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Synopsi s:

I ndi a, 1803.

si ege of Seringapatarh, and four years in which Sharpe seens to have

di scovered the easiest billet in the British arnmy. But that confort is
rudely shattered when he witnesses a nurderous act of treachery by an
English officer who has defected fromthe East India Conpany to join
the nmercenary arny of the Mahratta Confederation conmanded by the

fl anboyant Hanoverian, Anthony Pohl nann

Sharpe is ordered to join the hunt for the renegade Engli shnan, a hunt
that will take himdeep into the eneny's territory where he will face
tenptations nore subtle than he has ever dreaned of. And behind him

relentlessly stalking him conmes his worst eneny, the bal eful

twi tching Sergeant Obadi ah Hakeswill who is deternined to break Sharpe
once and for all.

The paths of treachery all lead to the snall village of Assaye where
Sir Arthur Wellesley, with a tiny British arny, faces the Mahratta
horde. Qutnunbered and out gunned, Wellesley decides to fight, and
Sergeant Richard Sharpe is plunged into the white heat of a battle that
will make Wellesley's reputation. It will nake Sharpe's nane too, but
only if he can survive the carnage and killing frenzy, for it is at
Assaye that he at last realizes his anbition and has a chance to seize
it.

?ckoned to b greatest achievenent. It will delight the nillions of
readers who have enjoyed Sharpe's.later adventures in the Peninsul ar
War and at Waterl oo.
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Sharpens Triunph is for Joel Gardner, who wal ked Ahnednuggur and Assaye
with nme

CHAPTER 1

It was not Sergeant Richard Sharpe's fault. He was not in charge. He
was junior to at least a dozen nen, including a mgjor, a captain, a sub
adar and two jemadars, yet he still felt responsible. He felt

responsi ble, angry, hot, bitter and scared. Blood crusted on his face
where a thousand flies crawled. There were even flies in his open

nout h.

But he dared not nove.

The hunid air stank of blood and of the rotted egg snell made by powder
snoke. The very last thing he renenbered doing was thrusting his pack
haversack and cartridge box into the glowi ng ashes of a fire, and now
the amunition fromthe cartridge box expl oded. Each blast of powder
fount ai ned sparks and ashes into the hot air. A couple of nen | aughed
at the sight. They stopped to watch it for a few seconds, poked at the
near by bodies with their nuskets, then wal ked on

Sharpe lay still. A fly crawmed on his eyeball and he forced hinself
to stay absolutely notionless. There was blood on his face and nore
bl ood had puddlied in his right ear, though it was drying now. He
blinked, fearing that the small notion would attract one of the
killers, but no one noticed.

Chasal gaon. That's where he was. Chasalgaon; a miserable, thorn
wal l ed 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 Conpany and fifty nercenary horsenen from
Mysore, only when Sharpe arrived half the sepoys and all of the

hor senen had been out on patrol

Sharpe had cone from Seringapatam |eading a detail of six privates and
carrying a leather bag stuffed with rupees, and he had been greeted by
Maj or Crosby who conmmanded at Chasal gaon. The Major proved to be a

pl unp, red-faced, bilious man who disliked the heat and hated

Chasal gaon, and he had slunped in his canvas chair as he unfol ded
Sharpe's orders. He read them grunted, then read t hem agai n.

"Way the hell did they send you?" he finally asked.

"No one else to send, sir."

Crosby frowned at the order

"Way not an officer?"

"No officers to spare, sir."

"Bl oody responsible job for a sergeant, wouldn't you say?"
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"Wn't let you down, sir," Sharpe said woodenly, staring at the | eprous
yellow of the tent's canvas a few i nches above the Major's head.

"You'd bl oody well better not |let ne down," Crosby said, pushing the
orders into a pile of danp papers on his canp table.

"And you | ook bl oody young to be a sergeant.”

"I was born late, sir," Sharpe said. He was twenty-six, or thought he
was, and nost sergeants were nuch ol der

Crosby, suspecting he was being nocked, stared up at Sharpe, but there
was nothing insolent on the Sergeant's face. A good-I|ooking nan,
Crosby thought sourly. Probably had the bibb is of Seringapatam
falling out of their saris, and Crosby, whose w fe had died of the
fever ten years before and who consoled hinself with a two-rupee

vill age whore every Thursday night, felt a pang of jeal ousy.

"And how the devil do you expect to get the ammunition back to
Seri ngapat an?" he demanded

"Hire ox carts, sir." Sharpe had long perfected the way to address
unhel pful officers. He gave them preci se answers, added not hi ng
unnecessary and al ways sounded confi dent.

"Wth what? Promn ses?"

"Money, sir." Sharpe tapped his haversack where he had the bag of
rupees.

"Christ, they trust you with noney?"

Shar pe deci ded not to respond to that question, but just stared

i npassively at the canvas. Chasal gaon, he deci ded, was not a happy
place. It was a snall fort built on a bluff above a river that should
have been overflowi ng its banks, but the nonsoon had failed and the
land was cruelly dry. The fort had no ditch, nerely a wall nade of
cactus thorn with a dozen wooden fighting platforns spaced about its
perinmeter. |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 nud-wal |l ed barracks thatched with palm a cook
house tents for the officers and a stone-walled magazine to store the
garrison's anmunition. The sepoys had their fanmlies with them so the
fort was overrun with wonen and children, but Sharpe had noted how
sullen they were. Crosby, he thought, was one of those crabbed

of ficers who were only happy when all about them were niserable.

"| suppose you expect ne to arrange the ox carts?" Crosby said
i ndi gnantly.

"I''ll do it nyself, sir."

"Speak the | anguage, do you?" Crosby sneered.

"A sergeant, banker and interpreter, are you?"

"Brought an interpreter with ne, sir," Sharpe said. Which was over
egging the pudding a bit, because Davi Lal was only thirteen, an urchin
off the streets of Seringapatam He was a snart, m schievous child

whom Shar pe had found stealing fromthe arnoury cook house and, after
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giving the starving boy a clout around both ears to teach hi mrespect
for Hs Britannic Majesty's property, Sharpe had taken himto Lali's

house and given hima proper neal, and Lali had talked to the boy and
| earned 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 |ice.

"Get rid of him" she had advi sed Sharpe, but Sharpe had seen sonething
of his own childhood in Davi Lal and so he had dragged himdown to the
Ri ver Cauvery and given hima decent scrubbing.

After that Davi Lal had becone Sharpe's errand boy. He |earned to pipe
clay belts, blackball boots and speak his own version of English which
because it canme fromthe |ower ranks, was liable to shock the gentler
bor n.

"You'll need three carts," Crosby said.
"Yes, sir," Sharpe said.

"Thank you, sir." He had known exactly how nmany carts he woul d need
but he also knew it was stupid to pretend to know edge in the face of
officers |ike Croshy.

"Find your damm carts," Crosby snapped, 'then | et ne know when you're
ready to load up."

"Very good, sir. Thank you, sir." Sharpe stiffened to attention
about turned and marched fromthe tent to find Davi Lal and the six
privates waiting in the shade of one of the barracks.

"We' Il have dinner," Sharpe told them 'then sort out sone carts this
afternoon."

"What's for dinner?" Private Atkins asked.

"What ever Davi can filch fromthe cook house Sharpe said, 'but be nippy
about it, all right? | want to be out of this damm place tonorrow
nor ni ng. "

Their job was to fetch eighty thousand rounds of prinme nusket i
cartridges that had been stolen fromthe East India Conpany arnoury in
Madras. The cartridges were the best quality in India, and the thieves
who stol e them knew exactly who woul d pay the highest price for the
ammuni tion. The princedons of the Mahratta Confederation were forever
at war with each other or el se raiding the neighbouring states, but
now, in the sumer of 1803, they faced an i mri nent invasion by British
forces. The threatened invasion had brought two of the biggest
Mahratta rulers into an alliance that now gathered its forces to repe
the British, and those rulers had prom sed the thieves a king' s ransom
in gold for the cartridges, but one of the thieves who had hel ped break
into the Madras arnoury had refused to I et his brother join the band
and share in the profit, and so the aggrieved brother had betrayed the
thieves to the Conpany's spies and, two weeks later, the caravan
carrying the cartridges across |India had been anbushed by sepoys not
far from Chasal gaon. The thieves had died or fled, and the recaptured
ammuni ti on had been brought back to the fort's small nagazi ne for
saf ekeeping. Now the eighty thousand cartridges were to be taken to
the arnoury at Seringapatam three days to the south, fromwhere they
woul d be issued to the British troops who were readying thensel ves for
the war against the Mahrattas. A sinple job, and Sharpe, who had spent
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the |l ast four years as a sergeant in the Seringapatam arnoury, had been
given the responsibility.

Spoi | age, Sharpe was thinking while his nen boiled a caul dron of |

river water on a bullock-dung fire. That was the key to the next few
days, spoilage. Say seven thousand cartridges lost to danp? No one in
Seringapatam woul d argue with that, and Sharpe reckoned he coul d sel
the seven thousand cartridges on to Vakil Hussein, so long, of course,
as there were eighty thousand cartridges to begin with. Still, Mjor
Crosby had not quibbled with the figure, but just as Sharpe was
thinking that, so Major Croshy appeared fromhis tent with a cocked hat
on his head and a sword at his side.

"On your feet!" Sharpe snapped at his |ads as the Mj or headed towards
t hem

"Thought you were finding ox carts?" Crosby snarled at Shar pe.
"Dinner first, sir."

"Your food, | hope, and not ours? W don't get rations to feed King's
troops here, Sergeant."” Major Crosby was in the service of the East

I ndi a Conpany, and though he wore a red coat |like the King' s arny,
there was little love | ost between the two forces.

"Qur food, sir," Sharpe said, gesturing at the cauldron in which rice j
and kid neat, both stolen from Crosby's stores, boil ed.

"Carried it with us, sir."

A haml dar shouted fromthe fort gate, denmanding Crosby's attention, but
the Major ignored the shout.

"I forgot to nention one thing, Sergeant."
n SI r?"

Crosby | ooked sheepish for a nmonent, then renenbered he was talking to
a nere sergeant.

"Some of the cartridges were spoiled. Danp got to them"
"I"'msorry to hear that, sir," Sharpe said straight-faced.
"So | had to destroy them" Crosby said.

"Six or seven thousand as | renenber."

"Spoi l age, sir," Sharpe said.

"Happens all the tine, sir."

"Exactly so," Croshy said, unable to hide his relief at Sharpe's easy
acceptance of his tale, 'exactly so," then he turned towards the
gate.

" Humi dor ?"

"Conpany troops approachi ng, sahi bV "Where's Captain Leonard? Isn't he
of ficer of the day?" Croshby demanded.
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"Here, sir, I"'mhere." A tall, gangling captain hurried froma tent,
tripped on a guy rope, recovered his hat, then headed for the gate.

Sharpe ran to catch up with Crosby who was al so wal ki ng towards the
gate.

"You'll give ne a note, sir?"

"A note? Wy the devil should | give you a note?"

"Spoil age, sir," Sharpe said respectfully.

"I''"ll have to account for the cartridges, sir.

"Later," Croshy said, 'later."

"Yes, sir," Sharpe said.
"And sod you backwards, you niserable bastard," he added, though too
softly for Crosby to hear

Captain Leonard cl anbered up to the platformbeside the gate where
Crosby joined him The Major took a telescope fromhis tail pocket and
slid the tubes open. The platformoverl ooked the small river that
shoul d have been swollen by the seasonal rains into a flood, but the
failure of the nonsoon 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 |ed by a European

of ficer nmounted on a black horse, and his first thought was that it
nmust be Captain Roberts returning frompatrol, but Roberts had a

pi ebal d horse and, besides, he had only taken fifty sepoys whereas this
horse man | ed a conpany al nbost tw ce that size.

"Open the gate,"” Croshby ordered, and wondered who the devil it was. He
decided it was probably Captain Sullivan fromthe Conpany's post at

M|l adar, another frontier fort |ike Chasal gaon, but what the hell was
Sul l'i van doi ng here? Maybe he was nmarching sone new recruits to
toughen the bastards, not that the skinny little brutes needed any
toughening, but it was uncivil of Sullivan not to warn Croshy of his
com ng.

"Jemadar," Crosby shouted, 'turn out the guard!"
"Sahi bl' The Jemadar acknow edged the order. Oher sepoys were
draggi ng the thorn gates open.

He' Il want dinner, Crosby thought sourly, and wondered what his
servants were cooking for the nidday neal. Kid, probably, in boiled
rice.

Well, Sullivan would just have to endure the stringy neat as a price
for not sending any warning, and danm the man if he expected Croshy to
feed his sepoys as well. Chasal gaon's cooks had not expected visitors
and woul d not have enough rations for a hundred nore hungry sepoys.

"I's that Sullivan?" he asked Leonard, handing the Captain the
t el escope.

Leonard stared for a long tinme at the approachi ng horsenan.
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"I'"ve never net Sullivan," he finally said, "so | couldn't say."
Crosby snat ched back the tel escope.

"G ve the bastard a salute when he arrives," Croshy ordered Leonard
"then tell himhe can join ne for dinner." He paused.

"You too, he added grudgi ngly.

Crosby went back to his tent. It was better, he decided, to |et
Leonard wel cone the stranger, rather than | ook too eager hinself. Damm
Sul l'ivan, he thought, for not sending warning, though there was a
bright side, inasnuch as Sullivan m ght have brought news. The tall,
good- | ooki ng Sergeant from Seringapatam doubtl ess could have told
Crosby the latest runours from Mysore, but it would be a chill day in
hel | before Crosby sought news froma sergeant. But undoubtedly

sonet hing was changing in the wider world, for it had been ni ne weeks
since Crosby |last saw a Mahratta raider, and that was deci dedly odd.
The purpose of the fort at Chasal gaon was to keep the Mahratta horse
raiders out of the Rajah of Hyderabad's wealthy territory, and Crosby
fanci ed he had done his job well, but even so he found the absence of
any eneny narauders oddly worrying. What were the bastards up to? He
sat behind his table and shouted for his clerk. He would wite the
dammed arnoury Sergeant a note explaining that the | oss of seven
thousand cartridges was due to a leak in the stone roof of Chasal gaon's
magazi ne. He certainly could not admit that he had sold the ammunition
to a nerchant.

"What the bastard did," Sharpe was saying to his nen, 'was sell the
bl oody stuff to sone heathen bastard.”

"That's what you were going to do, Sergeant," Private Phillips said.
"Never you bleeding nmnd what | was going to do," Sharpe said.
"Ain't that food ready?"

"Five minutes," Davi Lal prom sed.

"A bl oody canel could do it faster," Sharpe grunbled, then hoisted his
pack and haver sack.

"I"'mgoing for a piss."

"He never goes anywhere without his bleeding pack," Atkins comrented.
"Doesn't want you thieving his spare shirt," Phillips answered

"He's got nore than a shirt in that pack. Hiding sonmething he is."
Atkins tw sted 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, dianonds, eneralds, sapphires and pearls.”
"Li ke sod he does."

Davi Lal |aughed, then turned back to the cauldron. Qut by the fort's
gate Captain Leonard was greeting the visitors. The guard presented
arns as the officer |eading 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

| ooked 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 nost Conpany officers rode decrepit nags.
"Wl cone to Chasal gaon, 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 hinself |like a senior officer and
he reacted to Leonard's greeting with a |ordly nonchal ance.

"You're invited to dine with us, sir," Leonard added, hurrying after
t he horseman who, having tucked his riding crop under his belt, now | ed
his sepoys straight onto the parade ground. He stopped his horse under
the flagpole fromwhich the British flag drooped in the windless air,
then waited as his conpany of red-coated sepoys divided into two units
of two ranks each that nmarched either side of the flagpole. Croshy

wat ched frominside his tent. It was a flanboyant entrance, the Mjor
deci ded.
"Halt!" the strange officer shouted when his conpany was in the very

centre of the fort. The sepoys halted.

"Qutwards turn! Gound fire | ocks

Good norning!" He at |ast | ooked down at Captain Leonard.
"Are you Croshy?"

"No, sir. |'mCaptain Leonard, sir. And you, sir?" The tall nan

i gnored the question. He scow ed about Chasal gaon's fort as though he
di sapproved of everything he saw. Wat the hell was this? Leonard
wondered. A surprise inspection?

"Shall | have your horse watered, sir?"

Leonard of f ered.

"In good tinme, Cartfain, all in good tine," the nysterious officer
said, then he twisted in, his saddle and grow ed an order to his

conpany.

"Fi x bayonets!" The sepoys pulled out their seventeen-inch bl ades and
slotted themonto the nuzzles of their nuskets.

"I like to offer a proper salute to a fellow Englishnman," the tall nan
expl ai ned to Leonard.

"You are English, aren't you?"

"Yes, sir.



"Too many dammed Scots in the Conpany," the tall man grunbl ed.

"Have you ever noticed that, Leonard? Too nany Scots and Irish. dib
sorts of fellow, they are, but they ain't English. Not English at
all." The visitor drew his sword, then took a deep breath.

"Conpany!" he shouted.

"Level arns!"

The sepoys brought their nmuskets to their shoul ders and Leonard saw,

much too late, that the guns were ained 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 nurdered by

the doubl e ripple of nusket shots, heavy coughi ng expl osi ons that
bl ossoned snoke across the sun-crazed nud and slanmed | ead balls into
t he unsuspecting garrison

"Hunt themnow" the tall officer called.
"Hunt theml Fast, fast, fast!"

He spurred his horse close to Captain Leonard and, al nbost casually,
sl ashed 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
t hrough the sinew, nuscle and flesh

"Hunt them Hunt them " the officer shouted as Leonard fell. He drew
a pistol fromhis saddle hol ster and rode towards the officers' tents.
H s nmen were screaming their war cries as they spread through the snal
fort to chase down every | ast sepoy of Chasal gaon's garrison. They had
been ordered to | eave the wonen and children to the I ast and hunt down
the men first.

Crosby had been staring in horror and disbelief, and now, wi th shaking
hands, he started to | oad one of his pistols, but suddenly the door of
his tent darkened and he saw that the tall officer had dismounted from
hi s horse

"Are you Croshy?" the officer demanded.

Crosby found he could not speak. His hands quivered. Sweat was
pouring down his face.

"Are you Croshy?" the nman asked again in an irritated voice.

"Yes," Crosby managed to say.
"And who the devil are you?"

"Dodd," the tall nan said, "Major WIIliam Dodd, at your service." And
Dodd raised his big pistol so that it pointed at Crosby's face.

"No!" Crosby shout ed.
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Dodd snmi | ed.

"I assune you're surrendering the fort to ne, Croshy?"
"Dam you," Crosby riposted feebly.

"You drink too nmuch, Major," Dodd said.

"The whol e Conpany knows you're a sot. Didn't put up nuch of a fight,
did you?" He pulled the trigger and Crosby's head was snatched back in
a mst of blood that spattered onto the canvas.

"Pity you're English," Dodd said.

"I''d nmuch 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 hinmself, then he stepped over the Major's corpse to see that the pay
chest was where he expected it to be, under the bed.

"SubadaA' " Sahi b?"
"Two nen here to guard the pay chest."

"Sahi br Maj or Dodd hurried back onto the parade ground where a snal
group of redcoats, British redcoats, were offering defiance, and he
wanted to nmake sure that his sepoys took care of them but a havil dar
had antici pated Dodd's orders and was | eading a squad of nen agai nst
the hal f-dozen soldiers

"Put the blades in!'" Dodd encouraged them
"Hard in!

Twist themin! That's the way! Watch your left! Left!"™ H's voice
was urgent for a tall sergeant had suddenly appeared from behind the
cook house a white man with a nusket and bayonet in his hands, but one
of the sepoys still had a | oaded nusket of his own and he twi sted,
aimed and fired and Dodd saw another mi st of bright blood sparkle in
the sunlight. The sergeant had been hit in the head. He stopped,

| ooked surprised as the nusket fell fromhis hands and as bl ood
streamed down his face, then he fell backwards and was still.

"Search for the rest of the bastards!" Dodd ordered, know ng that
there nust still be a score of the garrison hidden in the barracks.
Sonme of the nen had escaped over the thorn wall, but they would be

hunt ed down by the Mahratta horsenen who were Dodd's allies and who
shoul d by now have spread either side of the fort.

"Search hard!" He hinself went to |look at the horses of the garrison's
of ficers and decided that one of themwas marginally better than his
own. He noved his saddle to the better horse, then led it into the
sunlight and picketed it to the flagpole. A wonan ran past him
screanming as she fled fromthe red-coated killers, but a sepoy caught
and tripped her and another pulled the said off her shoulder. Dodd was
about to order themaway fromthe woman, then he reckoned that the
eneny was well beaten and so his nen could take their pleasure in
safety.
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"Subadar ?" he shout ed.
" Sahi b?"

"One squad to nmake sure everyone's dead. Another to open the arnoury.
And there are a couple of horses in the stable. Pick one for yourself,
and we'll take the other back to Pohl mann. And well done, Gopal."

"Thank you, sahib," Subadar Gopal said.

Dodd wi ped the blood fromhis sword, then rel oaded his pistol. One of
the fallen redcoats was trying to turn hinself over, so Dodd crossed to
t he wounded nman, watched his feeble efforts for a nonent, then put a
bullet into the man's head. The man jerked in spasm then was still.

Maj or Dodd scow ed at the bl ood that had sprayed his boots, but he
spat, stooped and w ped the bl ood away. Sharpe watched the tal
officer fromthe corner of his eye. He felt responsible, angry, hot,
bitter and scared.

The bl ood had poured fromthe wound in his scalp. He was dizzy, his
head t hrobbed, but he was alive. There were flies in his nouth. And
then his amunition began to explode and the tall officer whipped
round, thinking it was trouble, and a couple of nen | aughed at the
sight of the ashes bursting into the air with each small crack of
powder .

Sharpe dared not nove. He |listened to wonmen scream ng and children
crying, then heard hooves and he waited until sone horsenen cane into
view. They were Indians, of course, and all wild-looking! nmen wth
sabres, matchl ocks, spears, |ances and even bows and arrows.! They
slid out of their saddles and joined the hunt for |oot.

Sharpe lay like the dead. The crusting blood was thick on his face.
The bl ow of the nmusket ball had stunned him so that he did not
renenber dropping his own nusket 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 bl ood,

but he knew head wounds al ways bl ed profusely. He tried to nake his
breathing shallow, left his nouth open and did not even gag when a fly
craw ed down to the root of his tongue, and then he could snell

tobacco, arrack, |eather and sweat and a horsenman was bendi ng over him
with a horrid-1ooking curved knife with a rusty bl ade and Sharpe feared
his throat was about to be cut, but instead the horsenman began sl ashing
at the pockets of Sharpe's uniform

He found the big key that opened Seringapatam s nmai n nmagazi ne, a key
that Sharpe had ordered cut in the bazaar so that he would not al ways
have to fill in the formin the arnoury guardhouse. The nan tossed the
key away, slit another pocket, found nothing val uable and so noved on
to anot her body. Sharpe stared up at the sun

Somewher e nearby a garrison sepoy groaned, and al nost i nmmedi ately he
was bayoneted and Sharpe heard the hoarse exhal ation of breath as the
man di ed and the sucking sound as the nurderer dragged the bl ade back
fromthe constricting flesh. It had all happened so fast! And Shar pe
bl anmed hi nmsel f, though he knew it was not his fault. He had not |et
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
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chi ded hinsel f because maybe he coul d have used those few seconds to
save his six nen.

Except nost of them had al ready been dead or dyi ng when Sharpe had
first realized there was a fight. He had been pissing against the back
wal | of the cook house store hut when a nusket ball ripped through the
reed-mat wall and for a second or two he had just stood there,

i ncredul ous, hardly believing the shots and screans his ears

regi stered, and he had not bothered to button his trousers, but just
turned and saw the dying canpfire and had thrown his pack onto it, and
by the time he had cocked the nusket and run back to where his nmen had
been expecting dinner the fight was al nost over. The nusket 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 bl ood crusting on his
face and flies crawing down his gullet.

But nmaybe he coul d have snatched his nen back. He tortured hinself
with the thought that he could have saved Davi Lal and a couple of the
privates, naybe 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

ammuni tion out of the small nmgazi ne.

"Subadar!" the tall officer shouted.

"Fetch that bloody flag dowmm! | wanted it done an hour ago!"

Shar pe blinked agai n because he could not help hinself, but no one

noti ced, 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 nen
dead, and Davi Lal dead, and Sharpe had not been able to do a dammed
thing to help them and he wondered who the tall officer was, and then
a voice provided the answer.

"Maj or Dodd, sahib?"

" Subadar ?"

"Everything's | oaded, sahib."

"Then let's go before their patrols get back. Well done, Subadart Tel
the men there'll be a reward."

Sharpe listened as the raiders left the fort. Wo the hell were
t hey?

Maj or Dodd had been in East India Conpany uniform and so had all his
men for that matter, but they sure as hell were not Conpany troops.

They were bastards, that's what they were, bastards fromhell and they
had done a thorough piece of wi cked work in Chasal gaon. Sharpe doubted

they had lost a single nman in their treacherous attack, and still he
lay silent as the sounds faded away. A baby cried sonewhere, a wonan
sobbed, and still Sharpe waited until at |ast he was certain that Mjor

Dodd and his nen 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 | ook on Davi Lal's face
13



and he wanted to weep for the boy.

A hal f - naked wonman, bl eeding fromthe nouth, saw Sharpe stand from
anong the bl oodi ed heap of the dead and she screamed before snatching
her child back into a barracks hut. Sharpe ignored her. Hi s nusket
was gone. Every damm weapon was gone.

"Bastards!" he shouted into the hot air, then he kicked at a dog that
was sniffing at Phillips's corpse. The snell of blood and powder and
burned rice was thick in his throat. He gagged as he wal ked into the
cook house and there found a jar of water. He drank deep, then

spl ashed the water onto his face and rubbed away the clotted bl cod. He
wet a rag and flinched as he cleaned the shall ow wound in his scalp,

t hen suddenly he was overcone with horror and pity and he fell onto his
knees and hal f sobbed. He swore instead.

"Bastards!" He said the word again and again, hel plessly and
furiously, then he renenbered his pack and so he stood agai n and went
into the sunlight.

The ashes of the fire were still hot and the charred canvas remants of
his pack and pouches glowed red as he found a stick and raked through
the enbers. 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
eneral ds, di anonds and pearls, sapphires and gold. He fetched a sack
of rice fromthe cook house and he enptied the grains onto the ground
and filled the sack with his treasure. A king's ransom it was, and it
had been taken froma king four years before in the Water Gate at

Ser i ngapat am where Sharpe had trapped the Tippoo Sultan and shot him
down before looting his corpse.

Then, with the treasure clutched to his mdriff, he knelt in the stench
of Chasal gaon and felt guilty. He had survived a massacre. Anger
mngled with his guilt, then he knew he had duties to do. He nust find
any others who had survived, he nust help them and he nust work out
how he coul d take his revenge.

On a nman cal | ed Dodd

Maj or 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, inprovenents to a clock that belonged to the
Raj ah of Mysore. The Rajah was a young man, scarcely nore than a boy
i ndeed, and he owed his throne to the British troops who had ejected
the usurping Tippoo Sultan and, as a result, relations between the
pal ace and Seringapatamis snmall British garrison were good. Major

St okes had found the clock in one of the pal ace's antechanbers and
noted its appalling accuracy, which is why he had brought it back to
the arnoury where he was happily taking it apart.

"It isn't signed," he told his visitor, '"and | suspect it's |local work.
But a Frenchman had his hand in it, | can tell that. See the
escapenent? Typical French work, that."

The visitor peered at the tangle of cogwheels.

"Didn't know the Frogs had it in themto nmake clocks, sir," he said.

"Ch, indeed they do!" Stokes said reprovingly.
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"And very fine clocks they make! Very fine. Think of Lepine! Think
of Berthoud! How can you ignore Montandon? And Breguet!" The Mjor
shook his head in nute tribute to such great craftsnen, then peered at
the Rajah's sorry tinepiece.

"Some rust on the mminspring, | see. That don't help. Soft netal, |
suspect. It's catch as catch can over here. 1've noticed that.

Mar vel | ous decorative work, but Indians nmake shoddy nechanics.

Look at that nainspring! A disgrace.”

"Shocki ng, sir, shocking." Sergeant Cbadi ah Hakeswill did not know a
mai nspring froma pendul um and could not have cared | ess about either
but he needed infornmation from Major Stokes so it was politic to show

an interest.

"I't was striking nine when it should have struck eight," the Mjor
said, poking a finger into the clock's entrails, 'or perhaps it was

striking eight when it ought to have sounded nine. | don't recall. One
to seven it copes with admrably, but sonewhere about eight it becones
wayward." The Major, who was in charge of Seringapatam s arnoury, was

a plunp, cheerful fellowwith prenaturely white hair.

"Do you understand cl ocks, Sergeant?"

"Can't say as | does, sir. A sinple soldier, ne, sir, who has the sun
as his clock." The Sergeant's face twitched horribly. It was an

uncontrol l abl e spasmthat racked his face every few seconds.

"You were asking about Sharpe," Mjor Stokes said, peering into the
cl ock.

"Well, | never! This fellow has nade the bearings out of wood! Good
Lord above. Wod! No wonder she's wayward! Harrison once nade a
wooden clock, did you know? Even the gearings! Al fromtinber."

"Harrison, sir? 1Is he in the arny, sir?"

"He's a clock nmaker Sergeant, a clock naker A very fine clock naker
too."

"Not a Frog, sir?"

"Wth a name like Harrison? Good Lord, no! He's English, and he makes
a good honest cl ock."

"dad to hear it, sir," Hakeswill said, then remi nded the Mjor of the
purpose of his visit to the arnoury.

"Sergeant Sharpe, sir, nmy good friend, sir, is he here?"

"He is here," Stokes said, at last |ooking up fromthe clock, 'or
rather he was here. | saw himan hour ago. But he went to his
quarters. He's been away, you see. Involved in that dreadful business

i n Chasal gaon."
" Chi sel down, sir?"
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"Terrible business, terrible! So | told Sharpe to clean hinself up
Poor fellow was covered in blood! Looked Iike a pirate. Now that is
interesting."

"Bl ood, sir?" Hakeswill asked.

"A six-toothed scape wheel Wth a bifurcated | ocking piece! Well, |
never! That is enriching the pudding with currants. Rather like
putting an Egg | ock on a common pistol! [I'msure if you wait.
Sergeant, Sharpe will be back soon. He's a marvelous fellow Never
lets me down."

Hakeswi || forced a smile for he hated Sharpe with a rare and single
m nded venom

"He's one of the best, sir," he said, his face twi tching.
"And will he be | eaving Seringapatam soon, sir? Of on an errand
again, would he be?"

"Ch no!" Stokes said, picking up a magni fying glass to | ook nore
closely into the clock

"I need himhere, Sergeant. That's it, you see!

There's a pin nissing fromthe strike wheel. |t engages the cogs here,
do you see, and the gearing does the rest. Sinple, | suppose." The
Maj or | ooked up, but saw that the strange Sergeant with the tw tching
face was gone. Never nmind, the clock was far nore interesting.

Sergeant Hakeswill left the arnobury and turned left towards the
barracks where he had tenporary acconmodati on. The King's 33rd was
quartered now in Hurryhur, a hundred and fifty nmles to the north, and
their job was to keep the roads of western Mysore clear of bandits and
so the regi ment ranged up and down the country and, finding thensel ves
cl ose to Seringapatam where the main arnoury was | ocated, Col onel Gore
had sent a detachnent for replacenent anmunition. Captain Mrris of
the Light Conpany had drawn the duty, and he had brought half his nen
and Sergeant (badi ah Hakeswill to protect the shipnent which woul d

| eave the city next norning and be carried on ox carts to Arrakerry
where the regi nent was currently canped. An easy task, but one that
had offered Sergeant Hakeswi ||l an opportunity he had | ong sought.

The Sergeant stopped in one of the grog shops and demanded arrack
The shop was enpty, all but for hinself, the owner and a | egl ess beggar

who heaved hinself towards the Sergeant and received a kick in the runp
for his trouble.

"Get out of here, you scabby bastard!" Hakeswi Il shouted.
"Bringing the flies in, you are. Go on! Piss off." The shop thus

enptied to his satisfaction, Hakeswill sat in a dark corner
contenplating life.

"I chide nyself," he nuttered al oud, worrying the shop's owner who
feared the | ook of the twitching man in the red coat.

"Your own fault, Obadiah,"” Hakeswill said.
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"You should have seen it years ago! Years! Rich as a Jew, he is. Are
you listening to nme, you heathen darkie bastard?" The shop's owner
thus chall enged, fled into the back room |eaving Hakeswill grunbling
at the table.

"Rich as a Jew, Sharpie is, only he thinks he hides it, which he don't,
on account of ne having tunbled to him He don't even live in
barracks! Got hinself sone roons over by the Mysore Gate. Got a

bl eedi ng servant boy. Always got cash on him always! Buys drinks."

Hakeswi | | 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 Seringapatams conforts. It was not

right, not fair, not just. Hakeswill had worried about it, wondering
why Sharpe was so rich. At first he had assuned that Sharpe had been
fiddling the arnoury stores, but that could not explain Sharpe's
apparent wealth.

"Only so nuch milk in a cow," Hakeswill nuttered, 'no matter how hard
you squeeze the teats."” Now he knew why Sharpe was rich, or he thought
he knew, and what he had |l earned had filled Obadi ah Hakeswill with a
desperate jeal ousy. He scratched at a nobsquito bite on his neck
revealing the old dark scar where the hangnman's rope had burned and
abraded his skin. Obadi ah Hakeswi |l had survived that hanging, and as
aresult he fervently believed that he could not be killed. Touched by
God, he cl ained he was, touched by God.

But he was not rich. Not rich at all, and R chard Sharpe was rich

Rumour had it that Richard Sharpe used Lali's house, and that was an
officers-only brothel, so why was Sergeant Sharpe all owed inside?

Because he was rich, that was why, and Hakeswi |l had at |ast discovered
Shar pe's secret.

"I't was the Tippoo!" he said aloud, then thunped the table with his
tin mug to demand nore drink

"And hurry up about it, you bl ack-faced bastard!"

It had to be the Tippoo. Had not Hakeswi || seen Sharpe |urking about
the area where the Ti ppoo had been killed? And no soldier had ever
clained the credit for killing the Tippoo. It was w dely thought that
one of those Suffolk bastards fromthe south 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 gens and he did not
want anyone, |east of all the arny's senior officers, to know that he
possessed the jewels.

"Bl oody Sharpe!" Hakeswi |l said al oud.

So all that was needed now was an excuse to have Sharpe brought back to
the reginent. No nore clean and easy duty for Sharpie! No nore nerry
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.

"Rubi es," Hakeswi ||l said aloud, lingering over the word, 'and eneralds
and sapphires, and dianonds |ike 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.
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"And that will be your end, Sharpie, that will be your end," Hakeswill
said, and he could feel the beauty of his schene unfold |ike a |otus

bl ossonming in Seringapa-tams nmoat. It would work! His visit to Mjor
St okes had established that Sharpe was in the town, which neant that
the lie could be told and then, just |ike Mjor Stokes's clockwork,
everything would go right. Every cog and gear and wheel and spi ke
woul d slot and click and tick and tock, and Sergeant Hakeswill's face
twi tched and his hands contracted as though the tin mug in his grip
were a man's throat. He would be rich.

It took Major WIliam Dodd three days to carry the ammunition back to
Pohl mann's conpoo whi ch was canped just outside the Mahratta city of
Ahnednuggur. The conpoo was an infantry brigade of eight battalions,
each of themrecruited fromanong the finest nmercenary warriors of
north India and all trained and conmanded by European officers.

Dowl ut Rao Scindia, the Maharajah of Gmalior, whose |and stretched from
the fortress of Baroda in the north to the fastness of Gawil ghur in the
east and down to Ahnednuggur in the south, boasted that he led a
hundred thousand nen and that his arny could blacken the land |like a

pl ague, yet this conpoo, with its seven thousand nen, was the hard
heart of his arny.

One of the conpoo's eight battalions was paraded a mle outside the
encanpnent to greet Dodd. The cavalry that had acconpani ed the sepoys
to Chasal gaon had ridden ahead to warn Pohl mann of Dodd's return and
Pohl mann had organi zed a triunphant reception. The battalion stood in
white coats, their black belts and weapons gl eam ng, but Dodd, riding
at the head of his small colum, had eyes only for the tall el ephant
that stood beside a yell ow and-white-striped narquee. The huge beast
glittered in the sunlight, for its body and head were arnoured with a
vast | eather cape onto which squares of silver had been sewn in
intricate patterns. The silver covered the el ephant'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. Gens
gl eaned between the silver plates while ribbons of purple silk
fluttered fromthe crown of the animal's head. The |last few inches of
the aninmal's big curved tusks were sheathed in silver, though the
actual points of the tusks were tipped with needl e-sharp points of
steel. The el ephant driver, the mahout, sweated in a coat of

ol d-fashi oned chain nmail that had been burnished to the sane gl eani ng
polish as his animal's silver arnour, while behind himwas a howdah
made of cedar wood on which gold panels had been nailed and above which
fluttered a fringed canopy of yellowsilk. Long files of

purpl e-jacketed infantrynen stood to attention on either flank of the
el ephant. Sone of the men carried nuskets, while others had | ong pikes
with their broad bl ades polished to resenble silver

The el ephant knelt when Dodd canme within twenty paces and t he occupant
of the howdah stepped carefully down onto a set of silver-plated steps
pl aced there by one of his purple-coated bodyguards then strolled into
the shade of the striped marquee. He was a European, a tall nan and
big, not fat, and though a casual glance m ght think himoverweight, a
second gl ance would see that nost of that weight was solid nuscle. He
had a round sun-reddened face, big black nobustaches and eyes that
seened to take delight in everything he saw. His uniformwas 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
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broad shoul ders, thick white silk cushions hung with short gol den
chains. The coat had scarlet facings and | oops of scarlet braid about
its turned-back cuffs and gilded buttons. The big man's hat was a

bi corne crested with purple-dyed feathers held in place by a badge
showi ng the white horse of Hanover; his sword's hilt was nade of gold
fashi oned into the shape of an el ephant's head, and gold rings glinted
on his big fingers. Once in the shade of the open-sided nmarquee he
settled hinself on a divan where his aides gathered about him This
was Col onel Anthony Pohl mann and he commanded the conpoo, together with
five hundred cavalry and twenty-six field guns. Ten years before, when
Scindi a's arny had been nothing but a horde of ragged troopers on

hal f-starved horses, Anthony Pohl mann had been a sergeant in a
Hanoveri an regi nent of the East India Conpany; now he rode an el ephant
and needed two other beasts to carry the chests off gold coin that
travel l ed everywhere with him

Pohl mann stood as Dodd cli nbed down from his horse.

"Wel | done, Major!" the Colonel called in his German-accented
Engl i sh.
"Exceedingly well done!" Pohlnann's aides, half of them European and

hal f Indian, joined their commander in appl auding the returning hero,
whi |l e the bodyguard made a double |ine through which Dodd coul d advance
to neet the respl endent Col onel

"Ei ghty thousand cartridges,"” Pohl mann exul ted, 'snatched from our
eneni es! "

"Seventy-three thousand, sir," Dodd said, beating dust off his
br eeches.

Pohl mann gri nned.

"Seven thousand spoiled, eh? Nothing changes."
"Not spoiled by ne, sir," Dodd grow ed.

"I never supposed so," Pohl mann said.

"Did you have any difficulties?"

"None," Dodd answered confidently.

"W | ost no one, sir, not even a scratch, while not a single eneny
soldier survived." He smiled, cracking the dust on his cheeks.

"Not one."
"Avictory!" Pohlmann said, then gestured Dodd into the tent.

"We have wine, of sorts. There is rum arrack, even water! Cone,
Maj or . "

Dodd di d not nove.
"My nen are tired, sir," he pointed out.
"Then dism ss them Mijor. They can take refreshnment at my cook

tent."
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Dodd went to disnmiss his men. He was a gangling Englishman with a | ong
sallow face and a sullen expression. He was also that rarest of
things, an officer who had deserted fromthe East India Conpany, and
deserted noreover with one hundred and thirty of his own sepoy troops.
He had cone to Pohl mann just three weeks before and sone of Pohl mann's
Eur opean of ficers had been convinced that Lieutenant Dodd was a spy
sent by the British whose arny was readying to attack the Mahratta
Conf ederation, but Pohl mann had not been so sure. It was true that no
other British officer had ever deserted |ike Dodd, but few had reasons
| i ke Dodd, and Pohl mann had al so recogni zed Dodd' s hunger, his

awkwar dness, his anger and his ability. Lieutenant Dodd's record
showed he was no nean soldier, his sepoys liked him and he had a
ragi ng anbition, and Pohl mann had believed the Lieutenant's defection
to be both whol ehearted and real. He had nade Dodd into a nmmjor, then
given hima test. He had sent himto Chasal gaon. |f Dodd proved
capable of killing his old conrades then he was no spy, and Dodd had
passed the test triunphantly and Scindia's arny was now better off by
seventy-three thousand cartri dges.

Dodd canme back to the nmarquee and was gi ven the chair of honour on the
right side of Pohlnmann's divan. The chair on the left was occupi ed by
a wonan, a European, and Dodd could scarcely keep his eyes from her
and no wonder, for she was a rare-looking wonan to di scover in I|ndia.
She was young, scarce nore 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 sonething oddly
attractive about her. She had a face, Dodd decided, in which the

i nperfections added up to attracti veness, and her appeal was augnented
by atimd air of vulnerability. At first Dodd assuned the wonman was
Pohl mann's mistress, but then he saw that her white linen dress was
frayed at the hem and sone of the lace at its nodest collar was crudely
darned, and he decided that Pohl mann woul d never allow his mistress to
appear so shabbily.

"Let nme introduce Madane Joubert to you," Pohl nann said, who had
noti ced how hungrily Dodd had stared at the wonan.

"This is Major WIIiam Dodd. "

"Madane Joubert?" Dodd stressed the "Madane', half rising and bow ng
fromhis chair as he acknow edged her

"Mpjor," she said in a |l ow voice, then snmiled nervously before | ooking
down at the table that was spread with di shes of al nonds

Pohl mann snapped his fingers for a servant, then sniled at Mjor
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,” Pohl mann answer ed.
"But until three weeks ago it was |led by Col onel Mathers. Back then it

had five European officers; now it has Captain Joubert and Lieutenant
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Silliere."

He pointed to a second European, a tall thin young nman, and Dodd, who

was observant, saw Sinone Joubert blush at the nmention of Silliere's
nane. Dodd was anused. Joubert |ooked at |east twenty years ol der
than his wife, while Silliere was only a year or two her senior

"And we nust have Europeans,” Pohl mann went on, stretching back on the
di van that creaked under his weight.

"The I ndians are fine soldiers, but we need Europeans who understand
Eur opean tactics."

"How nmany European officers have you lost, sir?" Dodd asked.
"Fromthis conpoo? Eighteen," Pohlmann said.

"Too many." The nen who had gone were the British officers, and al
had possessed contracts with Scindia that excused themfromfighting

agai nst their own countrynen, and to nmake natters worse the East India
Conmpany had offered a bribe to any British officer who deserted the

Mahrattas and, as a result, sone of Pohlmann's best nen were gone. It
was true that he still had sone good officers left, nbst of them
French, with a handful of Dutchrmen, Swi ss and Gernans, but Pohl mann
knew he could ill afford the | oss of eighteen European officers. At

| east none of his artillerymen had deserted and Pohl mann put great
faith in the battle-w nning capacity of his guns. Those cannon were
served by Portuguese, or by hal f-breed Indians fromthe Portuguese
colonies in India, and those professionals had stayed | oyal and were
awesonel y proficient.

Pohl mann drai ned a glass of rum and poured hinself another. He had an
extraordi nary capacity for al cohol, a capacity Dodd did not share, and
the Englishman, knowi ng his propensity for getting drunk, restrained
hinself to sips of watered wi ne.

"I prom sed you a reward, Major, if you succeeded in rescuing the
cartridges," Pohlnmann said genially.

"Knowi ng |'ve done ny duty is reward enough,” Dodd said. He felt

shabby and ill-unifornmed anong Pohl mann's gaudy ai des and had deci ded
that it was best to play the bluff soldier, a role he thought woul d
appeal to a former sergeant. It was said that Pohl nann kept his old

East India Conpany uniformas a rem nder of just how far he had
risen.

"Men do not join Scindia's arnmy nerely for the pleasures of doing their
duty,"” Pohl mann said, 'but for the rewards such service offers. W are
here to becone rich, are we not?" He unhooked the el ephant-hilted
sword fromhis belt. The scabbard was nade of soft red | eather and was
studded with snmall eneral ds

"Here." Pohl mann of fered the sword to Dodd.

"I can't take your sword!" Dodd protested.

"I have many, Major, and nmany finer. | insist."

Dodd took the sword. He drew the blade fromthe scabbard and saw t hat

it was finely made, nuch better than the drab sword he had worn as a
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lieutenant these last twenty years. Many Indian swords were nmade of
soft steel and broke easily in conbat, but Dodd guessed this bl ade had
been forged in France or Britain, then given its beautiful el ephant
hilt in India. That hilt was of gold, the el ephant's head nade the
ponmel, while the handguard was the beast's curved trunk. The grip was
of black | eather bound with gold wre.

"Thank you, sir," he said feelingly.

"It is the first of many rewards," Pohlnmann said airily, 'and those
rewards will shower on us when we beat the British. Wich we shall,
t hough not here." He paused to drink rum

"The British will attack any day now," he went on, 'and they doubtless
hope I'lIl stay and fight themhere, but | don't have a nmind to oblige
them Better to nmake the bastards march after us, eh? The rains may
conme while they pursue us and the rivers will hold themup. Disease
will weaken them And once they are weak and tired, we shall be
strong. Al Scindia' s conpoos will join together and the Raj ah of
Berar has prom sed his arny, and once we are all gathered we shal
crush the British. But that neans | have to give up Ahnednuggur."

"Not an inportant city," Dodd comented. He noticed that Sinone
Joubert was sipping wine. She kept her eyes |owered, only occasionally

gl ancing up at her husband or at Lieutenant Silliere. She took no
noti ce of Dodd, but she would, he prom sed hinself, 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 blonde hair, which

was hung with ringlets in a fashion that had prevailed ten years before
in Europe, was held in place by small nother-of-pearl clips.

" Ahmednuggur is not inportant,"” Pohl mann agreed, 'but Scindia hates

|l osing any of his cities and he stuffed Ahmednuggur full of supplies
and insisted | post one reginent inside the city." He nodded towards
the white-coated troops

"That reginment, Major. |It's probably ny best reginment, but I amforced
to quarter it in Ahnednuggur."

Dodd under st ood Pohl mann's predi canent.

"You can't take themout of the city wi thout upsetting Scindia," he
said, 'but you don't want to |l ose the regiment when the city falls."

"I can't lose it!" Pohlmann said indignantly.

"A good reginent like that? Mathers trained it well, very well. Now
he's gone to join our enenmies, but | can't lose his reginment as well,
so whoever takes over from Mathers nust know how to extricate his nen
fromtrouble."

Dodd felt a surge of excitement. He liked to think that it was not
just for the noney that he had deserted the Conpany, nor because of his
| egal troubles, but for the |ong overdue chance of |eading his own
reginment. He could do it well, he knew that, and he knew what Pohl mann
was | eadi ng up to.

Pohl mann smnil ed.

"Suppose | give you Mathers's reginent, Mjor?
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Can you pull it out of the fire for nme?"
"Yes, sir," Dodd said sinply. Sinone Joubert, for the first time since
she had been introduced to Dodd, |ooked up at him but wthout any
friendliness.

"All of it?" Pohl mann asked.
"Wth its cannon?"

"All of it," Dodd said firmy, 'and with every dammed gun."

"Then fromnow it is Dodd' s reginent," Pohlnmann said, 'and if you | ead
it well, Major, | shall nake you a col onel and give you a second
regi nent to comand. "

Dodd cel ebrated by draining his cup of wine. He was so overcone with
enotion that he hardly dared speak, though the look on his face said it
all. Hs own reginent at last! He had waited so long for this nonent
and now, by God, he woul d show the Conpany how well their despised

of ficers could fight.

Pohl mann snapped his fingers so that a servant girl brought himnore
rum

"How many men will Wellesley bring?" he asked Dodd.

"No nore than fifteen thousand infantry," the new conmander of Dodd's

regi ment answered confidently.

"Probably fewer, and they'll be split into two armes. Boy Wllesley
wi |l comand one, Col onel Stevenson the other."

"Stevenson's old, yes?"

"Anci ent and cautious," Dodd said dismssively.

"Caval ry?"

"Five or six thousand? Mostly Indians."

"@ins?"

"Twenty-six at nost. Nothing bigger than a twel ve-pounder."

"And Scindia can field eighty guns,” Pohl mann said, 'sone of them
twent y-ei ght - pounders. And once the Rajah of Berar's forces join us,
we'll have forty thousand infantry and at least fifty nore guns."” The

Hanoveri an sni | ed.

"But battles aren't just nunbers. They're also won by generals. Tel
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 nicknane.
Rather it was envy, for Wellesley had connections and wealth, while
Dodd had neither.

"He's young," Dodd said, 'only thirty four
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"Youth is no barrier to good soldiering," Pohlnmann said chidingly,

t hough he well understood Dodd's resentnent. For years Dodd had

wat ched younger nen rise up through the ranks of the King's arny while
he had been stuck in the Conpany's hidebound ranks. A man coul d not
buy pronotion in the Conpany, nor were pronotions given by nerit, but
only by seniority, and so forty-year-old nen |ike Dodd were stil
lieutenants while, in the King's arny, nere boys were captains or
nmaj or s.

"I's Wl |l esl ey good?" Pohl nann asked.

"He's never fought a battle,"” Dodd said bitterly, 'not unless you count
Mal avel | y. "

"One vol l ey?" Pohl mann asked, half recalling stories of the
ski rm sh.

"One volley and a bayonet charge,"” Dodd said, 'not a proper battle."”

"He def eated Dhoondi ah."

"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 junped up to mmjor genera

sol ely because his brother is Governor General. |If his nane had been
Dodd instead of Wellesley he'd be lucky to conmand a conpany, |et alone
an arny."

"He's an aristocrat?" Pohl mann enquired.
"Of course. Wat el se?" Dodd asked.
"H s father was an earl .’

"So .. ." Pohlmann put a handful of alnonds in his nouth and paused to
chew t hem

"So," he went on, 'he's the younger son of a noblenan, sent into the
arnmy because he wasn't good for anything else, and his fam |y purchased
hi mup the ranks?"

"Exactly, sir, exactly."
"But | hear he is efficient?"
"Efficient?" Dodd thought about it.

"He's efficient, sir, because his brother gives himthe 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 nuzzle, not
facing him not al ongside a score of others and backed by steady
infantry."

"He did well as Governor of Mysore," Pohl mann observed mldly.

"So he's an efficient governor? Does that nake hima general ?"

"A disciplinarian, | hear," Pohl mann said.
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"He sets a lovely parade ground," Dodd agreed sarcastically.
"But he isn't a fool ?"

"No," Dodd adnmitted, 'not a fool, but not a general either. He's been
pronoted too fast and too young, sir. He's beaten bandits, but he took
a beating hinself outside Seringapatam "

"Ah, yes. The night attack." Pohlmann had heard of that skirm sh, how
Arthur Wellesley had attacked a wood outside Seringapatam and there
been roundly thrashed by the Ti ppoo's troops.

"Even so," he said, 'it never serves to underestimate an eneny."
"Overestimate himas nuch as you like, sir," Dodd said stoutly, 'but
the fact renains that Boy Wellesley has never fought a proper battle,
not with nore than a thousand men under his comand, and he's never
faced a real arny, not a trained field arnmy with gunners and
disciplined infantry, and ny guess is that he won't stand. He'll run
back to his brother and demand nore nen. He's a careful man."

Pohl mann smnil ed.

"So let us lure this careful nman deep into our territory where he can't
retreat, eh? Then beat him" He snmled, then hauled a watch fromhis
fob and snapped open the Iid.

"I have to be going soon," he said, 'but sone business first." He took
an envel ope fromhis gaudy coat's pocket and handed the seal ed paper to
Dodd.

"That is your authority to command Mathers's regi nent, Major," he said,
"but renmenber, | want you to bring it safely out of Ahmednuggur

You can help the defence for a tine, but don't be trapped there. Young
Wellesley can't invest the whole city, he doesn't have enough nen, so
you shoul d be able to escape easily enough. Bloody his nose, Dodd, but
keep your reginent safe. Do you understand?"

Dodd under st ood wel |l enough. Pohl nann was setting Dodd a difficult and
i gnobl e task, that of retreating froma fight with his conmand
i ntact.

There was little glory in such a nanoeuvre, but it would still be a
difficult piece of soldiering and Dodd knew he was being tested a
second tine. The first test had been Chasal gaon, the second woul d be
Ahnednuggur. 'l can manage it," he said dourly.

"Good!" Pohl mann sai d.

"I shall nake things easier for you by taking your reginent's famlies
northwards. You might narch soldiers safely fromthe city's fall, but
| doubt you can nanage a horde of wonen and children too. And what
about you, Madame?" He turned and laid a neaty hand on Sinone
Joubert's knee.

"WIIl you cone with nme?" He talked to her as though she were a
child.
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"Or stay with Mjor Dodd?"

Si nrone seened startled by the question. She blushed and | ooked up at
Li eutenant Silliere.

"I shall stay here, Colonel," she answered in English

"Make sure you bring her safe honme, Mjor," Pohlmann said to Dodd.

"l shall, sir.

Pohl mann stood. Hi s purple-coated bodyguards, who had been standing in
front of the tent, hurried to take their places on the elephant's
flanks while the mako ut who had been resting in the aninmal's capaci ous
shade, now nmounted the sommol ent beast by gripping its tail and
clambering up its backside like a sailor swarm ng up a rope. He edged
past the gilded howdah, took his seat on the el ephant's neck and turned
t he beast towards Pohl mann's tent.

"Are you sure' -Pohlmann turned back to Sinone Joubert - 'that you
woul d not prefer to travel with nme?

The howdah is so confortable, as long as you do not suffer from
seasi ckness. "

"I shall stay with ny husband," Sinone said. She had stood and proved
to be nuch taller than Dodd had supposed. Tall and somewhat gawky, he
t hought, but she still possessed an odd attraction

"A good wonman should stay with her husband," Pohl mann said, 'or

sonmeone' s husband, anyway." He turned to Dodd.

"I shall see you in a few days, Major, with your new reginent. Don't
et me down."

"I won't, sir, I won't," Dodd pronised as, holding his new sword, he
wat ched his new commander clinb the silver steps to the howdah. He had
a reginent to save and a reputation to nake, and by God, Dodd thought,
he woul d do both things well.

CHAPTER 2

Sharpe sat in the open shed where the arnoury stored its gun carri ages.
It had started to rain, though it was not the sheeting downpour of the
nonsoon, just a miserable steady grey drizzle that turned the nud in
the yard into a slippery coating of red slinme. Mjor Stokes, begi nning
the afternoon in a clean red coat, white silk stock and polished boots,
paced obsessively about a newly nade carri age.

"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 ny soul, it does. But it weren't

your fault, not in any manner."
"Lost all six nen, sir. And young Davi."
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"Poor Hedgehog," Stokes said, squatting to peer along the trail of the
carri age.

"You reckon that tinber's straight, Sharpe? Bit hog-backed, naybe?"

"Looks straight to ne, sir.

"Ain't tight-grained, this oak, ain't tight-grained," the Mjor said,
and he began to unbuckle his sword belt. Every norning and afternoon
his servant sent himto the armoury in carefully |aundered and pressed
clothes, and within an hour Major Stokes would be stripped down to
breeches and shirtsl eeves and have his hands full of spoke-shaves or
saws or awl s or adzes.

"Like to see a straight trail," he said.

"There's a nunber four spokeshave on the wall, Sharpe, be a good
fellow"

"You want nme to sharpen it, sir?"

"I didit last night, Sharpe. | put a lovely edge on her." Stokes
unpeel ed his red jacket and rolled up his sleeves.

"Ti mber don't season here properly, that's the trouble.” He stooped to
the new carriage and began runni ng the spokeshave along the trail,
| eaving curls of new white wood to fall away.

"I'"'mnmending a clock," he told Sharpe while he worked, 'a |ovel y-nade
piece, all but for sonme crude |ocal gearing.

Have a look at it. [It's in ny office."
"I will, sir."
"And |'ve found sone new tinber for axletrees, Sharpe. It's really

quite exciting!"

"They' Il still break, sir," Sharpe said gloonily, then scooped up one
of the many cats that lived in the armoury. He put the tabby on his
|l ap and stroked her into a contented purr.

"Don't be so doom | aden, Sharpe! W'Ill solve the axletree problemyet.
It's only a question of tinber, nothing but tinmber. There, that |ooks
better." The Major stepped back fromhis work and gave it a critica

| ook. There were plenty of Indian craftsnen enployed in the arnoury,
but Major Stokes liked to do things hinself, and besides, nost of the

I ndi ans were busy preparing for the feast of Dusshera which invol ved
manuf acturing three giant-sized figures that would be paraded to the

H ndu tenple and there burned. Those |Indians were busy in another
open-si ded shed where they had gl ue bubbling on a fire, and sonme of the
men were pasting lengths of pale cloth onto a wi cker basket that woul d
formone of the giants' heads. Stokes was fascinated by their activity
and Sharpe knew it would not be |ong before the Mjor joined them

"Did | tell you a sergeant was here | ooking for you this norning?"
St okes asked.

"No, sir."
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"Came just before dinner," Stokes said, 'a strange sort of fellow " The
Maj or stooped to the trail and attacked another section of wood.

"He twitched, he did."
"Cbadi ah Hakeswill," Sharpe said

"I think that was his nanme. Didn't seemvery inportant," Stokes
sai d.

"Said he was just visiting town and | ooking up old conpanions. D you
know what | was thinking?"

"Tell nme, sir," Sharpe said, wondering why in holy hell Obadiah
Hakeswi | | had been | ooking for him For nothing good, that was
certain.

"Those teak beans in the Tippoo's old throne room" Stokes said,
"they'll be seasoned well enough. W could break out a hal f-dozen of
the things and nake a batch of axletrees fromthem"

"The gil ded beans, sir?" Sharpe asked.

"Soon have the gilding off them Sharpe. Plane them down in twof
shakes!"

"The Rajah may not like it, sir," Sharpe said.

St okes's face fell.

"There is that, there is that. A fellow don't usually like his
ceilings being pulled down to nake gun carriages. Still, the Rajah's
usual ly nost obliging if you can get past his damed courtiers.

The clock is his. Strikes eight when it should ring nine, or perhaps
it's the other way round. You reckon that quoin's true?"

Shar pe gl anced at the wedge which | owered and rai sed the cannon
barrel

"Looks good, sir.

"I mght just plane her down a shade. | wonder if our tenplates are
out of true? W nmight check that. 1Isn't this rain splendid? The
flowers were wilting, wilting! But I'll have a fine show this year

with a spot of rain. You nust cone and see them"
"You still want ne to stay here, sir?" Sharpe asked.

"Stay here?" Stokes, who was placing the quoin in a vice, turned to
| ook at Shar pe.

"OfF course | want you to stay here, Sergeant. Best man |'ve got!"

"l lost six nmen, sir.

"And it wasn't your fault, not your fault at all. 1'll get you another
six."
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Sharpe wished it was that easy, but he could not chase the guilt of
Chasal gaon out of his mnd. Wen the nassacre was finished he had
wandered about the fort in a half-daze. Mst of the wonen and children
still lived, but they had been frightened and had shrunk away from hi m
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 nessenger to
Hurryhur, the arny's headquarters, then di sm ssed Shar pe.

"There'll be an enquiry, | suppose,"” Roberts had told Sharpe, 'so
doubt | ess your evidence will be needed, but you mght as well wait in
Seri ngapat am "

And so Sharpe, with no other orders, had wal ked hone. He had returned
the bag of rupees to Major Stokes, and now, obscurely, he wanted sone
puni shnent fromthe Mjor, but Stokes was far nore concerned about the
angl e 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. |1've seen Frog guns with netal
| ed quoins, but they only rust. Can't trust a Frog to keep t hem
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. Wat
could you have done?"

"Killed one of the bastards, sir.

"And they'd have killed you, and you woul dn't have |iked that and nor
would I. Look at that angle! Look at that! | do Iike a fine angle,
declare | do. W nust check it against the tenplates. How s your
head?"
"Mending, sir."
f or ehead.

Shar pe touched the bandage that w apped his

"No pain now, sir."

"Providence, Sharpe, that's what it is, providence. The good Lord in
H's ineffable nmercy wanted you to live." Stokes released the vice and
restored the quoin to the carri age.

"A touch of paint on that trail and it'll be ready. You think the
Raj ah m ght give ne one roof bean®"

"No harmin asking him sir."

"I will, I will. Ah, avisitor." Stokes straightened as a horsenan,
swat hed against the rain in an oilcloth cape and with an oilcloth cover
on his cocked hat, rode into the arnoury courtyard | eading a second
horse by the reins. The visitor kicked his feet fromthe stirrups,
swung down fromthe saddle, tiien tied both horses' reins to one of the
shed's pillars.

Maj or Stokes, his clothes just in their beginning stage of beconing
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dirty and di shevelled, smiled at the tall newconer whose cocked hat and
sword betrayed he was an officer

"Conme to inspect us, have you?" the Major demanded cheerfully.

"You'll discover chaos! Nothing in the right place, records al

nmuddl ed, woodwormin the tinber stacks, danp in the nagazi nes and the
pai nt conpletely addl ed. "

"Better that paint is addled than wits,"” the newconer said, then took
off his cocked hat to reveal a head of white hair.

Shar pe, who had been sitting on one of the finished gun carriages, shot
to his feet, tipping the surprised cat into the Major's wood
shavi ngs.

"Col onel McCandl ess, sir!"

"Sergeant Sharpe!" MCandl ess responded. The Col onel shook water from
his cocked hat and turned to Stokes.

"And you, sir?"

"Mpj or Stokes, sir, at your service, sir. Horace Stokes, commander of
the arnoury and, as you see, carpenter to His Majesty.”

"You will forgive nme, Major Stokes, if | talk to Sergeant Sharpe?"

McCandl ess shed his oilskin cape to reveal his East |India Conpany
uni f orm

"Sergeant Sharpe and | are old friends."
"My pleasure, Colonel," Stokes said.
"I have business in the foundry.

They're pouring too fast. | tell themall the tine! Fast pouring just
bubbl es the netal, and bubbled netal |eads to disaster, but they won't
listen. Ain't like making tenple bells, I tell them but | mght as
wel |l save ny breath." He glanced wistfully towards the happy nen
maki ng the giant's head for the Dusshera festival

"And | have other things to do," he added.
"I'd rather you didn't |eave, Mjor," MCandl ess said very formally.
"

suspect what | have to say concerns you. It is good to see you
Shar pe. "
"You too, sir," Sharpe said, and it was true. He had been | ocked in
the Tippoo's dungeons with Col onel Hector MCandless and if it was
possi ble for a sergeant and a colonel to be friends, then a friendship
exi sted between the two nmen. MCandless, tall, vigorous and in his
sixties, was the East India Conpany's head of intelligence for al
southern and western India, and in the |last four years he and Shar pe
had tal ked a few tines whenever the Col onel passed through
Seringapatam but those had been social conversations and the Col onel's
30



grimface suggested that this neeting was anything but social

"You were at Chasal gaon?" MCandl ess denanded.

"I was, sir, yes."

"So you saw Li eutenant Dodd?"

Shar pe nodded.

"Wn't ever forget the bastard. Sorry, sir." He apol ogi zed because
McCandl ess was a fervent Christian who abhorred all foul |anguage. The
Scotsman was a stern nman, honest as a saint, and Sharpe sonetines
wondered why he |iked himso nuch. Mybe it was because MCandl ess was
al ways fair, always truthful and could talk to any nan, rajah or

sergeant, with the sane honest directness.

"1 never net Lieutenant Dodd," MCandl ess said, 'so describe himto
me. "

"Tall, sir, and thin like you or ne."
"Not like ne," Major Stokes put in.

"Sort of yellowfaced," Sharpe went on, 'as if he'd had the fever once.
Long face, like he ate sonething bitter." He thought for a second.

He had only caught a few glinpses of Dodd, and those had been
si deways.

"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

hi nsel f Major Dodd now, sir, not Lieutenant. | heard one of his nen
call him Mjor."

"And he killed every man in the garrison?" MCandl ess asked.

"He did, sir. Except ne. | was |ucky."

"Nonsense, Sharpe!" MCandl ess said.

"The hand of the Lord was upon you."

"Amen," Major Stokes intervened.

McCandl ess stared broodingly at Sharpe. The Col onel had a hard pl aned
face with oddly blue eyes. He was forever claimng that he wanted to
retire to his native Scotland, but he always found sone reason to stay
on in India. He had spent nuch of his life riding the states that
bordered the | and adm nistered by the Conpany, for his job was to

expl ore those | ands and report their threats and weaknesses to his
masters. Little happened in India that escaped McCandl ess, but Dodd

had escaped him and Dodd was now McCandl ess's concern

"W have placed a price on his head," the Col onel said, 'of five
hundr ed gui neas. "

"Bless ne!" Major Stokes said in astonishnent.
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"He's a murderer," MCandl ess went on

"He killed a goldsnmith in Seedesegur, and he should be facing trial
but he ran instead and | want you, Sharpe, to help ne catch him And
I''mnot pursuing the rogue because | want the reward noney; in fact
I"Il refuse it. But | do want him and | want your help."

Maj or St okes began to protest, saying that Sharpe was his best nan and
that the arnoury would go to the dogs if the Sergeant was taken away,
but MCandl ess shot the amiable Major a harsh | ook that was sufficient
to silence him

"I want Lieutenant Dodd captured,” MCandl ess said inplacably, 'and
want himtried, and | want hi mexecuted, and | need soneone who wl|l
know hi m by sight."

Maj or St okes sumoned the courage to continue his objections.

"But | need Sergeant Sharpe," he protested.
"He organi zes everything! The duty rosters, the stores, the pay chest,
everyt hing!"

"I need himnore," MCandl ess snarled, turning on the hapless Mjor.

"Do you know how nany Britons are in India, Major? Maybe twelve
thousand, and less than half of those are soldiers. Qur power does not
rest on the shoul ders of white nen, Mijor, but on the nuskets of our
sepoys. N ne nen out of every ten who invade the Mahratta states will
be sepoys, and Lieutenant Dodd persuaded over a hundred of those nen to
desert! To desert! Can you inmmagine our fate if the other sepoys
follow then? Scindia will shower Dodd's nen with gold, Major, with
lucre and with spoil, in the hope that others will follow them | have
to stop that, and | need Sharpe."

Maj or St okes recogni zed the inevitable.
"You will bring himback, sir?"

"If it is the Lord's will, yes. Well, Sergeant? WII| you cone with
ne?"

Shar pe gl anced at Major Stokes who shrugged, sniled, then nodded
his perm ssion.

"I''ll cone, sir," Sharpe said to the Scotsnan.
"How soon can you be ready?"

"Ready now, sir. "Sharpe indicated the newy issued pack and nusket
that lay at his feet.

"You can ride a horse?"
Shar pe frowned

"l 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 Shar pe.
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"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

"Ri ght now," MCandl ess said.

"Time waits for no man, Sharpe, and we have a traitor and a nurderer to
catch.” He pulled hinself into his saddl e and wat ched as Sharpe
clumsily nounted the second horse.

"So where are you goi ng?" Stokes asked MCandl ess.

" Ahmednuggur first, and after that God will decide." The Col one
touched his horse's flanks with his spurs and Sharpe, his pack hanging
from one shoul der and his nusket slung on the other, foll owed.

He woul d redeem hinself for the failure at Chasalgaon. Not with 1
puni shnent, but with sonething better: w th vengeance.

Maj or Wl liam Dodd ran a white-gloved finger down the spoke of a gun
wheel He inspected his fingertip and nearly nine hundred nen, or at

| east as many of the nine hundred on parade who could see the , Mjor,
i nspected himin return.

No nud or dust on the glove. Dodd straightened his back and gl owered
at the gun crews, daring any nman to show pl easure in having achieved a
near perfect turn-out. It had been hard work, too, for it had rained
earlier in the day and the reginent's five guns had been dragged

t hrough the nuddy streets to the parade ground just inside

Ahnednuggur's southern gate, but the gunners had still managed to clean
their weapons neticul ously. They had renoved every scrap of nud,
washed t he mahogany trails, then polished the barrels until their alloy
of copper and tin gleaned |ike brass.

| npressi ve, Dodd thought, as he peeled off the glove. Pohlmann had

| eft Ahnednuggur, retreating north to join his conpoo to Scindia's
gathering arny, and Dodd had ordered this surprise inspection of his
new command. He had given the regi ment just one hour's notice, but so
far he had found nothing am ss. They were inpressive indeed; standing
in four long white-coated ranks with their four cannon and single
howi t zer paraded at the right flank. The guns thensel ves, despite
their gleam were pitiful things. The four field guns were nmere 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.

"Monsi eur?" Captain Joubert, the Frenchman who had desperately hoped
to be given command of the regi ment hinself, asked.

"You heard ne, Mbnsewer. Peashooters!” Dodd said as he lifted a
linber's lid and hoi sted out one of the four-pounder shots. It was
hal f the size of a cricket ball

"You might as well spit at them Monsewer!"

Joubert, a small man, shrugged.
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"At cl ose range, Monsieur he began to defend the guns

"At close range, Mnsewer, close range!" Dodd tossed the shot to
Joubert who funbl ed the catch

"That's no use at close range! No nore use than a nusket ball, and the
gun's ten tines nore cunbersonme than a nusket." He runmmaged through
the |inber.

"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 sai d.

"Bags of scrap netal, Mnsewer, strapped to a sabot and a charge. One
and a half pounds of powder per round. Find a dozen wonen in the town
and have them sew up the bags

Maybe your wife can hel p, Monsewer?" He |leered at Joubert who showed
no reaction. Dodd could snell a man's weakness, and the oddly
attractive Sinone Joubert was undoubtedly her husband's weakness, for
she clearly despised himand he, just as clearly, feared | osing her

"I want thirty bags of grape for each gun by this tine tonorrow, " Dodd
ordered.

"But the barrels, Major!"Joubert protested.
"You nean they'll be scratched?" Dodd jeered.

"What do you want, Monsewer? A scratched bore and a live regiment? O
a clean gun and a row of dead nen? By tonorrow, thirty rounds of

cani ster per gun, and if there ain't roomin the linbers then throw out
that bl oody round shot.

M ght as well spit cherrystones as fire those pebbles."

Dodd sl anmed down the linber's lid. Even if the guns fired nmakeshift
grapeshot he was not certain that they were worth keeping. Every
battalion in India had such cl ose-support artillery, but in Dodd's

opi nion the guns only served to sl ow down a reginent's manoeuvres. The
weapons t hensel ves were cunbersone, and the |ivestock needed to hau
them was a nui sance, and if he were ever given his own conpoo he woul d
strip the reginents of field guns for if a battalion of infantry could
not defend itself with fire | ocks what use was it? But he was stuck
with the five guns, so he would use them as gi ant shotguns and open
fire at three hundred yards. The gunners woul d nban about the danage
to their barrels, but damm the gunners.

Dodd i nspected the howitzer, found it as clean as the other guns, and
nodded to the gunner-sub adar He offered no conplinent, for Dodd did
not believe in praising nen for nerely doing their duty.

| Praise was due to those who exceeded their duty, punishnment for those
I who fell short, and silence nust serve the rest.
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I Once the five guns had been inspected Dodd wal ked sl owly down the
white-jacketed infantry ranks where he | ooked every man in the ; eye
and did not change his grimexpression once, even though the soldiers
had taken particular care to be well turned out for their new
commandi ng officer. Captain Joubert followed a pace behind Dodd and
there was sonet hing |udi crous about the conjunction of the tall,

| ong-1 egged Dodd and the dimnutive Joubert who needed to scurry to
keep up with the Englishman. Once in a while the Frenchman woul d nake
a comment.

"He's a good nman, sir," he might say as they passed a soldier, but Dodd
ignored all the praise and, after a while, Joubert fell silent and just
scow ed at Dodd's back. Dodd sensed the ; Frenchman's dislike, but did
not care.

Dodd showed no reaction to the reginent's appearance, though all the
sanme he was inpressed. These nen were snmart and their weapons were

as clean as those of his own sepoys who, re-issued with white jackets,
now paraded as an extra conpany at the reginment's left flank where, in
British reginents, the skirm shers paraded. East |India Conpany
battalions had no skirm shers, for it was believed that sepoys were i
no good at the task, but Dodd had decided to nake his | oyal sepoys into
the finest skirmshers in India. Let themprove the Conpany , wong,
and in the proving they could hel p destroy the Conpany.

Most of the nmen | ooked up into Dodd's eyes as he wal ked by,

al t hough few of them |l ooked at himfor |ong, but instead glanced

qui ckly away. Joubert saw the reaction, and synpathized with it for
there was sonet hing distinctly unpl easant about the Englishnman's | ong
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 nen, reducing redcoats' backs to welters of
broken fl esh and gl eam ng bl ood, but Joubert was quite wong about
Dodd.

Maj or Dodd had never flogged a man in his life, and that was not just
because the Conpany forbade it in their army, but because WIIiam Dodd
disliked the lash and hated to see a soldier flogged. Major Dodd |iked
soldiers. He hated nost officers, especially those senior to him but
he liked soldiers. Good soldiers won battles, and victories made

of ficers famous, so to be successful an officer needed sol diers who

i ked himand who would follow him Dodd's sepoys were proof of that.
He had | ooked after them nade sure they were fed and paid, and he had
given themvictory. Now he would nake them wealthy in the service of
the Mahratta princes who were fanous for their generosity.

He broke away fromthe regi nent and marched back to its colours, a pair
of bright-green flags marked with crossed tulwars. The flags had been
the choi ce of Col onel Mathers, the Englishman who had conmanded the
regi nent for five years until he resigned rather than fight against his
own countrynmen, and now the regi nent would be known as Dodd's regi nent.
O perhaps he should call it sonething else. The Tigers? The Eagl es?
The Warriors of Scindia? Not that the nane mattered now. \Wat
mattered now was to save these nine hundred well trained nmen and their
five gleam ng guns and take them safely back to the Mahratta arny that
was gathering in the north. Dodd turned beneath the col ours.

"My nane is Dodd!" he shouted, then paused to let one of his Indian
officers translate his words into Marathi, a | anguage Dodd di d not
speak. Few of the soldiers spoke Marathi either, for npbst were
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nercenaries fromthe north, but nen in the ranks nmurnured their own
transl ation and so Dodd's nessage was relayed up and down the files.

ama soldier! Nothing but a soldier! A ways a soldier!" He paused
agai n.

The parade was being held in the open space inside the gate and a crowd
of townsfol k had gathered to gape at the troops, and anong the crowd
was a scatter of [ the robed Arab nercenaries who were reputed to be
the fiercest of all the Mahratta troops. They were wild-1ooking nen,
armed with every concei vabl e weapon, but Dodd doubted they had the

di scipline of his reginent.

"Toget her," he shouted at his nen, 'you and | shall fight and we shal
win." He kept his words sinple, for soldiers always |liked sinple
things. Loot was sinple, winning and | osing were sinple ideas, and
even death, despite the way the dammed preachers tried to tie it up in
superstitious knots, was a sinple concept.

"It is nmy intent," he shouted, then waited for the translation to
ripple up and down the ranks, 'for this reginent to be the finest in
Scindia's service! Do your job well and | shall reward you. Do it
badly, and | shall let your fellow soldiers decide on your punishnent."
They liked that, as Dodd had known they woul d.

"Yesterday," Dodd declainmed, 'the British crossed our frontier

Tonorrow their arnmy will be here at Ahmednuggur, and soon we shal
fight themin a great battle!™ He had decided not to say that the
battle woul d be fought well north of the city, for that m ght

di scourage the listening civilians.

"We shall drive themback to Mysore. W shall teach themthat the arny
of Scindia is greater than any of their arnmes. W shall win!" The
soldiers snmiled at his confidence

"We shall take their treasures, their weapons, their land and their
wonen, 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 kil
you nysel f."

He et that threat sink in, then abruptly ordered the regi nent back to
its duties before summoni ng Joubert to follow himup the red stone
steps of the city wall to where Arab guards stood behind the nerlons
ranged along the fire step Far to the south, beyond the horizon, a
dusky cloud was just visible. It could have been nistaken for a
distant rain cloud, but Dodd guessed it was the snmear of snoke fromthe
British canpfires

"How |l ong do you think the city will last?" Dodd asked Joubert.
The Frenchman consi dered the question.
"A nmont h?" he guessed.
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"Don't be a fool," Dodd snarled. He might want the loyalty of his nen,
but he did not give a fig for the good opinion of its two European
officers. Both were Frenchnen and Dodd had the usual Englishnan's

opi nion of the Frogs. Good dancing nmasters, 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 |lap dogs Lieutenant Silliere, who had
foll owed Joubert to the fire step was tall and | ooked strong, but Dodd
m strusted a man who took such care with his uniformand he coul d have
sworn he detected a whiff of |avender water coning fromthe young

Li eutenant's carefully brushed hair.

"How long are the city walls?" he asked Joubert.
The Captain thought for a nonent.

"Two miles?"

"At | east, and how nmany nmen in the garrison?"
"Two thousand. "

"So work it out, Monsewer," Dodd said.

"One nman every two yards?

We'll be lucky if the city holds for three days." Dodd clinbed to one
of the bastions fromwhere he could stare between the crenellations at
the great fort which stood close to the city. That

two- hundred-year-old fortress was an al toget her nore fornidable
stronghold than the city, though its very size nmade it vul nerable, for
the fort's garrison, like the city's, was nuch too small. But the
fort's high wall was faced by a big ditch, its enbrasures were cranmed
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 Cenera
Wl | esl ey woul d waste nen against the fort's garrison. Boy Wllesley
woul d attack the city, breach the walls, stormthe gap and send his nen
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 Wl lesley 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 nore tine to assenble his
arnmy, and the longer the fort held the better, for the overdue rains

m ght come and hanper the British advance. But of one thing Dodd was
quite certain; as Pohl mann had said, the war would not be won here, and
to WIliam Dodd the nost inportant thing was to extricate his nen so
that they could share that victory.

"You will take the reginment's guns and three hundred nen and garrison
the north gate," Dodd ordered Joubert.

The Frenchman frowned
"You think the British will attack in the north?"
"1 think, Mnsewer, that the British will attack here, in the south.

Qur orders are to kill as nmany as we can, then escape to join Col one
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Pohl mrann. 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 bl ocking our way. | intend to save the regi nent, not
lose it with the city. That neans you open fire on any civilian who
tries to leave the city, do you understand?" Joubert wanted to

ar gue,

J]

but one | ook at Dodd's face persuaded himinto hasty agreenent.

"

shall be at the north gate in one hour," Dodd said, 'and God hel p you
Monsewer, if your three hundred nmen are not in position.”

Joubert ran off. Dodd watched himgo, then turned to Silliere.
"When were the nmen | ast pai d?"

Tour nmonths ago, sir."

"Where did you | earn English, Lieutenant?"
"Col onel Mathers insisted we speak it, sir."

"And where did Madanme Joubert learn it?"

Silliere gave Dodd a suspicious gl ance.

"l would not know, sir."

Dodd sniffed

"Are you wearing perfune, Monsewer?"

"No!"™ Silliere blushed.

"Make sure you never do, Lieutenant. And in the neantine take your
conpany, find the kill adar and tell himto break open the city

treasury.

If you have any trouble, break the damm thing open yourself with one of
our guns. G ve every man three nonths' pay and |oad the rest of the

noney on pack animals. W'Ill take it with us."

Silliere | ooked astoni shed at ne order

"But the kill adar Monsieur .. ." he began

"The kill adar Monsewer, is a wetched little man wit ii the balls of a
nmouse! You are a soldier. If we don't take the noney, the British
will get it. Now go!" Dodd shook his head in exasperation as the

Li eutenant went. Four nonths w thout pay! There was nothing unusua
in such a | apse, but Dodd di sapproved of it. A soldier risked his life
for his country, and the least his country could do in return was pay

him pronptly.

He wal ked eastwards along the fire step trying to anticipate where the
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British would site their batteries and where they woul d make a breach.
There was al ways a chance that Wellesley would pass by Ahnmednuggur and
sinmply march north towards Scindia's arny, but Dodd doubted the eneny
woul d 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 anmunition, shot and food to the redcoats.

A smal|l crowd was gathered on the southernnost ranparts to gaze towards
the distant cloud that betrayed the presence of the eneny arny. Sinone
Joubert was anong them sheltering her face fromthe westering sun with
a frayed parasol. Dodd took off his cocked hat. He always felt oddly

awkward with wonen, at |east white wonen, but his new rank gave himan

unaccust onmed confi dence.

"I see you have cone to observe the eneny, Ma'am" he said.

"I like to wal k about the walls, Mijor," Sinbne 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, Mjor," Sinone said.
"You speak good English, Ma'am"
"I was taught it as a child. W had a Wl sh governess."

"I'n France, M' an?"
"In the lie de France, Monsieur," Sinone said. She was not | ooking at
Dodd as she spoke, but staring into the heat-hazed south.

"Mauritius," Dodd said, giving the island the nane used by the
British.

"The |lie de France, Mnsieur, as | said."
"A renote place, Ma'am"

Si nrone shrugged. In truth she agreed with Dodd. Mauritius was renote,
an island four hundred mles 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 dazzl ed Sinone
with tales of the riches that a man could nmake for hinself in India,
and Sinone, bored with the snmall petty society of her island, had
al l oned herself to be swept away, only to discover that Captain Joubert
was a tinmd man at heart, and that his inpoverished famly in Lyons had
first claimon his earnings, and whatever was | eft was assi duously
saved so that the Captain could retire to France in confort. Sinobne
had expected a |life of parties and jewels, of dancing and sil ks, and
i nstead she scrinped, she sewed and she suffered. Colonel Pohl mann had
of fered her a way out of poverty, and now she sensed that the |anky
Engl i shman was clunsily attenpting to nake the sane offer, but Sinone
was not ninded to becone a man's mstress 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 Silliere, although she knew that
t he Lieutenant was al nost as worthless as her | husband and the dil emma
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was neking her think that she was going! nad. She wept about it, and
the tears only added to her self-diagnosis | of insanity.

"When will the British cone, Major?" she asked Dodd.

"Tonmorrow, Ma'am They'll establish batteries the next day, knock at
the wall for two or three days, nake their hole and then cone in."

She | ooked at Dodd beneath the hem of her parasol. Although he was a
tall man, Sinone could still look himin the eye.

"They' |l take the city that quickly?" she asked, showi ng a hint of
Worry.

"Nothing to hold them M am Not enough nen, too nuch wall, not
enough guns. "

"So how will we escape?”
"By trusting ne, Ma'am" Dodd said, offering Sinone a leering snile

"What you nust do, ny dear, is pack your luggage, as nuch as can be
carried on whatever packhorses your husband m ght possess, and be ready
to leave. | shall send you warning before the attack, and at that tine
you go to the north gate where you'll find your husband. It would
hel p, of course, Ma'am if | knew where you were | odged?"

"My husband knows, Mbnsieur," Sinone said coldly.

"So once the rosbifs arrive | need do nothing for three days except
pack?"

Dodd noted her use of the French term of contenpt for the English, but
chose to nake nothing of it.

"Exactly, Ma'am"

"Thank you, Major," Sinobne said, and made a gesture so that two
servants, whom Dodd had not noticed in the press of people, cane to
escort her back to her house.

"Cold bitch," Dodd said to hinmself when she was gone, 'but she'll thaw,
she' Il thaw.'

The dark fell swiftly. Torches flared on the city ranparts, lighting
the ghostly robes of the Arab nmercenaries who patrolled the bastions.

Smal | offerings of food and flowers were piled in front of the garish
gods and goddesses in their candlelit tenples. The inhabitants of the
city were praying to be spared, while to the south a faint glowin the
sky betrayed where a red-coated arny had cone to bring Ahnmednuggur

deat h.

Li eut enant - Col onel Al bert Gore had taken conmand 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 conmanded by Maj or John Shee who
was an inconpetent drunk. Shee had died, Gore had received comand,
and now he was slowy nending the damage. That nendi ng coul d have been
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a great deal swifter if Gore had been able to rid hinself of sone of
the battalion's officers, and of all those officers it was the |azy and
di shonest Captain Murris of the Light Conpany whom he woul d have nost
liked to dismss, but Gore was helpless in the matter. Mrris had
purchased his conmission, he was guilty of no of fences against the
King's regul ations and thus he had to stay. And with him stayed the
mal evol ent, unsettling, yellow faced and perpetually tw tching Sergeant
Obadi ah Hakeswi | |.

"Shar pe was always a bad nan, sir. A disgrace to the arny, sir,"
Hakeswi || told the Col onel

"He shoul d never have been made into a sergeant, sir, 'cos he ain't the
mat eri al of what sergeants are nade, 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 el bows straining towards the small of
his back. His voice booned in the snall room drowning out the sound
of the pelting rain.

CGore wondered whether the rain was the |late beginning of the nbnsoon

He hoped so, for if the nonsoon failed utterly then there would be a
| ot of hungry people in India the follow ng year

Core wat ched a spider crawl across the table. The house belonged to a
| eat her deal er who had rented it to the 33rd while they were based in
Arrakerry and the place seethed with insects that crawl ed, flew, slunk
and stung, and Gore, who was a fastidious and el egant nman, rather

wi shed he had used his tents.

"Tell nme what happened,"” Gore said to Morris, '"again. |f you would be
so kind."

Morris, slouching in a chair in front of Gore's table with a thick
bandage on his head, seened surprised to be asked, but he straightened
hinsel f and offered the Col onel a feeble shrug.

"I don't really recall, sir.

It was two nights ago, in Seringapatam and | was hit, sir."
Core brushed the spider aside and nade a note.

"Hit," he said as he wote the word in his fine copperplate hand.
"Where exactly?"

"On the head, sir," Mrris answered.

Cor e sighed

"I see that, Captain. | neant where in Seringapatan?"

"By the arnoury, sir."

"And this was at night?"
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Morri s nodded.

"Bl ack night, sir," Hakeswill put in helpfully, 'black as a
bl ackanoor's backside, sir."

The Col onel 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 Mal abar Itch, a foul conplaint that would
condemm himto weeks of living with a salve of lard on his skin, and if
the lard failed he woul d 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 assail ant?"

"I didn't, sir," Mrris replied truthfully.

"But | did, sir," Hakeswill said, 'and it was Sharpie. Saw himclear
as daylight, sir."

"At night?" CGore asked sceptic ally

"He was working late, sir," Hakeswill said, 'on account of him not
havi ng done his proper work in the daylight Iike 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 t hat ?"

"Clear as | can see you now, sir," Hakeswill said, his face racked with
a series of violent twitches.

CGore'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 inportant to save the Captain's life, sir. That's what | deened,
sir. Get himback here, sir, into Mster Mcklewhite's care. Don't
trust other surgeons, sir. And | had to clean up Mster Mrris, sir, |
did."

"The bl ood, you nean?"

Hakeswi | | shook his head.

"The substances, sir." He stared woodenly over Colonel Gore's head as
he spoke.

" Subst ances?"

Hakeswi | | 's face tw tched.

"Beggi ng your pardon, sir, as you being a gentlenman as won't want to
hear it, sir, but Sergeant Sharpe hit Captain Mrris with a jakes pot,

sir. A full Jakes pot, sir, liquid and solids."

"Ch, God," CGore said, laying down his pen and trying to ignore the
fiery itch across his belly.
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"I still don't understand why you did nothing in Seringapatam" the
Col onel sai d.

"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 hlladar and | don't
li ke 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 himlive confortable, sir. Of the fat of the
land, sir, like it says in the scriptures. Got hinself a set of roons
and a bi bbi, he has, and a servant, too. Ain't right, sir. Too
confortable, sir, whiles the rest of us sweats |like the soldiers we
swore to be."

The expl anati on nade sone sort of sense, or at |east Gore appreciated
that it mght convince Sergeant Hakeswill, yet there was stil
sonet hi ng odd about the whole tale.

"What were you doing at the arnoury after dark, Captain?"

"Making certain the full conplenent of wagons was there, sir," Mrris
answer ed.

"Sergeant Hakeswi |l inforned ne that one was m ssing."
"And was it?"
"No, sir," Mrris said.

"M scounted, sir," Hakeswill said, 'on account of it being dark
sir."

Hakeswi | | had i ndeed summoned Morris to the arnmoury after dark, and
there he had hit the Captain with a baul k of tinber and, for good
measure, had added the contents of a chanber pot that Mjor Stokes had
|l eft outside his office. The sentries had been sheltering fromthe
rain in the guardhouse and none had questioned the sight of Hakeswi ||
draggi ng the recunbent Morris back to his quarters, for the sight of
drunken of ficers being taken hone by sergeants or privates was too
conmmon to be remarkable. The inportant thing was that Mrris had not
seen who assaulted himand was quite prepared to believe Hakes-will's
version, for Morris relied utterly on Hakeswill in everything.

"I blanmes nyself, sir," Hakeswill went on, 'on account of not chasing
Sharpi e, but | thought nmy duty was to ook after nmy Captain, sir, on
account of him being drenched by a slop pot."

"Enough, Sergeant!" Core said.

"It ain't a Christian act, sir," Hakeswill nuttered resentfully.

"Not with a jakes pot, sir. Says so in the scriptures.”

Core rubbed his face. The rain had taken the edge off the danp heat,
but not by nuch, and he found the atnosphere horribly oppressive.
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Maybe the itch was just a reaction to the heat. He rubbed his hand
across his belly, but it did not help.

"Why woul d Sergeant Sharpe assault you w thout 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 ny belief, sir, that he thought the Captain had cone to sunmon him
back to the battalion, where he ought to be soldiering i nstead of
living off the fat of the land, but he don't want to conme back, sir, on
account of being confortable, sir, like he's got no right to be.

He never did know his place, sir, not Sharpe, sir. Got above hinself,
sir, he has, and he's got cash in his breeches. On the fiddle, | dare
say."

Core ignored the | ast 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 offence, sir.
"A capital offence, sir," Hakesw || said.

"Up against the wall, sir, and God have nercy on his black soul, which
I very much doubts God will, God having better things to worry about
than a sorry piece of scumlike Sharpie."

Core sighed. He suspected there was a great deal nore to the story
than he was hearing, but whatever the real facts Captain Mrris was
still right. Al that mattered was that Sergeant Sharpe was alleged to
have struck an officer, and no excuse in the world could explain away
such an offence. Wiich neant Sergeant Sharpe woul d have to be tried
and very probably shot, and Gore would regret that for he had heard
sone very good things of the young Sergeant Shar pe.

"I had great hopes of Sergeant Sharpe," the Col onel said sadly.

"Got above hinself, sir," Hakesw || snapped.

"Just 'cos he blew the mne at Seringapatam sir, he thinks he's got

wi ngs and can fly. Needs to have his feathers clipped, sir, says so in
the scriptures.”

Core | ooked scornfully at the tw tching Sergeant.

"And what did you do at the assault of the city, Sergeant?" he
asked.

"My duty, sir, ny duty,” Hakeswi || answered.

"What is all | ever expects any other man to do, sir.

Core shook his head regretfully. There really was no way out of this
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dilenma. |f Sharpe had struck an officer, then Sharpe nust be
puni shed.

"I suppose he'll have to be fetched back here," Gore admitted.
"OfF course," Morris agreed.
Core frowed in irritation. This was all such a dammed nui sance!

Core had desperately hoped that the 33rd would be attached to

Vel | esley's arny which was about to plunge into Mahratta territory, but
instead the battalion had been ordered to stay behind and guard Mysore
agai nst the bandits who still plagued the roads and hills. Now, it
seened, overstretched as the battalion was, Gore would have to detach a
party to arrest Sergeant Shar pe.

"Captain Lawford could go for him" he suggested

"Hardly a job for an officer, sir," Mrris said.

"A sergeant could do the thing just as well."

Core considered the matter. Sending a sergeant would certainly be |ess
di sruptive to the battalion than losing an officer, and a sergeant
could surely do the job as well as anyone.

"How many nmen woul d he need?" Gore asked.

"Six nmen, sir," Hakeswi || snapped.

"I could do the job with six nen."

"And Sergeant Hakeswill's the best man for the job," Mrris urged.

He had no particular wish to | ose Hakeswill's services for the few days
that it would take to fetch Sharpe, but Hakeswill had hinted that there
was noney in this business. Mrris was not sure how nuch noney, but he
was in debt and Hakeswi ||l had been persuasive.

"By far the best nman," he added.
"On account of me knowing the little bugger's cunning ways, sir,"
Hakeswi | | explained, 'if you'll excuse ny Hndi."

CGore nodded. He would like nothing nore than to rid hinself of
Hakeswi || for a while, for the man was a bal eful influence on the
battalion. Hakeswill was hated, that nmuch Gore had | earned, but he was
al so feared, for the Sergeant declared that he could not be killed. He
had survived a hangi ng once, indeed the scar of the rope was stil
conceal ed beneath the stiff |eather stock, and the men believed that
Hakeswi | | was sonehow under the protection of an evil angel. The

Col onel knew that was a nonsense, but even so the very presence of the
Sergeant nmade himfeel distinctly unconfortable.

"I'"ll have ny clerk wite the orders for you, Sergeant," the Col one
sai d.

"Thank you, sir!" Hakeswill said.

"You won't regret it, sir. (Obadiah Hakeswi |l has never shirked his
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duty, sir, not like sone as | could nane.”

Core dismssed Hakeswill who waited for Captain Mrris under the

buil ding's porch and watched the rain pelt onto the street. The
Sergeant's face twitched and his eyes held a peculiar nal evol ence that
made the single sentry edge away. But in truth Sergeant Obadi ah
Hakeswi | | was a happy nman. God had put Richard Sharpe into his grasp
and he woul d pay Sharpe back for all the insults of the |ast few years
and especially for the ghastly nonent when Sharpe had hurl ed Hakeswi ||
anong the Tippoo Sultan's tigers. Hakeswill had thought the beasts
woul d savage him but his luck had held and the tigers had ignored him
It seenmed they had been fed not an hour before and thus the guardi an
angel who preserved Hakeswi || had once again cone to his rescue.

So now Obadi ah Hakeswi || woul d have his revenge. He would choose six
men, six bitter men who could be trusted, and they woul d take Sergeant
Shar pe, and afterwards, sonewhere on the road hone from Seri ngapat am
where there were no witnesses, they would find Sharpe's noney and then
finish him Shot while attenpting to escape, that would be the

expl anation, and good riddance too. Hakesw Il was happy and Sharpe was
condemed.

Col onel McCandl ess | ed Sharpe north towards the wild country where the
frontiers of Hyderabad, Mysore and the Mahratta states net.

"Till | hear otherw se," MCandl ess told Sharpe, |'m assuning our
traitor is in Ahnednuggur."

"What's that, sir? Acity?"

"Acity and a fort next to each other," the Colonel said. MCandless's
big gelding seened to eat up the nmiles, but Sharpe's smaller nare
offered a lunpy ride. Wthin an hour of |eaving Seringapatam Sharpe's
nmuscl es were sore, within two he felt as though the backs of his thighs
were burning, and by late afternoon the stirrup | eathers had abraded
through his cotton trousers to grind his calves into bl oody patches.

"It's one of Scindia' s frontier strongholds,"” the Col onel went on, 'but
| doubt it can hold out long. Wllesley plans to capture it, then
strike on north."

"So we're going to war, sir?"
"Of course." MCandl ess frowned.
"Does that worry you?"

"No, sir," Sharpe said, nor didit. He had a good life in

Seri ngapatam maybe as good a |ife as any sol dier had ever had
anywhere, but in the four years between the fall of Seringapatam and
the massacre at Chasal gaon Sharpe had not heard a shot fired in anger
and a part of himwas envious of his old colleagues in the 33rd who
fought brisk skirm shes against the bandits and rogues who pl agued
western Mysore.

"We're going to fight the Mahrattas," MCandl ess said.
"You know who they are?"

"I hear they're bastards, sir.
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McCandl ess frowned at Sharpe's foul |anguage.

"They are a confederation of independent states, Sharpe," he said
primy, 'that domi nate nuch of western India. They are also warli ke,
piratical and

untrustwort hy, except, of course, for those which are our allies, who
are romantic, gallant and heroic."

"Sone are on our side, sir?"

"A few. The Peshwa, for one, and he's their titular |eader, but snal
notice they take of him Qhers are staying aloof fromthis war, but
two of the biggest princes have decided to make a fight of it. One's
call ed Scindia, and he's the Maharajah of Gaalior, and the other's
call ed 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 cal ves worse

"And what's our quarrel with those two, sir?"

"They' ve been nuch given to raiding into Hyderabad and Mysore | ately,
sonowit's tine to settle themonce and for all."

"And Lieutenant Dodd's joined their arny, sir?"

"From what we hear, he's joined Scindia's arnmy. But | haven't heard
much." The Col onel had al ready expl ai ned 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 cone the terrible news of
Chasal gaon, and McCandl ess, who had been travelling north to join

Wl |l esley's arny, had seen Sharpe's nanme in the report and so had
turned around and hurried south to Seringapatam At the sanme tine he
had sent sone of his own Mahratta agents north to di scover Dodd's

wher eabout s.

"We should neet those fellows today," the Col onel said, 'or tonorrow at
the latest."

The rain had not stopped, but nor was it heavy. Mid spattered up the
horses' flanks and onto Sharpe's boots and white trousers. He tried
sitting half sideways, he tried |l eaning forward or tipping hinself
back, but the pain did not stop. He had never nuch |iked horses, but
now deci ded he hated them

"I"'d like to neet Lieutenant Dodd again, sir," he told MCandl ess as
the two nen rode under dripping trees.

"Be careful of him Sharpe,” MCandl ess war ned.

"He has a reputation.”

"For what, sir?"

"A fighter, of course. He's no nean soldier. |'ve not net him of
course, but 1've heard tales. He's been up north, in Calcutta nostly,
and nade a nane for hinself there. He was first over the pettah wall

at Panhapur. Not nuch of a wall, Sharpe, just a thicket of cactus
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thorn really, but it took his sepoys five mnutes to follow him and by
the tine they reached himhe'd killed a dozen of the eneny. He's a
tall man who can use a sword and is a fine pistol shot too. Heis, in
brief, a killer."

"If he's so good, sir, why is he still a |ieutenant?"
The Col onel si ghed.

"I fear that is the way of the Conpany's arny, Sharpe. A man can't buy
his way up the | adder as he can in the King's arny, and there's no
pronotion for good service. It all goes by seniority.

Dead nen's shoes, Sharpe. A fellow nust wait his turn in the Conpany,
and there's no way round it."

"So Dodd has been waiting, sir?"

"Along tinme. He's forty now, and | doubt he'd have got his captaincy
much before he was fifty."

"I's that why he ran, sir?"

"He ran because of the nurder. He clained a goldsmith cheated hi m of
noney and had his nen beat the poor fellow so badly that he died. He
was court-martial |ed of course, but the only sentence he got was siXx
nont hs wi thout pay. Six nonths wthout pay! That's sanctioning
nmurder, Sharpe! But Wellesley insisted the Conpany di scharge him and
he planned to have Dodd tried before a civilian court and condemmed to
death, so Dodd ran." The Col onel paused.

"I wish | could say we're pursuing himbecause of the nurder, Sharpe,"
he went on, 'but that isn't so. W're pursuing himbecause he
persuaded his nmen to defect. Once that rot starts, it mght never
stop, and we have to show the other sepoys that desertion will always
be puni shed. "

Just before nightfall, when the rain had stopped and Sharpe thought his
sore nuscl es and bl eedi ng cal ves woul d nake hi m nban al oud in agony, a
group of horsenen cane cantering towards them To Sharpe they | ooked
like silladars, the nercenary horsenmen who hired thenselves, their
weapons and their horses to the British arny, and he pulled his nare
over to the left side of the road to give the heavily arned nen roomto
pass, but their |eader slowed as he approached, then raised a hand in
greeting.

"Col onel!'" he shout ed.

"Sevaj ee!" MCandless cried and spurred his horse towards the onconing
Indian. He held out his hand and Sevajee clasped it.

"You have news?" MCandl ess asked.
Sevaj ee nodded.

"Your fellow is inside Ahnednuggur, Colonel. He's been given Mathers's
reginment." He was pleased with his news, grinning broadly to revea
red-stained teeth. He was a young man dressed in the remants of a
green uni form Sharpe did not recognize. The jacket had European
epaul ettes hung with silver chains, and over it was
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strapped a sword sling and a sash, both of white silk and both stained
brown with dried bl ood.

"Sergeant Sharpe," MCandl ess nade the introductions, 'this is Syud
Sevaj ee. "

Shar pe nodded a wary greeting.

"Sahi b," he said, for there was sonething about Syud Sevajee that
suggested he was a man of rank

"The Sergeant has seen Lieutenant Dodd," MCandl ess expl ai ned.
"He'll nmake sure we capture the right nan."

"Kill all the Europeans," Sevajee suggested, 'and you'll be sure." The
suggestion, it seened to Sharpe, was not entirely flippant.

"I want himcaptured alive," MCandless said irritably.
"Justice nust be seen to be done. O would you rather that your people

believe a British officer can beat a nan to death w thout any
puni shnent ?"

"They believe that anyway," Sevajee said carelessly, '"but if you w sh
to be scrupul ous, MCandl ess, then we shall capture Mster Dodd."

Sevaj ee's nmen, a dozen wild-looking warriors arned with everything from
bows and arrows to |lances, had fallen in behind MCandl ess.

"Syud Sevajee is a Mahratta, Sharpe,"” MCandl ess expl ai ned.
"One of the romantic ones, sir?"

"Romantic?" Sevajee repeated the word in surprise

"He's on our side, if that's what you nean," MCandl ess sai d.
"No," Sevajee hurried to correct the Col onel

"I am opposed to Beny Singh, and so long as he lives | help the enenies
of nmy eneny."

"Way's this fell ow your eneny, sir, if you don't mnd ne asking?"
Shar pe asked.

Sevaj ee touched the hilt of his tulwar as if it was a fetish
"Because he killed ny father, Sergeant."

"Then | hope you get the bastard, sir."

"Sharpe!" MCandl ess said in reprinand.

Sevaj ee | aughed.

"My father," he explained to Sharpe, 'led one of the Rajah of Berar's

conpoos. He was a great warrior, Sergeant, and Beny Singh was his
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rival. He invited ny father to a feast and served hi m poison. That
was three years ago. M/ nother killed herself, but ny younger brother
serves Beny Singh and ny sister is one of his concubines. They too
will die."

"And you escaped, sir?" Sharpe asked.

"I was serving in the East India Conpany cavalry, Sergeant,'
answer ed.

Sevaj ee

"My father believed a nan should know his eneny, so sent ne to
Madr as. "
"Where we net,"
me. "

McCandl ess said brusquely, 'and now Sevaj ee serves

"Because in return," Sevajee explained, 'your British bayonets will
hand Beny Singh to ny 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," MCandl ess said dourly, "and it m ght be
i ncreased once the Court of Directors hears what he did at

Chasal gaon. "

"And to think | al nost caught him" Sevajee said, and described how he
and his few nen had visited Ahnednuggur posing as brindani es who were
| oyal to Scindia.

"Brindarrie?" Sharpe asked.

"Like silladars," MCandless told him

"Freel ance horsenen. And you saw Dodd?" he asked Sevaj ee.

"I heard him Colonel, though | never got close. He was |lecturing his
reginent, telling them how they would chase you British out of

I ndia."

McCandl ess scof f ed.

"He'll be lucky to escape from Ahnednuggur

Why has he stayed there?"

"To give Pohl mann a chance to attack?" Sevajee suggested.

"Hi s conpoo was still close to Ahnednuggur a few days ago."

"Just one conpoo, sir?" Sharpe suggested.

"One conpoo won't beat Wellesley."

Sevaj ee gave hima |ong, speculative | ook

"Pohl mann, Sergeant,"” he said, 'is the best infantry |eader in Indian
service. He has never lost a battle, and his conpoo is probably the
finest infantry arny in India. It already outnunbers Wellesley's arny,

but if Scindia releases his other conpoos, then together they wll
out nunber your Wellesley three to one. And if Scindia waits unti
Berar's troops are with him he'll outnunber you ten to one."
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"So why are we attacking, sir?"
"Because we're going to win," MCandless said firnmy

"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 arny marches north full of
confidence, but you are like mce waking an el ephant.”

"Sone mce," MCandl ess snorted.

"Sone el ephant," Sevajee said gently.

"W are the Mahrattas, and if we did not fight anongst ourselves we
would rule all India."

"You've not faced Scottish infantry yet," MCandl ess said confidently,
"and Wellesley has two Scottish reginments with him

Besi des, you forget that Stevenson has an arny too, and he's not so
very far away." Two armes, both small, were invading the Mahratta
Conf ederation, though Wl lesley, as the senior officer, had control of
bot h.

"I reckon the mice will startle you yet," MCandl ess said.

They spent that night in a village. To the north, just beyond the
hori zon, the sky glowed red fromthe reflection of flanes on the snoke
of thousands of canpfires, the sign that the British arny was just a
short march away. MCandl ess bargained with the headman for food and
shelter, then frowned when Sevaj ee purchased a jar of fierce |loca
arrack. Sevajee ignored the Scotsnman's disapproval, then went to join
his nmen who were ganing in the village's tavern. MCandl ess shook his
head.

"He fights for nmercenary reasons, Sharpe, nothing else."

"That and vengeance, sir.

"Aye, he wants vengeance, |'Il grant himthat, but once he's got it
he'll turn on us like a snake." The Col onel rubbed his eyes.

"He's a useful man, all the sane, but | wish | felt nore confident
about this whol e business.”

"The war, sir?"
McCandl ess shook his head.

"W'll win that. It doesn't matter by how nmany they outnunber us, they
won't outfight us. No, Sharpe, |I'mworried about Dodd."

"We'll get him sir," Sharpe said.

The Col onel said nothing for a while. An oil lanp flickered on the

table, attracting huge winged noths, and in its dull light the

Col onel's thin face | ooked nore cadaverous than ever. MCandl ess
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finally grinaced.

"I've never been one for believing in the supernatural, Sharpe, other
than the providences of Almghty God. Sone of ny countrymen clai mthey
see and hear signs. They tell of foxes how ing about the house when a
death is inmnent, or seals coning ashore when a man's to be | ost at
sea, but | never credited such things. |It's nmere superstition, Sharpe,
pagan superstition, but I can't chase away ny dread about Dodd." He
shook his head slowy.

"Maybe it's age."

"You're not old, sir."

McCandl ess smi | ed.

"I"msixty-three, Sharpe, and | should have retired ten years ago,
except that the good Lord has seen fit to nmake ne useful, but the
Conpany isn't so sure of ny worth now They'd like to give ne a
pension, and | can't blane them A full colonel's salary is a heavy
itemon the Conpany's accounts." MCandl ess offered Sharpe a ruefu
| ook.

"You fight for King and country, Sharpe, but |I fight and die for the
shar ehol ders. "

"They' d never replace you, sir!" Sharpe said loyally.

"They al ready have," MCandl ess admitted softly, 'or Wllesley has.

He has his own head of intelligence now, and the Conpany knows it, so
they tell me | ama "supernunerary upon the establishnent"." He
shrugged.

"They want to put ne out to pasture, Sharpe, but they did give ne this
one last errand, and that's the apprehension of Lieutenant WIlIliam
Dodd, though |I rather think he's going to be the death of ne."

"He won't, sir, not while |I'mhere."

"That's why you are here, Sharpe,"” MCandl ess said seriously.

"He's younger than | am he's fitter than | amand he's a better
swordsman than | am and that's why | thought of you. | saw you fight
at Seringapa-tam and | doubt Dodd can stand up to you."

"He won't, sir, he won't," Sharpe said griny

"And 1'Il keep you alive, sir."

"If God wills it."

Shar pe smi | ed.

"Don't they say God hel ps those who hel p thenselves, sir? W'Ill do the
job, sir."

"I pray you're right, Sharpe," MCandl ess said, "I pray you're
right."
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And they woul d start at Ahnednuggur, where Dodd waited and where
Shar pe's new war woul d begi n.

CHAPTER 3

Col onel McCandl ess led his small force into Sir Arthur Wllesley's
encanpnent late the followi ng afternoon. For nost of the norning they
had been shadowed by a band of eneny horsenen who sonetines gall oped
close as if inviting Sevajee's nen to ride out and fight, but

McCandl ess kept Sevajee on a tight |eash and at nidday a patrol of
horsenen in blue coats with yellow facings had chased the eneny away.
The bl ue-coated cavalry were fromthe igth Light Dragoons and the
Captain |l eading the troop gave McCandl ess a cheerful wave as he
cantered after the eneny who had been prowing the road i n hope of
finding a laggard supply wagon. Four hours |ater MCandl ess topped a
gentle rise to see the arny's |ines spread across the countryside
while, four mles farther north, the red walls of Ahnednuggur stood in
the westering sun. Fromthis angle the fort and the city appeared as
one continuous building, a vast red ranpart studded w th bastions.
Sharpe cuffed sweat fromhis face

"Looks like a brute, sir," he said, nodding at the walls.

"The wall's big enough,” the Col onel said, 'but there's no ditch, no
glacis and no outworks. It'lIl take us no nore than three days to punch
a hole."

"Then pity the poor souls who nust go through the hole,"
coment ed.

Sevaj ee

"It's what they're paid to do," MCandl ess said brusquely.

The area about the canp seethed with nen and aninals. Every cavalry
horse in the arny needed two | ascars to gather forage, and those nen
were busy with sickles, while nearer to the canp's centre was a vast
nmuddy expanse where the draught bull ocks and pack oxen were picketed.
Puckal ees, the nmen who carried water for the troops and the ani nal s,

were filling their buckets froma tank scunmed with green. A thorn

hedge surrounded six el ephants that bel onged to the gunners,

while next to the great beasts was the artillery park with its
twenty-si x cannon, and after that cane the sepoys' |ines where children
shri eked, dogs yapped and wonen carried patties of bullock dung on
their heads to build the evening fires. The last part of the journey
took them through the Iines of the 778th, a kilted Hi ghland reginent,
and the soldiers saluted McCandl ess and then | ooked at the red facings
on Sharpe's coat and called out the inevitable insults.

"Conme to see how a real man fights, Sergeant?"

"You ever done any proper fighting?" Sharpe retorted.

"What's a Havercake doi ng here?"

"Conme to teach you boys a | esson."

"What in? Cooking?"

"Where | cone from" Sharpe said, 'it's the ones in skirts what does

t he cooking. "
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"Enough, Sharpe," MCandl ess snapped. The Colonel liked to wear a kilt
hinself, claimng it was a nore suitable garnent for India' s heat than
trousers.

"We nust pay our respects to the General," MCandl ess said, and turned
towards the larger tents in the centre of the encanpnent.

It had been two years since Sharpe had | ast seen his old Col onel and he
doubted that Major-General Sir Arthur Wellesley would prove any
friendlier now than he ever had. Sir Arthur had al ways been a cold
fish, sparing with approval and frightening in his disapproval, and his
nost casual gl ance sonehow managed to nake Sharpe feel both

i nsignificant and i nadequate, and so, when MCandl ess di snounted
outside the General's tent, Sharpe deliberately hung back. The
Ceneral, still a young man, was standi ng beside a line of six picketed
horses and was evidently in a blazing tenper. An orderly, in the

bl ue- and-yel |l ow coat of the igth Dragoons, was holding a big grey
stallion by its bridle and Wl lesley was alternately patting the horse
and snapping at the hal fdozen ai des who cowered nearby. A group of

seni or officers, nmajors and colonels, stood beside the General's tent,
suggesting that a council of war had been interrupted by the horse's

di stress. The grey stallion was certainly suffering. It was
shivering, its eyes were rolling white and sweat or spittle was
dripping fromits droopi ng head.

Wl | esl ey turned as McCandl ess and Sevaj ee approached.

"Can you bl eed a horse, MCandl ess?"

"I can put a knife init, sir, if it helps," the Scotsman answered.

"It does not help, damm it!" Wl lesley retorted savagely.

"l don't want himbutchered, | want himbled. Were is the farrier?"

"We're looking for him sir," an aide replied.

"Then find him damm it! Easy, boy, easy!" These last three words
were spoken in a soothing tone to the horse which had let out a feeble
whi nny.

"He's fevered," Wellesley explained to McCandless, 'and if he ain't
bled, he'll die."

A groomhurried to the General's side carrying a fl eam and a bl ood
stick, both of which he nmutely offered to Wl lesley.

"No good giving themto ne," the General snapped, "I can't bleed a
horse." He |looked at his aides, then at the senior officers by the
tent.

"Someone nust know how to do it," Wellesley pleaded. They were all nen
who lived with horses and professed to | ove 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 i dea of how the thing was
done, and so he was given the fleamand 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
hanmer with his right hand

54



"Not like that!" Sharpe blurted out.

"You'l | kill him"™ A score of nen stared at himwhile the Scottish
Maj or, the blade un hit | ooked rather relieved.

"You've got the blade the wong way round, sir," Sharpe expl ai ned.
"You have to line it up along the vein, sir, not across it." He was
bl ushi ng for having spoken out in front of the General and all the
arnmy's senior officers

Wl | esl ey scowl ed at Shar pe.

"Can you bl eed a horse?"

"I can't ride the things, sir, but I do know how to bleed them |
worked in an inn yard," Sharpe added as though that was explanation
enough.

"Have you actually bled a horse?" Wllesley demanded. He showed not
the slightest surprise at seeing a nan fromhis old battalion in the
canp, but in truth he was far too distracted by his stallion's distress
to worry about nere nen.

"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, damm it," the General said.

"Don't just stand there, do it!"

Sharpe took the fleamand the bl ood stick fromthe Major. The fleam

| ooked |i ke a m s-shapen penknife, and inside its brass case were

fol ded a dozen bl ades. Two of the blades were shaped as hooks, while
the rest were spoon-shaped. He selected a m ddl e-si zed spoon, checked
that its edge was keen, folded the other blades away and then
approached the horse.

"You'll have to hold himhard," he told the dragoon orderly.

"He can be lively, Sergeant," the orderly warned in a | ow voi ce,
anxi ous not to provoke another outburst from \Wll esley.

"Then hang on hard," Sharpe said to the orderly, then he stroked the
horse's neck, feeling for the jugul ar

"How nuch are you going to let out?" Wellesley asked.

"Much as it takes, sir," Sharpe said, who really had no idea how nuch
bl ood he should spill. Enough to nake it | ook good, he reckoned.

The horse was nervous and tried to pull away fromthe orderly.
"Gve hima stroke, sir," Sharpe said to the General
"Let himknow it ain't the end of the world."

Wl |l esley took the stallion's head fromthe orderly and gave the
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beast's nose a fondling.

"It's all right, Dioned," he said, 'we're going to nake you better. Get
on with it, Sharpe."

Shar pe had found the jugular and now placed the sharp curve of the
spoon- bl ade over the vein. He held the knife in his left hand and the
bl ood stick in his right. The stick was a snall wooden club that was
needed to drive the fleanis blade through a horse's thick skin.

"Al'l right, boy," he nurnmured 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 fleamin place as warm bl ood spurted out over his shako.

"Hold him" he snapped at Wl |l esley, and the General seened to find

not hi ng odd i n being ordered about by a sergeant and he obediently
haul ed Di oned' s head down.

"That's good," Sharpe said, 'that's good, just keep himthere, sir,
keep himthere," and he skewed the blade slightly to open the slit in
the vein and so |l et the blood pulse out. It ran red down the white
horse's flank, it soaked Sharpe's red coat and puddl ed at his feet.
The horse shivered, but Sharpe sensed that the stallion was cal mng
By rel axing the pressure on the fleamhe could | essen the blood fl ow
and after a while he slowed it to a trickle and then, when the horse
had st opped shivering, Sharpe pulled the blade free. H s right hand
and arm were drenched in bl ood.

He spat on his clean left hand, then w ped the snmall wound.

"

reckon he'll live, sir," he told the General, '"but a bit of ginger in
his feed mght help." That was another trick he had | earned at the
coachi ng tavern

Vel | esl ey stroked Dioned's nose and the horse, suddenly unconcerned by
the fuss all about him |owered his head and cropped at a m serable
tuft of grass. The General sniled, his bad nood gone.

"I"'mgreatly obliged to you, Sharpe," Wl lesley said, relinquishing the
bridle into the orderly's grasp.

"Pon nmy soul, I"'mgreatly obliged to you," he repeated enthusiastically.

"As neat a blood-letting as ever | did see." He put a hand into his
pocket and brought out a haideri that he offered to Sharpe.

"Wel | done, Sergeant."

"Thank you, sir," Sharpe said, taking the gold coin. It was a generous
rewar d.

"Good as new, eh?" Wellesley said, adniring the horse.
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"He was a gift."
"An expensive one," MCandl ess observed drily.
"A val ued one," Wl lesley said.

"Poor Ashton left himto ne in his will. You knew Ashton
McCandl ess?"

"OF course, sir." Henry Ashton had been Col onel of the i2th, a Suffolk
regi mnent posted to India, and he had died after taking a bullet in the
liver during a duel

"A dammed shane," Wellesley said, "but a fine gift. Pure Arab bl ood
McCandl ess. "

Most of the pure Arab bl ood seened to be on Sharpe, but the General was
delighted with the horse's sudden inprovenent. |ndeed, Sharpe had
never seen Wellesley so animated. He grinned as he watched t he horse,
then he told the orderly to wal k Dioned up and down, and he grinned
even nore widely as he watched the horse nove. Then, suddenly aware
that the nen about hi mwere taking an anmused pl easure fromhis own
delight, his face drew back into its accustoned cold nask

"Cbliged to you, Sharpe," he said yet again, then he turned and wal ked
towards his tent.

"McCandl ess! Conme and gi ve nme your news!”

McCandl ess and Sevajee foll owed the General and his aides into the
tent, leaving Sharpe trying to wi pe the blood fromhis hands. The
dragoon orderly grinned at him

"That's a six-hundred-gui nea horse you just bled, Sergeant," he said.
"Bl oody hell!" Sharpe said, staring in disbelief at the dragoon

"Si x hundred!"

"Must be worth that. Best horse in India, Dioned is."

"And you | ook after hinP" Sharpe asked.

The orderly shook his head.

"He's got groons to |ook after his horses, and the farrier to bleed and
shoe them M job is to follow himinto battle, see? And when one
horse gets tired | give himanother."

"You drag all those six horses around?" Sharpe asked, astonished.

"Not all six of them" the dragoon said, 'only two or three. But he
shoul dn'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 encanpnent.

"Every bl eeding infantryman over there for a start."
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"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 | ooking at ne," Sharpe said.

"I hate the bl oody things."

"You do?"

"Lunmpy, snelly beasts. |'mhappier on ny feet."

"You see the world froma horse's back," the dragoon said, 'and catch
wonen's eyes."

"So they're not entirely useless,"” Sharpe said and the orderly
gri nned.

He was a happy, round-faced young nan with tousled brown hair and a
ready snile.

"How cone you're the General's orderly?" Sharpe asked him
The dragoon shrugged.

"He asked nmy Col onel to give him soneone and | was chosen.”
"You don't mi nd?"

"He's all right," the orderly said, jerking his head towards
Wl |l esley's tent.

"Don't crack a smile often, leastwise not with the |ikes of you and ne,
but he's a fair man."

"Good for him" Sharpe stuck out his bl oodi ed hand.

"My nane's Dick Sharpe.”

"Daniel Fletcher," the orderly said, 'from Stoke Poges."

"Never heard of it," Sharpe said.

"Where can | get a scrub?"

"Cook tent, Sergeant."

"And riding boots?" Sharpe asked.

"Find a dead nman in Ahnednuggur," Fletcher said.

"I't'll he cheaper than buying themoff" ne."

"That's true," Sharpe said, then he linped to the cook tent. The linp
was caused by the sore nuscles fromlong 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 w apped about

his calves to protect themfromthe stirrup |eathers, but his calves
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still hurt.
God, he thought, but he hated bl cody horses.

He washed the worst of Dioned's blood fromhis hands and face, dil uted
what was on his uniform then went back to wait for MCandl ess.

Sevajee's nmen still sat on their horses and stared at the distant city
that was topped by a snmear of snoke. Sharpe could hear the nurnur of
voi ces 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

m ght rain again, but Colonel MCandless was not a man nuch given to
tents. He derided themas wonen's luxuries, preferring to seek shelter
with local villagers or, if no peasant house or cattle byre was
avai | abl e, happily sleeping beneath the stars or in the rain. A pint
of rum Sharpe thought, would not go am ss either

"Sergeant Sharpe!" Wellesley's fanmliar voice broke into his thoughts
and Sharpe turned to see his old commanding officer coning fromthe big
tent.

"Sir!" Sharpe stiffened to attention
"So Col onel MCandl ess has borrowed you from Maj or St okes?"

Vel | esl ey asked.
"Yes, sir," Sharpe said. The General was bareheaded and Sharpe saw
that his tenples had turned prematurely grey. He seened to have
forgotten Sharpe's handiwork with his horse, for his |ong-nosed face
was as unfriendly as ever.

"And you saw this nman Dodd at Chasal gaon?"
"I did, sir."

"Repugnant busi ness,
wounded?"

Wl |l esley said, 'repugnant. Did he kill the

"All of them sir. Al but ne."
"And why not you?" Wellesley asked coldly.
"l was covered in blood, sir. Fair drenched in it."

"You seemto be in that condition nuch of the tine, Sergeant,"
Wellesley said with just a hint of a smle, then he turned back to

McCandl ess.

"I wish you joy of the hunt, Colonel. 1'Il do ny best to help you, but
I'mshort of nen, woefully short."

"Thank you, sir," the Scotsman said, then watched as the General went
back into his big tent which was cranmed with red-coated officers

"It seens," MCandl ess said to Sharpe when the General was gone, 'that
we're not invited to supper.” | "Wre you expecting to be, sir?"

"No," McCandl ess said, '"and |I've no business in that tent tonight
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either. They're planning an assault for first light tonorrow "

Shar pe thought for a nonent that he nust have nisheard. He | ooked
northwards at the big city wall.

"Tormorrow, sir? An assault? But they only got here today and there
isn't a breach!"

"You don't need a breach for an escal ade, Sergeant," MCandl ess sai d.
"An escal ade is nothing but |adders and nurder."
Shar pe frowned

"Escal ade?" He had heard the word, but was not really sure he knew
what it neant.

"March straight up to the wall, Sharpe, throw your | adders against the
ranparts and clinb." MCandl ess shook his head.

"No artillery to help you, no breach, no trenches to get you cl ose, so
you nust accept the casualties and fight your way through the
defenders. It isn't pretty, Sharpe, but it can work." The Scotsnan
still sounded disapproving. He was |eading Sharpe away fromthe
Ceneral's tent, seeking a place to spread his blanket. Sevajee and his
men were follow ng, and Sevaj ee was wal ki ng cl ose enough to listen to
McCandl ess' s words.

"Escal ades can work well against an unsteady eneny," the Col onel went
on, 'but I"'mnot at all convinced the Mahrattas are shaky. | doubt
they're shaky at all, Sharpe. They're dangerous as snakes and they
usual Iy have Arab nercenaries in their ranks."

"Arabs, sir? From Arabia?"

"That's where they usually conme from" MCandl ess confirned.
"Nasty fighters, Sharpe."

"Good fighters," Sevajee intervened.

"W hire hundreds of themevery year. Hungry nen, Sergeant, who cone
fromtheir bare land with sharp swords and | ong nuskets."

"Doesn't serve to underestimate an Arab," MCandl ess agreed.

"They fight |ike denons, but Wllesley's an inpatient nan and he wants
the business over. He insists they won't be expecting an escal ade and
thus won't be ready for one, and | pray to God he's right."

"So what do we do, sir?" Sharpe asked.

"W go in behind the assault, Sharpe, and beseech Al nighty God that our
| adder 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 himto Madras, put himon trial

and have hi m hanged," MCandl ess said with satisfaction, as though the
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job was as good as done. His gloony forebodings of the previous night
seenmed to have vani shed. He had stopped at a bare patch of ground.

"This looks like a fair billet. No nore rain in the offing, |I think
so we should be confortable."

Li ke hell, Sharpe thought. A bare bed, no rum a fight in the norning,
and God only knew what kind of devils waiting across the wall, but he
sl ept anyway.

And woke when it was still dark to see shadowy nen straggling past with
| ong | adders across their shoulders. Dawn was near and it was tine for
an escalade. Tinme for |adders and nurder

Sanjit Pandee was kill adar of the city, which neant that he comuanded
Ahnednuggur's garrison in the nane of his nmaster, Dowl ut Rao Scindia,
Maharaj ah of Gmalior, and in principle every soldier in the city,
though not in the adjacent fortress, was under Pandee's conmand.

So why had Maj or Dodd ej ected Pandee's troops fromthe northern

gat ehouse and substituted his own nen? Pandee had sent no orders, but
the deed had been done anyway and no one could explain why, and when
Sanjit Pandee sent a nessage to Maj or Dodd and denmanded an answer, the
messenger was told to wait and, so far as the kill adar knew, was stil
wai ti ng.

Sanjit Pandee finally sumobned the courage to confront the Mjor
hinself. It was dawn, a tine when the kill adar was not usually
stirring, and he di scovered Dodd and a group of his white-coated
officers on the southern wall fromwhere the Maj or was wat ching the
British canp through a heavy tel escope nounted on a tripod. Sanjit
Pandee did not like to disturb the tall Dodd who was being forced to
stoop awkwardly because the tripod was i ncapable of raising the glass
to the level of his eye. The kill adar cleared his throat, but that
had no effect, and then he scraped a foot on the fire step and stil
Dodd did not even glance at him so finally the kill adar denanded his
expl anation, though in very flowery terns just in case he gave the
Engl i shman of fence. Sanjit Pandee had already |ost the battle over the
city treasury which Dodd had sinply conmandeered wi thout so nuch as a
by-your-1l eave, and the kill adar was nervous of the scowing

forei gner.

"Tell the bloody nan," Dodd told his interpreter without taking his eye
fromthe tel escope, 'that he's wasting ny bloody tine. Tell himto go
and boil his backside."

Dodd's interpreter, who was one of his younger Indian officers,
courteously suggested to the kill adar that Major Dodd' s attention was
whol Iy consunmed by the approachi ng eneny, but that as soon as he had a
nmonent of |eisure, the Major would be delighted to hold a conversation
with the honoured kill adar

The kill adar gazed southwards. Horsenmen, British and Indian, were
rangi ng far ahead of the approaching eneny colum. Not that Sanjit
Pandee coul d see the colum properly, only a dark snmudge anong the

di stant green that he supposed was the eneny. Their feet kicked up no
dust, but that was because of the rain that had fallen the day

bef or e.

"Are the eneny truly com ng?" he enquired politely.
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"OF course they're not bloody comi ng," Dodd said, standing upright and
massagi ng the small of his back

"They're running away in terror."

"The eneny are indeed approaching, sahib,"” the interpreter said
deferentially.

The kill adar glanced along his de fences and was reassured to see the
bul k of Dodd's reginent on the fire step and al ongsi de themthe robed
figures of his Arab nercenaries

"Your reginment's guns,"” he said to the interpreter, 'they are not
her e?"

"Tell the interfering little bugger that |I've sold all the bl oody
cannon to the eneny," Dodd grow ed.

"The guns are placed where they will prove nost useful, sahib' the
interpreter assured the kill adar with a dazzling smle, and the kil
adar who knew that the five snmall 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 nmen the Major has placed at the north gate?"
Sanjit Pandee said.
"I's it because he expects an attack there?"

"Ask the idiot why else they would be there,"” Dodd instructed the
interpreter, but there was no tine to tell the kill adar anything
further because shouts fromthe ranparts announced the approach of
three eneny horsenmen. The enissaries rode beneath a white flag, but
sonme of the Arabs were aining their long-barrelled matchl ocks at the
approachi ng horsenen and the kill adar quickly sent sone aides to
tell

the nmercenaries to hold their fire.

"They' ve cone to offer us cowe," the kill adar said as he hurried
towards the south gate. Cowle was an offer of terns, a chance for the
def enders to surrender rather than face the horrors of assault, and the
kill adar hoped he could prolong the negotiations |ong enough to
persuade Maj or Dodd to bring the three hundred nmen back fromthe north
gate.

The kill adar could see that the three horsenmen were riding towards the
south gate which was topped by a squat tower fromwhich flew Scindia's
gaudy green and scarlet flag. To reach the tower the kill adar had to

run down sone stone steps because the stretch of wall just west of the
gate possessed no fire step but was sinply a high, blank wall of red
stone. He hurried along the foot of the wall, then clinbed nore steps
to reach the gate tower just as the three horsenen reined in beneath.

Two of the horsemen were Indians while the third was a British officer
and the three nen had indeed cone to offer the city cowle. |If the kil
adar surrendered, one of the Indians shouted, the city's defenders
woul d be permitted to march from Ahnednuggur with all their hand
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weapons and what ever personal bel ongings they could carry. Genera
Vel | esl ey woul d guarantee the garrison safe passage as far as the River
CGodavery, beyond whi ch Pohl mann's conpoo had withdrawn. The officer
fini shed by denmandi ng an i nedi at e answer.

Sanjit Pandee hesitated. The cowl e was generous, surprisingly
generous, and he was tenpted to accept because no man would die if he
took the terns. He could see the approaching columm clearly now, and
it looked to himlike a red stain snothering the plain. There would be
guns there, and the gods al one knew how many nuskets. Then he gl anced
to his left and right and he saw the reassuring height of his walls,
and he saw the white robes of his fearsone Arabs, and he contenpl ated
what Dowl ut Rao Scindia would say if he nmeekly surrendered Ahnmednuggur
Sci ndia woul d be angry, and an angry Scindia was |iable to put whoever
had angered hi mbeneath the el ephant's foot. The kill adar task was to
delay the British in front of Ahnednuggur while Scindia gathered his
allies and so prepared the vast arny that would crush the invader
Sanjit Pandee si ghed.

"There can be no cowe," he called down to Wllesley's three
messengers, and the horsenen did not try to change his nmind. They just
tugged on their reins, spurred their horses and rode away.

"They want battle,"” the kill adar said sadly, 'they want |oot."
"That's why they cone here," an aide replied.

"Their own land is barren."

"I hear it is green," Sanjit Pandee said.

"No, sahib, barren and dry. Wy else would they be here?"

News spread along the walls that cow e had been refused. No one had
expected otherwi se, but the kill adar reluctant defiance cheered the
def enders whose ranks thickened as townsfolk clinbed to the fire step

to see the approachi ng eneny.

Dodd scowl ed when he saw that wonmen and children were thronging the
ranparts to view the eneny.

"Clear themaway!" he ordered his interpreter

"I want only the duty conpanies up here." He watched as his orders
wer e obeyed.

"Not hing's going to happen for three days now," he assured his
of ficers.

"They' |l send skirm shers to harass us, but skirm shers can't hurt us
if we don't show our heads above the wall. So tell the nen to keep
their heads down. And no one's to fire at the skirm shers, you
understand? No point in wasting good balls on skirm shers. W'IlI|l open
fire after three days."

"I'n three days, sahib?" a young Indian officer asked.

"I't will take the bastards one day to establish batteries and two to
make a breach," Dodd forecast confidently.
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"And on the fourth day the buggers will cone, so there's nothing to get
excited about now. "

The Major decided to set an exanpl e of insouciance in the face of the
enemy.

"I"mgoing for breakfast," he told his officers.
"I''"l'l be back when the bastards start digging their breaching
batteries."

The tall Mjor ran down the steps and di sappeared into the city's
alleys. The interpreter |ooked back at the approaching colum, then
put his eye to the tel escope. He was |ooking for guns, but at first he
could see only a nass of nen in red coats with the odd horsenan anong
their ranks, and then he saw sonething odd. Sonething he did not

conpr ehend.

Sonme of the nen in the front ranks were carrying | adders. He frowned,
then saw sonething nore fam liar beyond the red ranks and tilted the

gl ass so that he could see the eneny's cannon. There were only five
guns, one being hauled by nen and the four |arger by el ephants, and
behind the artillery were nore redcoats. Those redcoats wore patterned
skirts and had high black hats, and the interpreter was glad that he
was behind the wall for sonmehow the nen in skirts | ooked fearsone.

He | ooked back at the ladders and did not really understand what

he saw. There were only four |adders, so plainly they did not nean to
| ean them agai nst the wall. Maybe, he thought, the British planned to
make an observation tower so that they could see over the de fences and
that expl anation nmade sense and so he did not conprehend that there was
to be no siege at all, but an escal ade. The eneny was not planning to
knock a hole in the wall, but to swarmstraight over it. There would
be no waiting, no digging, no saps, no batteries and no breach. There
woul d just be a charge, a scream a torrent of fire, and then death in
t he norni ng sun.

"The thing is, Sharpe," MCandl ess said, 'not to get yourself
killed."

"Wasn't planning on it, sir.

"No heroics, Sharpe. |It's not your job. W just follow the heroes
into the city, look for Mster Dodd, then go back hone."

"Yes, sir.

"So stay close to ne, and |'mstaying close to Colonel Wallace's party,
so if you lose nme, look for him That's Wallace there, see hin®"

McCandl ess indicated a tall, bare-headed officer riding at the front of
the 74t h.

"I see him sir," Sharpe said. He was nounted on MCandl ess's spare
horse and the extra height allowed himto see over the heads of the
King's 74th who nmarched in front of him Beyond the H ghlanders the

city wall | ooked dark red in the early sun, and on its sunmt he could
see the occasional glint of a nusket showi ng between the done-shaped
merl ons that topped the wall. Big round bastions stood every hundred
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yards and those bastions had bl ack enbrasures whi ch Sharpe assuned hid
the defenders' cannon. The brightly coloured statues of a tenple's
tower showed above the ranpart while a slew of flags drooped over the
gate. No one fired yet. The British were within cannon range, but the
def enders were keeping their guns quiet.

Most of the British force now checked a half-nile fromthe walls while
the three assault parties organized thenselves. Two of the attacking
groups woul d escal ade the wall, one to the left of the gate and the
other to the right, and both would be Ied by Scottish soldiers with
sepoys in support. The King's 778th, the kilted reginent, would attack
the wall to the left while their fellow Highl anders of the 74th woul d
assault to the right. The third attack was in the centre and woul d be
led by the 74th's Colonel, WIliam Wl lace, who was al so conmander of
one of the two infantry brigades and evidently an old friend of

McCandl ess for, seeing his fellow Scot, Wallace rode back through his
reginent's ranks to greet himwith a warmfaniliarity. Wallace would
be |l eading nen of the 74th in an assault against the gate itself and
his plan was to run a six-pounder cannon hard up agai nst the big tinber
gates then fire the gun to blast the entrance open

"None of our gunners have ever done it before," Wallace told
McCandl ess, 'and they've insisted on putting a round shot down the gun
but | swear ny nother told ne you should never |oad shot to open gates.
A doubl e powder charge, she instructed nme, and nothing else."

"Your nother told you that, Wallace?" MCandless asked.

"Her father was an artilleryman, you see, and he brought her up
properly. But | can't persuade our gunners to | eave out the ball
Stubborn fellows, they are. English to a man, of course. Can't teach
them anything." Wallace offered McCandl ess his canteen

"It's cold tea, McCandl ess, nothing that will send your soul to
perdition."

McCandl ess took a swig of the tea, then introduced Sharpe.

"He was the fell ow who blew the Tippoo's nmne in Seringapatam" he told
Wal | ace.

"I heard about you, Sharpe!" Wllace said.

"A damm fine day's work, Sergeant, well done." And the Scotsnman | eaned
across to give Sharpe his hand. He was a m ddl e-aged man, bal di ng,
with a pleasant face and a quick smle

"I can tenpt you to sone cold tea, Sharpe?"

"I've got water, sir, thank you," Sharpe said, patting his canteen
which was filled with rum a gift from Daniel Hetcher, the General's
orderly.

"You'l| forgive ne if I'm about ny business,” Wallace said to

McCandl ess, retrieving his canteen.

"I'"ll see you inside the city, MCandl ess. Joy of the day to you
both." Wallace spurred back to the head of his col um.

"A very good nman," MCandless said warmy, 'a very good nan indeed."
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Sevaj ee and his dozen nen cantered up to join MCandl ess. They al
wore red jackets, for they planned to ride into the city with

McCandl ess and none wanted to be mistaken for the eneny, yet sonehow

t he unbuttoned jackets, which had been borrowed froma sepoy battalion
made them | ook nore piratical than ever. They all carried naked
tulwars, curved sabres that they had honed to a razor's edge at dawn.

Sevaj ee reckoned there would be no tinme for aining fire | ocks once they
wer e inside Ahnednuggur. Ride in, charge whoever still put up a fight
and cut down hard.

The two escal ade parties started forward. Each had a pair of |adders,
and each party was | ed by those nen who had volunteered to be first up
the rungs. The sun was fully above the horizon now and Sharpe coul d
see the wall nore plainly. He reckoned it was twenty foot high, give
or take a fewinches, and the glint of guns in every enbrasure and

| oophol e showed that it would be heavily defended.

"Ever seen an escal ade, Sharpe?" MCandl ess asked.

"No, sir."

"Ri sky business. Frail things, |ladders. Nasty being first up."
"Very nasty, sir."

"And if it fails it gives the eneny confidence."

"So why do it, sir?"

"Because if it succeeds, Sharpe, it lowers the eneny's spirits. It
will make us seeminvincible. Veni, vidi, vici."

"I don't speak any Indian, sir, not proper."

"Latin, Sharpe, Latin. | came, | saw, | conquered. How s your reading
t hese days?"

"It's good, sir, very good," Sharpe answered enthusiastically, though
in truth he had not read very nuch in the last four years other than
lists of stores and duty rosters and Major Stokes's repair orders. But
it had been Col onel MCandl ess 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," MCandl ess said, watching the
escal ade parties march steadily forward

"It's the one book worth reading."

"I'd like that, sir," Sharpe said straight-faced, then saw that the
pi cquets of the day were running ahead to nmake a skirm sh line that

woul d pepper the wall with nusket fire. Still no one fired fromthe
city wall, though by now both the picquets and the two | adder parties
were wel |l inside nusket range

"If you don't mind ne asking, sir," Sharpe said to MCandl ess, 'what's
to stop that bugger sorry, sir what's to stop Mster Dodd from escapi ng
out the other side of the city, sir?"
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"They are, Sharpe," MCandl ess said, indicating the cavalry that now
gal | oped off on both sides of the city. The British igth Dragoons rode
in a tight squadron, but the other horsenen were Mahratta allies or

el se silladars from Hyderabad or Mysore, and they rode in a | oose
swar m

"Their job is to harass anyone leaving the city," MCandl ess went on
"Not the civilians, of course, but any troops."

"But Dodd's got a whole reginent, sir."
McCandl ess di sni ssed t he probl em

"I doubt that two whole reginments will serve him In a ninute or two

there' Il be sheer panic inside Ahnednuggur, and how s Dodd to get away?
He' Il have to fight his way through a crowd of terrified civilians. No,
we'll find himinside the place if he's still there."

"He is," Sevajee put in. He was staring at the wall through a snal
t el escope.

"I can see the uniforns of his nmen on the fire step Wite jackets." He
poi nted westwards, beyond the stretch of wall that would be attacked by
the 778t h.

The picquets suddenly opened fire. They were scattered along the

sout hern edge of the city, and their nusketry was sporadic and, to
Sharpe, futile. Men firing at a city? The nusket 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 nusket replied, not a
cannon fired. The wall was silent. Shreds of snoke drifted fromthe
skirm sh line which went on chipping the big red stones with | ead.

Col onel Wallace's assault party was late in starting, while the kilted
men of the 778th, 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 |adders in plain sight of the eneny, but
still the defenders ignored them A regiment of sepoys was wheeling
left, going to add their nusket fire to the picquet Iine. A bagpiper
was pl ayi ng, but he nmust have been running for his instrunent kept
giving snmall ignom nious hiccups. In truth it all seenmed ignom ni ous
to Sharpe. The battle, if it could even be called a battle, had begun
so casually, and the eneny was not even appearing to regard it as a
threat. The skirm shers' fire was scattered, the assault parties

| ooked under strength and there seened to be no urgency and no
cerenony. There ought to be cerenony, Sharpe considered. A band
shoul d be playing, flags should be flying, and the eneny should be
visible and threatening, but instead it was ranshackl e and al nost
unreal .

"This way, Sharpe,"” MCandl ess said, and swerved away to where Col one
Wal | ace was chivvying his men into formation. A dozen bl ue 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 el ephants and, as
Shar pe and McCandl ess urged their horses towards Wallace, the four
mahouts halted their el ephants and the gunners hurried to unharness the
four guns. Sharpe guessed the battery would spray the wall with
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cani ster, though the silence of the defenders seened to suggest that
they had nothing to fear fromthese inpudent attackers. Sir Arthur
Vel | esl ey, nounted on Dionmed who seened no worse for his bloodletting,
rode up behind the guns and called sone instruction to the battery
commander who raised a hand in acknow edgenent. The General was
acconpani ed by three scarlet-coated aides and two | ndians who, fromthe
richness of their robes, had to be commanders of the allied horsenen
who had ridden to stop the flight of fugitives fromthe city's northern
gate.

The attackers fromthe 778th were just a hundred paces fromthe wall
now. They had no packs, only their weapons. And still the eneny
treated themwith lordly disdain. Not a gun fired, not a nusket
flamed, not a single rocket slashed out fromthe wall.

"Looks like it will be easy, MCandl ess!" Wllace called
"I pray as nuch!" MCandl ess said.

"The eneny has been praying too," Sevajee said, but MCandl ess ignored
the remark

Then, suddenly and appal lingly, the silence ended.

The eneny was not ignoring the attack. Instead, fromserried | oophol es
in the wall and fromthe bastions' high enbrasures and fromthe nerlons
al ong the parapet, a stormof gunfire erupted. One nonent the wall had
been clear in the norning sun, now it was fogged by a thick screen of
powder snmoke. A whole city was rinmmed white, and the ground about the
attacking troops was pitted and churned by the strike of bullets.

"Ten m nutes of seven," M<Candl ess shouted over the noise, as though
the tine was inportant. Rockets, |ike those Sharpe had seen at
Seringapatam seared out fromthe walls to stitch their snoke trails in
crazy tangl es 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 nade Sharpe |l ook to his right to
see that an el ephant had been struck by a cannonball. The beast's

mahout was dragging on its tether, but the el ephant broke free and,
maddened by its wound, charged straight towards Wallace's nen. The

H ghl anders scattered. The gunners had begun to drag their | oaded

si x-pounder forward, but they were right in the injured beast's path
and now sensi bly abandoned the gun to flee fromthe crazed animal's
charge. The winkled skin of the elephant's left flank was sheeted in
red. Wallace shouted incoherently, then spurred his horse out of the
way. The el ephant, trunk raised and eyes white, thunped past

McCandl ess and Shar pe.

"Poor girl," MCandl ess said.
"It's a she?" Sharpe asked.
"AD draught aninmals are fenmale, Sharpe. Mre docile."

"She ain't docile, sir," Sharpe said, watching the el ephant burst free
of the arny's rear and tranple through a field of stubble pursued by
her mahout and an excited crowd of snmall skinny children who had
foll owed the attacking troops fromthe encanpnent and now whooped
shrilly as they enjoyed the chase. Sharpe watched them then
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i nvoluntarily ducked as a nusket ball whipped just over his shako and
anot her ricocheted off the six-pounder's barrel with a surprisingly
nusi cal note.

"Not too close now, Sharpe," MCandl ess warned, and Sharpe obedi ently
reined in his mare

Col onel Wallace was calling his nen back into formation
"Dammed animal s!" he snarled at MCandl ess.
"Your nother had no advice on el ephants, Wallace?"

"None |'d repeat to a godly man, MCandl ess,"” Wall ace said, then
spurred his horse towards the six-pounder's disordered gunners.

"Pick up the traces, you rogues. Hurry!"

The 778th 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," MCandl ess shouted warmy, though he was far too distant
for the attackers to hear his encouragenent.

"Good boys!" The first kilted Highlanders were already scranbling up
the rungs, but then a man was hit by a bullet fromthe flanking bastion
and he stopped, clung to the | adder, then slowy toppled sideways. A
crowd of Highlanders jostled at the bottomof the |adders to be the
next up the rungs. Poor bastards, Sharpe thought, so eager to clinb to
death, and he saw that the | eading nen on both | adders were officers.
They had swords. The nmen clinbed with their bayonet-tipped nuskets
slung over their shoulders, but the officers clinbed sword in hand. One
of themwas struck and the man behi nd uncerenoni ously shoved hi m of f
the | adder and hurried up to the parapet and there, inexplicably, he

st opped.

H s conrades shouted at himto get a bl oody nove on and scranble
7Q

over the wall, but the man did nothing except to unsling his nusket,
and then he was hurl ed backwards in a nisting spray of blood. Another
man took his place, and the sane happened to him The officer at the
top of the second | adder was crouching on the top rung, occasionally
peering over the coping of the wall between two of the donme-shaped
merl ons, but he was naking no attenpt to cross the parapet.

"They shoul d have nore than two | adders, sir," Sharpe grunbl ed.
"Wasn't tine, laddie, wasn't time," MCandl ess said.

"What's hol di ng then?" he asked as he stared with an agoni zed
expression at the stalled nen. The Arab defenders in the nearest
bastion were being given a fine target and their nusketry was having a
terrible effect on the crowded | adders. The noise of the defenders
fire was continuous; a staccato crackle of nusketry, the hiss of
rockets and the thunderous crash of cannon. Men were blasted off the
| adders, and their place was i medi ately taken by others, but still the
men at the top of the rungs did not try to cross the wall, and stil
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the defenders fired and the dead and injured heaped up at the foot of
the | adders and the living pushed them aside to reach the rungs and so
of fer thenselves as targets to the unending gunfire. One man at | ast
heaved hinself onto the wall and straddl ed the copi ng where he unsl ung
his nusket and fired a shot down into the city, but alnost inmmediately
he was hit by a blast of nusket fire. He swayed for a second, his
nmusket clattered down the wall's red face, then he followed it to the
ground. The new nan at the top of the | adder heaved hinsel f up, then
just like the rest, he checked and ducked back

"What's hol ding then?" MCandless cried in frustration
"In God's nane! Go!"

"There's no bloody fire step Sharpe said grinmy

McCandl ess gl anced at him

n \Mat ?u

"Sorry, sir. Forgot not to curse, sir.
But McCandl ess was not worried about Sharpe's |anguage.
"What did you say, man?" he insisted.

"There's no fire step there, sir." Sharpe pointed at the wall where
t he Scotsnen were dying.

"There's no nusket snoke on the parapet, sir."
McCandl ess | ooked back
"By God, you're right."

The wall had nerlons and enbrasures, but not a single patch of nusket
smoke showed in those de fences which neant that the castellation was
false and there was no fire step on the wall's far side where defenders
could stand. Fromthe outside the stretch of wall |ooked |ike any

other part of the city's de fences but Sharpe guessed that once the

H ghl anders reached the wall's summit they were faced with a sheer drop
on the far side, and doubtless there was a crowd of enenies waiting at
the foot of that inner wall to massacre any man who survived the fall
The 778th were attacking into thin air and being bl oodi ed nercil essly by
the jubilant defenders.

The two | adders enptied as the officers at last realized their

predi canent and shouted at their nen to cone down. The defenders
cheered the repul se and kept firing as the two | adders were carried
back fromthe ranparts.

"Dear God," MCandl ess said, 'dear God."
"I warned you," Sevajee said, unable to conceal his pride in the
fighting qualities of the Mahratta def enders.

"You're on our side!"™ MCandless snarled, and the Indian just
shrugged.

"It ain't over yet, sir," Sharpe tried to cheer up the Scotsnan.
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"Escal ades work by speed, Sharpe," MCandl ess said, 'and we've | ost
surprise now "It will have to be done properly,"” Sevajee renarked
smugly, "with guns and a breach."

But the escal ade was not defeated yet. The assault party of the 74th
had now reached the wall to the right of the gate and their two | adders
were swung up agai nst the high red stones, but this stretch of wall did
possess a fire step and it was crowded wi th eager defenders who rai ned
a savage fire down onto the attackers. The British twelve-pounders had
opened fire, and their canister was savagi ng the defenders, but the
dead and wounded were dragged away to be replaced by reinforcenments who
quickly learned that if they let the attackers cone up the two | adders
then the cannon woul d cease fire, and so they let the Scots clinb the
rungs and then hurled down baul ks of wood that could scrape a | adder
clear in seconds. Then a cannon in one of the flanking bastions
hanmered a barrel |oad of stones and scrap iron into the nen crowdi ng
about the foot of the |adders.

"Ch, dear God," MCandl ess prayed again, 'dear God." Modre nen began to
climb the | adders while the wounded crawl ed and |inped back fromthe
wal I's, pursued by the nusket fire of the defenders. A Scottish
officer, claynore in hand, ran up one of the ladders with the facility
of a sailor swarming up rigging. He cut the claynore at a |unging
bayonet, sonehow survived a nusket blast, put a hand on the coping, but
then a spear took himin the throat and he seened to shake like a
gaffed fish before tunbling backwards and carrying two men down to the
ground with him The sound of the defenders' nusketry was punctuated
by the deeper crash of the small cannon that were nounted in the hidden
galleries of the bastions. One of those cannon now struck a | adder in
the flank and Sharpe watched appalled as the whole flinsy thing buckled
and broke, carrying seven nen down to the ground in its weckage. The
778t h had been repul sed and the 74th had | ost one of their two

| adders

"This is not good," MCandless said grimy, 'not good at all."

"Fighting Mahrattas," Sevajee said snugly, 'is not like fighting nen
from Mysore. "

Col onel Wallace's party was still a good hundred yards fromthe gate,
sl owed by the weight of their six-pounder cannon. 1t seened to Sharpe
that Wallace needed nore nen to handl e the cunbersone gun and the
eneny's nusket fire was taking its toll of the few nen he did have
shoving at the wheels or dragging at the traces. Wllesley was not far
behi nd Wal  ace, and just behind the General, nounted on one of his
spare horses and with a second on a | eading rein, was Dani el

Fl et cher.

The nmusket fire spurted scraps of dried nud all around Wllesley and
his aides, but the General seened to have a charned life.

The 778th returned to the attack on the left, only this tine they ran
their two |ladders directly at the bastion which flanked the wall where
their first attenpt had failed. The threatened bastion reacted with an
angry explosion of nusket fire. One of the |adders fell, its carriers
hard hit by the volley, but the other swung on up and as soon as its
top struck the bastion's sunmit a kilted officer clinbed the rungs.

"No!"™ MCandless cried, as the officer was hit and fell. Oher nen
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took his place, but the defenders tipped a basket of stones over the
parapet and the tunbling rocks scoured the | adder clear. A volley of
nmusketry made the defenders duck and when the snoke cl eared Sharpe saw
that the kilted officer was again ascending the |adder, this tine
without his tall hat. He carried his claynore in his right hand and
the big sword hanpered him An Arab fleetingly appeared at the top of
the I adder with a lunp of tinber that he hurled down at the attacker
and the officer was thrown back a second tine.

"No!" McCandl ess | anented again, but then the same officer appeared a
third tine. He was determ ned to have the honour of being first into
the city, and this tine he had tied his red wai st-sash to his wist and
let his claynore hang by its hilt froma |loop of the silk, thus |eaving
both hands free and allowing himto clinb nuch faster. He kept
clinmbing, and his nmen crowded behind himin their big bearskin hats,
and the |l oopholes in the bastion's galleries spat flane and snoke as
they scranbl ed past the bastion's storeys, but magically the officer
survived the fusillade and Sharpe had his heart in his nouth as the nan
drew nearer and nearer to the top. He expected to see a defender
appear at any nonment, but the attackers who were not queuing at the
foot of the | adder were now hamrering the bastion's summit wth nusket
fire and under its cover the bareheaded officer scranbled up the |ast
few rungs, paused to take hold of his claynore's hilt, then | eaped over
the top of the wall. Soneone cheered, and Sharpe caught a distinct
view of the officer's claynore rising and falling above the red wall's
coping. Mre Highlanders were clanbering up the | adder and though sone
were bl asted off by nusket fire fromthe bastion's | oopholes, others
were at last reaching the high parapet and following their officer onto
the de fences The second | adder was swung into place and the trickle
of attackers becane a stream

"Thank God," MCandl ess said fervently, 'thank God indeed."

The 778th were in the bastion, and now the 74th, which had been reduced
to just one | adder, also nade their |odgenent. An officer had

organi zed two conpanies to give the parapet a blast of nusketry just as
a sergeant reached the top of the ladder, and the fusillade cleared the
enbrasures as the sergeant clanbered over the wall. His bayonet

st abbed down, then he reel ed backwards as a defender slashed at him
with a tulwar, but a |ieutenant was behind him and he hacked down with
his claynore 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 Scotsnen screaned their war cries as they began the grimjob of
clearing the defenders off the fire step Sharpe could hear the clash
of blades on the wall, and see a cloud of powder snoke above the
crenel l ations where the Scots of the 74th were fighting their way al ong
t he parapet, but he could see nothing on the bastion where the kilted
778th 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 | ower galleries.

The Scots at |ast reached the bastion's ground floor where they killed
one | ast 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 sane young officer who had
led the assault nowrallied his nen and | ed them agai nst the robed
def enders who were reloading their l|ongbarrelled nuskets. The
H ghl anders attacked with bayonets and a ferocity born of
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desperati on.

The Scots were inside the city, but so far the only route to reinforce
themwas up the three renaining | adders, 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 Col onel Wallace was
bellowing at his gunners to get their dammed weapon into place. The
def enders above the gate did their best to stop the advanci ng cannon
but Wallace ordered a conpany of infantry to help the gunners roll the
cannon forward and those nen cheered as they bounced and rattled the
heavy gun towards the gate.

"Gve themfire," Wallace shouted, 'give themfire!" and his renaining
infantrymen bl asted a ragged volley up at the gate's defenders. The
flags above the ranpart twitched as the balls snatched at the silk. The
si x- pounder runbled forward, thunping over the uneven road surface that
was bei ng pocked by nusket balls spat fromthe gatehouse | oopholes. A
bagpi pe was pl ayi ng and the savage nusic nade a fine acconpani nent to
the gun's wild charge

"Keep firing," Wallace shouted at his infantry, "keep firing!" His
men's nusket balls struck tiny puffs of dust and fl akes of stone from
the gate that was weathed in snoke, snoke so thick that the gun seened
to disappear in fog as it rolled the last few yards, but then Sharpe
heard the resounding thunp as the gun's nuzzle was rammed hard agai nst
the bi g wooden gate.

"Get back," the gun commander shouted, 'get back!"™ and the nen who had
haul ed the gun scranbl ed cl ear.

"Make ready!" Wallace shouted, and his nen stopped their firing and
dragged out bayonets that they slotted over their blackened nusket
nuzzl es.

"Fire the gun!" Wallace shout ed.

"Fire it! For God's sake, fire!" A rocket seethed out of the snoke,
trailing sparks, and for a second Sharpe thought it would plunge into
the heart of Wallace's waiting nmen, but then it arced up into the clear
bl ue sky and bl azed safely away.

Inside the city the Arabs who had tried to defend the bastion now
retreated in front of the battle-nmaddened Scots who swarned out of the
bastion's inner door. The Arabs m ght cone froma hard, warlike
country, but so did the kilted nen who canme snarling into the city.

Sepoys were clinbing the | adders now and they joined the Hi ghl anders.

Their instinct was to charge across the cleared space inside the wall
and so reach the cover of the city's all eyways, 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 nen along the inner face of the
wal | to reach the south gate. The Arabs waiting just inside the arch
turned and fired as the Scots approached, but the young officer seened
invincible. He screanmed as he charged, then his reddened cl aynore

sl ashed down, and his nen's bayonets lunged forward. Two sepoys j oi ned
them stabbing and screanmi ng, and the out nunbered Arabs died or fled.
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"Open the gate!"™ the young officer shouted, and one of the sepoys ran
forward to |ift the heavy |ocking bar out of its iron brackets.

"Fire!" Colonel Wallace shouted on the gate's far side.

The gun captain touched his port fire to the prining reed. There was a
fizz of spark, a wisp of snoke and then the doubl e-charged gun | eaped
back and the sound of its massive di scharge 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 wi cked-edged scraps of shattered

ti nber that exploded into the city. The other attackers on the inner
side of the gate reeled away fromthe snoke and flane of the blast, but
the bar was lifted and the cannon's di scharge swung the gates open

"Charge!" Wallace shouted, and his nen screaned as they ran into the
snoke- shrouded arch and pushed past the gun and tranpl ed over the
bl oody hal ves of the sl aughtered sepoy.

"Conme on, Sharpe, cone on!" MCandl ess had his own cl aynore drawn and
the old man's face was alight with excitenent as he spurred his horse
towards the dooned city. The assault troops who had been waiting to
clinmb the | adders now joined the surge of nmen running towards the

br oken gates.

For Ahmednuggur had fallen, and fromthe first shot until the opening
of the gate it had taken just twenty mnutes. And now the redcoats
went for their reward and the suffering inside the city could begin.

Maj or W I liam Dodd had never reached his breakfast. Instead he had
hurried back to the walls the noment he heard the first muskets fire
and, once on the fire step he had stared appalled at the | adder parties
for he had never once anticipated that the British would attenpt an
escalade. O all the nethods of taking a city, an escal ade was the
riskiest, but Dodd realized he should have foreseen it. Ahnednuggur
had no ditch, nor any glacis, indeed the city had no obstacl e outside
its ranparts and that made it a prinme candi date for escal ade, though
Dodd had never believed that Boy Wl lesley would dare try such a
stratagem

He t hought Well esley too cautious.

None of the assaults was ainmed at the stretch of wall where Dodd's nen
were positioned, so all they could do was fire their nuskets obliquely
at the advancing British, but the distance was too great for their fire
to be effective and the thick powder snoke of their nuskets soon
obscured their aimand so Dodd ordered themto cease fire.

"I can only see four ladders," his interpreter said.
"Must have nore than four," Dodd renarked.
"Can't do it with just four."

For atine it seened the Major nust be right for the defence was naking

a nockery of the attack, while Dodd's nen were troubled by nothing nore

threatening than a scatter of sepoy skirnishers who fired ineffectually

at his stretch of the wall. He showed his derision of the skirmnmishers

fire by standing openly in an enbrasure fromwhere he could watch the

eneny's cavalry ride about the city's flank to cut off any escape from
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the northern gate. He could deal with a few cavalrynen, he decided. A
scrap of stone was driven fromthe coping beside himby a nusket ball.
The stone flake rapped agai nst the | eather sword belt that was buckl ed
round Dodd's new white coat. He did not |ike wearing white.

It showed the dirt, but worse, it nade any wound | ook nmuch worse than
it really was. Blood on a red coat hardly showed, but even a snal
amount of blood on a white coat could nake a nervous man terrified.

He wondered if Pohl mann or Scindia would agree to the cost of new
j ackets. Brown, maybe, or dark bl ue.

The interpreter canme to where the Major stood in the enbrasure.

"The kill adar requests that we formup behind the gate, sir."
"Noted," Dodd said curtly.

"He says the eneny are approaching the gate with a gun, sahib."

"Sensi ble of them" Dodd said, but otherw se ignored the request.

I nstead he stared eastwards and saw a Scottish officer suddenly appear
at the sunmt of a bastion. Kill him he silently urged the Arabs in
the bastion, but the young officer junped down and began | ayi ng about
himwi th his claynore, and suddenly there were nore kilted

Scot snen crossing the wall.

"I do hate the bloody Scots," he said.

"Sahi b?" The interpreter asked.

"Priggish bastards, they are," Dodd said, but the priggish bastards

| ooked as if they had just captured the city and Dodd knew it woul d be
madness to get involved in a dooned fight to save it. That way he
woul d | ose his reginent.

"Sahib'?" the interpreter interrupted Dodd nervously.

"The killadarwas insistent, sir."

"Bugger the kill adar Dodd said, junping down fromthe enbrasure.

want the nen off the wall," he ordered, 'and formed in conpanies on the
i nner espl anade."” He pointed down to the wi de space just inside the
wal | .

"Now, " he added and, with one |ast glance at the attackers, he ran down
t he steps.

"Jemadar]? he shouted to Gopal, whom he had pronoted as a reward for
| oyal ty.

" Sahi b?
"Formup! March by conpanies to the north gate! |[If any civilians

bl ock your path, open fire!"
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"Kill thenm?" the Jenadar asked.
"I don't want you to bloody tickle them Gopal. Slaughter them™

The interpreter had listened to this exchange and stared appal |l ed at
the tall Englishnman.

"But, sir.. ." he began to plead.

"The city's lost," Dodd growl ed, '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 kill adar sir

"I's alily-livered nouse and we are nen. Qur orders are to save the
reginent 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 sone of the attackers down into the
bl oodi ed dust, but then he turned away fromthe fight and followed his
men into the city's streets. |t went against the grain to abandon a
fight, but Dodd knew his duty. The city might die, but the reginent
nmust |ive.

Captai n Joubert should be holding the north gate safe where Dodd's guns
wai t ed, and where his own saddl e horses and pack nmule were ready, and
so he called for his other French officer, the young Lieutenant
Silliere, and told himto take a dozen nen to rescue Sinone Joubert
fromthe panic that he knew was about to engulf the city. Dodd had

rat her hoped he could fetch Sinone hinself, posing as her protector,

but he knew that the fall of the city was i minent and there 8?

woul d be no tine for such gallantries.
"Bring her safe, Lieutenant."

"OfF course, sir," Silliere said and, glad to be given such a duty, he
ordered a dozen nen to follow himinto the alleys.

Dodd gave one backward gl ance towards the south, then marched away from
the fight. There was nothing for himhere but failure. It was tine to
go north, for it was there, Dodd knew, beyond the wi de rivers and anong
the far hills and a long way fromtheir supplies, that the British
woul d be lured to their deaths.

But Ahmednuggur, and everything inside it, was dooned.
CHAPTER 4

Sharpe foll owed McCandl ess into the gatehouse's high archway, using the
wei ght of his nmare to push through the sepoys and Hi ghl anders who
jostled in the narrow roadway that was still half blocked by the six
pounder cannon. The mare shied fromthe thick powder snoke that hung
in the air between the scorched and snoking remants of the two gates
and Sharpe, gripping the nane to keep in the saddle, kicked his heels
back so that the horse shot forward and tranpled through the fly-bl own
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i ntestines of the sepoy who had been struck in the belly by the

si x-pound shot. He hauled on the reins, checking the mare's fright
anong the sprawl ed bodi es 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 MCandl ess who was
staring in disapproval at the victorious redcoats who hurried into
Ahnednuggur's al |l eyways. The first screans were soundi ng.

"Worren and drink," MCandl ess said di sapprovingly.
"That's all they'll be thinking of, wonen and drink."
"Loot too, sir," Sharpe corrected the Scotsnan.

"It's a wicked world, sir," he added hastily, w shing he could be |et
off the leash hinmself to join the plunderers. Sevajee and his nmen were
t hrough the gate now, wheeling their horses behind Sharpe, who gl anced
up at the walls to see, with sone surprise, that nany of the city's
defenders were still on the fire step though they were naking no effort
to fire at the red-coated eneny who flooded through the broken gate.

"So what do we do, sir?" he asked.

McCandl ess, usually so sure of hinself, seened at a nonentary | oss, but
then he saw a wounded Mahratta crawl i ng across the cl eared space inside
the wall and, throwing his reins to Sharpe, he disnobunted and crossed
to the casualty. He hel ped the wounded nan into the shelter of a
doorway and there propped himagainst a wall and gave hima drink from
his canteen. He spoke to the wounded man for a few seconds. Sevajee,
his tulwar still drawn, canme al ongsi de Shar pe.

"First we kill them then we give themwater," the Indian said.

"Funny busi ness, war, sir," Sharpe said.

"Do you enjoy it?" Sevajee asked.

"Don't rightly know, sir. Haven't seen nuch." A short skirmish in

Fl anders, the swift victory of Ml avelly, the chaos at the fall of
Seringapatam the horror of Chasal gaon and today's fierce escal ade;
that was Sharpe's full experience of war and he harboured all the
menories and tried to work out fromthem sone pattern that would tel
hi m how he woul d react when the next violence erupted in his life. He

t hought he enjoyed it, but he was dinly aware that perhaps he ought not
to enjoy it.

"You, sir?" he asked Sevaj ee.

"I love it, Sergeant," the Indian said sinply.

"You' ve never been wounded?" Sharpe guessed.

"Twi ce. But a ganbler does not stop throwi ng dice because he | oses."
McCandl ess cane runni ng back fromthe wounded nan.

"Dodd' s heading for the north gate!"
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"This way," Sevajee said, sawing his reins and |l eading his cut-throats
off to the right where he reckoned they would avoid the press of
pani cked peopl e crowding the centre of the city.

"That wounded man was the kill adar,"l MCandl ess said as he fiddled
his left boot into the stirrup, then hauled hinself into the saddle.

"Dying, poor fellow. Took a bullet in the stonach."

"Their chief man, eh?" Sharpe said, |ooking up at the gatehouse where
a Hi ghl ander was ripping down Scindia s flags.

"And he was bitterly unhappy with our Lieutenant Dodd," MCandl ess said
as he spurred his horse after Sevajee.

"It seens he deserted the de fences
"He's in a hurry to get away, sir," Sharpe suggested.

"Then let us hurry to stop him" MCandl ess said, quickening his horse
so that he could push through Sevajee's nen to reach the front ranks of
the pursuers. Sevajee was using the alleyways beneath the eastern
wal s and for a tine the narrow streets were conparatively enpty, but
then the crowds increased and their troubles began. A dog yapped at
the heels of McCandless's horse, naking it rear, then a holy cowwth
bl ue painted horns wandered into their path and Sevajee insisted they
wait for the beast, but MCandl ess angrily banged the cow s bony runp
with the flat of his claynore to drive it aside, then his horse shied
again as a blast of nusketry sounded just around the corner. A group
of sepoys were shooting open a | ocked door, but MCandl ess coul d not
spare the tine to stop their depredations.

"Wel lesley will have to hang sone of them" he said, spurring on

Ref ugees were fleeing into the alleys, hamering on | ocked doors or
scaling nud walls to find safety. A wonan, carrying a vast bundle on
her head, was knocked to the ground by a sepoy who began sl ashing at
the bundle's ropes with his bayonet. Two Arabs, both arnmed with
massi ve mat chl ock guns with pearl -studded stocks, appeared ahead of

t hem and Shar pe unslung his nusket, but the two nmen were not di sposed
to continue a lost fight and so vanished into a gateway. The street
was littered with discarded uni formjackets, sone green, sone bl ue,
some brown, all thrown off by panicking defenders who now tried to pass
t hensel ves off as civilians. The crowds thickened as they neared the
city's northern edge and the air of panic here was pal pabl e. Miskets
sounded constantly in the city and every shot, like every scream sent
a shudder through the crowds that eddied in hopel ess search of an
escape.

McCandl ess was shouting at the crowds, and using the threat of his
sword to nake a passage. There were plenty of nmen in the streets who
m ght have opposed the Colonel's party, and sone of those nen still had
weapons, but none nmade any threateni ng nove. Ahnmednuggur's surviving
defenders only wanted to live, while the civilians had been pl unged
into terror. A crowd had invaded a H ndu tenple where the wonen swayed
and wailed in front of their garlanded idols. A child carrying a
bi rdcage scurried across the road and McCandl ess wrenched his horse
aside to avoid tranpling the toddler, and then a | oud voll ey of
nmusketry sounded cl ose ahead. There was a pause, and Sharpe inagi ned
the nmen tearing open new cartridges and raming the bullets into their
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nmuzzl es, and then, exactly at the nonent he expected it, the second
vol | ey sounded. This was not the ragged noise of plundering nen
bl asti ng open | ocked doors, but a disciplined infantry fight.

"I warrant that fight's at the north gate!" MCandless called back
excitedly.

"Sounds heavy, sir," Sharpe said.

"I't'll be panic, nan, panic! W'IIl just ride in and snatch the
fellow"

McCandl ess, so close to his quarry, was elated. A third volley
sounded, and this tinme Sharpe heard the nusket balls snmacki ng agai nst
mud wal |l s or ripping through the thatched roofs. The crowds were
suddenl y thi nner and McCandl ess drove back his spurs to urge his big
gelding closer to the firefight. Sevajee was alongside him tulwar
shining, and his nen just behind. The city walls were close to their
right-hand side, and ahead, over a junble of thatched and sl ate roofs,
Sharpe coul d see a blue and-green-striped flag flying over the ranparts
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
haul ed back the cock of his nusket.

The horsenen cleared the | ast buildings and the gate was now only
thirty yards ahead on the far side of an open, paved space, but the
nonent M Candl ess saw the gate he wenched his reins to swerve his
horse aside. Sevajee did the sane, but the nen behind, Sharpe

i ncluded, were too late. Sharpe had thought that the disciplined
vol | eys nust be being fired by redcoats or sepoys, but instead two
conpani es of white jacketed soldiers were barring the way to the gate
and it was those nen who were firing to keep the space around the gate
clear for other white coated conpani es who were marching in

doubl e-quick time to escape the city. The volleys were being fired
indiscrimnately at civilians, redcoats and fugitive defenders alike,
their aimsolely to keep the gate free for the white-coated conpanies
that were under the command of an unnaturally tall nman nounted on a
gaunt bl ack horse. And just as Sharpe saw the nan, and recogni zed him
so the left-hand conpany ai ned at the horsenen and fired.

A horse screaned. Bl ood spurted fast and warm over the cobbles as the
beast fell, trapping its rider and breaking his leg. Another of

Sevaj ee's nmen was down, his tulwar ringing as it skittered across the
stones. Sharpe heard the whistle of nusket balls all about him and he
tugged on the reins, wenching the mare back towards the alley, but she
protested his violence and turned back towards the eneny. He kicked
her.

"Move, you bitch!" he shouted.

"Move!" He could hear ranrods rattling in barrels and he knew it would
only be seconds, before another volley came his way, but then

McCandl ess was beside himand the Scotsnan | eaned over, seized Sharpe's
bridle and hauled! himsafely into the shelter of an alley.

"Thank you, sir," Sharpe said. He had lost control of his horse and
felt ashanmed. The nare was quivering and he patted her neck just as
Dodd' s next volley hanmered its huge noise through the city. The balls
thunped into the nmud-brick walls, shattered tiles and tore handful s out
of the palmthatch. MCandl ess had di snounted, so Sharpe now ki cked
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his feet fromthe stirrups, dropped fromthe saddle and ran to join the
Col onel at the nouth of the alley. Once there, he | ooked for Dodd
t hrough the clearing snoke, found him and ai ned t he nusket.

McCandl ess hurriedly pushed the nusket down.
"What are you doi ng, nman?"

"Killing the bugger, sir," Sharpe snarled, renenbering the stench of
bl ood at Chasal gaon

"You'll do no such thing, Sergeant," MCandl ess grow ed.
"I want himalive!"

Shar pe cursed, but did not shoot. Dodd, he saw, was very calm He had
caused another massacre here, but this time he had been killing
Ahnednuggur's civilians to prevent them from crowdi ng the gateway, and
his killers, the two white-coated conpanies, still stood guard on the
gate even though the remaining conpani es had all vanished into the
sunlit country beyond the archway's | ong dark tunnel. So why were
those two conpanies lingering? Wy did Dodd not extricate them before
t he ranpagi ng sepoys and Hi ghl anders caught up with hinf? The ground
ahead of the two rear guard conpanies was littered with dead and dyi ng
fugitives and a horrid nunber of those corpses and casualties were
wonen and children, while nore 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.

"Way doesn't he | eave?" MCandl ess wondered al oud.
"He's waiting for sonething, sir," Sharpe said.

"We need nen," MCandl ess said.

"Go and fetch sone. |1'Il keep an eye on Dodd."

"Me, sir? Fetch nmen?"

"You're a sergeant, aren't you?" MCandl ess snapped.

"So behave like one. Get ne an infantry conpany. Hi ghl anders,
preferably. Now go!"

Sharpe cursed under his breath, then sprinted back into the city. How
the hell was he expected to find nen? There were plenty of redcoats in
sight, but none was under discipline, and demanding that | ooters

abandon their plunder to go into another fight would |like as not prove

a waste of tine if not downright suicidal. Sharpe needed to find an
officer, and so he bullied his way through the terrified crow in hope
of discovering a conpany of Hi ghlanders that was still obeying

orders.

A splintering crash directly above his head nade hi mduck into a

doorway just seconds before a flinsy bal cony coll apsed under the weight

of three sepoys and a dark wooden trunk they had dragged froma

bedroom The trunk split apart when it hit the street, spilling out a

trickle of coins, and the three injured sepoys screaned as they were

tranpled by a rush of soldiers and civilians who plunged in to collect
80



the loot. A tall Scottish sergeant used his nusket 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 hima riva
for the plunder, but Sharpe stepped over the Sergeant, tripped on the
broken | eg of one of the sepoys, and shoved on. Bl oody chaos!

A hal f-naked girl ran out of a potter's shop, then suddenly stopped as
her unwi nding said jerked her to a halt. Two redcoats haul ed her back
towards the shop. The girl's father, blood on his tenple, was sl unped
just outside the doorway amdst the litter of his wares. The girl
stared into Sharpe's eyes and he saw her nute appeal, then the door of
the shop was slamed shut and he heard the bar dropping into place.
Whoopi ng Hi ghl anders had di scovered a tavern and were setting up shop
whi | e another Hi ghlander was calmy reading his Bible while sitting on
a brassbound trunk he had pulled froma goldsnmith's shop

"It's a fine day, Sergeant," he said equably, though he took care to
keep his hand on his nusket until Sharpe had safely gone past.

Anot her worman screaned in an alley, and Sharpe instinctively headed
towards the terrible sound. He discovered a riotous nob of sepoys
fighting with a small squad of white-jacketed soldiers who had to be
anong the very last of the city's defenders still in recognizable
uni f or ms.

They were led by a very young European officer who flailed a slender
sword fromhis saddle, but just as Sharpe caught sight of him the

of ficer was caught from behind by a bayonet. He arched his back, and
his nouth opened in a silent screamas his sword faltered, then a nass
of dark hands reached up and haul ed hi m down from his white-eyed horse.
Bayonets plunged down, then the officer's bl ood-soaked uniform was
being rifled for noney.

Beyond the dead officer, and al so on horseback, was a wonman. She was
wearing European clothes and had a white net veil hanging fromthe brim
of her straw hat, and it was her screamthat Sharpe had heard. Her
horse had been trapped against a wall and she was clinging to a roof
beamthat jutted just above her head. She was sitting sidesaddl e,
facing the street and screaning as excited sepoys clawed at her. O her
sepoys were looting a pack nule that had been foll owi ng her horse, and
she turned and shouted at themto stop, then gasped as two nen caught
her | egs.

"No!" she shouted. A small riding whip hung froma | oop about her
right wist and she tried letting go of the roof beam and sl ashi ng down
with the |l eather thong, but the defiance only nmade her predi canent

Wor se.

Shar pe used his nusket butt to hammer his way through the sepoys.

He was a good six inches taller than any of them and nuch stronger
and he used his anger as a weapon to drive themaside. He kicked a nman
away fromthe slaughtered officer, stepped over the body, and swung the
nmusket butt into the skull of one of the nen trying to pull the wonan
fromher horse. That nan went down and Sharpe turned the nusket and
drove its nuzzle into the belly of the second sepoy. That nan doubl ed
over and staggered backwards, but just then a third nman seized the
horse's bridle and yanked it out fromthe wall so fast that the wonan
fell back onto the roadway. The sepoys, seeing her upended with her
long legs in the air, shouted in triunph and surged forward and Sharpe
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whirled the nusket like a club to drive them backwards. One of them
ai med his nusket at Sharpe who stared himin the eyes.

"Go on, you bastard,"” Sharpe said, "I dare you."

The sepoys decided not to nmake a fight of it. There were other wonen
inthe city and so they backed away. A few paused to plunder the dead
European officer, while others finished | ooting the woman's pack nul e
whi ch had been stripped of its |oad and grinning sepoys now tore apart
her linen dresses, stockings and shawls. The wonman was kneel i ng behi nd
Shar pe, shaki ng and sobbing, and so he turned and took her by the

el bow.

"Conme on, love," he said, 'you're all right now Safe now "

She stood. Her hat had cone off when she fell fromher horse and her
di shevel | ed gol den hair hung about her pale face. Sharpe saw she was

tall, had an inpression that she was pretty even though her blue eyes
were wi de with shock and she was still shaking. He stooped for her
hat .

"You | ook |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 | ed wonan and aninal to a nearby gateway that opened into a
courtyard

"Have to | ook after your horse," he said, 'valuable things, horses. You
know how a trooper gets a replacenent nount?" He was not entirely sure
why he was tal king so nuch and he did not even know if the wonan
understood him but he sensed that if he stopped tal king she woul d
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 themdo. Can't sell a three-footed horse, see?
He shows the hoof to his officers and they i ssue a new horse."

There was a rope bed in the courtyard and he |l ed the wonan to it.

She sat and cuffed at her face.

"They said you wouldn't cone for three nore days,"” she said bitterly in
a strong accent.

"W 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 runni ng down her
cheeks.

"It's all right," he said, 'you're safe now." Then he saw t he weddi ng
ring on her finger and a terrible thought struck him Had the
white-coated officer been her husband? And had she watched hi m hacked
down in front of her?

"That officer," he said, jerking his head towards the street where
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sepoys were kicking at doors and forcing shuttered wi ndows with their
fire locks 'was he your husband, |ove?"

She shook her head.

"Ch, no," she said, 'no. He was a lieutenant. M husband is a
captain." She at last took the hat, then sniffed. I|'msorry."

"Nothing to be sorry about," Sharpe said, 'except you had a nasty
fright. 1It's all right now"

She took a deep breath, then w ped her eyes.
"I seemto be crying always." She |ooked into Sharpe's eyes.
"Life is always tears, isn't it?"

"Not for ne, love, no. Haven't had a weep since | was a kid, not that
| can renenber."

She shrugged.

"Thank you," she said, gesturing towards the street where she had been
assail ed by the sepoys.

"Thank you."
Shar pe smi | ed.

"I didn't do anything, |ove, 'cept drive the buggers off. A dog could
have done that as well as nme. Are you all right? You weren't hurt?"

"No. "
He patted her hand.
"Your husband went without you, did he?"

"He sent Lieutenant Silliere to fetch ne. No, he didn't. Major Dodd
sent Silliere."

"Dodd?" Shar pe asked.

The wonan heard the interest in Sharpe's voice.
"You know hi n?"

she asked.

"I know of him" Sharpe said carefully.

"Ain't met him not properly."”

She studi ed Sharpe's face.

"You don't |ike hin®P"

"I hate him M am"

"I hate himtoo." She shrugged.
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"I amcalled Sinone. Sinone Joubert."

"It's a pretty nane, Ma'am Sinone? Very pretty."

She smiled at his clunsy gallantry.

"You have a nane?"

"Ri chard 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 Si none Joubert | aughed
and at that nonent Sharpe thought she was the prettiest girl he had
seen in years. Maybe not really pretty, but vivacious and bl ue eyed
and gol den-haired and smling. But an officer's wonan, Sharpe told
hi msel f, an officer's wonan.

"You nust not fight the French, Sergeant,"” Sinone said.
"I won't let you."

"If it looks like it's going to happen, Ma'am then I'Il et you know
and you'll have to hold ne down."

She | aughed again, then sighed. A fire had broken out not far away and
scraps of burning thatch were floating in the warmair.

One of the snuts | anded on Sinobne's white dress and she brushed at it,
snmearing the black ash into the weave

"They have taken everything," she said sadly.
"I had little enough, but it is gone. Al ny clothes! AI!"
"Then you get nore," Sharpe said.

"What with? This?" She showed hima tiny purse hanging from her
wai st .

"What will happen to nme, Sergeant?"

"You'l| be all right, Ma'am You'll be |ooked after. You're an
officer's wife, aren't you? So our officers will make sure you're al
right. They'll probably send you back to your husband."

Si nrone gave hima dutiful smle 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 |ater a hal f-dozen Hi ghl anders | eaped
onto the tw tching body and began to tear its clothing apart. One of
themslit the victinms robes with his bayonet and Sharpe saw that the
dying man had a fine pair of riding boots.
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"There's a wonman!" one of the | ooters shouted, seeing Sinone in the
courtyard, but then he saw Sharpe's |evelled nusket and he raised a
pl acat ory hand.

"Al'l yours, eh? No trouble, Sergeant, no trouble.” Then the nman
twisted to | ook down the street and shouted a warning to his conrades
and the six nen took to their heels. A nonent later a file of sepoys
showed in the gateway under the command of a nounted 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
not hi ng am ss, and so ordered his nen onwards. A half conpany of
kilted redcoats followed the sepoys and Sharpe assuned that Well esley
had ordered the picquets of the day into the city. The picquets, who
provided the sentries for the arny, were made up of half conpanies from
every battalion.

There was a well in the corner of the yard and Sharpe hauled up its

| eat her bucket to give hinself and Sinone a drink. He brought up nore
wat er for the Frenchwonman's horse, and just then heard McCandl ess
shouting his name through the streets.

"Here, sir!"™ he called back
"Here!"

It took a nonent or two for McCandless to find him and when he did the
Scot sman was furi ous

"Where were you, nan?" the Col onel denanded querul ously.

"He got away! Clean away! Marched away like a toy soldier!" He had
renounted his gelding and stared i nperiously down on Sharpe fromhis
saddl e.

"Got clean away!"

"Couldn't find nmen, sir, sorry, sir," Sharpe said.

"Just one conpany! That's all we needed!"™ MCandless said angrily,
then he noticed Sinone Joubert and snatched off his hat.

"Ma'am " he said, nodding his head.

"This is Col onel MCandl ess, Ma'am" Sharpe nmade the introduction
"And this is Sinone, sir." He could not recall her surnane.

"Madanme Joubert," Sinone introduced herself.

McCandl ess scow ed at her. He had ever been awkward in the presence of
wonen, and he had nothing to say to this young woman so he j ust

gl onered at Sharpe i nstead.

"Al'l | needed was one conpany, Sharpe. One conpany!”

"He was rescuing ne, Colonel," Sinobne said.

"So | surm sed, Madanme, so | surmised,"” the Col onel said unhappily,

i mpl yi ng that Sharpe had been wasting his tine. Mre snuts swirled in
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the snmoke down to the yard, while in the street beyond the gateway the
pi cquets were hauling looters fromthe shops and houses. MCandl ess
stared irritably at Sinone who gazed placidly back. The Scotsnan was a
gentl eman and knew t he wonan was now his responsibility, but he
resented the duty. He cleared his throat, then found he still had

not hing to say.

"Madane Joubert's husband, sir," Sharpe said, 'serves in Dodd's
regi nent."

"He does, does he?" MCandl ess asked, show ng sudden interest.

"My husband hoped to take command of the regi ment when Col onel Mathers
left,"” Sinone explained, 'but, alas, Major Dodd arrived." She
shrugged.

The Col onel frowned.

"Way didn't you |l eave with your husband?"

he denmanded sternly.

"That is what | was trying to do, Colonel."

"And you were caught, eh?" The Colonel patted his horse which had been
di stracted by one of the burning scraps of straw.

"Tell nme, Ma'am do you have quarters in the city?"

"I did, Colonel, |I did. Though if anything is left now.. . ?" Sinobne
shrugged again, inplying that she expected to find the quarters
ransacked.

"You have servants?"

"The landl ord had servants and we used them M/ husband has a groom
of course."

"But you have sonmewhere to stay, Ma'am" MCandl ess denmanded.
"l suppose so, yes." Sinpbne paused.
"But | am al one, Col onel."

"Sergeant Sharpe will |ook after you, Ma'am" MCandl ess said, then a
t hought struck himforcibly.

"You don't mind doing that, do you, Sharpe?" he enquired anxiously.

"I'"ll manage, sir," Sharpe said.
"And | amjust to stay here?" Sinone demanded fiercely.
"Nothing else? That is all you propose, Col onel ?"

"| propose, Ma'am to reunite you with your husband," MCandl ess said,
"but it will take tine. A day or two. You nust be patient.”

"I amsorry, Colonel," Sinone said, regretting the tone of the
questions she had shot at MCandl ess.
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"I"'msorry to give you so unfortunate a duty, Sharpe," MCandl ess said,

"but keep the lady safe till we can arrange things. Send word to ne
where you are, and I'Il cone and find you when everything's
arranged. "

"Yes, sir."

The Col onel turned and spurred out of the courtyard. His spirits,

whi ch had col | apsed when Dodd had narched out of the city's northern
gate, were reviving again for he saw in Sinone Joubert a God-sent
opportunity to ride into the heart of his eneny's arny. Restoring the
wonman to her husband night do nothing to visit the vengeance of the
Conpany on Dodd, but it would surely be an unparalleled opportunity to
scout Scindia's forces and so McCandl ess rode to fetch Wllesley's
perm ssion for such an excursion, while Sinone | ed Sharpe through the
exhausted streets to find her house. On their way they passed an ox
cart that had been tipped backwards and wei ghted down with stones so
that its single shaft pointed skywards. A sepoy hung fromthe shaft's
tip by his neck. The nman was not quite dead yet and so nade snal
spasnodi ¢ notions, and officers, both Scottish and Indian, were forcing
sheepi sh and hal f-drunken nen to stare at the dying sepoy as a reni nder
of the fate that awaited plunderers. Sinone shuddered and Shar pe
hurried her past, her horse's reins in his |eft hand.

"Here, Sergeant," she said, leading himinto an alley that was littered
wi th di scarded plunder. Above them snoke drifted across a city where
wonen wept and redcoats patrolled the walls. Ahnmednuggur had fallen

Maj or Dodd had mi sjudged Wellesley, and that m sjudgenent shook him An
escal ade seened too intrepid, too headstrong, for the nman Dodd deri ded
as Boy Wellesley. It was neither what Dodd had expected nor what he
had wanted from Wl l esley. Dodd had wanted caution, for a cautious
eneny is nore easily defeated, but instead Wl lesley had shown a
scat hi ng contenpt for Ahnmednuggur's defenders and | aunched an assault
that shoul d have been easily beaten back. |f Dodd's nen had been on
the ranparts directly in the path of the assault then the attack woul d
have been defeated, of that Dodd had no doubt, for there had only been
four | adders deployed and that snall nunber nade the ease and swiftness
of the British victory even nore humiliating. It suggested that

CGeneral Sir Arthur Wellesley possessed a confidence that neither his
age nor experience should have provided, and it al so suggested that
Dodd m ght have underestimated Wl |l esley, and that worried him Dodd's
decision to desert to Pohlnmann's arny had been forced on hi m by
circunstance, but he had not regretted the decision, for European

of ficers who served the Mahratta chiefs were notorious for the riches
they made, and the Mahratta arm es far outnunbered 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 ignom nious flight.

And so, as he rode away fromthe fallen city, Dodd was inclined to
ascribe Wellesley's sudden success to beginner's luck. Dodd persuaded
hinsel f that the escal ade nust have been a foolish ganble that had been
unfairly rewarded with victory. It had been a rash strategy, Dodd told
hinsel f, and though it had succeeded, it could well tenpt Wellesley
into rashness again, and next tine the rashness would surely be

puni shed.

Thus Dodd attenpted to discover good news within the bad.
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Captain Joubert could find no good news. He rode just behind Dodd and
continually turned in his saddle for a glinpse of Sinpbne's white dress
anong the fugitives that streaned fromthe northern gate, but there was
no sign of her, nor of Lieutenant Silliere, and each di sappoi nt nent
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 Si none night
be raped made the tear run down his cheek

"What the hell are you bl ubbi ng about?" Dodd denanded.

"Something in ny eye," Joubert answered. He wi shed he could be nore
defiant, but he felt belittled by the Englishman and unable to stand up
to his bullying. In truth Pierre Joubert had felt belittled for nost
of his life. Hs small stature and tinid nature nmade hima target, and
he had been the obvi ous choice when his reginent in France had been
ordered to find one officer who could be sent as an adviser to Scindia,
the Maharajah of Gnalior. They had chosen Joubert, the one officer no
one woul d miss, but the unpopul ar posting had brought Joubert the one
stroke of good fortune that had ever cone his way when the ship
bringing himto India had stopped at the |ie de France. He had net

Si nrone, he had wooed her, he had won her, and he was proud of her

i ntensely proud, for he knew other nen found her attractive and Joubert
m ght have enjoyed that subtle flattery had he not known how
desperat el y unhappy she was. He put her unhappi ness down to the
vagaries of a newy nmarried wonman's tenperanent and to the heat of
India. He consoled hinself with the thought that in a year or two he
woul d be sumoned back to France and there Sinone would |earn
contentnment in the conpany of his huge famly. She would becone a

not her, learn to keep house and so accept her confortable fate. So

| ong, that was, as she had survived Ahnednuggur's fall. He spurred his
horse al ongsi de Dodd's.

"You were right, Colonel," the Frenchman said grudgingly.
"There was nothing to be gained by fighting."

He was maki ng conversation in order to keep his nmnd away fromhis
fears for Sinone

Dodd acknow edged the conplinment with a grunt.
"I"'msorry about Madane Joubert," he forced hinself to say.

"The British will send news, |'msure," Joubert said, clinging to a
hope that Sinone woul d have been rescued by sone gallant officer

"But a soldier's best off without a wonan," Dodd said, then twisted in
his saddle to | ook at the rear guard

"Sikal's conpany is lagging," he told Joubert.

"Tell the buggers to hurry up!"™ He watched Joubert ride away, then
spurred to the head of the columm where his vanguard marched with fixed
bayonets and char ged nuskets.

The regi nent m ght have escaped from Ahnednuggur, 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 m ght succeed in escaping,

and those horsenen now t hreatened both flanks of Dodd's col umm, but
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their threat was small. Scores of other nen were fleeing the city, and
those fugitives, because they were not marching in disciplined

formati ons, nmade nuch easier targets for the horsenen who gleefully
swooped and circl ed about the refugees. Dodd watched as |ances and
sabres slashed into the scattered fugitives, but if any of the horsenen
canme too close to his own white-jacketed ranks he called a conpany to
halt, turned it outwards and nmade them | evel their nuskets. The threat
of a volley was usually enough to drive the horsenen to search for

easi er pickings, and not one of the eneny cane within pistol shot of
Dodd' s ranks. Once, when the colum was sonme two niles north of the
city, a deternmined squadron of British dragoons tried to head off the
regi ment's march, but Dodd ordered two of fl|s snmall cannon to be

unl i nbered and their paltry round shots, bouncing across the flat, dry
ground, were sufficient to nake the bl ue-coated horsenen veer away to
find another angle of attack. Dodd reinforced the threat by having his
| ead conpany fire one volley of nusketry which, even though it was at

| ong range, succeeded in unhoiJng one dragoon. Dodd watched the

def eated horsenen ride away and felt a surge of pride in his new
reginment. This was the first tine he had observed themin action, and
t hough the excited cavalry was hardly a worthy foe, the nen's cal mess
and efficiency were entirely prai seworthy. None of them hurried, none
shot a ranrod out in panic, none seenmed 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 eneny |like a cobra defending itself,
and that gave Dodd an idea. The Cobras! That was what he woul d cal
his regiment, the Cobras! He reckoned the nane would inspire his nen
and put fear into an eneny. Dodd's Cobras. He l|liked the thought.

Dodd soon |eft his pursuers far behind. At |east four hundred other
men, nost of them Arabs, had attached thenselves to his regi nent and he
wel coned them for the nore men he brought fromthe disaster, the higher
his reputation would stand with Col onel Pohl nann. By early afternoon
his Cobras had reached the crest of the escarpnent that |ooked across
the vast Deccan plain to where, far in the hazy di stance, he could see
the brown R ver Godavery snaking through the dry |and.

Beyond that river was safety. Behind himthe road was enpty, but he
knew it would not be | ong before the pursuing cavalry reappeared. The
regi nent had paused on the escarpnent's edge and Dodd | et themrest for
a while. Sone of the fugitive Arabs were horsenen and Dodd sent those
men ahead to find a village that would yield food for his regi nent.

He guessed he would need to canp short of the Godavery, but tonorrow he
would find a way to cross, and a day or so later he would march with
flying colours into Pohl mann's canp. Ahnednuggur mi ght have fallen
like a rotted tree, but Dodd had brought his reginent out for the |oss
of only a dozen nmen. He regretted those twelve nen, though not the
loss of Silliere, but he particularly regretted that Sinone Joubert had
failed to escape fromthe city. Dodd had sensed her dislike of him
and he had taken a piquant delight in the thought of cuckol ding her
despi sed husband in spite of that dislike, but it seened that pleasure
nmust be forgotten or at |east postponed. Not that it mattered. He had
saved his reginent and saved his guns and the future prom sed plenty of
profitabl e enpl oynment for both.

So WIliam Dodd marched north a happy nan.
Sinmone | ed Sharpe to three snmall roons on an upper floor of a house

that snelt as though it belonged to a tanner. One roomhad a table and
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four msmatched chairs, two of which had been casually broken by

| ooters, 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 nmen joined Scindia to becone rich," Sharpe said in
wonderment at the cranped, ill-furnished roons.

Si nrone sat on one of the undamaged chairs and | ooked cl ose to tears.

Tierre is not a nercenary," she said, 'but an adviser. Hs salary is
paid by France, not by Scindia, and what noney he nakes, he saves."

"He certainly doesn't spend it, does he?" Sharpe asked, | ooking about
the small grubby roons.

"Where are the servants?”
"Downstairs. They work for the house owner."

Sharpe had spotted a broomin the stable where they had put Sinone's
horse, so now he went and fetched it. He drew a pail of water fromthe
well and clinbed the steps that ran up the side of the house to

di scover that Sinone had not noved, except to hide her face in her
hands, and so he set about cleaning up the nmess hinself. Wichever nen
had searched the roons for | oot had decided to use the bath as a

| avatory, so he began by dragging it to the wi ndow, throw ng open the
shutters and pouring the contents into the alley. Then he sl oshed the
bath with water and scrubbed it with a dirty towel.

"The landlord is very proud of the bath' Sinone had cone to the door
and was wat ching him'and nakes us pay extra."

"I've never had a proper bath." Sharpe gave the zinc tub a slap. He
assuned it nust have been brought to India by a European, for the
out side was painted with square-rigged shi ps.

"How do you fill it?"

"The servants do it. It takes a long tine, and even then it's usually
cold."

"I''ll have themfill it for you, if you want."

Si nrone 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 wai st.

"Don't worry about noney, |ove," Sharpe said.

"Can you sew?"

"My needl es were on the packhorse."

"I'"ve got a sewing kit," Sharpe said, and he took the broomthrough to

t he bedroom and swept up the straw and stuffed it into the slit
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mattress.

Then he took the sewing kit fromhis pack, gave it to Sinone, and told
her to sew the mattress together

"I''l'l find sone food while you do that," he said, and went out with his
pack. The city was silent now, its survivors cowering fromtheir
conquerors, but he managed to barter a handful of cartridges for sonme
bread, sone lentil paste and sone mangoes. He was stopped tw ce by
patrolling redcoats and sepoys, but his sergeant's stripes and Col one
McCandl ess' s nane convinced the officers he was not up to nischief. He
found the body of the Arab who had been shot just outside the courtyard
where he had sheltered Sinone and dragged the riding boots off the
corpse. They were fine boots of red | eather with hawk-cl aw stee

spurs, and Sharpe hoped they would fit. Nearby, in an alley, he

di scovered a pile of silk saris evidently dropped by a | ooter and he
gat hered up the whol e bundl e before hurrying back to Sinone's roons.

He pushed open the door

"Even got you sone sheets,"” he called, then dropped the bundle of silks
because Si none had screaned fromthe bedroom Sharpe ran to the door
to see her facing three Indians who now turned to confront him One
was an older nan dressed in a dark tunic richly enbroidered with
flowers, while the younger two were in sinple white robes.

"You got trouble?" Sharpe asked Sinone.

The ol der man snarled at Sharpe, letting | oose a streamof words in
Mar at hi .

"Shut your face," Sharpe said, "I was talking to the |ady."

"It is the house owner," Sinone said, gesturing to the man in the
enbr oi dered tunic.

"He wants you out?" Sharpe guessed, and Si nbne nodded.

"Reckons he can get a better rent froma British officer, is that it?"
Shar pe asked. He put his food on the floor, then walked to the
| andl ord.

"You want nore rent? Is that it?"

The | andl ord st epped back from Sharpe and said sonething to his two
servants who closed in on either side of the redcoat. Sharpe slamed
his right elbow into the belly of one and stanped his left foot onto
the instep of the other, then grabbed both nen's heads and brought them
together with a crack. He let go of themand they staggered away in a
daze as Sharpe pulled the bayonet fromits sheath and sniled at the

I andl ord.

"She wants a bath, you understand? Bath."
He pointed at the roomwhere the bath stood.

"And she wants it hot, you greedy bastard, hot and steami ng. And she
needs food." He pointed at the nmiserable pile of food.

"You cook it, we eat it, and if you want to nmake any ot her changes, you
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bastard, you talk to nme first.
Under st and?"

One of the servants had recovered enough to intervene and was unw se
enough to try to tug Sharpe away fromhis nmaster. The servant was a
bi g and young man, but he had none of Sharpe's ferocity. Sharpe hit
himhard, hit himagain, kneed himin the crotch, and by then the
servant was hal fway across the living-roomfloor and Sharpe pursued
him haul ed hi mupright, hit himagain and that |ast blow took the
servant onto the snmall balcony at the top of the outside stairs.

"Go and break a leg, you sod," Sharpe said, and tipped the nan over the
bal ustrade. He heard the man cry out as he fell into the alley, but
Shar pe had al ready turned back towards the bedroom

"Have we still got a problen?" he demanded of the | andl ord.

The man did not understand a word of English, but he understood Sharpe
by now. There was no problem He backed out of the roons, followed by
his renmi ning servant, and Sharpe went with themto the stairs.

"Food," he said, pushing the bread, lentils and fruit into the hands of
t he cowed | andl ord.

"And Madane'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
bal cony had propped hinsel f against the alley's far wall where he was
gingerly touching his bl eeding nose. Sharpe spat on himfor good
neasure, then went back inside.

"I never did like landlords," he said mldly.

Si nrone was half laughing and half afraid that the |l andlord woul d exact
a terrible vengeance

"Pierre was afraid of him" she expl ai ned, 'and he knows we are
poor."

"You're not poor, love, you're with nme," Sharpe said.

"Rich Richard?" Sinone said, pleased to have nade a joke in a foreign
| anguage.

"Ri cher then you know, |ove. How nuch thread is left?
"Thread? Ah, for the needle. You have plenty, why?"

"Because, ny love, you can do ne a favour," he said, and he stripped
of f his pack, his belt and his jacket.

"I"'mnot that handy with a needle," he explai ned.

"I can patch and darn, of course, but what | need nowis sone fine

needl ework. Real fine." He sat, and Sinone, 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
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since he had ridden from Seringapatam with MCandl ess he had let his
hair go un powdered He took out his stock, which he had simlarly
abandoned, then the copy of @illiver's Travels that M ster Lawford had
given himso he could practise his reading. He had negl ected that

| ately, and the book was danp and had | ost sone of its pages.

"You can read?" Sinone asked, touching the book with a tentative
finger.

"I"mnot very good."
"I like to read."

"Then you can help ne get better, eh?" Sharpe said, and he pulled out
the fol ded piece of |leather that was for repairing his shoes, and
beneath that was a |l ayer of sacking. He took that out, then tipped the
rest of the pack's contents onto the table. Sinobne gasped. There were
rubi es and eneral ds and pearls, there was gold and nore eneral ds and
sapphires and di anonds and one great ruby half the size of a hen's

€gg.

"The thing is," Sharpe said, 'that there's bound to be a battle before
this Scindia fellow learns his |lesson, and as |ike as not we won't wear
packs in a battle, on account of them being too heavy, see? So | don't
want to leave this lot in ny pack to be | ooted by sone bastard of a
baggage guard."

Si nrone touched one of the stones, then | ooked 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 inpress her, and it was evident that he had.

"Yours?" she asked.

"All mne," he said.

Si nrone shook her bl onde head in anazenent, then began arrangi ng the
stones into ranks and files. She fornmed pl atoons of eneralds, platoons
of rubies and another of pearls, there was a conpany of sapphires and a
skirm sh line of dianonds, and all of them were commanded by the great
r uby.

"That bel onged to the Ti ppoo Sultan," Sharpe said, touching the ruby.
"He wore it in his hat."

"The Ti ppoo? He's dead, isn't he?" Sinpbne asked.

"And ne it was who killed him" Sharpe said proudly.

"It wasn't really a hat, it was a cloth helnet, see? And the ruby was
right in the mddle, and he reckoned he couldn't die because the hat
had been dipped in the fountain of Zum Zum"

Si none sm | ed.

" Zum Zun®"

"I't's in Mecca. Werever the hell Mecca is. Didn't work, though. |

put a bullet in his skull, right through the bloody hat. M ght as well
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have dunked it in the Thanes for all the good it did him"
"You are rich!" Sinone said.

The problemwas how to stay rich. Sharpe had not had tinme to nake

fal se conpartnents in the new pack and pouch that had repl aced those he
had burned at Chasal gaon, and so he had kept the stones loose in his
pack. He had a layer of eneralds at the bottom of his new cartridge
pouch, where they woul d be safe enough, but he needed secure hiding

pl aces for the other jewels. He gave a file of dianonds to Sinobne and
she tried to refuse, then shyly accepted the stones and held one

agai nst the side of her nose where fashionable | ndian wonen often wore
just such a jewel.

"How does it | ook?" she asked.
"Li ke a piece of expensive snot."
She stuck her tongue out at him

"It's beautiful," she said. She peered at the dianond that still had
its black vel vet backing so that the stone would shine nore brightly,
t hen she opened her purse.

"Are you sure?"
"Go on, girl, take them"
"How do | explain themto Pierre?"

"You say you found them on a dead body after the fight. He'll believe
that." He watched her put the dianonds in the purse.

"I have to hide the rest," he explained to her. He reckoned sone 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
swal | owed a fortune, but that still left a nound of gens unhi dden. He
used his knife to slit open a seamof his red coat and began feeding
the small rubies into the slot, but the stones bunched al ong the bottom
hem and the bul ge was an advertisenent to every soldier that he was
carryi ng plunder.

"See what | nean?" He showed Sinone the bul ging seam

She took the coat, fetched Sharpe's sewing kit fromthe bedroom and
then began to trap each gemin its own snall pouch of the opened
seam

The job took her all afternoon, and when she was finished the red coat
was twi ce as heavy. The nost difficult stone to hide was the huge
ruby, but Sharpe solved that by unwinding his long hair fromthe shot
wei ghted bag that clubbed it, then slitting open the bag and enptying
the shot. He filled the bag with the ruby and with whatever snal
stones were left, then Sinone rewound his hair about the bag. By
nightfall the jewels had vani shed.

They ate by lanplight. The bath had never been filled, but Sinone said
she had taken one a week before so it did not matter. Sharpe had nade
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

94



tal ked, they laughed, and at last the oil in the lanp ran dry and the
flame flickered out to leave the roomlit by shafts of noonlight coning
through the filigree shutters. Sinone had fallen silent and Shar pe
knew she was thinking of bed.

"I brought you sone sheets." He pointed to the saris.
She | ooked up at himfrom under her fringe.

"And where will you sl eep, Sergeant Sharpe?"

"I'"ll find a place, love."

It was the first time he had slept in silk, not that he noticed, so
showi ng her the gens had not been such a bad idea after all.

He woke to the crowi ng of cockerels and the bang of a twelve pounder
gun, a rem nder that the world and the war went on

Maj or St okes had decided that the real problemw th the Rajah's clock
was its wooden bearings. They swelled in danp weat her, and he was
happily contenpl ati ng the problem of nmaking a new set of bearings out
of brass when the twi tching Sergeant reappeared in his office.

"You again," the Major greeted him
"Can't renenber your nane."
"Hakeswi I |, sir. Sergeant Obadi ah Hakeswill."

"Puni shnment on Edom eh?" the Major said, wondering whether to cast or
drill the brass.

"Edom sir? Edon®?"

"The prophet badi ah, Sergeant, foretells punishnent on Edom" the
Maj or sai d.

"He threatened it with fire and captivity, as | recall."

"He doubtl ess had his reasons, sir," Hakeswill said, his face jerking
inits uncontrollable spasns, 'like | have mine. |It's Sergeant Sharpe
I"'mafter, sir."

"Not here, Sergeant, alas. The place falls apart!"”

"He's gone, sir?" Hakeswi |l demanded.

"Sumoned away, Sergeant, by higher authority. Not ny doing, not ny
doing at all. If it was up to nme |I'd keep Sharpe here for ever, but a

Col onel McCandl ess denmanded hi m and when col onel s denmand, nere nmmjors
comply. So far as | know, which isn't nuch, they went to join Cenera

Wellesley's forces." The Major was now runmagi ng through a wooden
chest.
"W had sonme fine augers, | know. Sanme ones we use on touch-hol es. Not

that we ever did. Haven't had to rebore a touch-hole yet."
"McCandl ess, sir?"
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"A Conpany colonel, but still a colonel. 1'Il need a round-file too,
suspect . "

"I knows Col onel MCandl ess, sir," Hakeswill said gloomly. He had
shared the Ti ppoo's dungeons with MCandl ess and Sharpe, and he knew
the Scotsman disliked him Wich did not matter by itself, for
Hakeswi || did not |ike MCandl ess either, but the Scotsman was a

col onel and, as Major Stokes had intimted, when col onels denmand, other
men obey. Col onel MCandl ess, Hakeswi || decided, could be a problem
But a problemthat could wait. The urgent need was to catch up with
Shar pe.

"Do you have any convoys going north, sir? To the arny, sir?"
"One | eaves tonorrow," Stokes said helpfully, 'carrying anmunition
But have you authority to travel ?"

"I have authority, sir, | 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 snile on (Cbadi ah
Hakeswi | | 's fortunes.

He expl ained as nuch to his detail of six nen as they drank in one of
Seringapatam s soldiers' taverns. So far the six nmen only knew t hat
they were ordered to arrest Sergeant Sharpe, but Hakeswi Il had | ong

wor ked out that he needed to share nore information with his chosen nen
if they were to follow himenthusiastically, especially if they were to
follow himnorthwards to where Wl lesley was fighting the Mahrattas.
Hakeswi | | considered themall good nen, by which he neant that they
were all cunning, violent and biddable, but he still had to nake sure
of their loyalty.

"Sharpie's rich," he told them

"Drinks when he |ikes, whores when he likes. He's rich."”
"He works in the stores,” Private Kendrick expl ai ned.
"Always on the fiddle, the stores.”

"And he never gets caught? He can't be fiddling that nuch," Hakeswill
said, his face twitching

"You want to know the truth of Dick Sharpe? ['Il tell you. He was the
| ucky bugger what caught the Ti ppoo at Seringapatam "

"Course he

weren't!" Flaherty said.

"So who was it?" Hakeswill challenged them

"And why was Sharpie nade up into a sergeant after the battle? He
shoul dn't be a sergeant! He ain't experienced."

"He fought well. That's what Mster Lawford says."
no

"M ster bloody Lawford," Hakeswill said scathingly.
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"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 ny belief he
paid his way up to the stripes."

"Pai d?" The privates stared at Hakeswill.

"Stands to reason. No other way. Says so in the scriptures! Bribes,
boys, bribes, and | knows where he got the noney. | know 'cos

followed himonce. Here in Seringapatam Down to the goldsmiths
street, he went, and he did his business and after he done it | went to
see the fellow he did it with. He didn't want to tell me what the

busi ness was, but | thunped hima bit, friendly like, and he showed ne
a ruby.

Like this it was!" The Sergeant held a finger and thunb a quarter-inch
apart.

"Sharpie was selling it, see? And where does Sharpie get a prinme bit
of glitter?"

"OFf the Tippoo?" Kendrick said wonderingly.

"And do you know how nmuch | oot the Tippoo had? Wighed down with it,
he was! Had nore stones on himthan a Christnmas whore, and you know
where those stones are?"

"Shar pe," Flaherty breathed.
"Right, Private Flaherty," Hakeswi |l said.

"Sewn into his uniformseans, 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 himto get back to the battalion, do we?"

The six nen stared at Hakeswill. They knew they were his favourites,
and all of themwere in his debt, but now they realized he was giving
them even nore reason to be grateful

"Equal shares, Sergeant?" Private Lowy asked.
"Equal shares?" Hakeswi |l excl ai ned.

"Equal ? Listen, you horrid toad, you wouldn't have no chance of any
share, not one, if it wasn't for ny |loving ki ndness. Wo chose you to
conme on this parish outing?"

"You did, Sergeant."

"I did. | did. Kindness of ny heart, and you repays it by wanting
equal shares?" Hakeswi | Ps face shuddered.

"I"'ve half a mnd to send you back, Lowy." He |ooked 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 snoot hed the paper on the table, carefully avoiding the
spill's of arrack.
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"Look at that, boys," he breathed, 'a fortune. Half for ne, and you
| eprous toads get to share the other half. Equally." He paused to
prod in

Lowy in the chest.

"Equally. But | gets one half, like it says in the scriptures." He
fol ded the paper and put it carefully in his pouch

"Shot while escaping," Hakeswi |l said, and grinned.

"I'"ve waited four years for this chance, |ads, four bloody years." He
brooded for a few seconds.

"Put nme in anong the tigers, he did!l M! 1In atigers' den!" Hs face
contorted in a rictus at the nmenory.

"But they spared ne, they spared ne. And you know why? Because
can't die, lads! Touched by God, | am Says so in the scriptures.”

The six privates were silent. Md, he was, nad as a twitching hatter
and no one knew why hatters were nmad either, but they were. Even the
arnmy was reluctant to recruit a hatter because they dribbl ed and
twitched and tal ked to thensel ves, but they had taken on Hakeswi |l and
he had survived; nal evolent, powerful and apparently indestructible.

Shar pe had put himanong the Tippoo's tigers, yet the tigers were dead
and Hakeswill still breathed. He was a bad nman to have as an eneny,
and now the piece of paper in Hakeswill's pouch put Sharpe into his
power and Obadi ah could taste the noney already. A fortune.

Al'l that was needed was to travel north, join the arny, produce the
warrant and skin the victim (badi ah shuddered. The noney was so near
he could al nost spend it al ready.

"Got him" he said to hinself, "got him And I'll piss on his rotten
corpse, | will. Piss on it good.
That'll learn him"

The seven nen left Seringapatamin the norning, travelling north.
CHAPTER 5

Sharpe was curiously relieved when Col onel MCandl ess found hi m next
norning, for the nood in the snmall upper roons was awkward.

Si nrone seened ashaned by what had happened in the night and, when

Sharpe tried to speak to her, she shook her head abruptly and woul d not
neet his eye. She did try to explain to him nunbling about the arrack
and the jewels, and about her disappointnent in marriage, but she could
not franme her words in adequate English, though no | anguage was needed
to show that she regretted what had happened, which was why Sharpe was
glad to hear McCandl ess's voice in the alley beyond the staircase.

"I thought | told you to | et ne know where you were!" MCandl ess
conpl ai ned when Sharpe appeared at the top of the steps.

"I did, sir," Sharpe lied.
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"I told an ensign of the 778th to find you, sir.

"He never arrived!" MCandless said as he clinbed the outside
stairs.

"Are you telling ne you spent the night alone with this wonan,
Ser geant ?"

"You told ne to protect her. sir.

"I didn't tell you to risk her honour! You should have sought ne
out."

"Didn't want to bother you, sir.

"Duty is never a bother, Sharpe," MCandl ess said when he reached the
smal | bal cony at the stair head.

"The General expressed a wish to dine with Madane Joubert and | had to
expl ain she was indisposed. | lied, Sharpe!" The Colonel thrust an
i ndi gnant finger at Sharpe's chest.

"But what else could | do? | could hardly admit 1'd left her alone
with a sergeant!"

"I"'msorry, sir."
"There's no harm done, | suppose,” MCandl ess said grudgingly,

then took off his hat as he followed Sharpe into the living roomwhere
Si none sat at the table.

"Good norning, Madane," the Col onel booned cheerfully.
"I trust you slept well?"

"I ndeed, Colonel," Sinone said, blushing, but MCandl ess was far too
obtuse to see or to interpret the blush

"I have good news, Madane," the Scotsnman went on

"General Wllesley is agreeable that you should rejoin your husband.
There is, however, a difficulty.” 1t was MCandless's turn to bl ush

"I can provide no chaperone, Madane, and you do not possess a nmid.
assure you that you may rely utterly upon nmy honour, but your husband
m ght object if you lack a fenal e conpani on on the journey."

Tierre will have no objection, Colonel," Sinone said neekly.

"And | warrant Sergeant Sharpe will behave |like a gentlenan,"
McCandl ess said with a fierce | ook at Sharpe.

"He does, Colonel, he does," Sinobne said, offering Sharpe a very shy
gl ance.

"Good!" MCandless said, relieved to be done with such a delicate
topic. He slapped his cocked hat against his |eg.
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"No rain again," he declared, 'and | dare say it'll be a hot day. You
can be ready to ride in an hour, Madane?"

"In | ess, Colonel."

"One hour will suffice, Madane. You will do nme the honour, perhaps, of
nmeeting me by the north gate? 1'll have your horse ready, Sharpe."

They left pronptly, riding northwards past the battery that had been
dug to hamer the fort's big walls. The battery's four guns were nere
t wel ve- pounders, scarce big enough to dent the fort's wall, let alone
break it down, but General \Wellesley reckoned the garrison would be so
di sheartened by the city's swift defeat that even a few twel ve-pound
shots mi ght persuade theminto surrender. The four guns had opened
fire at dawn, but their firing was sporadic until MCandl ess led his
party out of the city when they suddenly all fired at once and Sinone's
horse, startled by the unexpected noise, skittered sideways. Sinone
rode side-saddl e just behind the Colonel, while Sevajee and his nen
brought up the rear. Sharpe was wearing boots at last; the tall red

| eat her boots with steel spurs that he had dragged fromthe body of an
Ar ab.

He gl anced back as they rode away. He saw the huge jet of snoke burst
froma twel ve-pounder's nuzzle and a second |l ater heard the percussive
thunp 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 imagi ned the steam hissing into the air as the gunners poured
wat er on the overheated barrels. The fort's red walls blossomed with
snoke 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 eneny's fire wasted itself in those de fences 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

| ast, the sound of the cannonade was a nere grunbling on the horizon
Then they dropped down the escarpnent and the noise of the guns faded
away al t oget her.

It was a disconsol ate expedition. Colonel MCandl ess had nothing to
say to Sinone who was still withdrawn. Sharpe tried to cheer her up
but his clunsy attenpts only nade her nore miserable and after a tine
he too fell silent. Wnen were a nystery, he thought. During the

ni ght Sinmone had clung to himas though she were drowning, but since
the dawn it had seened as if she would prefer to be drowned

"Horsenen on our right, Sergeant!" MCandless said, his tone a reproof
that Sharpe had not spotted the cavalry first.

"Probably ours, but they could be eneny."
Shar pe stared eastwards.

"They're ours, sir," he called, kicking his horse to catch up with
McCandl ess. One of the distant horsenen carried the new Union flag and
Sharpe's good eyes had spotted the banner. The flag was easier to
recogni ze at a distance these days, for since the incorporation of
Ireland into the United Kingdom a new red di agonal cross had been added
to the flag, and though the new faingled design | ooked odd and

unfam liar, it did nake the banner stand out.

The cavalry left a plunme of dust as they rode to intercept MCandl ess's
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party. Sevajee and his nen cantered to neet them and Sharpe saw the
two groups of horsenen greet each other warmy. The strangers turned

out to be bnndarries fromthe Mahratta states who, |ike Sevajee, had
sided with the British against Scindia. These nercenaries were under
the conmand of a British officer and, |ike Sevajee's nen, they carried

| ances, tulwars, matchlock guns, flintlocks, pistols and bows and
arrows.

They wore no uniform but a handful of the sixty nmen possessed
breast pl ates and nost had netal helnets that were crested with feathers
or horsehair plunmes. Their officer, a dragoon captain, fell in

al ongsi de

McCandl ess and reported seeing a white-coated battalion on the far side
of the River CGodavery.

"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 confirm ng that Dodd
nmust have crossed the river already. He added that he had questioned
sonme grain nerchants who had travell ed south across the Godavery and
those nen had told himthat Pohl nann's conpoo was canped close to
Aurungabad. That city bel onged to Hyderabad, but the nerchants had
seen no evidence that the Mahrattas were preparing to besiege the city
wal I's. The Captain tugged his reins, turning his horse southwards so
he could carry his news to Wl lesley.

"Bid you good day, Colonel. Your servant, Ma'am" The dragoon officer
touched his hat to Sinone, then | ed his brigands away.

McCandl ess decreed that they would canp that night on the south bank of
the River Godavery where Sharpe rigged two horse bl ankets as a tent for
Si nrone. Sevaj ee and his nen nade their beds on the bluff above the
river, a score of yards fromthe tent, and MCandl ess and Sharpe spread
their blankets al ongside. The river was high, but it had still not
filled the steep-sided ravine that successive nonsoons had scarred into
the flat earth and Sharpe guessed that the river was only at half

flood. |If the belated nonsoon did arrive the Godavery would swell into
a swirling torrent a full quarter-nle w de, but even half full the
river |looked a fornidable obstacle as it surged westwards with its
burden of fl otsam

"Too deep to wade," MCandl ess said as the sun fell

"Current |ooks strong, sir."

"I't'll sweep you to your death, man."

"So how s the arny to cross it, sir?"

"Wth difficulty, Sharpe, with difficulty, but discipline always
overcones difficulty. Dodd got across, so we surely can." MCandl ess
had been reading his Bible, but the falling dark now obscured t he pages
and so he closed the book. Sinobne had eaten with them but she had
been uncomuni cati ve and McCandl ess was gl ad when she wi t hdrew behi nd

her bl ankets.

101



"Worren upset natters," the Scotsman said unhappily.

"They do, sir?"

"Perturbations,"” MCandl ess said nysteriously, 'perturbations." The
smal | flanes of the canpfire made his already gaunt face seem
skel et al

He shook hi s head.

"It's the heat, Sharpe, |I'mconvinced of it. The further south you
travel, the nore sin is provoked anong wonanki nd. |t nakes 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 Col onel answered seriously.

"Something like Scotland, | imagine. Certainly not as hot as India,
and the heat here has a very bad effect on sone wonen. It rel eases

things in them" He paused, evidently deciding he risked saying too
nmuch.

"I"'mnot at all convinced India is a place for European wonen," the
Col onel went on, 'and | shall be very glad when we're rid of Madanme
Joubert.

Still, I can't deny that her predicament is propitious. It enables us
to take a | ook at Lieutenant Dodd."

Shar pe poked a hal f-burned scrap of driftwood into the hottest part of
the fire, provoking an up draught of sparks.

"Are you hoping to capture Lieutenant Dodd, sir? |s that why we're
t aki ng Madane back to her husband?"

McCandl ess shook hi s head.
"I doubt we'll get the chance, Sharpe.

No, we're using a heaven-sent opportunity to take a | ook at our
enemy.

Qur armies are marching into dangerous territory, for no place in India
can raise arnies the size of the Mahratta forces, and we are precious
fewin nunber. W need intelligence, Sharpe, so when we reach them

wat ch and pray! Keep your eyes skinned. How many battalions? How
many guns? What's the state of the guns? How nmany |inbers? Look hard
at the infantry. Matchlocks or fire locks In a nonth or so we'll be
fighting these rogues, so the nore we know of themthe better." The
Col onel scuffed earth onto the fire, dousing the last snall flanes that
Shar pe had just provoked.

"Now sl eep, nan. You'll be needing all your strength and wits in the
nor ni ng. "

Next norning they rode downstreamuntil they found a village next to a

vast enpty Hindu tenple, and in the village were snall basket boats

that resenbl ed Wl sh coracles and McCandl ess hired a hal f-dozen of

these as ferries. The unsaddl ed horses were nade to swi m behind the
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boats. It was a perilous crossing, for the brown current snatched at
the Iight vessels and whirled them downstream The horses, white-eyed,
swam desperat el y behind the reed boats that Sharpe noted had no
caul ki ng of any kind, but depended on skilful close weaving to keep the
wat er out, and the tug of the horses' leading reins strained the |ight
wooden franmes and stretched the weave so that the boats let in water
alarm ngly. Sharpe used his shako to bail out his coracle, but the
boatnen just grinned at his futile efforts and dug their paddles in
harder. Once a hal f-subnerged tree al nost speared Sharpe's boat, and
if the trunk had struck themthe boat nust surely have been tipped
over, but the two boatnen skilfully spun the coracle away, let the tree
pass, then paddl ed on.

It took half an hour to I and and saddle the horses. Sinobne had shared
a coracle with McCandl ess and the brief voyage had soaked the bottom
hal f of her thin linen dress so that the danp weave clung to her | egs.
McCandl ess was enbarrassed, and offered her a horse bl anket for
nodesty's sake, but Sinone shook her head.

"Where do we go now, Col onel ?" she asked.

"Towar ds Aurungabad, Ma'am" MCandl ess 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 tonorrow night, | don't doubt."

Sevaj ee's nmen rode far ahead now, spread into a picquet line to give
war ni ng of any eneny. 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 Mhrattas, though
Sharpe saw no enenies 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 snoked in the sunlight. The brick-workers
were all wonen and children, greasy and sweaty, who gave the travellers
scarcely a gl ance

"It's a hard life," Sinobne said to Sharpe as they passed one half-built
kil n where an overseer |azed under a woven canopy and shouted at the
children to work faster

"All life's hard unless you' ve got noney," Sharpe said, grateful that
Simone had at | ast broken her silence. They were riding a few paces
behi nd the Col onel and kept their voices |ow so he could not hear

t hem

"Money and rank," Sinone said.

"Rank?" Shar pe asked.

"They're usually the sanme thing," Sinone said.

"Col onels are richer than captains, are they not?" And captains are
generally richer than sergeants, Sharpe thought, but he said nothing.
Si nrone touched the pouch at her waist.

"I shoul d give you back your dianonds."

n \My?u
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"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 conme.

Sharpe smiled at her.
"Not hi ng happened, love," he told her

"That's what you say to your husband. Nothing happened, and you found
t he di anonds on a dead body."

"He will want ne to give themto him For his famly."
"Then don't tell him"

"He is saving noney," Sinone explained, 'so his famly can |ive without
wor k. "

"W all want that. Dreamof life without work, we do. That's why we
all want to be officers.”

"And | think to nyself,"” she went on as if Sharpe had not spoken, 'what
shall | do? | cannot stay here in India. | nust go to France. W are
i ke ships, Sergeant, who |ook for a safe harbour."

"And Pierre is safe?"

"He is safe," Sinone said bleakly, and Sharpe understood what she had
been thinking for the last two days. He could offer her no security,
whi | e her husband coul d, 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 fromit.

"You do not think badly of ne?" she asked Sharpe anxiously.

I'"mprobably half in love with you," Sharpe told her, 'so how can |
think badly of you?"

She seened relieved, and for the rest of that day she chattered happily
enough. MCandl ess questioned her closely about Dodd's regi nent, how
it had been trained and how it was equi pped, and though she had taken
scant interest in such things, her replies satisfied the Col onel who
pencilled notes in a small black book

They slept that night in a village, and next day rode even nore
warily.

"When we neet the eneny, Sharpe," MCandl ess advised him 'keep your
hands away from your weapon."

"Yes, sir."

"G ve 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 nake
decent heavy horsenen, but as raiders they're unsurpassed. They attack
in swarns, Sharpe. A horde of horsenen. Like watching a storm
approach. Nothing but dust and the shine of swords. Magnificent!"

"You like them sir?" Sharpe asked.
104



"I like the wild, Sharpe," MCandl ess said fiercely.

"We've taned ourselves at honme, but out here a nman still lives by his
weapon and his wits. | shall miss that when we've inposed order."

"So why tane it, sir?"

"Because it is our duty, Sharpe. God's duty. Trade, order, |aw, and
Christian decency, that's our business.” MCandl ess was gazi ng ahead
to where a patch of misty white hung just above the northern horizon

It was dust kicked into the air, and nmaybe it was nothing nore than a
herd of cattle or a flock of sheep, but the dust snmear grew and
suddenly Sevajee's nen veered sharply away to the west and gal | oped out
of sight.

"Are they running out on us, sir?" Sharpe asked.

"The eneny will likely enough treat you and ne with respect, Sharpe,"
McCandl ess said, 'but Sevajee cannot expect courtesy fromthem They'd
regard himas a traitor and execute himon the spot. W'IIl neet up

with himwhen we've delivered Madanme Joubert to her husband. He and
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 McCandl ess's magnificent wild horsenen. The storm was

com ng.

The Mahratta caval rynen had spread into a long |line as they approached
McCandl ess's snmall party. There were, Sharpe guessed, two hundred or
nore of the horsenen and, as they drew nearer, the flanks of their line
qui ckened to forma pair of horns that would encircle their prey.

McCandl ess feigned not to notice the threat, but kept riding gently
ahead while the wild horns streaned past in a flurry of dust and
noi se.

They were, Sharpe noticed, snmall nen on snall horses. British cavalry
were bigger and their horses were heavier, but these ninble horsenen
still looked effective enough. The curved bl ades of their drawn
tulwars glittered like their pluned hel nmets which rose to a sharp point
decorated with a crest. Sone of the crests were horse-tails, sone

vul tures' feathers and sone just brightly coloured ribbons. Mre

ri bbons were woven into their horses' plaited manes or were tied to the
horn tips of the archers' bows. The horsenmen pounded past MCandl ess,
then turned with a swerve, a slew of choking dust, a skid of hooves, a
jangl e of curb chains and the thunp of scabbarded weapons.

The Mahratta | eader confronted McCandl ess who pretended to be surprised
to find his path blocked, but neverthel ess greeted the eneny with an
el aborate and confident courtesy. The cavalry conmmander was a wildly
bearded man with a scarred cheek, a wall eye and | ank hair that hung
far below his helnmet's cloth-rimed edge. He held his tulwar
menaci ngly, but MCandl ess ignored the blade's threat, indeed he
i gnored nost of what the eneny commander said, and instead booned his
own demands in a voice that showed not the | east nervousness. The
Scot sman towered over the snaller horsenen and, because he seened to
regard his presence anong themas entirely natural, they neekly
accepted his version of what was happeni ng.
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"I have denmanded that they escort us to Pohlmann,"” the Scotsnan
i nformed Shar pe

"They probably planned on doing that anyway, sir."

"OF course they did, but it's far better that | should demand it than
that they should inpose it," MCandless said and then, with a lordly
gesture, he gave pernission for the Mahratta chief to | ead the way and
the eneny dutifully fornmed thensel ves into an escort either side of the
t hree Europeans.

"Fi ne-1ooki ng beggars, are they not?" MCandl ess asked.
"Wcked, sir."

"But sadly out of date.”
"They could fool ne, sir," Sharpe said, for though nmany of the Mahratta
horsenen carried weapons that m ght have been nore usefully enpl oyed at
Agi ncourt or Crecy than in nodern India, all had fire locks in their
saddl e hol sters and all had savagely curved tul wars.

McCandl ess shook his head.

"They may be the finest |light horsenen in the world, but they won't
press a charge hone and they can't stand volley fire. There's rarely
any need to form square against nen |like these, Sharpe. They're fine
for picquet work, unrivalled at pursuit, but chary of dying in front of
t he guns. ™

"Can you bl ane then?" Sinone asked

"I don't blanme them Madane," MCandless 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
eneny's fire and overcomng it. That's where a soldier earns his pay,
hard under the eneny nuzzles."

And that, Sharpe thought, was sonething he had never really done.

He had faced the French in Flanders years before, but those battles had
been fleeting and rai n-obscured, and the |lines had never cl osed on each
other. He had not stared at the whites of the eneny's eyes, heard his
voll eys and returned them He had fought at Malavelly, but that battle
had been one volley and a charge, and the eneny 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 whet her
he would stand or instead break in terror. O whether he woul d even
live to see a battle, for, despite McCandl ess's blithe confidence,
there was no assurance that he would survive this visit to the eneny's
encanpnent .

They reached Pohl mann's arny that evening. The canp was a short march

south of Aurungabad and it was visible fromniles away because of the

great snear of snoke that hung in the sky. Most of the canpfires were

burning dried cakes of bullock dung and the acrid snoke caught in

Sharpe's throat as he trotted through the lines of infantry shelters.

It all looked nuch like a British canp, except that nost of the tents
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were nmade fromreed matting rather than canvas, but the lines were
still neatly arrayed, nuskets were carefully stacked in threes and a

di sciplined ring of picquets guarded the canp's perineter. They passed
sonme European officers exercising their horses, and one of those nen
spurred to intercept the newconers. He ignored MCandl ess and Shar pe,
raising his pluned hat to Sinobne instead.

"Bonsoir, Madane."

Simone did not | ook at the man, but just tapped her horse's runp with
her riding crop.

"That fellow s French, sir," Sharpe said to MCandl ess.
"I do speak the | anguage, Sergeant," the Col onel said.
"So what's a Frog doing here, sir?"

"The sanme as Lieutenant Dodd, Sharpe. Teaching Scindia's infantry how
to fight."

"Don't they know how to fight, sir? Thought it cane natural."

"They don't fight as we do," MCandl ess said, watching the rebuffed
Frenchman canter away.

"How s that, sir?"

"The European, Sergeant, has learned to close the gap fast. The cl oser
you are to a man, the nore likely you are to kill him however, the

cl oser you get, the nore 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 |ike 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 Col onel spoke
sourly, for they were trotting beside an artillery park that was
crammed with heavy cannon. The guns | ooked odd to Sharpe, for many of
them had been cast with ornate patterns on their barrels, and sone were
even painted in gaudy colours, but they were neatly parked and all had
linbers and full sets of equipnent; ramers and worm screws and

handspi kes and buckets. The axles gleaned with grease and there was
not a spot of rust to be seen on the long barrels. Soneone knew how to
mai ntai n guns, and that suggested they al so knew how to use them

"Counting them Sharpe?" MCandless asked abruptly.
"No, sir."

"Seventeen in that park, nostly nine-pounders, but there are sonme nuch
heavi er brutes at the back. Keep your eyes open, nan. That's why
we're here."

"Yes, sir, of course, sir.

They passed a line of tethered canels, then a conpound where a dozen

el ephants were being brought their supper of pal mleaves and

butter-soaked rice. Children followed the nen carrying the rice to

scavenge what slopped fromthe pails. Sonme of the Mahratta escort had
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spurred ahead to spread news of the visitors and curious crowds
gathered to watch as McCandl ess and his two conpani ons rode stil
deeper into the huge encanpnent. Those crowds becane thicker as they
drew close to the canp's centre which was marked by a spread of |arge
tents. One of the tents was nmade of bl ue-and-yell ow striped canvas,
and in front of it were twin flagpoles, though the wind was sl ack and
the brightly col oured banners just hung fromtheir tall poles.

"Leave the talking to ne," MCandl ess ordered Shar pe.
"Of course, sir."

Si nrone suddenly gasped. Sharpe turned and saw she was staring across
the heads of the curious crowd towards a group of European officers.
She | ooked at Sharpe suddenly and he saw the sadness in her eyes. She
gave hima half-snile.

"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 | ook of pleasure on his face. Sharpe felt oddly

j eal ous of him

"That's our nmain duty discharged," MCandl ess said happily.

"A

di sobli ging woman, | thought."

"Unhappy, sir."

"Doesn't have enough to keep her busy, that's why. The devil I|ikes

i dl e hands, Sharpe."

"Then he nmust hate ne, sir, nost of the tine." He stared after Sinone,
wat ching as she slid down fromthe saddl e and was enbraced by her
shorter husband. Then the crowds hid the couple fromhim

Soneone shouted an insult at the two British horsenen and the other
spectators jeered or |aughed, but Sharpe, despite their hostility, took
sonme consol ation from McCandl ess's confidence. The Scotsnan, indeed,
was in a happier nood than he had shown for days, for he revelled being
in his eneny's |ines.

A group of nen energed fromthe big striped tent. They were al nost al
Europeans, and in their forefront was a tall nuscled nman in

shirtsl eeves who was attended by a bodyguard of Indian soldiers wearing
purpl e coats.

"That's Col onel Pohl mann," MCandl ess sai d, nodding towards the big
red-faced nan.

"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 nan, Sharpe,

but | doubt he's trustworthy."”
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I f Pohl mann was surprised to see a British officer in his canp, he did
not showit. |Instead he spread his arns in an expansive gesture of
wel cone.

"Are you new recruits?" he shouted in greeting.

McCandl ess did not bother to answer the nocking question, but just slid
from his horse

"You don't renenber ne, Col onel ?"

"OF course | renmenber you," Pohlmann said with a snile

"Col onel Hector MCandl ess, once of H's Majesty's Scotch Brigade, and
now in the service of the East India Conpany. How could | forget you
Colonel? You tried to make ne read the Bible." Pohl mann grinned,

di spl ayi ng tobacco-stai ned teeth.

"But you haven't answered ny question, Colonel. Have you cone to join
our arnmy?"
"I amthe nmerest emi ssary, Colonel,"” MCandl ess said, beating dust from

the kilt that he had insisted on wearing in honour of neeting the
eneny. The garnment was causi ng sone anusenment to Pohl mann's
conpani ons, though they took care not to let their smles showif
McCandl ess gl anced their way.

"I brought you a wonman," MCandl ess added in expl anation

"How do you say in England, Colonel,’
frowm, 'coals to Newcastl e?"

Pohl mann asked with a puzzl ed

"| offered safe conduct to Madane Joubert,” the Scotsnman said

stiffly.

"So that was Sinone | saw riding past,"” Pohl nann sai d.

"l did wonder.

And she'll be welcone, | dare say. W have enough of everything in
this arny; cannon, nuskets, horses, ammunition, nen, but there can
never really be enough wonen in any arny, can there?" He |aughed, then
sunmoned two of his purpl e-coated bodyguards to take charge of the

hor ses.

"You' ve ridden a | ong way, Colonel," Pohlmann said to McCandl ess, 'so
let nme offer you refreshnent. You too, Sergeant," he included Sharpe
in his invitation.

"You nust be tired."

"I"'msore after that ride, sir,
gratefully fromthe saddl e.

Shar pe said, dropping clunsily and

"You're not used to horses, eh?" Pohlnann crossed to Sharpe and draped
a geni al arm about his shoul ders.

"You're an infantryman, which neans you' ve got hard feet and a soft
bum M, | never like being on a horse. You know how | go to battle?
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On an el ephant.
That's the way to do it, Sergeant. Wat's your nane?"

" Shar pe, sir.

"Then wel cone to ny headquarters, Sergeant Sharpe. You're just in tine

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, |it with ornate brass chandeliers and furnished

with intricately carved tables and couches. MCandl ess scow ed at such
| uxury, but Sharpe was i npressed.

"Not bad, eh?" Pohl nann squeezed Sharpe's shoul ders.
"For a former sergeant.”
"You, sir?" Sharpe asked, pretending not to know Pohl mann's history.

"I was a sergeant in the East India Conpany's Hanoverian Regi nent,"

Pohl mann boasted, 'quartered in a rat hole in Madras. Now | conmand a
king's arny and have all these powdered fops to serve ne." He gestured
at his attendant officers who, accustoned to Pohlmann's insults, smled
tolerantly.

"Need a piss, Sergeant?" Pohlmann asked, taking his arm from Sharpe's
shoul ders

"A wash?"

"Wouldn't mind both, sir."

"Qut the back." He pointed the way.
"Then come back and drink with ne."

McCandl ess had watched this bonhomie with suspicion. He had also snelt
the reek of strong liquor on Pohlnmann's breath and suspected he was
doonmed to an evening of hard drinking in which, even though

McCandl ess hinsel f woul d refuse all al cohol, he would have to endure
t he drunken badi nage of others. It was a grimprospect, and one he did
not intend to endure al one.

"Not you, Sharpe," he hissed when Sharpe returned to the tent.

"Not ne what, sir?"

"You're to stay sober, you hear me? |'mnot nollycoddling your sore
head all the way back to the arny."”

"OfF course not, sir," Sharpe said, and for a tine he tried to obey
McCandl ess, but Pohl mann insisted Sharpe join himin a toast before
supper.

"You' re not an abstainer, are you?" Pohl mann denanded 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 ne the
British arny is becomng noral!"
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"No, sir, not ne, sir.
"Then drink with ne to King George of Hanover and of England!"

Shar pe obediently drank to the health of their joint sovereign, then to
Queen Charlotte, and those twin courtesies enptied his beaker of brandy
and a serving girl was sunmoned to fill it so that he could toast His
Royal H ghness George, Prince of Wales.

"You like the girl?" Pohlmann asked, gesturing at the serving girl who
swerved lithely away froma French major who was trying to seize her
sai d.

"She's pretty, sir," Sharpe said.

"They're all pretty, Sergeant. | keep a dozen of them as wi ves,
anot her dozen as servants, and God knows how many ot hers who nerely
aspire to those positions. You | ook shocked, Col onel MCandl ess."

"A man who dwells anong the tents of the ungodly,"” MCandl ess said,
"will soon pick up ungodly ways."

"And thank God for it," Pohlnmann retorted, then clapped his hands to
sunmon t he supper di shes.

A score of officers ate in the tent. Half a dozen were Mahrattas, the
rest Europeans, and just after the bows and platters had been pl aced
on the tables, Major Dodd arrived. N ght was falling and candl es
illumnated the tent's shadowed interior, but Sharpe recogni zed Dodd's
face instantly. The sight of the long jaw, sallow skin and bitter eyes
brought back sharp nenories of Chasal gaon, of flies crawing on
Sharpe's eyes and in his gullet, and of the staccato bangs as nen

st epped over the dead to shoot the wounded. Dodd, oblivious of
Sharpe's gl are, nodded to Pohl nann

"I apol ogi ze, Col onel Pohl mann, for being late,"” he announced with

stiff formality.

"I expected Captain Joubert to be late,"” Pohlmann said, 'for a nan
newly reunited with his wife has better things to do than hurry to his
supper, if indeed he takes his supper at all. Wre you also wel com ng
Si nrone, Maj or ?"

"I was not, sir. | was attending to the picquets."

"Mpaj or Dodd's attention to his duty puts us all to shame,"” Pohl mann
sai d.

"Do you have the pleasure of knowi ng Maj or Dodd, Col onel ?" he asked
McCandl ess.

"I know the Conpany will pay five hundred gui neas for Lieutenant Dodd's
capture,” MCandl ess growl ed, 'and nore now, | dare say, after his
bestiality at Chasal gaon."

Dodd showed no reaction to the Colonel's hostility, but Pohl nann
sm | ed.

"You've cone for the reward noney, Colonel, is that it?"
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"I wouldn't touch the noney," MCandl ess said, 'for it's tainted by
association. Tainted by nurder, Colonel, and by disloyalty and
di shonour. "

The words were spoken to Pohl mann, but addressed to Dodd whose face
seened to tighten as he listened. He had taken a place at the end of
the table and was hel ping hinself to the food. The other guests were
silent, intrigued by the tension between MCandl ess and Dodd.

Pohl mann was enj oyi ng the confrontation.

"You say Major Dodd is a nurderer, Col onel ?"

"A nmurderer and a traitor."

Pohl mann | ooked down the table.

"Maj or Dodd? You have nothing to say?"

Dodd reached for a loaf of flat bread that he tore in half.

"When | had the misfortune to serve in the Conpany, Colonel," he said
to Pohl mann, "Col onel MCandl ess was well known as the head of
intelligence. He did the dishonourable job of spying on the Conpany's
enem es, and |'ve no doubt that is his purpose here. He can spit all
he |ikes, but he's here to spy, Colonel."

Pohl mann sm | ed.

"Is that true, MCandl ess?"

"I returned Madane Joubert to her husband, Pohl mann, nothing nore,"
McCandl ess i nsi st ed.

"Of course it's nore," Pohl mann sai d.

"Mpajor Dodd is right! You' re head of the Conpany's intelligence
service, are you not? Wich neans that you saw in dear Sinone's
predi canent a chance to 'nspect our arny."

"You infer too nuch," MCandl ess sai d.

"Nonsense, Colonel. Do try the lanb. 1It's seethed in mlk curds. So
what do you wish to see?"

"My bed," MCandless said curtly, waving away the |lanb dish. He never
t ouched neat.

"Just ny bed," he added.
"And see it you shall,"” Pohlmann said genially. The Hanoverian paused,
wondering whether to re-ignite the hostility between MCandl ess and
Dodd, but he nust have deci ded that each had insulted the other
sufficiently.

"But tonorrow, Colonel, | will provide a tour of inspection for you

You nay see whatever you |like, MCandl ess. You can watch our gunners

at work, you nmy inspect our infantry, you may go wherever you w sh and

talk to whoever you desire. W have nothing to hide." He snmiled at
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t he astoni shed McCandl ess.
"You are ny guest, Colonel, so | nust show you a proper hospitality."

He was as good as his word, and next norning McCandl ess was invited to
i nspect all of Pohlmann's conpoo.

"I wish there were nore troops here,"” Pohlnmann said, 'but Scindiais a
fewmles northwards with Saleur's and Dupont's conpoos. | like to
think they're not as able as mne, but in truth they're both very good
units. Both have European officers, of course, and both are properly
trained. | can't say as nuch for the Rajah of Berar's infantry, but
his gunners are the equal of ours.”

McCandl ess said very little all norning, and Sharpe, who had | earned to
read the Scotsman's noods, saw that he was severely disconfited. And
no wonder, for Pohlnmann's troops | ooked as fine as any in the Conpany's
service. The Hanoverian commanded six and hal f thousand infantry, five
hundred cavalry and as nany pi oneers who served as engi neers, and
possessed thirty-eight guns. This conpoo al one out nunbered the
infantry of Wellesley's arny, and was nuch stronger in guns, and there
were two simlar conpoos in Scindia's service let alone his horde of
cavalry. It was no surprise, Sharpe thought, that MCandless's spirits
were falling, and they fell even further when Pohl mann arranged for a
denonstration of his artillery and the Scotsnman, feigning gratitude to
his host, was forced to watch as teans of gunners served a battery of
bi g ei ght een-pounder guns with all the alacrity and efficiency of the
British arny.

"Wl | - made pi eces, too," Pohl mann boasted, |eading MCandl ess up to the
hot guns that stood behind the swathes of burnt grass caused by their
nmuzzle fire.

"Alittle gaudy, perhaps, for European tastes, but none the worse for
that." The guns were all painted in bright col ours and sone had nanes
written in a curly script on their breeches.

"Mega-wati," Pohl mann read al oud, 'the goddess of clouds. |Inspect
t hem Col onel

They're well made. Qur axletrees don't break, | can assure you."

Pohl mann was willing to show McCandl ess even nore, but after dinner the
Scotsnman el ected to spend the afternoon in his borrowed tent.

He claimed he wished to rest, but Sharpe suspected the Scotsnman had
endur ed enough humiliation and wanted sone quiet in which to nake notes
on all he had seen

"We'll | eave tonight, Sharpe," the Col onel said.
"You can occupy yourself till then?"
"Col onel Pohlmann wants nme to ride with himon his elephant, sir." The

Col onel scow ed.

"He likes to show off." For a nonent he seened about to order Sharpe
to refuse the invitation, then he shrugged.

"Don't get seasick."
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The notion of the el ephant's howdah was i ndeed sonething like a ship,
for it swayed fromside to side as the beast plodded northwards and at
first Sharpe had to grip onto the edge of the basket, but once he had
accustoned hinmself to the notion he relaxed and | eaned back on the
cushi oned seat. The howdah had two seats, one in front of the other
and Sharpe had the rearnost, but after a while Pohlnmann twisted in his
seat and showed how he could raise his own backrest and lay it flat so
t hat the whol e howdah became one cushioned bed that coul d be conceal ed
by the curtains that hung fromthe w cker-franed canopy.

"It's a fine place to bring a woman, Sergeant," Pohl mann said as he
restored the backrest to its upright position, '"but the girth straps
broke once and the whole thing fell off! It fell slowy, luckily, and
| still had nmy breeches on so not too nuch dignity was lost."

"You don't look like a man who worries nuch about dignity, sir."
"

worry about reputation,” Pohlmann said, 'which isn't the same thing. |
keep ny reputation by wi nning victories and giving away gold. Those
men' he gestured at his purpl e-coated bodyguards who marched on either
flank of the elephant 'are each paid as nuch as a lieutenant in British
service. And as for ny European officers!" He |aughed.

"They're all naking nore noney than they dreaned possible. Look at
"eml" He jerked his head at the score of European officers who

foll owed the el ephant. Dodd was anong them but riding apart fromthe
others and with a norose expression on his long face as though he
resented having to pay court to his comanding officer. H s horse was
a sway- backed, hard-nouthed nmare, a poor beast as ungainly and sullen
as her naster.

"Greed, Sharpe, greed, that's the best notive for a soldier," Pohl mann
sai d.

"Geed will nake themfight Iike denons, if our lord and naster ever
allows us to fight."

"You think he won't, sir?"
Pohl mann gri nned.

"Scindia listens to his astrologers rather nore than he listens to his
Europeans, but I'Il slip the bastards sonme gold when the tine cones,
and they' Il tell himthe stars are propitious and he'll give ne the
whol e arny and let ne | oose.”

"How big is the whole arny, sir?"

Pohl mann smil ed, recogni zing that Sharpe was aski ng questions on behal f
of Col onel M:Candl ess.

"By the time you face us, Sergeant, we should have over a hundred
thousand nmen. And of those? Fifteen thousand infantry are first
class, thirty thousand infantry are reliable, and the rest are horsenen
who are only good for plundering the wounded. W'IIl also have a
hundred guns, all of themas good as any in Europe. And how big will
your arny be?"
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"Don't know, sir," Sharpe said woodenly.

Pohl mann smnil ed.

"Wl | esl ey has, maybe, seven and a half thousand nen, infantry and
caval ry, while Col onel Stevenson has perhaps another seven thousand so
together you'll nunmber, what? Fourteen and a half thousand? Wth
forty guns? You think fourteen thousand nen can beat a hundred

t housand? And what happens, Sergeant Sharpe, if | nanage to catch one
of your little arnies before the other can support it?" Sharpe said
not hi ng, and Pohl mann snil ed.

"You shoul d think about selling ne 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 | invited you this afternoon. | need European officers,
Sharpe, and any man as young as you who beconmes a sergeant nust have a
rare ability. | amoffering you rank and riches, Sharpe. Look at ne!

Ten years ago | was a sergeant like you, now!l ride to war on an

el ephant, need two nore to carry ny gold and have three dozen wonen
conpeting to sharpen ny 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
hinself to death, poor nan, he'd becone the Begum Sonroo's general. |
think he was her lover too, but that ain't any distinction with that
particul ar |ady, but before he died George needed a whole herd of

el ephants 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. | captured seventy-two guns at the
battle of Ml pura and | denmanded the wei ght of one of those guns in
pure gold as ny reward. | got it, too. |In ten years you could be as

rich as you want, rich as Benoit de Boigne. You nust have heard of
hi n?"

"No, sir."

"He was a Savoyard, Sergeant, and in just four years he nade a hundred
t housand pounds and then he went off hone and narried a
seventeen-year-old girl fresh fromher father's castle. 1In only four
years!

From being a captain in Savoy's arny to being governor of half
Scindia's territory. There's a fortune to be nmade here and rank and
birth don't cone intoit. Only ability counts. Nothing but ability."
Pohl mann paused, his eyes on Shar pe.

"I''"ll make you a |ieutenant tonorrow, Sergeant, and you can fight in ny

conpoo, and if you're any damm good then you'll be a captain by nonth's
end." Sharpe | ooked at the Hanoverian, but said nothing. Pohlnmann
sm | ed.
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"What are your chances of getting a conmission in the British arny?"
Shar pe grinned.

"No chance, sir.

"So? | offer you rank, wealth and as nany bibb is as you can
handl e. "

"I's that why M ster Dodd deserted, sir?"

Pohl mann sm | ed.

"Maj or Dodd deserted, Sharpe, because he faces execution for nurder
and because he's sensible, and because he wants ny job. Not that he'l
adnmit to that." The Hanoverian tw sted in the howdah.

"Maj or Dodd!" he shouted.

The Major urged his awkward horse to the el ephant's side and | ooked up
into the howdah.

"Sir?"
"Sergeant Sharpe wants to know why you joi ned us."

Dodd gave Sharpe a suspicious | ook, but then shrugged. 'I ran because
there's no future in the Conpany,"” he said.

"I was a lieutenant for twenty-two years, Sergeant, twenty-two years!
It don't matter to the Conpany how good a soldier you are, you have to
wait your turn, and all the while | watched weal thy young fools buying
thensel ves majorities in the King's ranks and | had to bow and scrape
to the usel ess bastards. Yes, sir, no, sir, three bloody bags full
sir, and can |

carry your bags, sir, and w pe your arse, sir." Dodd had been getting
angrier and angrier as he spoke, but now nade an effort to contro
hi msel f.

"I couldn't join the King's arny, Sergeant, because ny father runs a

grist mll in Suffolk and there ain't no noney to buy a King's
conmi ssion. That neant | was only fit for the Conpany, and King's
officers treat Conpany nmen like dirt. | can outfight twenty of the

bastards, but ability don't count in the Conpany. Keep your nose
clean, wait your turn, then die for the sharehol ders when the Court of
Directors tells you." He was beconing angry again.

"That's why," he finished curtly.

"And you, Sergeant?" Pohl mann asked.

"What opportunities will the arny offer you?"

"Don't know, sir."

"You do know," Pohl mann said, 'you do know." The el ephant had stopped
and t he Hanoveri an now poi nted ahead and Sharpe saw that they had cone
to the edge of a wood, and a half-mle away was a great city with walls

like those the Scots had clinbed at Ahnmednuggur
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The city walls were bright with flags, while its enbrasures glinted
with the reflection of sunlight fromgun barrels.

"That's Aurungabad," Pohl nann said, 'and everyone inside those walls is
pi ssing thenselves in fear that |'mabout to start a siege."

"But you're not?"

I'"mlooking for Wllesley," Pohl mann said, 'and you know why?

Because |'ve never lost a battle, Sharpe, and |'mgoing to add a
British najor-general's sword to ny trophies. Then I'll build nyself a
pal ace, a bloody great narble palace, and I'Il line the halls wth
British guns and hang British colours to shield ny bedroomfromthe sun
and I'll bounce ny bibb is on a mattress stuffed with the hair of
British horses."

Pohl mann luxuriated in that dreamfor a while and then, with a | ast
gl ance at the city, ordered the mahout to turn the el ephant about.

"When i s McCandl ess | eaving?" he asked Shar pe.
"Tonight, sir."

"After dark?"

"Around mdnight, sir, | think."

"That gives you plenty of time to think, Sergeant. To think of your

future. To contenplate what the red coat offers you, and what | offer
you. And when you have thought about those things, cone to ne."

I"'mthinking on it, sir," Sharpe said, "I"'mthinking on it." And he
was.
CHAPTER 6

Col onel McCandl ess excused hi nsel f from Pohl mann's supper, but did not
forbid Sharpe to attend "But don't get drunk," he warned the Sergeant,
"and be at ny tent at midnight. | want to be back at the River
CGodavery by dawn."

"Yes, sir," Sharpe said dutifully, then went to Pohlmann's tent where
nost of the conpoo's officers had gathered. Dodd was there, and so
were a hal f-dozen wi ves of Pohl mann's European officers and anong them
was Si nmone Joubert, though there was no sign of her husband.

"He is in charge of the arny picquets tonight," Sinone explai ned when
Shar pe asked her, 'and Col onel Pohlmann invited ne to eat."

"He invited ne to join his arny," Sharpe told her
"He di d?" Her eyes wi dened as she stared up fromher chair.
"And will you?"

"I't would nmean I'd be close to you, Ma'am" Sharpe said, 'and that's an
i nducernent . "
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Sinmone half sniled at the clunmsy gallantry.

"I think you would not be a good soldier if you changed your |oyalty
for a woman, Sergeant.”

"He says I'll be an officer," Sharpe said.

"And is that what you want ?"

Shar pe squatted on his heels so that he could be closer to her. The
ot her European w ves saw himcrouch and pursed their nouths with a
di sapproval born of envy, but Sharpe was oblivious of their gaze.

"

think 1'd like to be an officer, yes. And | can think of one very good
reason to be an officer in this arny.”

Si none bl ushed.
"I ama nmarried wonan, Sergeant. You know that."

"But even nmarried wonen need friends," Sharpe said, and just then a

| arge hand took uncerenoni ous hold of his clubbed hair and haul ed him
to his feet.

Sharpe turned belligerently on whoever had manhandl ed him then '33

saw that it was a smling Major Dodd.

"Can't have you stooping to wonen, Sharpe," Dodd said before offering
an ungai nly bow to Sinone.

"Good eveni ng, Madane."
"Maj or," Sinone acknow edged himcoldly.

"You will forgive nme, Madane, if | steal Sergeant Sharpe from you?"
Dodd asked.

"I want a word with him Conme on, Sharpe." He plucked Sharpe's arm
gui ding himacross the tent. The Major was very slightly drunk and
evidently intent on becom ng nore drunk for he snatched a whol e jug of
arrack froma servant, then scooped up two beakers froma table.
"Fancy Madane Joubert, do you?" he asked Sharpe.

"I like her well enough, sir.

"She's spoken for, Sergeant. Renenber that if you join us, she's
spoken for."

"You nean she's nmarried, sir?"

"Married?" Dodd | aughed, then poured the arrack and gave one beaker to
Shar pe.

"How nmany European officers can you see here?

And how many European wonen? And how many of them are young and pretty
118



i ke Madanme Joubert? Work it out, lad. And you're not junping the
queue." Dodd sm|ed as he spoke, evidently nmeaning his tone to be
j ocul ar.

"But you are joining us, aren't you?"
"I'"'mthinking about it, sir."
"You'll be in ny reginent, Sharpe,"” Dodd said.

"I need European officers. 1've only got Joubert and he's no damm use,
so |'ve spoken with Pohl mann and he says you can join ny Cobras. [|'ll
gi ve you three conpanies of your owmn to |ook after, and God help you if
they're not kept in prine condition. | like to ook after the nen,
because cone battle they |ook after you, but God help any officer who
lets me down."

He paused to drink half his arrack and pour sone nore.

"I''"ll work you hard, Sharpe, I'll work you damed hard, but there'll be
pl enty of gold washing round this arny once we've thrashed Boy
Vel | esl ey. Money's your reward, |ad, noney."

"I's that why you're here, sir?"

"I't's why we're all here, you fool. Al except Joubert, who was posted

here by his governnent and is too danmmed timd to help hinself to
Scindia's gold. So report to ne in the norning. W're marching north

tonorrow ni ght, which neans you'll have one day to |l earn ny ropes and
after that you're Mster Sharpe, gentlenan. Cone to ne tonorrow
nor ni ng, Sharpe, at dawn, and get rid of that damed red coat." He

poked Sharpe's chest hard.

"I see ared coat," he went on, 'and | want to start killing." He
grinned, show ng yellow teeth.

"I's that what happened at Chasal gaon, sir?" Sharpe asked.

Dodd's grin vani shed.

"Way the hell do you ask that?" he grow ed

Shar pe had asked because he had been renenbering 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 | just wondered what happened there."

Dodd considered that answer for a nonment, then shrugged.

"I didn't take prisoners, Sharpe, that's what happened. Killed the
bastards to the last man."

And to the | ast boy, Sharpe thought, renenbering Davi Lal. He renained
i npassive, not letting a hint of nenory or hate show.

"Way not take prisoners, sir?"

"Because it's war!" Dodd said vehenently.
119



"When nen fight nme, Sergeant, | want themto fear nme, because that way

the battle's half won before it's started. It ain't kind, |'msure,

but who ever said war was kind? And in this war, Sergeant' he waved
his hand towards the officers clustering about Col onel Pohlmann - 'it's
dog eat dog. W're all in conpetition, and you know who'll win? The
nost ruthless, that's who. So what did | do at Chasal gaon? | nmde

sure of a reputation, Sharpe. Made a nane for nyself. 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 gri nned.

"No, lad. the second rule is never to reinforce failure, and the
third, lad, is to look after your nen. You know why | had that
goldsmth thrashed? You've heard of that, haven't you? 1'Il tell you
It wasn't because he'd cheated nme, which he did, but because he cheated
some of my men. So | |ooked after themand let themgive hima solid
ki cking, and the bastard died. Wich he deserved to do, rich fat
bastard that he was." The Major turned and scow ed at the servants
bringi ng di shes from Pohl mann's cook tent.

"And they're just as bad here, Sharpe. Look at all that food! Enough
to feed two reginents there, Sharpe, and the nen are going hungry. No
proper supply system see? It costs noney, that's why. You don't get
i ssued food in this army, you go out and steal it." He plainly

di sappr oved.

"l1've told Pohl mann, | have.

Lay on a conmi ssary, | said, but he won't, because it costs noney. Scindia hoards food in his
"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 hel ping
me. You learn one thing as a mller's son, Sergeant, and that's not
just howto grind corn, but that a fool and his noney are easily
parted. And Scindia's a fool, but given a chance I'll nmke the bugger
into the Enperor of India." He turned as a servant beat a gong with a
muf f | ed sti ck.

"Time for our vittles."

It was a strangely subdued supper, though Pohl mann did his best to
anmuse his conpany. Sharpe had tried to manoeuvre hinself into a seat
besi de Sinone, but Dodd and a Swedi sh captain beat himto it and Sharpe
found hinself next to a small Swiss doctor who spent the whol e neal

qui zzi ng Shar pe about the religious arrangenents in British

regi nents.

"Your chapl ains are godly nen, yes?"
"Drunken bastards, sir, nost of them"

"Surely not!"
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"I hauled two of them out of a whorehouse not a nonth ago, sir.
They didn't want to pay, see?"
"You are not telling me the truth!"

"God's honour, sir. The Reverend M ster Cooper was one of them and
it's a rare Sunday that he's sober. He preached a Christnas sernon at
Easter, he was that puzzled."

Most of the guests left early, Dodd anong them though a few di ehards
stayed on to give the Colonel a gane of cards. Pohlnmann grinned at
Shar pe.

"You wager, Sharpe?"
I'"mnot rich enough, sir."

Pohl mann shook his head in nock exasperation at the answer. I wll
make you rich, Sharpe. You believe ne?"

"l do, sir."

"So you've made up your mind? You're joining ne?"
"I still want to think a bit, sir."

Pohl mann shrugged.

"You have nothing to think about. You either becone a rich nman or you
die for King Ceorge."

Sharpe left the remaining officers at their cards and wal ked away into
the encanpnent. He really was thinking, or trying to think, and he
sought a quiet place, but a crowmd 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 enpty stretch
of ground close to the picketed canels that carried Pohl nann's supply
of rockets, and there he lay and stared up at the stars through the

m st of snmoke. A nillion stars. He had al ways thought there was an
answer to all life's nysteries in the stars, yet whenever he stared at
them t he 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
skyl i ght.

"You ain't here to gawp at the dark, boy," the overseer had snapped,
"you're here to labour,"” and the whip had sl ashed down across his

shoul ders and he had dutifully | ooked down at the great tarry |unp of
henp rope that had to be picked apart. The old ropes had been twi sted
and tightened and tarred into vast knots bigger than Sharpe hinself,
and they had been used as fenders on the London docks, but when the
grindi ng and thunpi ng of the big ships had al nost worn the old fenders
t hrough they were sent to the foundling hone to be picked apart so that
the strands could be sold as furniture stuffing or to be mxed into
wal I pl aster.

"Got to learn a trade, boy," the nmaster had told himagain and again,
and so Sharpe had |l earned a trade, but it was not henp-picking.

121



He learned the killing trade. Load a nusket, rama nusket, fire a
nmusket. And he had not done nuch of it, not yet, but he Iiked doing
it.

He renenbered Mal avel ly, renenbered firing the volley at the
approachi ng eneny, and he renenbered the sheer exultation as all his
unhappi ness and anger had been concentrated into his nusket's barre
and been gouted out in one explosive rush of flane, snoke and | ead.

He did not think of hinself as unhappy. Not now. The arny had been
good to himin these |last years, but there was still sonething wong in
his soul. Wat 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 problemto be solved Sergeant Sharpe could usually
find the solution, but he was not nuch use at sinply thinking. But he
had to think now, and he stared at the snoke-di nmed stars in the hope
that they would help him but all they did was go on shi ning.

Li eut enant 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 sonehow he could not shake the idea | oose.

It was a laughable idea, he tried to convince hinself; at least in the
British arny it was, but not here. Not in Pohlmann's arny, and
Pohl mann had once been a sergeant.

"Bl oody hell," he said aloud, and a canel belched in answer.

The cheers of the spectators greeted the death of a dog, and, nearer, a
sol dier was playing one of the strange Indian instrunments, plucking its
long strings to make a sad, plangent nusic. 1In the British canp,

Shar pe t hought, they would be singing, but no one was singing here.
They were too hungry, though hunger did not stop a man fromfighting.

It had never stopped Sharpe. So these hungry nmen could fight, and they
needed officers, and all he had to do was stand up, brush the dirt away
and stroll across to Pohlnann's tent and becone Lieutenant Shar pe.

M st er Shar pe.

And he would do a good job. He knew that. Better than Mrris, better
than nost of the arny's junior officers. He was a good sergeant, a

bl oody 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 nman who bl ew the nmine at Seringapatam but
because he was good and tough. He wasn't frightened of naking a
decision, and that was the key to it, he reckoned. And he enjoyed
maki ng deci sions, 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 wal k back into the foundling
hone with braid on his coat, gold on his shoulders and a sword at his
side? That was the respect he wanted, fromthe bastards i n Brewhouse
Lane who had said he woul d never anobunt to anything and who had whi pped
hi m bl oody because he was a bastard off the streets. By Christ, he

t hought, but gqing back there would nake life perfect! Brewhouse Lane,
himin a braided coat and a sword, and with Sirrione on his armand a
dead king's jewels about her neck, and themall touching their hats and
bobbing Ii ke ducks in a pond. Perfect, he thought, just perfect, and
as he indulged hinself in that dream an angry shout cane fromthe tents
cl ose to Pohl mann's nmarquee and an instant |ater a gun sounded.

There was a nonent's pause after the gunshot, as if its violence had
checked a drunken fight, then Sharpe heard nen | aughi ng and the sound
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of hoof beats. He was standing now, staring towards the big narquee.

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 recogni zed
McCandl ess' s voi ce.

Shar pe began runni ng.

"Conme back!" MCandl ess shouted again, and then there was anot her
gunshot and Sharpe heard the Col onel yelp like a whipped dog. A score
of men were shouting now. The officers who had been playing cards were
runni ng towards McCandl ess's tent and Pohl mann's bodyguards were
followi ng them Sharpe dodged round a fire, |eaped a sl eeping nan,
then saw a figure hurrying away fromthe commotion. The nan had a
nmusket 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
nan.

When the fugitive heard Sharpe conming, he quickened his pace, then
realized he would be caught and so he turned on his pursuer. The nan
whi pped out a bayonet and screwed it onto the nuzzle of his nusket.

Sharpe saw the glint of noonlight on the | ong blade, saw the nan's
teeth white in the dark, then the bayonet |unged at him but Sharpe had
dropped to the ground and was sliding forward in the dust beneath the
bl ade. He wapped his arns around the man's | egs, heaved once and the
man fell backwards. Sharpe cuffed the nusket aside with his left hand
then hammered his right hand down onto the noon-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 nouth and bit hard. The nan
screaned in pain, Sharpe kept biting and kept hitting, then he spat the
severed fingertip into the man's face and gave himone last thunp with
his fist.

"Bastard," Sharpe said, and hauled the nman to his feet. Two of
Pohl mann's officers had arrived now, one still with a fan of cards in
hi s hand.

"Get his bl oody nmusket," Sharpe ordered them The nman struggled in
Shar pe' s hands, but he was nuch smaller than Sharpe and a good ki ck
between his | egs brought himto order

"Come on, you bastard," Sharpe said.

One of the officers had picked up the fallen nusket and Sharpe reached
over and felt the nuzzle. It was hot, showi ng that the weapon had j ust
been fired.

"I'f you killed nmy Colonel, you bastard, I'Il kill you," Sharpe said and
dragged the nman through the canpfires to the knot of officers who had
gat hered about the Colonel's tent.

McCandl ess's two horses were gone. Both the nmare and the gel di ng had
been stol en, and Sharpe realized it was their hoof beats he had heard go
past him MCandl ess, woken by the noise of the horse thieves, had
conme fromthe tent and fired his pistol at the nen, and one of them had
fired back and the bullet had buried itself in the '39
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Colonel's left thigh. He was |ying on the ground now, |ooking horribly
pal e, and Pohl mann was bellowi ng for his doctor to cone quickly.

"Who's that?" he denmanded of Sharpe, and nodding at the prisoner

"The bastard who fired at Col onel MCandl ess, sir. Misket's stil
hot . "

The man proved to be one of Major Dodd's sepoys, one of the nen who had
deserted with Dodd fromthe Conpany, and he was put into the charge of
Pohl mann' s bodyguard. Sharpe knelt besi de McCandl ess who was trying
not to cry aloud as the newly arrived doctor, the Swiss man who had sat
besi de Sharpe at dinner, exam ned his |eg.

"I was sleeping!" the Colonel conplai ned.
"Thi eves, Sharpe, thieves!"

"We' Il find your horses," Pohlmann reassured the Scotsnman, 'and we'll
find the thieves."

"You promi sed ne safety!" MCandl ess conpl ai ned.

"The nmen will be punished,"” Pohl mann prom sed, then he hel ped Shar pe
and two other nen lift the wounded Col onel and carry himinto the tent
where they laid himon the rope cot. The doctor said the bullet had
m ssed the bone, and no nmajor artery was cut, but he still wanted to
fetch his probes, forceps and scalpels and try to pull the ball out.

"You want sone brandy, MCandl ess?" Pohl nann asked.
"OfF course not. Tell himto get on with it."

The doctor called for nore lanterns, for water and for his instrunents,
and then he spent ten excruciating mnutes |ooking for the bullet deep
i nsi de McCandl ess's upper thigh. The Scotsman uttered not a sound as
the probe slid into his lacerated flesh, nor as the | ong-necked forceps
were pushed down to find a purchase on the bullet. The Swi ss doctor
was sweating, but MCandless just lay with eyes tight shut and teeth

cl enched.

"I't cones now," the doctor said and began to pull, but the flesh had
cl osed on the forceps and he had to use alnost all his strength to drag
the bullet up fromthe wound. It cane free at last, releasing a spil

of bright blood, and MCandl ess groaned.

"Al'l done now, sir," Sharpe told him

"Thank God," MCandl ess whi spered, 'thank God." The Scotsnman opened
his eyes. The doctor was bandagi ng the thi gh and McCandl ess | ooked
past himto Pohl mann.

"This is treachery, Colonel, treachery! | was your guest!"

"Your horses will be found, Colonel, | pronise you," Pohl mann said, but
t hough his nen nade a search of the canp, and though they searched
until norning, the two horses were not found. Sharpe was the only man
who could identify them for Colonel McCandless was in no state to
wal k, but Sharpe saw no horses that resenbled the stolen pair, but nor
did he expect to for any conpetent horse thief knew a dozen tricks to
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di sgui se his catch. The beast would be clipped, its coat would be dyed
with blackball, it would be force-fed an enena so that its head
drooped, then it would as likely as not be put anong the cavalry nounts
where one horse | ooked nmuch |ike another. Both MCandl ess's horses had
been European bred and were |arger and officer quality than nost in
Pohl mann's canp, yet even so Sharpe saw no sign of the two aninmals.

Col onel Pohl mann went to McCandl ess's tent and confessed that the
horses had vani shed.

"I shall pay you their value, of course," he added

"I won't take it!" MCandl ess snapped back. The Col onel was stil
pal e, and shivering despite the heat. H's wound was bandaged, and the
doctor reckoned it should heal swiftly enough, but there was a danger
that the Colonel's recurrent fever night return

"I won't take ny eneny's gold," MCandl ess expl ai ned, and Sharpe
reckoned it nust be the pain speaking for he knew the two m ssing
horses nust have cost the Col onel dearly.
"I shall |eave you the noney," Pohl mann insisted anyway, 'and this
afternoon we shall execute the prisoner."

"Do what you nust," MCandl ess grunbl ed.

"Then we shall carry you northwards,"” the Hanoverian prom sed, 'for you
nmust stay under Doctor Viedler's care.”

McCandl ess | evered hinself into a sitting position

"You'll not take ne anywhere!" he insisted angrily.

"You | eave ne here, Pohlmann. 1'Il not depend on your care, but on
God's nercy." He let hinself drop back onto the bed and hissed with
pai n.

"And Sergeant Sharpe can tend ne."

Pohl mann gl anced at Sharpe. The Hanoveri an seened about to say that
Sharpe might not wish to stay with McCandl ess, but then he just nodded
his acceptance of MCandl ess's deci sion.

"If you wish to be abandoned, MCandl ess, so be it."

"1 have nore faith in God than in a faithless nercenary |ike you
Pohl mann. "

"As you w sh, Colonel," Pohlnmann said gently, then backed fromthe tent
and gestured for Sharpe to follow

"He's a stubborn fellow, isn't he?" The Hanoverian turned and | ooked
at Shar pe.

"So, Sergeant? Are you conming 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
m nd.
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He could not | eave McCandless to suffer and, to his surprise, he felt
no great disappointnent in thus having the decision forced on him Duty
dictated he should stay, but so did sentinment, and he had no regret.
"Sonmeone has to | ook after Col onel MCandless, sir," Sharpe explai ned,
"and he's | ooked after nme in the past, so it's ny turn now "

I"'msorry," Pohlnmann said, '"truly | am The execution will be in one
hour. | think you should see it, so you can assure your Col onel that
justice was done."

"Justice, sir?" Sharpe asked scornfully.

"It ain't justice, shooting that fellow. He was put up to it by Mjor
Dodd." Sharpe had no proof of that, but he suspected it strongly.
Dodd, he reckoned, had been hurt by MCandless's insults and nmust have
decided to add horse-thieving to his catal ogue of crines.

"You have questioned your prisoner, haven't you, sir?" Sharpe asked.
"Because he nust know that Dodd was up to his neck in the business."
Pohl mann smiled wearily.

"The prisoner told us everything, Sergeant or | assune he did, but what
use is that? Major Dodd denies the nman's story, and a score of sepoys
swear the Major was nowhere near MCandl ess's tent when the shots were
fired. And who would the British arny believe? A desperate nman or an
of ficer?" Pohl mann shook his head.

"So you nust be content with the death of one nan, Sergeant.”

Shar pe expected that the captured sepoy would be shot, but there was no
sign of any firing squad when the nonment arrived for the man's death.
Two conpani es from each of Pohlmann's eight battalions were paraded,

t he si xteen conpani es naki ng three sides of a hollow square with

Pohl mann's striped marquee fornming the fourth side. Mst of the other
tents had al ready been struck ready for the nove northwards, but the
mar quee renai ned and one of its canvas walls had been brailed up so
that the conpoo's officers could witness the execution fromchairs set
in the tent's shade. Dodd was not there, nor were any of the
reginent's wves, but a score of officers took their places and were
served sweetneats and drink by Pohl mann's servants.

The prisoner was fetched onto the nakeshift execution ground by four of
Pohl mann's bodyguards. None of the four carried a nusket, instead they
were equi pped with tent pegs, nallets and short |engths of rope. The
prisoner, who wore nothing but a strip of cloth around his |oins,

gl anced fromside to side as if trying to find an escape route, but, on
a nod from Pohl mann, the bodyguards kicked his feet out from beneath
himand then knelt beside his sprawing body and pinioned it to the
ground by tying the ropes to his wists and ankles, then fastening the
bonds to the tent pegs. The condemmed man |ay there, spreadeagled
gazing up at the cloudl ess sky as the nall ets banged the ei ght pegs
hore.

Sharpe stood to one side. No one spoke to him no one even | ooked at

him and no wonder, he thought, for this was a farce. Al the officers

nmust have known that Dodd was the guilty man, yet the sepoy nust die.
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The paraded troops seened to agree with Sharpe, for there was a
sul l enness in the ranks. Pohl nann's conpoo ni ght be well arnmed and
superbly trained, but it was not happy.

The four bodyguards finished tying the prisoner down, then wal ked away
to leave himalone in the centre of the execution ground. An Indian
officer, resplendent in silk robes and with a lavishly curved tul war
hanging fromhis belt, nade 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 wal ked back to the tent and, just as he
entered its shade, so Pohlnmann's great elephant with its silver-encased
tusks and cascading netal coat was | ed out from behind the narquee. The
mahout gui ded the beast by tugging on one of its ears, but as soon as

t he el ephant saw the prisoner it needed no guidance, but just plodded
across to the spreadeagled man. The victimshouted for nercy, but

Pohl mann was deaf to the pleas.

The Col onel twi sted round.
"You' re wat chi ng, Sharpe?"
"You've got the wong man, sir. You should have Dodd there."

"Justice nmust be done," the Col onel said, and turned back to the

el ephant that was standing quietly beside the victimwho twisted in his

bonds, thrashed, and even nanaged 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 murnur ran through the

wat chi ng si xteen conpani es, but the jenadars and havil dars shouted and

the sullen nurnur ceased. Pohl mann watched the prisoner struggle for a few nore seconds,

"Haddahl * he shout ed.

Had daM The prisoner screaned in anticipation as, very slowy, the

el ephant |ifted one ponderous forefoot and noved its body slightly
forward. The great foot canme down on the prisoner's chest and seened
to rest there

The man tried to push the foot away, but he might as well have
attenpted to shove a nountain aside. Pohlmann |eaned forward, his
nmout h open, as, slowy, very slowy, the elephant transferred its

wei ght onto the man's chest. There was another scream then the man
could not draw breath to screamagain, but still he jerked and tw tched
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 bubbl e
at the victims nouth.

He winced, trying to inmagine the pain as the el ephant pressed on down,
crushi ng bone and lung and spine. The prisoner gave one last jerk, his
hair flapping, then his head fell back and a great wash of bl ood
brimed fromhis open nouth and puddl ed beside his corpse.

There was a | ast crunching sound, then the el ephant stepped back and a
si gh sounded gently through the watchi ng ranks. Pohl mann appl auded,
and the officers joined in. Sharpe turned away. Bastards, he thought,
bast ar ds.

And that ni ght Pohl nann nmarched north.
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Sergeant Obadi ah Hakeswi || was not an educated nan, and he was not even
particularly clever unless slyness passed for wits, but he did
understand one thing very well, and that was the inpression he nade on
other nen. They feared him It did not matter whether the other man
was a raw private, fresh fromthe recruiting sergeant, or a genera
whose coat was bright with gold | ace and heavy with braid. They al
feared him all but two, and those two frightened Cbadi ah Hakeswill .
One was Sergeant Richard Sharpe, in whom Hakeswill sensed a viol ence
that was equal to his own, while the other was Mjor General Sir Arthur
Wl | esl ey who, when he had been col onel of the 33rd, had al ways been
serenely inpervious to Hakeswill's threats.

So Sergeant Hakeswi |l would have nuch preferred not to confront Genera
Vel | esl ey, but when his convoy reached Ahnednuggur his enquiries
establ i shed that Col onel MCandl ess had ridden north and had taken
Sharpe with him and the Sergeant had known he could do nothing further
wi thout Wellesley's permission and so he had gone to the General's tent
where he announced hinself to an orderly who had i nformed an ai de who
had commanded the Sergeant to wait in the shade of a banyan tree.

He waited the best part of a norning while the arny readied itself to

| eave Ahmednuggur. Quns were being attached to |inbers, oxen harnessed
to carts and tents being struck by lascars. The fortress of
Ahnednuggur, fearing the sane fate as the city, had neekly surrendered
after a few cannon shots and, with both the city and its fort safe in
hi s hands, Wellesley was now planning to march north, cross the
CGodavery and seek out the eneny arny. Sergeant Hakeswill had no great
wi sh 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 Hakeswi |1 ?" An aide cane fromthe General's big tent.
"Sir!" Hakeswill scranbled to his feet and stiffened to attention
"Sir Arthur will see you now, Sergeant."

Hakeswi I | marched into the tent, snatched off his shako, turned snartly
to the left, quick-nmarched three short paces, then slammed to a halt in
front of the canp table where the General was doi ng paperworKk.

Hakeswi | | 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 nuscles to relax slightly.

"Papers for you, sir!" He pulled the warrant for Sharpe's arrest from
his pouch and offered it to the CGeneral

Wl | esl ey made no nove to accept the warrant. Instead he | eaned back
in his chair and exam ned Hakeswi || 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 | eaned
forward again, still ignoring the warrant.
"Just tell me, Sergeant," he said, his attention already returned to
the docunents on his desk. An aide was taking whatever sheets the
CGeneral signed, sprinkling sand on the signatures, then placing nore
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papers on the table.

"I"'mordered here by Lieutenant Colonel Gore, sir. To apprehend
Sergeant Sharpe, sir."

Vel | esl ey | ooked up again and Hakeswi || al nost quail ed before the cold
eyes. He sensed that Wl lesley could see right through him and the
sensation nmade his face quiver in a series of uncontrollable

twit ches.

Wl |l esley waited for the spasns to end.

"On your own, are you, Sergeant?" the General asked casually.

"Detail of six men, sir.
"Seven of you! To arrest one nan?"

"Dangerous man, sir. |I'mordered to take himback to Hurryhur, sir, so
he can "Spare ne the details,"” Wllesley said, |ooking back to the next
paper needing his signature. He tallied up a list of figures.

"Since when did four twelves and ei ghteen yield a sum of sixty-eight?"
he asked no one in particular, then corrected the cal cul ati on before
si gni ng the paper.

"And since when did Captain Lanpert dispose of the artillery train?"
The aide wi el ding the sand-sprinkl er bl ushed.

"Col onel Eldredge, sir, is indisposed." Drunk, if the truth was known,
which it was, but it was inpolitic to say that a colonel was drunk in
front of a sergeant.

"Then invite Captain Lanpert to supper. W nust feed himsone
arithnetic along with a neasure of comon sense,"” Sir Arthur said. He
si gned anot her paper, then rested his pen on a small silver stand
before | eani ng back and | ooking at Hakeswill. He resented the
Sergeant's presence, not because he disliked Sergeant Hakeswi ||, though
he did, but rather because Wl lesley had |ong ago |l eft behind the cares
of being the commander of the 33rd and he did not want to be rem nded
of those duties now. Nor did he want to be in a position to approve or
di sapprove of his successor's orders for that would be an

i mpertinence.

"Sergeant Sharpe is not here," he said coldly.

"So | hear, sir. But he was, sir?"

"Nor am| the person you should be troubling with this nmatter
Sergeant," Wellesley went on, ignoring Hakeswill's question. He took
up the pen again, dipped it in ink, and crossed a nane froma |ist
bef ore addi ng his signature.

"In a few days," he continued, "Colonel MCandless will return to the
army and you will report to himwi th your warrant and |'ve no doubt he
will give the matter its due attention

Till then | shall enploy you usefully. | won't have seven nen idling
while the rest of the arny works." Wllesley turned to the aide.
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"Where do we |ack nen, Barclay?"

The ai de considered for a nonment.

"Captain Mackay could certainly use sone assistance, sir.
"Very well." Wllesley pointed the pen's steel nib at Hakesw Il.

"You'll attach yourself to Captain Mackay. Captain Mackay commands our
bull ock train and you will do whatever he desires until Col one
McCandl ess relieves you of that duty. Dismssed.”

"Sir!" Hakeswill said dutifully, but inwardly he was furious that the
CGeneral had not shared his indignation about Sharpe. He about-turned,
stanped fromthe tent, and went to find his nen.

"Going to the dogs," he said bitterly.

"Sergeant?" Fl aherty asked.

"The dogs. Tine was in this arnmy when even a general officer respected
sergeants. Now we're to be bullock guards. Pick up your bleeding fire
| ocks

"Sharpe ain't here, Sergeant?"

"Of course he ain't here! |If he was here we wouldn't be ordered to
wi pe bul | ocks' arses, would we? But he's com ng back. General's word
onit. 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 | east he had not been ordered to attach hinself to a fighting
battalion, and he was beginning to realize that any duty attached to
t he baggage aninals would give hima fine chance to fillet the arny
stores. Pickings were to be made there, and nore than just the

pi cki ngs of stores, for the baggage always travelled with the arny's
tail of wonen and that neant nore opportunity. 1t could be worse,
Hakeswi | | thought, so long as this Captain Mackay was no martinet.

"You know what the trouble is with this arny?" Hakesw || dermanded.
"What ?" Lowy asked.
"Full of bleeding Scotchnmen."” Hakesw |l gl owered.

"I hates Scotchmen. Not English, are they? Peasant bl eeding
Scot chnen.

Sawney creatures, they are, sawney! Should have killed themall when
we had the chance, but we takes pity on theminstead. Scorpions in our
bosons, that's what they are. Says so in the scriptures. Now get a

bl eedi ng nove on!"

But it would only be a few days, the Sergeant consoled hinself, only a
few days, and Sharpe woul d be fini shed.

Col onel Pohl mann's bodyguard carried McCandl ess to a snmall house that

lay at the edge of the encanpnent. A widow and three children lived

there, and the woman shrank away fromthe Mahratta sol di ers who had

raped her, stolen all her food and fouled her well with their sewage.
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The Swiss doctor left Sharpe with strict instructions that the dressing
on the Colonel's leg was to be kept danp.

"I'd give you sone nedicine for his fever, but | have none," the doctor
said, 'so if the fever gets worse just keep himwarm and nake him
sweat." The doctor shrugged.

"I't mght help."”
Pohl mann | eft food and a | eather bag of silver coins.

"Tell MCandless that's for his horses,” he told Sharpe.

"Yes, sir.
"The widow will |ook after you," Pohlmann said, 'and when the Col onel's
wel I enough you can nove himto Aurungabad. And if you change your

m nd, Sharpe, you know I'll welcone you." The Col onel shook Sharpe's
hand, then nounted the silver steps to his howdah. A horseman unfurled
hi s banner of the white horse of Hanover

"I'"ll spread word that you're not to be nolested,” Pohlnmann called
back, then his nahout tapped the el ephant's skull and the great beast
set of f northwards.

Si nrone Joubert was the last to say farewell.

"I wish you were staying with us," she said unhappily.

"I can't."

"I know, and naybe it's for the best." She |ooked left and right to
make certain no one was watching, then leaned swiftly forward and

ki ssed Sharpe on the cheek

"Au revoir, Richard."

He watched her ride away, then went back into the hovel which was

not hing but a pal mthatch roof set above walls nmade of decayed reed
mats. The interior of the hut was blackened by years of snoke, and its
only furniture was the rope cot on which MCandl ess | ay.

"She's an outcast,"” the Colonel told Sharpe, indicating the wonan.

"She refused to junp onto her husband's funeral fire, so her famly
sent her away." The Col onel flinched as a stab of pain scythed through

hi s thigh.

"G ve her the food, Sergeant, and some cash out of that bag. How nuch
did Pohl mann | eave us?"

The coins in Pohl mann's bag were of silver and copper, and Sharpe
sorted and counted each different denom nation, and McCandl ess 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."
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"How nuch did your gelding cost, sir?" Sharpe asked.

"Five hundred and twenty guineas," MCandl ess said ruefully.

"

bought himfour years ago, when you and | were released from
Seringapatam and | prayed he'd be the last horse |'d ever buy. Except
for the mare, of course, but she was just a renount. Even so she cost
me a hundred and forty guineas. A bargain, too! | bought her in
Madras, fresh off the boat and she was just skin and bones then, but
two nonths of pasture put sone nuscle on her."

The figures were al nost inconprehensible to Sharpe. Five hundred and
twenty guineas for a horse? A man could live his whole Iife on five
hundred and forty-six pounds, and live well. Al e every day.

"Wn't the Conpany replace the horses, sir?" he asked.

McCandl ess smiled sadly.

"They m ght, Sharpe, but | doubt it. | doubt it very nuch."

"Way not, sir?"

"I"'man old nman," the Scotsman said, 'and ny salary is a heavy inpost

on the Conpany's debit colum. | told you they'd like me to retire,
Sharpe, and if | indent for the value of two horses they might well
insist on ny retirenent." He sighed.

"I knew this pursuit of Dodd was dooned.

| felt it in ny bones.”

"We' Il get you another horse, sir," Sharpe said.

McCandl ess gri nmaced.

"How, pray?"

"W 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 | wasn't. | was off
t hi nki ng. "

The Col onel | ooked at himsteadily for what seened a | ong while.
"

shoul d i magi ne, Sergeant," he said at last, 'that you had a lot to
thi nk about. How was your el ephant ride w th Col onel Pohl nann?"

"He showed ne Aurungabad, sir.

"I think he took you to the nountain top and showed you the ki ngdons of
this world," the Col onel said.
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"What did he offer you? A |ieutenancy?"

"Yes, sir." Sharpe blushed to adnit as nuch, but it was dark inside
the wi dow s hovel and the Col onel did not see.

"He told you of Benoit de Boigne," MCandl ess asked, 'and of that rogue
CGeorge Thomas? And he said you could be a rich man in two or three
years, aren't | right?"

"Sonmething like that, sir.
McCandl ess shrugged.

"I won't deceive you, Sharpe, he's right.

Everything he told you is true. Qut there' he waved towards the
setting sun which glinted through the chinks in the reed-mat walls' is
a lawl ess society that for years has rewarded the soldier with gold.
The soldier, mark me, not the honest farnmer or the hard-working

mer chant. The princedons grow fat, Sharpe, and the peopl e grow | ean,
but there is nothing to stop you serving those princes. Nothing but
the oath you took to serve your King."

"I"'mstill here, sir, aren't 1?" Sharpe said indign andy

"Yes, Sharpe, you are," MCandl ess said, then he closed his eyes and
gr oaned.

"I fear the fever is going to cone. Maybe not."
"So what do we do, sir?"

"Do? Nothing. Nothing helps the fever except a week of shivering in
t he heat."

"I meant about getting you back to the army, sir. | could go to
Aurungabad and see if | can find soneone to take a nessage.”

"Not unless you speak their |anguage, you won't," MCandl ess 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

asl eep, but then he saw the Col onel shake his head.

"Dooned, " the Col onel said.

"Li eutenant Dodd is going to be the end of ne."

"We' || capture Dodd, sir, | pronise."

"I pray so, | pray so." The Colonel pointed to his saddl ebags in the
corner of the hut.

"Wul d you find ny Bible, Sharpe? And perhaps you'd read to ne while
there's still alittle light? Sonething fromthe Book of Job,
t hi nk. "
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McCandl ess fell into days of fever and Sharpe into days of isolation

For all he knew the war night have been won or lost, for he saw no one

and no news cane to the thatched hovel under its thin-leaved trees. To
keep hinself busy he cleared out an old irrigation ditch that ran

nort hwards across the wonman's | and, and he hacked at the brush, killed

snakes and shovelled earth until he was rewarded by a trickle of

wat er .

That done, he tackled the hovel's roof, |aying new palmthatch on the
old and binding it in place with twists of frond. He went hungry, for
the wonan had little food other than the grain Pohl mann had |left and
sone dried beans. Sharpe stripped to the wai st when he worked and his
skin went as brown as the stock of his nusket. In the evenings he

pl ayed with the wonman's three children, making forts out of the red
soil that they bonbarded with stones and, in one nenorable twlight,
when a toy ranpart proved inpregnable to thrown pebbles, Sharpe laid a
fuse of powder and blew a breach with three of his nusket cartridges.

He did his best to tend McCandl ess, washing the Col onel's face,

readi ng hi mthe scriptures and feedi ng hi m spoonfuls of bitter
gunpowder diluted in water. He was not sure that the powder hel ped,
but every soldier swore that it was the best nedicine for the fever
and so Sharpe forced spoonfuls of the salty m xture down the Colonel's
t hr oat .

He worried about the bullet wound in MCandl ess's thigh, for the w dow
had shyly pushed hi m asi de one day when he was danpeni ng the dressing
and had insisted on untying the bandage and putting a poultice of her
own naking onto the raw wound. There were npss and cobwebs in the

poul tice, and Sharpe wondered if he had done the right thing by letting
her apply the m xture, but as the first week passed the wound did not
seemto worsen and, in his nore lucid nonents, the Col onel clainmed the
pai n was | esseni ng.

Once the irrigation ditch was cl eared Sharpe tackled the w dow s
wel | .

He devi sed a dredge out of a broken wooden bucket and used it to scoop
out handfuls of foul-snelling nud fromthe base of the well, and al
the while he thought about his future. He knew Mjor Stokes woul d
wel cone himback to the Seringapatam arnoury, but after a tine the
regi ment would surely renmenber his existence and want hi m back and t hat
woul d nmean rejoining the Light Conpany with Captain Mrris and Sergeant

Hakeswi | |, and Sharpe shuddered at that thought. Maybe Col onel Core
woul d transfer hin? The |ads said that Gore was a decent fellow, not
as chilling as Wl lesley, and that was good news, yet even so Sharpe

of t en wonder ed whet her he shoul d have accepted Pohl mann's offer

Li eutenant Sharpe, he nuttered it al oud, Lieutenant Sharpe. Wy not?
And in those nmonents he woul d daydream of the joy of going back to the
foundl i ng hone 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

| ash the bastards had ever laid on snall Richard Sharpe he woul d pay
them back tenfold. He felt a terrible anger when he renenbered those
beati ngs and he woul d haul at his nmakeshift dredge as if he coul d sl ake
the anger with hard work.

But in all those daydreans he never once returned to Brewhouse Lane in
a white coat, or in a purple coat, or in any other coat except a red
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one.

No one in Britain had ever heard of Anthony Pohl mann, and why shoul d
they care that a child had gone fromthe gutters of Wapping to a

conmi ssion in the Maharajah of Ganalior's arny? A man mght as well
claimto be Colonel of the Moon for all anyone would care. Unless it
was a red coat, they would condemm himas a flash bastard, and be done
with him but if he wal ked back in Britain's scarlet coat then they
woul d take himseriously and that neant he had to becone an officer in
his own arny.

So one night, when the rain was beating on the widow s repaired thatch
and the Col onel was sitting on the rope bed declaring that his fever
was abating, Sharpe asked M Candl ess how a nman becane an officer in
Britain's arny.

"I mean | know it can be done, sir," he said awkwardly, 'because we had
a Mster Devlin back in England and he canme up fromthe ranks. He'd
been a shepherd's boy on the dales before he took the shilling, but he
was Lieutenant Devlin when | knew him"

And was nost likely to die as an old and enbittered Lieutenant Devlin,
McCandl ess t hought, but he did not say as nuch. |Instead he paused

bef ore saying anything. He was even tenpted to evade the question

al together by pretending that his fever had suddenly taken a turn for
the worse for he understood only too well what |ay behind Sharpe's
question. Mbst officers would have nocked the anbition, but Hector
McCandl ess was not a nocker. But he also knew that for a nan to aspire
torise fromthe ranks to the officers' nmess was to risk two

di sappoi ntnments: the disappointnents of both failure and success. The
nost |likely outcone was failure, for such pronotions were as scarce as
hens' teeth, but a few nen did nake the leap and their success
inevitably led to unhappi ness. They |lacked the education of the other
officers, they |l acked their manners and they |acked 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" |ead
men in battle. And there was even sone truth to that belief, for the
nmen t hensel ves did not like their officers to have come fromthe ranks,
but MCandl ess deci ded Sharpe knew all that for hinself and so he
spared himthe need to listen to it all over again.

"There are two ways, Sharpe," MCandl ess sai d.

"First you can buy a conmission. The rank of ensign will cost you four

hundr ed pounds, but you'll need another hundred and fifty to equip
yoursel f, and even that will only buy a barely adequate horse, a
four-gui nea sword and a serviceable uniform and you'll still need a

private incone to cover your nmess bills. An ensign earns close to

ni nety-five pounds a year, but the arny stops sone of that for expenses
and nore for the incone tax. Have you heard of that new tax,

Shar pe?"

"No, sir."

"A pernicious thing. Taking froma nman what he has honestly earned!

It's thievery, Sharpe, disguised as governnent." The Col one
scow ed.
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"So an ensign is lucky to see seventy pounds out of his salary, and
even if he lives frugal that won't cover his ness bills. Mbst

regi nents charge an officer two shillings for dinner every day, a
shilling for wine, though of course you could go w thout w ne well
enough and water's free, but there's sixpence a day for the ness
servant, another sixpence for breakfast and si xpence for washing and
mending. You can't live as an officer without at |east a hundred
pounds a year on top of your salary. Have you got the noney?"

"No, sir," Sharpe lied. 1In truth he had enough jewels sewn into his
red coat to buy hinself a mgjority, but he did not want MCandl ess to
know t hat .

"Good," MCandl ess said, 'because that isn't the best way. Most
reginents won't | ook at a man buying hinself out of the ranks. Wy
shoul d they? They've got plenty of young hopefuls comng fromthe
shires with their parents' cash hot in their purses, so the last thing
they need is sone hal f-educated ranker who can't neet his ness bills.
I"mnot saying it's inpossible. Any reginment posted to the West Indies
will sell you an ensign's post cheap, but that's because they can't get
anyone el se on account of the yellow fever. A posting to the West
Indies is a death sentence. But if a nman wants to get into anything
other than a West |ndi es-bound regi nent, Sharpe, then he nust hope for
t he second route.

He nust be a sergeant and he nust be able to read and wite, but
there's a third requirenent too. The fellow nust performa quite

i mpossibly 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 nust
do it under the Ceneral's eye or else it's all a waste of tine."

Sharpe sat in silence for a while, daunted by the obstacles that lay in
the way of his daydreams fulfil nent.

"Do they give hima test, sir?" he asked.

"I'n readi ng?" That thought worried himfor, although his readi ng was

i mproving night by night, he still stunbled over quite sinple words. He
clained that the Bible's print was too small, and MCandl ess was ki nd
enough to believe the excuse.

"Atest in reading? Good Lord, no! For an officer!" MCandless
smled tiredly.

"They take his word, of course."” The Col onel paused for a second.

"But |'ve often wondered, Sharpe,
ranks would want to be an officer?"

he went on, 'why a nman fromthe

So he could go back to Brewhouse Lane, Sharpe thought, and kick sone
teeth in.

"I was just wondering about it, sir," he said instead.

"Just thinking, sir.

"Because in nany ways," MCandl ess said, 'sergeants have nore influence

with the nen. Less formal prestige, perhaps, but certainly nore

i nfluence than any junior officer. Ensigns and |ieutenants, Sharpe,

are very insignificant creatures. They're really of very little use
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nost of the time. |It's not till a man reaches his captaincy that he
begi ns to be valuable."

"I"'msure you're right, sir," Sharpe said |anely.

"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

pi cture of himducking through the gate in Brewhouse Lane and seeing
the faces he hated. He wanted it, he wanted it terribly, and so he
dreaned on, dreami ng the inpossible, but unable to check the dream He
did not know how, but he woul d sonehow neke the leap. O else die in
the attenpt.

CHAPTER 7

Dodd cal | ed his new gel di ng Peter

"Because it's got no balls, Mnsewer," he inforned Pierre Joubert, and
he repeated the poor joke a dozen tines in the next two days just to
make certain that its insult was understood. Joubert snmled and said
not hing, and the Major would |aunch hinself 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 inits |long
stride.

"A thoroughbred, Captain," he told Joubert, 'an English thoroughbred.
Not some screw backed old French nag, but a proper horse."

The nmen 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 nen had
| aughed to see the English Sergeant searching the canp while all the
whil e Major Dodd's jenadar, Gopal, was hiding the horses a long way to
t he north.

Col onel Pohl mann was | ess amused.

"I prom sed McCandl ess safe conduct, Major," he growl ed at Dodd the
first tinme he saw the Englishman on his new gel di ng.

"Quite right, sir."

"And you' ve added horse-thieving to your catal ogue of crines?"

"I can't think what you nean, sir," Dodd protested in nock innocence.
"I purchased this beast off a horse trader yesterday, sir.
Gypsy- | ooking fellow from Kor pal gaon. Took the |ast of ny savings."

"And your jenadar's new horse?" Pohl mann asked, pointing to Gopal who
was riding Col onel McCandl ess's nare.

"He bought her fromthe sane fellow " Dodd said.

"OF course he did, Major," Pohlmann said wearily. The Col onel knew it
was pointless to chide a nman for theft in an arny that was encouraged
to steal for its very existence, yet he was of fended by
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Dodd' s abuse of the hospitality that had been extended to MCandl ess.

The Scotsman was right, Pohl mann thought, Dodd was a nan wi t hout
honour, yet the Hanoverian knew that if Scindia enpl oyed none but
sai nts then he woul d have no European officers.

The theft of MCandl ess's horses only added nore reason for Pohlmann to
dislike WIlliam Dodd. He found the Englishnman too dour, too jeal ous
and too hunourl ess, yet still, despite his dislike, he recognized that
the Major was a fine soldier. Hs rescue of his regi nent from
Ahnednuggur had been an inglorious operation executed superbly, and
Pohl mann, at | east, understood the achi evenent, just as he appreciated
that Dodd's nmen |iked their new comandi ng of ficer. The Hanoverian was
not certain why Dodd was popul ar, for he was not an easy nan; he had no
smal|l talk, he smiled rarely, and he was punctilious about details that
other officers mght let pass, yet still the men Iiked him Mybe they
sensed that he was on their side, wholly on their side, recognizing
that nothing is achieved in war by officers w thout nen, and a good
deal by nmen without officers, and for that reason, if no other, they
were glad he was their comanding officer. And nen who like their
conmandi ng officer are nore likely to fight well than nmen who do not,
and so Pohl mann was glad that he had WIlliam Dodd as a regi nenta
commander even if he did disdain himas little better than a common

t hi ef .

Pohl mann's conpoo had now joined the rest of Scindia's arny, which had
al ready been swollen by the troops of the Rajah of Berar, so that over
a hundred thousand nmen and all their aninmals now wandered t he Deccan
Plain in search of grazing, forage and grain. The vast arny hugely
out nunbered its eneny, but Scindia nade no attenpt to bring Wellesley
to battle. Instead he led his horde in an apparently ainless fashion
They went south towards the eneny, then w thdrew north, they nade a

| unbering surge to the east and then retraced their steps to the west,
and everywhere they nmarched they stripped the farns, slashed down
crops, broke into granaries, slaughtered livestock and rifled hunble
hones in search of rice, wheat or lentils. Every day a score of
cavalry patrols rode south to find the eneny arnies, but the Mahratta
horsenen rarely canme close to the redcoats for the British cavalry
counter-patroll ed aggressively and each day | eft dead horses on the
plain while Scindia's great host wandered m ndl essly on

"Now t hat you have such a fine horse," Pohl nann said to Dodd a week
after the Major's theft, 'perhaps you can lead a cavalry patrol ?"

"dadly, sir.

"Someone has to find out what the British are doing," Pohl mann
gr unbl ed.

Dodd rode south with sone of Pohlmann's own cavalry and his patrol
succeeded where so nmany others had failed, but only because the Mjor
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

wor ked for Dodd cane across a nuch snmaller force of Mysore cavalry who
rode unsuspecting into the trap. Six eneny escaped, eight died, and
their | eader yielded a nmass of infornmation before Dodd shot himthrough
t he head.

"You m ght have brought himback to us,"” Pohl mann renonstrated gently
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when Dodd r et urned.

"I could have talked with himnyself," the Col onel added, peering down
fromhis green-curtai ned howdah. The el ephant pl odded behind a

pur pl e- coat ed horsenman who carried Pohlmann's red flag enbl azoned with
t he white horse of Hanover

There was a girl with Pohl mann, but all Dodd could see of her was a
dark languid hand bright with genms hangi ng over the howdatfs edge.

"So tell ne what you | earned, Mjor," Pohl mann ordered.

"The British are back close to the Godavery, sir, but they're stil
split into tw forces and neither has nore than six thousand
infantry.

Wl |l esley's nearest to us while Stevenson's noving off to the west.
I've made a map, sir, with their dispositions." Dodd held the paper up
towar ds the swayi ng howdah.

"Hoping to pincer us, are they?" Pohlnann asked, reaching down to
pl uck the nmap fromthe Mjor's hand.

"Not now, Lwbchen," he added, though not to Dodd.

"I inmagine they're staying divided because of the roads, sir," Dodd
sai d.

"OF course," Pohl mann said, wondering why Dodd was teaching himto suck
eggs. The British need for decent roads was nmuch greater than the
Mahrattas', for the British carried all their foodstuffs in ox wagons
and t he cunbersone vehicles could not nanage any country other than the
snoot hest grass plains. Wich neant that the two eneny armies could
only advance where the ground was snooth or the roads adequate. It
made their novenents clunsy, and it nade any attenpt to pincer
Scindia's arny doubly difficult, though by now, Pohlmann reflected, the
Briti sh commander nust be thoroughly confused about Scindia's
intentions. So was Scindia, for that matter, for the Maharajah was
taking his tactical advice fromastrologers rather than fromhis

Eur opean officers which nmeant that the great horde was inpelled to its
wanderings by the glinmer of stars, the inport of dreans and the
entrails of goats.

"If we marched south now," Dodd urged Pohl mann, 'we could trap
Vel | esl ey's nen south of Aurungabad. Stevenson's too far away to
support him"

"I't does sound a good idea," Pohl nann agreed genially, pocketing Dodd's
nap.

"There nust be sone plan," Dodd suggested irritably.

"Must there?" Pohlmann asked airily.

"Hi gher up, Liebchen, just there!

That's good!" The bejewel |l ed hand had vani shed i nsi de the howdah.
Pohl mann cl osed his eyes for an instant, then opened them and snil ed

down on Dodd
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"The plan," the Hanoverian said grandly, 'is to wait and see whet her

Hol kar will join us." Holkar was the nost 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 comrittee of the old and the wise, or rather of the
senile and the tal kative. The war will be discussed, as will the
position of the stars and the nood of the gods and the failure of the
nonsoon and, once the durbar is over, if indeed it ever ends, we shal
conmence our wandering once again, but perhaps a decision of sorts will
have been nade, 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 sinply to march fromnow until the
Day of Judgnent, | cannot yet tell you. | shall offer advice, of
course, but if Scindia dreans of nobnkeys on the night before the durbar
then not even Al exander the Great could persuade himto fight."

"But Scindia nust know better than to let the two British forces unite,
sir?" Dodd said.

"He does, he does, indeed he does. Qur lord and nmaster is no fool, but
he is inscrutable. W are waiting for the onens to be propitious.”

"They're propitious now," Dodd protested.

"That is not for you or nme to decide. W Europeans can be relied upon
to fight, but not to read the nessages of the stars or to understand
the nmeaning of dreans. But when it conmes to the battle, Mjor, you can
be sure that the stars and the dreans will be ignored and that Scindia
will leave all the decisions to ne." Pohlnmann sniled benignly at Dodd,
then gazed out at the horde of cavalry that covered the plain. There
nmust have been fifty thousand horsenen in view, but Pohl mann woul d
happi ly have marched with only a thousand. Modst of the Mahratta
horsenen 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;

i nstead they reckoned Scindia's great guns and his nercenary infantry
woul d do the shattering and they woul d then pursue the broken eneny
like hornets, and until that happy nonent they were just so nany

usel ess nouths to feed. |If they all went away tonorrow it woul d nake
no difference to the war's outcone for the victory would still be won
by the artillery and the infantry. Pohlmann knew that and he i magi ned
lining his guns wheel to wheel in batteries, with his infantry forned
just behind and then watching the redcoats walk into a tunult of fire
and iron and death. A flail of fire! A stormof netal whipping the
air into a gale of bloody ruin anongst which the British would be
chopped into butcher's scraps.

"You're hurting nme," the girl said.

"Li ebchen, I'mso sorry," Pohl nann said, releasing his grip.
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"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
aimessly."”

"It isn"t?" Dodd retorted with astonishnent.

"Because if we do not know where we are going, then nor will the
British, so one day they will march a fewniles too far and then we
shal | pounce on them Soneone wi |l blunder, Dodd, because in war
soneone al ways does blunder. It is an immtable rule of war; soneone
will blunder. W nust just have patience." |In truth Pohl mann was j ust
as inpatient as Dodd, but the Colonel knew it would not serve any
purpose to betray that inpatience. In India, he had | earned, matters
noved at their own pace, as inponderable and unstoppabl e as an

el ephant. But soon, Pohl nann reckoned, one of the British forces would
make a march too far and find itself so close to the vast Mahratta arny
that even Scindia could not refuse battle. And even if the two eneny
armes joined, what did that matter? Their conbined forces were snmall
the Mahratta horde was vast, and the outcone of their neeting as
certain as anything could be in war. And Pohl mann was confident that
Sci ndia woul d eventual |y give himcommand of the arny, and Pohl nmann
woul d then roll over the eneny like the great Juggernaut of Hi ndu

| egend and with that happy prospect he was content.

Dodd | ooked up to say sonething nore, but the howdah's green curtains
had been drawn shut. The girl giggled, while the nmahout, seated just
in front of the closed howdah, stared i npassively ahead. The Mihrattas
were on the march, covering the earth like a swarm just waiting for
their enenmies to bl under

Sharpe was tired of being hungry so one day he took his nusket and

wal ked in search of gane. He reckoned anything would do, even a tiger
but he hoped to find beef. |India seened full of beeves, but that day
he saw none, though after four niles he found a herd of goats grazing
in a snmall 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 canme close to the
animal s a dog burst out of the trees and attacked him

He cl ubbed the dog down with his nusket butt, and the brief comvtion
put the goats to flight and it took himthe best part of an hour to
find the aninmals again and by then he could not have cared if he
attracted half the population of India and so he ained and fired, and
all he succeeded in doing was woundi ng 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 shoul der

The wi dow boiled the stringy flesh which tasted foul, but it was stil
nmeat and Sharpe wolfed it down as though he had not eaten in nonths.

The snell of the nmeat roused Col onel MCandl ess who sat up in his bed
and frowned at the pot.

"l could al nbst eat that," he said.

"You want sone, Ssir?"
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"I haven't eaten neat in eighteen years, Sharpe, | won't start now "
He ran a hand through his lank white hair.

"I do declare I'"'mfeeling better, God be praised."

The Col onel swung his feet onto the floor and tried to stand.

"But I'mweak as a kitten," he said.

ifin

"Plate of neat will put sone strength in you, sir."

"Get thee behind ne, Satan," the Colonel said, then put a hand on one
of the posts which held up the roof and hauled hinself to his feet.

"I mght take a wal k tonorrow. "
"How s the leg, sir?"

"Mendi ng, Sharpe, nending." The Colonel put sone weight on his left
| eg and seened pleasantly surprised that it did not buckle.

"God has preserved ne again."”
"Thank God for that, sir."
"I do, Sharpe, | do."

Next norning the Colonel felt better still. He ducked out of the hut
and blinked in the bright sunlight.

"Have you seen any soldiers these |ast tw weeks?"

"Not a one, sir. Nothing but farners."

The Col onel scraped a hand across the white bristles on his chin.
"A

shave, | think. Wuld you be so kind as to fetch ny box of razors? And
per haps you coul d heat sone 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
t he edge when M Candl ess called himfrom outside the house.

" Shar pe! "

Sonet hing in McCandl ess's voi ce nmade Sharpe snatch up his nusket, then
he heard the beat of hooves as he ducked under the | ow doorway and he
haul ed back the nusket's cock in expectation of enem es, but MCandl ess
waved the weapon down.

"I said Sevajee would find us!"

t he Col onel said happily.

142



"Not hi ng stays secret in this countryside, Sharpe."

Sharpe | owered the nusket's flint as he watched Sevajee |ead his nen
towards the wi dow s house. The young Indian grinned at McCandl ess's
di shevel | ed condition

"l heard there was a white devil near here, and | knew it would be
you. "

"I wish you'd conme sooner," MCandl ess grunbl ed.

"Way? You were ill. The folks | spoke to said you would die." Sevajee
slid out of the saddle and led his horse to the well.

"Besi des, we've been too busy."

"Following Scindia, | trust?" the Col onel 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]' MCandl ess brightened, and Sharpe wondered what on earth a
dur bar was.

"They' ve gone to Borkardan," Sevajee announced happily.

"Al'l of them Scindia, the Rajah of Berar, the whole lot! A sea of
eneni es. "

"Bor kardan," MCandl ess said, sumoning a nental map in his head.

"Where's that? Two days' march north?"

"One for a horseman, two on foot," Sevajee agreed.

McCandl ess, his shave forgotten, stared northwards.
"But how long will they stay there?"

"Long enough," Sevajee said gleefully, '"and first they have to nake a
place fit for a prince's durbar and that will take themtwo 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?" McCandl ess asked.

"Because we net sone brin danmes Sevajee said with a snmile, and turned
at the sane tine to indicate four small, lean and riderless horses that
were the trophies of that neeting.

"W had a talk with them" Sevajee said airily, and Sharpe wondered how
brutal that tal k had been.

"Forty thousand infantry, sixty thousand cavalry,"
over a hundred guns."

Sevaj ee said, 'and
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McCandl ess |inped back into the house to fetch paper and ink fromhis
saddl ebag. Then, back in the sunlight, he wote a despatch and Sevaj ee
detailed six of his horsenen to take the precious news south as fast as
they could. They would need to search for Wellesley's arny and Sevaj ee
told themto whip their horses bl oody because, if the British noved
fast, there was a chance to catch the Mahrattas while they were
encanped for their durbar and then to attack them before they could
formtheir battle array.

"That woul d even things up," MCandl ess announced happily.
"A surprise attack!"

"They're not fools,
pi cquets."

Sevaj ee warned, 'they'll have a host of

"But it takes time to organize a hundred thousand nmen, Sevajee, a |ot
of tinme! They'll be mlling about |ike sheep while we march into
battle!"

The six horsenen rode away with the precious despatch and M Candl ess,
tired again, |let Sharpe shave him

"All we can do nowis wait," the Col onel said.

"Wai t ?" Shar pe asked indignantly, believing that McCandl ess was
i mplying that they would do nothing while the battle was being
fought .

"I'f Scindia' s at Borkardan," the Colonel said, '"then our arnmes wll
have to march this way to reach him So we nmight as well wait for them
to come to us. Then we can join up again."

It was tine to stop dreanming. It was tine to fight.

Wel |l esley's arny had crossed the Godavery and narched towards
Aurungabad, then heard that Scindia's forces had gone far to the east
before lunging south towards the heartl and of Hyderabad, and the report
made sense for the old Nizam had just died and I eft a young son on the
throne and a young ruler's state could make for rich pickings, and so
Wel |l esley had turned his small arny and hurried back to the Godavery.

They | aboriously recrossed the river, swi nmng the horses, bullocks and
el ephants to the sout hern bank, and floating the guns, |inbers and
wagons across on rafts. The nen used boats nmade frominflated

bl adders, and it took two whol e days to make the crossing and then
after a day's march south towards threatened Hyderabad, nore news cane
that the eneny had turned about and gone back northwards.

"Don't know what they're bleeding doing," Hakeswi || decl ared.

"Captain Mackay says we're |looking for the eneny," Private Lowy
suggest ed hel pful ly.

"Looking for his arse, nore like. Bloody Wllesley." Hakeswill was
sitting beside the river, watching the bull ocks bei ng 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
bl eedi ng circles, then back through the bleeding river again." His
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bl ue eyes opened wide in indignation and his face tw tched.
"Arthur Wellesley should never be a general.”

"Way not, Sarge?" Private Kendrick asked, knowi ng that Hakeswill
want ed the opportunity to explain.

"Stands to reason, lad, stands to reason." Hakeswill paused to light a
clay pipe.

"No bl eedi ng experience. You renenber that wood outside Seringapatanf
Bl oody chaos, that's what it was, bloody chaos and who caused it? He
did, that's who." He gestured at Wellesley who, nounted on a tal
white horse, had cone to the bluff above the river

"He's a general," Hakesw Il 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 bl eedi ng general
says so in the scriptures. Lord Obadiah Hakeswill, |I'd be, and you
woul dn't see ne buggering about |ike a dog chasing fleas up its arse.
I'd bleeding well get the job done. On your feet, lads, |ook snart
now "

The General, with nothing to do except wait while his arny crossed the
river, had turned his horse up the bank and his path brought himclose
to where Hakeswi ||l had been seated. Wellesley |ooked across,

recogni zed the Sergeant and seened about to turn away, but then an

i nnate courtesy overcane his distaste for speaking with the | ower
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 ny duty, sir, like a soldier."

"Your duty?" Wellesley asked.

"You cane to arrest Sergeant Sharpe, isn't that right?"

"Sir!l" Hakeswill affirmed.

The General grinaced.

"Let nme know if you see him He's with Col onel MCandl ess, and they
both seemto be nmissing. Dead, probably." And on that cheerful note

the General tugged on his reins and spurred away.

Hakeswi | | watched himgo, 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 nalevolently.

"I"'mthe one who's going to kill Sharpie. Says so in the
scriptures.”

Then Captain Mackay arrived and insisted that Hakeswi Il and his six nen

hel p organi ze the transfer of the bullocks across the river. The

animals carried packs | oaded with spare round shot for the artillery,
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and the Captain had been provided with two rafts for that precious
amuni tion.

"They're to transfer the shot to the rafts, understand?

Then swimthe beasts over. | don't want chaos, Sergeant. Make them|,
line up decently. And nake sure they don't roll the shot into the
river wto save thenselves the bother of reloading it." y "It isn't a
soldier's job," Hakeswi Il conpl ai ned when the Captain was || gone.
"Chivvying bullocks? | ain't a bleeding Scotchman. That's all ?I

they're good for, chivvying bullocks. Do it all the tinme, 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 nmen and aninals into the queue which slowy snaked its
way down to the water. By nightfall the whole arny was over, and next
norning, long | before dawn, they marched north again. They canped
bef ore m dday, thus avoiding the worst of the heat, and by

m d-afternoon nme first 164.

eneny cavalry patrols showed in the distance and the arny's own cavalry
rode out to drive the horsenen away.

They did not nove at all for the next two days. Cavalry scouts tried
to discover the eneny's intentions, while Conpany spies spread gold

t hroughout the north country in search of news, but the gold was wasted
for every scrap of intelligence was contradi cted by another. One said
Hol kar had joi ned Scindia, another said Hol kar was decl aring 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, sone reliable news arrived. Six Mahratta horsenen in
the service of Syud Sevajee cane to Wellesley's canp with a hastily
written despatch from Col onel MCandl ess. The Col onel regretted his
absence and expl ai ned 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 Dowl ut Rao Scindia and the Rajah of Berar had finally ceased their
wanderings at Borkardan. They planned to stay there, MCandl ess wote,
to hold a durbar and to let their aninals recover their strength, and
he estimated those intentions inplied a stay in Borkardan of five or
si x days. The eneny nunbered, he reported, at |east eighty thousand
men and possessed around a hundred pieces of field artillery, nmany of
inferior calibre, but an appreciabl e nunber throw ng nuch heavier

shot .

He reckoned, fromhis own earlier observations in Pohl mann's canp, that
only fifteen thousand of the eneny's infantry were trained to Conpany
standards, while the rest were nmake wei ghts but the guns, he added

om nously, were well served and well maintained. The despatch had been
written in a hurry, and in a shaky hand, but it was concise, confident
and conprehensi ve.

The Col onel's despatch drove the General to his naps and then to a
flurry of orders. The arny was readied to narch that night, and a
gal | oper went to Col onel Stevenson's force, west of Wellesley's, with
orders to march north on a parallel course. The two snall armes
shoul d conbi ne at Borkardan in four days' tine.
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"That will give us, what?"
Vel | esl ey thought for a second or two.

"El even thousand prinme infantry and forty-eight guns.” He jotted the
figures on the nmap, then absentmi ndedly tapped the nunbers with a
pencil .

"El even thousand agai nst eighty," he said dubiously, then grinaced.

"I't will serve,"” he concluded, '"it will serve very well."

"El even against eighty will serve, sir?" Captain Canpbell asked with
astoni shnent. Canpbell was the young Scottish officer who had thrice
clinmbed the | adder to be the first man i nto Ahnednuggur and his reward
had been a pronotion and an appoi ntnment as Wl l esley's aide.

Now he stared at the General, a man Canpbell considered as sensible as
any he had ever net, yet the odds that Wellesley was wel com ng seened
i nsane.

"I'd rather have nore nen," Wellesley admtted, 'but we can probably do
the job with eleven thousand. You can forget Scindia' s cavalry,
Canpbel I, because it won't nmanage a thing on a battlefield, and the
Rajah of Berar's infantry will sinply get in everyone else's way, which
means we'll be fighting against fifteen thousand good infantry and
rather too nmany well-served guns. The rest don't matter. |If we beat
the guns and the infantry, the rest of themw Il run. Depend on it,
they'I'l run.”

"Suppose they adopt a defensive position, sir?" Canpbell felt inpelled
to insert a note of caution into the General's hopes.

"Suppose they're behind a river, sir? O behind walls?"

"W can suppose what we |ike, Canpbell" but supposing is only fancy,
and if we take fright at fancies then we m ght as well abandon
soldiering. We'Ill decide howto deal with the rogues once we find
them but the first thing to do is find them" Wllesley rolled up the
nap.

"Can't kill your fox till you' ve run himdown. So |let's be about our
busi ness. "

The arny marched that night. Six thousand cavalry, nearly all of them
I ndian, led the way, and behind them were twenty-two pi eces of
artillery, four thousand sepoys of the East India Conpany and two
battalions of Scots, while the great clunsy tail of bullocks, wves,
chil dren, wagons and nerchants brought up the rear. They marched hard,
and if any man was daunted by the size of the eneny's arny, they showed
no sign of it. They were as well trained as any nen that had ever worn
the red coat in India, they had been pronised victory by their

| ong- nosed General, and now they were going for the kill. And,

what ever the odds, they believed they would win. So |ong as no one

bl under ed.

Borkardan was a nere village with no building fit for a prince, and so

the great durbar of the Mahratta chiefs was held in an enornous tent

that was hastily nmade by sewing a score of smaller tents together, then

lining the canvas with swat hes of brightly coloured silk, and it would
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have nade a marvel lously inpressive structure had the heavens not
opened when the durbar began so that the sound of nen's voices was hal f
drowned by the beat of rain on stretched canvas and if the hastily nade
seans had not opened to let the water pour through in streans.

"It's all a waste of tinme," Pohl mann grunbled to Dodd, 'but we have to
attend."” The Colonel was fixing his newy tied stock with a di anond
studded pin.

"And it isn't a tinme for any European opinion except mne
under st and?"

"Yours?" Dodd, who had rather hoped to nake a case for bol dness, asked
dourly.

"M ne," Pohl nann said forcibly.

"I want to twist their tails, and | need every European officer noddi ng
Ii ke a denmented nonkey in agreenent with ne."

A hundred nmen had gathered under the dripping silk. Scindia, the
Maharaj ah of Gnaalior, and Bhonsla, the Rajah of Berar, sat on nusnuds,
el egant raised platformthrones that were draped in brocade and
sheltered fromthe intrusive rain by silk parasols. Their Hi ghnesses
were cool ed by nen waving | ong-handl ed fans while the rest of the
durbar sweltered in the close, danp heat. The high-class brahnins, al
in baggy trousers cut fromgold brocade, white tunics and tall white
turbans, sat closest to the two thrones, while behind them stood the
mlitary officers, Indian and European, who were perspiring in their
finest unifornms. Servants noved unobtrusively through the crowd

of fering silver dishes of al nonds, sweetneats or raisins soaked in
arrack. The three senior European officers stood together. Pohl nmann
in a purple coat hung with gol den braid and | oops of chain, towered
over Col onel Dupont, a wiry Dutchman who conmanded Scindia's second
conpoo, and over Col onel Sal eur, a Frenchman, who led the infantry of

t he Begum Sonroo. Dodd |lingered just behind the trio and listened to
their private durbar. The three nen agreed that their troops would
have to take the brunt of the British attack, and that one of them nust
exerci se overall command. It could not be Saleur, for the Begum Sonr oo
was a client ruler of Scindia s, so her conmander could hardly take
precedence over her feudal overlord's officers, which neant that it had
to be either Dupont or Pohl nann, but the Dutchman generously ceded the
honour to the Hanoverian

"Scindia woul d have chosen you anyway, " Dupont said.

"Wsely," Pohlmann said cheerfully, 'very wisely. You' re content,
Sal eur ?"

"Indeed," the Frenchman said. He was a tall, dour man with a badly
scarred face and a form dable reputation as a disciplinarian. He was
al so reputed to be the Begum Sonroo's |over, a post that evidently
acconpani ed the command of that lady's infantry.

"What are the bastards tal ki ng about now?" he asked in English.

Pohl mann |istened for a few seconds.

"Di scussing whether to retreat to Gawi | ghur,"” he said. Gaw | ghur was a

hill fort that lay north and east of Borkardan and a group of brahn ns
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were urging the arny to retire there and let the British break their
skulls against its cliffs and high walls.

"Goddam brahni ns, " Pohl mann said in disgust.

"Don't know a damm thing about soldiering. Know howto talk, but not
how to fight."

But then an ol der brahnin, his white beard reaching to his waist, stood
up and declared that the onens were nore suitable for battle.

"You have assenbled a great arny, dread Lord," he addressed Scindi a,
"and you would lock it away in a citadel ?"

"Where did they find hin?" Pohl mann nuttered.

"He's actually tal ki ng sense!"

Scindia said little, preferring to let Surjee Rao, his chief mnister
do the talking, while he hinself sat plunp and inscrutable on his

t hr one.

He was wearing a rich gown of yellow silk that had eneral ds and pearls
sewn into patterns of flowers, while a great yellow dianond gl eaned
from his pal e-blue turban

Anot her brahm n pl eaded for the arny to narch south on Seringapat am
but he was ignored. The Rajah of Berar, darker-skinned than the pale
Scindia, frowned at the durbar in an attenpt to | ook warlike, but said
very little.

"He'll run away," Colonel Saleur growed, 'as soon as the first gun is
fired. He always does."

Beny Singh, the Rajah's warlord, argued for battle.

"I have five hundred canmels | aden with rockets, | have guns fresh from
Agra, | have infantry hungry for eneny blood. Let them| oose!"

"God help us if we do," Dupont grow ed.
"Bastards don't have any discipline."”

"I's it always like this? " Dodd asked Pohl nann
"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 tine."

"You think they'lIl cone to a decision today?" Sal eur asked
cynically.
"They' |l have to," Pohl mann sai d.

"They can't keep this arny together for nuch longer. W're running out
of forage! W're stripping the country bare." The soldiers were stil
receiving just enough to eat, and the caval rynen nade certain their
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horses were fed, but the canp followers were near starvation and in a
few days the suffering of the wonen and children would cause the arny's
norale to plummet. Only that norning Pohl mann had seen a wonan saw ng
at what he had assunmed was brown bread, then realized that no Indian
woul d bake a European |l oaf and that the great lunp was actually a piece
of el ephant dung and that the woman was crunbling it apart in search of
undi gested grains. They nust fight now.

"So if we fight," Sal eur asked, 'how will you wi n?"

Pohl mann smnil ed.

"I think we can give young Wl lesley a problemor two," he said

cheerfully.

"We' Il put the Rajah's nmen behind some strong walls where they can't do
any damage, and we three will |ine our guns wheel to wheel, hammer them
hard for their whole approach, then finish themoff with sone snart
volleys. After that we'll let the cavalry | oose on their remants."

"But when?" Dupont asked.

"Soon," Pohl mann said, 'soon. Has to be soon. Buggers are eating dung
for breakfast these days." There was a sudden silence in the tent and
Pohl mann realized a question had been addressed to him Surjee Rao, a
sinister man whose reputation for cruelty was as w despread as it was
deserved, raised an eyebrow to the Hanoveri an

"The rain, Your Serene Excellency," Pohl mann explained, 'the rain
deafened ne so | could not hear your question."

"What ny Lord wishes to know," the mnister said, 'is whether we can
destroy the British?"

"Ch, utterly,” Pohlmann said as though it was risible to even ask the
questi on.

"They fight hard," Beny Singh pointed out.

"And they die |like other nen when fought hard in return,” Pohl mann said
di sm ssivel y.

Scindi a | eaned forward and whi spered in Surjee Rao's ear

"What the Lord of our |land and the conqueror of our eneny's |ands
wi shes to know," the ninister said, 'is how you will beat the
British?"

"In the way that H s Royal Hi ghness suggested, Excellency, when he gave
me his wi se advice yesterday," Pohl mann 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 Pohl nann, but if he was to sway this
durbar then he knew he nmust let themthink that he was sinply repeating
Sci ndi a' s suggesti ons.

"Tell us, please," Surjee Rao, who knew full well that his nmaster had
no i deas 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 snall armies will know that we are
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here at Borkardan and, because they are fools eager for death, they
will both be marching towards us. Both arnmies lie to our south, but
they are separated by sone niles. They nevertheless hope to join
together, then attack us, but yesterday, in his unparalleled wi sdom

H s Royal Hi ghness suggested that if we nove eastwards we shall draw
the eneny's eastern nost colum towards us and so nake them march away
fromtheir allies. W can then fight the two armes in turn, defeat
themin turn, and then let our dogs chew the flesh fromtheir

carcasses. And when the last eneny is dead, Excellency, | shall bring
their General to our ruler's tents in chains and send their wonen to be
his slaves." Mre to the point, Pohlnmann thought, he would capture

Wel | esley's food supplies, but he dared not say that in case Scindia
took the words as a criticism But Pohl mann's bravado was rewarded by
a scatter of applause that was unfortunately spoiled as a whol e section
of the tent roof collapsed to let in a deluge of rain.

If the British are dooned," Surjee Rao asked when the commotion had
subsi ded, 'why do they advance on us?"

It was a good question, and one that had worried Pohl mann slightly,
t hough he believed he had found an answer.

"Because, Excellency," he said, 'they have the confidence of fools.
Because they believe that their conbined armes will prove sufficient.
Because they do not truly understand that our army has been trained to
the sane level as their own, and because their General is young and

i nexperi enced and too eager for a reputation.”

"And you believe, Colonel, that we can keep their two arnies apart?"
If we march tonorrow, yes."

"How big is the British CGeneral's arny?"

Pohl mann sni |l ed.

"Wl | esl ey has five thousand infantrymen, Excellency, and six thousand
cavalry. W could |lose as many nen as that and not even notice they
were gone! He has el even thousand nmen, but the only ones he relies on
are his five thousand infantry. Five thousand nen! Five thousand!" He
paused, making sure that everyone in the tent had heard the figure.

"And we have eighty thousand nmen. Five against eighty!"

"He has guns,"” the mnister observed sourly.
"W 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."

Sci ndi a whi spered to Surjee Rao who then denanded that the other
European officers give their advice, but all had been forewarned by
Pohl mann to sing his tune. March east, they said, draw one British
arnmy into battle, then turn on the other. The ninister thanked the
foreign officers for their advice, then pointedly turned back to the
brahnmns for their comments. Some advi sed that enissaries should be
sent to Hol kar, beggi ng his help, but Pohl mann's confi dence had worked
its magi c and anot her man indignantly denmanded to know why Hol kar
shoul d be offered a share in the glory of victory. The tide of the
durbar was turning in Pohlnmann's favour, and he said nothing nore, but
nor did he need to.
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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 | eave between rows of brahm ns who bowed as their
rul er passed. He paused in the huge tent's doorway while his servants
brought the pal anquin that would preserve himfromthe rain.

Only when the pal anquin was ready did he turn and speak |oudly enough
for all the durbar to hear.

"W narch east tonorrow," he said, 'then we shall ponder another
decision. Colonel Pohlmann will nake the arrangenents.”" He stood for
a second, | ooking up at the rain, then ducked under the palanquin's
canopy.

"Prai se God," Pohlmann said, for he reckoned that the decision to narch
eastwards was sufficient to bring on battle. The eneny was closing al
the tine, and so long as the Mahrattas did not run northwards, the two
sides nust eventually neet. And if Scindia' s nen went eastwards then
they would neet on Pohlmann's terns. He rammed on his cocked hat and
stalked fromthe tent, followed by all the European officers.

"We' Il march east along the Kaitna!" he said excitedly.

"That's where we'll march tonorrow, and the river bank will be our
killing ground."” He whooped |Iike an excited child.

"One short march, gentlenen, and we shall be close to Wllesley's nen,

and in two or three days we'll fight whether our |ords and nasters want
it or not."
The arny marched early next norning. It covered the earth like a dark

swarmthat flowed beneath the clearing clouds al ongside the nuddy River
Kai t na which slowy deepened and wi dened as the arny followed it
eastwards. Pohl mann gave them a very short nmarch, a nere six mles, so
that the | eading horsenen had reached Pohl mann's chosen canpsite |ong
before dawn and by nightfall the slowest of the Mahratta infantry had
reached a snmall, nud-walled village that lay just two mles 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 nake | oopholes in the thick nud walls of the
out er nost houses.

The village lay on the southern bank of the River Juah, a tributary of
the Kaitna, and south of the village stretched two mles of open

farm and that ended at the steep bank of the River Kaitna. Pohl nann

pl aced his best infantry, his three conpoos 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, nust conme to the Kaitna and
he would find his path blocked by a river, by a fearsone |ine of heavy
guns, by an array of infantry and, behind them like a fortress, a
village cranmed with the Rajah of Berar's troops. The trap was |aid.

In the fields of a village called Assaye.

The two British armes were close to each other now, close enough for

CGeneral Wellesley to ride across country to see Col onel Stevenson, the

commander of the second arny. The General rode with his aides and an

escort of Indian cavalry, but they saw no eneny on their way westwards
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across a long flat plain greened by the previous day's rain. Colone
St evenson, old enough to be Wellesley's father, was alarned by his
CGeneral's high spirits. He had seen such elation in young officers
before, and seen "it crushed by hunmiliating defeats brought on by
over confi dence.

"Are you sure you're not hurrying too nuch?" he asked.

"We nust hurry, Stevenson, nust." Wllesley unrolled a map onto the
Col onel 's tabl e 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 themnow, they'll slip away."

"If the bastards are that close," Stevenson said, peering at the nap,
"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 arnies advanced were
narrow and, a few niles south of the River Kaitna, those roads followed
passes through a snmall but steep range of hills. Every wheeled vehicle
in both arnies would have to be fed through those defiles in the hills,
and if the two small arm es conbi ned the cunbersone busi ness of

negoti ating the pass would take a whole day, a day in which the
Mahrattas m ght escape northwards.

Instead the two arm es woul d advance separately and neet at
Bor kar dan.
"Tormorrow night," Wellesley ordered, 'y u canp here' he nade a cross on
the map at a village called Hussai nabad - 'and we'll be here." The
pencil nmade another cross at a village called Naul niah which lay four
mles south of the River Kaitna. The villages were ten miles apart,
and both about the sanme di stance south of Borkardan.

"On the twenty-fourth,"” Wllesley said, 'we nmarch and join here." He
dashed a circle about the village of Borkardan

"There!" he added, jabbing the pencil down and breaking its point.

St evenson hesitated. He was a good soldier with a | ong experience of
I ndia, but he was cautious by nature and it seened to himthat
Wl | esl ey was bei ng headstrong and foolish. The Mahratta arny was
vast, the British armes small, yet Wellesley was rushing into battle.
There was a dangerous excitenent in the usually cool -headed Wl | esl ey,
and Stevenson now tried to rein it in.

"We could nmeet at Naul niah," he suggested, thinking it better if the
arm es conbi ned the day before the battle rather than attenpt to nake
their junction under fire.

"W have no tine," Wellesley declared, '"no tine!" He swept aside the
wei ghts hol ding 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
strikel!™ He tossed the map to his aide, Canpbell, then ducked out of
the tent into the day's late sunlight and there found hinself staring
at Col onel MCandl ess who was nounted on a snall, bony horse.
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"You!"

Wl |l esley said with surprise.

"I thought you were wounded, MCandl ess?"

"I am sir, but it's healing." The Scotsnan patted his left thigh
"So what are you doi ng here?"

"Seeki ng you, sir," MCandl ess answered, though in truth he had cone to
Stevenson's arny by nistake. One of Sevajee's nen, scouting the area,
had seen the redcoats and McCandl ess had thought it nust be Wellesley's
nen.

"And what on earth are you riding?" Wllesley asked, pulling hinself
onto Dioned's back

"Looks like a gypsy nag, McCandless. 1've seen ponies that are
bi gger. "

McCandl ess patted the captured Mahratta horse.

"She's the best | can do, sir. | lost ny own gelding."

"For four hundred guineas you can have ny spare. Gve ne a note
McCandl ess, and he's all yours. Aeolus, he's called, a six-year-old
gel ding out of County Meath. Good |ungs, got a capped hock, but it
don't stop him I'll see you in two days, Colonel," Wllesley now
addressed Stevenson.

"Two days! We'll test our Mahrattas, eh? See if their vaunted
infantry can stand some poundi ng. Good day, Stevenson

Are you com ng, MCandl ess?"
"I am sir, I am"
Sharpe fell in beside Daniel Fletcher, the General's orderly.

"I've never seen the Ceneral so happy," Sharpe said to Fletcher

"Got the bit between his teeth," Fletcher said.

"He reckons we're going to surprise the eneny."

"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 nood."

"Then God help the rest of us," Sharpe said.

The General talked with McCandl ess on his way back, but nothing the
Scot sman said di mni shed Wl | esl ey' s eagerness, even though MCandl ess
war ned himof the effectiveness of the Mahratta artillery and the

efficiency of the infantry.

"W knew all that when we declared war," Wellesley said testily, 'and
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if it didn't deter us then, why should it now?"
"Don't underestimate them sir," MCandless said grinmy
"I rather hope they'll underestimate ne!" Wl |l esley said.

"You want that gelding of mnine?"

"I don't have the noney, sir.

"Ch cone, McCandless! You on a Conpany colonel's salary! You nust
have a fortune stacked away!"

"I've sone savings, sir, for ny retirenent, 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 himfor four hundred. You can't go
into battle on that thing." He gestured at the Mahratta horse.

"I''ll think onit, sir, I'lIl think onit," MCandl ess said gloomly. 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
woul d have to buy a decent horse, though the prospect of spending such
a vast sumgrieved him

"You'll take supper with ne tonight, MCandl ess?" Well esley asked.

"W have a fine leg of nmutton. A rare leg!"

"I eschew neat, sir," the Scotsman answered.

"You eschew neat? And chew vegetabl es?" The General decided this was
a splendid joke and frightened his horse by uttering a fierce neigh of
a | augh.

"That's droll! Very. You eschew neat to chew veget abl es.
Never m nd, MCandl ess, we shall find you sone chewabl e shrubs."

McCandl ess chewed his vegetables that night, and afterwards, excusing
hinself, went to the tent that Wellesley had lent to him He was
tired, his |l eg 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

| ater he was woken by the thunp of hooves, the sound of suppressed
voi ces, a giggle, and the brush of soneone half falling against the
tent.

"Who is it?" MCandl ess demanded angrily.
"Col onel ?" Sharpe's voi ce answered.
"Me, sir. Sorry, sir. Lost ny footing, sir."

"I was sleeping, nan."

"Didn't nean to wake you, sir, sorry, sir. Stand still, you bugger
Not you, sir, sorry, sir."

McCandl ess, dressed in shirt and breeches, snatched the tent flap
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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 qui ck, nervous energy.

"He's six years old, sir," Sharpe said. Daniel Fletcher was trying to
hanmer in the picket and doing a very bad job because of the drink
i nside him

"He's got a capped hock, sir, whatever that is, but nothing that'l
stop him Cones fromlreland, he does. Al that green grass, sir,
makes a good horse. Aeolus, he's called."

"Aeol us," MCandl ess said, 'the god of the wind."

"Is he one of those Indian idols, sir? Al arns and snake heads?"

"No, Sharpe, Aeolus is Geek." MCandless took the reins from Sharpe
and stroked the gel ding' s nose.

"I's Wellesley lending himto ne?"

"Ch no, sir." Sharpe had taken the nmallet fromthe hal f-drunk
Fl et cher and now banged the picket firmy into the soil

"He's yours, sir, all yours."

"But.. ." MCandless said, then stopped, not understanding the
situation at all.

"He's paid for, sir," Sharpe said.

"Paid for by whonP?" MCandl ess denmanded sternly.

"Just paid for, sir."

"You're blithering, Sharpe!"

"Sorry, sir."

"Expl ain yourself!" the Col onel denanded.

CGeneral Wellesley had said nuch the sane thing when, just forty mnutes
before, an aide had told himthat Sergeant Sharpe was begging to see
himand 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 nood disguised by his
usual col dness

"I't's Colonel MCandless, sir," Sharpe said woodenly.

"He's decided to buy your horse, sir, and he sent nme with the noney."
He stepped forward and tipped a bag of gold onto the General's nmap
table. The gold was Indian, fromevery state and princedom but it was
real gold and it lay shining like butter in the candle flanes.

Wl | esl ey gazed in astoni shnent at the treasure.
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"He said he didn't have the noney!"

"He's a Scotsnman, sir, the Colonel," Sharpe had said, as though that
expl ai ned everything, 'and he's sorry it ain't real noney, sir.

Gui neas.

But it's the full price, sir. Four hundred."

"Three hundred and eighty," Wellesley said.

"Tell the Colonel I'll return sone to him But a note would have done
just as well! |'msupposed to carry gold on ne?"

"Sorry, sir," Sharpe had said |anely, but he could never have provided
a note for the General, so instead he had sought out one of the

bhi nj ani es who followed the arny, and that nmerchant had exchanged
eneralds 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.

"Isit all right, sir?"

he had asked Vel | esl ey anxi ously.

"Extraordinary way to do business," Wllesley had said, but he had
nodded hi s agreenent.

"A fair sale, Sergeant," he said, and he had al nost held out his hand
to shake Sharpe's as a man al ways shook hands on the sal e of a horse,
then he renenbered 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 renenbered Sergeant Hakeswill. Not that it
was any of his business, so perhaps it had been sensible not to nmention
the Sergeant's presence to Shar pe.

McCandl ess now adnired the gel di ng.

"Who paid for it?"

"Good- | ooki ng horse, ain't he, sir?" Sharpe said.

"Good as your other, |I'd say."

"Sharpe! You're blithering again. Wo paid for it?"

Shar pe hesitated, but knew he was not going to be spared the
i nterrogation.

"I'n a manner of speaking, sir," he said, 'the Tippoo did."
"The Ti ppoo? Are you nad?"
Shar pe bl ushed.

"The fellow that killed the Tippoo, sir, he took sone jewels off
him"
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"A king's ransom | should imagi ne," MCandl ess snort ed.

"So | persuaded the fellow to buy the horse, sir. As a gift for you
sir."

McCandl ess stared at Shar pe.

"It was you."

"It was me who did what, sir?"

"You killed the Tippoo." It was al nbst an accusation

"Me, sir?" Sharpe asked innocently.

"No, sir."

McCandl ess stared at the gel ding.

"I can't possibly accept, Sergeant."

"He's no good to ne, sir. A sergeant can't own a horse. Not a proper
horse fromlreland, sir. And if |I hadn't been day-dream ng in

Pohl mann's canp, sir, | night have stopped those thieves, so it's only

fair that you should let ne get you another."

"You can't do this, Sharpe!" MCandl ess protested, enbarrassed by the
generosity of the gift.

"Besides, in a day or two | hope to get ny own horse back along with
M ster Dodd."

Shar pe had not thought of that, and for a second he cursed hinself for
throwi ng away his noney. Then he shrugged.

"I't's done anyway, sir. General's got the noney and you' ve got the
horse. Besides, sir, you've always been fair to ne, so | wanted to do
sonet hing for you."

"It's intolerable!"™ MCandl ess protested.
"Uncalled for. | shall have to repay you."

"Four hundred gui neas?" Sharpe asked.

"That's the price of an ensign's conm ssion, sir."

"So?" McCandl ess stared fiercely at Sharpe.

"So we're going into battle, sir. You on that horse, and ne on a
Mahratta pony. 1It's a chance, sir, a chance, but if | do well, sir,
real well, I'Il need you to talk to the General." Sharpe blushed as he
spoke, amazed at his own tenerity.

"That's how you repay ne, sir, but that's not why | bought him | just
want ed you to have a proper horse, sir. Colonel |like you shouldn't be
sitting on a scabby native pony, sir."

McCandl ess, appalled at Sharpe's anbition, did not know what to say.
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He stroked the gelding, felt tears in his eyes and could not tel
whet her they were for Sharpe's inpossible dreans or because he had been
so touched by the Sergeant's gift.

"I'f you do well, Sharpe," he promised, "I'lIl talk to Col onel 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 enotion

had driven himto pronmise far too nuch.

"How did the Tippoo die?" he asked after a while.

"And don't lie to ne, Sharpe, it nust have been you who killed him™"
"Like a man, sir. Bravely. Facing front, he was. Never gave up."

"He was a good soldier," MCandl ess said, reflecting that the Ti ppoo
had been beaten by a better one.

"I trust you've still got sone of his jewels?"

"Jewel s, sir?" Sharpe asked.

"I don't know about jewels, sir.

"OfF course not," MCandless said. |If the Conpany ever heard that
Sharpe was carrying the Tippoo's gens their prize agents woul d descend
on the Sergeant like |ocusts.

"Thank you, Sharpe," MCandl ess said ful sonely, 'thank you very nuch.
shal | repay you, of course, but you've touched ne.

"Pon ny soul, you have touched ne." He insisted upon shaking Sharpe's
hand, then watched the Sergeant wal k away with the General's orderly.

So much sin there, MCandl ess thought, and so nuch goodness. But why
had Pohknann ever put the idea of a comrission into Sharpe's head? It
was an i npossible dream dooned to di sappoi ntnent.

Anot her man al so wat ched Sharpe wal k away. It was Private Lowy, of
the King's 33rd, who now hurried back to the baggage canp. Tt was him
Sergeant," he told Hakeswill.

"You sure?"
"Large as life."

"God bl ess you, Lowy, God bless you." And God, Hakeswi |l thought, had
certainly blessed him He had feared that he woul d have to endure a
battle, but now Sharpe had come and Hakeswi || coul d produce his

preci ous warrant and be on his way south. Let the arny fight its
battle, and let it win or |ose, Hakeswill did not care, for Sergeant
Hakeswi | | had what he wanted and he would be rich

CHAPTER 8

CGeneral Wellesley was |ike a ganbler who had enptied his purse onto the

table and now had to wait for the cards to fall. There was still tine

to scoop the noney back and wal k away fromthe gane, but if he ever

felt that tenptation, he did not betray it to his aides, nor to any of

the arny's senior officers. The colonels in his arnmy were all ol der

than Well esl ey, sonme nuch older, and Wellesl ey courteously sought their
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advi ce, though he largely ignored it. Ovrock, a Conpany col onel and
commander of the 78th Madras Infantry, recomended an extravagant
outflanking nmarch to the east, though so far as Wl lesley could
determne the only anbition of such a nanoeuvre was to renove the arny
as far as possible fromthe eneny horde. The General was forced to pay
nore attention to his two WIllians, Wallace and Harness, the commandi ng
officers of his two Scottish battalions who were also his brigade

| eaders.

"If we join Stevenson, sir, we nmight manage the business,"” Wall ace
opi ned, his tone naking it clear that, even conbined, the two British
arm es woul d be dangerously out nunber ed.

"I've no doubt Harness will agree with ne, sir," Willace added, though
W1 1liam Harness, the commander of the 778th, seened surprised to have
hi s opi ni on sought.

"Your business how you fight them Wllesley," he grow ed.

"Point nmy men and | warrant they'll fight. The bastards had better
fight. 1'Il flog the scumwitless if they don't."

Wl |l esley forbore to point out that if the 778th refused to fight then
there would be no one left to flog, for there would be no arny. Harness
woul d not have |istened anyway, for he had taken the opportunity to

| ecture the General on the aneliorative effects of a flogging.

"My first colonel liked to see one well-scourged back a week,
Vel | esl ey,"” he said.

"He reckoned it kept the nen to their duty. He once flogged a
sergeant's wife, | recall. He wanted to know if a wonman could take the
pain, you see, and she couldn't. The lass was fair wiggling." Harness
si ghed, recalling happi er days.

"D you dream Well esley?"

"Dream Harness?"

"When you sl eep.”

"At tines."

"Aflogging will stop it. Nothing to bring on a good night's sleep
like a well-whipped back." Harness, a tall black-browed nan who seened
to wear a constant expression of w de-eyed di sapproval, shook his head

sadl y.

"A dream ess sleep, that's what | dream of! Loosens the bowels too,
y' know?"

"Sl eep?”
"A flogging!" Harness snapped angrily.
"Stinulates the blood, y'see?"

Vel | esl ey disliked naking enquiries about senior officers, but he took
care to ride alongside his new aide, Colin Canpbell
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"Was there nmuch flogging in the ySth?" he asked the aide who, unti
t he siege of Ahnednuggur, had served under Harness.

"There's been nuch recent talk of it, sir, but not in practice.
"Your Col onel seens nuch enanoured of the practice."
"Hi s enthusiasns cone and go," Canpbell said blandly.

"But until a few weeks ago, sir, he was not a nan for enthusiasnms. Now,
suddenly, he is. He encouraged us to eat snakes in July, though he
didn't insist onit.

| gather he tried sonme cobra seethed in mlk, but it didn't agree with
him"

"Ah!" the General said, understanding the carefully phrased nessage.
So Harness was going out of his wits? Wellesley chided hinmself for not
guessing as nuch fromthe Colonel's fixed gl are.

"The battalion has a doctor?"
"You can take a horse to water, sir," Canpbell said carefully.

"I ndeed, indeed." Not that the General could do anything about

Har ness's incipi ent madness now, nor had the Col onel done anything that
deserved disnmissal. Indeed, mad or not, he led a fine battalion and
Vel | esl ey woul d need the Scotsnen when he cane to Borkardan

He t hought constantly of Borkardan, though what that place was other
than a mark on the nap, he did not know. He sinply inagined the
village as swirls of dust and bell owi ng noise, a place of gall oping
horses where big guns would flatten the air with their hot thunps and
the sky would be ripped apart with shrieking netal and nurderous
volleys. It would be Wellesley's first field battle. He had fought
skirm shes enough, and led a cavalry charge that rode a bandit arny
into bl oody oblivion, but he had never conmanded guns and horse and
infantry together, and he had never tried to inpose his own will on an
eneny general. He did not doubt his ability, nor did he doubt that he
woul d stay cal m ani dst the dust and snoke and flane and bl ood, but he
did fear that some unlucky shot would kill or maimhimand the arny
woul d then be in the hands of a man wi thout a vision of victory.

St evenson or Wl lace woul d be conpetent enough, though Wl esley
privately thought them both too cautious, but God help an arny guided
by Harness's ent husi asns.

The ot her col onels, all Conpany nen, echoed Wall ace's advice to nake
sure of the junction with Stevenson before battle was joined, and
Vel | esl ey recogni zed the wi sdom of that opinion, even while he refused
to deflect his army to join Stevenson before they both reached

Bor kar - dan.

There was no tine for such a nicety, so instead whichever arny first
canme to the eneny nust engage himfirst, and the other nust join the
battle, to which end Wellesley knew he nust keep his left flank open
for that was where Stevenson's nen would join his own. The Cenera
reckoned he nust 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
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Bor kardan except attack, attack and attack again. He reasoned that
when a snall arny faced a great horde then the snall arny had better
keep noving and so destroy the eneny piece by piece, but if the snal
army stayed still then it risked being surrounded and pul verized into
surrender.

Bor kardan on the twenty-fourth day of Septenber, that was the goal, and
Wl | esl ey marched his nmen hard. The cavalry vanguard and the infantry
pi cquets of the day were roused at mdni ght and, an hour later, just as
the rest of the arny was being stirred into sullen wakeful ness, those
men woul d start the northwards nmarch. By two o' clock the whole arny
was noving. Dogs barked as the cavalry vanguard clattered through the
vill ages, and after the horsenen canme heavy guns haul ed by oxen

mar chi ng Hi ghl anders and | ong ranks of sepoys under their |eather-cased
colours. Ten miles to the west Stevenson's arny narched parallel to
Wellesley's, but ten mles was a half-day's march and if either force
was confronted by the eneny then the other could do nothing to help.

Everything hinged on their neeting at Borkardan.

Most of the nmen had little idea of what waited for them They sensed

t he sudden urgency and guessed it presaged battle, but though the
runours spoke of the eneny as a nunberl ess horde, they marched
confidently. They grunbled, of course, for all soldiers grunble. They
conpl ai ned about being hungry, they swore at being nade to tranp
through the cavalry's manure, and they cursed the oppressive heat that
seened scarcely alleviated by narching at night. Each march finished
by mi dday when the nen would rig their tents and spraw in the shade
whil e the picquets set guards, the cavalry watered horses and the

conmi ssary butchered bull ocks to provide ration neat.

The cavalry were the busiest nen. Their job was to ride ahead and to
the flanks of the arny to drive any eneny scouts far away so that

Sci ndi a woul d not know that the two red-coated arnies marched to trap
him but each norning, as the eastern horizon turned grey, then flushed
with pink, then glowed gold and red before finally exploding into
light, the patrols searched in vain for any enemes. The Mahratta
horse seened to be staying hone, and sone of the cavalry officers
feared that their eneny m ght have slipped away agai n.

As they were nearing Naul niah which would be Wellesley's last resting
pl ace before he marched through the night to Borkardan, the Genera
called his patrols closer to the arny, ordering themto ride just a

mle or two in front of his colum. |f the eneny was asl eep, he
explained to his aides, then it was best to do nothing to wake him It
was Sunday, and if the eneny was still engaged in its durbar, then the

next day would bring battle. One day to |let fears harass hope, though
Wl | esl ey' s ai des seened carel ess enough as they narched the | ast few
mles to Naul niah. Mjor John Bl acki ston, an engi neer on Wllesley's
staff, was needling Captain Canpbell by saying that the Scots had no
harvest to speak of.

"Cats alone, isn't that it, Captain?"

"You' ve not seen barley, Mijor, till you' ve been to Scotland," Canpbel
decl ar ed.

"You could hide a reginent in a field of Scottish barley."

"Can't think why you'd want to do such a thing, but doubtless you have
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your reasons. But as | understand it, Canpbell, 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 nell feast?"
"Kirn?"

"Harvest-honme, you call it, when you scavenge those few weeds in
Engl and, then beg us generous Scots to send you food. Wich we do,
being Christian folk who take pity on those less fortunate than

our sel ves

And tal king of the less fortunate, Major, here's the sick list."
Canpbel I handed Bl acki ston a piece of paper on which was tallied the
nunber of nen from each regi nent who were too sick to march. Those nen
were now being carried on the ox carts of the baggage train and,
routinely, those who were unlikely to recover quickly were sent

sout hwards on returning convoys, but Bl ackiston knew the General would
not want to detach any cavalry to protect a convoy just before a
battl e.

"Tell Sears the sick can all wait in Naulniah," Bl ackiston ordered,
"and warn Captain Mackay to have at | east a score of enpty wagons
ready. "

He did not specify why Mackay shoul d prepare enpty wagons, but nor did
he need to do so. The wagons would carry the nen wounded in battle,
and Bl acki ston fervently prayed that no nore than a score of ox carts
woul d be needed.

Captai n Mackay had anticipated the need for enpty wagons and had

al ready put chal k marks on those whose burdens were |ight and could be
transferred to other carts. Once at Naul niah he woul d have the cargoes
rearranged, and he sought out Sergeant Hakeswill to supervise the

busi ness, but (badi ah Hakeswi || had ot her plans.

"My crinmnal's back with the arny, sir.
"And you haven't arrested himalready?" Mackay asked in surprise.

"Can't march a man in irons, sir, not at this pace. But if you're
establishing a canp, sir, at Naulniah, sir, | can hold ny prisoner
under guard like ny duties say | should."

"So | shall be I osing your services, Sergeant?"

"It ain't what | want, sir," Hakeswill lied, 'but | has ny
responsibilities, sir, and if we're | eaving baggage at Naul niah, sir,
then | shall have to stay there with ny prisoner. Colonel Gore's
orders, sir. |Is that Naul niah up ahead, sir?"

"It seens to be," Mackay said, for the distant village was busy with
men |aying out the lines for the reginents' tents.

"Then, if you'll forgive, sir, | have to be about ny duties.”

Hakeswi | | had deliberately waited for this nonent, reckoning that it

woul d be far too great a bother to keep marchi ng northwards wi th Sharpe

under escort. It would be better to wait until the arny had

est abl i shed t he baggage canp where Hakeswi |l could keep Sharpe while
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the battle was fought, and if one nore redcoat died that day, who woul d
mss hin? So now, freed from Mackay's baggage guard, the Sergeant
hurried his six nmen up the colum to find Col onel MCandl ess.

McCandl ess's |l eg was still throbbing, and the fever had | eft hi mweak,
but his spirits had recovered, because riding Aeolus had convinced him
that no finer horse had ever stepped on earth. The gel ding was

tirel ess, MCandl ess decl ared, and better school ed than any horse he
had ever ridden. Sevajee was anused by the Col onel's enthusiasm

"You sound |like a man with a new wonman, MCandl ess."

"If you say so, Sevajee, if you say so," MCandless said, not rising to
the Indian's bait.

"But isn't he a beauty?"
"Magni ficent."
"County Meath," the Col onel said.

"They breed good hunters in County Meath. They have bi g hedges! Like
junping a haystack."

"County Meath is in Ireland?" Sevajee asked.

"It is, it is.
"Anot her country beneath Britain's heel ?"

"For a man beneath ny heel, Sevajee," the Colonel said, 'you look in
remarkably fine fettle. Can we talk about tonorrow? Sharpe! | want
you to listen."

Sharpe urged his small Mahratta horse al ongsi de the Colonel's big

gel ding. Like Wllesley, Colonel MCandl ess was planni ng what he woul d
do at Borkardan and, though the Colonel's task was nuch snaller than
the General's, it was no less inportant to him

"Let us assune, gentlenen, that we shall win this battle at Borkardan
tonorrow,"” he said, and waited for the invariable riposte from Sevaj ee,
but the tall Indian said nothing.

"Qur task, then," the Colonel went on, 'is to hunt Dodd anong the
fugitives. Hunt himand capture him"

If he still lives," Sevajee renarked.

"Which | pray God he does. He nust face British justice before he goes
to God's condemmation. So when the battle is joined, gentlenen, 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 | know they're the only
reginment 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 griny

"But by God's grace, Sevajee, we shall find this man even if we have to
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hunt himinto the deserts of Persia. Britain has nore than a heavy
heel, Sevajee, it has a long arm"

"Long arns are easily cut off," Sevajee said.

Shar pe had stopped listening. He had heard a commotion behind as a
group of arny wives were thrust off the road and had turned to see who
had barged the wonen aside and, at first, all he had seen was a group
of redcoats. Then he had recogni zed the red facings on the jackets and
he had wondered what on earth nmen of the 33rd were doing here, and then
he had recogni zed Sergeant Hakesw ||

badi ah Hakeswill! O all people, Hakeswill! Sharpe stared in horror
at his long-tine eneny and Obadi ah Hakeswi || caught his eye and grinned
mal i ci ously and Sharpe knew that his appearance boded no good.

Hakeswi | | broke into a lunbering run so that his haversack, pouches,
bayonet and nusket thunped agai nst his body.

"Sir!" he called up to Col onel MCandl ess.
"Col onel McCandl ess, sir!"

McCandl ess turned and frowned at the interruption, then, |ike Sharpe,
he stared at the Sergeant as though he did not believe his eyes.

McCandl ess knew Hakeswi ||, for Hakeswi ||l had been inprisoned in the
Ti ppoo Sultan's dungeons at the sane tine as Sharpe and the Col onel
and what MCandl ess knew he did not |like. The Scotsman scow ed.

"Sergeant Hakeswill? You're far from hone."

"As are we all, sir, doing our duties to King and country in an eat hen
land, sir." Hakeswill slowed to a march, keeping pace with the
Scot sman' s horse

"I"'mordered to see you, sir, by the General hinself, sir. By Sir
Arthur Wellesley, sir, God bless him sir."

"I know who the General is, Sergeant," MCandl ess said coldly.

"dad to hear it, sir. Got a paper for you, sir. Urgent paper, sir,
what needs your urgent attention, sir." Hakeswill gave a venonous
gl ance at Sharpe, then held the warrant up to MCandl ess.

"This paper, sir, what |'ve been carrying in ny pouch, sir, on Col one
Gore's orders, sir."

McCandl ess unfol ded the warrant. Sevajee had hurried ahead, going to
find sonewhere to billet his nen in the village and, while MCandl ess
read the orders for Sharpe's arrest, Hakeswill fell back so that he was
wal ki ng besi de Shar pe.

"We' Il have you off that horse in a quick mnute, Sharpie," he said.
"Go and boil your head, Cbadiah."
"You al ways did have ideas above your station, Sharpie. Wn't do!

Not in this army. W ain't the Frogs. W don't wear pretty long red
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boots like yours, we don't, 'cos we don't have airs and graces, not in
this arnmy. Says so in the scriptures.”

Sharpe tugged on his rein so that his snmall horse swerved into
Hakeswi | | 's path. The Sergeant ski pped asi de.

"Under arrest, you are, Sharpie!" Hakeswill crowed.

"Under arrest! Court-nmartial offence. Be a shooting job, | dare say."
Hakeswi | | grinned, show ng his yellow teeth.

"Bang bang, you're dead. Taken ne a long tinme, Sharpie, but I'm going
to be evens with you. Al over for you, it is. Says so in the
scriptures.”

"It says nothing of the sort, Sergeant!" MCandl ess snapped, turning
in his saddle and glaring at the Sergeant.

"I'"ve had occasion to speak to you before about the scriptures, and if
| hear you cite their authority one nore tine | shall break you
Sergeant Hakeswill, | shall break you!"

"Sir!" Hakeswi Il acknow edged. He doubted that MCandl ess, a Conpany
of ficer, could break anyone in the King's arny, at |east not without a
deal of effort, but he did not let his scepticismshow for Cbadi ah
Hakeswi | | believed in showi ng conpl ete subservience to all officers.
"Never neant to upset you, sir,"
meant, sir."

he said, 'apologize, sir. No offence
McCandl ess read the warrant a third tine. Sonething about the wording
worried him but he could not quite place his concern

"It says here, Sharpe," MCandl ess said, 'that you struck an officer on
August the fifth this year."

"I did what, sir?" Sharpe asked, horrified.

"Assaulted Captain Mdrris. Here." And MCandless thrust the warrant
t owar ds Shar pe.

"Take it, man. Read it."

Shar pe took the paper and while he read Sergeant Hakeswi || enbellished
the charge to Col onel MCandl ess.

"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 wtness?" MCandl ess asked.
"Me and Captain Morris, sir."
"I don't believe a word of it," MCandl ess grow ed.

"Up to a court to decide, sir, begging your pardon. Your job, sir, is
to deliver the prisoner to ny keeping."

"You do not instruct ne in ny duties, Sergeant!" MCandl ess said
angrily.
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"I just knows you will do your duty, sir, like we all does. Except for
some as | could nmention."” Hakeswill sniled at Sharpe.

"Finding the long words difficult, are we, Sharpie?"

McCandl ess reached over and took the warrant back from Sharpe, who had,
i ndeed, been finding sone of the |onger words difficult. The Col one
had expressed his disbelief in the charge, but that was nore out of
loyalty to Sharpe than from any conviction, though there was stil

sonmet hing out of kilter in the warrant.

"I's it true, Sharpe?" MCandl ess now asked.
"No, sir!" Sharpe said indignantly.
"He was always a good liar, sir," Hakeswi |l said hel pfully.

"Lies like a rug, sir, he does. Fanobus for it." The Sergeant was
becom ng breathless as he hurried to keep pace with the Scotsman's
hor se.

"So what do you intend to do with Sergeant Sharpe?" MCandl ess
asked.

"Do, sir? Do ny duty, of course, sir. Escort the prisoner back to
battalion, sir, as is ordered.” Hakeswill gestured at his six nen who
mar ched a few paces behi nd.

"We' Il guard himnice and proper, sir, all the way hone and then have
himstand trial for his filthy crine.”

McCandl ess bit his right thunmb 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 seened to read
it yet another tine. Far off to the east, at least a mle away, there
was a sudden flurry of dust and the sparkle of sword bl ades catching
the sun. Sone eneny horsenen 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 horsenen who pursued them northwards.
McCandl ess gl anced at the distant action.

"So they'|Il know we're here now, nore's the pity. How do you spel
your nane, Sharpe?

Wth or without an "e"?"

"Wth, sir."

"You will correct ne if I'"'mwong," MCandl ess said, 'but it seens to
me that this is not your nane." He handed the warrant back to Sharpe
who saw that the 'e' at the end of his nane had been sneared out.

There was a snudge of black ink there, and beneath it the inpression of
the 'e' made by the steel nib in the paper, but the ink had been

diluted and nearly erased.

Sharpe hid his astonishnment that MCandl ess, a stickler for honesty and
straight-dealing, had resorted to such a subterfuge.
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"Not ny nanme, sir," Sharpe said woodenly.
Hakeswi | | | ooked from Sharpe to MCandl ess, then back to Sharpe and
finally at McCandl ess again.

"Sir!" The word expl oded from him

"You're out of breath, Sergeant," MCandl ess said, taking the warrant
back from Shar pe

"But you will see here that you are expressly ordered to arrest a
sergeant whose nane is Richard Sharp. No "e", Sergeant. This Sergeant
Shar pe uses an "e" on his nanme so he cannot be the nan you want, and
certainly cannot release himto your custody on the authority of this
pi ece of paper. Here." MCandless held the warrant out, letting it
drop a heartbeat before Hakeswill could take it.

The paper fluttered down to the dusty road.
Hakeswi | | snatched the warrant up and peered at the witing.
"Ink's run, sir!" he protested.

"Sir?" He ran after McCandl ess's horse, stunbling on the uneven
road.

"Look, sir! Ink's run, sir.
McCandl ess i gnored the offered warrant.

"It is clear, Sergeant Hakeswill, that the spelling of the nane has
been corrected. In all conscience | cannot act upon that warrant. What
you must do, Sergeant, is send a nessage to Lieutenant Col onel Gore
asking himto clear up the confusion. A new warrant, | think, would be
best, and until such tine as | see such a warrant, legibly witten, |
cannot rel ease Sergeant Sharpe fromhis present duties. Good day,
Hakeswi | | . "

"You can't do this, sir!" Hakeswi ||l protested.
McCandl ess smi | ed.

"You fundanental |y m sunderstand the hierarchy of the arny, Sergeant.
It is |, a colonel, who define your duties, not you, a sergeant, who
define mne.

"I say to a nman, go, and he goeth." It says so in the scriptures. |
bid you good day." And with that the Scotsman touched his spurs to the
gel ding's flanks.

Hakeswi | |'s face twitched as he turned on Shar pe.

"I'"ll have you, Sharpie, | will have you. | ain't forgotten
not hi ng. "

"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 nonent, free.
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Si nrone Joubert placed the eight dianonds on the wi ndow | edge of the
tiny house where the wives of Scindia' s European officers had been
quartered. She was alone for the nonent, for the other wonen had gone
to visit the three conpoos that were stationed on the Kaitna's northern
bank, but Sinone had not wanted their conpany and so she had pl eaded a
turbul ent stomach, though she supposed she ought to visit Pierre before
the battle, if indeed there was to be a fight. Not that Sinone 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 di anonds again, thinking about the man who
had given themto her. Pierre would be angry if he | earned she was
conceal i ng such wealth, but once his anger had passed he would sell the
stones and send the noney back to his rapacious famly in France.

"Madanme Joubert!" A voice hailed her from outside the wi ndow and
Sinmone guiltily swept the dianonds into her small purse, though
because she was on an upper floor, no one could see the gens. She
peered down fromthe wi ndow and saw a cheerful Col onel Pohl mann in
shirtsl eeves and braces standing anong the straw in the courtyard of
t he nei ghbouri ng house.

"Col onel ," she responded dutifully.

"I am hiding ny el ephants,” the Colonel said, gesturing at the three
beasts which were being led into the courtyard. The tallest carried
Pohl mann' s howdah, while the other two were burdened with the wooden
chests in which the Col onel was reputed to keep his gold.

"Mght | |eave you to guard nmy nenagerie?" the Col onel asked.
"From what ?" Si none asked.

"Fromthieves," the Col onel said happily.

"Not the British?"

"They will never reach this far, Madane," Pohl mann said, 'except as
prisoners.” And Sinone 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 nindl essly inpeded
the spread of French enlightennment, but perhaps, she thought, she |iked
pirates.

"I will guard your el ephants, Colonel," she called down.
"And have sone dinner with ne?" Pohl mann asked.

"1 have sone cold chicken and warm wi ne. "
"I have promised to join Pierre," Sinone said, dreading the two-nmile
ride across the drab fields to where Dodd' s Cobras waited beside the
Kai t na

"Then | shall escort you to his side, Madane," Pohl mann said

courteously. Once the battle was over he reckoned he m ght nount an

assault on Madanme Joubert's virtue. It would be an anusing diversion

but not, he thought, an especially difficult canpaign. Unhappy wonen

yi el ded to patience and synpathy, and there would be plenty of tine for

both once Wl lesley and Stevenson had been destroyed. And there would
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be a pleasure, too, in beating Major Dodd to the prize of Sinobne's
virtue.

Pohl mann detail ed twenty of his bodyguard to guard the three el ephants.
He never rode one of the beasts in battle, for an el ephant becane the
target of every eneny gunner, but he | ooked forward to nounting the
howdah for a great victory parade after the canpaign. And victory
woul d | eave Pohl mann rich, rich enough to start building his great
mar bl e pal ace in which he planned to hang the captured banners of his
eneny. Fromsergeant to princeling in ten years, and the key to that
princedomwas 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 gol den panels fromthe howdah and
add themto the boxes of treasure.

"If the worst shoul d happen,” he told the sub adar 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 horsenen returning froma foray south of the
Kaitna. For three days Pohl mann had kept his cavalry on a tight rein,
not wanting to alarmWllesley as the British General narched north
towards the trap, but that norning he had rel eased a few patrols

sout hwards and one of those now returned with the wel come news that the
eneny was only four niles south of the Kaitna. Pohlmann already knew
that the second British arny, that of Colonel Stevenson, was still ten
mles off to the west, and that nmeant that the British had bl undered.

Well esley, in his eagerness to reach Borkardan, had brought his nen to
the waiting arns of the whole Mahratta arny.

The Col onel thought about waiting for Madane Joubert, then decided he
could not afford the time and so he nounted 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 Sal eur, then rode to prepare his own troops. He spoke with
his officers, finishing with Major WIIliam Dodd.

"I hear the British are making canp in Naul niah,” Pohl nann said, 'so
what we should do is narch south and hanmer him It's one thing to
have Wel |l esley so close, but it's quite another to bring himto
battle."

"So why don't we nmarch?" Dodd asked.

"Because Scindia won't have it, that's why. Scindia insists we fight
on the defensive. He's nervous." Dodd spat, but nmade no ot her coment
on his enployer's timdity.
"So there's a nasty danger," Pohl mann went on, 'that Wl lesley 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 nust," Pohlmann agreed drily, '"but |I'd rather fight
them separately.” He was confident of victory, no soldier could
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be nore confident, but he was no fool and given the chance to defeat (
two small armes instead of one nedi umsized force, he would prefer }
the fornmer.

"If you have a god, Mjor," he said, 'pray that Wllesley ; } 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 nen across
the Kaitna which was sone sixty or seventy paces broad and fl ow ng
brown between hi gh banks that were over a hundred paces apart. |[|f the
nonsoon had conme the river would have filled its bed and been twelve or
fifteen feet deep, while nowit was only six or seven, though that was
qui te deep enough to stop an arny crossing, but right in front of

Pohl mann's position there was a series of fords, and Pohl mann'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 Pohl mann had sumoned farnmers fromevery vill age
inthe vicinity, from Assaye and Waroor, from Kodully, Taunkl ee and
Peepul gaon, and asked them where a nan could drive a herd of cattle
through the river. He had used the exanple of a herd of oxen because
where such a herd could go so could oxen drawi ng guns, and every nan
had agreed that in this season the only crossing places were the fords
bet ween Kodully and Taunkl ee. A man could drive his herds upriver to
Bor kardan, they told Pohl mann's interpreter, and cross there, but that
was a hal f-day's wal k away and why woul d be a nman be that foolish when
the river provided ei ght safe fords between the two vill ages?

"Are there any crossing places downstrean?" Pohl nann 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
| ocal nmen who had lived all their Iives bounded by the sane water and
trees and soil could be sure.

Pohl mann had still been unconvi nced.

"And if a man does not want to drive a herd, but just wants to cross
hi msel f, where would he cross?"

The villagers provided the sane answer.
"Bet ween Kodully and Taunkl ee, sahib."
"Nowhere el se?"

Nowhere el se, they assured him and that neant Wl |l esley would be
forced to cross the river in the face of Pohlmann's waiting arnmy. The
British infantry and guns would have to slither down the steep southern
bank of the Kaitna, cross a w de expanse of nud, wade through the
river, then clinb the steep northern bank, and all the while they would
be under fire fromthe Mahratta guns until, when they reached the green
fields on the northern shore, they would re-formtheir ranks and march
forward into a double stormof nusketry and artillery. Werever the
British crossed the Kaitna, anywhere between Kodully and Taunkl ee, they
woul d find the sane nmurderous reception waiting, for Pohlmann's three
prime conpoos were arrayed in one long line that fronted that whole
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stretch of the river. There were eighty guns in that line, and though
sonme threw nothing but a five- or six-pound ball, at least half were
heavy artillery and all were nmanned by Goanese gunners who knew their
busi ness. 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
shel I s.

Pohl mann's well-trained infantry waited to pour a devastating wei ght of
volley fire into red-coated regi nents al ready deafened and denorali zed
by the cannon fire that would have torn their ranks into shreds as they
struggl ed across the bloody fords. The nunberless Mahratta cavalry
were off to the west, strung along the bank towards Borkardan, and
there it would wait until the British were defeated and Pohl mann

rel eased the horsenen to the joys of pursuit and sl aughter

The Hanoverian reckoned that his battle line waiting at the fords woul d
deci mate the eneny and the horsenen would turn the British defeat into
a bl oody rout, but there was always a snmall chance that the eneny m ght
survive the river crossing and succeed in gaining the Kaitna's northern
bank in good order. He doubted the British could force his three
conpoos back, but in case they did Pohl mann planned to retreat two
mles to the village of Assaye and invite the British to waste nore nen
in an assault on what was now a nminiature fortress. Assaye, like every
other village on the plain, lived in fear of bandit raids and so the
out er nost houses had hi gh, wi ndowl ess walls nade of thick nud, and the
houses were joined so that their walls formed a continous ranpart as
high as the wall at Ahmednuggur. Pohl mann had bl ocked the village's
streets with ox carts, he had ordered | oophol es hacked in the outer
wal I, he had placed all his snaller guns, a score of two- and

t hr ee- pounder cannon, at the foot of the wall and then he had
garrisoned the houses with the Rajah of Berar's twenty thousand

i nfantrymen. Pohl mann doubted that any of those twenty thousand nen
woul d need to fight, but he had the luxury of knowi ng they were in
reserve should anything go wong at the Kaitna.

He had just one problemleft and to solve it he asked Dodd to acconpany
hi m eastwards al ong the river bank

"I'f you were Wellesley," he asked Dodd, 'how would you attack?"

Dodd considered the question, then shrugged as if to suggest that the
answer was obvi ous.

"Concentrate all ny best troops at one end of the |line and hanmmer ny
way through."

"Whi ch end?"

Dodd thought for a few seconds. He had been tenpted to say that
Wl |l esley would attack in the west, at the fords by Kodully, for that
woul d keep himclosest to Stevenson's arny, but Stevenson was a | ong
way away and Pohl mann was deliberately riding eastwards.

"The eastern end?" Dodd suggested diffidently.

Pohl mann nodded.

"Because if he drives our left flank back he can place his arny between

us and Assaye. He divides us."
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"And we surround him" Dodd observed.

"I'd rather we weren't divided," Pohl mann said, for if Wllesley did
succeed in driving back the left flank he mght well succeed in
capturing Assaye, and while that would still |eave Pohl mann's conpoos
on the field, it would nean that the Colonel would |ose his gold. So

t he Col onel needed a good hard anchor at the eastern end of his line to
prevent his left flank being turned, and of all the reginents under his
command he reckoned Dodd's Cobras were the best. The left flank was
now bei ng held by one of Dupont's reginents, a good one, but not as
good as Dodd's.

Pohl mann gestured at the Dutchnman's brown-coated troops who | ooked
across the river towards the snall village of Taunkl ee.

"Good nen," he said, 'but not as good as yours."
"Few of themare."

"But we'd best pray those fellows hold," Pohl mann said, 'because if |
was Wellesley that's where |1'd put ny sharpest attack. Straight up
turn our flank, cut us off from Assaye. It worries ne, it does.”

' 94

Dodd could not see that it was overnuch 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 inportance.

"So reinforce Dupont," he suggested carel essly.
Pohl mann | ooked surprised, as though the idea had not already occurred
to him

"Reinforce hin? Wy not? Wuld you care to hold the left, Major?"

"The left?" Dodd said suspiciously. Traditionally the right of the
line was the station of honour on a battlefield and, while nobst of

Pohl mann's troops neither cared nor knew about such courtesies, WIIliam
Dodd certainly knew, which was why Pohl mann had | et the Major suggest
that the left should be reinforced rather than sinply order the touchy
Dodd to nove his precious Cobras.

"You woul d not be under Dupont's orders, of course not," Pohl mann
reassured Dodd.
"You'll be your own naster, Major, answerable to ne, only to ne."

Pohl mann paused.

"OF course, if you'd rather not take post on the left 1'd entirely
under stand, and sone other fellows can have the honour 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.
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Pohl mann smiled his gratitude.

"I was hoping you'd say so. Every other reginent is commanded by a
Frog or a Dutchman, Major, and | need an Englishman to fight the
hardest battle."

"And you' ve found one, sir," Dodd said.

I've found an idiot, Pohlnmann thought as he rode back to the line's
centre, but Dodd was a reliable idiot and a hard-fighting man. He

wat ched as Dodd's nen left the line, and as the line closed up to fil
the gap, and then as the Cobras took their place on the left flank. The
line was conplete now, it was deadly, it was anchored firnmnly, and it
was ready. All it needed was the eneny to conpound their blunder by

trying to attack, and then Pohl mann would crown his career by filling
the Kaitna with British blood. Let themattack, he prayed, just |et
them attack, and the day, with all its glory, would be his.

The British canp spread around Naul niah. Lines of tents sheltered
infantry, quarternmasters sought out the village headnman and arranged
that the wonen of the village would bake bread in return for rupees,
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while the cavalry led their horses down to drink fromthe R ver Purna
which flowed just to the north of the village. One squadron of the

i gth Dragoons was ordered to cross the river and ride a couple of mles
north in search of eneny patrols and those troopers dropped their bags
of forage in the village, watered their horses, washed the dust from
their faces, then renounted and rode on out of sight.

Col onel McCandl ess 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 fromthe river. The Colonel, in his
shirtsl eeves, strai ghtened as Sharpe canme back

"You do realize, Sergeant, that | amguilty of sone dishonesty in the
matter of that warrant?"

"I wanted to thank you, sir.

"I doubt | deserve any thanks, except that ny deception m ght have
staved off a greater evil." The Colonel crossed to his saddl ebags and
brought out his Bible which he gave to Shar pe.

"Put your right hand on the scriptures, Sergeant, and swear to nme you
are innocent of the charge."

Sharpe placed his right palmon the Bible's worn cover. He felt
foolish, but McCandl ess's face was stern and Sharpe nmade his own face
sol emn.

"I do swear it, sir. | never touched the man that night, didn't even
see him" His voice proclainmed both his indignation and his innocence,
but that was small consolation. The warrant night be defeated for the
nmonent, but Sharpe knew such things did not go away.

"What will happen now, sir?"

"We' Il just have to nake certain the truth prevails,"” MCandl ess said
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vaguely. He was still trying to deci de what had been wong with the
warrant, but he could not identify what had troubled him He took the
Bi bl e, stowed it away, then put his hands in the snall of his back and
arched his spine.

"How far have we cone today? Fourteen niles?

Fifteen?"

"Ther eabouts, sir.

I'"'mfeeling ny age, Sharpe, feeling ny age. The leg's nending well
enough, but now ny back aches. Not good. But just a short nmarch
tonorrow, God be thanked, no nore than ten mles, then battle." He
pulled a watch fromhis fob pocket and snapped open the lid.

"W have fifteen nminutes, Sergeant, so it might be wise to prepare our
weapons. "

"Fifteen m nutes, sir?"

"I't's Sunday, Sharpe! The Lord's day. Colonel Wallace's chaplain will
be hol ding divine service on the hour, and | expect you to conme with
me. He preaches a fine sernon. But there's still tinme for you to

cl ean your nusket first."

The nusket was cl eaned with boiling water which Sharpe poured down the
barrel, then sloshed about so that the very |ast remants of powder
resi due were washed free. He doubted the nusket needed cl eani ng, but
he dutifully did it, then oiled the lock and put a new flint into the
dog head He borrowed a sharpeni ng stone fromone of Sevajee's nmen and
honed the bayonet's point so that the tip shone white and deadly, then
he dabbed sone oil on the blade before sliding it hone into its
scabbard. There was nothing else to do now except listen to the
sernmon, sleep and do the nundane tasks. There would be a neal to cook
and the horses to water again, but those conmonpl ace jobs were

over shadowed by the know edge that the eneny was just a short nmarch
away at Borkardan. Sharpe felt a shudder of nerves. Wat would battle
be like? Wuld he stand? O 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 hal f-nile behind Sharpe the baggage train began to trudge into a w de
field where the oxen were hobbl ed, the canels picketed and the

el ephants tethered to trees. Gass-cutters spread out into the
countryside to find forage for the aninals which were watered froma
muddy irrigation channel. The el ephants were fed piles of palmleaves
and buckets of rice soaked in butter, while Captain Mackay scurried

t hrough the chaos on his small bay horse, nmaking sure that the
ammuni ti on was being properly stowed and the aninmals suitably fed.

He suddenly caught sight of a disconsolate Sergeant Hakeswill and his
si x men.

"Sergeant! You're still here? | thought you'd have your rogue safely
pi ni oned by now?"

"Problens, sir," Hakeswill said, standing rigidly to attention

"Easy, Sergeant, stand easy. No rogue?"
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"Not yet, sir."

"So you're back in ny comand, 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 fromthe 33rd
somewhat daunting, he did his best to communi cate his own ent husiasm

"Puckal ees, Sergeant," he said brightly, pucka |ees

Hakeswi | |'s face wenched in a series of spasns.
"Puckal ees, sir?"
"Water carriers, Sergeant."

"I knows what a pucka lee is, sir, on account of having lived in this
heat hen | and nore years than | can count, but beggi ng your pardon, sir,
what has a pucka lee to do with nme?"

"W have to establish a collecting point for them" Mackay said. The
pucka |l ees were all on the strengths of the individual reginents and in
battle their job was to keep the fighting nen 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. 1'Il be busy enough with the ammunition
wagons tonorrow, so can | rely on you to nake sure the puckakes do
their job like the stout fellows they are?"

The 'stout fellows' were boys, grandfathers, cripples, the half-blind
and the half witted

"Excellent! Excellent!" the young Captain said.

"A probl em sol ved! Make sure you get sone rest, Sergeant. We'll all
need to be sprightly tonorrow. And if you feel the need for sone
spiritual refreshnent you'll find the 74th are hol ding divine service
any nonent now." Mackay snmiled at Hakeswill, then set off in pursuit
of an errant group of bullock carts.

"You! You! You with the tents! Not there! Cone here!"

"Puckal ees," Hakeswi Il said, spitting, pucka |lees None of his nen
responded for they knew well enough to | eave Sergeant Hakeswi || al one
when he was in a nore than usually foul npod.

"Coul d be worse, though," he said.
"Worse?" Private Flaherty ventured.

Hakeswi | | 's face tw tched.
"W has a problem boys," he said dourly, '"and the problemis one
Scottish Colonel who is attenpting to bugger up the good order of our
reginent. | won't abide it, I won't. Reginmental honour is at stake,
it is. He's been wool-pulling, ain't he? And he thinks he's pulled it
cl ean over our eyes, but he ain't, because |'ve seen through him |
have, |'ve seen through his Scotch soul and it's as rotten as rotten
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eggs. Sharpie's paying himoff, ain't he? Stands to reason
Corruption, boys, nothing but corruption.” Hakeswill blinked, his nind
raci ng.

"If we're flogging pucka | ees hal fway across bl eeding I ndia tonorrow,
| ads, then we will have our nonent and the regi nent would want us to
seize it."

"Seize it?" Lowy asked.

"Kill the bugger, you bl ock headed toad."

"Kill Sharpie?"

"God help nme for leading half wits Hakeswi |l said.
"Not Shar pi e!

We wants himprivate |like, where we can fillet himfair and square. You
kills the Scotchman! Once M ster bl eeding McCandl ess is gone
Sharpie's ours."

"You can't kill a colonel!" Kendrick said aghast.

"You points your firelock, Private Kendrick," Hakeswi |l said, ranm ng
his own nusket's nuzzle hard into Kendrick's mdriff.

"You cocks your nusket, Private Kendrick' Hakesw Il pulled back the dog
head 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 | eaped
back as the snoke drifted away fromthe | ock, but the nusket had not
been char ged.

Hakeswi | | | aughed.

"Got you, didn't I? You thought | was putting a goalie in your belly!
But that's what you do to McCandless. A goo he in his belly or in his
brain or in any other part what kills him And you do it tonorrow "
The six nen | ooked dubi ous, and Hakeswi || grinned.

"Extra shares for you all if it happens, boys, extra shares. You'll be
payi ng the officers' whores when you get honme, and all it will take is
one goo he He smiled wolfishly.

"Tonorrow, boys, tonorrow. "

But across the river, where the blue-coated patrol of the igth Dragoons
was exploring the countryside south of the Kaitna, everything was
changi ng.

Vel | esl ey had di snmounted, stripped off his jacket and was washing his
face froma basin of water held on a tripod. Lieutenant Col one

O rock, the Conpany officer who commanded the picquets that day, was

conpl ai ni ng about the two gal |l oper guns that were supposedly attached
to his small comrand.

"They woul dn't keep up, sir. Laggards, sir. | found nyself four
hundred yards ahead of them Four hundred yards!"
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"I asked you to set a brisk pace, Orock," the General said, w shing
the fool would go away. He reached for a towel and vigorously scrubbed
his face dry.

"But if we'd been challenged!" O rock protested.

"Gl | opers can nove briskly when they nust," the General said, then
sighed as he realized the prickly Orock needed pl acati ng.

"Who conmanded t he guns?"
"Barlow, sir."

"I"ll speak to him" the General prom sed, then turned as the patrol of
i gth Dragoons that had crossed the River Purna to reconnoitre the
ground on the far bank cane threading through the rising tents towards
him \Wellesley had not expected the patrol back this scon and their
return puzzled him then he saw they were escorting a group

of bki njarries, the bl ack-cl oaked nerchants who traversed | ndi a buying
and selling food.

"You'll excuse nme, Orrock," the General said, plucking his coat froma
st ool

"You will talk with Barlow, sir?" Orock asked.

"I said so, didn't I?" Wllesley called as he wal ked towards the
hor senen.

The patrol |eader, a captain, slid off his horse and gestured at the
bhinjarries' |eader

"We found these fellows a half-nmle north of the river, sir. They've
got ei ghteen pack oxen | oaded with grain and they reckon the eneny
ain't in Borkardan at all. They were planning to sell the grain in
Assaye. "

"Assaye?" The General frowned at the unfamliar nane.

"It's a village four or five mles north of here, sir. He says it's
thick with the eneny."

"Four or five mles?" Wellesley asked in astonishnent.
"Four or five?"
The caval ry captai n shrugged.

"That's what they say, sir." He gestured at the grain nerchants who
stood i npassively anong the nounted troopers.

Dear God, Wellesley thought, four or five niles? He had been
hunbugged! The eneny had stolen a march on him and at any nonent that
eneny might appear to the north and | aunch an attack on the British
encanpnent and there was no chance for Stevenson to cone to his help.
The 74th were singing hymms and the eneny was five mles away, maybe

| ess? The General spun round.

"Barclay! Canpbell! Horses
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Qui ck now "

The flurry of activity at the General's tent sent a runour whi pping

t hrough the canp, and the runour was fanned into al arm when the whol e
of the igth Dragoons and the 4th Native Cavalry trotted through the
river on the heels of the General and his two aides. Col one

McCandl ess had been wal king with Sharpe towards the 74th's lines, but
seei ng the sudden excitenent, he turned and hurried back towards his
hor se.

"Conme on, Sharpe!"

"Where to, sir?"

"W'll find out. Sevajee?"

"We're ready."

McCandl ess's party left the canp five mnutes after the General

They could see the dust |left by the cavalry ahead and MCandl ess
hurried to catch up. They rode through a | andscape of snmall fields cut
by deep dry gul ches and cactus-thorn hedges. Wellesley had been
following the earth road northwards, but after a while the Genera
swerved westwards onto a field of stubble and M:Candl ess did not

foll ow, but kept straight on up the road.

"No point in tiring the horses unnecessarily," he expl ai ned, though
Shar pe suspected the Col onel was nerely inpatient to go north and see
what ever had caused the excitenent. The two British cavalry reginents
were in sight to the east, but there was no eneny visible.

Sevajee and his nmen had ridden ahead, but when they reached a crest
sone two hundred yards in front of MCandl ess they suddenly wenched on
their reins and swerved back. Sharpe expected to see a horde of
Mahratta cavalry conme boiling over the crest, but the skyline stayed
enpty as Sevajee and his nen halted a few yards short of the ridge and
t here di snount ed.

"You'll not want themto see you, Colonel," Sevajee said drily when
McCandl ess caught up.

Then®"

Sevaj ee gestured at the crest.

"Take a look. You'll want to disnmount."

McCandl ess and Sharpe both slid fromtheir saddles, then wal ked to the
skyline where a cactus hedge offered conceal nent and from where they

could stare at the country to the north and Sharpe, who had never seen
such a sight before, sinply gazed i n amazenent

It was not an arny. It was a horde, a whole people, a nation
Thousands upon thousands of the eneny, all inline, mle after mle of
them Men and wonmen and children and guns and canels and bul | ocks and
rocket batteries and horses and tents and still nmore nmen until there

seened to be no end to them

179



"Jesus!" Sharpe said, the inprecation torn fromhim
" Shar pe! "

"Sorry, sir." But no wonder he had sworn, for Sharpe had never

i magi ned that an arny could | ook so vast. The nearest nmen were no nore
than half a nmle away, beyond a discoloured river that flowed between
steep nud banks. A village lay on the nearer bank, but on the northern
side, just beyond the nud bluff, there was a line of guns.

Bi g guns, the sane painted and scul pted cannon that Sharpe had seen in
Pohl mann's canp. Beyond the guns was the infantry and behind the
infantry, and spreading far out of sight to the east, was a nmass of
caval ry and beyond themthe nyriad of canp followers. Mre 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 nmen?" MCandl ess ventured.

"At least," Sevajee agreed, 'but nost are adventurers cone for |oot."
The Indian was peering through a long ivory-clad tel escope.

"And the cavalry won't help in a battle."

"I't'll be down to these fellows," MCandl ess said, indicating the
infantry just behind the gun line.

"Fi fteen thousand?"

"Fourteen or fifteen," Sevajee said.

"Too many."

"Too many guns,"” MCandl ess said gloonmly

“It'll be a retreat.”

"I thought we canme here to fight!" Sharpe said belligerentiy.

"We cane here expecting to rest, then nmarch on Borkardan tonorrow, "
McCandl ess said testily.

"We didn't cone here to take on the whole eneny arny with just five

thousand infantry. They know we're conming, they're ready for us and
they sinply want us to walk into their fire. Wllesley's not a fool

Sharpe. He'll march us back, link up with Stevenson, then find t hem
again."

Sharpe felt a pang of relief that he would not discover the realities
of bat de but the relief was tenpered by a tinge of disappointnment. The
di sappoi ntnment surprised him and the relief nmade him fear he m ght be
a cowar d.

"I'f we retreat,"
way. "

Sevaj ee warned, 'those horsenen will harry us all the

"We' Il just have to fight themoff," MCandl ess said confidently, then
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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 eneny gun line a scatter of white uniforns.

"Not that it helps us," MCandless said wyly, '"but at least we're on
his heel s."

"Or he's on ours,"
Shar pe.

Sevaj ee said, then he offered his tel escope to

"See for yourself, Sergeant.”

Sharpe rested the glass's long barrel on a thick cactus |leaf. He noved
the lens slowy along the line of infantry. Men slept in the shade,
sonme were in their small tents and others sat in groups and he could
have sworn a few were ganbling. O ficers, |Indian and European,
strolled behind their nen, while in front of themthe nassive |line of
guns waited with their amunition linbers. He noved the glass to the
very far left of the eneny Iine and saw the white jackets of Dodd's
men, and saw sonething el se. Two huge guns, nuch bigger than anyt hing
he had seen before.

"They' ve got their siege guns in the line, sir," he told MCandl ess,
who trained his own tel escope.

"Ei ght een-pounders," MCandl ess guessed, 'naybe bigger?" The Col one
col | apsed his gl ass.

"Way 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 sone horsenen hidden on this bank, waiting to tel
t hem when we retreat."

The sound of hooves nmde Sharpe whip round in expectation of those
eneny cavalry, but it was only General Wellesley and his two ai des who
cantered along the | ower ground beneath the crest.

"They're all there, MCandless," the General shouted happily.

"So it seens, Sir.

The General reined in, waiting for McCandl ess to conme down fromthe
skyline and join him

"They seemto presune we'll nmake a frontal attack," Wellesley said
wryly, as though he found the idea anusing.

"They're certainly forned for it, sir."
"They nust assune we're bl ockheads. What tinme is it?"
One of his aides consulted a watch.

"Ten mi nutes of noon, sir.

"Plenty of tine," the General nurnured.
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"Onwar ds, gentlenen, stay below the skyline. W don't want to frighten
t hem away!"

"Frighten them away?" Sevajee asked with a smile, but Wllesley

i gnored the comment as he spurred on eastwards, parallel with the
river. Sone troops of Conpany cavalry were scouring the fields and at
first Sharpe thought they were | ooking for conceal ed eneny picquets,
then he saw they were hunting down local farners and harrying them
along in the CGeneral's wake.

Wel |l esley rode two niles eastwards, a string of horsenen behind him
The farners were breathless by the tine 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 gl ass.

"Ask those fellows if there are any fords east of here!" he shouted
down to his aides

A hurried consultation followed, but the farners were quite sure there
was no ford. The only crossing places, they insisted, were directly in
front of Scindia' s arny.

"Find a clever one," Wllesley ordered, 'and bring himup here.
Col onel ? Maybe you'd transl ate?"

McCandl ess picked one of the farnmers and led himup the hill.

Shar pe, w thout being asked, followed and Wl lesley did not order him
back, but just nuttered that they should all keep their heads | ow.

"There' the General pointed eastwards to a village on the Kaitna's
southern bank 'that village, what's it called?"

Teepul gaon," the farner said, and added that his nother and two sisters
lived in the huddl e of nud-walled houses with their thatched roofs.

Peepul gaon lay only a half-mle fromthe low hill, but it was all of
two mles east of Taunklee, the village that was opposite the eastern
extremty of the Mahratta line. Both villages were on the river's

sout hern bank while the eneny waited on the Kaitna's northern side, and
Sharpe did not understand Wl lesley's interest.

"Ask himif he has any relatives north of the river," the Genera
ordered McCandl ess.

"He has a brother and several cousins, sir," MCandl ess transl ated.

"So how does his nother visit her son north of the river?" Wellesley
asked.

The farner |aunched hinself into a long explanation. |In the dry
season, he said, she wal ked across the river bed, but in the wet

season, when the waters rose, she was forced to cone upstream and cross
at Taunklee. Wllesley listened, then grunted in apparent disbelief.
He was staring intently through the gl ass.

"Canpbel I ?" he called, but his aide had gone to another lowrise a
hundred yards westwards that offered a better view of the eneny
ranks.
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"Canpbel I ?" Wellesley called again and, getting no answer, turned.
"Sharpe, you'll do. Cone here."

"Sir?"

"You' ve got young eyes. Cone here, and keep |ow. "

Sharpe joined the General on the crest where, to his surprise, he was
handed the tel escope.

"Look at the village," Wellesley ordered, 'then |ook at the opposite
bank and tell ne what you see.”

It took Sharpe a nonent to find Peepulgaon in the |ens, but suddenly
its nmud walls filled the glass. He noved the tel escope slowy, 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 nuddy bl uff
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. Mght just be cat de sheds."

"You don't keep cattle sheds apart froma village," the General said
scathingly, 'not in a country infested by bandits." Wllesley tw sted
round.

"McCandl ess? Ask your fellowif there's a village on the other side of
the river from Peepul gaon."

The farner |istened to the question, then nodded.

"Waroor," he said, then helpfully inforned the General that his cousin
was the village headnman, the nai que.

"How far apart are those villages, Sharpe?" Wllesley asked.
Shar pe judged the distance for a couple of seconds.

"Three hundred yards, sir?"

Vel | esl ey took the tel escope back and noved away fromthe crest.

"Never inny life," he said, 'have | seen two villages on opposite
banks of a river that weren't connected by a ford."

"He insists not, sir," MCandless said, indicating the farner.

"Then he's a rogue, a liar or a blockhead," Wllesley said
cheerfully.

"The latter, probably.” He frowned in thought, his right hand drum ng
a tattoo on the tel escope's barrel
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"Il warrant there is a ford," he said to hinself.

"Sir?" Captain Canpbell had run back fromthe western knoll

"Eneny's breaking canp, sir.

"Are they, by God!" Wllesley returned to the crest and stared through
the glass again. The infantry inmediately on the Kaitna's north bank
were not noving, but far away, close to the fortified village, tents
wer e bei ng struck.

"Preparing to run away, | daresay," Wellesley nuttered.

"Or readying to cross the river and attack us," MCandl ess said
grimy.

"And they're sending cavalry across the river," Canpbell added
om nousl y.

"Nothing to worry us," Wellesley said, then turned back to stare at the
opposi ng villages of Peepul gaon and Waroor

"There has to be a ford," he said to hinself again, so quietly that
only Sharpe could hear him

"Stands to reason,"” he said, then he went silent for a long tine.
"That eneny cavalry, sir," Canpbell pronpted him

Vel | esl ey seened startl ed.

"\What ?"

"There, sir." Canpbell pointed westwards to a |arge group of eneny

hor senen who had appeared froma grove of trees, but who seened content
to watch Wellesley's group froma half-nmile away.

"Time we were away," Wellesley said.
"G ve that lying bl ockhead a rupee, MCandl ess, then let's be off."
"You plan to retreat, sir?" MCandl ess asked.

Vel | esl ey had been hurrying down the sl ope, but now stopped and stared
in surprise at the Scotsnan.

"Retreat?"
McCandl ess bl i nked.
"You surely don't intend to fight, sir, do you?"

"How el se are we to do His Majesty's business? O course we'l
fight!

There's a ford there." Wllesley flung his arm east towards
Peepul gaon.

"That wetched farner m ght deny it, but he's a bl ockhead! There has
to be a ford. We'Il cross it, turn their left flank and pound them
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into scraps! But we nmust hurry! Noon already. Three hours,

gentl enen, three hours to bring on battle. Three hours to turn his
flank.” He ran on down the hill to where Dioned, his white Arab horse,
wai t ed.

"Good God," MCandl ess said.

"Good God." For five thousand infantry would now cross the Kaitna at a
pl ace where nen said the river was uncross able then fight an eneny
horde at least ten tinmes their nunber.

"Good God," the Colonel said again, then hurried to follow Wl esl ey
south. The eneny had stolen a nmarch, the redcoats had journeyed al

ni ght and were bone tired, but Wellesley would have his bat de

CHAPTER 9

"There!" Dodd said, pointing.

"I can't see," Sinobne Joubert conplained.

"Drop the tel escope, use your naked eye, Madane. There! |It's
flashing. "

"Wher e?"

"There!" Dodd pointed again.
"Across the river. Three trees, lowhill."

"Ah!" Sinone at |ast saw the flash of reflected sunlight fromthe |ens
of a tel escope that was being used on the far bank of the river and
wel | downstream from where Dodd's Cobras held the left of Pohl mann's
l'ine.

Si nrone and her husband had dined with the Major who was grinly happy in
anticipation of a British attack which, he clainmed, nust inevitably
fall hardest on his Cobras.

"I't will be slaughter, Ma'am" Dodd said wolfishly, 'sheer slaughter!"
He and Captain Joubert had wal ked Sinone to the edge of the bluff above
the Kaitna and shown her the fords, and denonstrated how any nen
crossing the fords nust be caught in the mangling crossfire of the
Mahratta cannon, then nmintained that the British had no option but to
wal k forward into that weltering onslaught of canister, round shot and
shel | .

"If you wish to stay and watch, Madanme," Dodd had offered, "I can find
a place of safety for you." He gestured towards a low rise of ground
just behind the regi nent.

"You could watch fromthere, and | credit no British soldier will cone
near you."

"I could not bear to watch a slaughter, Mjor," Sinone had said
feelingly.

"Your squeam shness does you credit, Ma'am" Dodd had answered.

"War is man's work." It was then that Dodd had spotted the British
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soldiers on the opposite bank and had trained his tel escope on the

di stant nmen. Sinone, knowi ng now where to | ook, rested the glass on
her husband's shoul der and trained its lens on the far hill. She could
see two nmen there, one in a cocked hat and the other in a shako. Both
wer e keepi ng | ow.

"Way are they so far down the river?" she asked

"They're looking for a way round our flank," Dodd said.

"I's there one?"

"No. They nust cross here, Ma'am or else they don't cross at all.”
Dodd gestured at the fords in front of the conpoo. A band of

caval rynmen was gal |l opi ng t hrough the shall ow water, spraying silver

fromtheir horses' hooves as they crossed to the Kaitna's south bank

"And those horsenen,"” Dodd expl ained, 'are going to see whether they
will cross or not."

Si none col | apsed the tel escope and handed it back to the Major.
"They m ght not attack?"

"They won't," her husband answered in English for Dodd' s benefit.
"They have too nuch sense.”

"Boy Wellesley don't have sense," Dodd said scathingly.

"Look how he attacked at Ahnednuggur? Straight at the wall! A hundred
rupees says he will attack."

Captai n Joubert shook his head. 'I do not ganble, Mjor."

"A soldier should relish risk," Dodd said.

"And if they don't cross," Sinone asked, 'there is no battle?"
"There'll be a battle, Ma'am" Dodd said grimy

"Pohl mann's gone to fetch Scindia' s permission for us to cross the
river. |If they won't cone to us, we'll go to them"

Pohl mann had i ndeed 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 | ocops of gold braid and bl ack
aiguillettes. He wore a white silk sash on which was bl azoned a star
of dianonds and from whi ch hung a gol d- hi ked sword, though Dupont, the
Dut chman, who acconpani ed Pohl mann to neet Scindia, noted that the

Col onel ' s breeches and boots were old and shabby.

"I wear themfor luck," Pohlmann said, noting Dupont's puzzled gl ance
at his decrepit breeches.

"They're fromny old East |India Conpany uniform" The Hanoverian was
inafine nood. H's short march eastwards had achi eved all he had
desired, for it had brought one of the two small British armes into
his lap while it was still far away fromthe other
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Al'l he needed to do now was snap it up like a m nnow, then march on
Stevenson's force, but Scindia had been insistent that no infantry were
to cross the Kaitna's fords w thout his perm ssion and Pohl mann now
needed that perm ssion. The Hanoverian did not plan to cross

i mediately, for first he wanted to be certain that the British were
retreating, but nor did he wish to wait for perm ssion once he heard
news of the eneny's withdrawal.

"Qur lord and master will be scared at the thought of attacking,"

Pohl mann told Dupont, 'so we'll flatter the bugger. Slap on the ghee
with a shovel, Dupont. Tell himhe'll be lord of all Indiaif he lets
us | oose. "

"Tell himthere are a hundred white wonen in Wellesley's canp and he'l
| ead the attack hinself," Dupont observed drily.

"Then that is what we shall tell him" Pohl mann said, 'and prom se him
that every little darling will be his concubine."

Except that when Pohl nann and Dupont reached the tree-shaded stretch of
ground above the River Juah where the Maharajah of Gmalior 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 renmained were the cook tents that even
now were being col |l apsed and folded onto the beds of a dozen ox

carts.

Al'l the el ephants but one were gone, the horses of the royal bodyguards
wer e gone, the concubines were gone and the two princes were gone.

The one renmi ni ng el ephant bel onged to Surjee Rao and that ninister
ensconced in his howdah where he was being fanned by a servant, sniled
benevol ently down on the two sweating and red-faced Europeans.

"H s Serene Majesty deened it safer to w thdraw westwards," he
explained airily, '"and the Rajah of Berar agreed with him"

"They did what?" Pohl mann snarl ed.

"The onens," Surjee Rao said vaguely, waving a bejewelled hand to
indicate that the subtleties of such supernatural nessages woul d be
beyond Pohl mann's conprehensi on

"The bl oody onens are propitious!"” Pohlmann insisted.

"We've got the buggers by the balls! Wat nore onens can you want ?"
Surjee Rao sniled.

"Hi s Majesty has subline confidence in your skill, Colonel."

"To do what?" the Hanoverian demanded.

"What ever is necessary," Surjee Rao said, then sniled.

"We shall wait in Borkardan for news of your triunph, Colonel, and
eagerly anticipate seeing the banners of our enem es heaped in triunph
at the foot of
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H s Serene Majesty's throne.” And with that hope expressed he snapped
his fingers and the nmahout prodded the el ephant which | unbered away
west war ds.

"Bastards," Pohlmann said to Dupont, |oudly enough for the retreating
mnister to hear.

"Lily-livered bastards! Cowards!" Not that he cared whether Scindia
and the Rajah of Berar were present at the battle;

i ndeed, given the choice, he would nmuch prefer to fight w thout them
but that was not true of his nen who, like all soldiers, fought better
when their rulers were watching, and so Pohl mann was angry for his nen.
Yet, he consol ed hinself as he returned sout hwards, they would stil
fight well. Pride would see to that, and confidence, and the pronise
of pl under.

And Surjee Rao's final words, Pohl mann deci ded, had been nore than
enough to give himpermssion to cross the River Kaitna. He had been
told to do whatever was necessary, and Pohl mann reckoned that gave him
a free hand, so he would give Scindia a victory even if the yell ow
bastard did not deserve it.

Pohl mann and Dupont cantered back to the left of the Iine where they
saw t hat Maj or Dodd had called his nen out fromthe shade of the trees
and into their ranks. The sight suggested that the eneny was
approaching the Kaitna and Pohl mann spurred his horse into a gallop

cl anpi ng one hand onto his extravagantly pluned hat to stop it falling
off. He slewed to a stop just short of Dodd's reginent and stared
above their heads across the river.

The eneny had cone, except this eneny was nerely a long |ine of

caval rymen with two snmall horse-drawn gall oper guns. It was a screen
of course. A screen of British and Indian horsenen intended to stop
his own patrols fromdi scovering what was happening in the hidden
country beyond.

"Any sign of their infantry?" he called to Dodd.

"None, sir."
"The buggers are running!" Pohl mann exul t ed.
"That's why they've put up a screen.” He suddenly noticed Sinone

Joubert and hastily took off his feathered hat.

"My apol ogies for ny |anguage, Madane." He put his hat back on and
twi sted his horse about.

"Harness the guns!" he shout ed.
"What is happeni ng?" Sinone asked anxiously.

"We're crossing the river,'
back to Assaye."

her husband said quietly, 'and you nust go
Si nrone knew she nust say sonething loving to him for was that not
expected of a wife at a nonent such as this?

"I shall pray for you," she said shyly.
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"Go back to Assaye," her husband said again, noting that she had not
given himany love, 'and stay there till it is all over."

It would not take long. The guns needed to be attached to their
linbers, 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 Wl lesley nust be wi thdrawi ng, so all Pohl nann
needed to do was cross the river and then crush the eneny. Dodd drew
his elephant-hilted sword, felt its newy honed edge and waited for the
orders to begin the slaughter

The Mahratta cavalry pursued Wl lesley's party the nonent they saw that
the General was retreating fromhis observation post above the river

"W nust | ook to ourselves, gentlenen!" Wellesley had called and
driven back his heels so that D onmed had sprung ahead. The other

hor senen mat ched his pace, but Sharpe, on his snmall captured Mahratta
horse, could not keep up. He had nounted in a hurry, and in his haste
he could not fit his right boot into the stirrup and the horse's
jolting notion nade it all the nore difficult, but he dared not curb
the beast for he could hear the eneny's shouts and the beat of their
hooves not far behind. For a few nonents he was in a panic. The thud
of the pursuing hooves grew | ouder, he could see his conpanions draw ng
ever farther ahead of himand his horse was blowing hard and trying to
resist the frantic kicks he gave, and each kick threatened to unseat
himso 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 hi s predi cament and curved back towards him

"You're not a horseman, Sergeant."
"Never bl oody was, sir. Hate the bloody things."

"A warrior and his horse, Sergeant, are like a nan and a wonan,"
Sevaj ee said, |eaning over and pushing the stirrup iron onto Sharpe's
boot. He did it without once checking his own horse's furious pace,
then he sl apped Sharpe's small nmare on the runp and she took off like
one of the eneny's rockets, alnost tipping Sharpe backwards.

Sharpe clung on to the pommel, while his nusket, which was hangi ng by
its sling fromhis left el bow, banged and thunped his thigh. H s shako
bl ew off and he had no tine to rescue it, but then a trunpet sounded
off to his right and he saw a streamof British cavalrynen riding to
head off the pursuit. Still nore caval rynen were spurring north from
Naul ni ah and Wl | esl ey, as he passed them urged them on towards the
Kai t na

"Thank you, sir," Sharpe said to Sevajee.

"You shoul d | earn horsenmanship. "

"I'"ll stay a foot soldier, sir. Safer. Don't like sitting on things
with hooves and teeth."”

Sevaj ee | aughed. Wellesley had sl owed now and was patting the neck of
his horse, but the brief pursuit had only increased his high spirits.
He turned Dioned to watch the Mahratta cavalry spur away.

"A good onen!"
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he sai d happily.

"For what, sir?" Sevajee asked.

Wel | esl ey heard the Indian's sceptical tone.
"You don't think we should give battle?"

Sevaj ee shrugged, seeking sonme tactful way of expressing his
di sagreenent with Wellesley's decision

"The battle isn't always to the largest arny, sir.
"Always, no," Wllesley said, 'but usually, yes? You think | am being
i mpet uous?" Sevajee refused to be drawn and sinply shrugged again in
answer .

"We shall see, we shall see,"” the General said.

"Their arny looks fine, | grant you, but once we break the regul ar
conpoos, the others will run."

"I do hope so, sir.

"Depend on it," Wellesley said, then spurred on

Shar pe | ooked at Sevaj ee.
"Are we nmad to fight, sir?

"Quite nmad," Sevajee said, 'conpletely nad. But maybe there's no
choi ce. "

"No choi ce?"

"W bl undered, Sergeant. W marched too far and cane too close to the
eneny, so either we attack himor run anay fromhim and either way we
have to fight. By attacking himwe just nake the fight shorter.” He
twisted in the saddl e and pointed towards the now hi dden Kaitna.

"Do you know what's beyond that river?"
"No, sir."

"Anot her river, Sharpe, and they neet just a couple of mles
downstream he pointed eastwards towards the place where the waters net
"and if we cross that ford we shall find ourselves on a tongue of |and
and the only way out is forward, through a hundred thousand

Mahrattas. Death on one side and water on the other." Sevajee
| aughed.

"Bl undering, Sergeant, blundering!"

But if Wellesley had blundered he was still in high spirits. Once back
at Naul ni ah he ordered D oned unsaddl ed and rubbed down, then began
i ssuing conmands. The arny's baggage woul d stay at Naul ni ah, dragged
into the village's all eyways which were to be barricaded so that no
mar audi ng Mahratta cavalry could plunder the wagons which would be
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guarded by the smallest battalion of sepoys. MCandless heard that
order given, understood its necessity, but groaned al oud when he
realized that alnost five hundred infantrynmen were thus being shorn
fromthe attacking arny.

The cavalry that renmained in Naul niah were ordered to saddle their
horses and ride to the Kaitna, there to forma screen on the southern
bank, while the tired infantry, who had marched all norning, were now
rousted fromtheir tents and chivvied into ranks.

"No packs!" the sergeants called

"Firel ocks and cartridge boxes only. No packs! Of to a Sunday
battle, |ads! Save your bleeding prayers and hurry up! Cone on,
Johnny, boots on, lad! There's a horde of heathens to kill. Look
lively, now \Wake yourselves up! On your feet!"

The picquets of the day, conposed of a half conpany fromeach of the
arnmy's seven battalions, nmarched first. They splashed through the
smal|l river north of Naul niah and were net on its far bank by one of
the General's aides who guided themonto the farmtrack that led to
Peepul gaon. The picquets were followed by the King's 74th acconpani ed
by their battalion artillery, while behind them cane the second
battalion of the 12th Madras Reginent, the first battalion of the 4th
Madras, the first of the 78th Madras and the first of the 10th Madras,
and lastly the kilted Hi ghlanders of the King's 778th. Six battalions
crossed the river and followed the beaten-earth track between fields of
mllet beneath the furnace of an Indian sun. No eneny was visible as
they marched, though runour said the whole of the Mahratta arny was not
far away.

Two guns fired around one o' clock. The sound was flat and hard,
echoi ng across the heat-shimering |and, but the infantry could see
not hing. The sound cane fromtheir left, and the battalion officers
said there was cavalry sonewhere out there, and that doubtless neant
that the cavalry's |ight galloper guns had engaged the eneny, or else
the eneny had brought cannon to face the British cavalry, but the
fighting did not seemto be om nous for there was silence after the two
shots. MCandl ess, his nerves strung by the disaster he feared was

i mm nent, gall oped 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 nonents |ater, but there was nothing
urgent in the distant shots which were nonotonous, flat and sporadic.

If battle had been brewing to the boil the gunshots woul d have sounded
hard and fast, but these shots were al nost | ackadai sical, as though the
gunners were nerely practising on Al dershot Heath on a |azy sunmer's
day.

"Their guns or ours, sir?" Sharpe asked McCandl ess.

"Qurs, | suspect," the Scotsnman said.

"Caval ry gal | oper guns keeping the eneny horse on their toes." He
tugged on Aeolus's rein, noving the gelding out of the path of sixty
sepoy pioneers who were doubling down the road's left verge with

pi ck-axes and shovels on their shoul ders.

The pioneers' task was to reach the Kaitna and nake certain that its
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banks were not too steep for the ox-drawn artillery. Wllesley
cantered after the pioneers, riding to the head of the col unmm and
trailing a succession of aides. MCandless joined the General's party
and Shar pe kicked his horse al ongsi de Dani el Fletcher who was nount ed
on a big roan mare and | eadi ng an unsaddl ed Dioned by a long rein.

"He'll want himwhen the bay's tired," Fletcher told Sharpe, nodding
ahead at Wl lesley who was now riding a tall bay stallion

"And the nmare's in case both horses get shot," he added, slapping the
runp 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 sabre in a netal scabbard,
the first tinme Sharpe had ever seen the orderly carrying a weapon.

"Vicious thing, that," Fletcher said when he saw Sharpe glance at the
weapon, 'a good wi de bl ade, perfect for slicing."”

"Ever used it?" Sharpe asked.

"Agai nst Dhoondi ah," Fl etcher answered. Dhoondi ah had been a bandit
chi eftai n whose depredations in Mysore had finally persuaded Wl | esl ey
to pursue himwth cavalry. The resultant battle had been a short

cl ash of horsenen that had been won in noments by the British

"And | killed a goat with it for the General's supper a week ago,"

Fl et cher continued, drawi ng the heavy curved blade, 'and | 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
Shar pe.

"See what it says there? Just above the hilt?"

Sharpe tipped the sabre to the sun. '"Warranted Never to Fail"," he
read aloud. He grinned, for the boast seened 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."

Shar pe grinned.

"I'I'l stick with a nusket."

"Not on horseback, you won't, Sergeant," Fletcher said.

"A firelock's no good on horseback. You want a bl ade."

"Never |earned to use one," Sharpe said.

"It ain't difficult,” Fletcher said with the scorn of a nman who had
mastered a difficult trade

"Keep your arm straight and use the point when you're fighting cavalry,
because if you bend the el bow the bastards will chop through your wi st
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as sure as eggs, and slash away |ike a haynaker 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 snall native beast.

"It's nore like an overgrown dog, that is. Does it fetch?"

The road reached the high point between the two rivers and Fl etcher
nmount ed high on the General's mare, caught his first glinpse of the
eneny arny on the distant northern bank of the Kaitna. He whistled
softly.

"MI1lions 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 Wllesley believed
exi sted, then nake an attack on the left flank of the waiting
infantry.

The i dea nade sense to Sharpe, for the eneny |ine was facing south and,
by coming at themfromthe east, the British could well plunge the
conpoos into confusion.

"MI1lions of the buggers!" Fletcher said again in wondernment, but then
the road dropped and took the eneny out of their view The dragoon
orderly sheat hed his sabre.

"But he's confident," he said, nodding ahead at Well esley who was
dressed in his old uniformcoat of the 33rd. The General wore a slim
strai ght sword, but had no ot her weapon, not even a pistol

"He was al ways confident," Sharpe said.
"Cool as you like."
"He's a good fellow, " Fletcher said |oyally.

"Proper officer. He ain't friendly, of course, but he's always fair."
He touched his spurs to the mare's fl anks because Wl lesley and his

ai des had hurried ahead into the village of Peepul gaon where the

vill agers gaped at the foreigners in their red coats and bl ack cocked
hats. Wl lesley scattered chickens fromhis 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 nonment | ater and began attacking the bluff to
snooth 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
el se woul d the road show on both banks? But whether the ford was
shal | ow enough for the arny to cross no one yet knew.

Wel | esl ey stood his horse at the top of the bluff and drumed the
fingers of his right hand on his thigh. It was the only sign of
nerves. He was staring across the river, thinking. No eneny was in
sight, but nor should they have been for the Mahratta |ine was now two
mles to the west, which neant that Scindia's arnmy was now between him
and Stevenson. Wllesley grinmaced, realizing that he had al ready
abandoned his first principle for fighting this battle, which had been
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to secure his left flank so Stevenson could join. Doubtless, the
nonent the guns began their proper, concentrated work, the sound of
their cannonade woul d bring Stevenson hurrying across country, but now
the older man would sinply have to join the fight as best he coul d. But
Wl | esl ey had no regrets at posing such difficulties for Stevenson, for
the chance to turn the eneny's flank was heaven-sent. So |ong, 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
Ceneral, startling Wllesley out of his reverie.

"Conme back!" Wellesley shouted angrily.
"Back!"

The Captain had al nost reached the water, but now turned and stared at
Wl | esl ey in puzzl enent.

"Have to grade that bluff, sir," he shouted, pointing to where the road
clinmbed 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 nen
trudged back to the southern bank

"The eneny can see the river, Captain," the General explained, 'and
have no wi sh that they should see us yet. | do not want them know ng
our intentions, so you will wait until the first infantry make the
crossing, then do your work."

But the eneny had al ready seen the pioneers. The dozen nen had only
been visible in the river's open bed for a few seconds, but soneone in
the Mahratta gun Iine was wi de awake and there was a sudden and vi ol ent
plunme of water in the river and, al nost sinultaneously, the sky
battering sound of a heavy gun.

"Good shooting,"” MCandl ess said quietly when the fifteen-foot-high
fountain had subsided to | eave nothing but a whirling eddy in the
river's browmm water. The range nust have been alnbst two niles, yet
the Mahrattas had turned a gun, trained and fired it in seconds, and
their aimhad been al nost perfect. A second gun fired and its heavy
bal | ploughed a furrowin the dry, crazed nud beside the river and
bounced up to scatter bucket-loads of dry earth fromthe bluff's
face.

"Ei ght eenpounders, " MCandl ess guessed al oud, thinking of the two heavy
si ege guns that he had seen in front of Dodd's nen.

"Dam, " Wellesley said quietly.
"But no real harm done, | suppose.”

The first of the infantry were now nmarchi ng down Peepul gaon's steep

street. Lieutenant Colonel Orock |ed the picquets of the day, while

behi nd them Sharpe coul d see the grenadi er conpany of the 74th. The

Scottish druns were beating a narch rhythm and the sound of the

flurries nmade Sharpe's blood race. The sound presaged battle. It
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seened |ike a dream but there would be a battle this Sunday afternoon
and a bl oody one too.

"Afternoon, Orock," Wellesley spurred his horse to neet the infantry
vanguar d.

"Strai ght across, | think."

"Has the ford been sounded?" Colonel Orock, a |ugubrious and
wor ri ed- 1 ooki ng man, asked nervously.

"Qur task, | think," Wellesley said cheerfully.

"Gentlenmen?" This last invitation was to his aides and orderly.
"Shall we open proceedi ngs?"

"Come on, Sharpe," MCandl ess said.

"You can cross after us, Captain!™ Wllesley called to the eager

pi oneer 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 Dioned's leading rein in his hand, while the aides and
McCandl ess and Sevajee and Sharpe all followed. Forty horsenen woul d
be the first nmen across the Kaitna and the General would be the first
of all, and Sharpe watched as Wl lesley's stallion trotted into the
river. He wanted to see how deep the water was, and he was deterni ned
to watch the General all the way through, but suddenly the bang of an
ei ght een- pounder gun bullied the sky and Sharpe gl anced upstreamto see
a puff of gunsnoke snear the horizon, then he heard a horse screaning
and he | ooked back to see that Daniel Fletcher's nount 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 fromhis ragged neck
Dioned's rein was still in the dead man's hand, but sonehow the body

would not fall fromthe mare's saddl e and she was screaning in fear as
her rider's blood splashed across her face.

A second gun fired, but high, and the shot crashed | ow overhead to tear
into the trees on the southern bank. A third ball smashed into the

wat er, drenching McCandl ess. Fletcher's nmare 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 Dioned's rein in his
dead hand. The grey horse's left flank was reddened with Fletcher's

bl ood. The trooper had sl unped now, his headless trunk |eaning eerily
to drip blood into the river.

To Sharpe it seened as if tine had stopped. He was aware of soneone
shouting, aware of the blood dripping fromthe dragoon's collar, aware
of his small horse shivering, but the sudden viol ence had i mobilized
him Another gun fired, this one of smaller calibre, and the bal
struck the water a hundred yards upstream ricocheted once, then

vani shed in a plunme of white spray.

"Sharpe!" a voice snapped. Horsenen were wheeling in the river's
shal l ows and reaching for the dead nan's bridle.

"Sharpe!" It was Wellesley who shouted. The General was in the niddle
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 eneny was
hardly going to be taken by surprise now
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"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
near est nan.

"Go on, Sharpe!"™ MCandless said.

"Hurry, man!"

Captai n Canpbell had secured Fletcher's nare.

"Ri de her, Sharpe!" the Captain called

"That little horse won't keep up with us. Just l|let her go.
Let her go."

Shar pe di snounted and ran to the mare. Canpbell was trying to dislodge
Fl et cher's bl ood-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 junped back as
the bl oody remants 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 nount the General's nare.

"Get the General's canteens," Canpbell ordered him and an instant
| at er anot her ei ght een-pounder shot hamered | ow overhead like a clap
of thunder.

"The canteens, man, hurry!" Canpbell urged Sharpe, but Sharpe was
havi ng trouble untying the water bottles fromFletcher's belt, so

i nstead 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 sabre. He wapped the belt
over his own, hastily buckled it, then clanbered up into the nare's
saddl e and fiddled his right foot into the stirrup. Canpbell was
hol di ng out Di oned's rein.

Shar pe took the rein.

"Sorry, sir. He apol ogi zed for naking the aide wait.
"Stay close to the General," Canpbell ordered him then | eaned 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 nare, kicked back his heels and tugged D oned
through the water. Canpbell was spurring ahead to catch up with
Vel | esl ey and Sharpe clunsily kicked the nmare into a canter and was
al nost thrown as she stunbled on the riverbed, but he sonehow clung to
her mane as she recovered. A round shot thrashed the water white to
his left, drenching himw th spray. The nusket had fallen off his
shoul der and was dangling awkwardly fromhis el bow and he coul d not
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manage both it and Dioned's rein, so he let the firelock drop into the
river, then wenched the sword and the heavy canteens into a nore
confortabl e 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 nake the
sl ope | ess steep, but the first galloper guns, those that acconpani ed
the picquets 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 cane up from
the river with water stream ng fromthe | eadi ng gun's spinni ng wheels;
a whip cracked over the | eader's head and the team gal |l oped up the
bluff with the gun and |inber bouncing erratically behind. A

gunner was thrown off the linber, but he picked hinself 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 | ow ground, protected from
the eneny's cannonade by the rising land to his left.

But where the hell was Wl lesley? He could see no one on the high
ground that | ed towards the eneny, and the only nen on the road

strai ght ahead were the | eadi ng conpanies of the picquets of the day
who continued to march northwards. A slapping sound cane fromthe
river and he twisted in his saddle to see that a round shot had whi pped
through a file of infantry. A body floated downstreamin eddi es of

bl ood, then the sergeants shouted at the ranks to close up and the
infantry kept on conming. 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 nust have gone there, but then he saw
Li eutenant Col onel Ovrock riding up onto the higher ground to the left
and Shar pe guessed the Col onel was followi ng Wllesley and so he tugged
the mare that way.

The land clinbed to a gentle crest across stubble fields dotted by a
fewtrees. Colonel Orock was the only nan in sight and he was forcing
his horse up the slope towards the skyline and so Sharpe followed

hi m

He coul d hear the eneny guns firing, presunably still bonbardi ng the
ford that had not been supposed to exist, but as he kicked the mare up
t hrough the growi ng crop the guns suddenly ceased and all he could hear
was the thunp of hooves, the banging of the sabre's netal scabbard

agai nst his boot and the dull sound of the Scottish druns behind.

O rock had turned north along the skyline and Sharpe, follow ng him
saw that the General and his aides were clustered under a group of
trees fromwhere they were gazing westwards through their tel escopes.
He joined themin the shade, and felt awkward to be in such exalted
conpany w thout MCandl ess, but Canpbell turned in his saddle and

gri nned.

"Wel | done, Sergeant. Still with us, eh?"

"Managi ng, sir," Sharpe said, rearranging the canteens that had tangled
thenselves into a | unp.

"Ch, dear God," Colonel Orock said a nonent later. He was gazing
t hrough his own tel escope, and whatever he saw nade hi m shake his head
bef ore peering through the glass again.

197



"Dear ne," he said, and Sharpe stood in his stirrups to see what had so
upset the East India Conpany Col onel

The eneny was redeploying. Wellesley had crossed the ford to bring his
small arnmy onto the eneny's left flank, but the Mahratta conmander had
seen his purpose and was now denyi ng himthe advantage. The eneny |ine
was nar ching towards the Peepul gaon ford, then wheeling left to nake a
new defence line that stretched clean across the |and between the two
rivers; a line that would now face head on towards Wl l esley's arny.

I nstead of attacking a vulnerable flank, Wllesley would be forced to
make a head-on assault. Nor were the Mahrattas maki ng their manoeuvre
in a panicked hurry, but were marching calmy in disciplined ranks. The
guns were noving with them drawn by bull ocks or el ephants. The eneny
was |less than a nile away now and their steady unhurried re depl oynent
was obvious to the watching officers.

"They anticipate us, sir!" Orock infornmed Wellesley, as though the
CGeneral mght not have understood the purpose of the eneny's
nanoeuvr e.

"They do," Wellesley agreed calmy, 'they do indeed." He collapsed his
tel escope and patted his horse's neck

"And they manoeuvre very well!" he added admiringly, as though he was
engaged i n nothing nore oninous than watching a brigade go through its
paces in Hyde Park.

"Your nen are through the ford?" he asked O rock.

"They are, sir, they are," Orock 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 thensel ves," he added neani ngfully.

Wl | esl ey ignored the defeatist sentinent.

"Take themone half-nmile up the road," he ordered O rock, 'then depl oy
on the high ground this side of the road. | shall see you before we
advance. "

O rock gazed goggl e-eyed at the General

" Depl oy?"

"On this side of the road, if you please, Colonel. You will formthe
right of our line, Colonel, and have Wallace's brigade on your left.
Let us do it now, Colonel, if you would so oblige ne?"

"Cblige you .. ." Ovrock said, his head darting forward like a
turtle.

"OfF course," he added nervously, then turned his horse and spurred it

back towards the road.
"Barclay?" the Ceneral addressed one of his aides.

"My conplinments to Colonel Maxwell and he will bring all Conpany and
King's cavalry to take post to Orrock's right. Native horse will stay
south of the river."
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There was still eneny cavalry south of the Kaitna and the horsenen from
Britain's Indian allies would stay on that bank to keep those enenies
at bay.

"Then stay at the ford," Wellesley went on addressing Barclay, 'and
tell the rest of the infantry to formon Orock's picquets.

Two lines, Barclay, two lines, and the 778th will formthe left flank
here. "

The General, who had been gazing at the eneny's cal mre depl oynent now
turned to Barclay who was scribbling in pencil on a scrap of paper

"First line, fromthe left. The 778th, Dallas's 10th, Corben's 78th,

O rock's picquets. Second line, fromthe left. Hll's 4th, Mcleod' s
i2th, then the 74th. They are to formtheir lines and wait for ny
orders. You understand? They are to wait." Barclay nodded, then

tugged on his reins and spurred his horse back towards the ford as the
CGeneral turned again to watch the eneny's re depl oynent

"Very fine work," he said approvingly.

"I doubt we could have manoeuvred any nore smartly than that. You
think they were readying to cross the river and attack us?"

Maj or Bl acki ston, his engi neer aide, nodded.

"I't would explain why they were ready to nove, sir.

"We shall just have to discover whether they fight as well as they
manoeuvre," Wl lesley said, collapsing his tel escope, then he sent
Bl acki ston north to explore the ground up to the River Juah

"Conme on, Canpbell," Wellesley said when Bl acki ston was gone and, to
Sharpe's surprise, instead of riding back to where the arny was
crossing the ford, the General spurred his horse still further west

towards the eneny.
Campbel I foll owed and Shar pe deci ded he had better go as well.

The three nmen rode into a steep-sided valley that was thick with trees
and brush, then up its far side to another stretch of open farni and.
They cantered through a field of unharvested nmillet, then across
pasturel and, always inclining north towards another low hill crest.

"I"ll oblige you for a canteen, Sergeant," Wl lesley called as they
neared the crest and Sharpe thunped his heels on the mare's flanks to
catch up with the General, then funbled a canteen free and held it out,
but that nmeant taking his left hand off the reins while his right was

still holding Dioned s tether and the nare, freed of the rein, swerved
away fromthe General. Wellesley caught up with Sharpe and took the
cant een.

"You might tie Dioned's rein to your belt, Sergeant," he said.
"I't will provide you with another hand."
A man needed three hands to do Sharpe's job, but once they reached the

| ow crest the CGeneral halted again and so gave Sharpe tine to fasten
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the Arab's rein to Fletcher's belt. The General was staring at the
eneny who was now only a quarter-nile away, well inside cannon shot,

but either the eneny guns were not ready to fire or else they were
under orders not to waste powder on a nere three horsenen. Sharpe took
the opportunity to explore what was in Fletcher's pouch. There was a
pi ece of mouldy bread that had been soaked when the trooper's body fel
into the river, a piece of salted neat that Sharpe suspected was dried
goat, and a sharpening stone. That nmade himhalf draw the sabre to
feel its edge. It was keen

"A nasty little settlenent!” Wllesley said cheerfully.
"Aye, it is, sir!" Canpbell agreed enthusiastically.

"That nust be Assaye," Wellesley renarked.

"You think we're about to nake it fanous?"
"I trust so, sir," Canpbell said.

"Not infanobus, | hope,
pi t ched | augh.

Wel | esl ey said, and gave his short, high

Sharpe saw they were both staring towards a village that lay to the
north of the eneny's newline. Like every village in this part of
India it was provided with a ranpart nade of the outernost houses' nud
wal | s.

Such walls could be five or six feet in thickness, and though they

m ght crunble to the touch of an artillery bonbardnent, they still nade
a form dabl e obstacle to infantry. Eneny soldiers stood on every
rooftop, while outside the wall, in an array as thick as a hedgehog's

quills, was an assortnent of cannon

"A very nasty little place," the General said.

"W nust avoid it. | see your fellows are there, Sharpe!”

"My fellows, sir?" Sharpe asked in puzzl enent.

"White coats, Sergeant.”

So Dodd's reginent had taken their place just to the south of Assaye.

They were still on the left of Pohlmann's line, but now that |ine
stretched southwards fromthe bristling de fences about the village to
the bank of the River Kaitna. The infantry were already in place and
the | ast of the guns were now being hauled into their positions in
front of the eneny |ine, and Sharpe renenbered Syud Sevajee's grim
words about the rivers neeting, and he knew that the only way out of
this narrowi ng neck of land was either back through the fords or el se
strai ght ahead through the eneny's arny.

"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 |Iine, Canpbell?"
"A hundred yards, sir?" the young Scotsman guessed after gazing

t hrough his spyglass for a while.
200



"A hundred and fifty, | think," Wllesley said.

Sharpe was watching the village. A lane led fromits eastern wall and
a file of cavalry was riding out fromthe houses towards sone trees.

"They think to allow us to take the guns,” Wl Il esl ey guessed,
"reckoning we'll be so pounded by round shot and peppered by cani ster
that their infantry can then adm nister the coup de grace. They wi sh
to treat us to a double dose! @Guns and fire |ocks

The trees where the cavalry had di sappeared dropped into a steep gully
that twi sted towards the higher ground fromwhere Wl I esley was
observing the eneny. Sharpe, watching the tree-filled gully, saw birds
fly out of the branches as the cavalry advanced beneath the thick

| eaves.

"Hor senen, sir," Sharpe warned.
"Where, nman, where?" Wl esley asked.
Shar pe pointed towards the gully.

"It's full of the bastards, sir. They canme out of the village a couple
of nmonents ago. You can't see them sir, but | think there might be a
hundred nen hi dden there."

Wel | esl ey did not dispute Sharpe.
"They want to put us in the bag," he said in seem ng anusenent.

"Keep an eye out for them Sharpe. | have no wish to watch the battle
fromthe confort of Scindia's tent." He |ooked back to the eneny's
line where the |ast of the heavy guns were being |ugged into place.
Those last two guns were the big ei ghteen pounder siege guns that had
done the damage as the British arny crossed the ford, and now the huge
pi eces were being emplaced in front of Dodd' s reginent. El ephants
pull ed the guns into position, then were | ed away towards the baggage
park beyond the village.

"How many guns do you reckon, Canpbell?" the General asked.
"Ei ghty-two, sir, not counting the ones by Assaye."

"Around twenty there, | think. W shall be earning our pay! And their
line's longer than | thought. W shall have to extend." He was not so
much speaking to Canpbell as to hinself, but now he glanced at the
young Scots officer

"Did you count their infantry?"
"Fifteen thousand in the line, sir?" Canpbell hazarded.

"And at least as nany again in the village," Wllesley said, snapping
his tel escope shut, 'not to nention a horde of horsenen behind them
but they'll only count if we neet disaster. It's the fifteen thousand
in front who concern us. Beat themand we beat all." He nmade a
pencilled note in a small black book, then stared again at the eneny
line beneath its bright flags.
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"They did manoeuvre well! A creditable perfornance. 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 eneny horsenmen had energed fromthe gully with their tulwars and
| ances bright in the afternoon sun, and now were spurring towards
Vel | esl ey.

"Back the way we cane," the General said, 'and fairly briskly,
t hi nk. "

This was the second tine in one day that Sharpe had been pursued by
Mahratta cavalry, but the first tine he had been nounted on a snal

nati ve horse and now he was on one of the General's own chargers and
the difference was ni ght and day. The Mahrattas were at a full gallop
but Wellesley and his two conpani ons never went above a canter and
still their big horses easily outstripped the frantic pursuit. Shar pe,
clinging for dear life to the nare's pommel, gl anced behind after two
m nutes and saw the eneny horsenen pulling up. So that, he thought,
was why officers were willing to pay a small fortune for British and
Irish horses

The three nen dropped into the valley, clinbed its farther side and
Sharpe saw that the British infantry had now advanced fromthe road to
formits line of attack along the lowridge that lay parallel to the
road, and the redcoat array |ooked pitifully small conpared to the
great eneny host less than a mle to the west. Instead of a |line of
heavy guns, there was only a scatter of |ight six-pounder cannon and a
single battery of fourteen bigger guns, and to face Pohl mann's three
conpoos of fifteen thousand nen there were scarcely five thousand
red-coated infantry, but Wellesley seened unworried by the odds. Sharpe
did not see how the battle was to be won, indeed he wondered why it was
bei ng fought at all, but whenever the doubt nade his fears surge he
only had to ook at Wellesley and take confort fromthe General's
serene confidence.

Wellesley rode first to the left of his |ine where the kilted
H ghl anders of the 778th waited in |line.

"You'l | advance in a nonent or two, Harness," he told their Col onel

"Strai ght ahead! | fancy you'll find bayonets will be useful. Tell
your skirm shers that there are cavalry about, though | doubt you'l
neet themat this end of the line."

Har ness appeared not to hear the General. He sat on a big horse as

bl ack as his towering bearskin hat and carried a huge claynore that

| ooked as if it had been killing the enenm es of Scotland for a century
or nore.

"It's the Sabbath, Wllesley," he finally spoke, though wi thout | ooking
at the General. "Renenber the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.

Si x days shalt thou | abour, 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
Col onel gl owered at Wel |l esl ey.

"Are you sure, man, that you want to fight today?"

"Quite sure, Colonel," Wellesley answered very equably.
202



Har ness gri maced.

"Wn't be the first commandnent |'ve broken, so to hell and away with
it." He gave his huge claynore a flourish

"You'll not need to worry about ny rogues, Wllesley, they can kill as
well as any man, even if it is a Sunday."

"l never doubted it."

"Strai ght ahead, eh? And I'Il lay the lash on any dog who falters. You
hear that, you bastards! 1'll flog you red!"
"I wish you joy of the afternoon, Colonel," Wllesley said to Harness,

then he rode north to speak with his other five battalion commanders.
He gave them nuch the same instructions as he had gi ven Col one

Har ness, though because the Madrassi sepoys depl oyed no skirm shers, he
sinmply warned themthat they had one chance of victory and that was to
march straight into the eneny fire and, by enduring it, carry their
bayonets into the Mahratta ranks. He told the commandi ng of ficers of
the two sepoy battalions in the second line that they would now need to
join the front I|ine.

"You'll incline right," he told them 'forming between Corben's 78th and
Col onel Orrock's picquets." He had hoped to attack in two |lines, so
that the nmen behind could reinforce those in front, but the eneny 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 neet

Col onel Wallace who today would conmmand a brigade of his own 74th

H ghl anders and two sepoy battalions which, with Orrock's picquets,
would formthe right side of the attacking force. He warned Wl l ace of
the line's extension

"I''"ll have Orrock incline right to give your sepoys room" he proni sed
Wallace, "and |'m putting your own reginment on Orrock's right flank."
Wal | ace, because he was comuandi ng the brigade, would not |ead his own
H ghl anders who woul d be under the conmand of his deputy, Mjor

Swi nton. Col onel McCandl ess had joined his friend Wall ace, and
Wl | esl ey greeted him

"I see your nan holds their left, MCandl ess."

"So |'ve seen, sir.

"But | don't wish to tangle with himearly on. He's hard by the
village and they've nade it a stronghold, so we'll take the right of
their line, then swing north and pin the rest against the Juah. You'l
get your chance, MCandl ess, get your chance."

I'mdepending on it, sir," MCandl ess answered. The Col onel nodded a
nmute greeting to Sharpe, who then had to follow Wl lesley to the ranks
of the 74th.

"You'l |l oblige me, Swinton," Wllesley said, 'by doubling your fellows
to the right and taking station beyond Col onel O rock's picquets.
You're to formthe newright flank. 1[|'ve told Colonel Orock to nove
somewhat to his right, so you'll have a good way to go to nake your new

position. You understand?"
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"Perfectly, sir," Swi nton said.
"Orrock will incline right and we double round behind himto formthe
new fl ank and sepoys repl ace us here."

"Good man!" Wellesley said, then rode on to Colonel O rock. Sharpe
guessed that the General had ordered the 74th to nove outside Orock
because he did not trust the nervous Colonel to hold the right flank

O rock's contingent of half conpanies was a small but potent force, but
it lacked the cohesion of the nen's parent battalions.

"You're to lead themright wards Wellesley told the red-faced Col onel
"but not too far. You conprehend? Not too far right! Because you'l
find a defended village on your front right flank and it's a brute.
don't want any of our nen near it until we've sent the eneny infantry
packi ng. "

"I go right?" Ovrock asked.
"You incline right," Wllesley said, 'then straighten up. Two hundred
paces should do it. Incline right, Orock, give the line two hundred
paces nore width, then straighten and march straight for the eneny.

Swinton will be bringing his men onto your right flank. Don't wait for
him let himcatch you, and don't hesitate when we attack. Just go
straight in with the bayonet."

Orock jutted his head, scratched his chin and blinked.
"I go right wards
"Then strai ght ahead," Wellesley said patiently.

"Yes, sir," Orock said, then jerked nervously as one of his snal
si x- pounder cannon, which had been deployed fifty yards in front of his
line, fired.

"What the devil?" Wellesley asked, turning to |l ook at the small gun
that had | eaped back five or six yards. He could not see what the gun
had fired at, for the snoke of the discharge nade a thick cloud in
front of the nuzzle, but a second later an eneny round shot screaned

t hrough the snoke, twitching it, to bounce between two of Orock's half
conpanies. Wellesley cantered to his left to see that the eneny guns
had opened fire. For the nonent they were nerely sending rangi ng
shots, but soon the guns would be pouring their netal at the red

ranks.

The CGeneral cantered back southwards. It was close to md afternoon
now and the sun was burning the world white. The air was hum d, hard
to breathe, and every man in the British line was sweating. The eneny
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 eneny cannon was harsh, banging over the warmground in
successi ve punches that cane closer and cl oser together as nore guns
joined the cannonade. The British guns replied, and the snoke of their
di scharges betrayed their positions, and the eneny gunners | evered
their pieces to aimat the British cannon which, hugely out nunbered,
were having by far the worst of the exchange. Sharpe saw the earth
around one si x-pounder struck again and again by eneny round shot, each
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strike kicking up a barrow | oad of soil, and then the small gun seened
to disintegrate as a heavy ball struck it plunb on the front of its
carri age.

Splinters flewto eviscerate the crew that had been ranmm ng the gun

The barrel reared up, its trunnions tearing out of the carriage, then
the heavy netal tube slowy toppled onto a wounded nman. Anot her gunner
reel ed away, gasping for breath, while a third lay on the ground

| ooki ng as though he slept.

A piper began to play as the General neared the kilted 778th.

"I thought | ordered all nusicians to | eave their instrunents behind,
drumers excepted,” Wellesley said angrily.

"Very hard to go into battle without the pipes, sir," Canpbell said
reprovingly.

"Hard to save the wounded wi thout orderlies,"” Wllesley conplained. In
battle the pipers' job was to save the wounded, but Harness had
blithely disobeyed the order and brought his bagpi pers. However, it
was too late to worry about that disobedi ence now. Another round shot
found its mark in a sepoy battalion, flinging men aside |Iike broken
dolls, while a high ball struck a tall tree, shaking its topnost | eaves
and provoking a snall green parrot to squawk as it fled the branches.

Wellesley reined in close to the 778th. He glanced to his right, then
| ooked back to the eight or nine hundred yards of country that
separated his small force fromthe eneny. The sound of the guns was
constant now, its thunder deafening, and the snoke of their cannonade
was hiding the Mahratta infantry that waited for his assault. If the
CGeneral was nervous he showed no sign of it, unless the fingers
drumm ng softly against his thigh betrayed sone worry. This was his
first proper battle in the field, gun against gun and infantry agai nst
infantry, yet he seened entirely cool

Sharpe licked dry lips. H's nmare fidgeted and Di oned kept pricking his
ears at the gunfire. Another British gun was hit, this tinme losing a
wheel to an eneny round shot. The gunners rolled a new wheel forward,
while the officer commanding the snall battery ran forward with a
handspi ke. The infantry waited beneath their bright silk col ours,
their long line of two ranks tipped w th shining bayonets.

"Time to go," Wellesley said very quietly.

"Forward, gentlenen," he said, but still not loudly. He took a
br eat h.
"Forward!" he shouted and, at the sane tinme, took off his cocked hat

and waved it towards the eneny.

The British druns began their beat. Sergeants shouted. O ficers drew
swords. The nen began to nmarch

And the battle had begun
CHAPTER 10

The redcoats advanced in a line of two ranks. The troops spread out as
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they wal ked 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 eneny
was firing shell as well as solid shot, and Sharpe flinched as a shel
expl oded anong a team of oxen that was picketed a hundred yards behind
their gun. The wounded beasts bell owed, and one broke fromits picket
tolinmp with a bleeding and trailing | eg towards the 10th Madras
infantry.

A British officer ran and put the beast out of its msery with his

pi stol and the sepoys stepped delicately about the shuddering corpse.
Col onel Harness, seeing that his two snall battalion guns would
inevitably be destroyed if they stayed in action, ordered his gunners
to linmber up and foll ow the regi nent forward.

"Do it fast, you rogues! | want you close behind ne."

The eneny 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, nuch 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 unendi ng, one shot nelding into the next and the
whol e maki ng a thunderous noi se of deafening violence. The eneny line
was shrouded in grey-white snoke which was constantly lit by flashes of
gunfire deep in the snoke's heart. Sonetines a Mahratta battery woul d
pause to let the snoke thin and Sharpe, riding twenty paces behind the
CGeneral who was advancing just to the right of the 778th, could watch
the eneny gunners heave at their pieces, see them back away as the gun
captain swng the linstock over the barrel, then the gun would

di sappear again in a cloud of powder snoke and, an instant later, a
ball would plunge down in front of the infantry. Sonetines it would
bounce cl ean over the nen's heads, but too often the heavy shots
slamed into the files and nen woul d be broken apart in a spray of

bl ood. Sharpe saw the front half of a shattered nusket wheel up out of
the Hi ghlanders' ranks. It turned in the air, pursued by its owner's
bl ood, then fell to inpale its bayonet into the turf. A gentle north
wi nd bl ew a patch of gunsnoke away fromthe centre of the eneny line
where the guns were al nost axle boss to axle boss. Sharpe watched nen
ramthe barrels, watched themrun clear, watched the snoke bl ossom
again and heard the shriek of a round shot just overhead. Sonetines
Sharpe coul d see the tongue of dark-red fire streaking towards himin
the cloud's heart, and then the | ead-grey stroke of a ball arcing
towards himin the sky, and once he saw the madly spiralling w sp of
snoke | eft by the burning fuse of a shell, but every tinme the shots
went wide or else fell short to churn up a dusty patch of earth

"Close the files!" the sergeants shouted.
"C ose up!”

The drummer boys beat the advance. There was | ow ground ahead, and the
sooner the attacking line was in that gentle valley, the sooner they
woul d be out of sight of the gunners. Wl lesley |ooked to his right
and saw that O rock had paused in his advance and that the 74th, who
shoul d have been fornming to the right of Orock's nmen, had stopped as
wel | .

"Tell Orrock to go! Tell himto go!"™ the General called to Canpbel

who spurred across the advancing line. H's horse galloped through a

cl oud of shell snoke, |eaped a broken |inber, then Sharpe |ost sight of
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the aide. Wllesley urged his horse closer to the ySth who were now
drawi ng ahead of the sepoys. The Highlanders were taller than the
Madrassi battalions and their stride was |longer as they hurried to gain
t he dead ground where the bonbardnent could not reach them A bouncing
shell cane to rest near the grenadi er conpany that was on the right of
the 778this line and the kilted sol diers skipped aside, all but for one
man who dashed out of the front rank as the nissile spun crazily on the
ground with its fuse spitting out a tangle of snoke. He rammed his
right boot on the shell to make it still, then struck hard down with
the brass butt of his nmusket to knock the fuse free.

"Am | spared the punishnment now, Sergeant?" he called.

"You get in file, John, get in file," the sergeant answered.
Wl | esl ey grinned, then shuddered as a ball went perilously close to
his hat. He | ooked round, seeking his aides, and saw Barcl ay.

"The cal mbefore the storm" the CGeneral renarked.
"Sone calm sir."

"Some storm" an Indian answered. He was one of the Mahratta chiefs
who were allied to the British and whose horsenen were keeping the
caval ry busy south of the river. Three such nen rode with Well esley
and one had a badly trained horse that kept skittering sideways
whenever a shell expl oded.

Maj or Bl acki ston, the engineer on Wl lesley's staff who had been sent
to reconnoitre the land north of the arny, now gall oped back behind the
advanci ng |i ne.

"Broken ground up by the village, sir, cut by gullies,"
'no place to advance."

he reported,

Wel |l esl ey grunted. He had no intention of sending infantry near the
vill age yet, so Blackiston's report was not inmnediately useful

"Did you see Orock?"

"He was worried about his two guns, sir. Can't take them forward
because the teans have all been killed, but Canpbell's chivvying him
on."

Wel |l esley stood in his stirrups to ook north and saw O rock's picquets
at last noving smartly away. They were marching obliquely, wthout
their two snmall guns, naking space for the two sepoy battalions to cone
into the line. The 74th was beyond them vanishing into a fold of
ground.

"Not too far, Orock, not too far," Wellesley nuttered, then he |ost
sight of Orock's nen as his horse followed the 778th into the | ower
ground.

"Once we have them pi nned against the river," he asked Bl acki ston
gesturing to show he neant the River Juah to the north, 'can they get
away?"

"Em nently fordable, sir, I'mafraid," Blackiston answered.
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"I doubt they can nove nore than a handful of the guns down the bank
but a nman can escape easily enough."

Wel | esl ey grunted an acknow edgenent and spurred ahead, |eaving the
engi neer behi nd.

"He didn't even ask if | was chased!" Blackiston said to Barclay with
nock i ndi gnati on.

"Were you, John?"

"Damed sure | 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
| ook.

"It's a wager, Sergeant," the engi neer expl ai ned.

"Whi chever of the General's family ends up with the nost bullet holes
wi ns the pot."

"Do | count, sir?"

"You replace Fletcher, and he didn't have to pay to get in because he
clained he was penniless. W admtted himfromthe goodness of our
hearts. But no cheating now W can't have fellows poking their coats
with swords to win points."

"How nmany poi nts does Fletcher get, sir?" Sharpe asked.
"For having his head bl own of f?"
"He's disqualified, of course, on grounds of extrene carel essness.”

Shar pe | aughed. Bl ackiston's words were not funny, of course, but the
| aught er burst out of him causing Wllesley to turn in his saddle and
give hima scow. In truth Sharpe was fighting a growing fear. For
the nonent he was safe enough, for the left flank of the attack was now
in dead ground and the eneny bonbardnent was concentrating on the sepoy
battalions who had still not reached the valley, but Sharpe could hear
the whi p-fast runble of the round shots tearing up the air, he could
hear the cannon fire, and every few seconds a how tzer shell would fal
into the valley and explode in a puff of flam ng snoke. So far the
howi tzers had failed to do any damage, but Sharpe could see the snal
bushes bend away fromtheir blasts and hear the scraps of shell casing
rip through |l eaves. 1In 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 nmare's ears flicker at
every shell burst and he wondered if horses felt fear. D d they
understand this kind of danger? He watched the Scots, stolidly
advanci ng through the shrubs and trees, magnificent in their feathered
bearskin hats and their pleated kilts. They were a | ong way from
bl oody hone, he thought, and was surprised that he did not really fee
that for hinself, 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 hin? Not what it was to Major Bl ackiston, he guessed.
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He wondered agai n about Pohl mann's of fer, and thought what it would be
like to be standing in sash and sword behind that |ine of Mahratta
guns. Safe as houses, he reckoned, just standing there and watching
through the snoke as a thin line of redcoat enemi es marched into
horror. So why had he not accepted? And he knew the real reason was
not sone half-felt love of country, nor an aversion to Dodd, but
because the only sash and sword he wanted were the ones that would | et
hi m go back to England and spit on the nmen who had nade his life

m serable. Except there would be no sash and sword. Sergeants did not
get nade into officers, not often, and he was suddenly ashanmed of ever
havi ng qui zzed McCandl ess about the natter. But at |east the Col one
had not | aughed at him

Vel |l esl ey had turned to speak to Col onel Harness.

"We' Il give the guns a volley of nusketry, Harness, at your discretion
That should give us tine to rel oad, but save the second volley for
their infantry."

"I'd already worked out the sane for nyself," Harness answered with a

scow .

"And 1'Il not use skirm shers, not on a Sunday." Usually the |ight
conpany went ahead of the rest of the battalion and scattered into a

| oose line that would fire at the eneny before the main attack arrived,
but Harness nust have decided that he would rather reserve the |ight
conpany'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 conpany in Iine, and Sharpe deci ded the General nust be
nervous for those last three words were unusual ly | oquaci ous. Wl | esl ey
hi nsel f nmust have deci ded he had betrayed his feelings, for he | ooked
bl acker than ever. His high spirits had vani shed ever since the eneny
artillery had started firing.

The Scots were clinmbing now They were tranping through stubble and at
any mnute they would cross the brow of the gentle hill and find

t hensel ves back in the gunners' sights. The first the gunners would
see would be the two regi nental standards, then the officers on
horseback, then the Iine of bearskins, and after that the whole red,
white and black array of a battalion in line with the glint of their

fi xed bayonets showing in the sun. And God hel p us then, Sharpe

t hought, because every buggering gun strai ght ahead nust be rel oaded 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 harm essly
over head.

"That man fired early," Barclay said.

"Take his nane."

Sharpe | ooked to his right. The next four battalions, all sepoys, were
safe in the dead ground now, while Orock's picquets and the 74th had
vani shed anong the trees north of the valley. Harness's Scots would
climb into view first and, for a nonent or two, would have the gunners
undi vided attention. Sone of the Hi ghlanders were hurrying, as if to
get the ordeal over.

"Hol d your dressing!" Harness bellowed at them
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"This ain't a race to the tavern! Dam you!"

El sie. Sharpe suddenly renenbered the nane of a girl who had worked in
the tavern near Wetherby where he had fled after running away from
Br ewhouse Lane. Wy had he thought of her, he wondered,

and he had a sudden vision of the taproom all steaming on a winter
night fromnen'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 sl eeping under the tables, and he

i magi ned wal ki ng back into that snoke-bl ackened roomwith his officer's
sash and sword, and then he forgot all about Yorkshire as the 778th,
with Wellesley's famly on its right, energed onto the flat land in
front of the eneny guns.

Sharpe's first surprised reaction was how cl ose they were. The | ow
ground had brought themwi thin a hundred and fifty paces of the eneny
guns, and his second reacti on was how spl endid the eneny | ooked, 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 nust | ook
like, and just as he thought that, so the whole gorgeous array of the
eneny arny vani shed behind a vast bank of snoke, a roiling bank in
whi ch the snoke twi sted as though it was tortured, and every few yards
there was a spear of flane in the whiteness, while in front of the
cloud the crops flattened away fromthe blast of the expl oding powder
as the heavy round shots tore through the Hi ghl anders' files.

There seened to be bl ood everywhere, and broken nmen falling or sliding
in the carnage. Sonewhere a man gasped, but no one was screaning. A
pi per dropped his instrunent and ran to a fallen man whose | eg had been
torn away. Every few yards there was a tangle of dead and dyi ng nen,
showi ng where the round shot had snatched files fromthe reginent. A
young officer tried to calmhis horse which was edgi ng sideways in
fright, its eyes white and head tossing. Colonel Harness guided his
own horse round a di senbowel | ed man w t hout giving the dead man a

gl ance. 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 seened oddly silent. Wellesley turned and spoke to Barcl ay,
but Sharpe did not hear a thing, then he realized that his ears were
ringing fromthe terrible sound of that discharge of gunnery. D oned
pul l ed away from himand he tugged the grey horse back. Fletcher's

bl ood had dried to a crust on Dioned's flank. Flies crawled all over
the blood. A Highlander was swearing terribly as his conrades narched
away fromhim He was on his hands and knees, wi th no obvi ous wound,
but then he | ooked up at Sharpe, spoke one |ast obscenity and col | apsed
forward

More flies congregated on the shining blue spill of the di senbowell ed
man's guts. Another man crawl ed t hrough stubbl e, draggi ng his nusket
by its whitened sling.

"Steady now " Harness shouted.

"Dam your haste! Ain't running a race! Think of your nothers!"

" Mot hers?" Bl acki st on asked.

"Close up!" a sergeant shouted
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"C ose up!”

The Mahratta gunners would be frantically reloading, but this time with
cani ster. The gunsnoke was di ssipating, twisting as the small breeze
carried it away, and Sharpe could see the m sty shapes of nen ranmi ng
barrels and carrying charges to nuzzles. Oher nmen hand spi ked gun
trails to line the recoil ed weapons on the Scots.

Wel |l esl ey was curbing his stallion lest it get too far ahead of the

H ghl anders. Not hing showed on the right. The sepoys were still in
dead ground and the right flank was | ost anong the scatter of trees and
broken ground to the north, so that for the nonent it seened as if

Har ness's Hi ghl anders were fighting the battle all on their own, six
hundred nmen agai nst a hundred thousand, but the Scotsnen 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

pi per began playing again, and the wild nusic seened to put a new
spring in the Hi ghlanders' steps. They were wal king to death, but they
went in perfect order and in seening calm No wonder nen nade songs
about the Scots, Sharpe thought, then turned as hooves sounded behi nd
and he saw it was Captain Canpbell returning fromhis errand.

The Captain grinned at Sharpe.
"I thought I'd be too late."

"You're intine, sir. Just in time, sir," Sharpe said, but for what?
he wonder ed.

Canpbell rode on to Wellesley to nake his report. The Cenera

| i stened, nodded, then the guns straight ahead started firing again,
only raggedly this tine as each eneny gun fired as soon as it was

| oaded.

The sound of each gun was a terrible bang, as deafening as a thunp on
the ear, and the canister flecked the field in front of the Scots with
a nmyriad puffs of dust before bouncing up to snatch nmen backwards.

Each round was a netal canister, crammed with nusket 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 duck shot

Anot her cannon fired, then another, each gunshot pummelling the I and
and each taking its share of Scotsnen to eternity, or else naking
another cripple for the parish or a sufferer for the surgeon. The
drumer boys were still playing, though one was |inping and anot her was
dri pping bl ood onto his druns king The piper began playing a jauntier
tune, as though this walk into an eneny horde was sonething to

cel ebrate, and sone of the Hi ghlanders qui ckened their pace.

"Not so eager!" Harness shout ed.

"Not so eager!" His basket-hilted claynore was in his hand and he was
cl ose behind his nen's two ranks as though he wanted to spur through
and carry the dreadful blade agai nst the gunners who were flaying his
regi ment. A bearskin was bl own apart by canister, |eaving the nman
beneat h unt ouched.

"Steady now" a nmjor called.
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"Close up! Cose up!" the sergeants shout ed.
"Close the files!"

Corporals, designated as file-closers, hurried behind the ranks and
dragged nen left and right to seal the gaps blown by the guns. The
gaps were bigger now, for a well-ained barrel of canister could take
four or five files down, while a round shot could only blast away a
single file at a tine.

Four guns fired, a fifth, then a whol e succession of guns expl oded
together and the air around Sharpe seened to be filled with a rushing,
shrieking wind, and the Hi ghlanders' line seened to twist in that
violent gale, but though it left nen behind, nen who were bl eeding and
vomting and crying and calling for their conrades or their nothers,
the others closed their ranks and marched stolidly on. Mre guns
fired, blanketing the eneny with snoke, and Sharpe could hear the
canister hitting the reginent. Each blast brought a rattling sound as
bull ets struck nuskets, while the H ghlanders, like infantry
everywhere, nade sure their guns' w de stocks covered their groins. The
line was shorter now, much shorter, and it had al nost reached the
lingering edge of the great bank of snoke punped out by the eneny's
guns.

'ySth," Harness shouted in a huge voice, 'halt!"

Wel | esl ey curbed his horse. Sharpe looked to his right and saw the
sepoys com ng 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 val |l ey had skewed the sepoys' dressing, and then the guns
in the northern part of the Mahratta |ine opened fire and the |ine of
sepoys becane even nore 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 Scotsnen brought their fire locks to their shoulders. They were
only sixty yards fromthe guns and even a snoot hbore nusket was
accurate enough at that range.

"Don't fire high, you dogs!" Harness warned them
"I''ll flog every nan who fires high. Fire!"

The voll ey sounded feeble conpared to the thunder of the big guns, but
it was a confort all the same and Sharpe al nost cheered as the

H ghl anders fired and their crackling volley whi pped away across the
stubbl e. The gunners were vani shing. Sonme nust have been killed, but
others were nerely sheltering behind the big trails of their cannon

"Rel oad! " Harness shout ed.
"No dallying! Reload!"

This was where the Highlanders' training paid its dividends, for a

nusket was an awkward brute to rel oad, and nade nore cunbersone stil

by the seventeen-inch bayonet fixed to its nmuzzle. The triangul ar

bl ade nade it difficult to ramthe gun properly, and sonme of the

H ghl anders twi sted the blades off to nake their job easier, but al
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rel oaded swiftly, just as they had been trained to do in hard I ong
weeks at honme. They |oaded, rammed, prined, then slotted the ranrods
back into the barrel hoops. Those who had renoved their bayonets
refastened themto 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 | oose. The eneny guns were stil
not | oaded and their crews had been hard hit by the volley, and nost of
the guns woul d not have tinme to charge their barrels before the Scots
were on them Sone of the gunners fled. Sharpe saw a nounted Mahratta
of ficer rounding themup and driving themback to their pieces with the
flat of his sword, but he also saw one gun, a painted nonster directly
to his front, being rammed hard by two nen who heaved on the ramer,
plucked it free then ran aside.

"For what we are about to receive," Blackiston nmurnured. The engi neer
had al so seen the gunners charge their barrel

The gun fired, and its jet of snoke al nbst engul fed the General's
famly. For an instant Sharpe saw Wl lesley's tall figure outlined
agai nst the pal e snoke, then he could see nothing but blood and the
CGeneral falling. The heat and di scharge 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 bl ast.

O rather it was his horse. The stallion had been struck a dozen tines
while Wellesley, charned, had not taken a scratch. The big horse ii |
toppl ed, dead before he struck the ground, and Sharpe saw t he Cenera
kick his feet out fromthe stirrups and use his hands to push hinself
up fromthe saddl e as the horse collapsed. Wllesley's right foot
touched the ground first and, before the stallion's weight could rol
onto his leg, he junped away, staggering slightly in his hurry.
Canmpbel I turned towards him but the General waved hi maway. Shar pe
ki cked the mare on and untied Dioned's reins fromhis belt. Ws 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 Di oned while he untangled the saddle fromthe dead
stallion? |" Then he thought to tie both to the dead horse's bridle.

"Four hundred guineas gone to a penny bullet,” Wllesley said
sarcastically, watching as Sharpe unbuckled the girth fromthe dead
stallion. O near dead, for the beast still tw tched and kicked as the
flies cane to feast on its new bl ood.

"I'"ll take Dioned," Wellesley told Sharpe, then stooped to help,
tugging the saddle with its attached bags and holsters free of the
dyi ng horse, but then a feral scream made the General turn back to

wat ch as Harness's nmen charged into the gun line. The screamwas the
noi se they nade as they struck hone, a screamthat was the rel ease of
all their fears and a terrible noise presaging their enenies' death.
And how they gave it. The Scotsnen found the gunners who had stayed at
their posts crouching under the trails and they dragged t hem out and
bayonet ed t hem agai n and agai n.

"Bastard," one man screaned, plunging his blade repeatedly into a dead
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gunner's belly.

"Heat hen bl ack bastard!"™ He kicked the man's head, then stabbed down
with his bayonet again. Col onel Harness back swung his sword to kill a
man, then casually w ped the blood off the blade onto his horse's bl ack
nmane.

"Formline!" he shouted.
"Formline! Hurry, you rogues!”

A scatter of gunners had fled back fromthe Scots to the safety of the
Mahratta infantry who were now little nore than a hundred paces away.

They shoul d have charged, Sharpe thought. Wile the Scots were blindly
hacki ng 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 scranble as sergeants dragged

H ghl anders away fromthe dead and dyi ng gunners and pushed theminto
their ranks.

"There are still gunners alive, sir!"™ a lieutenant shouted at
Har ness.
"Formup!" Harness shouted, ignoring the lieutenant. Sergeants and

corporals shoved nen into line.

"Forward!" Harness shout ed.
"Hurry, man," Wl lesley said to Sharpe, but not angrily. Sharpe had
heaved the saddl e over Dioned's back and now stooped under the grey
horse's belly to gather the girth.

"He doesn't like it too tight," the General said.

Shar pe buckl ed the strap and Wl lesley took Dioned's reins fromhi mand
heaved hinmself up into the saddle w thout another word. The General's
coat was sneared with blood, but it was horse bl ood, not his own.

"Wel | done, Harness!" he called ahead to the Scotsnan, then rode away
and Shar pe unhitched the nare fromthe dead horse's bridle, clanbered
onto her back and foll owed.

Three pipers played for the y78th now. They were far from hone, under a
furnace sun in a blinding sky, and they brought the mad nusic of
Scotland's wars to India. And it was nadness. The ySth had suffered
hard fromthe gunfire and the line of their advance was littered with
dead, dying and broken nmen, yet the survivors nowre-forned to attack
the main Mahratta battle line. They were back in two ranks, they held
their bl oody bayonets in front, and they advanced agai nst Pohl mann's
own conpoo on the right of the eneny line. The Highl anders | ooked
huge, nmade into giants by their tall bearskin hats with their feather
pl unmes, and they |ooked terrible, for they were. These were northern
warriors froma hard country and not a man spoke as they advanced. To
the waiting Mahrattas they nust have seened |ike creatures from
nightnmare, as terrible as the gods who withed on their tenple walls.

Yet the Mahratta infantry in their blue and yell ow coats were just as
proud. They were warriors recruited fromthe nmartial tribes of
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northern India, and now they |l evelled their nuskets as the two Scottish
ranks approached.

The Scots were terribly outnunbered and it seened to Sharpe that they
nmust all die in the coming volley. Sharpe hinself was in a half daze
stunned by the noise yet aware that his nobod was sw ngi ng between
elation at the Scottish bravery and the pure terror of battle. He
heard a cheer and | ooked right to see the sepoys charging into the
guns.

He wat ched gunners flee, then saw the Madrassi sepoys tear into the
| aggards with their bayonets.

"Now we'l|l see how their infantry fights,"” Wllesley said savagely to
Canpbel I, 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 eneny's
infantry and the cavalry and gunners had nowhere to hide.

The Mahrattas waited with | evell ed nuskets. The Hi ghl anders, silent
again, marched on. Ninety paces to go, eighty, and then an officer's
sword swung down in the Mahratta ranks and the volley cane. It seened
ragged to Sharpe, naybe because nost nen did not fire on the word of
conmmand, but instead fired after they heard their nei ghbour's

di scharge, 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

seened to himthat not a man fell. Sone nmen nust have been hit, for he
saw ri pples where the files opened to step past the fallen, but the
778th, or what was left of the y78th, was intact still and still Harness

did not fire, but just kept marching them onward.

"They fired high!" Canpbell exulted.

"They drill well, fire badly," Barclay observed happily.

"Seventy paces to go, then sixty. A Highlander staggered fromthe |ine
and col |l apsed. Two other nen who had been wounded by the canister, but

were now recovered, hurried fromthe rear and pushed their way into the
ranks.

"Halt!" Harness suddenly call ed.

"Present!"

The guns, tipped by their bloodstai ned steel blades, canme up into the
H ghl anders' shoul ders so that the whole line seened to take a quarter
turn to the right. The Mahratta gunsnoke was clearing and the eneny
soldiers could see the Scots' heavy nuskets, with hate behind them and
the Hi ghl anders waited a heartbeat so the eneny could al so see their
death in the levelled nuskets.

"You'l | fire low, you bastards, or I'll want to know why," Harness
grow ed, then took a deep breath.

"Fire!" he shouted, and his Hi ghlanders did not fire high. They fired
low and their heavy balls ripped into bellies and thighs and groins.

"Now go for them" Harness shouted.
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"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 nusic of the pipes that flayed themonwards. They
were killers |oosed to the joys of slaughter and the eneny did not wait
for its coming, but just turned and fled.

The eneny in the rearward ranks of the conpoo had roomto run, but
those in front were inpeded by those behind and coul d not escape. A
terrible despairing wail sounded as the ~j78th struck honme 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 nen stepped over the dead to lunge their blades at the |iving.

The flags fell, then were raised again in Scottish hands. A cheer went
up, and just then Sharpe heard anot her cheer and saw the sepoys
chargi ng honme at the next section of the eneny line and, just as the
first Mahratta troops had run fromthe Scots, so now t he nei ghbouring
battalions fled fromthe sepoys. The eneny's vaunted infantry had
crunpled at the first contact. They had watched the thin line conme
towards them and they nust have assuned that the red coats would be
turned even redder by the heavy fire of the artillery, but the |line had
taken the guns' punishnment and just kept comi ng, battered and bl eedi ng,
and it nust have seened to the Mahrattas that such nen 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
eneny's centre and right. Only his left still stood its ground.

The sepoys killed, then pursued the fugitives who streaned westwards.
"Hold them" Wellesley shouted at the nearest battalion conmanders.

"Hold them" But the sepoys would not be held. They wanted to pursue
a beaten eneny and they streaned raggedly in his wake, killing as they
went. \Wellesley wheel ed D oned.

" Col onel Harness!"

"You'l| want ne to form post here?" the Scotsnan asked. Blood dripped
fromhis sword

"Here," Wellesley agreed. The eneny infantry nmight have fled, but
there was a namel stromof cavalry a half-nmle away and those horsenen
were cantering forward to attack the disordered British pursuers

"Depl oy your guns, Harness."

"I've given the order already," Harness said, gesturing towards his two
smal | gun teans that were hurrying six-pounders into position

"Col umm of full conpanies!" Harness shout ed.
"Quarter distance!"”

The Scots, one minute so savage, now ran back into their ranks and

files. The battalion faced no i nmedi ate eneny, for there was neither

infantry nor artillery within range, but the distant cavalry was a

threat and so Harness arranged themin their ten conpanies, close

together, so that they resenbled a square. The close formation could

defend itself against any cavalry attack, and just as easily shake
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itself into aline or into a colum of assault. Harness's twn

si x- pounders were unlinbered and now began firing towards the horsenen
who, appalled by the weckage of their infantry, paused rather than
attack the redcoats.

British and Indian officers were galloping anong the pursuing sepoys,
ordering them back to their ranks, while Harness's 778th 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 cl ose enough to hear the General and
assunmed that the words were addressed to him

"None of your business, Sharpe, none of your business," WlIlesley 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

Pohl mann's arny had been destroyed and that destruction had taken only
m nutes. He watched as the sepoys hurried back to their ranks and as
the first pucka | ees appeared fromthe nearby Kaitna with their huge

| oads of canteens and waterskins. He would let the nmen 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 Di oned
around to exanine the ground over which his infantry nust advance and,
just as he turned, so all hell erupted at the village.

Vel | esl ey frowned at the dense cloud of gunsnoke that had suddenly
appeared close to the nud 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, nore om nously, a surge of Mahratta cavalry had
broken through on the northern flank and was now riding free in the
country behind Wellesley's snall arny.

Soneone had bl under ed.

The left flank of WIlliam Dodd's reginent lay just a hundred paces from
the mud wal |l s of Assaye where the twenty guns whi ch defended the

vill age gave that flank an added neasure of safety. In front of the
Cobras were another six guns, two of themthe |ong-barrelled eighteen
pounders that had bonbarded the ford, while Dodd's own snall battery of
f our - pounder guns was bunched in the snmall gap between his nen's right
flank and the nei ghbouring regiment. Pohlmann had chosen to array his
guns in front of the infantry, but Dodd expected the British to attack
inline and a gun firing straight towards an onconing |ine could do
nmuch | ess damage than a gun firing obliquely down the line's |ength,
and so he had placed his cannon wide on the flank where they could work
t he nost 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 eneny coul d approach
inthe gully, but to reach Dodd's nen they would have to clinb onto the
flat farm and and there be slaughtered. A cactus-thorn hedge ran
across the killing ground, and that would give the eneny sone cover,
but there were wide gaps in the thorns. |f Dodd had been given tine he
woul d have sent nen to cut down the whol e hedge, but the necessary axes
were back with the baggage a nile away. Dodd, naturally, blanmed Joubm
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for the m ssing tools.

"Way are they not here, Monsewer?" he had demanded.
"I did not think. [I'msorry."

"Sorry! Sorry don't win battles, Mnsewer."

"l shall send for the axes, "Joubert said.

"Not now," Dodd said. He did not want to send any nen back to the
baggage canp, for their |Ioss would nonentarily weaken his regi nent and
he expected to be attacked at any nonent. He |ooked forward to that
nonent, for the eneny would need to expose hinself to a withering fire,
and Dodd kept standing in his stirrups to search for any sign of an
approaching eneny. There were sone British and Conpany cavalry far off
to the east, but those horsenen were staying well out of range of the
Mahratta guns. Oher enem es nust have been within the range of

Pohl mann's guns, for Dodd could hear themfiring and see the bill ow ng
cl ouds of grey-white snpoke punped out by each shot, but that cannonade
was well to his south and it did not spread down the Iine towards him
and it slowy dawned on Dodd that Wellesley was deliberately avoiding
Assaye

"God damm him " he shouted al oud.

"Monsi eur?" Captain Joubert asked resignedly, expecting another
repri nand.

"We're going to be left out," Dodd conpl ai ned.

Captai n Joubert thought that was probably a blessing. The Captain had
been saving his neagre salary in the hope of retiring to Lyons, and if
CGeneral Wellesley chose to ignore Cap tain Joubert then Captain Joubert
was entirely happy. And the longer he stayed in India, the nore
attractive he found Lyons. And Sinone would be better off in France,

he thought, for the heat of India was not good for her. It had nade
her restless, and inactivity gave her time to brood and no good ever
came froma thinking woman. |f Sinone was in France she woul d

be kept busy. There would be neals to cook, clothes to nmend, a garden
to tend, even children to raise. Those things were wonen's work, in
Joubert's opinion, and the sooner he could take his Sinone away from
India's | anguorous tenptations the better

Dodd stood in his stirrups again to stare sout hwards through his cheap
gl ass.

"The 778th," he grunted.

"Monsi eur?" Joubert was startled fromhis happy reverie about a house
near Lyons where his nother could help Sinone raise a busy little herd
of children.

"The 778th," Dodd said again, and Joubert stood in his stirrups to gaze
at the distant sight of the Scottish regi nent energing fromlow ground
to advance agai nst the Mahratta |ine.

"And no support for then?" Dodd asked, puzzled, and he had begun to
think that Boy Wellesley had blundered very badly, but just then he saw
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the sepoys coming fromthe valley. The attacking line |ooked very thin
and frail, and he could see nen bei ng snatched backwards by the
artillery fire.

"Way won't they cone here?" he asked petul antly.

"They are, Mbnsieur," Joubert answered, and poi nted eastwards.
Dodd turned and stared.

"Praise God fromWomall blessings flow," he said softly.

"The fools!" For the eneny was not just com ng towards Dodd's
position, but approaching in a colum of half conpanies. The eneny

i nfantry 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 nust
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
depl oyed into line. Their comander nust have deci ded that they would
make better progress if they advanced in colum and doubtl ess he

pl anned to deploy into |ine when he | aunched his attack, but the nen
showed no sign of deploying yet.

Dodd ai med his tel escope and was nonentarily puzzled. The |eading half
conpany were King's troops in red jackets, black shakoes and white
trousers, while the forty or fifty nen of the half conpany behind were
in kilts, but the other five half conpanies were all sepoys of the East
I ndi a Conpany.

"It's the picquets 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 aimat the approachi ng nen, 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!" Sone of the Goanese gunners spoke a little English, and they
under st ood hi m and passed the order on. The Rajah's infantry, on the
mud wal | s above the guns, were not so quick and sonme of those nen
opened fire on the distant redcoats, but their nuskets were far

out ranged and Dodd i gnored 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
hi s cunni ng.

He spurred back to the Cobras. A second British fornation had appeared
a hundred paces behind the picquets. This second unit was a conplete
battalion of redcoats advancing in line and, because narchi ng an
extended |ine across country was inevitably slower than advancing in a
columm of half conpanies, they had fallen behind the picquets who, in
sublinme disregard of Assaye's waiting defenders, continued their
progress towards the cactus hedge. It seenmed to be an isolated attack
far fromthe clanour in the south that Dodd now i gnored. God had given
Dodd a chance of victory and he felt the excitenent rise in him It
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was bliss, pure bliss. He could not Iose. He drew the el ephant-hilled
sword and, as if to give thanks, kissed the steel bl ade.

The | eadi ng hal f conpany of picquets had reached the thorn hedge and
there they had checked, at last unwilling to continue their suicida
progress towards the waiting Mahrattas. Sone artillery fromfurther up
the line, which did not lie under Dodd's control, had opened fire on
the colum, but the white-coated Mahratta forces immediately to the
front of the colum were silent and the picquets' comandi ng officer
seenmed encouraged by that and now urged his nmen onwards.

"Way doesn't he deploy?" Dodd asked no one, and prayed that they would
not depl oy, but as soon as the half conpany of kilted H ghlanders had
filed through a gap in the cactus thorn they began to spread out and
Dodd knew his nonent was close. But wait, he told hinself, wait for
nore victins, and sure enough the sepoys pushed through the breaks in
the hedge until all the picquets were in front of the cactus and their
of ficers and sergeants began chivvying them forward onto the open
pasture where there would be nore space for the half conpanies to

depl oy into |ine.

Captai n Joubert was worried that Dodd was | eaving the conmand to open
fire too late. The second British formati on was cl ose to the hedge
now, and once they were through the gaps they would add a vast wei ght

of nmusketry to the attack. But Dodd knew it would take that regi nent a
long tine to manoeuvre through the hedge, and he was concerned solely
with the three or four hundred nen of the pic-quets who were now j ust
eighty yards fromhis gun line and still not properly deployed. His
own nen were a hundred paces behind the guns, but now he took them
forward

"Regi nrent will advance," he ordered, 'at the double!" Hi s interpreter
shout ed the order and Dodd watched proudly as his nmen ran snartly
forward. They kept their ranks, and checked pronptly on his comand
when they reached the em placed artillery.

"Thank you, Lord," he prayed. The picquets, 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
nmen' s ranks.

"You fire lowm" he told his Cobras.

"Make sure you fire low Aimat their thighs." Most troops fired high
and thus a man who ained at his eneny's knees would as like as not hit
his chest. Dodd paused to watch the picquets who were now advancing in
a long double line. Dodd took a deep breath.

"Firel"

Forty guns and over eight hundred nuskets were ainmed at the picquets
and scarce a gun or a nusket m ssed. One nonment the ground in front of
the hedge was alive with soldiers, the next it was a charnel house,
swept by netal and flayed by fire, and though Dodd coul d see not hing
t hrough the powder snoke, he knew he had virtually annihilated the
redcoat line. The volley had been massive. Two of the guns, indeed,
had been the ei ghteen-pounder siege guns and Dodd's only regret was
that they had been | oaded with round shot instead of canister, but at
| east they could now reload with canister and so savage the British
battalion that had al nost reached the cactus hedge
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"Rel oad!" Dodd called to his nen. The snoke was withing away,
thinning as it went, and he could see eneny bodies on the ground. He
could see nmen twitching, nen crawing, nen dying. Mst did not nove at
all, though nmiracul ously their conmanding officer, or at |least the only
man who had been on horseback, still lived. He was whipping his horse
back t hrough t he hedge.

"Fire!" Dodd shouted, and a second voll ey whi pped across the killing
ground to thrash through the hedge and strike the battalion behind.

That battalion was taking even worse punishnment fromthe artillery

whi ch was now firing canister, and the blasts of netal were tearing the
hedge apart, destroying the redcoats' small cover. The little

f our - pounder guns, which fired such puny round shot, now served as

gi ant shotguns to spray the redcoats with Dodd's hone-nade bags of
canister. His sepoys |oaded and rammed their nuskets. The dry grass
in front of themflickered with hundreds of snall pale flanes where the
bur ni ng waddi ng had started fires.

"Fire!" Dodd shouted again, and saw, just before the cloud of powder
snoke blotted out his view, that the eneny was stepping backwards.

The volley crashed out, filling the air with the stench of rotten
eggs.
"Rel oad!" Dodd shouted and admired his nen's efficiency. Not one had

pani cked, not one had fired his ranrod by m stake. C ockwork sol diers,
he thought, as soldiers ought to be, while the eneny's return fire was

pathetic. One or two of Dodd's nen 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 reginent will advance!" he shouted and listened to his
interpreter repeat the order

They marched in line through their own powder snoke and then across the
scores of dead and dying eneny picquets. Soldiers stooped to the
bodies to filch keepsakes and | oot and Dodd shouted at themto keep
going. The loot could wait. They reached the remmants of the cactus
hedge where Dodd halted them The British battalion was still going
backwards, evidently seeking the safety of the gull)'. "Fire!" he
shouted, and his nen's volley seened to push the redcoats even further
back.

"Rel oad! "
Ranrods rattled in barrels, dog heads were dragged back to the full

The British line was retreating fast now, but fromthe north, fromthe
Il and hard by the river, a mass of Mahratta cavalry was riding south to
join the slaughter. Dodd w shed 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 nmet and the last of their
men would die in the Kaitna's nuddy shall ows, but he dared not fire
another volley in case he hit the cavalry.

"The reginent will advance!" he told his interpreter. He would |et
the cavalry have their nonent, then go on with the sl aughtering
hi msel f.
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The British battalion conmander saw the cavalry and knew his retreat
nmust stop. His nmen were still inline, aline of only two ranks, and
caval rynmen dreanmed of encountering infantry in line.

"Form square!" their comuandi ng officer shouted, and the two w ngs of
the line dutifully withdrew towards the centre. The doubl e rank becane
four, the four ranks wheel ed and dressed, and suddenly the cavalry
faced a fortress of redcoats, nuskets and bayonets. The front rank of
the square knelt and braced their nuskets on the ground while the other
three readied their nuskets for the com ng horsenen.

The caval ry shoul d 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 di pped their penn anted | ances, raised their tulwars and screaned
their war cries as they galloped straight towards the redcoats. And
the redcoats let themcone, let themcone perilously close before the
order was shouted and the face of the square nearest the cavalry

expl oded in flame and snoke and the horses screaned as they were hit
and di ed. The surviving horsenen swerved asi de and recei ved anot her
killing volley as they swept past the sides of the square. More horses
tunbl ed, dust spewing fromtheir sliding bodies. A tulwar spun al ong
the ground, its owner shrieking as his trapped |l eg was ground into

bl oody ruin by the weight of his dying horse.

"Rel oad!" a Scots voice shouted frominside the square and the
redcoats recharged their nuskets.

The cavalry charged on into open country and there wheel ed about.

Sonme of the horses were riderless now, others were bl oody, but all cane
back towards the square.

"Let themcone close!" a nounted British officer shouted inside the
squar e

"Let themcone close. Wit for it! Firel"

More horses tunbled, their |egs cracking as the bones shattered, and
this tinme the cavalry did not sheer away to ride down the square's

| ethal flanks, but instead wheel ed clean about and spurred out of
range. Two | essons were sufficient to teach themcaution, but they did
not go far away, just far enough to be out of range of the redcoats
nmuskets. The cavalry's | eaders had seen Dodd's regi nent cone through
the cactus hedge and they knew that their own infantry, attacking in
line, nust overwhel mthe square with nusketry and, when the square
shattered, as it nust under the infantry's assault, the horsenen could
sweep back to pick off the survivors and pluck the great gaudy banners
as trophies to |l ay before Scindia.

Dodd coul d 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 inpotent charges had forced the eneny battalion
to formsquare and nathematics alone dictated that a battalion in
square could only use one quarter of its nuskets against an attack from
any one side.

And the British battalion, which Dodd now recognized fromits white

facings as the 74th, was nuch smaller than Dodd's Cobras, probably

having only half the nunbers Dodd possessed. And, in addition to

Dodd's nmen, a ragged reginent of the Rajah of Berar's infantry had
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poured out of Assaye to join the slaughter while a battalion from
Dupont's conpoo, which had been posted i medi ately on Dodd's right, had
al so cone to join the killing. Dodd resented the presence of those nen
whom he feared might dilute the glory of his victory, but he could
scarcely order themaway. The inportant thing was to slaughter the

Hi ghl anders.

"We're going to kill the bastards with volley fire," he told his nen,
then waited for his translator to interpret.

"And then we'll finish themoff with bayonets. And |I want those two
colours! | want those flags hanging in Scindia's tent tonight."

The Scots were not waiting idly for the attack. Dodd could see snal
groups of nen dashing out of the square and at first he thought they
were plundering the dead caval rynmen, and then he saw they were draggi ng
the bodi es of nen and horses back to nake a low ranpart. The few
survivors of the picquets were anong the Scots, who were now caught in
aterrible dilemma. By staying in square they woul d keep thensel ves
safe fromany attack by the cavalry which still hovered to the south,

t hough the square made theminto an easy target for the eneny's
nmuskets, but if they deployed into line, so that they could use all
their nuskets against the eneny's infantry line, they nade thensel ves
into cavalry bait. Their commandi ng officer decided to stay in square.
Dodd reckoned he would do the sane if he was ever so foolish as to be
trapped like these fools were trapped. They still had to be finished
off, and that pronised to be grimwork for the 74th was a notoriously
tough regi nent, but Dodd had the advantage of nunbers and t he advantage
of position and he knew he nust win.

Except that the Scotsnen did not agree with him They crouched behind
their barricade of dead nen and horses and poured a blistering fire of
nmusketry at the white-coated Cobras. A lone piper, who had di sobeyed
the order to leave his instrunent at Naul niah, played in the square's
centre. 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 snoke. The snoke was illunminated by the flashes of nusket
fire, and Dodd could hear the heavy balls thunping into his nmen. The
Cobras were no | onger advancing, for the closer they got to the deadly
snoke the greater their casualties and so they had paused fifty yards
fromthe square to let their own nuskets do the work. They were
reloading as fast as their enem es, but too nany of their bullets were
bei ng wasted on the barricade of corpses. Al 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 horsenen, scenting the Scottish reginent's death, were
prow i ng ever closer in the hope that they could dash in and take the
col ours before the infantry.

Dodd' s Cobras, together with the battalion from Dupont's conpoo, began
to curl about the southern flank of the trapped reginent. 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 nen
were firing volleys any longer; instead they were firing as soon as
their nuskets were charged and Dodd felt their excitenent and sought to
curb it.

"Don't waste your fire!" he shouted.
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"Aimlow" WIIliam Dodd had no desire to |lead a charge through the
stinking snoke to find an unbroken fornation of vengeful Hi ghlanders
waiting with bayonets. Dodd night dislike the Scots, but he had a
healthy fear of fighting themwith cold steel. Thin the bastards
first, he thought, batter them bleed them then nassacre them but his
men were too excited at the prospect of inminent victory and far too
much of their fire was either going high or else being wasted on the
barri cade of the dead.

"Aimlow" he shouted again.

"Aim | ow "

"They won't last,"Joubert said. Indeed the Frenchman was anazed t hat
the Scots still survived

"Anwkward things to kill, Scotsnen," Dodd said. He took a drink from

hi s cant een.

"I do hate the bastards. All preachers or thieves. Stealing
Englishmen's jobs. Aimlow" A man was thrown back near Dodd, bl ood
bright on his white coat.

"Joubert?" Dodd called back to the Frenchman.
" Monsi eur ?"

"Bring up two of the reginent's guns. Load with canister." That would
end the bastards. Two gouts of canister fromthe four-pounders woul d
bl ow great gaps in the Scottish square and Dodd could then |l ead his nen
into those gaps and fillet the dying reginent fromits inside out.

He woul d be dammed 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 nen's ranks into the snoke that
hid the dying square.

"Aimlow" he shouted.
"Don't waste your firel"

But it would not be long now Two blasts of canister, he reckoned, and
then the bayonets would bring himvictory.

Maj or Sanuel Swi nton stood just behind the western face of the square
whi ch | ooked towards the white-coated infantry. He could hear an
Engl i sh voi ce shouting orders and encouragenent in the eneny lines and,
t hough Swi nton hinself was an Englishman, the accent angered him No
Engli sh bastard was going to destroy the 74th, not while Major Sw nton
commanded, and he told his nen that a Sassenach was their eneny and
that seemed to add zest to their efforts

"Keep low " he told them
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"Keep firing!" By staying |low the Scots kept behind the protection of
their makeshift barricade, but it also made their nuskets nuch nore
difficult to reload and sone nmen took the risk of standing after each
shot. Their only protection then was the nask of snoke that hid the
reginment fromits enemes. And thank God, Swi nton thought, that the
eneny had brought no artillery forward.

The square was swept by nusket fire. Mich of it, especially fromthe
north, flew high, but the white-coated regi mrent was better trained and
their nusketry was having an effect, so nuch so that Swi nton took the

i nside rank of the eastern face and added it to the west. The
sergeants and corporals closed the ranks as the eneny bullets hurled
men back into the bloody interior of the shrinking square where the
Maj or stepped anong the Scottish dead and wounded. Swi nton's horse had
di ed, struck by three nusket balls and put out of its nisery by the

Maj or's own pistol. Colonel Orock, who had first led the picquets to
di saster, had also lost his horse.

"It wasn't ny fault," he kept telling Swinton, and Swinton wanted to
hit the bastard every tine he spoke.

"I obeyed Wellesley's orders!" Orock insisted.

Swi nton ignored the fool. Right fromthe begi nning of the advance
Swi nton had sensed that the picquets were going too far to the right.

O rock's orders had been clear enough. He was to incline right, thus
maki ng space for the two sepoy battalions to cone into the line, then
attack strai ght ahead, but the fool had led his nen ever nore

nort hwards and Swi nton, who had been trying to | oop about the picquets
to come up on their right, never had a chance to get into position. He
had sent the 74th's adjutant to speak with Orrock, pleading with the
East India Conpany Colonel to turn ahead, but Orock had arrogantly
brushed the man of f and kept marchi ng towards Assaye.

Swi nton had a choice then. He could have ignored Orock and
straightened his owmn attack to formthe right of the line that
Wl | esl ey had taken forward, but the |eading half conpany of Orock's
pi cquets were fifty nen from Swinton's own regi nent and the Mjor was
not willing to see those fifty nen sacrificed by a fool and so he had
followed the picquets on their errant course in the hope that his nen's
fire could rescue Orock. It had failed. Only four of the fifty nen
of the half conpany had rejoined the reginent, the rest were dead and
dyi ng, and now the whol e 74th seened to be dooned. They were
enconpassed by noi se and snoke, surrounded by enenies, dying in their
square, but the piper was still playing and the nen were still fighting
and the reginent still lived, and the two flags were still lifted high
t hough by now the fringed squares of silk were ripped and tattered by
the bl ast of bullets.

An ensign in the colour party took a nusket ball in his left eye and
fell backwards w thout a sound. A sergeant gripped the staff in one
hand and in his other was a halberd with a wi cked blade. In a nonent,

the sergeant knew, he might have to fight with the halberd. The square
woul d end wi th a huddl e of bl oodied nen around the colours and the
eneny would fall on themand for a few nonments it would be stee
agai nst steel, and the sergeant reckoned he would give the flag to a
wounded nan and do what harm he could with the heavy, |ong-shafted axe.
It was a pity to die, but he was a soldier, and no one had yet devised
a way a nman could live for ever, not even those clever bastards in
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Edi nburgh. He thought of his wife in Dundee, and of his worman in the
canp at Naul niah, and he regretted his nmany sins for it was not good

for a nan to go to his God with a bad conscience, but it was too late
now and so he gripped the hal berd and hid his fear and determ ned he

would die like a man and take a few other men with him

The nuskets banged into H ghl anders' shoulders. They bit the tips from
new cartridges and every bite added salty gunpowder to their nouths so
that they had no spittle, only bone-dry throats that breathed filthy
snoke, and the reginent's pucka | ees were far away, |ost sonewhere in
the country behind. The Scots went on firing, and the powder sparks
fromthe pan burned their cheeks, and they | oaded and ramred and knelt
and fired again, and sonewhere beyond the snoke the eneny's fire cane
flashing in to shudder the corpses of the barricade or else

to snatch a man back in a spray of blood. Wunded nen fought al ongside
the living, their faces bl ackened by powder, their nouths parched,
their shoul ders bruised, and the white facings and cuffs of their red
coats were spattered with the bl ood of nen now dead or dyi ng.

"Close up!" the sergeants shouted and the square shrank another few
feet as dying nen were haul ed back to the square's centre and the
living closed the files. Men who had started the day five or six files
apart were nei ghbours now.

"It wasn't ny fault!"™ Orock insisted.

Swi nton had nothing to say. There was nothing to say, and nothing nore
to do except die, and so he picked up the nusket of a dead man, took
the cartridge box fromthe 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 sone proper work, Major?" the drunken nan greeted Swi nton
with a toothless grin.

"Conme to do sone proper work, Tarn," Swinton agreed. He bit the end
froma cartridge, charged the nusket, prined the lock and fired into
the snoke. He reloaded, fired again, and prayed he would die
bravely.

Fifty yards away WIliam Dodd wat ched the cl oud of snpbke made by the
Scottish nuskets. 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 nen fix
bayonets and he would | ead them across the ranpart of corpses into the
heart of the snoke.

And then the trunpet called.
CHAPTER 11

Col onel McCandl ess had stayed close to his friend Col onel Wallace, the
conmmander of the brigade which forned the right of Wellesley's line.

Wal | ace had seen the picquciets and his own regi nent, the 74th, vanish

sonmewhere to the north, but he had been too busy bringing his two sepoy

battalions into the s-attacking line to worry about Orock or Sw nton
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He did charge an aid to keep watching for Orock's nen, expecting to
see them veering baock towards himat any nonent, then he forgot the
errant picquets as his nmen clinbed fromthe Iow ground into the fire
of the Mahratta gun line. Canister shredded Wallace's ranks, it beat
like hail on his nen'ss nuskets and it swept the | eaves fromthe
scattered trees through which the Madrassi battali ons marched, but,
just like the 778th, the sepoys did not turn. They wal ked doggedly on
like nmen pushing into a storm anid at sixty paces Wallace halted them
to pour a vengeful volley into the gunners and M Candl ess coul d hear
the nmusket balls clanging off the ppainted gun barrels. Sevajee was

wi th McCandl ess and he stared in as the sepoys rel oaded and went
forward again, this tinme carrying their bayonets to the gunners. For a
nonent there was chaotic slaughter as Madrassi sepoys chased Goanese
gunners around |inbers and guns, but \Wallace was al ready | ooking

ahead and could see this. At the vaunted eneny infantry was waveri ng,
evi dently shaken by theae easy victory of the 778th, and so the Col one
shouted at his sepoys to ignore the gunners and re-form and push on to
attack the infantry. It ~ took a nonent to reformthe line, then it
advanced fromthe guns. VAvallace gave the eneny infantry one voll ey,
then charged, and all alon: j-g the line the vaunted Mahratta foot fled
fromthe sepoy attack

McCandl ess was busy for the next few nonents. He knew that the assault
had gone nowhere near Dodd's reginent, but nor had he expected it to,
and he was anticipating riding northwards with Wallace ? 255

to find the 74th, the regi mnent McCandl ess knew was nearest to his prey,
but when the sepoys |lost their self-control and broke ranks to pursue
the beaten eneny infantry, MCandl ess hel ped the other officers round
them up and herd them back. Sevajee and his horsenen stayed behi nd,
for there was a possibility that they would be mi staken for eneny

caval ry.

For a nonent or two there was a real danger that the scattered sepoys
woul d be charged and sl aughtered by the nmass of eneny cavalry to the
west, but its own fleeing infantry was in the cavalry's way, the j78th
stood like a fortress on the left flank, and the Scottish guns were
ski pping balls along the cavalry's face, and the Mahratta horsenen,
after a tentative nove forward, thought better of the charge. The
sepoys took their ranks again, grinning because of their victory.
McCandl ess, his snmall chore done, rejoined Sevajee.

"So that's how Mahrattas fight." The Colonel could not resist the
provocati on.

"Mercenaries, Colonel, nercenaries," Sevajee said, 'not Mahrattas."
Five victorious redcoat regiments now stood in ranks on the southern
hal f of the battlefield. To the west the eneny infantry was stil

di sordered, though officers were trying to re-formthem while to the
east there was a horror of bodies and blood | eft on the ground across
whi ch the redcoats had advanced. The five reginents had swept through
the gun line and chased away the infantry and now forned their ranks
sonme two hundred paces west of where the Mahratta infantry had nade
their line so that they could | ook back on the trail of carnage they
had caused.

Ri derl ess horses gal |l oped through the thinning skeins of powder snoke
where dogs were already gnawi ng at the dead and birds w th nonstrous
bl ack wi ngs were flapping down to feast on corpses. Beyond the
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corpses, on the distant ground where the Scots and sepoys had started
their advance, there were now Mahratta caval rynmen, and MCandl ess,
gazing through his tel escope, saw sone of those caval rynmen harnessing
British artillery that had been abandoned when its ox teans had been
killed by the bonbardnment that had opened the battle.

"Where's Wl |l esl ey?" Col onel Wallace asked McCandl ess.

"He went northwards." MCandl ess 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 nass
of powder snopke rising above the | eaves was as el oquent as the unendi ng
crackl e of nmusketry. MCandl ess knew his business was to be where that
battl e was being fought, for Dodd was surely close to the fight if not

i nvol ved, but in MCandless's path was the stub of the Mahratta defence
line, that part of the |ine which had not been attacked by the Scots or
t he sepoys, and those nen were turning to face southwards. To reach
that southern battle MCandl ess would have to | cop wide to the east,

but that stretch of country was full of naraudi ng bands of eneny

caval ry.

"I shoul d have advanced with Swinton," he said ruefully.

"We' Il catch up with him soon enough," Wallace said, though w thout
conviction. It was clear to both nen that Wallace's regi nent, the
74th, had marched too far to the north and had becone entangled in the
thicket of Mahratta de fences about Assaye and their commandi ng
officer, renoved fromthemto |ead the brigade, was plainly worried

"Time to turn north, | think," Wallace said, and he shouted at his two
sepoy battalions to wheel right. He had no authority over the

remai ning two sepoy battalions, nor over the 778th, for those were in
Harness's brigade, but he was ready to march his two renaining
battalions towards the distant village in the hope of rescuing his own
regi nent.

McCandl ess wat ched as Wl |l ace organi zed the two battalions. This part
of the battlefield, which mnutes before had been so loud with
screanmi ng cani ster and the hamer of volleys, was now strangely

qui et .

Wel | esley's attack had been astonishingly successful, and the eneny was
regrouping while the attackers, left victorious on the Kaitna's
northern bank, drew their breath and | ooked for the next target.

McCandl ess t hought of using Sevajee's handful of horsenen as an escort
to take himsafely towards the village, but another rush of Mahratta
cavalry galloped up fromthe |ow ground. Wllesley and his aides had
ridden northwards and they seened to have survived the mlling eneny
horsenen, but the General's passing had attracted nore horsenen to the
area and McCandl ess had no nmind 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 Hakeswi ||, crouching by a dead eneny with
the reins of a riderless horse in one hand. A group of redcoats was
with him all fromhis own reginent, the 33rd. And just as MCandl ess

saw t he Sergeant, so Hakeswi || | ooked up and offered the Scotsman a
gl ance of such nal evol ence that MCandl ess al nost 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.
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"My duty, sir, as is incunbent on ne," Hakeswill said. As ever, when
addressed by an officer, he had straightened to attention, his right
foot tucked behind his left, his el bows back and his chest thrust

out.

"And what are your duties?" MCandless asked.

"Puckal ees, sir. |In charge of pucka |lees sir, making sure the
scavenging little brutes does their duty, sir, and nothing else, sir.
Whi ch they does, sir, on account of ne |ooking after themlike a
father." He unbent sufficiently to give a swift nod in the direction
of the 778th where, sure enough, a group of pucka |lees was distributing
heavy skins of water they had brought fromthe river

"Have you witten to Col onel CGore yet?" MCandless asked.

"Have | witten 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 McCandl ess's death to clear the way to Sharpe's
arrest.

Not that this was the place to nurder MCandl ess, for there were a
t housand wi tnesses within view

"I've done everything what ought to be done, sir, like a soldier
shoul d," Hakeswi || answered evasively.

"I shall wite to Colonel Gore nyself," MCandl ess now tol d Hakesw I |
" because |'ve been thinking about that warrant. You have it?"

"I do, sir.
"Then let ne see it again," the Col onel demanded.

Hakeswi || unwillingly pulled the grubby paper fromhis pouch and
offered it to the Colonel. MCandless unfolded the warrant, quickly
scanned the lines, and suddenly the falsity in the words | eaped out at
hi m

"It says here that Captain Mrris 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 ne. That was the
day | collected Sergeant Sharpe from Seringapatam s arnoury."”

McCandl ess's face twisted with distaste as he | ooked down at the
Ser geant.

"You say you were a witness to the assault?" he asked Hakesw I I.
Hakeswi | | knew when he was beaten
"Dark night, sir," the Sergeant said woodenly.

"You're lying, Sergeant," MCandless said icily, "and | know you are
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lying, and ny letter to Colonel Gore will attest to your lying. You
have no business here, and | shall so inform Major General Wellesley.

If it was up to ne then your punishnent woul d take place here, but that
is for the General to decide. You will give ne that horse."

"This horse, sir? | found it, sir. Wandering, sir.

"Gve it here!"™ MCandl ess snapped. Sergeants had no busi ness having
horses wi thout pernission. He snatched the reins from HakeswilI.

"And if you do have duties with the pucka | ees Sergeant, | suggest you
attend to themrather than plunder the dead. As for this warrant..
The Col onel, before Hakeswill's appalled gaze, tore the paper in two.

"Good day, Sergeant," MCandl ess said and, his small victory conplete,
turned his horse and spurred away.

Hakeswi | | watched the Col onel ride away, then stooped and picked up the
two hal ves of the warrant which he carefully stowed in his pouch

"Scot chman," he spat.

Private Lowy shifted unconfortably.

"If he's right, Sergeant, and Sharpie wasn't there, then we shouldn't
be here."

Hakeswi | | turned savagely on the private.

"And since when, Private Lowy, did you dispose of soldiery? The Duke
of York has nade you an officer, has he? H's Gace put braid on your
coat without telling ne, did he? Wat 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 McCandl ess who had given the horse to a
di smounted officer and was now i n deep conversation wth Col one
Wal |l ace. The two men gl anced towards Hakeswi || and the Sergeant
guessed they were di scussing him

"We follows that Scotchman," Hakeswill said, 'and this is for the nman
who puts himunder the sod." He fished a gold coin fromhis pocket and
showed it to his six privates.

The privates stared solemmly at the coin, then, all at once, they
ducked as a cannonbal |l screaned | ow over their heads. Hakeswi |l swore
and dropped flat. Another gun sounded, and this tine a barrel ful of
cani ster flecked the grass just south of Hakeswill.

Col onel Wallace had been listening to McCandl ess, but now turned
eastwards. Not all the gunners in the Mahratta |ine had been killed
and those who survived, together with the cavalry which had been

| ooki ng for enploynent, were now manning their guns again. They had
turned the guns to face west instead of east and were now firing at the
five reginments who were waiting for the battle to begin again.

Except the gunners had surprised them and the captured British guns,

fetched fromthe east, now joined the battery to pour their shot, shel

and canister into the red-coated infantry. They fired at three hundred
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paces, point-blank range, and their nissiles tore bloodily through the
ranks.

For the Mahrattas, it seened, were not beaten yet.

Wl liam Dodd could snell victory. He could al nost feel the sheen of
the captured silk colours in his hands, and all it would take was two
bl asts of canister, a nmucky slaughter with bayonets, and then the 74th
woul d be destroyed. Horse Guards in London could cross the first
battalion of the reginment off the arny list, all of it, and mark down
that it had been sacrificed to WlliamDodd's talent. He snarled at
his gunners to |oad their hone-nade canister, watched as the | oaders
ranmed the nissiles honme, and then the trunpet sounded.

The British and Conpany cavalry had been posted in the northern half of
the battlefield to guard agai nst eneny horsenen sweepi ng about the
infantry's rear, but now they cane to the 74th's rescue. The igth
Dragoons energed fromthe gully behind the H ghlanders and their charge
curved northwards out of the |low ground towards the 74th and the

vill age beyond. The troopers were nostly recruits fromthe English
shires, young nen brought up to know horses and nade strong by farm
work, and they all carried the new light cavalry sabre that was
warranted never to fail. Nor didit.

They struck the Mahratta horse first. The English riders were

out nunbered, but they rode bigger horses and their bl ades were better
made, and they cut through the cavalry with a mani acal savagery. It
was hacki ng work, brutal work, scream ng and fast work, and the
Mahrattas turned their lighter horses away fromthe bl oody sabres and
fled northwards, and once the eneny horsenen were killed or fleeing,
the British cavalry raked back their spurs and charged at the Mahratta
infantry.

They struck the battalion from Dupont's conpoo first, and because those

men were not prepared for cavalry, but were still inline, it was nore
an execution than a fight. The cavalry were nounted on tall horses,
and every man had spent hours of sabre drill learning howto cut,

thrust and parry, but all they had to do now was slash with their
heavy, wi de-bl aded weapons that were designed for just such butchery.

Sl ash and hack, scream and spur, then push on through panicking nen
whose only thought was flight. The sabres nade dreadful injuries, the
wei ght of the bl ade gave the weapons a deep bite and the curve of the
steel dragged the newly sharpened edges back through fl esh and nuscle
and bone to | engthen the wound.

Some Mahratta cavalry bravely tried to stemthe charge, but their |ight
tulwars were no match for Sheffield steel. The 74th were standing and
cheering as they watched the English horsenmen carve into the eneny who
had cone so terribly close, and behind the Englishnen rode Conpany
caval ry, Indians on snaller horses, sone carrying |ances, who spread
the attack wider to drive the broken Mahratta horsenmen nort hwards.

Dodd did not panic. He knew he had lost this skirnish, but the
hel pl ess mass of Dupont's battalion was protecting his right flank and
t hose dooned nen gave Dodd t he 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 | eave the
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eneny's horse roomto sweep across their front, and, as the horsenen

passed, those of Dodd's nen who still had | oaded nuskets fired. Horses
stunbled and fell, riders sprawl ed, and still the Cobras went

backwar ds

But the reginment was still in line and Dupont's panicked infantry were

now pushing their way into Dodd's right-hand conpani es, and the second
rank of dragoons rode in anong that chaos to slash their sabres down
onto the white-coated nen. Dodd shouted at his nen to formsquare, and
t hey obeyed, but the two right-hand conpani es had been reduced to
ragged ruin and their survivors never joined the square which was so
hastily nmade that it was nore of a huddle than an ordered formation
Sonme of the fugitives fromthe two dooned conpanies tried to join their
conrades in the square, but the horsemen were anong them and Dodd
shouted at the square to fire. The volley cut down his own nen with
the eneny, but it served to drive the horsenen away and so gave Dodd
tinme to send his nmen 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 |eft, had escaped nore

lightly, but none had stayed to fight. Instead they ran back to
Assaye's nmud walls. The gunners by the village saw the cavalry coning
and fired canister, killing nore of their own fugitives than eneny

caval ry, but the brief cannonade at |east signalled to the dragoons
that the village was defended and dangerous.

The storm of cavalry passed northwards, |eaving nisery in its wake.

The two four-pounder cannon that Joubert had taken forward were
abandoned now, their teans killed by the horsenen, and where the 74th
had been there was now nothing but an enpty encl osure of dead nen and
horses that had forned the barricade. The survivors of the bel eaguered
square had withdrawn eastwards, carrying their wounded with them and
it seened to Dodd that a sudden silence had wapped about the Cobras.

It was not a true silence, for the guns had started firing again on the
sout hern half of the battlefield, the distant sound of hooves was
nevereriding and the noani ng of the nearby wounded was | oud, but it did
seem qui et .

Dodd spurred his horse southwards in an attenpt to nake sone sense of
the battle. Dupont's conpoo next to himhad | ost one reginent to the
sabres, but the next three reginents were intact and the Dutchman was
now turning those units to face southwards. Dodd could see Pohl mann
riding al ong the back of those wheeling reginents and he suspected that
t he 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 arny.

Yet the possibility of annihilation existed. Dodd fidgeted with the
el ephant hilt of his sword and contenpl ated what | ess than an hour

bef ore had seenmed an inpossibility: defeat. God damm Wl l esl ey, he

t hought, but this was no tine for anger, just for calculation. Dodd
could not afford to be captured and he had no nind to die for Scindia
and so he nust secure his line of retreat. He would fight to the end,
he decided, then run |ike the w nd.

"Captai n Joubert?"
The | ong-suffering Joubert trotted his horse to Dodd's side.

" Monsi eur ?"
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Dodd did not speak at once, for he was watchi ng Pohl mann conme nearer
It was clear now that the Hanoverian was making a new battle line, and
one, noreover, that would lie to the west of Assaye with its back
against the river. The reginments to Dodd's right, which had yet to be
attacked, were now pulling back and the guns were going with them

The whol e line was being redepl oyed, and Dodd guessed the Cobras woul d
nove fromthe east side of the nud 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 conpani es, Joubert," he ordered, 'and march theminto 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 usel ess!" Dodd snapped.

"If we need to use the ford, then | want it secured by our nen. You
secure it." He jabbed at the Frenchman with a finger

"I's your wife in the village?"
"Qut, Mbnsieur."

"Then now s your chance to inpress her, Monsewer Go and protect her
And make sure the damm ford isn't captured or clogged up with
fugitives."

Joubert was not unhappy to be sent away fromthe fighting, but he was
di smayed by Dodd's evident defeatism Neverthel ess he took two
conpani es, marched into the village, and posted his nmen to guard the
ford so that if all was lost, there would still be a way out.

Wl | esl ey 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 horsenen, but the General had faith
in the size and speed of his big English and Irish horses and the eneny
was easily out galloped Wellesley cane within sight of the bel eaguered
74th just as the dragoons crashed in on their besiegers fromthe

sout h.

"Wel | done, Maxwell!"™ Wellesley shouted al oud, though he was far out
of earshot of the cavalry's | eader, and then he curbed his horse to
wat ch the dragoons at worKk.

The mass of the Mahratta horsenmen 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 eneny infantry reginent 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 eneny across
country. Men whooped |ike fox hunters, closed on their quarry, slashed
with sabre, then spurred on to the next victim The Mahratta horsenen
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
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British and Indian cavalry followed so that the pursuit vanished in the
north. The 74th, who had fought so hard to stay alive, now narched out
of range of the cannon by the village and Wl lesley, who had snelt

di saster just a few mnutes before, breathed a great sigh of relief.

"I told themto stay clear of the village, did | not?" he demanded of
his aides, but before anyone could answer, new cannon fire sounded from
t he sout h.

"What the devil?" Wellesley said, turning to see what the gunfire
neant .

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
eneny's defeated right wing, the sane guns that had been overrun by the
red-coated infantry, were now coning alive again. The weapons had been
turned and were crashing back on their trails and jetting snoke from
their nuzzles, and behind the guns was a nass of eneny cavalry ready to
protect the gunners who were flaying the five battalions that had
defeated the eneny infantry.

"Barclay?" Wellesley called.
"Sir?" The aide spurred forward.
"Can you reach Col onel Harness?"

The aide | ooked at the southern part of the battlefield. A nonent
before it had been thick with Mahratta horsenmen, but those nen had now
wi t hdrawn 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 eneny cavalry. |If Barclay was to
reach Harness then he would have to risk that narrow passage and, if he
was very lucky, he m ght even survive the canister. And dead or alive
Barclay thought, he would win the lottery of bullet holes in his coat.
The ai de took a deep breath.

"Yes, sir.

"My conplinments to Col onel Harness, and ask himto retake the guns with
his Hi ghl anders. The rest of his brigade will stay where they are to
keep the cavalry at bay." The General was referring to the nmass of
cavalry that still threatened fromthe west, none of which had yet
entered the battle.

"And ny conplinents to Colonel Wallace," the General went on, 'and his
sepoy battalions are to nove northwards, but are not to engage the
eneny until | reach them Go!" He waved Barclay away, then twisted in
hi s saddl e.

" Canpbel | 2"
"Sir?n

"Who's that?" The General pointed eastwards to where one single
cavalry unit had been |l eft out of the charge that had rescued the 74th,
presunably in case the dragoons had gall oped into disaster and needed a
rescue.

Canpbel | peered at the distant unit, 'yth Native Cavalry, sir."
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"Fetch them Quick now" The General drew his sword as Canpbel
gal | oped away.
"Well, gentlenen," he said to his remaining aides, 'tine to earn our
keep, | think. Harness can drive the wetches away fromthe
sout her nnost guns, but we shall have to take care of the nearer
ones. "

For a nmonent Sharpe thought the General planned to charge the guns with
just the handful of nen who remained with him then he realized
Wellesley was waiting for the yth Native Cavalry to arrive. For a few
seconds Wl |l esl ey had considered summoni ng the survivors of the 74th,
but those nen, who had retreated back across the gully, were stil
recovering fromtheir ordeal. They were collecting their wounded,
taking the roll call and reorgani zing ten broken conpanies into six.
The Native Cavalry would have to beat down the guns and Canpbel

brought them across the battlefield, then |l ed their conmmandi ng of ficer
a red-faced major with a bristling noustache, to Wellesley's side. 'l
need to reach our infantry, Mijor," the CGeneral 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 Iine and drive off the cavalry. | shal
ride in the second and kill the gunners.”
"You'll kill the gunners, sir?" the Mjor asked, as though he found

that idea novel, then he realized his question was dangerously close to
i nsubordi nati on.

"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 |east
no gun would be pointing at his nen. The greater danger was the nass
of Mahratta cavalry that had gathered behind the guns and which far

out nunbered his troopers, but then, sensing Wellesley's inpatience, he
spurred his horse back to his nen and shouted at his troopers.

"Two lines by the right!" The Major commanded a hundred and ei ghty nen
and Sharpe saw themgrin as they drew their sabres and spurred their
horses into fornmation

"Ever been in a cavalry charge, Sergeant?" Canpbell asked Shar pe.

"No, sir. Never wanted to be, sir.

"Nor ne. Should be interesting." Canpbell had his claynore drawn and
he gave the huge sword a cut in the air which alnost took his horse's
ears off.

"You might find it nore enjoyable, Sergeant,"
you drew your sabre."

he said hel pfully, "if

"OF course, sir," Sharpe said, feeling foolish. He had sonehow
i magi ned that his first battle would be spent in an infantry battalion
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firing and rel oading as he had been trained to do, but instead it
seened 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
seened unnat ural

It swng from nonents of bowel -1 oosening 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-col oured farn and.

"And our job is to kill the gunners," Canpbell explained, 'to nmake sure
they don't fire at us again. We'Ill let the experts look after their
cavalry and we just slaughter whatever they |leave us. Sinple.”

Sinmple? Al Sharpe could see was a nass of eneny horsenen behind the
huge guns that were bucking and rearing as they crashed out snoke,
flame and death, and Canpbell thought it was easy? Then he realized
that the young Scots officer was just trying to reassure him and he
felt grateful. Canpbell was watching Captain Barclay ride through the
artillery barrage. It seened the Captain nust be killed, for he went
so close to the Mahratta guns that at one point his horse vanished in a
cl oud of powder snoke, but a nmonent |ater he reappeared, lowin his
saddl e, his horse galloping, and Canpbell cheered when he saw Barcl ay
swerve away towards Harness's brigade.

"A canteen, Sergeant, if you please?" Wellesley denanded, and Sharpe,
who had been watching Barclay, funbled to | oosen one of the canteen
straps. He gave the water to the General, then opened his own canteen
and drank fromit. 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 slimsword.
The ot her aides also found places in the line, but there seened no
space for Sharpe and so he positioned hinself a few yards behind the
Gener al

"Go!" Wellesley shouted to the Mjor.
"Forward line, by the centre," the Mjor shouted.
"Wal k! March!"

It seemed an odd order, for Sharpe had expected the two lines to start
at the gallop, but instead the leading line of horsenen set off at a
wal k and the second line just waited. Leaving the wi de gap nade sense
to Sharpe, for if the second line was too close to the first then it
could get entangled w th whatever carnage the |eading |ine nade,
whereas if there was a good di stance between the two Iines then there
was space for the second to swerve around obstacles, but even so,

wal king a horse into battle seened idiocy to Sharpe. He licked his
lips, already dry again, then wiped his sweaty hand on his trousers
before re gripping the sabre's hilt.

"Now, gentlenen!" Wellesley said and the second |ine started forward
at the sane sedate pace as the first. Curb chains jingled and enpty
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 swrled
away fromthe hooves. The troopers' black hats had tall scarlet plunes
that tossed prettily, while their curved sabres flashed with reflected
sunl i ght.
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Wel | esl ey spoke to Bl acki ston beside hi mand Sharpe saw the Mj or

| augh, then the trunpeter 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 com ng now and the gunners were desperately trying to | ever the
nort hernnost gun about to face the threat while a nmass of eneny

caval rymen was spurring forward to confront the charge

"Go!" the Major shouted and his trunpeter sounded the full charge and
Shar pe saw the sabres of the leading line drop so that their points
were jutting forward |ike spears. This was nore like it, he thought,
for the horses were galloping now, their hooves naking a furious

t hunder as they swept on to the eneny.

The leading line crashed into the onconmi ng eneny cavalry. Sharpe
expected to see the line stop, but it hardly seened to check. Instead
there was the flash of blades, an inpression of a man and horse falling
and then the Major's line was through the cavalry and riding over the
first gun. Sabres rose and fell. The second line was swerving to
avoid the fallen horses, then they too were anong the eneny and cl osing
on the first line which was at | ast being slowed by the eneny's
resi st ance.

"Keep going!"™ Wellesley shouted at the forenost riders.
"Keep goi ng!
Get ne 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 eastern nost men were naking good progress, but
the right-flank troopers were being held up by the big anmunition
linbers that were parked behind the guns. The Indian troopers sl ashed
at the Goanese gunners who dived beneath their cannon for shelter. One
gunner swung a ranmer and swept a trooper off a horse. Miskets banged,
a horse screaned and fell in a tangle of flailing hooves. An arrow
flicked towards Sharpe, mssing himby a hair's breadth. Sabres

sl ashed and bit.

Sharpe saw one tall trooper standing in his stirrups to give his sw ng
nore room The man screaned as he hacked down, then wenched his bl ade
free fromhis victimand spurred on to find another. Sharpe clung
desperately to the saddle as the nare swerved to avoi d a wounded hor se,
then he was anong the guns hinself. Two lines of cavalry had ridden
over these weapons, but still sone of the gunners lived and Sharpe
swung at one nman with the sabre, but at the last nonent the mare's

noti on unbal anced hi mand the bl ade went far above the eneny's head. It
was all bl oody chaos now. The cavalry was fighting its way up the
line, but sone of the eneny horsenen were galloping around the first
line's flank to attack the second Iine, and groups of gunners were
fighting back Iike infantry. The gunners were arnmed w th nuskets and
pi kes, and Sharpe, kicking his horse behind Wllesley, saw a group of
them appear fromthe shelter of a painted ei ghteen-pounder gun and run
towards the General. He tried to shout a warning, but the sound that
energed was nore |like a screamfor help.
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Wl | esl ey was isolated. Major Blackiston had wheeled left to chop down
at atall Arab wielding a nassive blade, while Canpbell was | oose on
the right where he was racing in pursuit of a fugitive horseman. The

I ndian troopers were all in front of the General, sabring gunners as
they spurred ahead, while Sharpe was ten paces behind. Six nen
attacked the General, and one of themwi el ded a | ong, narrow bl aded
pi ke that he thrust up at Wellesley's horse. The General sawed on
Dioned's reins to wheel himout of the nman's path, but the big horse
was going too fast and ran straight onto the | evelled pike.

Shar pe saw the man hol ding the pi ke twi st aside as the horse's wei ght
wrenched the staff out of his hands. He saw the white stallion falling
and sliding, and he saw Wl lesley thrown forward onto the horse's

neck.

He saw the hal f-dozen eneny 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 |ife had been spent
waiting for just this nonent.

He ki cked the roan nmare straight at the eneny. He could not reach the
CGeneral, for Wllesley was still in the saddl e of the wounded D oned
who was sliding on the ground and trailing the pikestaff fromhis

bl eedi ng chest, and the threat of the horse's weight had driven the
eneny aside, three to the left and three to the right. One fired his
nmusket at Wellesley, but the ball flew wi de, and then, as D oned

sl owed, the Mahrattas closed in and it was then that Sharpe struck
them He used the nare as a battering ram taking her perilously close
to where the General had fallen fromthe saddle, and he drove her into
the three gunners on the right, scattering them and at the sane tine
he kicked his feet fromthe stirrups and swng hinself off the horse so
that he fell just beside the dazed Wl | esley. Sharpe stunbled as he
fell, but he cane up fromthe ground snarling with the sabre sweeping
wi de at the three nen he had charged, but they had been driven back by
the mare's inpact, and so Sharpe whi pped back to see a gunner standing
right over the General with a bayonet raised, ready to strike, and he
lunged at the man, screanming at him and felt the sabre's tip tear

t hrough the nuscles of the gunner's belly. Sharpe pushed the sabre,
toppling the gunner back onto Dioned' s blood-flecked flank

The sabre stuck in the wound. The gunner was thrashing, his nusket
fallen, and one of his conrades was clinbing over Dioned with a tul war
in his hand. Sharpe heaved on the sabre, jerking the dying nman, 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
| eft boot on the gunner's groin and heaved again. The nman with the
tulwar struck down, and Sharpe felt a blow on his |eft shoul der, but
then his own sabre cane free and he swng it clunsily at his new
attacker. The man stepped back to avoid the blade and tripped on one
of Dioned's rear legs. He fell.

Sharpe turned, his sabre sweeping blindly wide with drops of bl ood
flicking fromits tip as he sought to drive back any eneni es coni ng
fromhis right. There were none. The CGeneral said sonething, but he
was still scarcely conscious of what was happeni ng, and Sharpe knew
that he and the General were both going to die here if he did not find
sone shelter fast.

The bi g painted ei ghteen-pounder gun offered sonme snall safety, and so
Shar pe stooped, took hold of Wllesley's collar, and uncerenoni ously
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dragged the General towards the cannon. The General was not
unconscious, for he clung to his slimstrai ght sword, but he was hal f
stunned and hel pless. Two nen ran to cut Sharpe off fromthe gun's
sanctuary and he let go of the General's stiff collar and attacked the
pair.

"Bastards," he screaned as he fought them Bugger the advice about
straight armand parrying, this was a tine to kill in sheer rage and he
went for the two gunners in a berserk fury. The sabre was a cl unsy
weapon, but it was sharp and heavy and he al nost severed the first
man' s neck and the subsequent backswi ng opened the second nan's armto

the bone, and Sharpe turned back to Wellesley, who was still not
recovered fromthe inpact of his fall, and he saw an Arab | ancer
spurring his horse straight at the fallen General. Sharpe bell owed an

obscenity at the nan, then | eaped forward and sl ashed the sabre's heavy
bl ade 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-naddened 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 fromhis horse, but was now | eading a
charge of gunners. Sharpe went to neet them He swept the |lance aside
with the sabre's blade, then ramed the weapon's bar hilt into the
Arab's face. He felt the man's nose break, kicked himin the balls,
shoved hi m back, hacked down with the sabre, then turned to his left
and sliced the blade within an inch of a gunner's eyes.

The attackers backed away, |eaving Sharpe panting. Wellesley at |ast
stood, steadying hinself with one hand on the gun whee

"Sergeant Sharpe?" Wellesley asked in puzzl enent.

"Stay there, sir," Sharpe said, without turning round. He had four nen
in front of himnow, four men with bared teeth and bright weapons.

Their eyes nicked from Sharpe to Wl lesley and back to Sharpe. The
Mahrattas did not know they had the British General trapped, but they
knew t he man besi de the gun nust be a senior officer for his red coat
was bright with braid and | ace, and they cane to capture him but to
reach himthey first needed to pass Sharpe. Two nen cane fromthe
gun's far side, and Well esley parried a pike blade with his sword, then
stepped away fromthe gun to stand beside Sharpe and i mmedi ately a rush
of eneny canme to seize him

"Get back!" Sharpe shouted at Wellesley, then stepped into the eneny's
char ge.

He grabbed a pi ke that was reaching for the General's belly, tugged it
towards him and net the oncom ng gunner with the sabre's tip. Straight
into the man's throat, and he twisted the blade free and swng it right
and felt the steel jar on a man's skull, but there was no tine to
assess the danmge, just to step left and stab at a third nman. His
shoul der was bl eedi ng, but there was no pain. He was keening a nad
noi se as he fought and it seened to Sharpe at that instant as though he
could do nothing wong. It was as if the eneny had been magically
slowed to half speed and he had been qui ckened. He was nuch taller
than any of them he was nuch stronger, and he was suddenly nuch
faster. He was even enjoying the fight, had he known anythi ng of what
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he felt, but he sensed only the nadness of battle, the subline nadness
that blots out fear, dulls pain and drives a man close to ecstasy. He
was screaning obscenities at the eneny, begging themto conme and be
killed.

He noved to his right and slashed the blade in a huge downward cut that
opened a man's face. The eneny had retreated, and Wl |l esl ey agai n cane
to Sharpe's side and so invited the attackers to close in again, and
Shar pe agai n pushed the General back into the space between the tal

gun wheel 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.

"Conme on, you bastards! Cone on! | want you!"

Two nmen cane, and Sharpe stepped towards them and used both his hands
to bring the heavy sabre down in a savage cut that bit through the hat
and skull of the nearest eneny. Sharpe screaned a curse at the dying
man, for his sabre was trapped in his skull, but he wenched it free
and sliced it right, a grey 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-nouthed again at the enenies who were

wat chi ng him

"Cone on! Cone on!" he taunted them
"Yel | ow bastards! Cone on!"

There were at |ast horsenen riding back to help now, but nore Mahrattas
were closing in on the fight. Two nen tried to reach Wl l esley across
t he cannon barrel and the General stabbed one in the face, then slashed
at the armof the other as he reached beneath the gun barrel. Behind
hi m Sharpe was screaming insults at the eneny and one nan took up the
chal l enge and ran at Sharpe with a bayonet. Sharpe shouted in what
sounded li ke delight as he parried the lunge and then punched the
sabre's hilt into the man's face. Another nman was coming fromthe
right and so Sharpe kicked his first assailant's | egs out from under
him then slashed at the newconer. Christ knows how nmany of the
bastards there were, but Sharpe did not care. He had cone here to
fight and God had given himone screanming hell of a battle. The nan
parried Sharpe's cut, |lunged, and Sharpe stepped past the lunge and
hanmered the sabre's bar hilt into the nan's eye. The nman screaned and
clutched at Sharpe, who tried to throw himoff by punching the hilt
into his face again. The other attackers were vani shing now, fleeing
fromthe horsenen who spurred back towards Wl esl ey.

But one Mahratta officer had been stal ki ng Sharpe and he now saw his
opportunity as Sharpe was held by the hal f-blinded man. The officer
canme from behi nd Sharpe and he swung his tulwar at the back of the
redcoat's neck.

The stroke was beautifully ained. It hit Sharpe plunb on the nape of

his neck, and it should have cut through his spine and dropped hi m dead

to the bloody ground in an instant, but there was a dead king's ruby

hi dden in the | eather bag around which Sharpe's hair was cl ubbed 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 cl utching
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himat 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

bl ade' s owner.

"Bastard!" Sharpe shouted as he tugged the bl ade free and he whirl ed
around to kill the next man who cane near, but instead it was Captain
Canpbel I who was there, and behind himwere a dozen troopers who
spurred their horses into the eneny and hacked down with their

sabres.

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 kil
agai n.

Hi s bl ood was up, the rage was seething in him and there was no nore
eneny and so he contented hinself by slashing the sabre down onto the
Mahratta officer's head.

"Bastard!" he shouted, then booted the man's face to jolt the bl ade
free. Then, suddenly, he was shaking. He turned and saw t hat
Wl | esl ey was staring at hi maghast and Sharpe was certain he nust have
done sonet hing wong. Then he renenbered what it was.

"Sorry, sir," he said.

"You're sorry?" Wllesley said, though he seened scarcely able to
speak. The General's face was pale.

"For pushing you, sir," Sharpe said.
"Sorry, sir. Didn't nmean to, sir."

"I hope you dam well did nean to," Wellesley said forcibly, and Sharpe
saw that the General, usually so calm was shaking too.

Sharpe felt he ought to say sonething nore, but he could not think what
it was.

"Lost your last horse, sir," he said instead.
"Sorry, sir."

Wl |l esley gazed at him In all his life he had never seen a nan fight
I i ke Sergeant Sharpe, though in truth the General could not renenber
everything that had happened in the last two minutes. He renenbered

Dioned falling and he renmenbered trying to | oosen his feet fromthe
stirrups, and he renenbered a bl ow on the head that was probably one of
Dioned's flailing hooves, and he thought he renmenbered seeing a bayonet
bright in the sky above himand he had known that he nust be killed at
that nmonent, and then everything was a dizzy confusion. He recalled
Shar pe's voi ce, using | anguage that shocked even the General, who was
not easily offended, and he renenbered being thrust back agai nst the
gun so that the Sergeant could face the eneny alone, and Wl lesl ey had
approved of that decision, not because it spared himthe need to fight,
but because he had recogni zed that Sharpe woul d be hanpered by his

pr esence.
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Then he had wat ched Sharpe kill, and he had been astoni shed by the
ferocity, enthusiasmand skill of that killing, and Wllesley knew that
his life had been saved, and he knew he nust thank Sharpe, but for sone
reason he could not find the words and so he just stared at the
enbarrassed Sergeant whose face was spattered with bl ood and whose | ong
hair had cone | oose so that he |looked like a fiend fromthe pit.

Wellesley tried to franme the words that would express his gratitude,
yet the syllables choked in his throat, but just then a trooper cane
trotting to the gun with the reins of the roan mare in his hand. The
mar e had survived unhurt, and now the trooper offered the reins towards
Wellesley who, as if in a dream wal ked out of the sheltered space
inside the gun's tall wheel to step across the bodi es 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 sawit fall.’
"Thank you, sir. Thank you." Sharpe took the ruby.

The General frowned at the ruby. It seened wong for a sergeant to
have a stone that size, but once Sharpe had closed his fingers about
the stone, the General decided it nust have been a bl ood-soaked piece
of rock. It surely was not a ruby?

"Are you all right, sir?" Mjor Blackis-ton asked anxi ously.

"Yes, yes, thank you, Blackiston." The General seened to shake off his
torpor and went to stand besi de Canpbell who had di smounted to knee
besi de Di oned. The horse was shaki ng and nei ghi ng softly.

"Can he be saved?" Wellesley asked.
"Don't know, sir," Canpbell said.
"The pi ke blade's deep in his lung, poor thing."

"Pull it out, Canpbell. Gently. Maybe he'll live." Wellesley |ooked
around himto see that the yth Native Cavalry had scoured the gunners
away and driven the remaining Mahratta horsenen off, while Harness's
778th had again marched into canister and round shot to capture the
southern part of the Mahratta artillery. Harness's adjutant now
cantered through the bodi es scattered around the guns.

"We've nails and nauls if you want us to spike the guns, sir," he said
to Wl l esley.

"No, no. | think the gunners have |earned their | esson, and we night
take sone of the cannon into our own service," Wllesley said, then saw
that he was still holding his sword. He sheathed it.

"Pity to spi ke good guns," he added. It could take hours of hard work
todrill a driven nail out of a touch-hole, and so | ong as the eneny
gunners were defeated then the guns would no | onger be a danger. The
CGeneral turned to an Indian trooper who had joi ned Canpbel |l beside

Di oned.

"Can you save hinP" he asked anxi ously.

242



The Indian very gently pulled at the pike, but it would not nove.

"Harder, nman, harder," Canpbell urged him and laid his own hands on
the pi ke's bl oodi ed shaft.

The two nen tugged at the pike and the fallen horse screaned with
pai n.

"Careful!" Wellesley snapped.
"You want the pike in or out, sir?" Canpbell asked.

"Try and save him" the General said, and Canpbell 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 screaned again as the blade left his

hi de and as a new rush of blood welled down to soak his white hair.

"Not hi ng nore we can do now, sir," Canpbell said

"Look after him" Wellesley ordered the Indian trooper, then he frowned
when he saw that his last horse, the roan nmare, still had her trooper's
saddl e and that no one had thought to take his own saddl e off D oned.
That was the orderly's job and Wl lesley | ooked for Sharpe, then
renenbered he had to express his thanks to the Sergeant, but again the
words woul d not cone and so Wl |l esl ey asked Canpbell to change the
saddl es, and once that was done he clinbed onto the nmare's back

Captain Barclay, who had survived his dash across the field, reined in
besi de the General

"Wal l ace's brigade is ready to attack, sir."
"W need to get Harness's fellows into line," Wllesley said.
"Any news of Maxwel| ?"

"Not yet, sir," Barclay said. Colonel Maxwell had led the cavalry in
their pursuit across the R ver Juah

"Mpajor!" Wellesley shouted at the comander of the Native
Caval ry.

"Have your men hunt down the gunners here. Make sure none of them
live, then guard the guns so they can't be retaken. Gentlenen?"

He spoke to his aides.
"Let's nove on."

Shar pe watched the General ride away into the thinning skein of cannon
snoke, then he | ooked down at the ruby in his hand and saw that it was
as red and shiny as the blood that dripped fromhis sabre tip. He
wondered if the ruby had been dipped in the fountain of Zum Zum al ong
with the Tippoo's helnet. 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
Vel | esl ey.

The General had | eft Sharpe alone by the gun, all but for the dead and
dyi ng nen and the trooper who was trying to staunch Dioned's wound with
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a rag. Sharpe | aughed suddenly, startling the trooper
"He didn't even say thank you," Sharpe said al oud.
"What, sahi b?" the trooper asked.

"You don't call ne sahib," Sharpe said.

"I"mjust another bloody soldier Iike you. Good for bl oody 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 fromit greedily.

"I's that horse going to live?"

The Indian did not seemto understand everything Sharpe said, but the
question nust have nmade sone sense for he pointed at Di oned' s nouth.

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 ne. Those were his very words, "greatly obliged". Gave ne
a bl oody coin, he did. But you save his |ife and he doesn't even say
thank you! | should have bled him not his bloody horse. | should
have bled himto bloody death.” He drank nore of the water and w shed

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. | did it because
like him Not personally, but | do like him 1In a strange sort of
way. | wouldn't have done it for you. 1'd have done it for Tom

Garrard, but he's a friend, see? And |I'd have done it for Col one
McCandl ess, because he's a proper gentleman, but | wouldn't have done
it for too many others." Sharpe sounded drunk, even to hinself,

but in truth he was stone cold sober in a battlefield that had suddenly
gone silent beneath the westering sun. It was al nbst evening, but
there was still enough daylight left to finish the battle, though

whet her Shar pe woul d have anything to do with the finishing seened
debatabl e, for he had lost his job as the General's orderly, had | ost
his horse, had |ost his nusket and was stranded with nothing but a
dent ed sabre.

"That ain't really true," he confessed to the unconprehendi ng I ndi an,

"what | said about liking him | want himto |like ne, and that's
different, ain't it? | thought the m serabl e bugger m ght nake ne an
officer! Sod that for a hope, eh? No sash for ne, lad. It's back to

bei ng a bl oody infantrynan."

He used the bl oody sabre to cut a strip of cloth fromthe robes of a
dead Arab, and he folded the strip into a pad that he pushed under his
jacket to staunch the blood fromthe tulwar wound on his left shoul der
It was not a serious injury, he decided, for he could feel no broken
bones and his left armwas unhindered. He tossed the dented sabre
away, found a discarded Mahratta nusket, tugged the cartridge box and
bayonet off the dead owner's belt, then went to find soneone to kill
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It took half an hour to formthe newline fromthe five battalions that
had marched through the Mahratta gunfire and put Pohlmann's right to
flight, but now the five battalions faced north towards Pohl mann's new
position which rested its left flank on Assaye's nud walls then
stretched al ong the southern bank of the River Juah. The Mahrattas had
forty guns renmai ning, Pohlmann still commanded ei ght thousand infantry
and i nnunerabl e cavalry, and the Rajah of Berar's twenty thousand
infantrymen still waited behind the village's makeshift ranparts.

Wl |l esley's infantry nunbered fewer than four thousand nen, he had only
two |ight guns that were serviceable and scarcely six hundred
caval rynmen nmounted on horses that were bone weary and parched dry.

"We can hold them " Pohl mann roared at his nen.

"We can hold them and beat theml Hold them and beat them" He was
still on horseback, and still in his gaudy silk coat. He had dreaned
of riding his el ephant across a field strewn with the eneny's dead and
piled with the eneny's captured weapons, but instead he was encouragi ng
his men to a |last stand beside the river

"Hold them " he shouted, 'hold them and beat them" The Juah fl owed
behind his nen, while in front of themthe shadows stretched | ong
across Assaye's battle-littered farnm ands.

Then the pi pes sounded agai n, and Pohl mann turned his horse to | ook at
the right-hand end of his line and he saw the tall bl ack bearskins and
the swinging kilts of the dammed Scottish regi nent coning forward
again. The sun caught their white crossbelts and glinted fromtheir
bayonets. Beyond them half hidden by the trees, the British cavalry
was threatening, though they seenmed 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 Hi ghl anders' flank and he half
turned his horse, thinking to ride to where the Scottish regi nent woul d
strike his line. It would hit Saleur's conpoo, and suddenly Pohl nmann
could not care less any nore. Let Saleur fight his battle, because
Pohl mann knew it was lost. He stared at the y78th and he reckoned t hat
no force on earth could stop such nen.

"The best dammed infantry on earth,” he said to one of his aides.
" Sahi b?"

"Watch theml You'll not see better fighting men while you live,"

Pohl mann said bitterly, then sheathed his sword as he gazed at the
Scots who were once again being battered by cannon fire, but stil

their two lines kept marching forward. Pohl mann knew he shoul d go west
to encourage Sal eur's nen, but instead he was thinking of the gold he
had | eft behind in Assaye. These |last ten years had been a fine
adventure, but the Mahratta Confederation was dying before his eyes and
Ant hony Pohl mann did not wish to die with it. The rest of the Mahratta
princedons night fight on, but Pohl mann had decided it was tine to take
his gold and run

Sal eur's conpoo was al ready edgi ng backwards. Some of the nen fromthe
rearward ranks were not even waiting for the Scots to arrive, but were
runni ng back to the River Juah and wadi ng through its nuddy water that
came up to their chests. The rest of the regi nents began to waver.
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Pohl mann wat ched. He had t hought these three conpoos were as fine as
any infantry in the world, but they had proved to be brittle. The
British fired a voll ey and Pohl mann heard the heavy balls thunp into
his infantry and he heard the cheer fromthe redcoats as they charged
forward with the bayonet, and suddenly there was no arny opposing them
just a mass of nen fleeing to the river

Pohl mann took off his gaudily pluned hat that would mark himas 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
m nutes, he reckoned, and those minutes should be enough to secure his
noney and get away. The battle was |ost and, for Pohl mann, the war
withit. It was tinme to retire.

CHAPTER 12

Assaye al one renmined in eneny hands for the rest of Pohlmann's arny
had sinply disintegrated. The great mpjority of the Mahratta horsenen
had spent the afternoon as spectators, but now they turned and spurred
west towards Borkardan while to the north, beyond the Juah, the
remmants of Pohl mann's three conpoos fled in panic, pursued by a
handful of British and Conpany cavalry on tired horses. G eat banks of
gunsnoke lay like fog across the field where nen of both arnies groaned
and died. Dioned gave a great shudder, lifted his head a final tine,
then rolled his eyes and went still. The sepoy trooper, charged with
guardi ng the horse, stayed at his post and waved the flies away from
the dead Dioned' s face.

The sun reddened the |ayers of gunsnoke. There was an hour of dayli ght
left, a few nonents of dusk, and then it would be night, and Wl esley
used the last of the light to turn his victorious infantry towards the
mud wal | s of Assaye. He summoned gunners and had them haul captured
eneny cannon towards the vill age.

"They won't stand,"” he told his aides.

"A handful of round shot and the sight of some bayonets will send them
packi ng. "

The village still held a small arnmy. The Rajah of Berar's twenty

t housand nen were behind its thick walls, and Major Dodd had succeeded
in marching his own reginent into the village. He had seen the

remai nder of the Mahratta line crunple, he had watched Ant hony Pohl mann
di scard his hat and coat as he fled to the village and, rather than |et
the panic infect his own nen, Dodd had turned them eastwards, ordered
the regi nent's cunbersone guns to be abandoned, then followed his
commandi ng officer into the tangle of Assaye's narrow alleys. Beny
Singh, the Rajah of Berar's warlord and the kill adar of the village's
garrison, was glad to see the European.

"What do we do?" he asked Dodd.

"Do? W get out, of course. The battle's lost."

Beny Singh blinked at him

"W just go?"

Dodd di snobunted from his horse and steered Beny Singh away from his

ai des.
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"Who are your best troops?" he asked.

"The Arabs."

"Tell themyou're going to fetch reinforcenents, tell themto defend
the village, and pronise that if they can hold the place till nightfal
then help will conme in the norning."

"But it won't," Beny Singh protested.

"But if they hold," Dodd said, 'they cover your escape, sahib." He
smled ingratiatingly, knowi ng that nmen |i ke Beny Singh could yet play

a part in his future.

"The British will pounce on any fugitives leaving the village," Dodd
expl ai ned, 'but they won't dare attack nen who are well drilled and

wel | comanded. | proved that at Ahnednuggur. So you're nobst wel cone
to march north with ny nen, sahib. | pronmise they won't be broken like
the rest." He clinbed back into his saddle and rode back to his Cobras

and ordered themto join Captain Joubert at the ford.

"You're to wait for ne there," he told them then shouted for his own
sepoy conpany to follow himdeeper into the village.

The battle m ght be |lost, but Dodd's nen had not failed himand he was
determ ned they should have a reward and so he led themto the house
where Col onel Pohl mann had stored his treasure. Dodd knew that if he
did not give his nen gold then they would nelt away to find another
warl ord who would reward them but if he paid themthey would stay
under his command whil e he sought another prince as enpl oyer.

He heard the sonorous bang of a great gun being fired beyond the

vill age 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
woul d crunble the dried nud bricks and col | apse the roof beans of the
out ernmost houses so that in a few nminutes there would be a wi de breach
| eading into Assaye's heart. A nonent later the redcoats would be
ordered into the dusty breach and the village's alleys would be cl ogged
by panic and filled with screans and bayonets.

Dodd reached the alley leading to the courtyard where Pohl mann had

pl aced his el ephants and he saw, as he had expected, that the big gate
was still shut. Pohl nann was undoubtedly inside the courtyard,
readyi ng to escape, but Dodd could not wait for the Hanoverian to throw
open the gates, so instead he ordered his nen to fight their way
through the house. He left a dozen nen to block the alley, gave one of
those nen his horse to hold, then led the rest of the sepoys towards

t he house. Pohl mann's bodyguard saw them coming and fired, but fired
too early and Dodd survived the panicked volley and roared his nen

on.

"Kill them" he shouted as, sword in hand, he charged through the
nmusket snmoke. He kicked the house door open and plunged into a kitchen
crowded with purple-coated nen. He lunged with his sword, driving the
def enders back, and then his sepoys arrived to carry their bayonets to
Pohl mann' s nen.

"Gopal!" Dodd shout ed

247



"Sahi b?" the Jemadar said, tugging his tulwar fromthe body of a dead
nan.

"Find the gold! Make sure it's |oaded on the el ephants, then open the
courtyard gate!" Dodd snapped the orders, then went on killing.

He was consunmed 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 Pohl mann, and Dodd
knew Pohl mann had to be sonewhere in the house or courtyard and so he
hunted hi mand vented his rage on Pohl mann's guards, pursuing them from
roomto room slaughtering themnercilessly, and all the while the
great guns hammered the sky with their noise and the round shot thunped
into the village walls.

Most of the Rajah of Berar's infantry fled. Those on the nakeshift
ranparts could see the redcoats nmssing beyond the snoke of the big
cannon and they did not wait for that infantry to attack, but instead
ran northwards. Only the Arab nercenaries stayed, and sone of those
men deci ded cauti on was better than bravery and so joi ned the other
infantry that splashed through the ford where Captain Joubert waited
with Dodd's regi nent.

Joubert was nervous. The village's defenders were fleeing, Dodd was

m ssing, and Sinobne was still sonewhere in the village. It was like
Ahnednuggur all over again, he thought, only this tine he was
determned that his wife would not be left behind and so he ki cked back
his heels and urged his horse towards the house where she had taken

r ef uge.

That house was hard by the courtyard where Dodd was searching for
Pohl mann, but the Hanoverian had vanished. His gold was all inits
panni ers, and Pohl mann's bodyguard had succeeded in strapping the
panniers onto the two pack el ephants before Dodd's nmen attacked,

but there was no sign of Pohlmann hinself. Dodd decided he would |et
the bastard live, and so, abandoning the hunt, he sheathed his sword
then lifted the | ocking bar fromthe courtyard gates.

"Where's ny horse?" he shouted to the nen he had | eft guarding the
al | ey.

"Dead, sahib,"” a man answer ed.

Dodd ran down the alley to see that his precious new gel di ng had been
struck by a bullet fromthe one volley fired by Pohl mann's bodyguard.
The beast was not yet dead, but it was |eaning against the alley wall
with its head down, dulled eyes and bl ood dripping fromits nouth. Dodd
swore. The big guns were still firing beyond the village, show ng that
the redcoats were not advancing yet, but suddenly they went silent and
Dodd knew he had only minutes left to nake his escape, and just then he
saw anot her horse turn into the alley. Captain Joubert was in the
saddl e, and Dodd ran to him

"Joubert!"

Joubert ignored Dodd. |I|nstead he cupped his hands and shouted up at
t he house where the w ves had been sheltered during the fighting.

"Si none! "
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"G ve ne your horse, Captain!" Dodd denmanded
Joubert still ignored the Mjor.

"Sinmone!" he called again, then spurred his horse on up the alley. Had
she already gone? Was she north of thejuah?

"Si none?" he shout ed.
"Captain!" Dodd screaned behind him

Joubert turned, sumoned the courage to tell the Englishnman to go to
hell, but as he turned he saw that Dodd was hol ding 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 | eave a trail of blood. A
wonman screaned from a w ndow above the alley as Dodd pull ed hinsel f
into the Frenchnan's saddle. Gopal was already |eading the first

el ephant out of the gate.

"To the ford, Gopal!" Dodd shouted, then he spurred into the courtyard
to make certain that the second el ephant was ready to | eave.

Wil e outside, in the alleys, there was a sudden silence. Mst of the
village's garrison had fled, the dust drifted fromits broken walls,
and then the order was given for the redcoats to advance. Assaye was
dooned.

Col onel McCandl ess had wat ched Dodd's nen retreat into the village and
he doubted that the traitor was |leading his nen to reinforce the dooned
garrison.

"Sevaj ee!" MCandl ess call ed.

"Take your nmen to the far side!l"

"Across the river?" Sevajee asked.

"Watch to see if he crosses the ford," MCandl ess said.

"Where will you be, Col onel ?"

"In the village." MCandless slid from Aeolus's back and |i nped
towards the captured guns that had started to fire at the nud walls.
The shadows were | ong now, the daylight short and the battle ending,
but there was still time for Dodd to be trapped. Let himbe a hero,
McCandl ess prayed, let himstay in the village just |ong enough to be
caught.

The big guns were only three hundred paces fromthe village's thick
wal I and each shot pulverized the nud bricks and started great clouds
of red dust that billowed thick as gunsnoke. Wellesley sumoned the
survivors of the 74th and a Madrassi battalion and |ined them both up
behi nd the guns.

"They won't stand, Wallace," Wllesley said to the 74th's commander
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"We'll give themfive mnutes of artillery, then your fellows can take
the place."

"Allow nme to congratul ate you, sir," Wallace said, taking a hand from
his reins and holding it towards the CGeneral

"Congratul ate ne?" Wellesley asked with a frown.
"On a victory, sir."
"I suppose it is a victory.

"Pon ny soul, so it is. Thank you, Wallace."

The CGeneral | eaned across and shook the Scotsnman's hand.

"A great victory," Wallace said heartily, then clinbed out of his
saddl e so that he could lead the 74th into the village.

McCandl ess joi ned him

"You don't mind if | come, Wallace?"

"d ad of your conpany, MCandless. A great day, is it not?"
"The Lord has been nerciful to us," MCandl ess agreed.
"Praise H s nane."

The guns ceased, their snoke 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!" Wllesley called, and the 74th's | one piper hoisted his
i nstrunent and pl ayed the redcoats and the sepoys forward. The other
battali ons watched. Those other battalions had fought all afternoon

t hey had destroyed an arny, and now they spraw ed beside the Juah and
drank its nuddy 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

Maj or Bl acki ston 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"
Wl | esl ey acknow edged the standard with a snile

"I'd rather you brought nme sone water, Blackiston. Were are ny
cant eens?"

"Sergeant Sharpe still has them sir," Canpbell answered, holding his
own canteen to the General

"Ah yes, Sharpe." The General frowned, knowi ng there was unfini shed
busi ness there.

"If you see him bring himto ne."

"I will, sir.
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Sharpe was not far away. He had wal ked 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 McCandl ess wal ki ng behind the 74th as
it advanced on the village. He hurried to catch up with the Col one

and was rewarded with a warmsnile from MCandl ess

"Thought I'd | ost you, Sharpe."
"Alnost did, sir."
"The General rel eased you, did he?"

"He did, sir, in a manner of speaking. W ran out of horses, sir. He
had two killed."

"Two! An expensive day for hinml It sounds as if you had an eventfu
tinme!"

"Not really, sir," Sharpe said

"Bit confusing, really."”

The Col onel frowned at the blood staining the light infantry insignia
on Sharpe's left shoul der

"You' re wounded, Sharpe."

"A scratch, sir. Bastard with sorry, sir man with a tulwar tried to
tickle me."

"But you're all right?" MCandl ess asked anxiously.

"Fine, sir. He raised his left armto show that the wound was not

seri ous.

"The day's not over yet," MCandl ess said, then gestured at the
vil | age.

"Dodd's there, Sharpe, or he was. |I'mglad you're here. He'l
doubtless try to escape, but Sevajee's on the far side of the river and
bet ween us we might yet trap the rogue.”

Sergeant Obadi ah Hakeswi || was a hundred paces behi nd McCandl ess.
He too had seen the Col onel follow ng the 74th and now Hakeswi | |

foll owed McCandl ess, for if McCandless wote his letter, then Hakesw |
knew his sergeantcy was inperilled.

"It ain"t that | like doing it," he said to his nen as he stal ked after
the Colonel, '"but he ain't giving ne a choice. No choice at all. His
own fault. His own fault." Three of his men were following him the

others had refused to cone.

A nusket fired from Assaye's rooftops, showing that not all the

defenders had fled. The ball fluttered over Wallace's head and the

Col onel, not wanting to expose his nen to any other fire that m ght

come fromthe village, shouted at his nen to double.

" he call ed.
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"Get in and hunt them down! Quick now "

More nuskets fired fromthe houses, but the 74th were running now, and
cheering as they ran. The first nen scranbl ed over the nmakeshift
breach bl own by the big guns, while others haul ed aside a cart that

bl ocked an all eyway and, with that entrance opened, a twin stream of
Scot snen 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 di ed under Scottish or Indian bayonets.

"You go ahead, Sharpe," MCandl ess said, for his wounded | eg was naki ng
himlinp and he was now far behind the Hi ghl anders.

"See if you can spot the nman," MCandl ess suggested, though he doubted
Sharpe woul d. Dodd woul d be | ong gone by now, but there was always a
chance he had waited until the end and, if nen of the 74th had trapped
Dodd, then Sharpe could at |least try and nmake sure that the wretch was
taken alive.

"Go, Sharpe," the Col onel ordered, 'hurry!"

Sharpe dutifully ran on ahead. He clanbered up the dust of the breach
and junped down into the pitiful weckage of a room He pushed through
t he 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 fromthe river and so he headed that way past houses that
were being looted of what little remmined after the Mahratta
occupation. A sepoy energed fromone house with a broken pot while a
H ghl ander had found a broken brass wei ghi ng-scal e, but the plunder was
nothing like the riches that had been taken in Ahnednuggur. Another
vol | ey sounded ahead and Sharpe broke into a run, turned a corner and

t hen stopped above the village's ford.

Dodd's regi nent was on the far side of the river where two white coated
conpani es had forned a rear guard It was just |ike Ahmednuggur, where
Dodd had guarded his escape route with volley fire, and now the Maj or
had done it again. He was safely over the river with

Pohl mann's two el ephants, and his nen 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 nan said, 'the bastard got clean away," and Sharpe

| ooked at the speaker and saw an East India Conpany sergeant in a
doorway a few yards away. The nman was snoking a cheroot and appeared
to be standing guard over a group of prisoners in the house behind
hi m

Sharpe turned to watch Dodd's reginent march into the shadow of sone
trees.

"The bastard," Sharpe spat. He could see Dodd on his horse just ahead
of the two rear guard conpanies, and he was tenpted to raise his nusket
and try one last shot, but the range was nuch too great and then Dodd
vani shed anong the shadows. His rear guard followed him

Sharpe coul d see Sevajee off to the west, but the Indian was
hel pl ess.

252



Dodd had five hundred nen in ranks and files, and Sevajee had but ten
hor senen.

"He bl oody got away again," Sharpe said, and spat towards the river

"Wth ny gold," the East India Conpany sergeant said m serably, and
Shar pe | ooked again at the nan.

"Bl oody hell," Sharpe said in astonishnent, for he was | ooking at
Ant hony Pohl mann who had donned his old sergeant's uniform

Pohl mann's 'prisoners' were a small group of his bodyguard.

"A pity," Pohlmann said, spitting a scrap of tobacco from between his
teeth.

"Ten mnutes ago | was one of the richest men in India. Now | suppose
I'"'myour prisoner?"

"I couldn't care | ess about you, sir,"
on hi s shoul der

Shar pe said, slinging the nusket

"You don't want to march ne to Wellesley?" the Hanoverian asked.
"I't 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 1'd rather fillet
hi mthan you. "

Pohl mann gri nned.

"So | can go, Sergeant Sharpe?"

"Do what you bloody |ike," Sharpe said.

"How nmany nmen have you got in there?"

"Five. That's all he left ne. He slaughtered the rest."
"Dodd di d?"

"He tried to kill nme, but | hid under sone straw. A shaneful end to ny
career as a warlord, wouldn't you say?" Pohlmann sniled.

"I think you did well, Sergeant Sharpe, to turn down ny conm ssion."
Shar pe | aughed bitterly.
"I know ny place, sir. Down in the gutter

Oficers don't want nen like me joining them | mght scratch ny arse
on parade or piss in their soup." He walked to the snmall house and
peered through the open door.

"Better tell your fellows to take their coats off, sir. They'll be
shot otherwi se."” Then he went very still for, crouching at the back of
the small room was a wonan in a shabby linen dress and a straw hat. It
was Sinone. Sharpe pulled off his shako.
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" Madane?"

She stared at him seeing only his silhouette against the dazzle of the
day's last sun.

"Si mone?" Sharpe said.

"Ri chard?"

"I't's ne, love." He grinned.

"Don't tell nme you got |eft behind again!”

"He killed Pierre!" Sinone cried. "I watched him He shot him"
" Dodd?"

"Who el se?" Pohl nann asked behi nd Shar pe.

Shar pe stepped into the roomand held his hand towards Sinone.
"You want to stay here," he asked her, 'or cone with ne?"

She hesitated a second, then stood and took his hand. Pohl nann
si ghed.

"I was hoping to consol e the wi dow, Sharpe."

"You lost, sir," Sharpe said, '"you lost." And he wal ked away wi th
Si none, going to find McCandless to give himthe bad news. Dodd had
escaped.

Col onel McCandl ess |inped up the breach and into Assaye. He sensed
that Dodd was gone, for there was no nore fighting in the village,

t hough sonme shots still sounded fromthe river bank, but even those
shots ended as the Scotsman edged past the dead man in the house
doorway and t hrough 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 arnies, they had ruined the power of two nmighty princes, and from
this day on Dodd would be hunted fromrefuge to refuge as the British
power spread northwards. And it would spread, MCandl ess knew. Each
new advance was declared to be the last, but each brought new frontiers
and new enem es and so the redcoats marched again, and naybe they woul d
never stop nmarching until they reached the great nountains in the very
north. And maybe it was there,

McCandl ess t hought, that Dodd would at |ast be trapped and shot down
like a dog.

And suddenly McCandl ess did not care very nuch. He felt old. The pain
in his leg was terrible. He was still weak fromhis fever. |t was
tinme, he thought, to go hone. Back to Scotland. He should sel
Aeol us, repay Sharpe, take his pension, and board a ship. Go hone, he
t hought, to Lochaber and to the green slopes of den Scaddle. There
was work to be done in Britain, useful work, for he was corresponding
with nen in London and Edi nburgh who wi shed to establish a society to
spread Bi bl es throughout the heathen world and McCandl ess deci ded he
254



could find a small house in Lochaber, hire a servant, and spend his
days translating God's word into the Indian | anguages. That, he

t hought, would be a job worth doing, and he wondered why he had waited
so long. A small house, a large fire, alibrary, a table, a supply of
i nk and paper and, with God's help, he could do nore 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 Pohl mann's great el ephant wandering free in an all eyway.

"You're lost, boy," he said to the el ephant and took hold of one of its
ears.

"Sonmeone | eft the gate open, didn't they?"

He turned the el ephant which foll owed himhappily enough. They wal ked
past a dead horse, and then MCandl ess saw a dead European in a white
jacket, and for an instant he thought it nust be Dodd, then he

recogni zed Captain Joubert lying on his back with a bullet hole in his
br east.

"Poor man," he said, and he guided the el ephant through the gate into
the courtyard

"I''"ll make sure you're brought sonme 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 hinself staring into Sergeant Hakeswi |l|l's blue eyes.

"I've been | ooking for you, sir," Hakesw || said.

"You and | have no business, Sergeant," MCandl ess said.

"Ch, but we does, sir," Hakeswill said, and his three nmen bl ocked the
al |l ey behind him

"I wanted to talk to you, sir," Hakeswill said, 'about that letter you
ain't going to wite to ny Col onel Gore."

McCandl ess shook his head.

"I have nothing to say to you, Sergeant."

"I hates the bleeding Scotch," Hakeswill said, his face tw tching.

"Al'l prayers and norals, ain't you, Colonel? But | ain't cunbered with

norals. It's an advantage | have." He grinned, then drew his bayonet
and slotted it onto the nuzzle of his nusket.

"They hanged ne once, Colonel, but I lived 'cos God | oves ne, He does,
and | ain't going to be punished again, not ever. Not by you, Col onel
not by any nman. Says so in the scriptures.” He advanced on MCandl ess

with the bayonet. H's three nen hung back and McCandl ess reckoned they
were nervous, but Hakeswill showed no fear of this confrontation

"Put up your weapon, Sergeant," MCandl ess snapped.
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"Ch, I will, sir, I'Il put it up inside you unless you prom ses ne on
the holy word of God that you won't wite no letter."

"I shall wite the letter tonight," MCandl ess said, then drew his
cl aynore.

"Now put up your weapon, Sergeant."
Hakes wi | Ts face twitched. He stopped three paces from MCandl ess.
"You'd like to strike ne down, wouldn't you, sir?

"Cos you don't like nme, sir, do you? But God loves ne, sir, he does.
He | ooks after ne."

"You' re under arrest, Sergeant," MCandl ess said, 'for threatening an
officer."

"Let's see who God | oves nost, sir. M or you."

"Put up your weapon!" MCandl ess roared.

"Bl oody Scotch bastard,"” Hakeswill said, and pulled his trigger. The
bul l et caught MCandl ess in the gullet and bl ew out through the back of
his spine, and the Col onel was dead before his body touched the fl oor
The el ephant in the nearby courtyard, startled by the shot, trunpeted,
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 bl eeding word," he threatened his

men, 'you'll join himin heaven. |If he's gone there, which | doubt, on
account of God not wanting to clutter paradise with Scotchnen. Says so
in the scriptures.” He found gold in MCandless's sporran and turned

to show the coins to his nen.
"You want it?" he asked.
"Then you keeps silent about it."

They nodded. They wanted gold. Hakeswill tossed themthe coins, then
| ed them deeper into the house to see if there was anything worth
plundering in its roons.

"And once we're done," he said, '"we'll find the General, we will, and
have himgive us Sharpie. W're alnost there, lads. |It's been a |ong
road, it has, and hard in places, but we're alnost there."

Shar pe searched the village for Col onel MCandless, but could not find
himin any of the alleys. He took Sinone with himas he searched sone
of the larger houses and, from one hi gh wi ndow, he found hinself
staring down into the courtyard where Pohl mann's great el ephant was
penned, but there was no sign of MCandl ess and Sharpe deci ded he was
wasting his tine.

"I reckon we'll give up, love," he told Sinone.

"He'll look for nme, |ike enough, probably down by the river." They

wal ked back to the ford. Pohlmann had vani shed and Dodd's nmen had | ong
256



di sappeared. The sun was at the horizon now and the farm ands north of
the Juah were stained black by | ong shadows. The nen who had captured
the village were filling their canteens fromthe river, and the first
few canpfires glittered in the dusk as nen boiled water to nake
thensel ves tea. Sinobne clung to himand kept tal king of her husband.
She felt guilty because she had not |oved him yet he had died because
he had gone back into the village to find her, and Sharpe did not know
how t o consol e her

"He was a soldier, love," he told her, "and he died in battle."

"But | killed him"

"No, you didn't," Sharpe said, and he heard hooves behind himand he
turned, hoping to see Col onel McCandl ess, but instead it was Genera
Wl | esl ey and Col onel Wallace and a score of aides riding up to the
ford. He straightened to attention

"Sergeant Sharpe," Wellesley said, sounding enbarrassed.

"Sir," Sharpe said woodenly.

The General slid fromhis saddle. His face was red, and Sharpe
supposed that was the effect of the sun

"I have been rem ss, Sergeant," the General said awkwardly, 'for |
believe | owe you ny life."

Sharpe felt hinself blushing and was glad that the sun was | ow and the
roadway where he stood was in deep shadow.

"Just did nmy best, sir," he nuttered.

"This is Madane Joubert, sir. Her husband was killed, sir, fighting
for Col onel Pohl mann."

The CGeneral took off his hat and bowed to Sinone.

"My conmiserations, Madan'," he said, then | ooked back to Sharpe whose
I ong black hair still spilled over his collar.

"Do you know where Col onel MCandl ess is?" he asked.
"No, sir. |'ve been looking for him sir."

Wel |l esley fidgeted with his hat, paused to take a deep breath, then
nodded.

"Col onel M:Candl ess nanaged to have a long talk with Col onel Wallace
this afternoon," the General said.

"How they found tine to have a conversation in battle, | don't know "
This was evidently a jest, for the General smiled, though Sharpe stayed
strai ght-faced

and his lack of reaction disconcerted Wl esl ey.

"I have to reward you, Sharpe," Wl lesley said curtly.
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"For what, sir?"

"For ny life," the General said in a tone of irritation.

"I"'mjust glad I was there, sir,’
Wl |l esley hinself evidently felt.

Sharpe said, feeling as awkward as

"I"'mrather glad you were there too," the CGeneral said, then took a
step forward and held out his hand.

"Thank you, M ster Sharpe."

Shar pe hesitated, astonished at the gesture, then nade hinsel f shake
the General's hand. It was only then that he noticed what Wl | esley
had sai d.

"Mster, sir?" he asked.

"It is customary in this arny, Mster Sharpe, to reward unconmon
bravery with uncommon pronotion. Wallace tells ne you desire a
conmmi ssion, and he has vacancies in the 74th. God knows he has too
many vacancies, so if you're agreeable, Sharpe, you can join the
Col onel 's regi nent as an ensign."

For a second Sharpe did not really conprehend what was being said, then
he suddenly did and he sniled. There were tears in his eyes, but he
reckoned that nust be because of the powder snoke that lingered in the
vil | age.

"Thank you, sir," he said warmy, 'thank you."

"There, that's done," Wllesley said with relief.

"My congratul ations, Sharpe, and ny sincere thanks." His aides were
all smling at Sharpe, not Sergeant Sharpe any |onger, but Ensign
Sharpe of the King's 74th.

Captai n Canpbell even clinbed down fromhis saddl e and offered his hand
to Sharpe who was still smling as he shook it.

"I't'll turn out badly, of course,"
turned away.

Wl | esley said to Canpbell as he

"I't always does. W pronpte them beyond their station and they
inevitably take to drink."

"He's a good nman, sir," Canpbell said |oyally.

"I doubt that too. But he's a good soldier, I'll say that. He's al
yours now, Wallace, all yours!"™ The General pulled hinself into his
saddl e, then turned to Sinone.

"Madane? | can offer you very little but if you care to join ne for
supper | would be honoured. Captain Canpbell wll escort you."

Canpbel |l held his hand out to Sinobne. She |ooked at Sharpe, who nodded
at her, and she shyly accepted Canpbell's arm and followed the Cenera
back up the street. Colonel Willace paused to | ean down from his horse
and shake Sharpe's hand.
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"I"ll give you a few minutes to clean yourself up, Sharpe, and to get
those stripes off your arm

You nmight like to chop off sonme of that hair, while you' re about it.

And | 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 cone and neet your fellow officers. They're
few enough now, |I fear, so you'll surely be welcone. Even the nen

m ght be glad of you, despite your being English." Wallace smled.

I"mvery grateful to you, sir," Sharpe said. He was still scarcely
able to believe what had happened. He was M ster Sharpe! Mster

"And what do you want?" Wallace suddenly asked in an icy tone, and
Sharpe saw that his new Col onel was staring at (badi ah Hakeswi |l .

"Hm sir," Hakeswill said, pointing at Sharpe.
"Sergeant Sharpe, sir, what is under arrest.”
Wal | ace smil ed.

"You nmay arrest Sergeant Sharpe, Sergeant, but you will certainly not
arrest Ensign Sharpe."

"Ensi gn?" Hakeswill said, going pale.

"M ster Sharpe is a conm ssioned officer, Sergeant," Wallace said
crisply, "and you will treat himas such. Good day." Wllace touched
his hat to Sharpe, then turned his horse and rode away.

Hakeswi | | gaped at Shar pe.

"You, Sharpie," he said, 'an officer?"

Shar pe wal ked cl oser to the Sergeant.

"That's not how you address a King's officer, Obadi ah, and you know
it."

"You?" HakeswilPs face twitched.
"You?" he asked again in horror and anmazenent.

Sharpe thunped himin the belly, doubling himover

"You call nme "sir", Obadiah," he said.

"I won't call you "sir"," Hakeswi ||l said between gasps for breath

"Not till hell freezes, Sharpie, and not even then."

Sharpe hit himagain. Hakeswill's three men watched, but did
not hi ng.

"You call ne "sir Shar pe sai d.

"You ain't an officer, Sharpie," Hakeswill said, then yel ped because
Shar pe had seized his hair and was dragging himup the street. The
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three nen started to follow, but Sharpe snarled at themto stay where
they were, and all three obeyed.

"You'll call ne "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 el ephant. He dragged Hakeswi Il through the door and up
the stairs. The Sergeant screanmed at him beat at him but Hakeswill
had never been a match for Sharpe who now snatched the nusket from
Hakeswi | |'s hand, threw it away, then took himto the w ndow that
opened just one floor above the courtyard.

"See that el ephant, Gbadi ah?" he asked, holding the Sergeant's face in
t he open w ndow.

"
watched it tranple a nan to death not |ong ago."

"You won't dare, Sharpie," Hakeswi Il squeal ed, then yel ped as Shar pe
took hold of the seat of his pants.

"Call nme "sir"," Sharpe said.

"Never! You ain't an officer!"

"But | am OCbadiah, | am [|I'mMster Sharpe. 1'Il wear a sword and a
sash and you'll have to salute ne."
"Never!"

Shar pe heaved Hakeswill onto the w ndow | edge.

"If you ask ne to put you down," he said, 'and if you call nme "sir",
I"Il let you go."

"You ain't an officer," Hakesw || protested.

"You can't be!"

"But | am Obadi ah," Sharpe said, and he heaved the Sergeant over the

| edge. The Sergeant screaned as he fell into the straw bel ow, and the
el ephant, made curious by this strange irruption into this already
strange day, plodded over to inspect him Hakeswill beat feebly at the
ani mal whi ch had hi m corner ed.

" Goodbye, vadi ah," Sharpe called, then he used the words he renenbered
Pohl mann shouti ng when Dodd's sepoy had been tranpled to death.

"Haddahl ' Shar pe snapped.

Had daW"Get the bastard off ne!" Hakeswill screaned as the el ephant
noved still closer and raised a forefoot.

"That won't do, (badiah," Sharpe said.
"Sir!" Hakeswi |l call ed.
"Pl ease, sir! GCet it off ne!"

"What did you say?" Sharpe asked, cupping a hand to his ear
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"Sir! Sir! Please, sir! Mster Sharpe, sir!"

"Rot in hell, Obadiah," Sharpe called down, and wal ked away. The sun
was gone, the village was stinking with powder snoke, and two arnies
lay in ragged ruin on the bloody fields outside Assaye, but that great
victory was not Sharpe's. It was the voice calling fromthe courtyard
calling frantically as Sharpe ran down the wooden stairs and wal ked
down the all eyway.

"Sir! Sir!" Hakeswill shouted, and Sharpe |istened and smiled, for
that, he reckoned, was his real victory. It was M ster Sharpe's
triunph.

Hi storical Note The background events to Sharpens Triunph, the siege of
Ahnednuggur and the battle of Assaye, both happened nuch as descri bed
in the novel, just as many of the characters in the story existed. Not
just the obvious characters, like Wellesley, but nen like Colin
Canpbel I, who was the first nman over the wall at Ahnednuggur, and

Ant hony Pohl mann who truly was once a sergeant in the East India
Conpany, but who comanded the Mahratta forces at Assaye. Wat
happened to Pohl mann after the battle is sonething of a nystery, but
there is sone evidence that he rejoined the East | ndia Conpany arny
again, only this tine as an officer. Colonel Gore, Colonel Wllace and
Col onel Harness all existed, and poor Harness was losing his wits and
woul d need to retire soon after the battle. The massacre at Chasal gaon
is a conplete invention, though there was a Lieutenant WIIiam Dodd who
did defect to the Mahrattas just before the canpaign rather than face a
civilian trial for the death of the goldsmth he had ordered beaten
Dodd had been sentenced to six nonths' |oss of pay and Wl esl ey,
enraged by the |l eniency of the court martial, persuaded the East India
Conpany to inpose a new sentence, that of dismissal fromtheir arny,
and planned to have Dodd tried for nurder in a civilian court. Dodd,
hearing of the decision, fled, though | doubt that he took any sepoys
with him Neverthel ess desertion was a problemfor the Conpany at that
tinme, for many sepoys knew that the Indian states would pay well for
British-trained troops. They would pay even nore for conpetent
European (or Anmerican) officers, and nany such nade their fortunes in

t hose years

The city of Ahnednuggur has grown so nuch that nost traces of its wall
have now been swal | owed by new buil di ng, but the adjacent fortress
remains and is still a form dable stronghold. Today the fort is a
depot of the Indian Arny, and sonething of a shrine to Indians for it
was wWithin the vast circuit of its red stone ranparts that the | eaders
of Indian independence were inprisoned by the British during the Second
Wrld War. Visitors are welconme to explore the ranparts with their

i mpressi ve bastions and conceal ed galleries. The height of the fort's
wal | was slightly greater than the city's de fences and the fort,

unlike the city, had a protective ditch, but the ranparts still offer
an idea of the obstacle Wllesley's nen faced when they | aunched their
surprise escal ade on the norning of 8 August 1803. It was a brave

decision, and a cal cul ated one, for Wellesley knew he woul d be heavily
out nunbered in the Mahratta War and nust have decided that a display of
arrogant confidence woul d abrade his eneny's norale. The success of
the attack certainly inpressed sone |Indians. Goklah, a Mahratta | eader
who allied hinself with the British, said of the capture of
Ahnednuggur, "These English are a strange people, and their General a
wonderful man. They cane here in the norning, |ooked at the pettah
wal I, wal ked over it, killed all the garrison, and returned to
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breakfast! What can withstand then?" Goklah's tribute was apt, except
that it was Scotsnmen who 'wal ked over the wall' and not Englishnen, and
the celerity of their victory hel ped establish Wllesley's reputation
for invincibility. Lieutenant Colin Canpbell of the y78th was rewarded
for his bravery with a pronotion and a place on Wllesley's staff. He
eventual ly became Sir Golin Canpbell, governor of Ceylon

The story of Wellesley deducing the presence of the ford at Peepul gaon
by observation and conmon sense is well attested. To use the ford was
an enornously brave decision, for no one knewif it truly existed unti
Wel |l esl ey hinself spurred into the river. H's orderly, fromthe igth
Dragoons, was killed as he approached the River Kaitna and nowhere is
it recorded who took his place, but sone soldier nust have picked up
the dragoon's duties for Wellesley did have two horses killed beneath
hi mthat day and soneone was cl ose at hand on both occasions with a
renount. Both horses died as described in the novel, the first during
the 778this magnificent assault on Pohl mann's right, and Dioned,

Wel esley's favourite charger, during the scrappy fighting to retake the
Mahratta gun line. It was during that fight that Wellesley was
unhorsed and surrounded nonentarily by enem es. He never told the tale
in detail, though it is believed he was forced to use his sword to
defend hinself, and it was probably the closest he ever cane to death
in his long mlitary career. Ws his |life saved by sone unnaned
soldier? Probably not, for Wellesley would surely have given credit
for such an act that could well have resulted in a battlefield
conmi ssi on.

Wl | esl ey was notorious for disliking such pronotions fromthe ranks
('they always take to drink'), though he did pronote two nen for
conspi cuous bravery on the eveni ng of Assaye.

Assaye is not the nost fanmous of Arthur Wellesley's battles, but it was
the one of which he was nost proud. Years later, long after he had
swept the French out of Portugal and Spain, and after he had def eated
Napol eon at Waterl oo, the Duke of Wellington (as Arthur Wellesley
becane) was asked what had been his finest battle. He did not

hesitate.

"Assaye," he answered, and so it surely was, for he out nmanoeuvred and
out fought a nuch larger eneny, and did it swiftly, brutally and
brilliantly.

He did it, too, without Colonel Stevenson's help. Stevenson tried to
reinforce Wellesley, but his |Iocal guide msled himas he hurried
towards the sound of the guns, and Stevenson was so upset by the
guide's error that he hanged the nan.

Assaye was one of the costliest of Wellesley's battles: 'the bl oodiest
for the nunbers that | ever saw," the Duke recalled in later life.

Pohl mann's forces had 1200 killed and about 5000 wounded, while
Vel | esl ey suffered 456 dead (200 of them Scottish) and around 1200
wounded. All the eneny guns, 102 of them were captured and nmany were
di scovered to be of such high quality that they were taken into British
service, though others, nostly because their calibres did not match the
British standard artillery weights, were doubl e-shot ted and bl own up
on the battlefield where sone of their remants still lie.

The battlefield remains virtually unchanged. No roads have been netal
led the fords | ook as they did, and Assaye itself is scarcely |arger
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now than it was in 1803. The outer walls of the houses are stil
ranparts of nud bricks, while bones and bullets are constantly pl oughed
out of the soil ('they were very big nen', one farner told ne,

i ndi cating the ground where the 74th suffered so nuch). There is no
menorial at Assaye, except for a painted nap of the arnies

di spositions on one village wall and the grave of a British officer
which has had its bronze plate stolen, but the inhabitants know t hat
history was made in their fields, are proud of it and proved remarkably
wel comi ng when we visited. There ought to be sone marker on the field,
for the Scottish and Indian troops who fought at Assaye gained an
astoni shing victory. They were all extraordinarily brave nen, and
their canpaign was not yet over, for sone of the eneny have escaped and
the war will go on as Wellesley and his snall arny pursue the remaining
Mahrattas towards their great hill fastness at Gawi |l ghur. \Which neans
that M ster Sharpe nust narch again.
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