeswill to have Sharpe flogged in the hope that the punishment would end in death, but Sharpe had survived and had been commissioned. Now the bastard was being familiar, and there was nothing Morris could do about it. “Sharpe,” he managed to say.


      “Thought I’d join you, Charles,” Sharpe said airily. “I’ve been stranded up here, and Kenny reckoned I might be useful to you.”


      “Of course,” Morris said, conscious of his men’s gaze. Morris would have liked to tell Sharpe to bugger a long way off, but he could not commit such impoliteness to a fellow officer in front of his men. “I never congratulated you,” he forced himself to say.


      “No time like the present,” Sharpe said.


      Morris blushed. “Congratulations.”


      “Thank you, Charles,” Sharpe said, then turned and looked at the company. Most grinned at him, but a few men avoided his gaze. “No Sergeant Hakeswill?” Sharpe asked guilelessly.


      “He was captured by the enemy,” Morris said. The Captain was staring at Sharpe’s coat which was not quite big enough and looked, somehow, familiar.


      Sharpe saw Morris frowning at the jacket. “You like the coat?” he asked.


      “What?” Morris asked, confused by his suspicions and by Sharpe’s easy manner. Morris himself was wearing an old coat that was disfigured by brown cloth patches.


      “I bought the coat after Assaye,” Sharpe said. “You weren’t there, were you?”


      “No.”


      “Nor at Argaum?”


      “No,” Morris said, stiffening slightly. He resented the fact that Sharpe had survived those battles and was now suggesting, however delicately, that the experience gave him an advantage. The truth was that it did, but Morris could not admit that any more than he could admit his jealousy of Sharpe’s reputation.


      “So what are our orders today?” Sharpe asked.


      Morris could not accustom himself to this confident Sharpe who treated him as an equal and he was tempted not to answer, but the question was reasonable and Sharpe was undoubtedly an officer, if merely an ensign. “Once we’re through the first wall,” Morris answered unhappily, “Kenny’s going to attack the left-hand upper breach and he wants us to seal off the right upper breach.”


      “Sounds like a decent morning’s work,” Sharpe said happily, then raised a hand to Garrard. “How are you, Tom?”


      “Pleased you’re here, sir.”


      “Couldn’t let you babies go into a breach without some help,” Sharpe said, then held out his hand to Sergeant Green. “Good to see you, Sergeant.”


      “Grand to see you too, sir,” Green said, shaking Sharpe’s hand. “I heard you’d been commissioned and I hardly dared believe it!”


      “You know what they say about scum, Sergeant,” Sharpe said. “Always floats to the top, eh?” Some of the men laughed, especially when Sharpe glanced at Morris who had, indeed, expressed that very opinion not long before. Others scowled, for there were plenty in the company who resented Sharpe’s good fortune.


      One of them, a dark-faced man called Crowley, spat. “You always were a lucky bastard, Sharpie.”


      Sharpe seemed to ignore the remark as he stepped through the seated company and greeted more of his old friends, but when he was behind Crowley he turned abruptly and pushed out the butt of his slung musket so that the heavy stock thumped into the private’s head. Crowley let out a yelp and turned to see Sharpe standing above him. “The word, Crowley,” Sharpe said menacingly, “is ‘sir.’”


      Crowley met Sharpe’s gaze, but could not hold it. “Yes, sir,” he said meekly.


      “I’m sorry I was careless with the musket, Crowley,” Sharpe said.


      There was another burst of laughter, making Morris scowl, but he was quite uncertain of how to deal with Sharpe and so he said nothing. Watson, a Welsh private who had joined the regiment rather than face an assize court, jerked a thumb toward the fort. “They say the breaches are too steep, Mr. Sharpe.”


      “Nothing to what you Welsh boys climb every day in the mountains,” Sharpe said. He had borrowed Major Stokes’s telescope shortly after dawn and stared at the breaches, and he had not much liked what he had seen, but this was no time to tell the truth. “We’re going to give the buggers a right bloody thrashing, lads,” he said instead. “I’ve fought these Mahrattas twice now and they don’t stand. They look good, but press home on the bastards and they turn and run like jackrabbits. Just keep going, boys, keep fighting, and the buggers’ll give up.”


      It was the speech Morris should have made to them, and Sharpe had not even known he was going to make any kind of speech when he opened his mouth, but somehow the words had come. And he was glad, for the men looked relieved at his confidence, then some of them looked nervous again as they watched a sepoy coming up the track with a British flag in his hands. Colonel Kenny and his aides walked behind the man, all with drawn swords. Captain Morris drank deep from his canteen, and the smell of rum wafted to Sharpe.


      The guns fired on, crumbling the breaches’ shoulders and filling the air with smoke and dust as they tried to make the rough way smooth. Soldiers, sensing that the order to advance was about to be given, stood and hefted their weapons. Some touched rabbits’ feet hidden in pockets, or whatever other small token gave them a fingerhold on life. One man vomited, another trembled. Sweat poured down their faces.


      “Four ranks,” Morris said.


      “Into ranks! Quick now!” Sergeant Green snapped. A howitzer shell arced overhead then plummeted toward the fort trailing its wisp of fuse smoke. Sharpe heard the shell explode, then watched another shell follow. A man dashed out of the ranks into the rocks, lowered his trousers and emptied his bowels. Everyone pretended not to notice until the smell struck them, then they jeered as the embarrassed man went back to his place. “That’s enough!” Green said.


      A sepoy drummer with an old-fashioned mitered shako on his head gave his drum a couple of taps, while a piper from the Scotch Brigade filled his bag then settled the instrument under his elbow. Colonel Kenny was looking at his watch. The guns fired on, their smoke drifting down to the waiting men. The sepoy with the flag was at the front of the forming column, and Sharpe guessed the enemy must be able to see the bright tip of the color above the rocky crest.


      Sharpe took the bayonet from his belt and slotted it onto the musket. He was not wearing the sabre that Ahmed had stolen from Morris, for he knew the weapon would be identifiable, and so he had a tulwar that he had borrowed from Syud Sevajee. He did not trust the weapon. He had seen too many Indian blades break in combat. Besides he was used to a musket and bayonet.


      “Fix bayonets!” Morris ordered, prompted by the sight of Sharpe’s blade.


      “And save your fire till you’re hard in the breach,” Sharpe added. “You’ve got one shot, lads, so don’t waste it. You won’t have time to reload till you’re through both walls.”


      Morris scowled at this unasked-for advice, but the men seemed grateful for it, just as they were grateful that they were not in the front ranks of Kenny’s force. That honor had gone to the Grenadier Company of the 94th who thus formed the Forlorn Hope. Usually the Hope, that group of men who went first into a breach to spring the enemy traps and fight down the immediate defenders, was composed of volunteers, but Kenny had decided to do without a proper Forlorn Hope. He wanted to fill the breaches quickly and so overwhelm the defenses by numbers, and thus hard behind the Scotch Brigade’s grenadiers were two more companies of Scots, then came the sepoys and Morris’s men. Hard and fast, Kenny had told them, hard and fast. Leave the wounded behind you, he had ordered, and just get up the damned breaches and start killing.


      The Colonel looked at his watch a last time, then snapped its lid shut and put it into a pocket. He took a breath, hefted his sword, then shouted one word. “Now!”


      And the flag went forward across the crest and behind it came a wave of men who hurried toward the walls.


      For a few seconds the fortress was silent, then the first rocket was fired. It seared toward the advancing troops, trailing its plume of thick smoke, then abruptly twisted and climbed into the clear sky.


      Then the guns began.


      Colonel William Dodd saw the errant rocket twist into the sky, falter amid a growing tumult of its own smoke, then fall. Manu Bappoo’s guns began to fire and Dodd knew, though he could not see over the loom of the Outer Fort, that the British attack was coming. “Gopal!” he called to his second in command.


      “Sahib?”


      “Close the gates.”


      “Sahib?” Gopal frowned at the Colonel. It had been agreed with Manu Bappoo that the four gates that barred the entranceway to the Inner Fort would be left open so that the defenders of the Outer Fort could retreat swiftly if it was necessary. Dodd had even posted a company to guard the outermost gate to make sure that no British pursuers could get in behind Manu Bappoo’s men, yet now he was suggesting that the gates should be shut? “You want me to close them, sahib?” Gopal asked, wondering if he had misheard.


      “Close them, bar them and forget them,” Dodd said happily, “and pull the platoon back inside the fort. I have another job for them.”


      “But, sahib, if—”


      “You heard me, Jemadar! Move!”


      Gopal ran to do Dodd’s bidding, while the Colonel himself walked along the fire step that edged the entranceway to make certain that his orders were being obeyed. He watched, satisfied, as the troops guarding the outer gate were brought back into the fortress and then as, one by one, the four vast gates were pushed shut. The great locking bars, each as thick as a man’s thigh, were dropped into their metal brackets. The Outer Fort was now isolated. If Manu Bappoo repelled the British then it would be a simple matter to open the gates again, but if he lost, and if he fled, then he would find himself trapped between Dodd’s Cobras and the advancing British.


      Dodd walked to the center of the fire step and there climbed onto an embrasure so that he could talk to as many of his men as possible. “You will see that I have shut the gates,” he shouted, “and they will stay shut! They will not be opened except by my express permission. Not if all the maharajahs of India stand out there and demand entrance! The gates stay shut. Do you understand?”


      The white-coated soldiers, or at least those few who spoke some English, nodded while the rest had Dodd’s orders translated. None showed much interest in the decision. They trusted their Colonel, and if he wanted the gates kept closed, then so be it.


      Dodd watched the smoke thicken on the far side of the Outer Fort. A grim struggle was being waged there, but it was nothing to do with him. He would only begin to fight when the British attacked across the ravine, but their attacks would achieve nothing. The only way into the Inner Fort was through the gates, and that was impossible. The British might batter down the first gate with cannon fire, but once through the arch they would discover that the entranceway turned sharply to the left, so their gun could not fire through the passage to batter down the three other doors. They would have to fight their way up the narrow passage, try to destroy the successive gates with axes, and all the while his men would be pouring slaughter on them from the flanking walls.


      “Sahib?” Gopal called, and Dodd turned to see that the Jemadar was pointing up the path that led to the palace. Beny Singh had appeared on the path, flanked by a servant carrying a parasol to protect the Killadar from the hot sun.


      “Send him up here, Jemadar!” Dodd shouted back.


      Dodd felt a quiet exaltation at the neatness of his tactics. Manu Bappoo was already cut off from safety, and only Beny Singh was now left as a rival to Dodd’s supremacy. Dodd was tempted to cut the Killadar down here and now, but the murder would have been witnessed by members of the garrison who were still loyal to Beny Singh, and so instead Dodd greeted the Killadar with a respectful bow. “What’s happening?” Beny Singh demanded. He was breathing hard from the effort of climbing to the fire step, then he cried out in dismay because the guns on the southern wall of the Outer Fort, those guns that overlooked the ravine, had suddenly opened fire to pump gouts of gray-white smoke.


      “I fear, sahib,” Dodd said, “that the enemy are overwhelming the fort.”


      “They’re doing what?” The Killadar, who was dressed for battle in a clean white robe girdled by a red cummerbund and hung with a jeweled scabbard, looked horrified. He watched the smoke spread across the ravine. He was puzzled because it was not at all clear what the nearer guns were firing at. “But the enemy can’t get in here!”


      “There are other British soldiers approaching, sahib,” Dodd said, and he pointed to the smoke cloud above the ravine. The guns on the near side of the Outer Fort, most of them small three- and five-pounder cannon, were aiming their pieces westward, which meant that British troops must be approaching up the steep road which led from the plain. Those troops were still out of Dodd’s sight, but the gunnery from the Outer Fort was eloquent proof of their presence. “There must be redcoats coming towards the ravine,” Dodd explained, “and we never foresaw that the British might assault in more than one place.” Dodd told the lie smoothly. “I have no doubt they have men coming up the southern road too.”


      “They do,” the Killadar confirmed.


      Dodd shuddered, as though the news overwhelmed him with despair. “We shall do our best,” he promised, “but I cannot defend everything at once. I fear the British will gain the victory this day.” He bowed to the Killadar again. “I am so very sorry, sahib. But you can gain an immortal reputation by joining the fight. We might lose today’s battle, but in years to come men will sing songs about the defiance of Beny Singh. And how better for a soldier to die, sahib, than with a sword in his hand and his enemies dead about his feet?”


      Beny Singh blanched at the thought. “My daughters!” he croaked.


      “Alas,” Dodd said gravely, “they will become soldiers’ toys. But you should not worry, sahib. In my experience the prettiest girls usually find a soldier to defend them. He is usually a big man, crude and forceful, but he stops the other men from raping his woman, except his friends, of course, who will be allowed some liberties. I am sure your wives and daughters will find men eager to protect them.”


      Beny Singh fled from Dodd’s reassurances. Dodd smiled as the Killadar ran, then turned and walked toward Hakeswill who was posted in the bastion above the innermost gate. The Sergeant had been issued with a sword to accompany his black sash. He slammed to attention as Dodd approached him. “Stand easy, Mr. Hakeswill,” Dodd said. Hakeswill relaxed slightly. He liked being called “Mr.,” it somehow seemed appropriate. If that little bastard Sharpe could be a mister and wear a sword, then so could he. “I shall have a job for you in a few minutes, Mr. Hakeswill,” Dodd said.


      “I shall be honored, sir,” Hakeswill replied.


      Dodd watched the Killadar hurry up the path toward the palace. “Our honored commander,” he said sarcastically, “is taking some bad news to the palace. We must give the news time to take root there.”


      “Bad news, sir?”


      “He thinks we’re going to lose,” Dodd explained.


      “I pray not, sir.”


      “As do I, Mr. Hakeswill, as do I. Fervently!” Dodd turned to watch the gunners in the Outer Fort and he saw how puny their small cannon were and he reckoned that such fire would not hold up the redcoats for long. The British would be in the ravine in half an hour, maybe less. “In ten minutes, Mr. Hakeswill, you will lead your company to the palace and you will order the Arab guards to come and defend the walls.”


      Hakeswill’s face twitched. “Don’t speak their heathen language, sir, begging your pardon, sir.”


      “You don’t need their language. You’ve got a musket, use it. And if anyone questions your authority, Mr. Hakeswill, you have my permission to shoot them.”


      “Shoot them, sir? Yes, sir. With pleasure, sir.”


      “Anyone at all, Mr. Hakeswill.”


      Hakeswill’s face twitched again. “That fat little bugger, sir, him what was just here with the curly moustache…”


      “The Killadar? If he questions you…”


      “I shoot the bugger, sir.”


      “Exactly.” Dodd smiled. He had seen into Hakeswill’s soul and discovered it was black as filth, and perfect for his purposes. “Do it for me, Mr. Hakeswill, and I shall gazette you as a captain in the Cobras. Your havildar speaks some English, doesn’t he?”


      “A kind of English, sir,” Hakeswill said.


      “Make sure he understands you. The palace guards are to be dispatched to the walls.”


      “They will, sir, or else they’ll be dead ’uns.”


      “Very good,” Dodd said. “But wait ten minutes.”


      “I shall, sir. And good day to you, sir.” Hakeswill saluted, about-faced and marched down the ramparts.


      Dodd turned back to the Outer Fort. Rockets seared out of the smoke cloud above which Manu Bappoo’s flag still hung. Faintly, very faintly, Dodd could hear men shouting, but the sound was being drowned by the roar of the guns which unsettled the silver-gray monkeys in the ravine. The beasts turned puzzled black faces up toward the men on the Inner Fort’s walls as though they could find an answer to the noise and stink that was consuming the day.


      A day which, to Dodd’s way of thinking, was going perfectly.


      The 33rd’s Light Company had been waiting a little to the side of the track and Captain Morris deliberately stayed there, allowing almost all of Kenny’s assault troops to go past before he led his men out of the rocks. He thus ensured that he was at the rear of the assault, a place which offered the greatest measure of safety.


      Once Morris moved his men onto the fort’s approach road he deliberately fell in behind a sepoy ladder party so that his progress was impeded. He walked at the head of his men, but turned repeatedly. “Keep in files, Sergeant!” he snapped at Green more than once.


      Sharpe walked alongside the company, curbing his long stride to the slow pace set by Morris. It took a moment to reach the small crest in the road, but then they were in sight of the fortress and Sharpe could only stare in awe at the weight of fire that seemed to pour from the battered walls.


      The Mahrattas’ bigger guns had been unseated, but they possessed a myriad of smaller cannon, some little larger than blunderbusses, and those weapons now roared and coughed and spat their flames toward the advancing troops so that the black walls were half obscured behind the patchwork of smoke that vented from every embrasure. Rockets added to the confusion. Some hissed up into the sky, but others seared into the advancing men to slice fiery passages through the ranks.


      The leading company had not yet reached the outer breach, but was hurrying into the narrow space between the precipice to the east and the tank to the west. They jostled as their files were compressed, and then the gunfire seemed to concentrate on those men and Sharpe had an impression of blood misting the air as the round shot slammed home at a range of a mere hundred paces. There were big round bastions on either flank of the breach, and their summits were edged with perpetual flame as the defenders took turns to blast muskets down into the mass of attackers. The British guns were still firing, their shots exploding bursts of dust and stone from the breach, or else hammering into the embrasures in an effort to dull the enemy’s fire.


      An aide came running back down the path. “Hurry!” he called. “Hurry!”


      Morris made no effort to hasten his pace. The leading Scots were past the tank now and climbing the gentle slope toward the walls, but that slope became ever steeper as it neared the breach. The man with the flag was in front, then he was engulfed by Highlanders racing to reach the stones. Kenny led them, sword in hand. Muskets suddenly flamed from the breach summit, obscuring it with smoke, and then an eighteen-pounder shot churned up the smoke and threw up a barrowload of broken stone amid which an enemy musket wheeled. Sharpe quickened his pace. He could feel a kind of rage inside, and he wondered if that was fear, but there was an excitement too, and an anxiety that he would miss the fight.


      He could see the fight clearly enough, for the breach was high above the approach road and the Scots, scrambling up using their hands, were clearly visible. The British gunners were still firing, hammering round shot just inches over the Scotsmen’s heads to keep the summit of the breach clear of the enemy, and then, abruptly, the guns stopped and the redcoats climbed into the dust that hung thick above the shattered stones. A mass of Arabs climbed the breach’s inner slope, coming to oppose the Scots, and scimitars rang against bayonets. The red coats of the attackers were turned pink by the stone dust. Colonel Kenny was in the front rank, straddling a chunk of masonry as he parried a scimitar. He lunged, piercing an enemy’s throat, then stepped forward, downward, knowing he was across the summit and oblivious of the muskets that flamed above him from the upper wall. The British gunners, their weapons relaid, started to fire at the upper wall, driving the defenders away from the fire step. The Scots rammed their bayonets forward, kicked the dead off the blades, stepped over the corpses and followed Kenny down to the space inside the walls. “This way!” Kenny shouted. “This way!” He led the rush of men to the left, to where the inner breach waited, its slope twitching as the round shot slammed home. Some Arabs, fleeing the Scotsmen’s snarling rage, died as they tried to climb the inner breach and were struck by the cannonballs. Blood spattered across the inner wall, smeared the ramp, then was whitened by the dust.


      Kenny glanced behind to make sure that the column was close behind him. “Keep them coming,” he shouted to an aide who stood on the summit of the first breach. “Keep them coming!” Kenny spat a mouthful of dust, then shouted at the Scots to start the ascent of the second breach.


      “Hurry! Hurry!” Kenny’s aides who were still outside the walls urged on the column. The rearmost ranks of the Colonel’s assault party were stringing out, and the second storming group was not far behind. “Close up!” the aides urged the laggards. “Close up!”


      Morris reluctantly quickened. The sepoys carrying the ladders were running down the slight slope which led to the narrow space beside the tank where the enemy’s guns were aimed. All along Gawilghur’s walls the smoke jetted, the flames spat and the rockets blasted out in gouts of smoke and streams of sparks. Even arrows were being fired. One clattered on a rock near Sharpe, then spun into the grass.


      The Scots were climbing the inner breach now, and a stream of men was vanishing over the rocky summit of the outer breach. No mines had awaited the attackers, and no cannon had been placed athwart the breach to blast them as they flooded through the wall. Sepoys scrambled up the stones.


      “Hurry!” the aides shouted. “Hurry!”


      Sharpe ran down the slope toward the tank. His canteen and haversack thumped on his waist, and sweat poured down his face. “Slow down!” Morris shouted at him, but Sharpe ignored the call. The company was breaking apart as the more eager of the men hurried to catch up with Sharpe and the others dallied with Morris. “Slow down, damn you!” Morris called to Sharpe again.


      “Keep going!” Kenny’s aides shouted. Two of them had been posted beside the tank and they gestured the men on. The round shot of the breaching batteries hammered above their heads making a noise like great barrels rolling across floorboards, then cracked into the smoke-rimmed upper wall. A green and red flag waved there. Sharpe saw an Arab aim a musket, then smoke obscured the sight. A small cannonball struck a sepoy, throwing him back and smearing the stony road with blood and guts. Sharpe leaped the sprawling body and saw he had reached the reservoir. The water was low and scummed green. Two Scots and a sepoy lay on the sun-baked mud, their blood seeping into the cracks that crazed the bank. A musket ball hammered into the mud, then a small round shot lashed into the rear of Morris’s company and bowled over two men. “Leave them!” an aide shouted. “Just leave them!” A rocket smashed close by Sharpe’s head, enveloping him in smoke and sparks. A wounded man crawled back beside the road, trailing a shattered leg. Another, blood oozing from his belly, collapsed on the mud and lapped at the filthy water.


      Sharpe half choked on the thick smoke as he stumbled up the rising ground. Big black round shot lay here, left from the cannonade that had made the first breach. Two redcoat bodies had been heaved aside, three others twitched and called for help, but Kenny had posted another aide here to keep the troops moving. Dust spurted where musket balls lashed into die ground, then Sharpe was on the breach itself, half lost his balance as he climbed the ramp, and then was pushed from behind. Men jostled up the stones, clambered up, hauled themselves up with one hand while the other gripped their musket. Sharpe put his hand on a smear of blood. The dusty rubble was almost too hot to touch, and the ramp was much longer than Sharpe had anticipated. Men shouted hoarsely as they climbed, and still the bullets thudded down. An arrow struck and quivered in a musket stock. A rocket crashed into the flood of men, parting it momentarily as the carcass flamed madly where it had lodged between a boulder and a cannonball. Someone unceremoniously dumped a dead Scotsman on top of the hissing rocket and the press of men clambered on up over the corpse.


      Once at the summit the attackers turned to their left and ran down the inside of the breach to the dry grass that separated the two walls. A fight was going on in the left-hand breach, and men were bunching behind it, but Sharpe could see the Scots were gradually inching up the slope. By God, he thought, but they were almost in! The British guns had ceased firing for fear of hitting their own men.


      Sharpe turned right, going to the second inner breach that Morris’s company was supposed to seal off. High above him, from the fire step of the inner wall, defenders leaned over to fire down into the space between the ramparts. Sharpe seemed to be running through a hail of bullets that magically did not touch him. Smoke wreathed about him, then he saw the broken stones of the breach in front and he leaped onto them and clambered upward. “I’m with you, Dick!” Tom Garrard shouted just behind, then a man appeared in the smoke above Sharpe and heaved down a balk of wood.


      The timber struck Sharpe on the chest, throwing him back onto Garrard who clutched at him as the two men fell on the stones. Sharpe swore as a fusillade of musket fire came down from the breach summit. A handful of men was with him, maybe six or seven, but none seemed to be hit. They crouched behind him, waiting for orders. “No farther!” Morris shouted. “No farther!”


      “Bugger him,” Sharpe said, and he picked up his musket. Just then the British guns, seeing that the right-hand breach was still occupied by the Mahrattas, opened fire again and the balls hammered into the stones just a few feet over Sharpe’s head. One defender was caught smack in the belly by an eighteen-pounder shot and it seemed to Sharpe that the man simply disintegrated in a red shower. Sharpe ducked as the blood poured down the stones, trickling past him and Garrard in small torrents. “Jesus,” Sharpe said. Another round shot slammed into the breach, the sound of the ball’s strike as loud as thunder. Shards of stone whipped past Sharpe, and he seemed to be breathing nothing but hot dust.


      “No farther!” Morris said. “Here! To me! Rally! Rally!” He was crouched under the inner wall, safe from the defenders on the breach, though high above him, on the undamaged fire step, Arab soldiers still leaned out to fire straight down. “Sharpe! Come here!” Morris ordered.


      “Come on!” Sharpe shouted. Bugger Morris, and bugger all the other officers who said you could put a racing saddle on a carthorse, but the beast would not go quick. “Come on!” he shouted again as he clambered up the stones, and suddenly there were more men to his right, but they were Scots, and he saw that the leading men of the second assault group had reached the fortress. A red-haired lieutenant led them, a claymore in his hand.


      The Lieutenant was climbing the center of the breach, while Sharpe was trying to clamber up the steeper flank. The Highlanders went past Sharpe, screaming at the enemy, and the sight of their red coats made the British gunners cease fire, and immediately the breach summit filled with robed men who carried curved swords with blades as thick as cleavers. Swords clashed, muskets crashed, and the red-haired Lieutenant shook like a gaffed eel as a scimitar sliced into his belly. He turned and fell toward Sharpe, dropping his claymore. A line of defenders was now firing down the breach, while a huge Arab, who looked seven feet tall to Sharpe, stood in the center with a reddened scimitar and dared any man to challenge him. Two did, and both he threw back in a shower of blood. “Light Company!” Sharpe shouted. “Give those bastards fire! Fire!”


      Some muskets banged behind him and the row of defenders seemed to stagger back, but they closed up again, rallied by the huge man with the bloodstained scimitar. Sharpe had his left hand on the broken shoulder of the wall and he used it to haul himself up, then twisted aside as the closest Arabs turned and fired at him. The balls whiplashed past as a flaming lump of wadding struck Sharpe on the cheek. He let go of the wall and fell backward as a grinning man tried to stab him with a bayonet. Dear God, but the breach was steep! His cheek was burned and his new coat scorched. The Scots tried again, surging up the center of the breach to be met by a line of Arab blades. More Arabs came from inside the fortress and poured a volley of musket fire down the face of the ramp. Sharpe aimed his musket at the tall Arab and pulled the trigger. The gun hammered into his shoulder, but when the smoke cleared the big man was still standing and still fighting. The Arabs were winning here, they were pressing down the face of the breach and chanting a bloodcurdling war cry as they killed. A man rammed a bayonet at Sharpe, he parried it with his own, but then an enemy grasped Sharpe’s musket by the muzzle and tugged it upward. Sharpe cursed, but held on, then saw a scimitar slashing toward him and so he let go of the musket and fell back again. “Bastards,” he swore, then saw the dead Scottish Lieutenant’s claymore lying on the stones. He picked it up and swept it at the ankles of the Arabs above him, and the blade bit home and threw one man down, and the Scots were charging up the breach again, climbing over their own dead and screaming a raw shout of hate that was matched by the Arabs’ cries of victory.


      Sharpe climbed again. He balanced on the steep stones and hacked with the claymore, driving the enemy back. He scrambled up two more feet, wreathed in bitter smoke, and reached the spot where he could grip the wall at the edge of the breach. All he could do now was hold on to the stone with his left hand and thrust and swing with the sword. He drove men back, but then the big Arab saw him and came across the breach, bellowing at his comrades to leave the redcoat’s death to his scimitar. He raised the sword high over his head, like an executioner taking aim, and Sharpe was off balance. “Push me, Tom!” he shouted, and Garrard put a hand on Sharpe’s arse and shoved him hard upward just as the scimitar started downward, but Sharpe had let go of the wall and reached out to hook his left hand behind the tall man’s ankle. He tugged hard and the man shouted in alarm as his feet slid out from under him and as he bumped down the breach’s flank. “Now kill him!” Sharpe bellowed and a half-dozen redcoats attacked the fallen man with bayonets as Sharpe hacked at the Arabs coming to the big man’s rescue. His claymore clashed with scimitars, the blades ringing like blacksmith’s hammers on anvils. The big man was twisting and twitching as the bayonets stabbed again and again through his robes. The Scots were back, thrusting and snarling up the center, and Sharpe forced himself up another step. Garrard was beside him now, and the two were only a step from the summit of the breach. “Bastards! Bastards!” Sharpe was panting as he hacked and lunged, but the Arabs’ robes seemed to soak up the blows, then suddenly, almost miraculously, they backed away from him. A musket fired from inside the fortress and one of the Arabs crumpled down onto the breach’s inner ramp, and Sharpe realized that the men who had fought their way through the left-hand breach must have turned and come to attack this breach from the inside. “Come on!” he roared, and he was on the summit at last and there were Scots and Light Company men all about him as they spilled down into the Outer Fortress where a company of the Scotch Brigade waited to welcome them. The defenders were fleeing to the southern gate which would lead them to the refuge of the Inner Fort.


      “Jesus,” Tom Garrard said, leaning over to catch his breath.


      “Are you hurt?” Sharpe asked.


      Garrard shook his head. “Jesus,” he said again. Some enemy gunners, who had stayed with their weapons till the last minute, jumped down from the fire step, dodged past the tired redcoats scattered inside the wall and fled southward. Most of the Scots and sepoys were too breathless to pursue them and contented themselves with some musket shots. A dog barked madly until a sepoy kicked the beast into silence.


      Sharpe stopped. It seemed suddenly quiet, for the big guns were silent at last and the only muskets firing were from the Mahrattas defending the gatehouse. A few small cannon were firing to the south, but Sharpe could not see them, nor guess what their target was. The highest part of the fort lay to his right, and there was nothing on the low summit but dry grassland and a few thorny trees. No defenders gathered there. To his left he could see Kenny’s men assaulting the gatehouse. They were storming the steps to the parapet where a handful of Arabs were making a stand, though they stood no chance, for over a hundred redcoats now gathered under the wall and were firing up at the fire step. The defenders’ robes turned red. They were trapped now between the musket balls and the bayonets of the men climbing the steps, and though some tried to surrender, they were all killed. The other Mahrattas had fled, gone over the high ground in the center of the Outer Fort to the ravine and to the larger fort beyond.


      A vat stood in an embrasure of the wall and Sharpe heaved himself up and found, as he had hoped, that the barrel contained water for the abandoned guns. They were very small cannon, mostly mounted on iron tripods, but they had inflicted a hard punishment on the men crammed along the fort’s approach. The dead and wounded had been pushed aside to make way for the stream of men approaching the breaches. Major Stokes was among them, Ahmed at his side, and Sharpe waved to them, though they did not see him. He dipped his hands in the water, slung it over his face and hair, then stooped and drank. It was filthy stuff, stagnant and bitter with powder debris, but he was desperately thirsty.


      A cheer sounded as Colonel Kenny’s men hoisted the British flag above the captured Delhi Gate. Manu Bappoo’s flag was being folded by an aide, to be carried back to Britain. A squad of Scotsmen unbarred the big inner gate, then the outer one, to let even more redcoats into the fort that had fallen so quickly. Exhausted men slumped in the wall’s shade, but Kenny’s officers were shouting at them to find their units, to load their muskets and move on south.


      “I think our orders are to guard the breach,” Morris suggested as Sharpe jumped down from the fire step.


      “We go on,” Sharpe said savagely.


      “We—”


      “We go on, sir,” Sharpe said, investing the “sir” with a savage scorn.


      “Move, move, move!” a major shouted at Morris. “The job ain’t done yet! Move on!” He waved southward.


      “Sergeant Green,” Morris said reluctantly, “gather the men.”


      Sharpe walked up the hill, going to the high spot in the fort, and once there he stared southward. Beneath him the ground fell away, gently at first, then steeply until it disappeared in a rocky ravine that was deep in shadow. But the far slope was sunlit, and that slope was a precipitous climb to an unbreached wall, and at the wall’s eastern end was a massive gatehouse, far bigger than the one that had just been captured, and that far gatehouse was thick with soldiers. Some had white coats, and Sharpe knew those men. He had fought them before. “Bloody hell,” he said softly.


      “What is it?”


      Sharpe turned and saw Garrard had followed him. “Looks bloody nasty to me, Tom.”


      Garrard stared at the Inner Fort. From here he could see the palace, the gardens and the defenses, and suddenly those defenses were blotted out by smoke as the guns across the ravine opened fire on the redcoats who now spread across the Outer Fort. The round shot screamed past Sharpe and Garrard. “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said again. He had just fought his way through a breach to help capture a fort, only to find that the day’s real work had scarcely begun.


      Manu Bappoo had hoped to defend the breaches by concentrating his best fighters, the Lions of Allah, at their summits, but that hope had been defeated by the British guns that had continued to fire at the breaches until the redcoats were almost at the top of the ramps. No defender could stand in the breach and hope to live, not until the guns Ceased fire, and by then the leading attackers were almost at the summit and so the Lions of Allah had been denied the advantage of higher ground.


      The attackers and defenders had clashed amid the dust and smoke at the top of the breach and there the greater height and strength of the Scotsmen had prevailed. Manu Bappoo had raged at his men, he had fought in their front rank and taken a wound in his shoulder, out his Arabs had retreated. They had gone back to the upper breaches, and there the redcoats, helped by their remorseless cannon, had prevailed again, and Bappoo knew the Outer Fort was lost. In itself that was no great loss. Nothing precious was stored in the Outer Fort, it was merely an elaborate defense to slow an attacker as he approached the ravine, but Bappoo was galled by the swiftness of the British victory. For a while he swore at the redcoats and tried to rally his men to defend the gatehouse, but the British were now swarming over the breaches, the gunners on the walls were abandoning their weapons, and Bappoo knew it was time to pull back into the stronghold of the Inner Fort. “Go back!” he shouted. “Go back!” His white tunic was soaked in his own blood, but the wound was to his left shoulder and he could still wield the gold-hiked tulwar that had been a gift from his brother. “Go back!”


      The defenders retreated swiftly and the attackers seemed too spent to pursue. Bappoo waited until the last, and then he walked backward, facing the enemy and daring them to come and kill him, but they simply watched him go. In a moment, he knew, they would reorganize themselves and advance to the ravine, but by then he and his troops would be safely locked within the greater fortress.


      The last sight Bappoo had of the Delhi Gate was of an enemy flag being hauled to the top of the pole that had held his own flag, then he dropped down the steep slope and was hustled through the south gate by his bodyguard. The path now ran obliquely down the steep side of the ravine before turning a hairpin bend to climb to the Inner Fort. The first of his men were already scrambling up that farther path. The gunners on the southern wall, who had been trying to stop the redcoats approaching on the road from the plain, now abandoned their small cannon and joined the retreat. Bappoo could only follow them with tears in his eyes. It did not matter that the battle was not lost, that the Inner Fort still stood and was likely to stand through all eternity, he had been humiliated by the swiftness of the defeat. “Hurry, sahib,” one of his aides said.


      “The British aren’t following,” Bappoo said tiredly, “not yet.”


      “Those British,” the aide said, and pointed west to where the road from the plain climbed to the ravine. And there, at the bend where the road disappeared about the flank of the steep slope, was a company of redcoats. They wore kilts, and Bappoo remembered them from Argaum. If those men hurried, they might cut off Bappoo’s retreat and so he quickened his pace.


      It was not till he reached the bottom of the ravine that he realized something was wrong. The leading groups of his men had reached the Inner Fort, but instead of streaming into the gate they were milling about on the slope beneath. “What’s happening?” he asked.


      “The gates are shut, sahib,” his aide said in wonderment.


      “They’ll open any minute,” Bappoo said, and turned as a musket bullet whistled down from the slope behind him. The British who had captured the Outer Fort had at last advanced to the edge of the ravine and beneath them they saw the mass of retreating enemy, so they began to fire down. “Hurry!” Bappoo shouted, and his men pushed on up the hill, but still the gates did not open.


      The British fire became heavier. Redcoats were lining the hilltop now and pouring musket fire into the ravine. Bullets ricocheted from the stone sides and flicked down into the press of men. Panic began to infect them, and Bappoo shouted at them to be calm and return the fire, while he pushed through the throng to discover why the Inner Fort’s gates were closed. “Dodd!” he shouted as he came close. “Dodd!”


      Colonel Dodd’s face appeared above the rampart. He looked quite calm, though he said nothing.


      “Open the gate!” Bappoo shouted angrily.


      Dodd’s response was to raise the rifle to his shoulder.


      Bappoo stared up into the muzzle. He knew he should run or twist away, but the horror of fate kept him rooted to the path. “Dodd?” he said in puzzlement, and then the rifle was blotted out by the smoke of its discharge.


      The bullet struck Bappoo on the breastbone, shattering it and driving scraps of bone deep into his heart. The Prince took two shuddering breaths and then was dead.


      His men gave a great wail as the news of their Prince’s death spread, and then, unable to endure the plunging fire from the Outer Fort, and denied entrance to the Inner, they fled west toward the road which dropped to the plain.


      But the road was blocked. The Highlanders of the 78th were nearing its summit and they now saw a great panicked mass surging toward them. The Scotsmen had endured the artillery fire of the Outer Fort during their long climb, but now those guns had been abandoned. To their right the cliffs soared up to the Inner Fort, while to their left was a precipice above a dizzying gorge.


      There was only room for twelve men to stand abreast on the road, but Colonel Chalmers, who led the 78th, knew that was space enough. He formed his leading half-company into three ranks with the front row kneeling. “You’ll fire by ranks,” he said quietly.


      The panicked defenders ran toward the kilted Highlanders, who waited until every shot could kill. “Front rank, fire!” Chalmers said.


      The muskets started, and one by one the three ranks fired, and the steady fusillade tore into the approaching fugitives. Some tried to turn and retreat, but the press behind was too great, and still the relentless fire ripped into them, while behind them redcoats came down from the Outer Fort to attack their rear.


      The first men jumped off the cliff, and their terrible screams faded as they plunged down to the rocks far beneath. The road was thick with bodies and running with blood.


      “Advance twenty paces!” Chalmers ordered.


      The Highlanders marched, halted, knelt and began firing again. Bappoo’s survivors, betrayed by Dodd, were trapped between two forces. They were stranded in a hell above emptiness, a slaughter in the high hills. There were screams as men tumbled to their deaths far beneath and still the fire kept coming. It kept coming until there was nothing left but quivering men crouching in terror on a road that was rank with the stench of blood, and then the redcoats moved forward with bayonets.


      The Outer Fort had fallen and its garrison had been massacred.


      And William Dodd, renegade, was Lord of Gawilghur.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 10

    


    
      Mr. Hakeswill was not sure whether he was a lieutenant in William Dodd’s eyes, but he knew he was a Mr. and he dimly apprehended that he. could be much more. William Dodd was going to win, and his victory would make him ruler of Gawilghur and tyrant of all the wide land that could be seen from its soaring battlements. Mr. Hakeswill was therefore well placed, as Dodd’s only white officer, to profit from the victory and, as he approached the palace on Gawilghur’s summit, Hakeswill was already imagining a future that was limited only by the bounds of his fancy. He could be a rajah, he decided. “I shall have an harem,” he said aloud, earning a worried look from his havildar. “An harem I’ll have, all of me own. Bibbis in silk, but only when it’s cold, eh? Rest of the time they’ll have to be naked as needles.” He laughed, scratched at the lice in his crotch, then lunged with his sword at one of the peacocks that decorated the palace gardens. “Bad luck, them birds,” Hakeswill told the havildar as the bird fled in a flurry of bright severed feathers. “Bad luck, they are. Got the evil eye, they do. Know what you should do with a peacock? Roast the bugger. Roast it and serve it with ’taters. Very nice, that.”


      “Yes, sahib,” the havildar said nervously. He was not certain he liked this new white officer whose face twitched so compulsively, but Colonel Dodd had appointed him and the Colonel could do no wrong as far as the havildar was concerned.


      “Haven’t tasted a ’tater in months,” Hakeswill said wistfully. “Christian food, that, see? Makes us white.”


      “Yes, sahib.”


      “And I won’t be sahib, will I? Your highness, that’s what I’ll be. Your bleeding highness with a bedful of bare bibbis.” His face twitched as a bright idea occurred to him. “I could have Sharpie as a servant. Cut off his goolies first, though. Snip snip.” He bounded enthusiastically up a stone staircase, oblivious of the sound of gunfire that had erupted in the ravine just north of the Inner Fort. Two Arab guards moved to bar the way, but Hakeswill shouted at them. “Off to the walls, you scum! No more shirking! You ain’t guarding the royal pisspot any longer, but has to be soldiers. So piss off!”


      The havildar ordered the two men away and, though they were reluctant to abandon their post, they were overawed by the number of bayonets that faced them. So, just like the guards who had stood at the garden gate, they fled. “So now we look for the little fat man,” Hakeswill said, “and give him a bloodletting.”


      “We must hurry, sahib,” the havildar said, glancing back at the wall above the ravine where the gunners were suddenly at work.


      “God’s work can’t be hurried,” Hakeswill answered, pulling at one of the latticed doors that led into the palace, “and Colonel Dodd will die of old age on that wall, sonny. Ain’t a man alive who can get through that gate, and certainly not a pack of bleeding Scotchmen. Bugger this door.” He raised his right foot and battered down the locked lattice with his boot.


      Hakeswill had expected a palace dripping with gold, festooned with silk and paved with polished marble, but Gawilghur had only ever been a summer refuge, and Berar had never been as wealthy as other Indian states, and so the floors were common stone, the walls were painted in lime-wash and the curtains were of cotton. Some fine furniture of ebony inlaid with ivory stood in the hallway, but Hakeswill had no eye for such chairs, only for jewels, and he saw none. Two bronze jars and an iron cuspidor stood by the walls where lizards waited motionless, while a brass poker, tongs and fire shovel, cast in Birmingham, mounted on a stand and long bereft of any hearth, had pride of place in a niche. The hallway had no guards, indeed no one was in sight and the palace seemed silent except for a faint sound of choking and moaning that came from a curtained doorway at the far end of the hall. The noise of the guns was muffled. Hakeswill hefted his sword and edged towards the curtain. His men followed slowly, bayonets ready, eyes peering into every shadow.


      Hakeswill swept the curtain aside with the blade, and gasped.


      The Killadar, with a tulwar slung at his side and a small round shield strapped to his left arm, stared at Hakeswill above the bodies of his wives, concubines and daughters. Eighteen women were on the floor. Most were motionless, but some still writhed as the slow pain of the poison worked its horrors. The Killadar was in tears. “I could not leave them for the English,” he said.


      “What did he say?” Hakeswill demanded.


      “He preferred they should die than be dishonored,” the havildar translated.


      “Bleeding hell,” Hakeswill commented. He stepped down into the sunken floor where the women lay. The dead had greenish dribbles coming from their mouths and their glassy eyes stared up at the lotuses painted on the ceiling, while the living jerked spasmodically. The cups from which they had drunk the poison lay on the tiled floor. “Some nice bibbis here,” Hakeswill said ruefully. “A waste!” He stared at a child, no more than six or seven. There was a jewel about her neck and Hakeswill stooped, grasped the pendant and snapped the chain. “Bleeding waste,” he said in disgust, then used his sword blade to lift the sari of a dying woman. He raised the silk to her waist, then shook his head. “Look at that!” he said. “Just look at that! What a bleeding waste!”


      The Killadar roared in anger, drew his tulwar and ran down the steps to drive Hakeswill from his women. Hakeswill, alarmed, backed away, men remembered he was to be a rajah and could not show timidity in front of the havildar and his men, so he stepped forward again and thrust the sword forward in a clumsy lunge. It might have been clumsy, but it was also lucky, for the Killadar had stumbled on a body and was lurching forward, his tulwar flailing as he sought his balance, and the tip of Hakeswill’s blade ripped into his throat so that a spray of blood pulsed onto the dead and the dying. The Killadar gasped as he fell. His legs twitched as he tried to bring the tulwar around to strike at Hakeswill, but his strength was going and the Englishman was above him now. “You’re a djinn!” the Killadar said hoarsely.


      The sword stabbed into Beny Singh’s neck. “I ain’t drunk, you bastard,” Hakeswill said indignantly. “Ain’t seen a drop of mother’s milk in three years!” He twisted the sword blade, fascinated by the way the blood pulsed past the steel. He watched until the blood finally died to a trickle, then jerked the blade free. “That’s him gone,” Hakeswill said. “Another bloody heathen gone down to hell, eh?”


      The havildar stared in horror at Beny Singh and at the corpses drenched with his blood.


      “Don’t just stand there, you great pudding!” Hakeswill snapped. “Get back to the walls!”


      “The walls, sahib?”


      “Hurry! There’s a battle being fought, or ain’t you noticed? Go on! Off with you! Take the company and report to Colonel Dodd as how the fat little bugger’s dead. Tell him I’ll be back in a minute or two. Now off with you! Quick!”


      The havildar obeyed, taking his men back through the hallway and out into the sunlight that was being hazed by the smoke rising from the ravine. Hakeswill, left alone in the palace, stooped to his work. All the dead wore jewelry. They were not great jewels, not like the massive ruby that the Tippoo Sultan had worn on his hat, but there were pearls and emeralds, sapphires and small diamonds, all mounted in gold, and Hakeswill busied himself delving through the bloodied silks to retrieve the scraps of wealth. He crammed the stones into his pockets where they joined the gems he had taken from Sharpe, and then, when the corpses were stripped and searched, he roamed the palace, snarling at servants and threatening scullions, as he ransacked the smaller rooms. The rest of the defenders could fight; Mr. Hakeswill was getting rich.


      The fight in the ravine was now a merciless massacre. The garrison of the Outer Fort was trapped between the soldiers who had captured their stronghold and the kilted Highlanders advancing up the narrow road, and there was no escape except over the precipice, and those who jumped, or were pushed by the panicking mass, fell onto the shadowed rocks far below. Colonel Chalmers’s men advanced with bayonets, herding the fugitives toward Kenny’s men who greeted them with more bayonets. A thousand men had garrisoned the Outer Fort, and those men were now dead or doomed, but seven thousand more defenders waited within the Inner Fort and Colonel Kenny was eager to attack them. He tried, to order men into ranks, tugging them away from the slaughter and shouting for gunners to find an enemy cannon that could be fetched from the captured ramparts and dragged to face the massive gate of the Inner Fort, but the redcoats had an easier target in the huddled fugitives and they enthusiastically killed the helpless enemy, and all the while the guns of the Inner Fort fired down at the redcoats while rockets slammed into the ravine to add to the choking fog of powder smoke.


      The slaughter could not endure. The beaten defenders threw down their guns and fell to their knees, and gradually the British officers called off the massacre. Chalmers’s Highlanders advanced up the road that was now slippery with blood, driving the few prisoners in front of them. Wounded Arabs crawled or limped. The survivors were stripped of their remaining weapons and sent under sepoy guard back up to the Outer Fort, and for every step of their way they suffered from the fire that flamed and crackled from the Inner Fort. Finally, exhausted, they were taken out through the Delhi Gate and told to wait beside the tank. The parched prisoners threw themselves at the green-scummed water and some, seeing that the sepoy guards were few in number, slipped away northward. They went without weapons, masterless fugitives who posed no threat to the British camp, which was guarded by a half-battalion of Madrassi sepoys.


      The northern face of the ravine, which looked toward the unconquered Inner Fort, was now crowded with some three thousand redcoats, most of whom did nothing but sit in whatever small shade they could find and grumble that the puckalees had not fetched water. Once in a while a man would fire a musket across the ravine, but the balls were wild at that long range, and the enemy fire, which had been heavy during the massacre on the western road, gradually eased off as both sides waited for the real struggle to begin.


      Sharpe was halfway down the ravine, seated beneath a stunted tree on which the remnants of some red blossom hung dry and faded. A tribe of black-faced, silver-furred monkeys had fled the irruption of men into the rocky gorge, and those beasts now gathered behind Sharpe where they gibbered and screamed. Tom Garrard and a dozen men of the 33rd’s Light Company had gathered around Sharpe, while the rest of the company was lower down the ravine among some rocks. “What happens now?” Garrard asked.


      “Some poor bastards have to get through that gate,” Sharpe said.


      “Not you?”


      “Kenny will call us when he needs us,” Sharpe said, nodding toward the lean Colonel who had at last organized an assault party at the bottom of the track which slanted up toward the gate. “And he bloody will, Tom. It ain’t going to be easy getting through that gate.” He touched the scorch mark on his cheek. “That bloody hurts!”


      “Put some butter on it,” Garrard said.


      “And where do I get bleeding butter here?” Sharpe asked. He shaded his eyes and peered at the complex ramparts above the big gate, trying to spot either Dodd or Hakeswill, but although he could see the white jackets of the Cobras, he could not see a white man on the ramparts. “It’s going to be a long fight, Tom,” he said.


      The British gunners had succeeded in bringing an enemy five-pounder cannon to the edge of the ravine. The sight of the gun provoked a flurry of fire from the Inner Fort, wreathing its gatehouse in smoke as the round shot screamed across the ravine to plunge all around the threatening gun. Somehow it survived. The gunners rammed it, aimed it, then fired a shot that bounced just beneath the gate, ricocheted up into the woodwork, but fell back.


      The defenders kept firing, but their smoke obscured their aim and the small captured cannon had been positioned behind a large low rock that served as a makeshift breastwork. The gunners elevated the barrel a trifle and their next shot struck plumb on the gates, breaking a timber. Each successive shot splintered more wood and was greeted by an ironic cheer from the redcoats who watched from across the ravine. The gate was being demolished board by board, and at last a round shot cracked into its locking bar and the half-shattered timbers sagged on their hinges.


      Colonel Kenny was gathering his assault troops at the foot of the ravine. They were the same men who had gone first into the breaches of the Outer Fort, and their faces were stained with powder burns, with dust and sweat. They watched the destruction of the outer gate of the Inner Fort and they knew they must climb the path into the enemy’s fire as soon as the gun had done its work. Kenny summoned an aide. “You know Plummer?” he asked the man.


      “Gunner Major, sir?”


      “Find him,” Kenny said, “or any gunner officer. Tell them we might need a light piece up in the gateway.” He pointed with a reddened sword at the Inner Fort’s gatehouse. “The passage ain’t straight,” he explained to the aide. “Get through the gate and we turn hard left. If our axemen can’t deal with the other gates we’ll need a gun to blow them in.”


      The aide climbed back up to the Outer Fort, looking for a gunner. Kenny talked to his men, explaining that once they were through the shattered gate they would find themselves faced by another and that the infantry were to fire up at the flanking fire steps to protect the axemen who would try to hack their way through the successive obstacles. “If we put up enough fire,” Kenny said, “the enemy’ll take shelter. It won’t take long.” He looked at his axemen, all of them huge sappers, all carrying vast-bladed axes that had been sharpened to wicked edges.


      Kenny turned and watched the effect of the five-pounder shots. The gate’s locking bar had been struck plumb, but the gate still held. A badly aimed shot cracked into the stone beside the gate, starting up dust, then a correction to the gun sent a ball hammering into the bar again and the thick timber broke and the remnants of the gates fell inward. “Forward!” Kenny shouted. “Forward!”


      Four hundred redcoats followed the Colonel up the narrow track that led to the Inner Fort. They could not run to the assault, for the hill was too steep; they could only trudge into the fury of Dodd’s fusillade. Cannon, rockets and muskets blasted down the hill to tear gaps in Kenny’s ranks.


      “Give them fire!” an officer on the ravine’s northern side shouted at the watching redcoats, and the men loaded their muskets and fired at the smoke-masked gatehouse. If nothing else, the wild fire might keep the defenders’ heads down. Another cannon had been fetched from the Outer Fort, and now added its small round shots to the fury that beat audibly on the gatehouse ramparts. Those ramparts were thick with the powder smoke gouted by the defenders’ cannon and muskets and it was that smoke which protected Kenny’s men as they hurried up the last few yards to the broken gate. “Protect the sappers!” Kenny shouted and then, his sword in his hand, he clambered over the broken timbers and led his attackers into the entrance passage.


      Facing Kenny was a stone wall. He had expected it, but even so he was astonished by the narrowness of the passage that turned sharply to his left and then climbed steeply to the second unbroken gate. “There it is!” he shouted, and led a surge of men up the cobbled road toward the iron-studded timbers.


      And hell was loosed.


      The fire steps above the gateway passage were protected by the outer wall’s high rampart, and Dodd’s men, though they could hear the musket balls beating against the stones, were safe from the wild fire that lashed across the deep ravine. But the redcoats beneath them, the men following Colonel Kenny into the passage, had no protection. Musket fire, stones and rockets slashed into a narrow space just twenty-five paces long and eight wide. The leading axemen were among the first to die, beaten down by bullets. Their blood splashed high on the walls. Colonel Kenny somehow survived the opening salvo, then he was struck on the shoulder by a lump of stone and driven to the ground. A rocket slashed past his face, scorching his cheek, but he picked himself up and, sword in numbed hand, shouted at his men to keep going. No one could hear him. The narrow space was filled with noise, choking with smoke in which men died and rockets flared. A musket ball struck Kenny in the hip and he twisted, half fell, but forced himself to stand and, with blood pouring down his white breeches, limped on. Then another musket ball scored down his back and threw him forward. He crawled on blood-slicked stones, sword still in his hand, and shuddered as a third ball hit him in the back. He still managed to reach the second gate and reared up to strike it with his sword, and then a last musket ball split his skull and left him dead at the head of his men. More bullets plucked at his corpse.


      Kenny’s surviving men tried to brave the fire. They tried to climb the slope to the second gate, but the murderous fire did not cease, and the dead made a barrier to the living. Some men attempted to fire up at their tormentors on the fire step, but the sun was high now and they aimed into a blinding glare, and soon the redcoats began to back down the passage. The weltering fire from above did not let up. It flayed the Scotsmen, ricocheted between the walls, struck dead and dying and living, while the rockets, lit and tossed down, seared like great comets between the stone walls and filled the space with a sickening smoke. The dead were burned by rocket flames which exploded their cartridge boxes to pulse gouts of blood against the black walls, but the smoke hid the survivors who, under its cover, stumbled back to the hill outside the fortress. They left a stone-walled passage filled with the dying and the dead, trickling with blood, foul with smoke and echoing with the moans of the wounded.


      “Cease fire!” Colonel Dodd shouted. “Cease fire!”


      The smoke cleared slowly and Dodd stared down at a pit of carnage in which a few bodies twitched. “They’ll come again soon,” Dodd warned his Cobras. “Fetch more stones, make sure your muskets are loaded. More rockets!” He patted his men on the shoulders, congratulating them. They grinned at him, pleased with their work. It was like killing rats in a barrel. Not one Cobra had been hit, the first enemy assault had failed and the others, Dodd was certain, would end in just the same way. The Lord of Gawilghur was winning his first victory.


      Major Stokes had found Sharpe shortly before Kenny made his assault, and the two men had been joined first by Syud Sevajee and his followers, then by the dozen cavalrymen who accompanied Eli Lockhart. All of them, Stokes, Sevajee and Lockhart, had entered the Outer Fort after the fight for the breaches was finished, and now they stood watching the failure of Kenny’s assault. The survivors of the attack were crouching just yards from the broken entrance that boiled with smoke, and Sharpe knew they were summoning the courage to charge again. “Poor bastards,” he said.


      “No choice in the matter,” Stokes said bleakly. “No other way in.”


      “That ain’t a way in, sir,” Sharpe said dourly, “that’s a fast road to a shallow grave.”


      “Overwhelm them,” Stokes said, “that’s the way to do it. Overwhelm them.”


      “Send more men to be killed?” Sharpe asked angrily.


      “Get a gun over that side,” Stokes suggested, “and blast the gates down one after the other. Only way to prize the place open, Sharpe.”


      The covering fire that had blazed across the ravine died when it was obvious the first attack had failed, and the lull encouraged the defenders to come to the outer embrasures and fire down at the stalled attackers.


      “Give them fire!” an officer shouted from the bed of the ravine, and again the muskets flared across the gorge and the balls spattered against the walls.


      Major Stokes had leveled his telescope at the gate where the thick smoke had at last dissipated. “It ain’t good,” he admitted. “It opens onto a blank wall.”


      “It does what, sir?” Eli Lockhart asked. The cavalry Sergeant was looking aghast at the horror across the ravine, grateful perhaps that the cavalry was never asked to break into such deathtraps.


      “The passage turns,” Stokes said. “We can’t fire straight up the entranceway. They’ll have to drag a gun right into the archway.”


      “They’ll never make it,” Sharpe said. Any gun positioned in the outer arch would get the full fury of the defensive fire, and those defenders were protected by the big outer wall. The only way Sharpe could see of getting into the fortress was by battering the whole gatehouse flat, and that would take days of heavy cannon fire.


      “The gates of hell,” Stokes said softly, staring through his glass at the bodies left inside the arch.


      “Can I borrow the telescope, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      “Of course.” Stokes cleaned the eyepiece on the hem of his jacket. “It ain’t a pretty sight though.”


      Sharpe took the glass and aimed it across the ravine. He gave the gatehouse a cursory glance, then edged the lens along the wall which led westward from the besieged gate. The wall was not very high, perhaps only twelve or fifteen feet, much lower than the great ramparts about the gatehouse, and its embrasures did not appear to be heavily manned. But that was hardly a surprise, for the wall stood atop a precipice. The defenses straight ahead were not the wall and its handful of defenders, but the stony cliff which fell down into the ravine.


      Stokes saw where Sharpe was aiming the glass. “No way in there, Richard.”


      Sharpe said nothing. He was staring at a place where weeds and small shrubs twisted up the cliff. He tracked the telescope from the bed of the ravine to the base of the wall, searching every inch, and he reckoned it could be climbed. It would be hard, for it was perilously steep, but if there was space for bushes to find lodgment, then a man could follow, and at the top of the cliff there was a brief area of grass between the precipice and the wall. He took the telescope from his eye. “Has anyone seen a ladder?”


      “Back up there.” It was Ahmed who answered.


      “Where, lad?”


      “Up there.” The Arab boy pointed to the Outer Fort. “On the ground,” he said.


      Sharpe twisted and looked at Lockhart. “Can you boys fetch me a ladder?”


      “What are you thinking of?” Lockhart asked.


      “A way in,” Sharpe said, “a bloody way in.” He gave the telescope to Stokes. “Get me a ladder, Sergeant,” he said, “and I’ll fix those buggers properly. Ahmed? Show Sergeant Lockhart where you saw the ladder.”


      “I stay with you,” the boy said stubbornly.


      “You bloody don’t.” Sharpe patted the boy on the head, wondering what Ahmed made of the slaughter that had been inflicted on his countrymen in” the ravine, but the boy seemed blessedly unaffected. “Go and help the Sergeant,” he told Ahmed.


      Ahmed led the cavalrymen uphill. “What are you doing, Richard?” Stokes asked.


      “We can climb up to the wall,” Sharpe said, pointing to where the trail of weeds and bushes snaked up the other side of the ravine. “Not you, sir, but a light company can do it. Go up the ravine, send a ladder up and cross the wall.”


      Stokes trained the telescope and stared at the opposing cliff for a long while. “You might get up,” he said dubiously, “but then what?”


      Sharpe grinned. “We attack the gatehouse from the back, sir.”


      “One company?”


      “Where one company can go, sir, another can follow. Once they see we’re up there, other men will come.” He still held the great claymore which was too big to fit into the scabbard of his borrowed sword, but now he discarded that scabbard and shoved the claymore into his belt. He liked the sword. It was heavy, straight-bladed and brutal, not a weapon for delicate work, but a killer. Something to give a man confidence. “You stay here, sir,” he told Stokes, “and look after Ahmed for me. The little bugger would love to get in a fight, but he ain’t got the sense of a louse when it comes to a scrap and he’s bound to get killed. Tom!” he called to Garrard, then beckoned that he and the rest of the 33rd’s Light Company should follow him down to where Morris sheltered among the rocks. “When Eli gets here with the ladder, sir,” he added to Stokes, “send him down.”


      Sharpe ran down the ravine’s steep side into the smoke-reeking shadows where Morris was seated under a tree making a meal out of bread, salt beef and whatever liquor was left in his canteen. “Don’t have enough food for you, Sharpe,” he said.


      “Not hungry,” Sharpe lied.


      “You’re sweating, man,” Morris complained. “Why don’t you find yourself some shade? There’s nothing we can do until the gunners knock that bloody gatehouse flat.”


      “There is,” Sharpe said.


      Morris cocked a skeptical eye up at Sharpe. “I’ve had no orders, Ensign,” he said.


      “I want you and the Light Company, sir,” Sharpe said respectfully. “There’s a way up the side of the ravine, sir, and if we can get a ladder to the top then we can cross the wall and go at the bastards from the back.”


      Morris tipped the canteen to his mouth, drank, then wiped his lips. “If you, twenty like you and the Archangel Gabriel and all the bloody saints asked me to climb the ravine, Sharpe, I would still say no. Now for Christ’s sake, man, stop trying to be a bloody hero. Leave it to the poor bastards who are under orders, and go away.” He waved a hand.


      “Sir,” Sharpe pleaded, “we can do it! I’ve sent for a ladder.”


      “No!” Morris interrupted loudly, attracting the attention of the rest of the company. “I am not giving you my company, Sharpe. For God’s sake, you’re not even a proper officer! You’re just a bumped-up sergeant! A bloody ensign too big for your boots and, allow me to remind you, Mr. Sharpe, forbidden by army regulations to serve in this regiment. Now go away and leave me in peace.”


      “I thought you’d say that, Charles,” Sharpe said ruefully.


      “And stop calling me Charles!” Morris exploded. “We are not friends, you and I. And kindly obey my order to leave me in peace, or had you not noticed that I outrank you?”


      “I had noticed. Sorry, sir,” Sharpe said humbly and he started to turn away, but suddenly whipped back and seized Morris’s coat. He dragged the Captain back into the rocks, going so fast that Morris was momentarily incapable of resistance. Once among the rocks, Sharpe let go of the patched coat and thumped Morris in the belly. “That’s for the flogging you gave me, you bastard,” he said.


      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Sharpe?” Morris asked, scrambling away on his bottom.


      Sharpe kicked him in the chest, leaned down, hauled him up and thumped him on the jaw. Morris squealed with pain, then gasped as Sharpe backhanded him across the cheek, then struck him again. A group of men had followed and were watching wide-eyed. Morris turned to appeal to them, but Sharpe hit him yet again and the Captain’s eyes turned glassy as he swayed and collapsed. Sharpe bent over him. “You might outrank me,” he said, “but you’re a piece of shit, Charlie, and you always were. Now can I take the company?”


      “No,” Morris said through the blood on his lips.


      “Thank you, sir,” Sharpe said, and stamped his boot hard down on Morris’s head, driving it onto a rock. Morris gasped, choked, then lay immobile as the breath scraped in his throat.


      Sharpe kicked Morris’s head again, just for the hell of it, then turned, smiling. “Where’s Sergeant Green?”


      “Here, sir.” Green, looking anxious, pushed through the watching men. “I’m here, sir,” he said, staring with astonishment at the immobile Morris.


      “Captain Morris has eaten something that disagreed with him,” Sharpe said, “but before he was taken ill he expressed the wish that I should temporarily take command of the company.”


      Sergeant Green looked at the battered, bleeding Captain, then back to Sharpe. “Something he ate, sir?”


      “Are you a doctor, Sergeant? Wear a black plume on your hat, do you?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Then stop questioning my statements. Have the company paraded, muskets loaded, no bayonets fixed.” Green hesitated. “Do it, Sergeant!” Sharpe roared, startling the watching men.


      “Yes, sir!” Green said hurriedly, backing away.


      Sharpe waited until the company was in its four ranks. Many of them looked at him suspiciously, but they were powerless to challenge his authority, not while Sergeant Green had accepted it. “You’re a light company,” Sharpe said, “and that means you can go where other soldiers can’t. It makes you an elite. You know what that means? It means you’re the best in the bloody army, and right now the army needs its best men. It needs you. So in a minute we’ll be climbing up there”—he pointed to the ravine—“crossing the wall and carrying the fight to the enemy. It’ll be hard work for a bit, but not beyond a decent light company.” He looked to his left and saw Eli Lockhart leading his men down the side of the ravine with one of the discarded bamboo ladders. “I’ll go first,” he told the company, “and Sergeant Green will go last. If any man refuses to climb, Sergeant, you’re to shoot the bugger.”


      “I am, sir?” Green asked nervously.


      “In the head,” Sharpe said.


      Major Stokes had followed Lockhart and now came up to Sharpe. “I’ll arrange for some covering fire, Sharpe,” he said.


      “That’ll be a help, sir. Not that these men need much help. They’re the 33rd’s Light Company. Best in the army.”


      “I’m sure they are,” Stokes said, smiling at the seventy men who, seeing a major with Sharpe, supposed that the Ensign really did have the authority to do what he was proposing.


      Lockhart, in his blue and yellow coat, waited with the ladder. “Where do you want it, Mr. Sharpe?”


      “Over here,” Sharpe said. “Just pass it up when we’ve reached the top. Sergeant Green! Send the men in ranks! Front rank first!” He walked to the side of the ravine and stared up his chosen route. It looked steeper from here, and much higher than it had seemed when he was staring through the telescope, but he still reckoned it was climbable. He could not see the Inner Fort’s wall, but that was good, for neither could the defenders see him. All the same, it was bloody steep. Steep enough to give a mountain goat pause, yet if he failed now then he would be on a charge for striking a superior officer, so he really had no choice but to play the hero.


      So he spat on his bruised hands, looked up one last time, then started to climb.


      The second assault on the Inner Fort’s gatehouse fared no better than the first. A howling mass of men charged through the wreckage of the shattered gate, stumbled on the dead and dying as they turned up the passage, but then the killing began again as a shower of missiles, rockets and musket fire turned the narrow, steep passage into a charnel house. An axeman succeeded in reaching the second gate and he stood above Colonel Kenny’s scorched body to sink his blade deep into the timber, but he was immediately struck by three musket balls and dropped back, leaving the axe embedded in the dark, iron-studded wood. No one else went close to the gate, and a major, appalled at the slaughter, called the men back. “Next time,” he shouted at them, “we designate firing parties to give cover. Sergeant! I want two dozen men.”


      “We need a cannon, sir,” the Sergeant answered with brutal honesty.


      “They say one’s coming.” The aide whom Kenny had sent to fetch a cannon had returned to the assault party. “They say it’ll take time, though,” he added, without explaining that the gunner officer had declared it would take at least two hours to manhandle a gun and ammunition across the ravine.


      The Major shook his head. “We’ll try without the gun,” he said.


      “God help us,” the Sergeant said under his breath.


      Colonel Dodd had watched the attackers limp away. He could not help smiling. This was so very simple, just as he had foreseen. Manu Bappoo was dead and the havildar had returned from the palace with the welcome news of Beny Singh’s murder, which meant that Gawilghur had a new commander. He looked down at the dead and dying redcoats who lay among the small flickering blue flames of the spent rockets. “They’ve learned their lesson, Gopal,” he told his Jemadar, “so next time they’ll try to keep us quiet by firing bigger volleys up at the fire steps. Toss down rockets, that’ll spoil their aim.”


      “Rockets, sahib.”


      “Lots of rockets,” Dodd said. He patted his men on their backs. Their faces were singed by the explosions of the powder in their muskets’ pans, they were thirsty and hot, but they were winning, and they knew it. They were his Cobras, as well trained as any troops in India, and they would be at the heart of the army that Dodd would unleash from this fortress to dominate the lands the British must relinquish when their southern army was broken.


      “Why don’t they give up?” Gopal asked Dodd. A sentry on the wall had reported that the bloodied attackers were forming to charge again.


      “Because they’re brave men, Jemadar,” Dodd said, “but also stupid.”


      The furious musket fire had started again from across the ravine, a sign that a new attack would soon come into the blood-slick gateway. Dodd drew his pistol, checked it was loaded, and walked back to watch the next failure. Let them come, he thought, for the more who died here, the fewer would remain to trouble him as he pursued the beaten remnant south across the Deccan Plain. “Get ready!” he called. Slow matches burned on the fire step and his men crouched beside them with rockets, waiting to light the fuses and toss the terrible weapons down into the killing place.


      A defiant cheer sounded, and the redcoats came again to the slaughter.


      The cliff face was far steeper than Sharpe had anticipated, though it was not sheer rock, but rather a series of cracks in which plants had taken root, and he found that he could pull himself up by using stony outcrops and the thick stalks of the bigger shrubs. He needed both hands. Tom Garrard came behind, and more than once Sharpe trod on his friend’s hands. “Sorry, Tom.”


      “Just keep going,” Garrard panted.


      It became easier after the first ten feet, for the face now sloped away, and there was even room for two or three men to stand together on a weed-covered ledge. Sharpe called for the ladder and it was pushed up to him by the cavalrymen. The bamboo was light and he hooked the top rung over his right shoulder and climbed on upward, following a jagged line of rocks and bushes that gave easy footing. A line of redcoats trailed him, muskets slung. There were more bushes to Sharpe’s left, shielding him from the ramparts, but after he had climbed twenty feet those bushes ended and he prayed that the defenders would all be staring at the beleaguered gatehouse rather than at the precipice below. He pulled himself up the last few feet, cursing the ladder that seemed to get caught on every protrusion. The sun beat off the stone and the sweat poured down him. He was panting when he reached the top, and now there was nothing but steep, open ground between him and the wall’s base. Fifty feet of rough grass to cross and then he would be at the wall.


      He crouched at the edge of the cliff, waiting for the men to catch up. Still no one had seen him from the walls. Tom Garrard dropped beside him. “When we go, Tom,” Sharpe said, “we run like bloody hell. Straight to the wall. Ladder up, climb like rats and jump over the bloody top. Tell the lads to get over fast. Bastards on the other side are going to try and kill us before we can get reinforced, so we’re going to need plenty of muskets to fend the buggers off.”


      Garrard peered up at the embrasures. “There’s no one there.”


      “There’s a few there,” Sharpe said, “but they ain’t taking much notice. Dozy, they are,” he added, and thank God for that, he thought, for a handful of defenders with loaded muskets could stop him dead. And dead is what he had better be after striking Morris, unless he could cross the ramparts and open the gates. He peered up at the battlements as more men hauled themselves over the edge of the cliff. He guessed the wall was lightly manned by little more than a picket line, for no one would have anticipated that the cliff could be climbed, but he also guessed that once the redcoats appeared the defenders would quickly reinforce the threatened spot.


      Garrard grinned at Sharpe. “Did you thump Morris?”


      “What else could I do?”


      “He’ll have you court-martialed.”


      “Not if we win here,” Sharpe said. “If we get those gates open, Tom, we’ll be bloody heroes.”


      “And if we don’t?”


      “We’ll be dead,” Sharpe said curtly, then turned to see Eli Lockhart scrambling onto the grass. “What the hell are you doing here?” Sharpe demanded.


      “I got lost,” Lockhart said, and hefted a musket he had taken from a soldier below. “Some of your boys ain’t too keen on being heroes, so me and my boys are making up the numbers.”


      And it was not just Lockhart’s cavalrymen who were climbing, but some kilted Highlanders and sepoys who had seen the Light Company scrambling up the cliff and decided to join in too. The more the merrier, Sharpe decided. He counted heads and saw he had thirty men, and more were coming. It was time to go, for the enemy would not stay asleep for long. “We have to get over the wall fast,” he told them all, “and once we’re over, we form two ranks.”


      He stood and hefted the ladder high over his head, holding it with both hands, then ran up the steep grass. His boots, which were Syud Sevajee’s castoffs, had smooth soles and slipped on the grass, but he stumbled on, and went even faster when he heard an aggrieved shout from high above him. He knew what was coming next and he was still thirty feet from the walls, a sitting target, and then he heard the bang of the musket and saw the grass flatten ahead of him as the gases from the barrel lashed downward. Smoke eddied around him, but the ball had thumped into one of the ladder’s thick uprights, and then another musket fired and he saw a fleck of turf dance up.


      “Give them fire!” Major Stokes roared from the bottom of the ravine. “Give them fire!”


      A hundred redcoats and sepoys blasted up at the walls. Sharpe heard the musket shots clatter on the stone, and then he was hard under the rampart and he dropped the leading end of the ladder and rammed it into the turf and swung the other end up and over. A bloody escalade, he thought. A breach and an escalade, all in one day, and he pulled the claymore out from his belt and pushed Garrard away from the foot of the ladder. “Me first,” he growled, and began to climb. The rungs were springy and he had the terrible thought that maybe they would break after the first few men had used the ladder, and then a handful of soldiers would be trapped inside the fortress where they would be cut down by the Mahrattas, but there was no time to dwell on that fear, just to keep climbing. The musket balls rattled the stones to left and right in a torrent of fire that had driven the defenders back from the parapet, but at any second Sharpe would be alone up there. He roared a shout of defiance, reached the top of the ladder and extended his free hand to grip the stone. He hauled himself through the embrasure. He paused, trying to get a sense of what lay beyond, but Garrard shoved him and he had no option but to spring through the embrasure.


      There was no fire step! Jesus, he thought, and jumped. It was not a long jump down, maybe eight or ten feet, for the ground was higher on the inner side of the wall. He sprawled on the turf and a musket bullet whipped over his back. He rolled, got to his feet, and saw that the defenders had low wooden platforms that they had been using to peer over the top of the wall. Those defenders were running toward him now, but they were few, very few, and already Sharpe had five redcoats on his side of the wall, and more were coming. But so was the enemy, some from the west and more from the east. “Tom! Look after those men.” Sharpe pointed westward, then he turned the other way and dragged three men into a crude rank. “Present!” he called. The muskets went up into their shoulders. “Aim low, boys,” he said. “Fire!”


      The muskets coughed out smoke. A Mahratta slid on the grass. The others turned and ran, appalled at the stream of men now crossing the wall. It was a curious mix of English skirmishers, Highland infantry, sepoys, cavalrymen and even some of Syud Sevajee’s followers in their borrowed red jackets. “Two ranks!” Sharpe shouted. “Quick now! Two ranks! Tom! What’s happening behind me?”


      “Buggers have gone, sir.”


      “two ranks!” Sharpe shouted again. He could not see the gatehouse from here because the hill inside the wall bulged outward and hid the great ramparts from him, but the enemy was forming two hundred paces eastward. The wall’s defenders, in brown jackets, were joining a company of white-coated Cobras who must have been in reserve and those men would have to be defeated before Sharpe could hope to advance on the gatehouse. He glanced up the hill and saw nothing there except a building half hidden by trees in which monkeys gibbered. No defenders there, thank God, so he could ignore his right flank.


      A Scottish sergeant had shoved and tugged the men into two ranks. “Load!” Sharpe said, though most of the men were already loaded. “Sergeant?”


      “Sir?”


      “Advance along the wall. No one’s to fire till I give the word. Sergeant Green?” Sharpe called, waited. “Sergeant Green!” Green had evidently not crossed the wall yet, or maybe he had not even climbed the cliff. “Sergeant Green!” Sharpe bellowed again.


      “Why do you need him?” a voice called.


      It was a Scottish captain. Christ, Sharpe thought, but he was outranked. “To bring the next group on!”


      “I’ll do it,” the Scotsman said, “you go!”


      “Advance!” Sharpe shouted.


      “By the center!” the Sergeant shouted. “March!”


      It was a ragged advance. The men had no file-closers and they spread out, but Sharpe did not much care. The thing was to close on the enemy. That had always been McCandless’s advice. Get close and start killing, because there’s bugger all you can do at long range, though the Scottish Colonel would never have used those words. This is for you, McCandless, Sharpe thought, this one’s for you, and it struck him that this was the first time he had ever taken troops into formal battle, line against line, muskets against muskets. He was nervous, and made even more nervous by the fact that he was leading a makeshift company in full view of the thousands of redcoats on the ravine’s northern slope. It was like being trapped on stage in a full theater; lose here, he thought, and all the army would know. He watched the enemy officer, a tall man with a dark face and a large mustache. He looked calm and his men marched in three tight ranks. Well trained, Sharpe thought, but then no one had ever said William Dodd could not whip troops into shape.


      The Cobras stopped when the two units were a hundred paces apart. They leveled their muskets and Sharpe saw his men falter. “Keep going!” he ordered. “Keep going!”


      “You heard the man!” the Scottish Sergeant bellowed. “Keep going!” Sharpe was at the right-hand flank of his line. He glanced behind to see more men running to catch up, their equipment flapping as they stumbled over the uneven ground. Christ, Sharpe thought, but I’m inside! We’re in! And then the Cobras fired.


      And Sharpe, ensign and bullock driver, had a battle on his hands.


      The redcoats stormed the gatehouse a third time, this attempt led by two squads who hugged the walls either side of the passage and then turned their muskets up to blast the defenders on the opposite fire step. The tactic seemed to work, for they ripped off their first volley and under its cover a third squad comprised of axemen charged over the dead and dying and scrambled up the steep stone path toward the second gate.


      Then the lit rockets began to drop from on high. They struck the bodies and then flamed into life and ricocheted madly about the confined space. They tore into the two musket squads, flamed among the axemen, choked men with their smoke, burned them with flame and exploded to strew the carnage with more blood and guts. The axemen never even reached the gate. They died under the musket fire that followed the rockets, or else, wounded, they tried to crawl back through the thick smoke. Rocks hurtled down from the flanking fire steps, pulping the dead and the living into horror. The survivors fled, defeated again.


      “Enough!” Colonel Dodd shouted at his men. “Enough!” He peered down into die stone chamber. It looked like something from hell, a place where broken things twitched in blood beneath a reeking pall of smoke. The rocket carcasses still burned. The wounded cried for help that was not coming, and Dodd felt an elation sear through him. It was even easier than he had dared to hope.


      “Sahib!” Gopal said urgently. “Sahib?”


      “What?”


      “Sahib, look!” Gopal was pointing westward. There was smoke and the crackling sound of a musket fight. The noise and smoke were coming from just beyond the curve of the hill so Dodd could not see what was happening, but the sound was enough to convince him that a considerable fight had broken out a quarter-mile away, and that might not have mattered, except that the smoke and die noise came from inside the wall.


      “Jésus!” Dodd swore. “Find out what’s happening, Gopal. Quick!” He could not lose. He must not lose. “Where’s Mr. Hakeswill?” he shouted, wanting the deserter to take over Gopal’s responsibilities on the fire step, but the twitching Sergeant had vanished. The musketry went on, but beneath Dodd there were only moans the the smell of burning flesh. He stared westward. If the damned redcoats had crossed the wall then he would need more infantry to drive them out and seal whatever place they had found to penetrate the Inner Fort. “Havildar!” He summoned die man who had accompanied Hakeswill to die palace. “Go to die Southern Gate and tell them to send a battalion here. Quick!”


      “Sahib,” the man said, and ran.


      Dodd found that he was shaking slightly. It was just a small tremor in his right hand which he stilled by gripping the gold elephant-shaped hilt of his sword. There was no need to panic, he told himself, everything was under control, but he could not rid himself of the thought that there would be no escape from this place. In every other fight since he had defected from British service he had made certain of a route along which he could retreat, but from this high fortress on its soaring bluff there was no way out. He must win, or else he must die. He watched the smoke to the west. The firing was constant now, suggesting that the enemy was inside the fort in force. His hand twitched, but this time he did not notice as, for the first time in weeks, the Lord of Gawilghur began to fear defeat.


      The volley from the company of white-coated Cobras hammered toward Sharpe’s men, but because they were spread more widely than usual many of the balls wasted themselves in the gaps between the files. Some men went down, and the rest instinctively checked, but Sharpe shouted at them to keep marching. The enemy was hidden in smoke, but Sharpe knew they would be reloading. “Close the files, Sergeant,” he shouted.


      “Close up! Close up!” the Scots Sergeant called. He glanced at Sharpe, suspecting that he was taking the small company too close to the enemy. The range was already down to sixty yards.


      Sharpe could just see one of the Indians through the smoke. The man was the left flanker of the front rank, a small man, and he had bitten off his cartridge and was pouring the powder down the muzzle of his musket. Sharpe watched the bullet go in and the ramrod come up ready to plunge down into the barrel. “Halt!” he called.


      “Halt!” the Sergeant echoed.


      “Present!”


      The muskets came up into the men’s shoulders. Sharpe reckoned he had about sixty men in the two ranks, fewer than the enemy’s three ranks, but enough. More men were running up from the ladder all the time. “Aim low,” he said. “Fire!”


      The volley slammed into the Cobras who were still loading. Sharpe’s men began to reload themselves, working fast, nervous of the enemy’s next volley.


      Sharpe watched the enemy bring their muskets up. His men were half hidden by their own musket smoke. “Drop!” he shouted. He had not known he was going to give the order until he heard himself shout it, but it suddenly seemed the sensible thing to do. “Flat on the ground!” he shouted. “Quick!” He dropped himself, though only to one knee, and a heartbeat later the enemy fired and their volley whistled over the prostrate company. Sharpe had slowed his men’s loading process, but he had kept them alive and now it was time to go for the kill. “Load!” he shouted, and his men climbed to their feet. This time Sharpe did not watch the enemy, for he did not want to be affected by their timing. He hefted the claymore, comforted by the blade’s heaviness.


      “Prepare to charge!” he shouted. His men were pushing their ramrods back into their musket hoops, and now they pulled out their bayonets and twisted them onto blackened muzzles. Eli Lockhart’s cavalrymen, some of whom only had pistols, drew their sabres.


      “Present!” Sharpe called, and the muskets went up into the shoulders again. Now he did look at the enemy and saw that most of them were still ramming.


      “Fire!” The muskets flamed and the scraps of wadding spat out after the bullets to flicker their small flames in the grass. “Charge!” Sharpe shouted, and he led the way from the right flank, the claymore in his hand. “Charge!” he shouted again and his small company, sensing that they had only seconds before the enemy’s muskets were loaded, ran with him.


      Then a blast of musketry sounded to Sharpe’s right and he saw that the Scottish Captain had formed a score of men on the flank and had poured in a volley that struck the Cobras just before Sharpe’s charge closed the gap.


      “Kill them!” Sharpe raged. Fear was whipping inside him, the fear that he had mistimed this charge and that the enemy would have a volley ready just yards before the redcoats struck home, but he was committed now, and he ran as hard as he could to break into the white-coated ranks before the volley came.


      The havildar commanding the Cobra company had been appalled to see the redcoats charging. He should have fired, but instead he ordered his men to fix their own bayonets and so the enemy was still twisting the blades onto their muskets when the leading redcoats burst through the smoke. Sharpe hacked his heavy sword at the front rank, felt it bite and slide against bone, twisted it free, lunged, kicked at a man, and suddenly Eli Lockhart was beside him, his sabre slashing down, and two Highlanders were stabbing with bayonets. Sharpe hacked with the sword two-handed, fighting in a red rage that had come from the nervousness that had assailed him during the charge. A sepoy trapped the Cobras’ havildar, feinted with the bayonet, parried the tulwar’s counter-lunge, then stabbed the enemy in the belly. The white coats were running now, fleeing back toward the smoke that boiled up from the gatehouse which lay beyond the bulge of the hill. Tom Garrard, his bayonet bloodied to the hilt, kicked at a wounded man who was trying to aim his musket. Other men stooped to search the dead and dying.


      The Scottish Captain came in from the flank. He had the winged epaulettes of a light company. “I didn’t know the 74th were up here,” he greeted Sharpe, “or is it the 33rd?” He peered at Sharpe’s coat, and Sharpe saw that Clare’s newly sewn facings had been torn in the climb, revealing the old red material beneath.


      “I’m a lost sheep, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “A very welcome lost sheep,” the Captain said, holding out his hand. “Archibald Campbell, Scotch Brigade. Brought my company up here, just in case they got bored.”


      “Richard Sharpe, 74th,” Sharpe said, shaking Campbell’s hand, “and bloody glad to see you, sir.” Sharpe suddenly wanted to laugh. His force, which had pierced the Inner Fort’s defenses, was a ragged mix of Indians and British, cavalrymen and infantry. There were kilted Highlanders from the 78th, some of Campbell’s men from the 94th, maybe half of the 33rd’s Light Company, and a good number of sepoys.


      Campbell had climbed one of the low timber platforms that had let the defenders peer over the fire step, and from its vantage point he stared at the gatehouse which lay a quarter-mile eastward.


      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Mr. Sharpe?” he asked.


      “I’m thinking we should take the gatehouse,” Sharpe said, “and open the gates.”


      “Me too.” He shifted to make room for Sharpe on the small platform. “They’ll no doubt be trying to evict us soon, eh? We’d best make haste.”


      Sharpe stared at the gatehouse where a great smear of smoke showed above the ramparts that were thick with white-coated Cobras. A shallow flight of stone stairs led from inside the fortress to the fire step, and the gates could not be opened until that fire step was cleared of the enemy” “If I take the fire step,” he suggested to Campbell, “you can open the gates?”


      “That seems a fair division of labor,” Campbell said, jumping down from the platform. He had lost his hat and a shock of curly black hair hung over his narrow face. He grinned at Sharpe. “I’ll take my company and you can have the rest, eh?” Campbell strode up the hill, shouting for his own Light Company to form in a column of three ranks.


      Sharpe followed Campbell off the platform and summoned the remaining men into line. “Captain Campbell’s going to open the gates from the inside,” he told them, “and we’re going to make it possible by clearing the parapets of the bastards. It’s a fair distance to the gate, but we’ve got to get there fast. And when we get there, the first thing we do is fire a volley up at the fire step. Clean some of the buggers off before we go up there. Load your muskets now. Sergeant Green!”


      Green, red-faced from the effort of climbing up the ravine and running to join Sharpe, stepped forward. “I’m here, sir, and sir—”


      “Number off twenty men, Green,” Sharpe ordered the panting Sergeant. “You’ll stay down below and provide covering fire while we climb the steps, understand?”


      “Twenty men, sir? Yes, sir, I will, sir, only it’s Mr. Morris, sir.” Green sounded embarrassed.


      “What about him?” Sharpe asked.


      “He’s recovered, sir. His tummy, sir, it got better”—Green managed to keep a straight face as he delivered that news—“and he said no one else was to climb the cliff, sir, and he sent me to fetch the men what had climbed it back down again. That’s why I’m here, sir.”


      “No, you’re not,” Sharpe said. “You’re here to number off twenty men who’ll give the rest of us covering fire.”


      Green hesitated, looked at Sharpe’s face, then nodded. “Right you are, sir! Twenty men, covering fire.”


      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Sharpe said. So Morris was conscious again, and probably already making trouble, but Sharpe could not worry about that. He looked at his men. They numbered seventy or eighty now, and still more Scotsmen and sepoys were coming up the cliff and crossing the wall. He waited until they all had loaded muskets and their ramrods were back in their hoops. “Just follow me, lads, and when we get there kill the bastards. Now!” He turned and faced east. “Come on!”


      “At the double!” Campbell called to his company. “Forward!”


      The fox was in the henhouse. Feathers would fly.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 11

    


    
      The 74th, climbing the road that led from the plain to Gawilghur’s Southern Gate, could hear the distant musketry sounding like a burning thorn grove. It crackled, flared up to a crescendo, then faded again. At times it seemed as though it would die altogether and then, just as sweating men decided the battle must be over, it rattled loud and furious once more. There was nothing the 74th could do to help. They were still three hundred feet beneath the fortress and from now on they would be within killing range of the guns mounted on Gawilghur’s south-facing ramparts. Those guns had been firing at the 74th for over an hour now, but the range had been long and the downward angle steep, so that not a ball had struck home. If the 74th had had their own artillery, they could have fired back, but the slope was too steep for any gun to fire effectively. The gunners would have had to site their cannon on a steep upward ramp, and every shot would have threatened to turn the guns over. The 74th could go no farther, not without taking needless casualties, and so Wellesley halted them. If the defenders on the southern wall looked few he might contemplate an escalade, but the sepoys carrying the ladders had fallen far behind the leading troops so no such attack could be contemplated yet. Nor did the General truly expect to try such an assault, for the 74th’s task had always been to keep some of the fort’s defenders pinned to their southern walls while the real attack came from the north. That purpose, at least, was being accomplished, for the walls facing the steep southern slope looked thick with defenders.


      Sir Arthur Wellesley dismounted from his horse and climbed to a vantage point from which he could stare at the fortress. Colonel Wallace and a handful of aides followed, and the officers settled by some rocks from where they tried to work out what the noise of the battle meant. “No guns,” Wellesley said after cocking his head to the distant sound.


      “No guns, sir?” an aide asked.


      “There’s no sound of cannon fire,” Colonel Wallace explained, “which surely means the Outer Fort is taken.”


      “But not the Inner?” the aide asked.


      Sir Arthur did not even bother to reply. Of course the Inner Fort was not taken, otherwise the sound of fighting would have died away altogether and fugitives would be streaming from the Southern Gate toward the muskets of the 74th. And somehow, despite his misgivings, Wellesley had dared to hope that Kenny’s assault would wash over both sets of ramparts, and that by the time the 74th reached the road’s summit the great Southern Gate would already have been opened by triumphant redcoats. Instead a green and gold flag hung from the gate-tower which bristled with the muskets of its defenders.


      Wellesley now wished that he had ridden to the plateau and followed Kenny’s men through the breaches. What the hell was happening? He had no way of reaching the plateau except to ride all the way down to the plain and then back up the newly cut road, a distance of over twenty miles. He could only wait and hope. “You’ll advance your skirmishers, Colonel?” he suggested to Wallace. The 74th’s skirmishers could not hope to achieve much, but at least their presence would confirm the threat to the southern walls and so pin those defenders down. “But spread them out,” Wellesley advised, “spread them well out.” By scattering the Light Company across the hot hillside he would protect them from cannon fire.


      Beyond the southern ramparts, far beyond, a pillar of smoke smeared the sky gray. The sound of firing rose and fell, muted by the hot air that shimmered over the fort’s black walls. Wellesley fidgeted and hoped to God his gamble would pay off and that his redcoats, God alone knew how, had found a way into the fort that had never before fallen.


      “Give them fire!” Major Stokes roared at the men on the ravine’s northern side. “Give them fire!” Other officers took up the call, and the men who had been watching the fight across the ravine loaded their firelocks and began peppering the gatehouse with musket balls.


      Stokes had climbed back up the northern side of the ravine so that he could see across the farther wall, and he now watched as the two small groups of redcoats advanced raggedly over the hillside. A column was farthest away, while the nearer men were in a line, and both advanced on the strongly garrisoned gatehouse which had just repelled yet another British attack through the broken gate. Those defenders would now turn their muskets on the new attackers and so Stokes roared at men to fire across the ravine. The range was terribly long, but any distraction would help. The gunners who had smashed down the gate fired at the parapets, their shots chipping at stone. “Go, man, go!” Stokes urged Sharpe. “Go!”


      Captain Morris, his mouth swollen and bleeding, and with a bruise blackening one eye and another disfiguring his forehead, staggered up the hillside. “Major Stokes!” he called petulantly. “Major Stokes.”


      Stokes turned to him. His first reaction was that Morris must have been wounded trying to cross the wall, and he decided he must have misjudged the man who was not, after all, such a coward. “You need a surgeon, Captain?”


      “That bloody man, Sharpe! He hit me! Hit me! Stole my company. I want charges leveled.”


      “Hit you?” Stokes asked, bemused.


      “Stole my company!” Morris said in outrage. “I ordered him to go away, and he hit me! I’m telling you, sir, because you’re a senior officer. You can talk to some of my men, sir, and hear their story. Some of them witnessed the assault, and I shall look for your support, sir, in the proceedings.”


      Stokes wanted to laugh. So that was how Sharpe had found the men! “I think you’d better forget bringing charges against Mr. Sharpe,” the engineer said.


      “Forget bringing charges?” Morris exclaimed. “I will not! I’ll break the bastard!”


      “I doubt it,” Stokes said.


      “He hit me!” Morris protested. “He assaulted me!”


      “Nonsense,” Stokes said brusquely. “You fell over. I saw you do it. Tripped and tumbled. And that’s precisely what I’ll allege at any court-martial. Not that there’ll be a court-martial. You simply fell over, man, and now you’re suffering from delusions! Maybe it’s a touch of the sun, Captain? You should be careful, otherwise you’ll end up like poor Harness. We shall ship you home and you’ll end your days in Bedlam with chains round your ankles.”


      “Sir! I protest!” Morris said.


      “You protest too much, Captain,” Stokes said. “You tripped, and that’s what I shall testify if you’re foolish enough to bring charges. Even my boy saw you trip. Ain’t that so, Ahmed?” Stokes turned to get Ahmed’s agreement, but he had vanished. “Oh, God,” Stokes said, and started down the hill to find the boy.


      But sensed he was already too late.


      The first hundred paces of Sharpe’s advance were easy enough, for the sun-baked ground was open and his men were still out of sight of the gatehouse. The few defenders who had manned the wall above the ravine had fled, but as soon as the redcoats breasted the slope of the hill to see the gatehouse ahead, the enemy musketry began. “Keep running!” Sharpe shouted, though it was hardly a run. They staggered and stumbled, their scabbards and haversacks banging and flapping, and the sun burned down relentlessly and the dry ground spurted puffs of dust as enemy musket balls flicked home. Sharpe was dimly aware of a cacophony of musketry from his left, the fire of the thousands of redcoats on the other side of the ravine, but the gatehouse defenders were sheltered by the outer parapet. A group of those defenders was manhandling a cannon round to face the new attack. “Just keep going!” Sharpe called, the breath rasping in his throat. Christ, but he was thirsty. Thirsty, hungry and excited. The gatehouse was fogged by smoke as its defenders fired their muskets at the unexpected attack that was coming out of the west.


      Off to his right Sharpe could see more defenders, but they were not firing, indeed they were not even formed in ranks. Instead they bunched beside a low wall that seemed to edge some gardens and supinely watched the confrontation. A building reared up beyond that, half obscured by trees. The place was huge! Hilltop after hilltop lay within the vast ring of Gawilghur’s Inner Fort, and there had to be a thousand places for the enemy to assemble a force to attack Sharpe’s open right flank, but he dared not worry about that possibility. All that mattered now was to reach the gatehouse and kill its defenders and so let a torrent of redcoats through the entrance.


      The cannon fired from the gatehouse. The ball struck the dry ground fifty yards ahead of Sharpe and bounced clean over his head. The smoke of the gun spread in front of the parapet, spoiling the aim of the defenders, and Sharpe blessed the gunners and prayed that the smoke would linger. He had a stitch in his side, and his ribs still hurt like hell from the kicking that Hakeswill had given him, but he knew they had surprised this enemy, and an enemy surprised was already half beaten.


      The smoke thinned and the muskets flamed from the wall again, making more smoke. Sharpe turned to shout at his men. “Come on! Hurry!” He was crossing a stretch of ground where some of the garrison had made pathetic little lodges of thin branches propped against half-dead trees and covered with sacking. Ash showed where fires had burned. It was a dumping ground. There was a rusting iron cannon carriage, a stone trough that had split in two and the remains of an ancient windlass made of wood that had been sun-whitened to the color of bone. A small brown snake twisted away from him. A woman, thin as the snake and clutching a baby, fled from one of the shelters. A cat hissed at him from another. Sharpe dodged between the small trees, kicking up dust, breathing dust. A musket ball flicked up a puff of fire ash, another clanged off the rusting gun carriage.


      He blinked through the sweat that stung his eyes to see that the gate passage’s inner wall was lined with white-coated soldiers. The wall was a good hundred paces long, and its fire step was reached by climbing the flight of stone steps that led up beside the innermost gate. Campbell and his men were running toward that gate and Sharpe was now alongside them. He would have to fight his way up the stairs, and he knew that it would be impossible, that there were too many defenders, and he flinched as the cannon fired again, only this time it belched a barrelful of canister that threw up a storm of dust devils all about Sharpe’s leading men.


      “Stop!” he shouted. “Stop! Form line!” He was close to the wall, damned close, not more than forty paces. “Present!” he shouted, and his men raised their muskets to aim at the top of the wall. Smoke still hid half the rampart, though the other half was clear and the defenders were firing fast. A Scotsman staggered backward and a sepoy folded over silently and clutched his bleeding belly. A small dog yapped at the soldiers. The smoke was clearing from the mouth of the cannon. “You’ve got one volley,” Sharpe called, “then we charge. Sergeant Green? I don’t want your men to fire now. Wait till we reach the top of the steps, then give us covering fire.” Sharpe wanted to lash out with his boot at the damned dog, but he forced himself to show calm as he paced down the front of the line. “Aim well, boys, aim well! I want that wall cleared.” He stepped into a space between two files. “Fire!”


      The single volley flamed toward the top of the wall and Sharpe immediately ran at the steps without waiting to see the effect of the fire. Campbell was already at the innermost gate, lifting its heavy bar. He had a dozen men ready to enter the passageway, while the rest of his company faced back into the fort’s interior to fight off any of the garrison who might come down from the buildings on the hill.


      Sharpe took the steps two at a time. This is bloody madness, he thought. Suicide in a hot place. Should have stayed in the ravine. The sun beat off the stones so that it was like being in an oven. There were men with him, though he could not see who they were, for he was only aware of the top of the stairs, and of the men in white who were turning to face him with bayonets, and then Green’s first volley slammed into them, and one of the men spun sideways, spurting a spray of blood from his scalp, and the others instinctively twitched away from the volley and Sharpe was there, the claymore slashing in a haymaker’s sweep that bounced off the wounded man’s skull to drive a second man over the wall’s unprotected edge and into the passageway.


      Where the innermost gate was opening, scraping on the stone and squealing on its huge hinges as Campbell’s men heaved on the vast doors.


      A bayonet lunged at Sharpe, catching his coat, and he hammered the hilt of the claymore down onto the man’s head, then brought up his knee. Lockhart was beside him, fighting with a cold-blooded ferocity, his sabre spattering drops of blood with every cut or lunge. “Over there!” Lockhart shouted to his men, and a half-dozen of the cavalrymen ran across the top of the archway to challenge the defenders on the outer walkway. Tom Garrard came up on Sharpe’s right and plunged his bayonet forward in short, disciplined strokes. More men ran up the stairs and pushed at those in front so that Sharpe, Lockhart and Garrard were shoved forward against the enemy who had no space to use their bayonets. The press of men also protected Sharpe from the enemy’s muskets. He beat down with the heavy sword, using his height to dominate the Indians who were keening a high-pitched war cry. A bayonet hit Sharpe plumb on his hip bone and he felt the steel grind on bone and he slammed the claymore’s hilt down onto the man’s head to crumple his shako, then down again to beat the man to the ground. The bayonet fell away and Sharpe climbed over the stunned man to slash at another defender. A musket banged close by him and he felt the scorch of the barrel flame on his burned cheek. The press of men was thick, too thick to make, progress, even though he beat at them with the sword which he cut downward with both hands. “Throw them over the bloody side!” Lockhart shouted, and the tall cavalryman slashed his sabre, just missing Sharpe, but the hissing blade drove the enemy frantically back and two of them, caught on the edge of the fire step, screamed and fell to where they were beaten to death by the musket butts of Campbell’s Highlanders. Campbell himself was running to the next gate. Two more gates to unbar and the way would be open, but the Cobras were thick on the walls and Dodd was screaming at them to shoot into the press of men, attackers and defenders alike, and so throw back the impudent handful of redcoats who had turned his rear.


      Then the attackers outside the fort, who had despaired of making another charge into the smoke- and blood-stinking alley where so many had died, heard the fight on the ramparts and so they came back, flooding into the shadow of the arch and there aiming up at the fire steps. The muskets hammered, more men came, and the Cobras were assailed from in front and from below. “Rockets!” Dodd shouted, and some of his men lit the missiles and tossed them down into the passageway, but they were nervous of the attackers coming along the top of the rampart. Those attackers were big men, crazed with battle, slashing with swords and bayonets as they snarled their way along the wall. Sergeant Green’s men fired from below, picking off defenders and forcing others to duck.


      “Fire across! Fire across!” Captain Campbell, down in the passageway, had seen the defenders thickening in front of the men attacking along the tops of the walls and now he cupped his hands and shouted at the men behind the front ranks of the attackers. “Fire across!” He pointed, showing them that they should angle their fire over the passageway to strike the defenders on the opposite wall and the men, understanding him, loaded their muskets. It took a few seconds, but at last the crossfire began and the pressure in front of Sharpe gave way. He swung the huge sword backhanded, half severing a man’s head, twisted the blade, thrust it into a belly, twisted it again, and suddenly the Cobras were backing away, terrified of the bloody blades.


      The second gate was opened. Campbell was the first man through and now there was only one gate left. His sergeant had brought a score of men into the passageway and those Scotsmen began to fire up at the walls, and the Cobras were crumbling now because there were redcoats below them on both sides, and more were hacking their way along the rampart, and the defenders were pinned in a small place with nowhere to go. The only steps to the gateway’s fire step were in redcoat hands, and Dodd’s men could either jump or surrender. A piper had started playing, and the mad skirl of the music drove the attackers to a new fury as they closed on the remnants of Dodd’s Cobras. The redcoats were screaming a terrible war cry that was a compound of rage, madness and sheer terror. Sharpe’s tattered white facings were now so soaked in blood that it looked as if he wore the red-trimmed coat of the 33rd again. His arm was tired, his hip was a great aching sore, and the wall was still not clear. A musket ball snatched at his sleeve, another fanned his bare head, and then he snarled at an enemy, cut again, and Campbell had the last bar out of its brackets and his men were heaving on the gate, and the attackers who had come from outside the fort were pulling on it, while beyond the outermost arch, on the slope above the ravine, an officer beckoned to all the troops waiting to the north.


      A cheer sounded, and a flood of redcoats ran down into the ravine and up the track towards the Inner Fort. They smelled loot and women. The gates were open. The fortress in the sky had fallen.


      Dodd was the last man on Sharpe’s wall. He knew he was beaten, but he was no coward, and he came forward, sword in hand, then recognized the bloody man opposing him. “Sergeant Sharpe,” he said, and raised his gold-hiked sword in an ironic salute. He had once tried to persuade Sharpe to join him in the Cobras, and Sharpe Had been tempted, but fate had kept him in his red coat and brought him to this last meeting on Gawilghur’s ramparts.


      “I’m Mr. Sharpe now, you bastard,” Sharpe said, and he waved Lockhart and Garrard back, then jumped forward, cutting with the claymore, but Dodd parried it easily and lunged at Sharpe, piercing his coat and glancing the sword point off a rib. Dodd stepped back, flicked the claymore aside, and lunged again, and this time the blade cut into Sharpe’s right cheek, opening it clean up to the bone beside his eye.


      “Marked for life,” Dodd said, “though I fear it won’t be a long life, Mr. Sharpe.” Dodd thrust again and Sharpe parried desperately, deflecting the blade more by luck than skill, and he knew he was a dead man because Dodd was too good a swordsman. McCandless had warned him of this. Dodd might be a traitor, but he was a soldier, and a good one.


      Dodd saw Sharpe’s sudden caution, and smiled. “They made an officer out of you, did they? I never knew the British army had that much sense.” He advanced again, sword low, inviting an attack from Sharpe, but then a redcoat ran past Sharpe, sabre swinging, and Dodd stepped fast back, surprised by the sudden charge, although he parried it with an instinctive skill. The force of the parry knocked the redcoat off balance and Dodd, still with a smile, lunged effortlessly to skewer the redcoat’s throat. It was Ahmed, and Sharpe, recognizing the boy, roared with rage and ran at Dodd who flicked the sword back, blood streaming from its tip, and deflected the claymore’s savage cut, turned his blade beneath it and was about to thrust the slim blade into Sharpe’s belly when a pistol banged and Dodd was thrown hard back, blood showing on his right shoulder. His sword arm, numbed by the pistol bullet, hung low.


      Sharpe walked up to him and saw the fear in Dodd’s eyes. “This is for McCandless,” he said, and kicked the renegade in the crotch. Dodd gasped and befit double. “And this is for Ahmed,” Sharpe said, and swept the claymore up so that its heavy blade ripped into Dodd’s throat, and Sharpe, still holding the sword double-handed, pulled it hard back and the steel sawed through sinew and muscle and gullet so that the fire step was suddenly awash with blood as the tall Dodd collapsed. Eli Lockhart, the long horse pistol still smoking in his hand, edged Sharpe aside to make certain Dodd was dead. Sharpe was stooped by Ahmed, but the boy was dying. Blood bubbled at his throat as he tried to breathe. His eyes looked up into Sharpe’s face, but there was no recognition there. His small body heaved frantically, then was still. He had gone to his paradise. “You stupid bastard,” Sharpe said, tears trickling to dilute the blood pouring from his cheek. “You stupid little bastard.”


      Lockhart used his sabre to cut the ropes holding the flag above the gatehouse and a roar of triumph sounded from the ravine as the flag came down. Then Lockhart helped Sharpe strip Ahmed of his red jacket and, lacking a British flag to hoist, they pulled the faded, blood-reddened coat up to the top of the pole. Gawilghur had yielded.


      Sharpe cuffed tears and blood from his face. Lockhart was grinning at him, and Sharpe forced a smile in return. “We did it, Eli.”


      “We bloody did.” Lockhart held out a hand and Sharpe gripped it.


      “Thank you,” Sharpe said fervently, then he let go of the cavalryman’s hand and kicked Dodd’s corpse. “Look after that body, Eli. It’s worth a fortune.”


      “That’s Dodd?”


      “That’s the bastard. That corpse is worth seven hundred guineas to you and Clare.”


      “You and me, sir,” Lockhart said. The Sergeant looked as ragged and bloody as Sharpe. His blue jacket was torn and bloodstained. “We’ll share the reward,” he said, “you and me, sir.”


      “No,” Sharpe said, “he’s all yours. I just wanted to see the bastard dead. That’s reward enough for me.” Blood was pouring from his cheek to add to the gore on his coat. He turned to Garrard who was leaning against the parapet, gasping for air. “Look after the boy for me, Tom.”


      Garrard, seeing that Ahmed was dead, frowned in puzzlement.


      “I’m going to give him a proper burial,” Sharpe explained, then he turned and walked down the wall where exhausted redcoats rested among the dead and dying Cobras, while beneath them, in the passage that Campbell had opened, a stream of soldiers poured unopposed into the fort.


      “Where are you going?” Garrard shouted after Sharpe.


      Sharpe did not answer. He just walked on. He had another enemy to hunt, and an even richer reward to win.


      The defenders were hunted down and killed. Even when they tried to surrender, they were killed, for their fortress had resisted and that was the fate of garrisons that showed defiance. Blood-maddened redcoats, fed on arrack and rum, roamed the vast stronghold with bayonets and greed both sharpened. There was little enough loot, but plenty of women, and so the, screaming began.


      Some defenders, knowing Gawilghur’s geography, slipped to those parts of the perimeter where no wall faced outward and dangerously narrow paths led down the cliffs. They streamed like ants down the rock, going to oblivion. Some hid, knowing that the rage of the attackers would soon enough be exhausted. Those who could not escape or find a hiding place died.


      Flies buzzed in the palace where the dead were already stinking in the heat. Officers wandered the rooms, marveling at their poverty. They had expected to find another mansion like the Tippoo Sultan’s palace, a glittering trove of gems, gold, ivory and silk, but the Rajah of Berar had never been rich. Some discovered the cellars and they noted the great armory, but were more interested in the barrels of cash, though when they saw the coins were all of copper they spat in disgust. A company of sepoys found some silver plate that they cut apart with their bayonets. Syud Sevajee had found his enemy, his father’s murderer, but Beny Singh was already dead and Sevajee could do little more than spit on his corpse.


      Beneath the palace, redcoats splashed in the lake, slaking their thirst. Some had discarded their red jackets, hanging them from the trees, and a ragged man, who had slipped unseen from the palace, stole one of the coats and pulled it on before limping toward the captured gatehouse. He was a white man, and wore a pair of dirty trousers and a ragged shirt, while a white coat and a black sash were bundled under one arm. His hair was lank, his skin filthy, and his face twitched as he shuffled along the path. No one took any notice of him, for he looked like any other redcoat who had found his small scrap of loot, and so Obadiah Hakeswill slunk northward with a fortune in jewels concealed in his shabby clothes. He reckoned he had only to get through the gate, and across the Outer Fort, and then he would run. Where? He did not know. Just run. He was rich now, but he would still need to steal a horse. There would be plenty of officers’ horses in the camp, and maybe he would be lucky and find a dead man’s horse so that the loss would not be noticed for days. Then he would ride southward. South to Madras, and in Madras he could sell the jewels, buy proper clothes and become a gentleman. Obadiah Hakeswill, Gent. Then he would go home. Home to England. Be a rich gentleman there.


      He ignored the redcoats. The buggers had won, and it was not fair. He could have been a rajah, but at least he was as rich as any rajah, and so he sidled down the dusty path and the gatehouse was not very far away now. An officer was ahead, standing with a drawn claymore beside the snake pit and staring down into its horror, and then he turned and walked toward Hakeswill. The officer was hatless, bloody-faced, and Obadiah limped off the track, praying that he would not be noticed. The officer went safely past and Hakeswill breathed a silent prayer of thanks and swerved back to the track. Only a trickle of men came through the gate now, and most of them were too intent on joining the plundering to care about a single man limping the other way. Hakeswill grinned, knowing he would get away. He would be a gentleman.


      Then a sword point pricked his spine and Hakeswill froze.


      “I’ve been looking for you for days, Obadiah,” a hated voice said, and Hakeswill turned to look up into Sharpe’s face, but the face was half hidden by blood, which was why he had not recognized the officer standing beside the snake pit.


      “I was a prisoner,” Hakeswill whined, “a prisoner.”


      “You’re a bloody liar.”


      “For the love of God, help me.” Obadiah pretended not to recognize Sharpe, pretended to be mad. He twitched and moaned, let spittle dribble from his mouth and twisted his hands in submission. “Locked me up,” he said, “the heathen bastards locked me up. Ain’t seen daylight in days.”


      Sharpe leaned forward and snatched the coat that was bundled under Hakeswill’s arm. Hakeswill stiffened, and Sharpe smiled as he saw the flash of anger in the Sergeant’s eyes. “Want the coat back, Obadiah? So fight me for it.”


      “I was a prisoner,” Hakeswill insisted, no longer moaning like a mad thing.


      Sharpe shook the coat open. “So why’s the jacket white, Obadiah? You’re a bleeding liar.” He felt the coat’s pockets, felt the hard lumps and knew his jewels were safe again. Hakeswill’s eyes glinted with a terrible and frustrated rage. “Go on, Obadiah,” Sharpe said, “fight me.”


      “I was a prisoner,” Hakeswill said, and he glanced to his right, hoping he could make a run for it, for though he might have lost the jewels in the coat, he had others in his trousers. And Sharpe, he now saw, had a wound in the hip. Perhaps Sharpe could not run. So run now, he told himself, and then the flat of the claymore’s blade struck him hard across the scalp. He yelped, then went still as the sword point pricked at his throat.


      “You sold me to Jama, didn’t you?” Sharpe said. “But that was a mistake, Obadiah, because I beat his jettis into pulp. I’ll do that to you now. But take your clothes off first.”


      “You can’t do this to me!” Hakeswill shouted, hoping to attract attention. His face twitched. “You can’t do this! ’Gainst regulations, it is!”


      “Strip, Obadiah,” Sharpe said.


      “There are rules! Regulations! Says so in the scriptures!”


      The claymore’s point jabbed at Hakeswill’s throat, drawing blood from the scar that had been left when they had tried to hang the young Obadiah. The pain quietened the Sergeant, and Sharpe smiled. “I half beat Captain Morris to death, Sergeant, so do you think it worries me that there are rules which say I mustn’t touch you? Now you’ve got a choice. You can strip naked, or you can let me strip your corpse naked. I don’t care which it is. I don’t care if they bloody hang me for your murder. It’d be worth it. So shut the hell up, and get your bloody clothes off.”


      Hakeswill looked for help, but there was none in sight, and the sword point twisted in his broken skin and he gabbled that he was undressing himself, and he scrabbled at the rope belt on his trousers, and tore the buttons out of his shirt. “Don’t kill me!” he shouted. “I can’t be killed! I can’t die!” He pulled off the shirt, tugged off his boots and pulled down his trousers.


      “Now the foot cloths,” Sharpe said.


      Hakeswill sat and unwrapped the filthy strips and so was left white and naked under the terrible sun. Sharpe used the sword’s tip to pull the clothes into a pile. He would search them, extract the gems, then leave them.


      “On your feet now, Obadiah,” he said, encouraging the naked man with the sword’s reddened tip.


      “I can’t die, Sharpie!” Hakeswill pleaded, his face racked by twitches. “I can’t! You tried! The tigers wouldn’t eat me and the elephant wouldn’t kill me. You know why? Because I can’t die! I’ve got an angel, I do, my own soul’s angel and she looks after me.” He shouted the words, and all the while he was being pressed backward by the sword tip, and he danced on the rocks because they were so hot and his feet were bare. “You can’t kill me. The angel looks after me. It’s Mother, Sharpie, that’s who the angel is, it’s Mother all white and shiny. No, Sharpie, no! I can’t die!” And the sword stabbed at his belly and Hakeswill jumped back, and jumped back again when the tip slashed at his scrawny ribs. “They tried to hang me but they couldn’t!” he declared. “I dangled and I danced, and the rope wouldn’t kill me, and here I am! I cannot die!” And then he screamed, because the sword had stabbed one last time and Hakeswill had stepped back to avoid the lunge, only this time there was no rock behind him, only a void, and he screamed as he fell into the shadows of the snake pit.


      He screamed again as he hit the stone floor with a thump. “I can’t die!” he shouted triumphantly, and stared up at the black shape of his enemy. “I can’t die!” Hakeswill called again, then something sinuous and shadowy flickered to his left and he had no time to worry about Sharpe. He screamed, because the snakes were staring at him with hard flat eyes. “Sharpie!” he shouted. “Sharpie!”


      But Sharpe had gone to collect the pile of rags.


      And Hakeswill was alone with the serpents.


      Wellesley heard the distant cheers, but could not tell whether it was his own men who celebrated or the enemy who was making the noise. The smoke cloud that had hung so thick and constant beyond the fortress faded.


      He waited.


      The defenders on the south wall still fought. They fired their cannon at the 74th’s skirmish line which, because it was well spread out and sheltered by the rocks on the steep hillside, survived the sporadic cannonade. The smoke of the guns hung by the walls. Wellesley looked at his watch. Four o’clock. If the fort had not fallen, then it would soon be too late. Night would come and he would have to retreat ignominiously to the plain below. The intermittent crackle of muskets from the north told him that something was still happening, but whether it was men looting, or the sound of the defenders firing at defeated attackers, he could not tell.


      Then the guns on the south wall fell silent. Their smoke lingered, then drifted away in the hot wind. Wellesley waited, expecting the cannon to fire again, but they remained quiet. “Maybe they’ve run,” he said. The green and gold flag still hung over the gate-tower, but Wellesley could see no defenders there.


      “If the fortress has fallen, sir,” Wallace pointed out, “then why aren’t they running out of this gate?”


      “Because they know we’re here,” Wellesley said, and took out his telescope. By mistake he had brought the new glass, the one he intended to give to Sharpe which had been engraved with the date of Assaye, and he put it to his eye and examined the southern wall. The embrasures were empty. The guns were still there, their blackened muzzles just showing, but no men. “I think we shall advance, Wallace,” Wellesley said, snapping the glass shut.


      “It could be a trap, sir.”


      “We shall advance,” Wellesley said firmly.


      The 74th marched with colors flying, drummers beating and pipers playing. A battalion of sepoys followed, and the two regiments made a brave sight as they climbed the last stretch of the steep road, but still the great Southern Gate of Gawilghur was closed before them. Wellesley spurred ahead, half expecting the defenders to spring a surprise and appear on the ramparts, but instead it was a redcoat who suddenly showed there and Wellesley’s heart leaped with relief. He could sail home to England with another victory in his pocket.


      The redcoat on the wall slashed at the flag’s halyard and Wellesley watched as the green and gold banner fluttered down. Then the redcoat turned and shouted to someone inside the fortress.


      Wellesley spurred his horse. Just as he and his aides came into the shadow of the gatehouse, the great gates began to open, hauled back by dirty-looking redcoats with stained faces and broad grins. An officer stood just beyond the arch and, as the General rode into sight, the officer brought his sword up in salute.


      Wellesley returned the salute. The officer was drenched in blood, and the General hoped that was not a reflection of the army’s casualties. Then he recognized the man. “Mr. Sharpe?” He sounded puzzled.


      “Welcome to Gawilghur, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “I thought you’d been captured?”


      “I escaped, sir. Managed to join the attack.”


      “So I see.” Wellesley glanced ahead. The fort seethed with jubilant redcoats and he knew it would take till nightfall to restore order. “You should see a surgeon, Mr. Sharpe. I fear you’re going to carry a scar on your face.” He remembered the telescope, but decided he would give it to Sharpe later and so, with a curt nod, he rode on.


      Sharpe stood and watched the 74th march in. They had not wanted him, because he was not a gentleman. But, by God, he was a soldier, and he had opened the fort for them. He caught Urquhart’s eye, and Urquhart looked at the blood on Sharpe’s face and at the crusting scabs on Sharpe’s sword, then looked away. “Good afternoon, Urquhart,” Sharpe said loudly.


      Urquhart spurred his horse.


      “Good afternoon, Sergeant Colquhoun,” Sharpe said.


      Colquhoun marched doggedly on.


      Sharpe smiled. He had proved whatever he had set out to prove, and what was that? That he was a soldier, but he had always known that. He was a soldier, and he would stay a soldier, and if that meant wearing a green jacket instead of a red, then so be it. But he was a soldier, and he had proved it in the heat and blood of Gawilghur. It was the fastness in the sky, the stronghold that could not fall, and now it was Sharpe’s fortress.

    

  


  
    
      Historical Note

    


    
      I have done the 94th, sometimes known as the Scotch Brigade, and their Light Company which was led by Captain Campbell, a great disservice, for it was they, and not Sharpe, who found the route up the side of the ravine and then across the Inner Fort’s wall at Gawilghur, and who then assailed the gatehouse from the inside and, by opening the succession of gates, allowed the rest of the attacking force into the fortress. Fictional heroes steal other men’s thunder, and I trust the Scots will forgive Sharpe. The Captain Campbell whose initiative broke Gawilghur’s defense was not the same Campbell who was one of Wellesley’s aides (and who had been the hero at Ahmednuggur).


      The 33rd’s Light Company was not at Gawilghur; indeed the only British infantry there were Scottish regiments, the same Scotsmen who shocked Scindia’s army into rout at Assaye and took the brunt of the Arab attack at Argaum. Wellesley’s war against the Mahrattas, which ended in complete victory at Gawilghur, was thus won by Madrassi sepoys and Scottish Highlanders, and it was an extraordinary victory.


      The battle of Assaye, described in Sharpe’s Triumph, was the engagement which destroyed the cohesion of the Mahratta Confederation. Scindia, the most powerful of the princes, was so shocked by the defeat that he sued for peace, while the Rajah of Berar’s troops, deserted by their allies, fought on. Undoubtedly their best strategy would have been an immediate retreat to Gawilghur, but Manu Bappoo must have decided that he could stop the British and so decided to make his stand at Argaum. The battle happened much as described in this novel; it began with an apparent Mahratta advantage when the sepoys on the right of Wellesley’s line panicked, but the General calmed them, brought them back, then launched his line to victory. The Scots, just as they had been at Assaye, were his shock troops, and they destroyed the Arab regiment that was the best of Bappoo’s infantry. There were no Cobras in Bappoo’s army, and though William Dodd existed, and was a renegade fugitive from the East India Company army, there is no record of his having served Berar. The survivors of Argaum retreated north to Gawilghur.


      Gawilghur is still a mightily impressive fortress, sprawling over its vast headland high above the Deccan Plain. It is deserted now, and was never again to be used as a stronghold after the storming on 15 December 1803. The fort was returned to the Mahrattas after they made peace with the British, and they never repaired the breaches which are still there, and, though much overgrown, capable of being climbed. No such breaches remain in Europe, and it was instructive to discover just how steep they are, and how difficult to negotiate, even unencumbered by a musket or sword. The great iron gun which killed five of the attackers with a single shot still lies on its emplacement in the Inner Fort, though its carriage has long decayed and the barrel is disfigured with graffiti. Most of the buildings in the Inner Fort have vanished, or else are so overgrown as to be invisible. There is, alas, no snake pit there. The major gatehouses are still intact, without their gates, and a visitor can only marvel at the suicidal bravery of the men who climbed from the ravine to enter the twisting deathtrap of the Inner port’s northern gate. Defeat would surely have been their reward, had not Campbell and his Light Company found a way up the side of the ravine and, with the help of a ladder, scaled the wall and so attacked the gates from the inside. By then Beny Singh, the Killadar, had already poisoned his wives, lovers and daughters. He died, like Manu Bappoo, with his sword in his hand. Manu Bappoo almost certainly died in the breaches and not, as the novel says, in the ravine, though that was where most of his men died, trapped between the attackers who had captured the Outer Fort and the 78th who were climbing the road from the plain. They should have found refuge within the Inner Fort, and bolstered its defenses, but for reasons that have never been explained, the Inner Fort’s gates were fast shut against the survivors of the Outer Fort’s garrison.


      Elizabeth Longford, in Wellington, The Tears of the Sword, quotes the late Jac Weller as saying of Gawilghur, “three reasonably effective troops of Boy Scouts armed with rocks could have kept out several times their number of professional soldiers.” It is difficult to disagree. Manu Bappoo and Beny Singh made no effort to protect the Outer Fort’s walls with a glacis, which was their primary mistake, but their real stronghold was the Inner Fort, and it fell far too swiftly. The supposition is that the defenders were thoroughly demoralized, and the few British casualties (about 150), most of them killed or wounded in the assault on the gatehouse, testify to the swiftness of the victory. A hundred and fifty sounds like a small “butcher’s bill,” and so it is, but that should not hide the horror of the fight for the Inner Fort’s gatehouse where Kenny died. That fight occurred in a very small space and, for a brief while, must have been as ghastly as, say, the struggle for Badajoz’s breaches nine years later. Campbell’s escalade up the precipice saved an enormous number of lives and cut a nasty fight blessedly short. Indeed, the victory was so quick, and so cheaply gained, that a recent biography of the Duke of Wellington (in 1803 he was still Sir Arthur Wellesley) accords the siege less than three lines, yet to the redcoat who was sweating up the hill to the plateau and who was expected to carry his firelock and bayonet across the rocky isthmus to the breaches in the double walls it was a significant place and his victory remarkable.


      The real significance of Gawilghur lay in the future. Sir Arthur Wellesley had now witnessed the assault of the breach at Seringapatam, had escaladed the walls of Ahmednuggur and swept over the great defenses of Gawilghur. In Portugal and Spain, confronted by even greater defenses manned by determined French soldiers, it is claimed that he underestimated the difficulties of siege work, having been lulled into complacency by the ease of his Indian victories. There may be truth in that, and at Ciudad Rodrigo, Badajoz, Burgos and San Sebastian he took dreadful casualties. My own suspicion is that he did not so much underestimate the ability of defenses to withstand him, as overestimate the capacity of British troops to get through those defenses and, astonishingly, they usually lived up to his expectations. And it was Scotsmen who gave him those high expectations: the Scots who used four ladders to capture a city at Ahmednuggur and one ladder to bring down the great fortress of Gawilghur. Their bravery helped disguise the fact that sieges were terrible work, so terrible that the troops, regardless of their commander’s wishes, regarded a captured stronghold as their own property, to destroy and violate as they wished. This was their revenge for the horrors that the defenders had inflicted on them, and there was undoubtedly a vast slaughter inside Gawilghur once the victory was gained. Many of the defenders must have escaped down the steep cliffs, but perhaps half of the seven or eight thousand died in an orgy of revenge.


      And then the place was forgotten. The Mahrattas were defeated, and even more of India came under British rule or influence. But Sir Arthur Wellesley was done with India, it was time to sail home and look for advancement against the more dangerous and nearer enemy, France. It will be four years before he sails from England to Portugal and to the campaign that will raise him to a dukedom. Sharpe will also go home, to a green instead of a red jacket, and he too will sail to Portugal and march from there into France, but he has a snare or two waiting on his path before he reaches the peninsula. So Sharpe will march again.
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    Bernard Cornwell On:

  


  
    I. The Origin of Richard Sharpe(Memo to the Sharpe Appreciation Society, http://www.southessex.co.uk)


    Richard Sharpe was born on a winter’s night in 1980. It was in London, in a basement flat in Courtnell Street, not far from Westbourne Grove. I had decided to marry an American and, for a myriad of reasons, it was going to be easier if I lived in America, but I could not get a work permit and so, airily, I decided to earn a living as a writer. Love makes us into idiots.


    But at least I knew what I wanted to write. It was going to be a land-based version of C.S. Forester’s Hornblower books. I wasted hours trying to find my hero’s name. I wanted a name as dramatic as Horatio Hornblower, but I couldn’t think of one (Trumpetwhistler? Cornetpuffer?), so eventually I decided to give him a temporary name and, once I had found his real name, I would simply go back and change it. So I named him after Richard Sharp, the great rugby player, and of course the name stuck. I added an “e” – that was all.


    The book was finished in New Jersey. Now, eighteen years, innumerable battles and well over a million words later, he’s still going strong, and there are yet more books to write. I thought I had finished with Sharpe after Waterloo, but so many people wrote wanting more stories that he had to put on his green jacket and march again. Being a hero, of course, he has more lives than a basketful of cats, but maybe Sharpe’s greatest stroke of good fortune was meeting Sean Bean.


    He has also been outrageously lucky in his other friends who, collectively, are the Sharpe Appreciation Society. He would not think there was that much to appreciate (“Bloody daft, really”), but on his behalf, I can thank you for being his friends and assure you that, so long as I have anything to do with him, he will not let you down.


    And, finally, time for confession: Years and years ago I was a journalist in Belfast and I remember a night just before Christmas when a group of us were sitting in a city-centre pub getting drunk and maudlin, and discussing, as journalists are wont to do, how much easier life would be if only we were novelists. No more hard work, just storytelling, and somehow we invented the name of an author and a bet was laid. The bet was a bottle of Jameson Whiskey from everyone about the table to be given to whichever one of us first wrote the book with the author’s name. Years later I collected the winnings (long drunk) which is why, in second-hand shops, you might find the following:A Crowning Mercy;The Fallen Angels;Coat of Arms– all by Bernard Cornwell, writing as Susannah Kells.

  


  
    II. Sharpe’s Adventures


    I thought, when I began writing Sharpe, that there could not possibly be more than ten novels in him, but there are now eighteen and more are on the way.


    So who and what is he?


    Richard Sharpe is a soldier, one of the thousands of Britons who fought against Revolutionary and Napoleonic France between 1793 and 1815. He shadows the career of Sir Arthur Wellesley, who becomes the first Duke of Wellington, and in so doing he takes part in some of the most extraordinary exploits of the era – from the storming of Seringapatam in 1799 to the bloodbath at Waterloo in 1815.


    By 1814, when Napoleon is first defeated and sent into exile, the Duke of Wellington leads what is arguably the finest army that Britain ever raised. About one in twenty of its officers had come up from the ranks, and Richard Sharpe is one of them. Is he real? No, there was no Rifle officer called Sharpe, though there was a cavalryman whose rise from trooper to Lieutenant Colonel took the same amount of time that it takes Sharpe to be promoted from private to Lieutenant Colonel. Sharpe is also a Rifleman, a new breed of soldier in the British army who fought, not with a smoothbore musket, but with the much more accurate rifle. Above everything, though, Sharpe has adventures. That is the point of the poor man’s existence.

  


  
    — Bernard Cornwell



    (Material culled from http://www.bernardcornwellbooks.com and from The Sharpe Appreciation Society website, http://www.southessex.co.uk.)

  


  

  The Sharpe Appreciation Society


  The Sharpe Appreciation Society was formed in 1996 amid growing demands from fans wanting more information about the books, television series, the people involved in making the series, the Napoleonic period, weaponry – in fact anything remotely connected with Sharpe.


  After finding there was no central point of contact for fans, Chris Clarke, now secretary, made contact with Richard Rutherford-Moore (historical and technical advisor to the television series) and wrote to the author Bernard Cornwell as well as to Malcolm Craddock, one of the producers.


  With Richard Moore’s help, Chris started the fan club in July 1996, expecting fifty to 100 fans to join her. We now have over 1,500 fans across the world and they are still joining! In May 1998, we held our first convention, where we were joined by Bernard Cornwell, Malcolm Craddock, Muir Sutherland and some of the actors involved in bringing the world of Sharpe to life.


  We are the official fan club, approved by the author, producers, Carlton Television and Central Television. For more information, please write to Chris who will be pleased to send you an application form.


  The Sharpe Appreciation Society


  P.O. Box 14

  Lowdham

  Nottingham

  NG14 7HU

  England


  Sharpe Query Line:

  Tel: 0(044) 115 966 5405


  Secretary: Christine Clarke


  sharpe@southessex.co.uk


  http://www.southessex.co.uk
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