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Synopsi s:

It is Decenber, 1803, and Richard Sharpe is now an officer in Sir
Arthur Wellesley's arny that is seeking to end the Mahratta War
Sharpe, just risen fromthe ranks, discovers that his fellowofficials
are not wel comi ng.

Unsure of his authority and unconfortable in the nmess, he is failing,
and his failure seens assured Wien he is relegated to a tedious jop in
t he baggage train.

There Sharpe discovers a treason has been conjured up by his ol dest and
wor st eneny, Sergeant (badi ah HakeswiIl, but in uncovering this Sharpe
finds hinmself al one and under dreadful threat. He falls back on his
fighting ability to regain his confidence and his treasure, the jewels
of the Tippoo Sultan, which have been stolen fromhim

The search for revenge on the nmen who robbed himtakes himto
Gawi | ghur, the fortress in the sky, the last refuge of a desperate
eneny. Gawi | ghur has never fallen to assault, and bolstering its de
fences is the renegade Englishman, WIIiam Dodd, who escaped from
Sharpe in Sharpe's Triunph. The fortress, poised high above the
Deccan Plain, seens inpregnable, and contains a trap for its attackers.
Dodd is confident that no redcoat can reach him but Sharpe is
desperate and so he joins Wl lesley's troops as they surge across the
neck of land that |leads to the breaches. There, in the horror of
Gawi | ghur's ravine, dom nated by walls and guns, he will fight as he
has never fought before.

Sharpe's Fortress conpletes the story of Sharpe in India, follow ng
Ensi gn Sharpe fromthe heat-baked battle of Argaumto the carnage at
Gawi | ghur. 1t is a stunning successor to Sharpe's Tiger and Sharpe's
Triunph, and | eaves Richard Sharp poised to return to Europe apd to
new, even nore |ethal, enenies.
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Sharpens Fortress is for Christine Carke, with nany thanks
CHAPTER 1

Ri chard Sharpe wanted to be a good officer. He truly did. He wanted
it above all other things, but sonehow it was just too difficult, like
trying to light a tinderbox in a rain-filled wind. Either the nen
disliked him or they ignored him or they were over-faniliar and he
was unsure how to cope with any of the three attitudes, while the
battalion's other officers plain disapproved of him You can put a
raci ng saddle on a cart horse Captain Urquhart had said one night in
the ragged tent which passed for the officers' ness, but that don't
make t he beast quick. He had not been tal ki ng about Sharpe, not
directly, but all the other officers glanced at him

The battalion had stopped in the nmddle of nowhere. It was hot as hel
and no wind alleviated the sodden heat. They were surrounded by tal
crops that hid everything except the sky. A cannon fired sonewhere to
the north, but Sharpe had no way of knowi ng whether it was a British
gun or an eneny cannon.

A dry ditch ran through the tall crops and the nen of the conpany sat
on the ditch lip as they waited for orders. One or tw |ay back and
slept with their nouths wi de open while Sergeant Col quhoun | eafed
though his tattered Bible. The Sergeant was short-sighted, so had to
hol d the book very close to his nose fromwhich drops of sweat fel
onto the pages. Usually the Sergeant read quietly, nouthing the words
and sonetinmes frowni ng when he cane across a difficult name, but today
he was just slowly turning the pages with a wetted finger

"Looking for inspiration, Sergeant?" Sharpe asked.
"I amnot, sir," Col quhoun answered respectfully, but sonehow managed
to convey that the question was still inpertinent. He dabbed a finger
on his tongue and carefully turned anot her page.

So nmuch for that bl oody conversation, Sharpe thought. Somewhere ahead,
beyond the tall plants that grew higher than a nman, another cannon
fired. The discharge was nmuffled by the thick stens. A horse nei ghed,
but Sharpe could not see the beast. He could see nothing through the
hi gh crops.

"Are you going to read us a story, Sergeant?" Corporal MCallum asked.
He spoke in English instead of Gaelic, which nmeant that he wanted
Sharpe to hear.

"I amnot, John. | amnot."

"Go on, Sergeant," MCallum said.



"Read us one of those dirty tales about tits."
The men | aughed, gl ancing at Sharpe to see if he was of f ended.

One of the sleeping nen jerked awake and | ooked about him startl ed,
then nmuttered a curse, slapped at a fly and lay back. The other

sol diers of the conpany dangled their boots towards the ditch's crazed
mud bed that was decorated with a filigree of dried green scum A dead
lizard lay in one of the dry fissures. Sharpe wondered how t he carrion
birds had missed it.

"The laughter of fools, John McCallum" Sergeant Col quhoun said, 'is
like the crackling of thorns under the pot."

"Away with you, Sergeant!" MCallum said.

"I heard it in the kirk once, when | was a wee kid, all about a wonan
whose tits were |ike bunches of grapes.” MCallumtwi sted to | ook at
Shar pe.

"Have you ever seen tits |ike grapes, M ster Sharpe?"
"I never net your nother, Corporal," Sharpe said.

The nmen | aughed again. MCallumscow ed. Sergeant Col quhoun | owered
his Bible and peered at the Corporal

"The Song of Sol onbn, John McCallum™" Col quhoun said, 'likens a worman's
bosomto clusters of grapes, and | have no doubt it refers to the
garnments that nodest wonen wore in the Holy Land. Perhaps their

bodi ces possessed balls of knotted wool as decoration? | cannot see it
is a matter for your merrinment." Another cannon fired, and this tine a
round shot whi pped through the tall plants close to the ditch. The
stenms twitched violently, discharging a cloud of dust and snall birds
into the cloudl ess sky. The birds flew about in panic for a few
seconds, then returned to the swayi ng seed heads

"I knew a wonan who had lunpy tits," Private Hollister said. He was a
dar k-j awed, violent man who spoke rarely.

"Lunmpy like a coal sack, they were." He frowned at the nenory, then
shook hi s head.

"She died."

"This conversation is not seemy," Col quhoun said quietly, and the nen
shrugged and fell silent.

Sharpe wanted to ask the Sergeant about the clusters of grapes, but he
knew such an enquiry would only cause ribaldry anong the nen and, as an
of ficer, Sharpe could not risk being made to look a fool. All the
same, it sounded odd to him Wy would anyone say a worman had tits
Iike a bunch of grapes? G apes nade hi mthink of grapeshot and he
wondered if the bastards up ahead were equi pped with canister. Well,

of course they were, but there was no point in wasting canister on a
field of bulrushes. Wre they bulrushes? 1t seened a strange thing
for a farmer to grow, but India was full of oddities. There were naked
sods who clained to be holy nen, snake-charners who whistled up hooded
horrors, dancing bears draped in tinkling bells, and contortionists
draped in bugger all, a right bloody circus. And the clowns ahead
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woul d have canister. They would wait till they saw the redcoats, then
load up the tin cans that burst |ike duck shot fromthe gun barrels.
For what we are about to receive anbng the bul rushes, Sharpe thought,
may the Lord make us truly thankful

"I"ve found it," Col quhoun said gravely.

"Found what ?" Shar pe asked.

"I was fairly sure in ny nind, sir, that the good book nentioned
mllet. And so it does. Ezekiel, the fourth chapter and the ninth
verse."

The Sergeant held the book close to his eyes, squinting at the text. He
had a round face, afflicted with wens, |ike a suet pudding studded with
currants. '"Take thou al so unto thee wheat, and barley," he read

| aboriously, '"and beans, and lentils, and mllet, and fitches, and put
themin one vessel, and nake thee bread thereof" Col quhoun carefully
closed his Bible, wapped it in a scrap of tarred canvas and stowed it
in his pouch.

"It pleases ne, sir," he explained, '"if |I can find everyday things in
the scriptures. | like to see things, sir, and inmagine ny Lord and
Savi our seeing the selfsane things."

"But why mllet?" Sharpe asked.
"These crops, sir," Col quhoun said, pointing to the tall stens that
surrounded them 'are mllet. The natives call itjowari, but our nane
ismllet." He cuffed the sweat fromhis face with his sleeve. The
red dye of his coat had faded to a dull purple.

"This, of course," he went on, 'is pearl mllet, but |I doubt the
scriptures nmention pearl nillet. Not specifically."

"Mllet, eh?" Sharpe said. So the tall plants were not bul rushes,
after all. They |ooked |ike bulrushes, except they were taller. N ne
or ten feet high.

"Must be a bastard to harvest," he said, but got no response.

Ser geant Col quhoun always tried to ignore swear words.
"What are fitches?" MCallum asked.

"A crop grown in the Holy Land," Col quhoun answered. He plainly did
not know.

"Sounds like a disease, Sergeant," MCallum said.

"A bad dose of the fitches. Leads to a course of nmercury.” One or two
men sniggered at the reference to syphilis, but Col quhoun ignored the
levity.

"Do you grow nmillet in Scotland?" Sharpe asked the Sergeant.
"Not that | amaware of, sir," Col quhoun said ponderously, after
reflecting on the question for a few seconds, 'though | daresay it
m ght be found in the Low ands. They grow strange things there.
English things."
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He turned pointedly away.

And sod you too, Sharpe thought. And where the hell was Captain
Urquhart? Were the hell was anybody for that matter? The battalion
had marched | ong before dawn, and at nidday they had expected to nake
canp, but then cane a runour that the eneny was waiting ahead and so
CGeneral Sir Arthur Wellesley had ordered the baggage to be piled and
the advance to continue. The King's 74th had plunged into the mllet,
then ten mnutes later the battalion was ordered to halt beside the dry
ditch while Captain Urquhart rode ahead to speak with the battalion
commander, and Sharpe had been left to sweat and wait with the

conpany.

Where he had damm all to do except sweat. Dam all. It was a good
conpany, and it did not need Sharpe. Urquhart ran it well, Col quhoun
was a magni ficent sergeant, the men were as content as soldiers ever
were, and the last thing the conpany needed was a brand new officer, an
Engl i shman at that, who, just two nonths before, had been a sergeant.

The men were talking in Gaelic and Sharpe, as ever, wondered if they
were discussing him Probably not. Mst likely they were talking
about the dancing girls in Ferdapoor, where there had been no nere
clusters of grapes, but bloody great naked nelons. It had been sone
sort of festival and the battalion had nmarched one way and the

hal f-naked girls had withed in the opposite direction and Sergeant

Col quhoun had bl ushed as scarlet as an unfaded coat and shouted at the
men to keep their eyes front. Wich had been a pointless order, when a
score of undressed bibb is were hobbling down the highway with silver
bells tied to their wists and even the officers were staring at them
like starving nmen seeing a plate of roast beef. And if the nmen were
not di scussi ng wonen, they were probably grunbling about all the

mar chi ng they had done in the | ast weeks, crisscrossing the Mahratta
countrysi de under a blazing sun without a sight or snell of the eneny.
But whatever they were tal king about they were naki ng damm sure that
Ensi gn Richard Sharpe was |eft out.

Whi ch was fair enough, Sharpe reckoned. He had marched in the ranks
| ong enough to know that you did not talk to officers, not unless you
were spoken to or unless you were a slick-bellied crawing bastard

| ooking for favours. Oficers were different, except Sharpe did not
feel different. He just felt excluded. | should have stayed a
sergeant, he thought. He had increasingly thought that in the last few
weeks, wishing he was back in the Seringapatam arnmoury with Mjor
Stokes. That had been the Iife! And Sinone Joubert, the Frenchwonan
who had clung to Sharpe after the battle at Assaye, had gone back to
Seringapatamto wait for him Better to be there as a sergeant, he
reckoned, than here as an unwanted officer

No guns had fired for a while. Perhaps the eneny had packed up and
gone? Perhaps they had hitched their painted cannon to their ox teans,
stowed the canister in its |inbers and buggered off northwards? In
which case it would be a quick about-turn, back to the village where

t he baggage was stored, then another awkward evening in the officers
ness.

Li eutenant Cahill would watch Sharpe |ike a hawk, addi ng tuppence to
Sharpe's ness bill for every glass of wine, and Sharpe, as the junior
of ficer, would have to propose the |oyal toast and pretend not to see
when hal f the bastards wafted their nugs over their canteens. King
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over the water. Toasting a dead Stuart pretender to the throne who had
died in Roman exile. Jacobites who pretended George |1l was not the
proper King. Not that any of themwere truly disloyal, and the secret
gesture of passing the wine over the water was not even a real secret,
but rather was intended to goad Sharpe into English indignation. Except
Sharpe did not give a fig. dd King Cole could have been King of
Britain for all Sharpe cared.

Col quhoun suddenly barked orders in Gaelic and the nen picked up their
nmuskets, junped into the irrigation ditch where they forned '3

into four ranks and began trudgi ng northwards. Sharpe, taken by
surprise, nmeekly followed. He supposed he shoul d have asked Col quhoun
what was happening, but he did not like to display ignorance, and then
he saw that the rest of the battalion was al so marching, so plainly
Col quhoun had deci ded nunber six conpany shoul d advance as well.

The Sergeant had nade no pretence of asking Sharpe for permission to
nove. Wiy should he? Even if Sharpe did give an order the nen
automatically | ooked for Col quhoun's nod before they obeyed. That was
how t he conpany worked; Urquhart comanded, Col quhoun cane next, and
Ensi gn Sharpe tagged along |i ke one of the scruffy dogs adopted by the
nen.

Captain Urquhart spurred his horse back down the ditch

"Wel | done, Sergeant," he told Col quhoun, who ignored the praise. The
Captain turned the horse, its hooves breaking through the ditch's crust
to churn up clots of dried nud.

"The rascals are waiting ahead," Urquhart told Sharpe.
"I thought they mi ght have gone," Sharpe said.

"They're fornmed and ready," Urquhart said, 'forned and ready." ', The
Captain was a fine-looking man with a stern face, straight back | and
steady nerve. The nen trusted him |In other days Sharpe woul d have
been proud to serve a man |like Urquhart, but the Captain seened
irritated by Sharpe's presence.

"We' Il be wheeling to the right soon," Urquhart called to Col quhoun
"forming line on the right in two ranks."

"Aye, sir."

Ur quhart gl anced up at the sky.

"Three hours of daylight left?" he guessed.

"Enough to do the job. You'll take the left files, Ensign."

"Yes, sir," Sharpe said, and knew that he woul d have nothing to do
there. The nen understood their duty, the corporals would close the
files and Sharpe would sinply wal k behind themlike a dog tied to a
cart.

' There was a sudden crash of guns as a whole battery of eneny cannon

opened fire. Sharpe heard the round shots whi pping through the mllet,

but none of the nissiles cane near the 74th. The battalion's pipers

had started playing and the nen picked up their feet and hefted their
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nmuskets in preparation for the grimwrk ahead. Two nore guns fired,
and this time Sharpe saw a wi sp of snoke above the seed heads and he
knew t hat a shell had gone overhead. The snoke trail fromthe burning
fuse wavered in the wi ndl ess heat as Sharpe waited for the expl osion
but none sounded.

"Cut his fuse too long," Urquhart said. H's horse was nervous, or
perhaps it disliked the treacherous footing in the bottom of the
di tch.

Urquhart spurred the horse up the bank where it tranpled the mllet.
"What is this stuff?" he asked Sharpe.

" Mai ze?"

"Col quhoun says it's millet," Sharpe said, 'pearl mllet."

Urquhart grunted, then kicked his horse on towards the front of the
conpany. Sharpe cuffed sweat fromhis eyes. He wore an officer's red
tail coat with the white facings of the 74th. The coat had bel onged to
a Lieutenant Bl aine who had died at Assaye and Sharpe had purchased the
coat for a shilling in the auction of dead officers' effects, then he
had clunsily sewn up the bullet hole in the left breast, but no anobunt
of scrubbing had rid the coat of Blaine's blood which stained the faded
red weave black. He wore his old trousers, the ones issued to hi mwhen
he was a sergeant, red leather riding boots that he had taken from an
Arab corpse in Ahnednuggur, and a tasselled red officer's sash that he
had pulled off a corpse at Assaye. For a sword he wore a light cavalry
sabre, the sane weapon he had used to save Wllesley's life at the
battle of Assaye. He did not like the sabre nuch. 1t was clunsy, and
the curved bl ade was never where you thought it was. You struck with
the sword, and just when you thought it would bite hone, you found that
the blade still had six inches to travel. The other officers carried
cl aynores, big, straight-bladed, heavy and | ethal, and Sharpe should
have equi pped hinself with one, but he had baul ked at the auction
prices.

He coul d have bought every claynore in the auction if he had w shed,

but he had not wanted to give the inpression of being wealthy. Which
he was. But a nman |ike Sharpe was not supposed to have noney. He was
up fromthe ranks, a conmon soldier, gutter-born and gutter-bred, but
he had hacked down a hal f-dozen nen to save Wellesley's life and the
CGeneral had rewarded Sergeant Sharpe by nmaking himinto an officer, and
Ensi gn Sharpe was too canny to let his new battalion know that he
possessed a king's fortune. A dead king's fortune: the jewels he had
taken fromthe Tippoo Sultan in the blood and snoke-stinking Water Gate
at Seringapat am

Wul d he be nore popular if it was known he was rich? He doubted it.

Wealth did not give respectability, not unless it was inherited.
Besides, it was not poverty that excluded Sharpe fromboth the
officers' mess and the ranks alike, but rather that he was a stranger
The 74th had taken a beating at Assaye. Not an officer had been |eft
unwounded, and conpani es that had paraded seventy or eighty strong
before the battle now had only forty to fifty nen. The battalion had
been ripped through hell and back, and its survivors now clung to each
other. Sharpe m ght have been at Assaye, he mi ght even have
di stingui shed hinself on the battlefield, but he had not been through
8



t he nmurderous ordeal of the 74th and so he was an outsi der

"Line to the right!" Sergeant Col quhoun shouted, and the conpany
wheel ed right and shook itself into a line of two ranks. The ditch had
energed fromthe nillet to join a wide, dry riverbed, and Sharpe | ooked

northwards to see a rill of dirty white gunsnoke on the horizon
Mahratta guns. But a long way away. Now that the battalion was free
of the tall crops Sharpe could just detect a small wind. It was not

strong enough to cool the heat, but it would waft the gunsnoke slowy
away.

"Halt!" Urquhart call ed.
"Face front!"

The eneny cannon might be far off, but it seened that the battalion
woul d march straight up the riverbed into the nmouths of those guns. But
at least the 74th was not alone. The 78th, another Hi ghland battalion,
was on their right, and on either side of those two Scottish battalions
were long lines of Madrassi sepoys.

Ur quhart rode back to Sharpe

"Stevenson's joined." The Captain spoke | oud enough for the rest of
the conpany to hear. Urquhart was encouragi ng themby letting them
know that the two snall British arm es had conbi ned. General Wl esley
commanded both, but for nost of the tinme he split his forces into two
parts, the smaller under Col onel Stevenson, but today the two snal
parts had conbined so that twelve thousand infantry could attack
together. But agai nst how nany?

Sharpe could not see the Mahratta arny beyond their guns, but doubtless
the bastards were there in force.

"Whi ch neans the 94th's off to our |eft sonewhere,"” Urquhart added

| oudly, and sone of the nen nuttered their approval of the news. The
94t h was anot her Scottish reginent, so today there were three Scottish
battalions attacking the Mahrattas. Three Scottish and ten sepoy
battalions, and nost of the Scots reckoned that they could have done
the job by thensel ves. Sharpe reckoned they could too. They may not
have |iked hi mnuch, but he knew they were good soldiers. Tough
bastards. He sonetines tried to imagine what it nust be like for the
Mahrattas to fight against the Scots. Hell, he guessed. Absolute
hel I .

"The thing is," Colonel MCandl ess had once told Sharpe, 'it takes
twice as nuch to kill a Scot as it does to finish off an Englishman."

Poor McCandl ess. He had been finished off, shot in the dying nonments
of Assaye. Any of the eneny mght have killed the Col onel, but Sharpe
had convinced hinself that the traitorous Englishman, WIIliam Dodd, had
fired the fatal shot. And Dodd was still free, still fighting for the
Mahrattas, and Sharpe had sworn over MCandl ess's grave that he woul d
take vengeance on the Scotsnan's behalf. He had nade the oath as he
had dug the Colonel's grave, getting blisters as he had hacked into the
dry soil. MCandl ess had been a good friend to Sharpe and now, with
the Col onel deep buried so that no bird or beast could feast on his
corpse, Sharpe felt friendless in this arny.

"@uns!" A shout sounded behind the 74th.



"Make way!"

Two batteries of six-pounder galloper guns were being hauled up the dry
riverbed to forman artillery line ahead of the infantry. The guns
were called gall opers because they were |ight and were usually haul ed
by horses, but now they were all harnessed to teans of ten oxen so they
pl odded rat her than gall oped. The oxen had pai nted horns and sone had
bel s about their necks. The heavy guns were all back on the road
somewhere, so far back that they woul d probably be too late to join
this day's party.

The | and was nore open now. There were a few patches of tall mllet
ahead, but off to the east there were arable fields and Shar pe wat ched
as the guns headed for that dry grassland. The eneny was watchi ng too,
and the first round shots bounced on the grass and ricocheted over the
British guns.

"A few mnutes before the gunners bother thenselves with us, | fancy,"
Urquhart said, then kicked his right foot out of its stirrup and slid
down besi de Shar pe

"Jock!" He called a soldier

"Hold onto ny horse, will you?" The soldier led the horse off to a
patch of grass, and Urquhart jerked his head, inviting Sharpe to foll ow
hi m out of the conpany's earshot. The Captain seened enbarrassed, as
was Sharpe, who was not accustoned to such intinacy with Urquhart.

"D you use a cigar, Sharpe?"

t he Captain asked.

"Sonetines, sir."

"Here." Urquhart offered Sharpe a roughly rolled cigar, then struck a
light in his tinderbox. He lit his own cigar first, then held the box
with its flickering flanme to Sharpe.

"The Major tells ne a new draft has arrived in Madras."

"That's good, sir."

"I't won't restore our strength, of course, but it'll help," Uquhart
sai d.

He was not | ooking at Sharpe, but staring at the British guns that
steadi | y advanced across the grassland. There were only a dozen of the
cannon, far fewer than the Mahratta guns. A shell exploded by one of
the ox teans, blasting the beasts with snpbke and scraps of turf, and
Shar pe expected to see the gun stop as the dying beasts tangled the
traces, but the oxen trudged on, miraculously unhurt by the shell's

vi ol ence.

"If they advance too far," Urquhart nmurnured, 'they'll becone so nuch
scrap netal. Are you happy here, Sharpe?”

"Happy, sir?" Sharpe was taken aback by the sudden question

Urquhart frowned as if he found Sharpe's response unhel pful
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"Happy," he said again, 'content?"

"Not sure a soldier's neant to be happy, sir.

"Not true, not true," Urquhart said disapprovingly. He was as tall as
Sharpe. Runmour said that Urquhart was a very rich nan, but the only
sign of it was his uniformwhich was cut very elegantly in contrast to
Sharpe's shabby coat. Urquhart rarely smiled, which nade it difficult
to be easy in his conpany. Sharpe wondered why the Captain had sought
this conversation, which seened untypical of the unbendi ng Urquhart.

Per haps he was nervous about the inmnent battle? It seened unlikely
to Sharpe after Urquhart had endured the cauldron of fire at Assaye,
but he could think of no other explanation

"A fellow should be content in his work," Urquhart said with a flourish
of his cigar, 'and if he ain't, it's probably a sign that he's in the
wrong |ine of business."

"Don't have nuch work to do, sir," Sharpe said, wi shing he did not
sound so surly.

"Don't suppose you do," Urquhart said slowy.
"I do see your neaning.

Indeed | do." He shuffled his feet in the dust.

"Conpany runs itself, | suppose. Col quhoun's a good fellow, and
Sergeant Craig's showing well, don't you think?"
"Yes, sir." Sharpe knew he did not need to call Urquhart 'sir' all the

time, but old habits died hard.
"They're both good Cal vinists, you see,"” Urquhart said.

"Makes 'em trustworthy. "
"Yes, sir," Sharpe said. He was not exactly sure what a Cal vini st was,
and he was not going to ask. Maybe it was the sanme as a freemason, and
there were plenty of those in the 74th's ness, though Sharpe again did
not really know what they were. He just knew he was not one of them

"Thing is, Sharpe,"” Urquhart went on, though he did not |ook at Sharpe
as he spoke, 'you're sitting on a fortune, if you follow ne."

"A fortune, sir?" Sharpe asked with sone alarm Had U quhart sonehow
snelt out Sharpe's hoard of eneralds, rubies, dianonds and sapphires?

"You're an ensign," Urquhart explained, 'and if you ain't happy you can
al ways sell your comrission. Plenty of fine fellows in Scotland who'l
pay you forA the rank. Even sone fellows here. | gather the Scotch
Bri gade has sonme gentl enen rankers."

So Urquhart was not nervous about the coming fight, but rather about

Sharpe's reaction to this conversation. The Captain wanted to be rid

of Sharpe, and the realization nade Sharpe even nore awkward. He had

wanted to be nade an officer so badly, and already he w shed he had

never dreaned of the pronotion. Wat had he expected? To be sl apped
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on the back and wel coned Iike a long-lost brother? To be given a
conpany of troops? Urquhart was watching himexpectantly, waiting for
a response, but Sharpe said nothing.

"Four hundred pounds, Sharpe," Urquhart said.

"That's the official rate for an ensign's conm ssion, but between you
and ne you can squeeze at |east another fifty. Maybe even a hundred!
And in guineas.

But if you do sell to a ranker here, then nake dam sure his note is
good. "

Sharpe said nothing. Wre there really gentlenen rankers in the 94th?
Such nen could afford to be officers, and had an officer's breeding,
but until a comm ssion was vacant they served in the ranks, yet ate in
the mess. They were neither fish nor fow. Like Sharpe hinself. And
any one of themwould snap at the chance to buy a conmission in the
74th. But Sharpe hardly needed the noney. He possessed a fortune
already, and if he wanted to |l eave the arny then all he needed to do
was resign his conmi ssion and wal k away. Walk away a rich nan.

"OF course," Uquhart went on, oblivious of Sharpe's thoughts, 'if the
note's witten on a decent arny agent then you won't have any
worries.

Most of our fellows use John Borrey in Edinburgh, so if you see one of
his notes then you can place full trust init. Borrey's an honest
fellow

Anot her Cal vinist, you see."

"And a freemason, sir?" Sharpe asked. He was not really sure why he
asked, but the question just got blurted out. He supposed he wanted to
know if it was the sane thing as a Cal vinist.

"I really couldn't say." Uquhart frowned at Sharpe and his voice
became col der.

"The point is, Sharpe, he's trustworthy."

Four hundred and fifty gui neas, Sharpe thought. It was not to be spat
on. It was another snmall fortune to add to his jewels, and he felt the
tenptation to accept Urquhart's advice. He was never going to be
welone in the 74th, and with his plunder he could set hinself up in
Engl and.

"Coins on the barrel-head," Urquhart said.
"Think on it, Sharpe, think on it. Jock, ny horse!"

Sharpe threw away the cigar. H's nouth was dry with dust and the snoke
was harsh, but as Urquhart nounted his horse he saw the scarcely snoked
cigar lying on the ground and gave Sharpe an unfriendly |ook. For a
second it seened as if the Captain m ght say sonething, then he pulled
on the reins and spurred away. Bugger it, Sharpe thought. Can't do a
thing right these days

The Mahratta cannon had got the range of the British galloper guns now
and one of their round shot | anded plunb on a carriage. One wheel
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splintered, tipping the six-pounder gun onto its side. The gunners

| eaped off the |inber, but before they could detach the spare wheel

the ox teambolted. They dragged the broken gun back towards the
sepoys, leaving a vast plune of dust where the axle boss dragged
through the dry soil. The gunners ran to head the oxen off, but then a
second t eam pani cked. The beasts had their painted horns down and were
gal l oping away fromthe bonbardnent. The Mahratta guns were firing
fast now.

A round shot slashed into another gun team spurting ox blood bright
into the sky. The eneny guns were big brutes, and with a nuch | onger
range than the small British six-pounders. A pair of shells expl oded
behi nd the pani cked oxen, driving themeven faster towards the sepoy
battalions on the right of Wellesley's Iine. The |inbers were bouncing
frantically on the uneven ground and every lurch sent shot tunbling or
powder spilling. Sharpe saw General Wellesley turn his horse towards
the sepoys. He was doubtl ess shouting at themto open ranks and so

all ow the bolting oxen to pass through the line, but instead, quite
suddenly, the nen thensel ves turned and ran

"Jesus!" Sharpe said al oud, earning hinself a reproving | ook from
Ser geant Col quhoun.

Two battalions of the sepoys were fleeing. Sharpe saw the Genera
riding anong the fugitives, and he inagi ned Wl |l esley shouting at the
frightened nen to stop and re-form but instead they kept running
towards the millet. They had been pani cked by the oxen and by the
wei ght of eneny shot that beat the dry grassland with dust and snoke.

The men vani shed in the high stal ks, |eaving nothing behind but a
scatter of enbarrassed officers and, astonishingly, the two pani cked
gun teans which had inexplicably stopped short of the nillet and now
waited patiently for the gunners to catch them

"Sit yourselves down!" Urquhart called to his nmen, and t he conpany
squatted in the dry riverbed. One man took a stunp of clay pipe from
his pouch and lit it with a tinderbox. The tobacco snoke drifted
slowly in the small wind. A few nen drank fromtheir canteens, but
nost were hoarding their water against the dryness that would conme when
they bit into their cartridges. Sharpe glanced behind, hoping to see

t he pucka | ees who brought the battalion water, but there was no sign
of them Wen he turned back to the north he saw that sonme eneny
caval ry had appeared on the crest, their tall |ances naking a spiky

t hi cket against the sky. Doubtless the eneny horsenen were tenpted to
attack the broken British line and so stanpede nore of the nervous
sepoys, but a squadron of British cavalry energed froma wood with
their sabres drawn to threaten the flank of the eneny horsenen.

Nei t her side charged, but instead they just watched each other. The
74th's pipers had ceased their playing. The renaining British galloper
guns were depl oying now, facing up the long gentle slope to where the
eneny cannon lined the horizon

"Are all the nuskets |oaded?" U quhart asked Col quhoun
"They'd better be, sir, or I'll want to know why."

Urquhart disnmounted. He had a dozen full canteens of water tied to his
saddl e and he unstrung six of them and gave themto the conpany.

"Share it out," he ordered, and Sharpe w shed he had thought to bring
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sonme extra water hinself. One nman cupped sone water in his hands and
let his dog lap it up. The dog then sat and scratched its fleas while
its master lay back and tipped his shako over his eyes.

What the eneny should do, Sharpe thought, is throwtheir infantry
forward. Al of it. Send a nassive attack across the skyline and down
towards the millet. Flood the riverbed with a horde of screaning
warriors who could add to the panic and so snatch victory.

But the skyline stayed enpty except for the guns and the stalled eneny
| ancers.

And so the redcoats waited

Col onel WIliam Dodd, comandi ng officer of Dodd's Cobras, spurred his
horse to the skyline fromwhere he stared down the slope to see the
British force in disarray. It |looked to himas though two or nore
battalions had fled in panic, |eaving a gaping hole on the right of the
redcoat line. He turned his horse and kicked it to where the Mahratta
warl ord waited under his banners. Dodd forced his horse through the
aides until he reached Prince Manu Bappoo.

"Throw everyt hing forward, sahib," he advised Bappoo, 'now"

Manu Bappoo showed no sign of having heard Dodd. The Mahratta
conmmander was a tall and lean nman with a long, scarred face and a short
bl ack beard. He wore yellow robes, had a silver helnmet with a | ong
horse-tail plunme, and carried a drawn sword that he clained to have
taken in single conbat froma British cavalry officer. Dodd doubted
the claim for the sword was of no pattern that he recogni zed, but he
was not willing to challenge Bappoo directly on the matter

Bappoo was not |ike nost of the Mahratta | eaders that Dodd knew.

Bappoo might be a prince and the younger brother of the cowardly Rajah
of Berar, but he was also a fighter.

"Attack now" Dodd insisted. Mich earlier in the day he had advi sed
against fighting the British at all, but nowit seened that his advice
had been wong, for the British assault had dissolved in panic |ong
before it reached nusket range.

"Attack with everything we've got, sahib,"” Dodd urged Bappoo.

"I'f I throw everything forward, Colonel Dodd," Bappoo said in his oddly
sibilant voice, '"then ny guns will have to cease fire. Let the

British walk into the cannon fire, then we shall release the infantry."
i Bappoo had lost his front teeth to a lance thrust, and hissed his
words so that, to Dodd, he sounded |like a snake. He even | ooked
reptilian.

Maybe it was his hooded eyes, or perhaps it was just his air of silent
menace. But at |least he could fight. Bappoo's brother, the Rajah of
Berar, had fled before the battle at Assaye, but Bappoo, who had not
been present at Assaye, was no coward. |ndeed, he could bite like a
serpent.

"The British wal ked into the cannon fire at Assaye," Dodd grow ed, 'and
there were fewer of themand we had nore guns, but still they won."
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Bappoo patted his horse which had shied away fromthe sound of a nearhby
cannon. It was a big, black Arab stallion, and its saddl e was
encrusted with silver. Both horse and saddl e had been gifts from an

Ar abi an shei k whose tribesnen sailed to India to serve in Bappoo's own
reginment. They were nercenaries fromthe pitiless desert who called

t hensel ves the Lions of Allah and they were reckoned to be the nost
savage reginment in all India. The Lions of Allah were arrayed behi nd
Bappoo: a phal anx of dark-faced, white-robed warriors arnmed with
nmuskets and | ong, curved scimtars.

"You truly think we should fight themin front of our guns?" Bappoo
asked Dodd.

"Muskets will kill nore of themthan cannon will," Dodd said. One of
the things he |iked about Bappoo was that the man was willing to listen
to advice

"Meet them hal fway, sahib, thin the bastards out with nusket fire, then
pull back to let the guns finish themw th canister

Better still, sahib, put the guns on the flank to rake them"
"Too late to do that," Bappoo said.
"Aye, well. Mebbe." Dodd sniffed. Wy the Indians stubbornly

insisted on putting guns in front of infantry, he did not know Daft
idea, it was, but they would do it. He kept telling themto put their
cannon between the regiments, so that the gunners could slant their
fire across the face of the infantry, but Indian conmanders reckoned
that the sight of guns directly in front heartened their nen.

"But put sone infantry out front, sahib," he urged.

Bappoo t hought about Dodd's proposal. He did not nuch |ike the
Engl i shman who was a tall, ungainly and sullen nan with |Iong yell ow
teeth and a sarcastic nmanner, but Bappoo suspected his advice was good.
The Prince had never fought the British before, but he was aware that
they were sonehow different fromthe other enenies he had sl aughtered
on a score of battlefields across western India. There was, he
understood, a stolid indifference to death in those red ranks that |et
themmarch calmy into the fiercest cannonade. He had not seen it
happen, but he had heard about it from enough nen to credit the
reports. Even so he found it hard to abandon the tried and tested

met hods of battle. It would seemunnatural to advance his infantry in
front of the guns, and so render the artillery useless. He had
thirty-eight cannon, all of them heavier than anything the British had
yet depl oyed, and his gunners were as well trained as any in the world.
Thirty-ei ght heavy cannon could nake a fine slaughter of advancing
infantry, yet if what Dodd said was true, then the red-coated ranks
woul d stoically endure the puni shnment and keep coming. Except sone had
al ready run, which suggested they were nervous, so perhaps this was the
day when the gods would finally turn against the British

"I saw two eagles this norning," Bappoo told Dodd, 'outlined against
the sun."

So bl oody what? Dodd thought. The Indians were great ones for

auguries, forever staring into pots of oil or consulting holy nen or

worrying about the errant fall of a trenbling |eaf, but there was no
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better augury for victory than the sight of an eneny running away
before they even reached the fight.

"I assune the eagles nean victory?" Dodd asked politely.

"They do," Bappoo agreed. And the augury suggested the victory would
be his whatever tactics he used, which inclined himagainst trying
anyt hi ng new. Besides, though Prince Manu Bappoo had never fought the
British, nor had the British ever faced the Lions of Allah in battle.

And the nunbers were in Bappoo's favour. He was barring the British
advance with forty thousand nen, while the redcoats were not even a
third of that nunber.

"We shall wait," Bappoo decided, 'and |let the eneny get closer." He
woul d crush themw th cannon fire first, then with nusketry.

"Perhaps | shall release the Lions of Allah when the British are
cl oser, Colonel," he said to pacify Dodd.

"One reginent won't do it," Dodd said, 'not even your Arabs, sahib.
Throw every man forward. The whole line."

"Maybe, " Bappoo said vaguely, though he had no intention of advancing
all his infantry in front of the precious guns. He had no need to. The
vi sion of eagles had persuaded himthat he would see victory, and he
bel i eved the gunners woul d nake that victory. He inmagined dead

red- coat ed bodi es anong the crops. He would avenge Assaye and prove
that redcoats could die |ike any other eneny.

"To your nen, Colonel Dodd," he said sternly.

Dodd wheel ed his horse and spurred towards the right of the |line where
his Cobras waited in four ranks. It was a fine reginent, splendidly
trai ned, which Dodd had extricated fromthe siege of Ahnmednuggur and
then fromthe pani cked chaos of the defeat at Assaye. Two disasters,
yet Dodd's nen had never flinched. The reginent had been a part of
Scindia's arny, but after Assaye the Cobras had retreated with the
Rajah of Berar's infantry, and Prince Manu Bappoo, sunmoned fromthe
north country to take conmmand of Berar's shattered forces, had
persuaded Dodd to change his allegiance from Scindia to the Rajah of
Berar. Dodd woul d have changed al | egi ance anyway, for the dispirited
Sci ndi a was seeking to nmake peace with the British, but Bappoo had
added the inducenent of gold, silver and a pronotion to colonel. Dodd's
men, nercenaries all, did not care which master they served so | ong as
his purse was deep.

Gopal, Dodd's second-in-conmand, greeted the Colonel's return with a
rueful | ook.

"He won't advance?"

"He wants the guns to do the work."
Gopal heard the doubt in Dodd's voice
"And they won't?"

"They didn't at Assaye," Dodd said sourly.
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"Dam it! W shouldn't be fighting themhere at all! Never give
redcoats open ground. W should be naking the bastards clinb walls or
cross rivers." Dodd was nervous of defeat, and he had cause to be for
the British had put a price on his head. That price was now seven
hundr ed gui neas, nearly six thousand rupees, and all of it promsed in
gold to whoever delivered WIliam Dodd's body, dead or alive, to the
East India Conpany. Dodd had been a lieutenant in the Conpany's arny,
but he had encouraged his nmen to nurder a goldsmth and, faced with
prosecution, Dodd had deserted and taken over a hundred sepoys with
him That had been enough to put a price on his head, but the price
rose after Dodd and his treacherous sepoys nurdered the Conpany's
garrison at Chasal -gaon. Now Dodd's body was worth a fortune and

W liam Dodd understood greed well enough to be fearful. |If Bappoo's
arnmy col |l apsed today as the Mahratta arny had disintegrated at Assaye,
then Dodd woul d be a fugitive on an open plain doninated by eneny
caval ry.

"We should fight themin the hills,” he said grimy
"Then we should fight themat Gawi |l ghur," Gopal said.
"Gawi | ghur?" Dodd asked.

"It is the greatest of all the Mahratta fortresses, sahib. Not all the
arm es of Europe could take Gawi |l ghur." Gopal saw that Dodd was
sceptical of the claim

"Not all the armes of the world could take it, sahib,"” he added
earnestly.

"It stands on cliffs that touch the sky, and fromits walls nen are
reduced to the size of lice."

"There's a way in, though," Dodd said, 'there's always a way in."

"There is, sahib, but the way into Gawi | ghur is across a neck of high
rock that leads only to an outer fortress. A man night fight his way

t hrough those outer walls, but then he will cone to a deep ravine and
find the real stronghold lies on the ravine's far side. There are nore
wal I's, nore guns, a narrow path, and vast gates barring the way!" Gopa
si ghed.

"I saw it once, years ago, and prayed | would never have to fight an
eneny who had taken refuge there."

Dodd said nothing. He was staring down the gentle slope to where the
red-coated infantry waited. Every few seconds a puff of dust showed
where a round shot struck the ground.

"If things go badly today," Gopal said quietly, 'then we shall go to
Gawi | ghur and there we shall be safe. The British can follow us, but
they cannot reach us. They will break thenselves on Gawi |l ghur's rocks
while we take our rest at the edge of the fortress's | akes. W shal
be in the sky, and they will die beneath us |ike dogs."

If Gopal was right then not all the king's horses nor all the king's

men could touch WIliam Dodd at Gawi | ghur. But first he had to reach

the fortress, and maybe it woul d not even be necessary, for Prince Manu

Bappoo mi ght yet beat the redcoats here. Bappoo believed there was no
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infantry in India that could stand agai nst his Arab nercenari es.

Away on the plain Dodd could see that the two battalions that had fled
into the tall crops were now being brought back into the line. In a
nonent, he knew, that line would start forward again.

"Tell our guns to hold their fire," he ordered Gopal. Dodd' s Cobras
possessed five small cannon of their own, designed to give the reginent
cl ose support. Dodd's guns were not in front of his white-coated nen,
but away on the right flank fromwhere they could |l ash a nurderous
slanting fire across the face of the advanci ng eneny.

"Load with canister," he ordered, 'and wait till they're close." The
important thing was to win, but if fate decreed ot herw se, then Dodd
must live to fight again at a place where a nan could not be beaten

At Gawi | ghur.

The British line at |ast advanced. Fromeast to west it stretched for
three niles, snaking in and out of mllet fields, through pasturel and
and across the wide, dry riverbed. The centre of the Iine was an array
of thirteen red-coated infantry battalions, three of them Scottish and
the rest sepoys, while two reginments of cavalry advanced on the |eft
flank and four on the right. Beyond the regular cavalry were two
masses of nercenary horsenen who had allied thenselves to the British
in hope of loot. Druns beat and pi pes played. The colours hung above
the shakos. A great swathe of crops was trodden flat as the cunbersone
line marched north.

The British guns opened fire, their snmall six-pound mssiles ained at
the Mahratta guns.

Those Mahratta guns fired constantly. Sharpe, wal king behind the left
flank of nunber six conpany, watched one particular gun which stood
just beside a bright clunp of flags on the eneny-held skyline. He
slowy counted to sixty in his head, then counted it again, and worked
out that the gun had nanaged five shots in two mnutes. He could not
be certain just how many guns were on the horizon, for the great cloud
of powder snoke hid them but he tried to count the nuzzle flashes that
appeared as nonentary bright flanes am dst the grey-white vapour and,
as best he could guess, he reckoned there were nearly forty cannon
there. Forty tines five was what? Two hundred. So a hundred shots a
m nute were being fired, and each shot, if properly ained, mght kil
two men, one in the front rank and one behind. Once the attack was

cl ose, of course, the bastards would switch to canister and then every
shot could pluck a dozen nen out of the line, but for now, as the
redcoats silently trudged forward, the eneny was sendi ng round shot
down the gentle slope. A good nany of these missed. Sone screaned
overhead and a few bounced over the line, but the eneny gunners were
good, and they were lowering their cannon barrels so that the round
shot struck the ground well ahead of the redcoat |ine and, by the tine
the mssile reached the target, it had bounced a dozen tines and so
struck at waist height or below Gazing, the gunners called it, and
it took skill. If the first graze was too close to the gun then the
ball would lose its nomentum and do nothing but raise jeers fromthe
redcoats as it rolled to a harm ess stop, while if the first graze was
too close to the attacking Iine then the ball would bounce clean over

the redcoats. The skill was to skimthe ball |ow enough to be certain
of a hit, and all along the Iine the round shots were taking their
toll. Men were plucked back with shattered hips and | egs. Sharpe
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passed one spent cannonball that was sticky with blood and thick with
flies, lying twenty paces fromthe nman it had evi scerat ed.

"Close up!" the sergeants shouted, and the file-closers tugged nen to
fill the gaps. The British guns were firing into the eneny snoke
cloud, but their shots seened to have no effect, and so the guns were
ordered farther forward. The ox teans were brought up, the guns were
attached to the linbers, and the six-pounders trundled on up the

sl ope.

"Li ke ninepins."” Ensign Venabl es had appeared at Sharpe's side.

Roderi ck Venabl es was si xteen years old and attached to nunber seven
conpany. He had been the battalion's nost junior officer till Sharpe

j oined, and Venabl es had taken it on hinself to be a tutor to Sharpe in
how of fi cers shoul d behave.

"They're bow ing us over |ike ninepins, eh, Richard?"

Bef ore Sharpe could reply a hal f-dozen nen of nunber six conpany threw
t hensel ves aside as a cannonbal |l bounced hard and | ow towards them It
whi pped harm essly through the gap they had nmade. The nen | aughed at
havi ng evaded it, then Sergeant Col quhoun ordered them back into their
two ranks.

"Aren't you supposed to be on the left of your conpany?" Sharpe asked
Venabl es.

"You're still thinking Iike a sergeant, Richard," Venabl es said.

"Pigears doesn't nmind where | am" Pig-ears was Captain Lonax, who had
earned his nicknane not because of any peculiarity about his ears, but
because he had a passion for crisply fried pig-ears. Lomax was
easygoi ng, unlike Urquhart who |iked everything done strictly according
to regul ations.

"Besi des," Venables went on, 'there's damm all to do. The | ads know
their business."

"Waste of tine being an ensign,"” Sharpe said.

"Nonsense! An ensign is nerely a colonel in the naking," Venables
sai d.

"Qur duty, Richard, is to be decorative and stay alive |long enough to
be pronoted. But no one expects us to be useful! Good God! A junior
of ficer being useful? That'll be the day." Venables gave a hoot of

| aughter. He was a bunptious, vain youth, but one of the few officers
in the 74th who of fered Sharpe conpani onshi p.

"Did you hear a new draft has cone to Madras?" he asked.

"Urquhart told ne."

"Fresh men. New officers. You won't be junior any nore."

Shar pe shook hi s head.

"Depends on the date the new nmen were conm ssioned, doesn't it?"
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"Suppose it does. Quite right. And they nust have sailed fromBritain
| ong before you got the junp up, eh? So you'll still be the ness
baby.

Bad |l uck, old fellow "

ad fellow? Qite right, Sharpe thought. He was old. Probably ten
years ol der than Venabl es, though Sharpe was not exactly sure for no
one had ever bothered to note down his birth date. Ensigns were youths
and Shar pe was a nan.

"Whoah!" Venabl es shouted in delight and Sharpe | ooked up to see that
a round shot had struck the edge of an irrigation canal and bounced
vertically upwards in a shower of soil. Tig-ears says he once saw two
cannonballs collide in md-air," Venabl es said.

"Well, he didn't actually see it, of course, but he heard it. He says
t hey suddenly appeared in the sky. Bang! Then flopped down."

"They'd have shattered and broken up," Sharpe said.

"Not according to Pig-ears," Venabl es insisted.

"He says they flattened each other." A shell exploded ahead of the
conpany, whistling scraps of iron casing overhead. No one was hurt and
the files stepped round the snoking fragnents. Venabl es stooped and

pl ucked up a scrap, juggling it because of the heat.

"Li ke to have keepsakes,"
a pouch.

he expl ained, slipping the piece of iron into

"I'"ll send it home for ny sisters. Wy don't our guns stop and
fire?"

"Still too far away," Sharpe said. The advancing line still had half a
mle to go and, while the six-pounders could fire at that distance, the
gunners nust have decided to get really close so that their shots could
not mss. Get close, that was what Col onel MCandl ess had al ways told
Sharpe. It was the secret of battle. Get close before you start

sl aught eri ng.

A round shot struck a file in seven conpany. It was on its first
graze, still travelling at blistering speed, and the two nen of the
file were whi pped backwards in a spray of mngling blood.

"Jesus," Venables said in awe.

"Jesus!" The corpses were mixed together, a junble of splintered

bones, tangled entrails and broken weapons. A corporal, one of the
file closers stooped to extricate the men's pouches and haversacks from
the scattered offal

"Two nore nanes in the church porch,"” Venabl es remarked.
"Who were they, Corporal ?"

"The McFadden brothers, sir."™ The Corporal had to shout to be heard
over the roar of the Mahratta guns.

"Poor bastards," Venabl es sai d.
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"Still, there are six nore. A fecund | ady, Rosie MFadden."

Shar pe wondered what fecund neant, then decided he coul d guess.

Venabl es, for all his air of carel essness, was |ooking slightly pale as
t hough the sight of the churned corpses had sickened him This was his
first battle, for he had been sick with the Malabar Itch during Assaye,
but the Ensign was forever explaining that he could not be upset by the
sight of bl ood because, fromhis earliest days, he had assisted his
father who was an Edi nburgh surgeon, but now he suddenly turned aside,
bent over and vonmited. Sharpe kept stolidly walking.

Sonme of the nen turned at the sound of Venabl es's retching.

"Eyes front!" Sharpe snarl ed.

Ser geant Col quhoun gave Sharpe a resentful |ook. The Sergeant believed
that any order that did not come fromhinself or from Captain U quhart
was an unnecessary order

Venabl es caught up with Shar pe.

"Sonmething | ate."

"India does that," Sharpe said synpathetically.

"Not to you."

"Not yet," Sharpe said and wi shed he was carrying a nusket so he could
touch the wooden stock for |uck.

Captain Urquhart sheered his horse |eft wards

"To your conpany, M ster Venables."

Venabl es scuttled away and Urquhart rode back to the conpany's right
flank without acknow edgi ng Sharpe's presence. Mjor Swi nton, who
commanded the battalion while Colonel Wallace had responsibility for
the brigade, galloped his horse behind the ranks. The hooves thudded

heavily on the dry earth.

"All well?" Swinton called to Urquhart.

"AL well."
"Good man!" Swinton spurred on
The sound of the eneny guns was constant now, |ike thunder that did not

end. A thunder that pummelled the ears and al nost drowned out the
skirl of the pipers. Earth fountai ned where round shot struck

Sharpe, glancing to his left, could see a scatter of bodies lying in
the wake of the long line. There was a village there. How the hel
had he wal ked straight past a village without even seeing it? It was
not nuch of a place, just a huddl e of reed-thatched hovels with a few
pat chwor k gardens protected by cactus-thorn hedges, but he had stil
wal ked cl ean past without noticing its existence. He could see no one
there. The villagers had too nmuch sense. They woul d have packed their
few pots and pans and buggered off as soon as the first soldier
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appeared near their fields. A Mahratta round shot snmacked into one of
the hovels, scattering reed and dry tinber, and | eaving the sad roof

saggi ng.

Shar pe | ooked the other way and saw eneny caval ry advancing in the

di stance, then he glinpsed the blue and yellow uniforns of the British
igth Dragoons trotting to neet them The |ate-afternoon sunlight
glittered on drawn sabres. He thought he heard a trunpet call, but
maybe he inmagined it over the hammering of the guns. The horsenen

vani shed behind a stand of trees. A cannonball screaned overhead, a
shell exploded to his left, then the 74th's Light Conpany edged i nwards
to give an ox teamroomto pass back southwards. The British cannon
had been dragged well ahead of the attacking |line where they had now
been turned and depl oyed. Gunners rammed hone shot, pushed prinng
quills into touch-holes, stood back. The sound of the guns crashed
across the field, blotting the i mediate view with grey-white snoke and
filling the air with the nauseous stench of rotted eggs.

The drummers beat on, timng the long march north. For the nonent it
was a battle of artillerynen, the puny British six-pounders firing into
t he snoke cloud where the bigger Mahratta guns pounded at the advanci ng
redcoats. Sweat trickled down Sharpe's belly, it stung his eyes and it
dripped fromhis nose. Flies buzzed by his face. He pulled the sabre
free and found that its handle was slippery with perspiration, so he
wiped it and his right hand on the hemof his red coat. He suddenly
wanted to piss badly, but this was not the tinme to stop and unbutton
breeches. Hold it, he told hinmself, till the bastards are beaten. O
piss in your pants, he told hinself, because in this heat no one woul d
know it fromsweat and it would dry quickly enough. M ght snell,

t hough.

Better to wait. And if any of the nen knew he had pissed his pants he
woul d never live it down. Pisspants Sharpe. A ball thunped overhead,
so close that its passage rocked Sharpe's shako. A fragnent of
sonething whirred to his left. A nman was on the ground, voniting

bl ood. A dog barked as another tugged blue guts from an opened belly.
The beast had both paws on the corpse to give its tug purchase. A
file-closer kicked the dog away, but as soon as the man was gone the
dog ran back to the body. Sharpe w shed he could have a good wash. He
knew he was | ousy, but then everyone was | ousy.

Even General Wl lesley was probably |ousy. Sharpe | ooked eastwards and
saw t he General spurring up behind the kilted 78th. Sharpe had been
Wellesley's orderly at Assaye and as a result he knew all the staff

of ficers who rode behind the General. They had been nuch friendlier
than the 74th's officers, but then they had not been expected to treat
Shar pe as an equal

Bugger it, he thought. Maybe he should take Urquhart's advice. Go

hone, take the cash, buy an inn and hang the sabre over the serving

hatch. Would Sinone Joubert go to England with hinf? She mght |ike
running an inn. The Buggered Dream he could call it, and he would

charge arny officers twice the real price for any drink

The Mahratta guns suddenly went silent, at |east those that were

directly ahead of the 74th, and the change in the battle's noise nade

Shar pe peer ahead into the snoke cloud that hung over the crest just a

quarter-mle away. Mre snoke weathed the 74th, but that was fromthe

British guns. The eneny gun snoke was clearing, carried northwards on

the small wi nd, but there was nothing there to show why the guns at the
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centre of the Mahratta |line had ceased fire. Perhaps the buggers had
run out of ammunition. Sonme hope, he thought, sone bl oody hope. O
perhaps they were all reloading with canister to give the approaching
redcoats a rajah's wel cone.

God, but he needed a piss and so he stopped, tucked the sabre into his
arnpit, then funbled with his buttons. One cane away. He swore
stooped to pick it up, then stood and enptied his bladder onto the dry
ground. Then Urquhart was wheeling his horse.

"Must you do that now, M ster Sharpe?" he asked irritably.
Yes, sir, three bladders full, sir, and dam your bl oody eyes, sir.

"Sorry, sir," Sharpe said instead. So nmaybe proper officers didn't
pi ss?

He sensed the conpany was | aughing at himand he ran to catch up
fiddling with his buttons. Still there was no gunfire fromthe
Mahratta centre. Wiy not? But then a cannon on one of the eneny
flanks fired slantwi se across the field and the ball grazed right

t hrough nunber six conpany, ripping a front rank nan's feet off and

sl ashi ng a man behi nd through the knees. Another soldier was |inping,
his leg deeply pierced by a splinter fromhis nei ghbour's bone.

Corporal MCallum one of the file-closers, tugged nen into the gap
while a piper ran across to bandage the wounded nen. The injured would
be left where they fell until after the battle when, if they stil

lived, they would be carried to the surgeons. And if they survived the
kni ves and saws they woul d be shi pped hone, good for nothing except to
be a burden on the parish. O naybe the Scots did not have pari shes;
Sharpe was not sure, but he was certain the buggers had workhouses.
Everyone had wor khouses and paupers' graveyards. Better to be buried
out here in the black earth of eneny India than condemed to the
charity of a workhouse.

Then he saw why the guns in the centre of the Mahratta |ine had ceased
fire. The gaps between the guns were suddenly filled with nen running
forward. Men in | ong robes and headdresses. They streamed between the
gaps, then joined together ahead of the guns beneath | ong green banners
that trailed fromsilver-topped poles. Arabs, Sharpe thought. He had
seen sone at Ahnmednuggur, but nost of those had been dead. He
renenbered Sevaj ee, the Mahratta who fought al ongsi de Col one

McCandl ess, saying that the Arab nmercenaries were the best of all the
eneny troops.

Now there was a horde of desert warriors conming straight for the 74th
and their kilted nei ghbours.

The Arabs cane in a |oose formation. Their guns had decorated stocks
that glinted in the sunlight, while curved swords were scabbarded at
their waists. They cane alnost jauntily, as though they had utter
confidence in their ability. How nmany were there? A thousand? Sharpe
reckoned at |east a thousand. Their officers were on horseback. They
did not advance in ranks and files, but in a nmass, and sone, the
bravest nmen, ran ahead as if eager to start the killing. The great
robed nmass was chanting a shrill war cry, while in its centre drunmers
were beating huge instrunments that pul sed a belly-thunpi ng beat across
the field. Sharpe watched the nearest British gun |oad w th canister
The green banners were being waved fromside to side so that the silk
trails snaked over the warriors' heads. Sonething was witten on the
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banners, but it was in no script that Sharpe recognized.
"74th!'"  Maj or Swinton call ed.
"Hal t!"

The 78th had also halted. The two Highland battalions, both under
strength after their |osses at Assaye, were taking the full brunt of
the Arab charge. The rest of the battlefield seened to nelt away. Al
Sharpe coul d see was the robed nen coming so eagerly towards him

"Make ready!" Swi nton call ed.
"Make ready!" Urquhart echoed.

"Make ready!" Sergeant Col quhoun shouted. The nen raised their
nmuskets chest high and pull ed back the heavy hanmers.

Shar pe pushed into the gap between nunber six conpany and its |eft-hand
nei ghbour, nunber seven. He w shed he had a nusket. The sabre felt
flinsy.

"Present!" Swi nton call ed.

"Present!" Col quhoun echoed, and the nuskets went into the nen's
shoul ders. Heads bowed to peer down the barrels' |engths.

"You'l | fire low, boys," Urquhart said frombehind the line, 'you'l
fire low. To your place, Mster Sharpe."

Bugger it, Sharpe thought, another bloody nistake. He stepped back
behi nd the conpany where he was supposed to nake sure no one tried to
run.

The Arabs were close. Less than a hundred paces to go now. Sone had
their swords drawn. The air, mracul ously snoke-free, was filled with
their blood-chilling war cry which was a weird ulul ati ng sound.

Not far now, not far at all. The Scotsnen's nuskets were angled
slightly down. The kick drove the barrels upwards, and untrained
troops, not ready for the heavy recoil, usually fired high. But this
vol | ey woul d be | et hal

"Wait, boys, wait," Pig-ears called to nunber seven conpany. Ensign
Venabl es sl ashed at weeds with his claynore. He |ooked nervous.

Urquhart had drawn a pistol. He dragged the cock back, and his horse's
ears flicked back as the pistol's spring clicked.

Arab faces screaned hatred. Their great drums were thunping. The
redcoat line, just two ranks deep, |looked frail in front of the savage
char ge.

Maj or Swi nton took a deep breath. Sharpe edged towards the gap again.
Bugger it, he wanted to be in the front Iine where he could kill. It
was too nerve-racking behind the line.

"74th!'"  Swinton shouted, then he paused. Men's fingers curled about
their triggers.
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Let themget close, Swinton was thinking, let themget close. It Then
kill them it Prince Manu Bappoo's brother, the Rajah of Berar, was
not at the village of Argaum where the Lions of Allah now charged to
destroy the heart of the British attack. The Rajah did not like
battle. He liked the idea of conquest, he loved to see prisoners
paraded and he craved the oot that filled his storehouses, but he had
no belly for fighting.

Manu Bappoo had no such qualnms. He was thirty-five years old, he had
fought since he was fifteen, and all he asked was the chance to go on
fighting for another twenty or forty years. He considered hinself a
true Mahratta; a pirate, a rogue, a thief in arnmour, a looter, a
pestilence, a successor to the generations of Mihrattas who had

dom nated western India by pouring fromtheir hill fastnesses to
terrorize the plunp princedons and | uxurious kingdons in the plains. A
qui ck sword, a fast horse and a wealthy victim what nore could a man
want ? And so Bappoo had ridden deep and far to bring plunder and
ransom back to the small |and of Berar.

But now all the Mahratta | ands were threatened. One British arny was
conquering their northern territory, and another was here in the south.
It was this southern redcoat force that had broken the troops of
Scindia and Berar at Assaye, and the Rajah of Berar had sumoned his

brother to bring his Lions of Allah to claw and kill the invader. This
was not a task for horsenen, the Rajah had warned Bappoo, but for
infantry. It was a task for the Arabs.

But Bappoo knew this was a task for horsenen. His Arabs would w n, of
that he was sure, but they could only break the eneny on the i nmedi ate
battlefield. He had thought to let the British advance right up to his
cannon, then rel ease the Arabs, but a whim an intinmation of triunph,
had decided himto advance the Arabs beyond the guns. Let the Lions of
Al'l ah | oose on the eneny's centre and, when that centre was broken, the
rest of the British line would scatter and run in panic, and that was
when the Mahratta horsenen woul d have their slaughter. It was already
early evening, and the sun was sinking in the reddened west, but the
sky was cl oudl ess and Bappoo was anticipating the joys of a noonlit
hunt across the flat Deccan Pl ain.

"We shall gallop through blood," he said aloud, then | ed his aides
towards his arny's right flank so that he could charge past his Arabs
when they had finished their fight. He would let his victorious Lions
of Allah pillage the eneny's canp while he | ed his horsenen on a wild
victorious gallop through the noon-touched darkness.

And the British would run. They would run Iike goats fromthe tiger

But the tiger was clever. He had only kept a small nunber of horsenen
with the arny, a nere fifteen thousand, while the greater part of his
caval ry had been sent southwards to raid the eneny's |ong supply roads.
The British would flee straight into those nen's sabres

Bappoo trotted his horse just behind the right flank of the Lions of
Allah. The British guns were firing canister and Bappoo saw how t he
ground beside his Arabs was being flecked by the blasts of shot, and he
saw the robed nen fall, but he saw how the others did not hesitate, but
hurried on towards the pitifully thin line of redcoats. The Arabs were
scream ng defiance, the guns were hammering, and Bappoo's soul soared
with the nusic. There was nothing finer in life, he thought, than this
sensation of immnent victory. It was like a drug that fired the mnd
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wi th nobl e visions.

He nmight have spared a nonent's thought and wondered why the British
did not use their nuskets. They were holding their fire, waiting unti
every shot could kill, but the Prince was not worrying about such
trifles. In his dreans he was scattering a broken arny, slashing at
themwith his tulwar, carving a bloody path south. A fast sword, a
qui ck horse and a broken eneny. It was the Mahratta paradi se, and the
Lions of Allah were opening its gates so that this night Manu Bappoo,
Prince, warrior and dreanmer, could ride into | egend.

CHAPTER 2
"Firel!" Sw nton shout ed.

The two Highland reginents fired together, close to a thousand nuskets
flam ng to nake an instant hedge of thick snoke in front of the
battalions. The Arabs vani shed behind the snoke as the redcoats

rel oaded. Men bit into the grease-coated cartridges, tugged ranrods
that they whirled in the air before rattling themdow into the
barrels. The churning snoke began to thin, revealing small fires where
t he nmusket waddi ng burned in the dry grass.

"Platoon fire!" Major Swi nton shouted.

"Fromthe flanks!"

"Li ght Conpany!" Captain Peters called on the left flank
"First platoon, fire!"

"Kill them Your nothers are watching!" Col onel Harness shouted. The
Col onel of the y8th was mad as a hatter and half delirious with a
fever, but he had insisted on advanci ng behind his kilted Hi ghl anders.
He was being carried in a palanquin and, as the platoon fire began, he
struggled fromthe litter tojoin the battle, his only weapon a broken
riding crop. He had been recently bled, and a stai ned bandage trail ed
froma coat sleeve

"G ve thema flogging, you dogs! Gve thema flogging."

The two battalions fired in half conpanies now, each half conpany
firing two or three seconds after the nei ghbouring platoon so that the
volleys rolled in fromthe outer wings of each battalion, net in the
centre and then started again at the flanks. C ockwrk fire, Sharpe
called it, and it was the result of hours of tedious practice. Beyond
the battalions' flanks the six-pounders bucked back with each shot,
their wheels jarring up fromthe turf as the canisters ripped apart at
the nmuzzles. Wde swat hes of burning grass |ay under the cannon snoke.
The gunners were working in shirtsl eeves, swabbing, ranm ng, then
ducki ng asi de as the guns pitched back again Only the gun commanders
nost of them sergeants, seened to | ook at the eneny, and then only when
they were checking the alignnent of the cannon. The other gunners
fetched shot and powder, sonetinmes heaved on a handspi ke or pushed on
the wheels as the gun was re laid then swabbed and | oaded agai n.

"Water!" a corporal shouted, holding up a bucket to show that the
swabbi ng water was gone.

"Fire low Don't waste your powder!" Major Swinton called as he
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pushed his horse into the gap between the centre conpanies. He peered
at the eneny through the snoke. Behind him next to the 74th's twn
flags, General Wellesley and his aides also stared at the Arabs beyond
t he snoke clouds. Colonel Wallace, the brigade commander, trotted his
horse to the battalion's flank. He called sonething to Sharpe as he
went by, but his words were lost in the welter of gunfire, then his
horse half spun as a bullet struck its haunch. Wallace steadied the
beast, |ooked back at the wound, but the horse did not seembadly hurt.
Col onel Harness was thrashing one of the native pal anquin bearers who
had been trying to push the Col onel back into the curtained vehicle.
One of Wellesley's aides rode back to quieten the Colonel and to
persuade himto go sout hwards

"Steady now " Sergeant Col quhoun shout ed.
"Aim | ow "

The Arab charge had been checked, but not defeated. The first volley
nmust have hit the attackers cruelly hard for Sharpe could see a line of
bodies lying on the turf. The bodies |ooked red and white, bl ood

agai nst robes, but behind that twi tching heap the Arabs were firing
back to make their own ragged cloud of nusket snoke. They fired
haphazardly, untrained in platoon volleys, but they reloaded swiftly
and their bullets were striking hone. Sharpe heard the butcher's sound
of metal hitting neat, saw nen hurl ed backwards, saw sone fall. The
file-closers haul ed the dead out of the |ine and tugged the living

cl oser together.

"d ose up!

C ose up!" The pipes played on, adding their defiant nusic to the
noi se of the guns. Private Hollister was hit in the head and Shar pe
saw a cloud of white flour drift away fromthe nman's powdered hair as
his hat fell off.

Then bl ood soaked the whitened hair and Hollister fell back with gl assy
eyes.

"One platoon, fire!" Sergeant Col quhoun shouted. He was so
shortsighted that he could barely see the eneny, but it hardly
mat t er ed.

No one could see nuch in the snoke, and all that was needed was a
steady nerve and Col quhoun was not a man to panic.

"Two platoon, fire!" Urquhart shouted.

"Christ Jesus!" a man called close to Sharpe. He reel ed backwards,
his nusket falling, then he twi sted and dropped to his knees.

"Ch God, oh God, oh God," he nmpaned, clutching at his throat. Sharpe
could see no wound there, but then he saw bl ood seepi ng down the man's
grey trousers. The dying nan | ooked up at Sharpe, tears showed at his
eyes, then he pitched forward.

Shar pe picked up the fallen nusket, then turned the nman over to unstrap
the cartridge box. The man was dead, or so near as to make no
di f ference.

"Flint," a front rank man call ed.
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"I need a flint!"

Ser geant Col quhoun el bowed t hrough the ranks, holding out a spare
flint.

"And where's your own spare flint, John Hamond?"
"Christ knows, Sergeant."
"Then ask Hm for you're on a charge."

A man swore as a bullet tore up his left arm He backed out of the
ranks, the arm hangi ng usel ess and dri ppi ng bl ood.

Shar pe pushed into the gap between the conpanies, put the nusket to his
shoul der and fired. The kick slamed into his shoulder, but it felt
good. Sonething to do at last. He dropped the butt, fished a
cartridge fromthe pouch and bit off the top, tasting the salt in the
gunpowder. He ranmmed, fired again, |oaded again. A bullet nade an odd
fluttering noise as it went past his ear, then another whi ned over head.
He waited for the rolling volley to cone down the battalion's face,
then fired with the other nen of six conpany's first platoon. Drop the
butt, new cartridge, bite, prinme, pour, ram ranrod back in the hoops,
gun up, butt into the bruised shoul der and haul back the dog-head,
Sharpe did it as efficiently as any other man, but he had been trained
toit. That was the difference, he thought grimy. He was trained,

but no one trained the officers. They had bugger all to do, so why
train then? Ensign Venables was right, the only duty of a junior
officer was to stay alive, but Sharpe could not resist a fight.

Besides, it felt better to stand in the ranks and fire into the eneny's
snoke than stand behind the conpany and do not hi ng.

The Arabs were fighting well. Dammed well. Sharpe could not renenber
any ot her eneny who had stood and taken so nuch concentrated pl atoon
fire. 1Indeed, the robed nmen were trying to advance, but they were

checked by the ragged heap of bodies that had been their front ranks.
How nmany dammed ranks had they? A dozen? He watched a green flag
fall, then the banner was picked up and waved in the air.

Their big druns still beat, naking a nenacing sound to match the
redcoats' pipers. The Arab guns had unnaturally long barrels that
spewed dirty snoke and |icking tongues of flame. Another bullet
whi pped cl ose enough to Sharpe to bat his face with a gust of warm
air.

He fired again, then a hand seized his coat collar and dragged hi m
viol ently backwards.

"Your place, Ensign Sharpe," Captain Urquhart said vehenently, 'is
here! Behind the Iine!"™ The Captain was nounted and his horse had

i nadvertently stepped back as Urquhart seized Sharpe's collar, and the
wei ght of the horse had nade the Captain's tug far nore violent than he
had i nt ended.

"You're not a private any longer," he said, steadying Sharpe who had
al nost been pulled off his feet.

"OF course, sir," Sharpe said, and he did not neet Urquhart's gaze, but
stared bitterly ahead. He was bl ushing, knowi ng he had been
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reprinmanded in front of the nen. Damm it to hell, he thought.
"Prepare to charge!" Major Swinton call ed.

"Prepare to charge!" Captain Urquhart echoed, spurring his horse away
from Shar pe

The Scotsnen pulled out their bayonets and twi sted themonto the |ugs
of their nmusket barrels.

"Enpty your guns!" Swinton called, and those nen who were still | oaded
raised their nmuskets and fired a | ast volley.

"74th!'"  Swi nton shout ed.
"Forward! | want to hear sone pipes! Let ne hear pipes!”

"Go on, Swinton, go on!" \Wallace shouted. There was no need to
encourage the battalion forward, for it was going willingly, but the
Col onel was excited. He drew his claynore and pushed his horse into
the rear rank of nunber seven conpany.

"Onto them lads! Onto them™

The redcoats marched forward, tranpling through the scatter of little
fires started by their nusket waddi ng.

The Arabs seened astoni shed that the redcoats were advanci ng.

Sonme drew their own bayonets, while others pulled | ong curved swords
from scabbar ds

"They won't stand!" \Wellesley shouted.

"They won't stand.”

"They bl oody well will," a man grunted.

"Go on!"™ Swinton shout ed.

"Go on!" And the 74th, released to the kill, ran the | ast few yards
and junped up onto the heaps of dead before slashing hone with their
bayonets. Of to the right the y8th were also charging hone. The
Briti sh cannon gave a last violent blast of canister, then fell silent
as the Scots bl ocked the gunners' aim

Some of the Arabs wanted to fight, others wanted to retreat, but the
charge had taken them by surprise and the rearward ranks were still not
aware of the danger and so pressed forward, forcing the reluctant nen
at the front onto the Scottish bayonets. The Highl anders screaned as
they killed. Sharpe still held the unl oaded nusket as he closed up on
the rear rank. He had no bayonet and was wonderi ng whet her he shoul d
draw his sabre when a tall Arab suddenly hacked down a front rank man
with a scimtar, then pushed forward to slash with the reddened bl ade
at the second man in the file. Sharpe reversed the nusket, swung it by
the barrel and hammered the heavy stock down onto the swordsman's head
The Arab sank down and a bayonet struck into his spine so that he
twisted |like a speared eel. Sharpe hit himon the head again, kicked
him for good neasure, then shoved on. Men were shouting, screaning
stabbi ng, spitting, and, right in the face of nunber six conpany, a
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knot of robed nmen were slashing with scimtars as though they could
defeat the 74th by thenselves. Urquhart pushed his horse up agai nst
the rear rank and fired his pistol. One of the Arabs was plucked back
and the others stepped away at |ast, all except one short man who
screaned in fury and slashed with his long curved blade. The front
rank parted to let the scimtar cut the air between two files, then the
second rank also split apart to allow the short man to cone screani ng
through on his own, with only Sharpe in front.

"He's only a lad!" a Scottish voice shouted in warning as the ranks
cl osed agai n.

It was not a short man at all, but a boy. Maybe only twelve or
thirteen years ol d, Sharpe guessed as he fended off the scinmtar with
the nmusket barrel. The boy thought he could win the battle

si ngl e-handed and | eaped at Sharpe, who parried the sword and stepped
back to show he did not want to fight.

"Put it down, |ad," he said.

The boy spat, |eaped and cut again. Sharpe parried a third tine, then
reversed the nusket and slammed its stock into the side of the boy's
head. For a second the lad stared at Sharpe with an astoni shed | ook
then he crunpled to the turf.

"They're breaking!" Wellesley shouted from sonewhere cl ose hy.
"They' re breaking!"

Col onel Wallace was in the front rank now, slicing down with his
claynore. He hacked like a farner, blow after blow He had |lost his
cocked hat and his bald pate gleaned in the late sunlight. There was
bl ood on his horse's flank, and nore bl ood spattered on the white turn
backs of his coat tails. Then the pressure of the eneny coll apsed and
the horse twisted into the gap and Wall ace spurred it on

"Conme on, boys! Cone on!"™ A nan stooped to rescue Wallace's cocked
hat .

Its plumes were bl ood-soaked.
The Arabs were fl eeing.
"Go!" Swinton shouted.
"Go! Keep 'emrunning! Go!"

A man paused to search a corpse's robes and Sergeant Col quhoun dragged
the man up and pushed himon. The file-closers were naking sure none
of the eneny bodies left behind the Scottish advance were dangerous.
They ki cked swords and nuskets out of injured nmen's hands, prodded
apparently unwounded bodi es with bayonets and killed any man who showed
a spark of fight. Two pipers were playing their ferocious nusic,
driving the Scots up the gentle slope where the big Arab druns had been
abandoned. Man after nman speared the drum skins with bayonets as they
passed.

"Forward on! Forward on!" Urquhart bellowed as though he were on a
hunting field.
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"To the guns!" Wellesley called.
"Keep going!" Sharpe bell owed at sone | aggards.
"Go on, you bastards, go on!"

The eneny gun line was at the crest of the lowrise, but the Mahratta
gunners dared not fire because the remants of the Lions of Allah were
bet ween them and the redcoats. The gunners hesitated for a few
seconds, then decided the day was |ost and fl ed.

"Take the guns!" Wellesley called.

Col onel Wallace spurred anong the fl eeing eneny, striking dowmn with the
claynore, then reined in beside a gaudily painted ei ghteen pounder

"Cone on, lads! Cone on! To ne!"

The Scotsnen reached the guns. Mst had reddened bayonets, all had
sweat streaks striping their powder-bl ackened faces. Sone began
rifling the linbers where gunners stored food and val uabl es.

"Load!" Urquhart call ed.
"Load!"

"Formranks!" Sergeant Col quhoun shouted. He ran forward and tugged
men away fromthe |inbers.

"Leave the carts al one, boys! Formranks! Smartly now"

Sharpe, for the first time, could see down the |Iong reverse sl ope.
Three hundred paces away were nore infantry, a great long line of it
massed in a dozen ranks, and beyond that were sone wall ed gardens and
the roofs of a village. The shadows were very long for the sun was
bl azi ng just above the horizon. The Arabs were running towards the
stationary infantry.

"Where are the galloper guns?" \Wallace roared, and an aide spurred
back down the slope to fetch the gunners.

"Gve thema volley, Swinton!" Wllesley called

The range was very long for a nusket, but Sw nton hamered the
battalion's fire down the slope, and nmaybe it was that volley, or
perhaps it was the sight of the defeated Arabs that panicked the great
mass of infantry. For a few seconds they stood under their big bright
flags and then, like sand struck by a flood, they dissolved into a
rabbl e.

Cavalry trunpets blared. British and sepoy horsenen charged forward
with sabres, while the irregular horse, those nercenaries who had
attached thenselves to the British for the chance of |oot, |owered
their lances and raked back their spurs.

It was a caval rynan's paradi se, a broken eneny with nowhere to hide.

Some Mahrattas sought shelter in the village, but nost ran past it,
throwi ng down their weapons as the terrible horsenen streaned into the
fleeing horde with sabres and | ances slicing and thrusting.
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"Puckal eesl' Urquhart shouted, standing in his stirrups to look for the
men and boys who brought water to the troops. There was none in sight

and the 74th was parched, the nen's thirst nade acute by the saltpetre

in the gunpowder which had foul ed their nouths.

"Where the .. . ?"
Urquhart swore, then frowned at Shar pe.
"Mster Sharpe? I'll trouble you to find our pucka |ees

"Yes, sir," Sharpe said, not bothering to hide his disappoi ntnent at
the order. He had hoped to find sone | oot when the 74th searched the
village, but instead he was to be a fetcher of water. He threw down

t he nmusket and wal ked back t hrough the groaning, slownoving litter of
dead and dying nen. Dogs were scavengi ng anong the bodi es.

"Forward now" \Wellesley called behind Sharpe, and the whole long Iine
of British infantrynen advanced under their flags towards the village.
The cavalry was already far beyond the houses, killing with abandon and
driving the fugitives ever farther northwards.

Shar pe wal ked on sout hwards. He suspected the pucka | ees were stil

back with the baggage, which would nmean a three-mile walk and, by the
time he had found them the battalion would have slaked its thirst from
the wells in the village. Bugger it, he thought. Even when they gave
hima job it was a usel ess errand.

A shout made himl ook to his right where a score of native caval rynen
were slicing apart the robes of the dead Arabs in search of coins and
trinkets. The scavengers were Mahrattas who had sold their services to
the British and Sharpe guessed that the horsenen had not joined the
pursuit for fear of being mstaken for the defeated enenmy. One of the
Arabs had only been feigning death and now, despite being hugely

out nunbered, defied his enemes with a pistol that he dragged from
beneath his robe. The taunting caval rynen had nade a ring and the Arab
kept twisting around to find that his tornentor had ski pped away before
he could aimthe small gun

The Arab was a short man, then he turned again and Sharpe saw t he

brui sed, bloody face and recogni zed the child who had charged the 74th
so bravely. The boy was dooned, for the ring of cavalrynen was slowy
closing for the kill. One of the Mahrattas would probably die, or at

| east be horribly injured by the pistol ball, but that was part of the
gane. The boy had one shot, they had twenty. A man prodded the boy in
the back with a lance point, nmaking himwhip round, but the man with
the | ance had stepped fast back and another nman sl apped the boy's
headdress with a tulwar. The ot her caval rynmen | aughed.

Shar pe reckoned the boy deserved better. He was a kid, nothing nore,
but brave as a tiger, and so he crossed to the caval rynen.

"Let himbe!" he called.

The boy turned towards Sharpe. |If he recognized that the British

officer was trying to save his life he showed no sign of gratitude

instead he lifted the pistol so that its barrel pointed at Sharpe's

face. The cavalrynmen, reckoning this was even better sport, urged him

to shoot and one of them approached the boy with a raised tulwar, but
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did not strike. He would let the boy shoot Sharpe, then kill him
"Let himbe," Sharpe said.
"Stand back!" The Mahrattas grinned, but did not nove.

Sharpe could take the single bullet, then they would tear the boy into
sabre-shredded scraps of neat.

The boy took a step towards Sharpe.

"Don't be a bloody fool, lad," Sharpe said. The boy obviously did not
speak English, but Sharpe's tone was soothing. It nade no difference.
The | ad's hand was shaki ng and he | ooked frightened, but defiance had
been bred into his bone. He knew he would die, but he would take an
eneny soul with himand so he nerved hinself to die well. Tut the gun
down, " Sharpe said softly.

He was wi shing he had not intervened now The kid was just distraught
enough and mad enough to fire, and Sharpe knew he coul d do not hing
about it except run away and thus expose hinself to the jeers of the
Mahrattas. He was cl ose enough now to see the scratches on the
pistol's blackened nuzzl e where the rammer had scraped the netal.

"Don't be a bloody fool, boy," he said again. Still the boy pointed
the pistol. Sharpe knew he should turn and run, but instead he took
anot her pace forward. Just one nore and he reckoned he woul d be cl ose
enough to swat the gun aside.

Then the boy shouted sonething in Arabic, sonething about Allah, and
pul l ed the trigger.

The hanmmer did not nove. The boy |ooked startled, then pulled the
trigger again.

Shar pe began | aughing. The expression of woe on the child's face was
so sudden, and so unfeigned, that Sharpe could only laugh. The boy
| ooked as if he was about to cry.

The Mahratta behind the boy swung his tulwar. He reckoned he could
slice clean through the boy's grubby headdress and decapitate him but
Sharpe had taken the extra step and now sei zed the boy's hand and
tugged himinto his belly. The sword hissed an inch behind the boy's
neck.

"I said to |l eave himalone!" Sharpe said.
"Or do you want to fight ne instead?"

"None of us," a calmvoice said behind Sharpe, 'wants to fight Ensign
Shar pe. "

Sharpe turned. One of the horsenen was still nounted, and it was this
man who had spoken. He was dressed in a tattered European uniform
jacket of green cloth hung with small silver chains, and he ! | had a

| ean scarred face with a nose as hooked as Sir Arthur Wellesley's.
He now grinned down at Shar pe.

"Syud Sevaj ee," Sharpe said.
33



"I never did congratulate you on your pronotion," Sevajee said, and
| eaned down to offer Sharpe his hand.

Shar pe shook it.

"I't was McCandl ess's doing," he said.

"No," Sevajee disagreed, 'it was yours." Sevajee, who led this band of
hor senen, waved his nen away from Sharpe, then | ooked down at the boy
who struggled in Sharpe's grip.

"You really want to save that little wetch's |ife?"

"Way not ?"

"Atiger cub plays like a kitten," Sevajee said, '"but it still grows
nto a tiger and one day it eats you."

"This one's no kitten," Sharpe said, thunping the boy on the ear to
stop his struggles.

Sevaj ee spoke in quick Arabic and the boy went quiet.
"I told himyou saved his life," Sevajee explained to Sharpe, 'and that
he is now beholden to you." Sevajee spoke to the boy again who, after

a shy | ook at Sharpe, answered.

"Hi s nanme's Ahned," Sevajee said, '"and | told himyou were a great
English lord who commands the lives and deaths of a thousand nen."

"You told himwhat?

"I told himyou'd beat himbloody if he disobeys you," Sevajee said,
| ooki ng at his nen who, denied their entertai nnent, had gone back to
| ooting the dead.

"You like being an officer?" he asked Shar pe.

"I hate it."

Sevaj ee smiled, revealing red-stained teeth.

"McCandl ess t hought you would, but didn't know how to curb your
anbition." Sevajee slid down fromhis saddl e.

"I amsorry MCandl ess died," the Indian said.

"Me too."

"You know who Kkilled hin®"

"I reckon it was Dodd."

Sevaj ee nodded.

"Me too." Syud Sevajee was a high-born Mahratta, the el dest son of one
of the Rajah of Berar's warlords, but a rival in the Rajah's service
had nurdered his father, and Sevaj ee had been seeking revenge ever

since. |If that revenge neant narching with the eneny British, then
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that was a snmall price to pay for famly pride. Seva“e had ridden with
Col onel McCandl ess when the Scotsnan had pursued Dodd, and thus he had
met Shar pe.

"Beny Singh was not with the eneny today," he told Sharpe.

Sharpe had to think for a few seconds before renenbering that Beny
Si ngh was the man who had poi soned Sevajee's father

"How do you know?"

"Hi s banner wasn't anong the Mahratta flags. Today we faced Manu
Bappoo, the Rajah's brother. He's a better man than the Rajah, but he
refuses to take the throne for hinself. He's also a better soldier
than the rest, but not good enough, it seens. Dodd was there."

"He was?"

"He got away." Sevajee turned and gazed northwards.

"And | know where they're going."

"Wher e?"

"To Gawi | ghur," Sevajee said softly, '"to the sky fort."

" Gawi | ghur ?"

"I grew up there." Sevajee spoke softly, still gazing at the hazed
northern horizon

"My father was kill adar of Gawilghur. It was a post of honour

Sharpe, for it is our greatest stronghold. It is the fortress in the
sky, the inpregnable refuge, the place that has never fallen to our
enem es, and Beny Singh is nowits kill adar Sonehow we shall have to

get inside, you and I. And | shall kill Singh and you will Kkill
Dodd. "

"That's why |I'm here," Sharpe said.

"No." Sevaj ee gave Sharpe a sour gl ance.

"You're here, Ensign, because you British are greedy." He |ooked at
the Arab boy and asked a question. There was a brief conversation,

then Sevaj ee | ooked at Sharpe again.

"I have told himhe is to be your servant, and that you will beat him
to death if he steals fromyou."

"I wouldn't do that!" Sharpe protested
"I would," Sevajee said, 'and he believes you would, but it still won't
stop himthieving fromyou. Better to kill himnow" He grinned, then

haul ed hinself into his saddl e.

"I shall look for you at Gawi | ghur, M ster Sharpe."

"I shall look for you," Sharpe said.

Sevaj ee spurred away and Sharpe crouched to | ook at his new servant.
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Ahned was as thin as a half-drowned cat. He wore dirty robes and a
tattered headdress secured by a | oop of frayed rope that was stained
with bl ood, evidently where Sharpe's blow with the nusket had caught
himduring the battle. But he had bright eyes and a defiant face, and
t hough his voice had not yet broken he was braver than nmany full grown
men. Sharpe unslung his canteen and pushed it into the boy's hand,
first taking away the broken pistol that he tossed away.

"Drink up, you little bugger," Sharpe said, 'then come for a walk."

The boy glanced up the hill, but his arny was |ong gone. It had

vani shed into the evening beyond the crest and was now bei ng pursued by
vengeful cavalry. He said sonething in Arabic, drank what renained of
Sharpe's water, then offered a grudgi ng nod of thanks.

So Sharpe had a servant, a battle had been won, and now he wal ked south
in search of pucka |ees

Col onel WIliam Dodd watched the Lions of Allah break, and spat wth
disgust. It had been foolish to fight here in the first place and now
the foolery was turning to disaster

"Jemadar!" he call ed.
" Sahi b?"
"We' Il form square. Put our guns in the centre. And the baggage."

"Fam | i es, sahi b?"

"Fami lies too." Dodd watched Manu Bappoo and his aides gall opi ng back
fromthe British advance. The gunners had already fled, which neant
that the Mahrattas' heavy cannon would all be captured, every | ast
piece of it. Dodd was tenpted to abandon his reginent's snmall battery
of five-pounders which were about as nmuch use as pea-shooters, but a
soldier's pride persuaded himto drag the guns fromthe field.

Bappoo might lose all his guns, but it would be a cold day in hel
before Wl liam Dodd gave up artillery to an eneny.

Hi s Cobras were on the Mahratta right flank and there, for the nonent,
they were out of the way of the British advance. |If the rest of the
Mahratta infantry remai ned firmand fought, then Dodd would stay with
them but he saw that the defeat of the Arabs had denoralized Bappoo's
army. The ranks began to dissolve, the first fugitives began to run
north and Dodd knew this arnmy was lost. First Assaye, now this. A
goddamm di saster! He turned his horse and snmled at his white-jacketed
nen.

"You haven't lost a battle!”™ he shouted to them

"You haven't even fought today, so you've lost no pride! But you'l
have to fight now If you don't, if you break ranks, you'll die. |If
you fight, you'll live

Jemadar! March!"

The Cobras would now attenpt one of the nost difficult of all feats of

soldiering, a fighting withdrawal. They nmarched in a | oose square, the

centre of which gradually filled with their wonmen and children. Sone
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other infantry tried to join the famlies, but Dodd snarled at his nen
to beat them away.

"Fire if they won't go!" he shouted. The last thing he wanted was for
his nen to be infected by panic.

Dodd trailed the square. He heard cavalry trunpets and he twisted in
his saddle to see a mass of irregular |ight horsenen cone over the
crest.

"Halt!" he shout ed.
"C ose ranks! Charge bayonets!”

The white-jacketed Cobras seal ed the | oose square tight. Dodd pushed
through the face of the square and turned his horse to watch the

caval rynmen approach. He doubted they would cone cl ose, not when there
were easier pickings to the east and, sure enough, as soon as the

| eadi ng horsenen saw that the square was waiting with | evell ed nuskets,
t hey sheered away.

Dodd hol stered his pistol
"March on, Jenmdar!"

Twi ce nore Dodd had to halt and formranks, but both tinmes the

t hreat eni ng horsenmen were scared away by the cal mdiscipline of his
white-coated soldiers. The red-coated infantry was not pursuing. They
had reached the village of Argaum and were content to stay there,

| eaving the pursuit to the horsenen, and those horsenen chased after
the broken rabble that flooded northwards, but none chose to die by
chargi ng Dodd's forned ranks.

Dodd inclined to the west, angling away fromthe pursuers. By
nightfall he was confident enough to formthe battalion into a colum
of conpani es, and by mi dnight, under a clear noon, he could no | onger
even hear the British trunpets. He knew that nen would still be dying,
ri dden down by cavalry and pierced by |ances or slashed by sabres, but
Dodd had got clean away. His nen were tired, but they were safe in a
dark countryside of mllet fields, drought-enptied irrigation ditches
and scattered villages where dogs barked frantically when they caught
the scent of the marching col um.

Dodd did not trouble the villagers. He had sufficient food, and
earlier in the night they had found an irrigation tank that had yi el ded
enough water for nen and beasts.

"Do you know where we are, Jemadar?" he asked.

"No, sahib." Gopal grinned, his teeth showing white in the darkness.
"Nor do |I. But | know where we're going."

"Where, sahi b?"

"To Gawi | ghur, Gopal. To Gaw | ghur."

"Then we nust march north, sahib." Gopal pointed to the nountains that
showed as a dark |ine against the northern stars.
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"It is there, sahib."

Dodd was nmarching to the fortress that had never known defeat. To the
i mpregnabl e fastness on the cliff. To Gaw | ghur

Dawn cane to the millet fields. Ragged-w nged birds flopped down
besi de corpses. The snell of death was already rank, and would only
grow worse as the sun rose to becone a furnace in a cloudl ess sky.

Bugles called reveille, and the picquets who had guarded the sl eeping
army around Argaum cl eared their nuskets by | oosing off shots. The
gunfire startled birds up fromcorpses and nade the feasting dogs grow
anong the hunman dead.

Regi nents dug graves for their own dead. There were few enough to
bury, for no nore than fifty redcoats had died, but there were hundreds
of Mahratta and Arab corpses, and the lascars who did the arny's
fetching and carrying began the task of gathering the bodies.

Sonme enemies still lived, though barely, and the |uckiest of those were
despatched with a blow of a mattock before their robes were rifled.

The unlucky were taken to the surgeons' tents.

The eneny's captured guns were inspected, and a dozen selected as
suitable for British service. They were all well nmade, forged in Agra
by French-trained gunsmiths, but sonme were the wong calibre and a few
were so overdecorated with withing gods and goddesses that no

sel f-respecting gunner could abide them The twenty-six rejected guns
woul d be doubl e-shot ted and expl oded.

"A dangerous business," Lieutenant Colonel WIIliam Wallace renmarked to
Shar pe.

"l ndeed, sir."

"You saw the accident at Assaye?" \Wallace asked. The Col onel took off
his cocked hat and fanned his face. The hat's white plunmes were stil
stained with blood that had dried bl ack

"I heard it, sir. Didn't see it," Sharpe said. The accident had
occurred after the battle of Assaye when the eneny's captured cannon
wer e bei ng destroyed and one nonstrous piece, a great siege gun, had
expl oded prematurely, killing two engi neers.

"Leaves us short of good engineers," Wallace renarked, 'and we'll need
themif we're going to Gawi | ghur.™

"Gawi | ghur, sir?"

"A ghastly fortress, Sharpe, quite ghastly." The Col onel turned and
poi nted north.

"Only about twenty miles away, and if the Mahrattas have any sense
that's where they'll be heading." Wallace sighed.

"I've never seen the place, so maybe it isn't as bad as they say, but |
renenber poor MCandl ess describing it as a brute. A real brute.

Like Stirling Castle, he said, only nmuch larger and the cliff's twenty
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ti mes higher."

Shar pe had never seen Stirling Castle, so had no real idea what the
Col onel neant. He said nothing. He had been idling the norning away
when Wal | ace sent for him and now he and the Col onel were wal ki ng
through the battle's litter. The Arab boy foll owed a dozen paces
behi nd.

“Yours, is he?" Willace asked.
"Think so, sir. Sort of picked himup yesterday."

"You need a servant, don't you? Urquhart tells ne you don't have
one."

So Urquhart had been di scussing Sharpe with the Colonel. No good could
cone of that, Sharpe thought. Urquhart had been naggi ng Sharpe to find
a servant, inplying that Sharpe's clothes were in need of cleaning and

pressing, which they were, but as he only owned the clothes he wore, he
could not really see the point in being too finicky.

"
hadn't really thought what to do with the lad, sir," Sharpe adm tted.

Wal | ace turned and spoke to the boy in an Indian | anguage, and Ahned
stared up at the Col onel and nodded solemly as though he understood
what had been said. Perhaps he did, though Sharpe did not.

"I've told himhe's to serve you properly," Wallace said, 'and that
you'll pay himproperly." The Col onel seened to disapprove of Ahned,

or maybe he just di sapproved of everything to do with Sharpe, though he
was doing his best to be friendly. It had been Wallace who had gi ven
Sharpe the commission in the 74th, and Wallace had been a close friend
of Col onel MCandl ess, so Sharpe supposed that the bal ding Col onel was,
in his way, an ally. Even so, Sharpe felt awkward in the Scotsman's
conpany. He wondered if he would ever feel rel axed anong officers.

"How s that woman of yours, Sharpe?" Wallace asked cheerfully.
"My wonman, sir?" Sharpe asked, bl ushing.

"The Frenchwonan, can't recall her nane. Took quite a shine to you
didn't she?"

"Sinmone, sir? She's in Seringapatam sir. Seened the best place for
her, sir."

"Quite, quite."

Si nrone Joubert had been wi dowed at Assaye where her husband, who had
served Scindia, had died. She had been Sharpe's |over and, after the
battle, she had stayed with him Were el se, she asked, was she to go?
But Wellesley had forbidden his officers to take their w ves on the
canpai gn, and though Sinone was not Sharpe's wife, she was white, and
so she had agreed to go to Seringapatam and there wait for him She
had carried a letter of introduction to Major Stokes, Sharpe's friend
who ran the arnoury, and Sharpe had given her sone of the Tippoo's
jewels so that she could find servants and |live confortably.
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He sonetines worried he had given her too nany of the precious stones,
but consol ed hinself that Sinbne would keep the surplus safe till he
returned.

"So are you happy, Sharpe?" Wallace asked bluffly.

"Yes, sir," Sharpe said bl eakly.

"Keepi ng busy?"

"Not really, sir."

"Difficult, isn't it?" Wallace said vaguely. He had stopped to watch
t he gunners | oadi ng one of the captured cannon, a great brute that

| ooked to take a ball of twenty or nore pounds. The barrel had been
cast with an intricate pattern of lotus flowers and dancing girls, then
painted with garish colours. The gunners had charged the gaudy barre
with a doubl e | oad of powder and now t hey ramed two cannonbal | s down
the bl ackened gullet. An engineer had brought some wedges and a gunner
sergeant pushed one down the barrel, then hamrered it hone with the
ranmer so that the ball would jam when the gun was fired

The engi neer took a ball of fuse fromhis pocket, pushed one end into
t he touch-hol e, then backed away, uncoiling the pale |ine.

"Best if we give them sone space,” Wallace said, gesturing that they
shoul d wal k south a snall way.

"Don't want to be beheaded by a scrap of gun, eh?"
"No, sir."
"Very difficult,” Wallace said, picking up his previous thought.

"Coming up fromthe ranks? Adnirable, Sharpe, admirable, but
difficult, yes?"

"l suppose so, sir," Sharpe said unhel pfully.

Wal | ace sighed, as though he was finding the conversation unexpectedly
hard goi ng.

"Urquhart tells me you seeni the Col onel paused, |ooking for the
tactful word 'unhappy?"

"Takes time, sir."

"OF course, of course. These things do. Qite." The Col onel w ped a
hand over his bald pate, then rammed his sweat-stained hat back into

pl ace.

"I renmenber when | joined. Years ago now, of course, and | was only a
little chap. Didn't know what was going on! They said turn left, then
turned right. Dammed odd, | thought. | was arse over el bow for

nmonths, | can tell you." The Colonel's voice tailed away.

"Dammed hot," he said after a while.

"Damed hot. Ever heard of the 95th, Sharpe?”
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'"95th, sir? Another Scottish reginent?"

"Lord, no. The 95th Rifles. They're a new reginent. Couple of years
old. Used to be called the Experinental Corps of Riflenmen!" Wallace
hooted with | aughter at the clunsy nane.

"But a friend of mine is busy with the rascals. WIlie Stewart, he's
called. The Honourable Wlliam Stewart. Capital fellow But Wllie's
got sone damed odd ideas. His fellows wear green coats. Geen! And
he tells me his riflemen ain't as rigid as he seens to think we are.”
Wal | ace snmiled to show he had nmade sone kind of joke

"Thing is, Sharpe, | wondered if you wouldn't be better suited to
Stewart's outfit? His idea, you should understand. He w ote wondering
if | had any bright young officers who could carry sone experience of
India to Shorncliffe. | was going to wite back and say we do precious
little skirm shing here, and it's skirmshing that Wllie's rogues are
being trained to do, but then |I thought of you, Sharpe.”

Sharpe said nothing. Wichever way you wapped it up, he was being
di smissed fromthe 74th, though he supposed it was kind of Wallace to
make the 95th sound like an interesting sort of reginent.

Shar pe guessed they were the usual shanbles of a hastily raised wartine
battalion, staffed by the | eavings of other reginments and conposed of
gutter rogues discarded by every other recruiting sergeant. The very
fact they wore green coats sounded bad, as though the army could not be
bot hered to waste good red cloth on them They woul d probably dissolve
in pani cked chaos in their first battle.

"I"'ve witten to WIllie about you," Wallace went on, 'and | know he'l
have a place for you." Meaning, Sharpe thought, that the Honourable
WIlliam Stewart owed Wl | ace a favour

"And our problem frankly," Wallace continued, 'is that a new draft has
reached Madras. Weren't expecting it till spring, but they're here
now, so we'll be back to strength in a nonth or so." Wllace paused,

evidently wondering if he had softened the blow sufficiently.

"And the fact is, Sharpe," he resuned after a while, 'that Scottish
reginents are nore like, well, famlies!

Families, that's it, just it. M nother always said so, and she was a
pretty shrewd judge of these things. Like famlies! Mre so, | think
than English regi nents, don't you think?"

"Yes, sir," Sharpe said, trying to hide his m sery.

"But | can't let you go while there's a war on," Wallace conti nued
heartily. The Col onel had turned to watch the cannon again. The

engi neer had finished unwi nding his fuse and the gunners now shouted at
everyone within earshot to stand away.

"I do enjoy this," the Colonel said warnmy

"Nothing like a bit of gratuitous destruction to set the juices
flowi ng, eh?"

The engi neer stooped to the fuse with his tinderbox. Sharpe saw him
strike the flint then blow the charred linen into flane. There was a
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pause, then he put the fuse end into the small fire and the snoke
fizzed up.

The fuse burned fast, the snoke and sparks snaking through the dry
grass and starting small fires, then the red hot trail streaked up the
back of the gun and down into the touch-hole.

For a heartbeat nothing happened, then the whole gun just seened to
disintegrate. The charge had tried to propel the double shot up the
wedged barrel, but the resistance was just big enough to restrict the
expl osion. The touch-hole shot out first, the shaped piece of netal
tearing out a chunk of the upper breach, then the whole rear of the

pai nted barrel split apart in snoke, flame and whistling | unps of
jagged netal. The forward part of the barrel, jaggedly torn off,
dropped to the grass as the gun's wheels were splayed out. The gunners
cheer ed.

"One |l ess Mahratta gun,"” Wallace said. Ahnmed was grinning broadly.
"Did you know Mackay?" \Wallace asked Shar pe.
"No, sir."

"Captain Mackay. Hugh Mackay. East India Conpany officer. Fourth
Native Cavalry. Very good fellow indeed, Sharpe. | knew his father
wel | .

Point is, though, that young Hugh was put in charge of the bullock
train before Assaye. And he did a very good job! Very good. But he
insisted on joining his troopers in the battle. D sobeyed orders,

d' you see?

Vel | esl ey was adamant that Mackay nust stay with his bullocks, but
young Hugh wanted to be on the dance floor, and quite right too, except
that the poor devil was killed. Cut in half by a cannonball!" Wallace
sounded shocked, as though such a thing was an outrage.

"It's left the bullock train w thout a guiding hand, Sharpe."
Christ, Sharpe thought, but he was to be nmade bull ock naster

"Not fair to say they don't have a guiding hand," Wallace conti nued,

' because they do, but the new fell ow don't have any experience with
bul | ocks. Torrance, he's called, and |'msure he's a good fellow, but
things are likely to get a bit nore sprightly fromnow on. Going
deeper into eneny territory, see? And there are still lots of their
dammed horsenen at |arge, and Torrance says he needs a deputy officer
Soneone to help him Thought you nmight be just the fellow for the job,
Shar pe. "

Wal | ace sniled as though he was granting Sharpe a huge favour

"Don't know anyt hing about bullocks, sir," Sharpe said doggedly.
"I"'msure you don't! \Wo does? And there are dronedaries, and

el ephants. A regul ar nenagerie, eh? But the experience, Sharpe, wll
do you good. Think of it as another string to your bow "

Sharpe knew a further protest would do no good, so he nodded.
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"Yes, sir," he said.
"Good! Good! Splendid." Wallace could not hide his relief.

"I't won't be for long, Sharpe. Scindia's already suing for peace, and
the Rajah of Berar's bound to follow. W may not even have to fight at
Gawi | ghur, if that's where the rogues do take refuge. So go and help
Torrance, then you can set a course for England, eh? Becone a

Gr eenj acket!"

So Ensign Sharpe had failed. Failed utterly. He had been an officer
for two nonths and now he was being booted out of a reginent. Sent to
the bull ocks and the dronedaries, whatever the hell they were, and
after that to the green-coated dregs of the arny. Bloody hell fire, he
t hought, bl oody hell fire.

The British and their allied cavalry rode all night, and in the dawn
they briefly rested, watered their horses, then haul ed thenselves into
their saddles and rode again. They rode till their horses were reeling
with tiredness and white with sweat, and only then did they give up the
savage pursuit of the Mahratta fugitives. Their sabre arns were weary,
their blades blunted and their appetites slaked. The night had been a
wild hunt of victory, a slaughter under the noon that had left the
plain reeking with blood, and the sun brought nore killing and

wi de-wi nged vultures that flapped down to the feast.

The pursuit ended close to a sudden range of hills that nmarked the
northern linmt of the Deccan Plain. The hills were steep and thickly
wooded, no place for cavalry, and above the hills reared great cliffs,
dizzyingly high cliffs that stretched fromthe eastern to the western
hori zon like the nightmare ranparts of a tribe of giants. In places
there were deep re-entrants cut into the great cliff and some of the
British pursuers, gaping at the vast wall of rock that barred their
pat h, supposed that the wooded clefts would provide a path up to the
cliff's sunmt, though none could see how anyone could reach the
highland if an eneny chose to defend it.

Bet ween two of the deep re-entrants a great pronontory of rock jutted
fromthe cliff face like the prow of a nonstrous stone ship. The
sunmit of the jutting rock was two thousand feet above the horsenen on
the plain, and one of them scrubbing blood fromhis sabre blade with a
handf ul of grass, glanced up at the high peak and saw a tiny puff of
whiteness drifting fromits crest. He thought it a small cloud, but
then he heard a faint bang of gunfire, and a second later a round shot
dropped vertically into a nearby patch of mllet. His captain pulled
out a telescope and trained it high into the sky. He stared for a long
tinme, then gave a | ow whistle.

"What is it, sir?"

"It's a fortress," the Captain said. He could just see black stone
wal I s, shrunken by di stance, poi sed above the grey-white rock

"I't's hell in the bloody sky," he said grimy, '"that's what it is. It's
Gawi | ghur . "

More guns fired fromthe fortress, but they were so high in the air
that their shots lost all their forward nonentum | ong before they
reached the ground. The balls fell like nightmare rain and the Captain
shouted at his nmen to | ead their horses out of range.
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"Their final refuge," he said, then laughed, 'but it's nothing to do
with us, boys! The infantry will have to deal with that big
bastard. "

The caval rynen sl owy noved sout hwards. Sonme of their horses had | ost
shoes, which neant they had to be wal ked hone, but their night's work
was well done. They had ravaged a broken arny, and now the infantry
nmust cope with the Mahrattas' final refuge.

A sergeant shouted fromthe right flank and the Captain turned
westwards to see a colum of eneny infantry appearing froma grove of
trees just over a mle away. The white-coated battalion stil
possessed their artillery, but they showed no sign of wanting a fight.
A crowd of civilians and several conpanies of fugitive Mahrattas had
joined the regi nent which was heading for a road that twisted into the
hills beneath the fort, then zigzagged its way up the face of the rock
pronontory.

If that road was the only way into the fort, the cavalry Captain

t hought, then God help the redcoats who had to attack Gawi | ghur. He
stared at the infantry through his telescope. The white-coated troops
were showing snmall interest in the British cavalry, but it still seened
prudent to qui cken his pace sout hwards

A nonment | ater and the cavalry was hidden behind nillet fields. The
Captain turned a last tinme and gazed again at the fortress on the
soaring cliffs. It seenmed to touch the sky, so high it stood above al
I ndi a.

"Bastard of a place," the Captain said wonderingly, then turned and
left.

He had done his job, and now the infantry nust clinb to the clouds to
do theirs

Col onel WIliam Dodd wat ched the bl ue-coated caval rynen wal k their
tired horses southwards until they vani shed beyond a field of standing
mllet. The sub adar in charge of the reginent's small cannon had
wanted to unlinber and open fire on the horsenen, but Dodd had refused
his perm ssion. There would have been no point in attacking, for by
the tine the guns were | oaded the caval rynen woul d have wal ked out of
range.

He watched a | ast sal vo of round shot plumet to earth fromthe fort's
hi gh guns. Those cannon were of little use, Dodd thought, except to
overawe people on the plain.

It took Dodd's regi ment over seven hours to clinb to the fort of
Gawi | ghur, and by the tinme he reached the sunmit Dodd's |ungs were
burni ng, his nuscles aching and his uni form soaked with sweat. He had
wal ked every step of the way, refusing to ride his horse, for the beast
was tired and, besides, if he expected his nen to walk up the |ong
road, then he would walk it as well. He was a tall, sallowfaced nan
with a harsh voice and an awkward manner, but WIIiam Dodd knew how to
earn his nen's adniration. They saw that he wal ked when he coul d have
ridden, and so they did not conplain as the steep clinb sapped their
breath and stole their strength. The reginent's fanmlies, its baggage
and its battery of cannon were still far below on the tw sting,
treacherous track that, inits last fewniles, was little nore than a
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| edge hacked fromthe cliff.

Dodd forned his Cobras into four ranks as they approached Gawi | ghur's
sout hern entrance where the great netal -studded gates were bei ng swung
open in wel cone.

"March smartly now" Dodd called to his nen.

"You've nothing to be ashaned of! You lost no battle!™ He pulled
hinself up into his saddle and drew his gol d-hi ked sword to salute the
flag of Berar that flapped above the high gate-tower. Then he touched
his heels to the mare's flanks and | ed his undefeated men into the
tower's |long entrance tunnel

He energed into the afternoon sun to find hinself staring at a snal
town that was built within the stronghold' s ranparts and on the sunmit
of Gawi Il ghur's pronontory. The alleys of the town were crammed with
soldiers, nost of them Mahratta caval rynen who had fled in front of the
British pursuit, but, twisting in his saddle, Dodd saw sone infantry of
Gawi | ghur's garrison standing on the fire step He also saw Manu Bappoo
who had out ridden the British pursuit and now gestured to Dodd from
the gate-tower's turret.

Dodd told one of his men to hold his horse, then clinbed the black
walls to the top fire step of the tower where he stopped in awed
astoni shnent at the view. It was like standing at the edge of the
wor | d.

The plain was so far beneath and the southern horizon so far away that
there was nothing in front of his eyes but endl ess sky. This, Dodd
thought, was a god's view of earth. The eagle's view He |eaned over
t he parapet and saw his guns struggling up the narrow road. They woul d
not reach the fort till long after nightfall

"You were right, Colonel," Manu Bappoo said ruefully.

Dodd straightened to | ook at the Mahratta prince.

"I't's dangerous to fight the British in open fields," he said, 'but

here .. . ?" Dodd gestured at the approach road.
"Here they will die, sahib."

"The fort's main entrance," Bappoo said in his sibilant voice, 'is on
the other side. To the north."

Dodd turned and gazed across the roof of the central palace. He could
see little of the great fortress's northern de fences though a | ong way
away he could see another tower |ike the one on which he now stood.

"I's the main entrance as difficult to approach as this one?" he asked.
I "No, but it isn't easy. The eneny has to approach along a narrow
strip of rock, then fight through the Quter Fort. After that cones a
ravine, and then the Inner Fort. | want you to guard the inner

gate."

Dodd | ooked suspiciously at Bappoo.
"Not the Quter Fort?" Dodd reckoned his Cobras should guard the place

where the British would attack. That way the British would be
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def eat ed

"The Quter Fort is a trap," Bappoo explained. He |ooked tired, but the
defeat at Argaum had not destroyed his spirit, nerely sharpened his
appetite for revenge.

"If the British capture the Quter Fort they will think they have won.
They won't know that an even worse barrier waits beyond the ravine.
That barrier has to be held. | don't care if the Quter Fort falls, but
we nust hold the Inner. That neans our best troops nust be there.”

"It will be held," Dodd said.

Bappoo turned and stared southwards. Sonewhere in the heat-hazed
di stance the British forces were readying to march on Gawi | ghur

"

t hought we could stop themat Argaum" he admitted softly.
Dodd, who had advi sed agai nst fighting at Argaum said not hing.
"But here," Bappoo went on, 'they will be stopped.”

Here, Dodd thought, they would have to be stopped. He had deserted
fromthe East India Conpany's arny because he faced trial and
execution, but also because he believed he could make a fortune as a
nmercenary serving the Mahrattas. So far he had endured three defeats,
and each tinme he had led his men safe out of the disaster, but from
Gawi | ghur there would be no escape. The British would bl ock every
approach, so the British nust be stopped. They nust fail in this high
pl ace, and so they woul d, Dodd consol ed hinself. For nothing

i magi nabl e could take this fort. He was on the world's edge, lifted
into the sky, and for the redcoats it would be Iike scaling the very
hei ghts of heaven

So here, at last, deep inside India, the redcoats woul d be beaten

Six. cavalrynen in the blue and yell ow coats of the igth Light
Dragoons wai ted outside the house where Captain Torrance was said to be
billeted. They were under the command of a |ong-Ilegged sergeant who
was | oungi ng on a bench beside the door. The Sergeant gl anced up as
Shar pe appr oached.

"I hope you don't want anything useful out of the bastards,"” he said
acidly, then saw that the shabby-uniforned Sharpe, despite wearing a
pack |i ke any common soldier, also had a sash and a sabre. He
scranbled to his feet.

"Sorry, sir."

Shar pe waved hi m back down onto the bench

"Useful ?" he asked.

"Hor seshoes, sir, that's all we bleeding want. Horseshoes! Supposed
to be four thousand in store, but can they find then?" The Sergeant

spat .

"Tells me they're lost! I1'mto go to the bhinjarries and buy them
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I'msupposed to tell ny captain that? So now we have to sit here til
Captain Torrance gets back. Maybe he knows where they are. That
nonkey in there' he jerked his thunb at the house's front door' doesn
know a bl cody thing."

Shar pe pushed open the door to find hinself in a |large roomwhere a
hal f-dozen nen argued with a harried clerk. The clerk, an Indian, sat
behind a table covered with curling | edgers.

"Captain Torrance is ill!"

the clerk snapped at Sharpe without waiting to discover the newconer's
busi ness.

"And take that dirty Arab boy outside," the clerk added, jerking his
chin at Ahnmed who, arned with a nusket he had taken froma corpse on
the battlefield, had foll owed Sharpe into the house.

"Muskets!" A man tried to attract the clerk's attention

"Hor seshoes!" an East India Conpany |ieutenant shout ed.

"Buckets," a gunner said.

"Come back tonorrow, " the clerk said

"Tonorr ow "

"You said that yesterday," the gunner said, 'and |I'm back."

"Where's Captain Torrance?" Sharpe asked.

"He's ill," the clerk said disapprovingly, as though Sharpe had risked
the Captain's fragile health even by asking the question

"He cannot be disturbed. And why is that boy here? He is an Arab!"

"Because | told himto be here," Sharpe said. He wal ked round the
tabl e and stared down at the | edgers.

"What a bl eedi ng ness!"

"Sahi b!"™ The clerk had now realized Sharpe was an officer

"Qther side of the table, sahib, please, sahib! There is a system
here, sahib. | stay this side of the table and you remain on the
other. Please, sahib."

"What's your nanme?" Sharpe asked

The clerk seened affronted at the question

"I am Captain Torranee's assistant," he said grandly.

"And Torrance is ill?"

"The Captain is very sick."

"So who's in charge?”
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"I am" the clerk said.

"Not any longer," Sharpe said. He |ooked up at the East I|ndia Conpany
| i eut enant.

"What did you want?"

"Hor seshoes. "

"So where are the bl eedi ng horseshoes?" Sharpe asked the clerk

"I have expl ai ned, sahib, | have explained," the clerk said. He was a
m ddl e-aged man with a |ugubrious face and pudgy ink-stained fingers
that now hastily tried to close all the | edgers so that Sharpe could
not read them

"Now pl ease, sahib, join the queue."

"Where are the horseshoes?" Sharpe insisted, |eaning closer to the
sweating clerk.

"This office is closed!™ the clerk shouted.

"Closed till tonorrow Al business will be conducted tonorrow.
Captain Torrance's orders!”

"Ahnmed! " Sharpe said
"Shoot the bugger."

Ahned spoke no English, but the clerk did not know that. He held his
hands out.

"I amclosing the office! Wrk cannot be done like this! | shal
conplain to Captain Torrance! There will be trouble! Big trouble!"

The clerk glanced at a door that led to the inner part of the house.
"I's that where Torrance is?" Sharpe asked, gesturing at the door
"No, sahib, and you cannot go in there. The Captain is sick."

Sharpe went to the door and pushed it open. The clerk yelped a
protest, but Sharpe ignored him A nuslin screen hung on the other
side of the door and entangl ed Sharpe as he pushed into the room where
a sailor's hammock hung fromthe beans. The room seened enpty, but
then a whi nper nade himl ook into a shadowed corner. A young wonan
crouched there. She was dressed in a said, but she | ooked European to
Sharpe. She had been sewing gold braid onto the outer seans of a pair
of breeches, but now stared in w de-eyed fright at the intruder

"Who are you, Ma' anP" Sharpe asked.

The wonan shook her head. She had very black hair and very white skin.
Her terror was pal pabl e.

"I's Captain Torrance here?" Sharpe asked.

"No, " she whi spered.
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"He's sick, is that right?"

"If he says so, sir,"
that she was English

she said softly. Her London accent confirned

"I ain't going to hurt you, |ove,
trenbl e.

Sharpe said, for fear was naki ng her

"Are you Ms. Torrance?"
"Nol

"So you work for hinP"

"Yes, sir.
"And you don't know where he is?"

"No, sir," she said softly, |ooking up at Sharpe with huge eyes. She
was |ying, he reckoned, but he guessed she had good reason to lie,
perhaps fearing Torrance's punishnent if she told the truth. He
consi dered soothing the truth out of her, but reckoned it m ght take
too long. He wondered who she was. She was pretty, despite her
terror, and he guessed she was Torrance's bibbi. Lucky Torrance, he
t hought ruefully.

"I"'msorry to have disturbed you, Ma'am" he said, then he negoti ated
the nmuslin curtain back into the front room

The clerk shook his head fiercely.

"You should not have gone in there, sahib! That is private quarters!
Private! | shall be forced to tell Captain Torrance."

Sharpe took hold of the clerk's chair and tipped it, forcing the nman
off. The nmen waiting in the roomgave a cheer. Sharpe ignored them
sat on the chair hinself and pulled the tangle of |edgers towards
hi m

don't care what you tell Captain Torrance
tell me about the horseshoes first."

he said, 'so long as you

"They are lost!" the clerk protested.
"How were they | ost?" Sharpe asked.

The cl erk shrugged.
"Things get lost," he said. Sweat was pouring down his plunp face as
he tentatively tried to tug sone of the | edgers away from Sharpe, but
he recoiled fromthe | ook on the Ensign's face.

"Things get lost," the clerk said again weakly.
"It is the nature of things to get lost."

"Musket s?" Shar pe asked.
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"Lost," the clerk admitted.
"Bucket s?"

"Lost," the clerk said.
"Paperwork," Sharpe said.
The cl erk frowned.

" Paperwor k, sahi b?"

"If sonething's lost," Sharpe said patiently, 'there's a record. This
is the bloody arnmy. You can't have a piss w thout soneone naking a
note of it. to show ne the records of what's been lost."

The clerk sighed and pulled one of the big | edgers open

"Here, sahib," he said, pointing an inky finger

"One barrel of horseshoes, see?

Being carried on an ox from Jankandhi, lost in the Godavery on Novenber
12th."

"How nmany horseshoes in a barrel ?" Sharpe asked.

"A hundred and twenty." The |long-legged cavalry Sergeant had cone into
the office and now | eaned agai nst the door post.

"And there are supposed to be four thousand horseshoes in store?"
Shar pe asked.

"Here!" The clerk turned a page.

"Anot her barrel, see?"

Sharpe peered at the ill-witten entry.

"Lost in the Godavery," he read al oud.

"And here." The clerk stabbed his finger again.

"Stolen," Sharpe read. A drop of sweat |anded on the page as the clerk
turned it back.

"So who stole it?"
"The eneny, sahib," the clerk said.
"Their horsenen are everywhere."

"Their bl oody horsenen run if you so nuch as look at them" the tal
caval ry Sergeant said sourly.

"They couldn't steal an egg froma chicken."

"The convoys are anbushed, sahib," the clerk insisted, 'and things are
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stol en.”

Shar pe pushed the clerk's hand away and turned the pages back, | ooking
for the date when the battle had been fought at Assaye. He found it,
and di scovered a different handwiting had been used for the previous
entries. He guessed Captain Mackay nmust have kept the |edger hinself,
and in Mackay's neat entries there were far fewer annotations reading
"stolen' or 'lost'. Mackay had marked ei ght cannonballs as being | ost
in ariver crossing and two barrels of powder had been nmarked down as
stolen, but in the weeks since Assaye no fewer than sixty-eight oxen
had | ost their burdens to either accidents or thieves. More tellingly,
each of those oxen had been carrying a scarce comodity. The arny
woul d not miss a load of round shot, but it would suffer grievously
when its |last reserve of horseshoes was gone.

"Whose handwiting is this?" Sharpe had turned to the nost recent
page.

"M ne, sahib." The clerk was |ooking frightened.
"How do you know when sonething is stolen?"

The cl erk shrugged.

"The Captain tells ne. O the Sergeant tells ne."
"The Sergeant ?"

"He isn't here," the clerk said.

"He's bringing a convoy of oxen north."

"What's the Sergeant's nane?" Sharpe asked, for he could find no
record in the | edger

"Hakeswi I | ," the cavalry Sergeant said |aconically.

"He's the bugger we usually deal with, on account of Captain Torrance
al ways being ill."

"Bl oody hell," Sharpe said, and pushed the chair back. Hakeswill!
badi ah bl oody Hakeswi | |'!

"Way wasn't he sent back to his reginent?"

Shar pe asked.

"He isn't supposed to be here at all!"

"He knows the system" the clerk expl ai ned.

"Captain Torrance wanted himto stay, sahib."

And no bl oody wonder, Sharpe thought. Hakeswi Il had worked hinself
into the arny's nost profitable billet! He was mlking the cow, but
maki ng sure it was the clerk's handwiting in the ledger. No flies on

Obadi ah.

"How does the system work?" he asked the clerk
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"Chitties," the clerk said.

"Chitties?"

"An ox driver is given a chitty, sahib, and when he has delivered his
|l oad the chitty is signed and brought here. Then he is paid. No

chitty, no noney. It is the rule, sahib. No chitty, no noney."

"And no bl oody horseshoes either," put in the | ean Sergeant of the "And
Sergeant Hakeswi || pays the noney?" Sharpe asked.

"If he is here, sahib,"” the clerk said.

"That doesn't get nme ny dammed horseshoes,"” the Conpany Lieutenant
pr ot est ed.

"Or ny buckets,"” the gunner put in.

"The bhinjarries have all the essentials,” the clerk insisted. He nade
shooi ng gest ures.

"Go and see the bhinjarriesl They have necessari es!
This office is closed till tonorrow "
"But where did the bhinjarries get their necessaries, eh? Answer ne

that?" Sharpe denmanded, but the clerk nmerely shrugged. The
bhinjarries were nerchants who travelled with the arny, contributing

their own vast herds of pack oxen and carts. They sold food, |iquor
wonen and luxuries, ar'.d now, it seened, they were offering mlitary
supplies as well, which nmeant that the arny would be paying for things

that were normally issued free, and doubtless, if bl oody Hakesw Il had
a finger in the pot, things which had been stolen fromthe arny in the
first place.

"Where do | go for horseshoes?" Sharpe asked the clerk

The clerk was reluctant to answer, but he finally spread his hands and
suggest ed Sharpe ask in the nerchants' encanpnent.

"Sormeone will tell you, sahib."

"You tell ne," Sharpe said.

"I don't know "

"So how do you know t hey have horseshoes?"

"I hear these things!" the clerk protested.

Sharpe stood and bullied the clerk back against the wall.

"You do nore than hear things," he said, |eaning his forearm agai nst
the clerk's neck, 'you know things. So you bloody well tell nme, or

I'"l'l have ny Arab boy chop off your goo lies for his breakfast. He's a
hungry little bugger."

The clerk fought for breath against the pressure of Sharpe's arm
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"Naig." He offered the nane plaintively when Sharpe relaxed his arm

"Nai g?" Sharpe asked. The nane rang a distant bell. A |long-ago
bel I .

Nai g? Then he renenbered a nmerchant of that nane who had foll owed the
arnmy to Seringapatam

"Nai g?" Shar pe asked agai n.
"Afellow with green tents?"
"The very one, sahib." The clerk nodded.

"But | did not tell you this thing! These gentlenen are w tnesses, |
did not tell you!"

"He runs a brothel!" Sharpe said, renenbering, and he renenbered too
how Nai g had been a friend to Sergeant Cbadi ah Hakeswi || four years
before. Sharpe had been a private then and Hakeswi || had trunped up
charges that had fetched Sharpe a fl oggi ng.

"Nasty Naig' had been the nman's nicknane, and back then he had sold
pal e- ski nned whores who travelled in green-curtai ned wagons.

"Right!" Sharpe said.

"This office is closed!"™ The gunner protested and the caval ry Sergeant
ooked di sappoi nt ed.

"We're going to see Naig," Sharpe announced.
"No!" the clerk said too |oud.

"No?" Sharpe asked.

"He will be angry, sahib."

"Way shoul d he be angry?" Sharpe denmanded.
“I'"ma custonmer, ain't 1?

He's got horseshoes, and we want horseshoes. He should be delighted to
see us."

"He nust be treated with respect, sahib," the clerk said nervously.
"He is a powerful man, Naig. You have noney for hinP"

"I just want to look at his horseshoes,"” Sharpe said, '"and if they're
arnmy issue then I'Il ramone of them down his bl oody throat."

The cl erk shook his head.

"He has guards, sahib. He has jettisl' "I think | night let you go on
your own," the East |ndia Conpany Lieutenant said, backing away.

"Jettis?" The light dragoon Sergeant asked.

"Strongnen, " Sharpe expl ai ned.
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"Bi g buggers who kill you by winging your neck |like a chicken." He

turned back to the clerk.
"Where did Naig get hisjettis? From Seringapatan?”

"Yes, sahib."

"I killed enough of the buggers," Sharpe said, 'so | don't nmind killing

a fewnore. Are you conming?" he asked the cavalry Sergeant.
"Way not?" The man grinned.

"Anyone el se?" Sharpe asked, but no one el se seened to want a fight
t hat afternoon.

"Pl ease, sahib," the clerk said weakly.

Shar pe i gnored himand, followed by Ahned and t he caval ryman, went back

into the sunlight.
"What's your name?" Sharpe asked the Sergeant.

"Lockhart, sir. Eli Lockhart."

"I''"'m Dick Sharpe, Eli, and you don't have to call nme "sir", I'mnot a
proper bleeding officer. | was nade up at Assaye, and | wi sh the
buggers had left nme a sergeant now. They sent ne to be a bl oody
bul | ock driver, because |'mnot fit for anything else." He |ooked at
Lockhart's six troopers who were still waiting.

"What are they doing here?"

"Didn't expect nme to carry the bl oody horseshoes nyself, did you?"
Lockhart said, then gestured at the troopers.

"Conme on, boys. W're going to have a scrap."”

"Who sai d anything about a scrap?" Sharpe asked.

"He's got horseshoes," Lockhart explained, 'but we don't have noney.
there's only one way to get themoff him"

"True," Sharpe said, and grinned.

Lockhart suddenly | ooked oddly shy.

"WAs you in the Captain's quarters, sir?"

"Yes, why?"

The tough-1o0oki ng Sergeant was actual |y bl ushing now.
"You didn't see a wonan there, did you, sir?"
"Dark-haired girl. Pretty?"

"That's her."
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"Who i s she?"

"Torrance's servant. A widow. He brought her and her husband out from
Engl and, but the fellow died and |l eft her on her own. Torrance won't
| et her go."

"And you'd like to take her off his hands, is that it?"
"I'"ve only ever seen her at a distance," the Sergeant admtted.

"Torranee was in another reginent, one of the Madrassi's, but we canped
t oget her often enough. ™

"She's still there," Sharpe said drily, 'still alive."

"He keeps her close, he does," Lockhart said, then kicked a dog out of
his path. The eight nmen had left the village and entered the sprawing
encanpnent where the nerchants with their herds, wagons and famlies
were canped. Great white oxen with painted horns were hobbl ed by pegs,
and children scurried anong the beasts collecting their dung which they
sl apped into cakes that would be dried for fuel

"So tell ne about these jet tis Lockhart asked.

"Li ke circus strongnen,"” Sharpe said, 'only it's sone kind of religious
thing. Don't ask me. None of it makes bl eeding sense to ne. GCot
nmuscl es |i ke nountains, they have, but they're slow. | killed four of
t he buggers at Seringapatam "

"And you know Hakeswi I | ?"

"I know bl oody Hakeswill. Recruited nme, he did, and he's been
persecuting ne ever since. He shouldn't even be with this arny, he's
supposed to be with the Havercakes down south, but he cane up here with
a warrant to arrest ne. That didn't work, so he's just stayed, hasn't
he? And he's working the bl eeding system You can wager your | ast
shilling that he's the bastard who supplies Naig, and splits the
profit."

Shar pe stopped to | ook for green tents.

"How cone you don't carry your own spare horseshoes?"

"W do. But when they've gone you have to get nore fromthe supplies.
That's how the systenis supposed to work. And yesterday's pursuit |eft
hal f the hooves wecked. W need shoes."

Sharpe had seen a cluster of faded green tents.

"That's where the bastard is," he said, then | ooked at Lockhart.

"This could get nasty."

Lockhart grinned. He was as tall as Sharpe and had a face that | ooked
as though it had survived a lifetinme of tavern braws.

"Conme this far, ain't [|?"
"I's that thing | oaded?" Sharpe nodded at the pistol at Lockhart's

bel t.
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A sabre also hung there, just like the one at Sharpe's hip.

"I't will be." Lockhart drew the pistol and Sharpe turned to Ahnmed and
m ned the actions of |oading the nusket. Ahned grinned and pointed to
the | ock, indicating that his weapon was al ready charged.

"How many of the buggers will be waiting for us?" Lockhart asked
"A dozen?" Sharpe guessed.

Lockhart gl anced back at his six nen.

"W can deal with a dozen buggers."

"Right," Sharpe said, 'so let's bloody well nmake sone trouble." He
grinned, because for the first time since he had becone an officer he
was enj oyi ng hinsel f.

Whi ch neant soneone was about to get a thunping.
CHAPTER 3

Maj or General Sir Arthur Wellesley rode northwards anbng a caval cade of
of ficers whose horses kicked up a wide trail of dust that lingered in
the air long after the horsenen had passed. Two troops of East India
Conpany caval ry provided the General's escort. Manu Bappoo's arny

m ght have been trounced and its survivors sent skeltering back into
Gawi | ghur, but the Deccan Plain was still infested with Mahratta

caval ry ready to pounce on supply convoys, wood-cutting parties or the
grass-cutters who supplied the arny's aninmals with fodder and so the
two troops rode with sabres drawn. Wellesley set a fast pace,
revelling in the freedomto ride in the | ong open country.

"Did you visit Colonel Stevenson this norning?" he called back to an
ai de.

"l did, sir, and he's no better than he was."
"But he can get about ?"
"On his elephant, sir."

Wel | esl ey grunted. Stevenson was the conmander of his snaller arny,
but the old Colonel was ailing. So was Harness, the conmander of one
of Wellesley's two brigades, but there was no point in asking about
Harness. It was not just physical disease that assaul ted Harness, for
the Scotsnman's wits were gone as well. The doctors clained it was the
heat that had desiccated his brains, but Wllesley doubted the
di agnosis. Heat and rum nmybe, but not the heat alone, though he did
not doubt that India's clinmate was bad for a European's health. Few
men lived long without falling prey to sone wasting fever, and
Wellesley was thinking it was tine he left hinself. Tinme to go back
hone before his health was abraded and, nore inportant, before his
exi stence was forgotten in London. French armes were unsettling al
Europe and it could not be | ong before London despatched an arny to
fight the old foe, and Wllesley wanted to be a part of it. He was in
his mddle thirties and he had a reputation to nmake, but first he had
to finish off the Mahrattas, and that neant taking Gawi | ghur, and to
that end he was now riding towards the great ranpart of cliffs that
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seal ed off the plain's northern edge.

An hour's ride brought himto the sutmit of a small rise which offered
a view northwards. The plain | ooked dun, starved of water by the
fail ed nonsoon, though here and there patches of millet grewtall. In
a good year, Wellesley guessed, the mllet would cover the plain from
hori zon to horizon, a sea of grain bounded by the Gawi | ghur cliffs. He
di smounted on the small knoll and took out a tel escope that he settled
on his horse's saddle. It was a brand new glass, a gift fromthe
merchants of Madras to nark Wellesley's pacification of Mysore. Trade
now noved freely on India's eastern flank, and the tel escope, which had
been specially ordered from Matt hew Berge of London, was a generous
token of the nerchants' esteem but Wellesley could not get used to

it.

The shape of the eyepi ece was | ess concave than the one he was used to,
and after a nonent he snapped the new tel escope shut and pulled out his
ol d glass which, though | ower powered, was nore confortable.

He stared for a long tine, gazing at the fort which crowned the rock
pronontory. The black stone of the fortress walls | ooked particularly
sinister, even in the sunlight.

"Good God," the CGeneral nuttered after a while. Fail up there, he

t hought, and there would be no point in going hone. He could go to
London with sone victories under his belt, and nen would respect him
even if the victories had not been against the French, but go with a
defeat and they woul d despise him Gawi | ghur, he thought sourly, had
the | ook of a career-breaker

Col onel Wallace, Wllesley's healthy brigade commander, had al so
di smounted and was inspecting the fortress through his own gl ass.

"Devil of a place, Sir Arthur," Wallace said "How high is it,
Bl acki ston?" Wellesley called to one of his aides, an engi neer

"I took a triangulation yesterday, sir," Blackiston said, 'and
di scovered the fortress walls are ei ghteen hundred feet above the
plain."

"I's there water up there?" Colonel Butters, the chief engineer
asked.

"We hear there is, sir," Blackiston said

"There are tanks in the fort;
huge things l|ike | akes."

"But the water level nust be lowthis year?" Butters suggested.
"I doubt it's |low enough, sir," Blackiston nurnured, know ng that
Butters had been hoping that thirst mght defeat the garrison

"And the rascals will have food, no doubt," Wellesley comrented.

"Doubt | ess,"” Wallace agreed drily.
"Whi ch nmeans they'll have to be prised out," the General said, then

bent to the glass again and |lowered the lens to look at the foothills
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bel ow the bluff. Just south of the fort was a conical hill that rose
al nrost hal fway up the flank of the great pronontory.

"Can we get guns on that near hill?" he asked.

There was a pause while the other officers decided which hill he was
referring to. Colonel Butters flinched.

"W can get themup there, sir, but | doubt they'Il have the el evation
to reach the fort."

"You'll get nothing bigger than a twel ve-pounder up there," Wallace
sai d dubiously, then slid the telescope's view up the bluff to the
wal | s.

"And you'll need bigger shot than twel ve-pounders to break down that
wal | . "
"Sir Arthur!"™ The warning call cane fromthe officer commandi ng the

East India Conpany cavalry who was pointing to where a group of
Mahratta horsenmen had appeared in the south. They had evidently been
following the Iingering dust cloud left by the General's party and,

t hough the approachi ng horsenen only nunbered about twenty nen, the
sepoy cavalry wheeled to face themand spread into a line.

"It's all right," Wellesley called, '"they're ours. | asked themto
meet us here." He had inspected the approachi ng horsenen through his
tel escope and now, wavi ng the sepoy cavalry back, he wal ked to greet
the silladars.
"Syud Sevajee," Wellesley acknow edged the nman in the shabby green and
silver coat who led the caval rynen, 'thank you for com ng."

Syud Sevaj ee nodded brusquely at Wellesley, then stared up at
Gawi | ghur.

"You think you can get in?"

"I think we nust," Wellesley said.

"No one ever has," Sevajee said with a sly snile

Wel |l esley returned the snmile, but slowy, as if accepting the inplied
chal  enge, and then, as Sevajee slid dowmn fromhis saddle, the Cenera
turned to \Vall ace.

"You've net Syud Sevajee, Wallace?"

"I'"ve not had that pleasure, sir.

Wl | esl ey nade the introduction, then added that Syud Sevajee's father
had been one of the Rajah of Berar's generals.

"But is no longer?" \Wllace asked Sevaj ee.
"Beny Singh nurdered him" Sevajee said grinmly, '"so | fight with you
Col onel, to gain ny chance to kill Beny Singh. And Beny Singh now

commands that fortress." He nodded towards the di stant pronontory.

"So how do we get inside?" Wellesley asked.
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The officers gathered around Sevajee as the Indian drew his tulwar and
used its tip to draw a figure eight in the dust. He tapped the |ower
circle of the eight, which he had drawn far |arger than the upper

"That's what you're looking at," he said, 'the Inner Fort. And there
are only two entrances. There's a road that clinbs up fromthe plain
and goes to the Southern Gate." He drew a squiggly line that tailed

away fromthe bottomof the figure eight.

"But that road is inpossible. You will clinb straight into their guns.
A child with a pile of rocks could keep an arny from cli nbing that
road. The only possible route into the Inner Fort is through the nain
entrance." He scratched a brief line across the junction of the two
circles.

"Which will not be easy?" Wllesley asked drily.
Sevajee offered the General a grimsnile

"The nmain entrance is a long corridor, barred by four gates and fl anked
by high walls. But even to reach it, Sir Arthur, you will have to take
the Quter Fort." He tapped the snall upper circle of the figure

ei ght.

Vel | esl ey nodded.

"And that, too, is difficult?"

"Again, two entrances," Sevajee said.

"One is aroad that clinbs fromthe plain. You can't see it fromhere
but it twists up the hills to the west and it conmes to the fort here."
He tapped the waist of the figure eight.

"It's an easier clinb than the southern road, but for the last nile of
the journey your men will be under the guns of the Quter Fort. And the
final half-mle, General, is steep." He stressed the |last word.

"On one side of the road is a cliff, and on the other is a precipice,
and the guns of the Quter Fort can fire straight down that half-mle of
road. "

Col onel Butters shook his head in gloony contenpl ati on of Sevajee's
news.

"How cone you know all this?" he asked

"I grew up in Gawi | ghur," Sevaj ee said.

"My father, before he was nurdered, was kill adar of the fortress."

"He knows," Wellesley said curtly.
"And the main entrance of the Quter Fort?"

"That," Sevajee said, 'is the fortress's weakest point." He scratched
a line that pierced the uppernost curve of the snmall circle.

"It's the only level approach to the fortress, but it's very narrow. On
59



one side' he tapped the eastern flank of the line '"the ground falls
steeply away.

On the other side is a reservoir tank. So to reach the fort you nust
risk a narrow neck of land that is swept by two ranparts of guns, one
above the other."

"Two wal | s?" Wall ace asked.

"Set on a steep hill," Sevajee said, nodding.

"You nust fight uphill across both walls. There is an entrance, but
it's like the Inner Fort's entrance: a series of gates with a narrow
passage | eading fromone to the other, and nmen above you on both sides
hurling down rocks and round shot."

"And once we've captured the Quter Fort," Wellesley asked, 'what
t hen?"

Sevajee offered a wolfish smile

"Then your troubles are just beginning, Sir Arthur." He scuffed out
t he di agram he had nade in the dust and scratched another, this one
showing two circles, one large and one snmall, with a space between

t hem

"The two forts are not connected. They are separated here' he tapped

the space between the circles with his tulwar - "and that is a ravine.
A deep ravine. So once you have the Quter Fort, you still have to
assault the Inner Fort, and its de fences will be untouched. It has a

wal I which stands at the top of the ravine's cliff, and that is where
your eneny will be taking refuge; inside the wall of the Inner Fort. My
father reckoned no eneny could ever capture Gawi l ghur's Inner Fort. If
all India should fall, he said, then its heart would still beat at
Gawi | ghur . "

Wl | esl ey wal ked a few paces north to stare at the high pronontory.

"How big is the garrison?"

"Nornmal ly," Sevajee said, 'about a thousand nen, but now? It could be
six or seven tinmes that many. There is roominside for a whole

arny."

And if the fort did not fall, Wellesley thought, then the Mahrattas
woul d take heart. They would gather a new arny and, in the new year
raid southwards again. There would be no peace in western India til
Gawi | ghur fell.

"Maj or Bl acki st on?"

"Sir?"

"You'll nmake an exploration of the plateau.” The CGeneral turned to
Sevaj ee.

"WIIl you escort Mjor Blackiston up into the hills? | want sketches,
Bl acki ston, of the neck of land leading to the main entrance. | want

you to tell nme where we can place breaching batteries. | need to know
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how we can get guns up to the tops of the hills, and | need to know it
all within two days."

"Two days?" Bl acki ston sounded appal |l ed.

"W don't want the rascals to take root up there, do we? Speed,
Bl acki ston, speed! Can you |eave now?" This question was directed at
Sevaj ee.

"I can," Sevaj ee answered.

Vel | esl ey waved Bl acki ston on his way.

"Two days, Major! | want you back tonorrow evening!"
Col onel Butters frowned at the far hills.

"You're taking the arny to the top?"

"Half the arny," Wllesley said, 'the other half will stay on the
plain."

He woul d need to hold Gawi | ghur between his redcoats |ike a nut, and
hope that when he squeezed it was the nut, and not the nutcracker, that
broke. He pulled hinself back into the saddle, then waited as the
other officers nounted. Then he turned his mare and started back
towards the canp.

"I't'll be up to the engineers to get us onto the heights,"” he said
"then a week's hard carrying to lift the amunition to the batteries."
The thought of that job nade the General frown.

"What's the problemw th the bullock train?" he denanded of Butters.

"I''"'m hearing conplaints.

Over two thousand nuskets stolen from convoys, and Huddl estone tells ne
there are no spare horseshoes; that can't be right!"

"Torrance says that bandits have been active, sir," Butters said.
"And | gather there have bepn accidents," he added | anely.

"Who's Torrance?" Wellesley asked.

"Conpany nman, sir, a captain. He took over poor Mackay's duties.”
"I could surnise all that for nyself," the General said acidly.
"Who is he?"

Butters blushed at the reproof.

"Hs father's a canon at Wells, | think

O maybe Salisbury? But nore to the point, sir, he has an uncle in
Leadenhal | Street."

Wl |l esl ey grunted. An uncle in Leadenhall Street neant that Torrance
had a patron who was senior in the East |ndia Conpany,
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soneone to wield the influence that a clergyman father m ght not
have.

"I's he as good as Mackay?"

Butters, a heavy-set nan who rode his horse badly, shrugged.

"He was recommended by Huddl est one. "

"Whi ch nmeans Huddl estone wanted to be rid of him" Wl esl ey snapped.
"I"'msure he's doing his best," Butters said defensively.

"Though he did ask ne for an assistant, but | had to turn hi mdown.
I've no one to spare. |'mshort of engineers already, sir, as you well
know. "

"I'"ve sent for nore," Wllesley said.
Wl | ace intervened.
"I gave Torrance one of ny ensigns, Sir Arthur."

"You can spare an ensign, \Wllace?"

" Shar pe, sir.
"Ah." Wellesley grinaced.

"Never does work out, does it? You lift a nman fromthe ranks and you
do himno favours."

"He might be happier in an English reginent,” Wallace said, "so I'm

recommendi ng he exchanges into the Rifles."
"You nean they're not particular?" Wellesley asked, then scow ed.

"How the devil are we to fight a war wi thout horseshoes?" He kicked
back at the mare, angry at the predi canent.

"My God, Butters, but your Captain Torrance nust do his job!"
Wl | esl ey, better than anyone, knew that he woul d never take Gawi | ghur
if the supply train failed.

And Gawi | ghur had never been taken

Dear God, Wellesley thought, but how was it ever to be done?
"Bi g buggers,"” Sergeant Eli Lockhart nmurnured as they neared the two
green tents. The caval rynan was speaki ng of the guards who lolled in
chairs outside Naig's tents. There were four in view, and two of them
had bare, oiled chests that bulged with unnatural nuscle. Their hair
was never cut, but was instead coiled around their heads. They were
keepi ng guard outside the larger of the tents, the one Sharpe guessed
was Naig's brothel. The other tent mi ght have been the nerchant's
living quarters, but its entrance was tightly |aced, so Sharpe could
not glinpse inside.

"The two greasy fellows are thejettis," Sharpe said.
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"Bi g as bl oody beeves, they are," Lockhart said.
"Do they really wing your neck?"
"Back to front," Sharpe said

"Or else they drive a nail into your skull with their bare hand." He

swerved aside to go past the tents. It was not that he feared to pick
a fight with Naig's guards, indeed he expected a scrap, but there was

no point in going bald-headed into battle. A bit of cleverness would

not go ami ss.

"I''m being canny," he explained to Lockhart, then turned to make sure
that Ahned was keeping up. The boy was hol di ng Sharpe's pack as well
as his nusket.

The four guards, all of themarnmed with fire |ocks and tulwars, watched
the British soldiers wal k out of sight.

"They didn't like the | ook of us," Lockhart said.

"Mangy buggers, they are," Sharpe said. He was gl anci ng about the
encanpnent and saw what he wanted just a few paces away. It was sone
straw, and near it was a snoul dering canpfire, and he screwed a handfu
of the straw stalks into a spill that he Iit and carried to the rear of
the smaller tent. He pushed the flaming spill into a fold of the
canvas.

A child watched, w de-eyed.

"If you say anything," Sharpe told the hal fnaked child, "I'll screw
your head off back to front." The child, who did not understand a
word, grinned broadly.

"You're not really supposed to be doing this, are you?" Lockhart
asked.

"No," Sharpe said. Lockhart grinned, but said nothing. Instead he
just watched as the flanes licked at the faded green canvas which, for
a nonment or two, resisted the fire. The material blackened, but did
not burn, then suddenly it burst into fire that licked greedily up the
tent's high side

"That' |l wake 'em up," Sharpe said.

"What now?" Lockhart asked, watching the flane sear up the tent's
si de.

"We rescue what's inside, of course." Sharpe drew his sabre.
"Come on, lads!"™ He ran back to? the front of the tent.
"Firel" he shout ed.

"Firel

Fetch water! Fire!"

The four guards stared unconprehendingly at the Englishman, then | eaped
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to their feet as Sharpe slashed at the laces of the snall tent's
doorway. One of themcalled a protest to Sharpe

"Fire!" Lockhart bellowed at the guards who, still unsure of what was
happening, did not try to stop Sharpe. Then one of them saw the snoke
billowi ng over the ridge of the tent. He yelled a warning into the

| arger tent as his conpani ons suddenly noved to pull the Englishman
away fromthe tent's entrance.

"Hold them off!" Sharpe called, and Lockhart's six troopers closed on
the three nen. Sharpe slashed at the | acing, hacking down through the
tough rope as the troopers thunped into the guards. Soneone swore,
there was a grunt as a fist landed, then a yelp as a trooper's boot
slamed into ajettfs groin. Sharpe sawed through the I ast knot, then
pushed through the | oosened tent fl aps.

"Jesus!" He stopped, staring at the boxes and barrels and crates that
were stacked in the tent's snoky gl oom

Lockhart had foll owed hi minside.

"Doesn't even bother to hide the stuff properly, does he?" the
Sergeant said in amazenent, then crossed to a barrel and pointed to a
19 that had been cut into one of the staves.

"That's our mark! The bugger's got half our supplies!”™ He |ooked up
at the flanmes that were now eating away the tent roof.

"We' Il lose the bloody lot if we don't watch it."
"Cut the tent ropes," Sharpe suggested, 'and push it all down."

The two nen ran outside and sl ashed at the guy ropes with their sabres,
but nore of Naig's nen were coming fromthe |arger tent now

"Watch your back, Eli!" Sharpe called, then turned and sliced the
curved bl ade towards ajetti's face. The man stepped back, and Sharpe
foll owed up hard, slashing again, driving the huge man farther back

"Now bugger off!" he shouted at the vast brute.
"There's a bloody fire! Fire!"

Lockhart had put his attacker on the ground and was now stanping on his
face with a spurred boot. The troopers were coming to help and Shar pe
let themdeal with Naig's nen while he cut through the | ast of the guy
ropes, then ran back into the tent and heaved on the nearest pole. The
air inside the tent was choking with swirling snoke, but at |ast the
whol e heavy array of canvas sagged towards the fire, lifting the canvas
wal I behind Sharpe into the air.

"Sahi b!" Ahned's shrill voice shouted and Sharpe turned to see a man
aimng a nusket at him The lifting tent flap was exposi ng Sharpe, but
he was too far away to rush the nman, then Ahned fired his own nusket
and the man shuddered, turned to | ook at the boy, then wi nced as the
pain in his shoul der struck hone. He dropped the gun and cl apped a
hand onto the wound. The sound of the shot startled the other guards
and sone reached for their own nuskets, but Sharpe ran at them and used
his sabre to beat the guns down.
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"There's a bloody fire!" he shouted into their faces.

"Afire! You want everything to burn?" They did not understand him
but sone realized that the fire threatened their naster's supplies and
so ran to haul the half-collapsed burning canvas away fromthe wooden
crates.

"But who started the fire?" a voice said behind Sharpe, and he turned
to see a tall, fat Indian dressed in a green robe that was enbroi dered
with looping fish and I ong-1egged water-birds. The fat nman was hol di ng
a hal fnaked child by the hand, the sanme snmall boy who had wat ched

Shar pe push the burning strawinto a crease of the canvas.

"British officers,” the fat man said, 'have a deal of freedomin this
country, but does that nean they can destroy an honest man's
property?"

"Are you Nai g?" Sharpe asked.

The fat man waved to his guards so that they gathered behind him

The tent had been dragged clear of the crates and was burning itself

out harm essly. The green-robed nman now had sixteen or seventeen nen
with him four of thenjettis and all of them arned, while Sharpe had

Lockhart and his battered troopers and one defiant child who was

rel oading a nusket as tall as hinself.

"I will give you ny nane," the fat nan said unpl easantly, 'when you
tell me yours."

"Sharpe. Ensign Sharpe."
"A nmere ensign!" The fat nman rai sed his eyebrows.

"I thought ensigns were children, like this young man." He patted the
hal f - naked boy's head.

"I am Naig."

"So perhaps you can tell ne," Sharpe said, 'why that tent was stuffed
full of our supplies?"

"Your supplies!"™ Naig |aughed.
"They are ny goods, Ensign Shar pe.

Per haps sone of themare stored in old boxes that once bel onged to your
arnmy, but what of that? | buy the boxes fromthe quartermaster's
departnent.”

"Lying bastard," Sergeant Lockhart growl ed. He had prised open the
barrel with the nunber 19 incised on its side and now fl ouri shed a
hor seshoe.

"Qurs!" he said.

Nai g seened about to order his guards to finish off Sharpe's snal

band, but then he glanced to his right and saw that two British

officers had cone fromthe larger tent. The presence of the two, both

captai ns, nmeant that Naig could not just drive Sharpe away, for now
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there were witnesses. Naig nmight take on an ensign and a few troopers,
but captains carried too nuch authority. One of the captains, who wore
the red coat of the Scotch Brigade, crossed to Sharpe.

"Troubl e?" he asked. Hi s revels had plainly been interrupted, for his
trousers were still unbuttoned and his sword and sash were slung across
one shoul der.

"This bastard, sir, has been pilfering our supplies." Sharpe jerked
his thunb at Naig then nodded towards the crates.

"It's all marked as stolen in the supply ledgers, but I'll wager it's
all there. Buckets, nuskets, horseshoes."

The Captain glanced at Naig, then crossed to the crates.

"Open that one," he ordered, and Lockhart obediently stooped to the box
and levered up its nailed lid with his sabre.

"I have been storing these boxes," Naig explained. He turned to the
second captain, an extraordinarily el egant caval ryman i n Conpany
uniform and he pleaded with himin an Indian | anguage. The Conpany
Captain turned away and Naig went back to the Scotsnan. The nerchant
was in trouble now, and he knew it.

"I was asked to store the boxes!" he shouted at the Scotsnan.

But the infantry Captain was staring down into the opened crate where
ten brand new nuskets lay in their wooden cradles. He stooped for one
of the nuskets and peered at the lock. Just forward of the hamrer and
behi nd the pan was an engraved crown with the letters GR beneath it,
whi |l e behind the hamrer the word Tower was engraved.

"Qurs," the Scotsnman said flatly

"I bought them™" Naig was sweating now.

"I thought you said you were storing then?" the Scotsnman said.

"Now you say you bought them Wichis it?"

"My brother and | bought the guns fromsilladars,"” Naig said.

"We don't sell these Tower nuskets," the Captain said, hefting the gun
that was still coated with grease.

Nai g shrugged.

"They nust have been captured fromthe supply convoys. Please, sahib,

take them | want no trouble. How was | to know they were stol en?" He
turned and pl eaded again with the Conpany cavalry Captain who was a
tall, lean man with a long face, but the caval rynan turned and wal ked a

short distance away. A crowd had coll ected now and wat ched the dranma
silently, and Sharpe, |looking along their faces, suspected there was
not nuch synpathy for Naig. Nor, Sharpe thought, was there nmuch hope
for the fat man. Nai g had been playing a dangerous gane, but with such
utter confidence that he had not even bothered to conceal the stolen
supplies. At the very least he could have thrown away the governnent

i ssue boxes and tried to file the | ock markings off the nuskets, but
Nai g nust have believed he had powerful friends who would protect him
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The caval rynman seened to be one of those friends, for Naig had followed
himand was hissing in his ear, but the caval ryman nerely pushed the
ndi an away, then turned to Sharpe.

"Hang him" he said curtly.

"Hang hi n?" Sharpe asked in puzzl enent.

"It's the penalty for theft, ain't it?" +the caval ryman insisted.
Shar pe | ooked to the Scottish Captain, who nodded uncertainly.
"That's what the General said," the Scotsman confirned.

"I'd like to know how he got the supplies, sir," Sharpe said

"You'll| give the fat bastard tinme to concoct a story?" the caval rynman
demanded. He had an arrogance that annoyed Sharpe, but everything
about the cavalrynman irritated Sharpe. The nman was a dandy. He wore
tall, spurred boots that sheathed his cal ves and knees in soft,
polished leather. H's white breeches were skin tight, his waistcoat
had gold buttons, while his red tail coat was cl ean, uncreased and
edged with gold braid. He wore a frilled stock, a red silk sash was
draped across his right shoulder and secured at his left hip by a knot
of golden braid, his sabre was scabbarded in red | eather, while his
cocked hat was pluned with a lavishly curled feather that had been dyed
pal e green. The clothes had cost a fortune, and clearly his servants
nmust spend hours on keeping their master so beautifully dressed. He

| ooked askance at Sharpe, a slight winkle of his nostrils suggesting
that he found Sharpe's appearance distressing. The cavalryman's face
suggested he was a clever nman, but also that he despised those who were
| ess clever than hinself.

"I don't suppose Sir Arthur will be vastly pl eased when he hears that
you let the fellow live, Ensign," he said acidly.

"Swift and certain justice, ain't that the penalty for theft? Hang the
fat beast."

"That is what the standing orders say," the Scotch Brigade Captain
agreed, 'but does it apply to civilians?"

"He should have a trial!" Sharpe protested, not because he was so
conmitted to Naig's right to a hearing, but because he feared the whol e
epi sode was getting out of hand. He had thought to find the supplies,
maybe have a m |l with Naig' s guards, but no one was supposed to die.
Nai g deserved a good ki cking, but death?

"Standi ng orders apply to anyone within the picquet lines," the cavalry
Captain averred confidently.

"So for God's sake get on with it!

Dangl e the bastard!"™ He was sweating, and Sharpe sensed that the
el egant caval ryman was not quite so confident as he appear ed.

"Bugger a trial," Sergeant Lockhart said happily.

"I''ll hang the bastard.”
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He snapped at his troopers to fetch a nearby ox cart. Naig had tried
to retreat to the protection of his guards, but the cavalry Captain had
drawn a pistol that he now held close to Naig's head as the grinning
troopers trundled the enpty ox cart into the open space in front of the
pi |l fered supplies.

Sharpe crossed to the tall caval rynan.
"Shouldn't we talk to him sir?"

"My dear fellow, have you ever tried to get the truth out of an
I ndi an?"

t he Captain asked.

"They swear by a thousand gaudy gods that they'll tell the truth, then
lie like a rug! Be quiet!"™ Naig had begun to protest and the

caval ryman rammed the pistol into the Indian's nouth, breaking a tooth
and gashing Naig's gum

"Anot her dammed word, Naig, and I'Il castrate you before | hang you."
The caval rynman gl anced at Sharpe, who was frowni ng

"Are you squeam sh, Ensign?"

"Don't seemright, sir. | nean | agree he deserves to be hung, but
shouldn't we talk to himfirst?"

"I'f you like conversation so nmuch," the cavalrynman draw ed, 'institute
a Phil osophical Society. Then you can enjoy all the hot air you
l'ike.

Sergeant?" This last was to Lockhart. Take the bastard off ny hands,
will you?"

"Pl easure, sir."
cart.

Lockhart seized Nai g and shoved hi mtowards the

One of the cavalry troopers had cut a | ength of guy rope fromthe burnt
remmants of the tent and he now tied one end to the tip of the single
shaft that protruded fromthe front of the ox cart. He nade a loop in
the rope's end.

Nai g screaned and tried to pull away. Sone of his guards started
forward, but then a hard voice ordered them back and Sharpe turned to
see that a tall, thin Indian in a black and green striped robe had cone
fromthe larger tent. The newconer, who | ooked to be in his forties,
wal ked with a linp. He crossed to the cavalry Captain and spoke

qui etly, and Sharpe saw the caval ryman shake his head vehenently, then
shrug as if to suggest that he was powerless. Then the Captain
gestured to Sharpe and the tall Indian gave the Ensign a | ook of such
mal evol ence that Sharpe instinctively put his hand on his sabre's

hilt.

Lockhart had pulled the noose over Naig's head.

"Are you sure, sir?" he asked the cavalry Captain.

"OfF course |'msure, Sergeant," the cavalrynan said angrily.
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"Just get on with it."

"Sir?" Sharpe appealed to the Scots Captain, who frowned uncertainly,
then turned and wal ked away as though he wanted nothing nore to do with
the affair. The tall Indian in the striped robe spat into the dust,
then linped back to the tent.

Lockhart ordered his troopers to the back of the cart. Naig was
attenpting to pull the noose free of his neck, but Lockhart slapped his
hands down.

"Now, boys!" he shout ed.

The troopers reached up and haul ed down on the backboard so that the
cart tipped like a seesaw on its single axle and, as the troopers
pul | ed down, so the shaft rose into the air. The rope stretched and
ti ght ened.

Nai g screaned, then the cavalryman junped up to sit on the cart's back
and the shaft jerked higher still and the scream was abruptly choked
of f.

Nai g was dangling now, his feet kicking wildly under the |avishly
enbroi dered robe. None of the crowd noved, none protested.

Nai g's face was bul ging and his hands were scrabbling uselessly at the
noose whi ch was tight about his neck. The cavalry officer watched with
a small snile.

"Apity," he said in his el egant voice

"The wetched man ran the best brothel | ever found."

"We're not killing his girls, sir," Sharpe said.

"That's true, Ensign, but will their next owner treat themas well?"
The cavalryman turned to the big tent's entrance and took off his
plunmed hat to salute a group of said-clad girls who now wat ched

wi deeyed as their enployer did the gallows dance.

"I saw Nancy Merrick hang in Madras," the caval ryman said, 'and she did

the jig for thirty seven minutes! Thirty-seven! |'d wagered on
sixteen, so lost rather a lot of tin. Don't think I can watch Naig
dance for half an hour. 1It's too dammed hot. Sergeant? Help his sou

to perdition, will you?"

Lockhart crouched beneath the dying man and caught hold of his heels.
Then he tugged down hard, swearing when Naig pissed on him

He tugged again, and at |ast the body went still.

"Do you see what happens when you steal fromus?" the cavalry Captain
shouted at the crowd, then repeated the words in an |Indian | anguage.

"If you steal fromus, you will die!"™ Again he translated his words,
t hen gave Sharpe a crooked grin.

"But only, of course, if you're stupid enough to be caught, and
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didn't think Naig was stupid at all. Rather the reverse. Just how did
you happen to di scover the supplies, Ensign?"

"Tent was on fire, sir," Sharpe said woodenly.

"Me and Sergeant Lockhart decided to rescue whatever was inside."

"How very public-spirited of you." The Captain gave Sharpe a |ong,
specul ative | ook, then turned back to Lockhart.

"I's he dead, Sergeant?"

"Near as nmakes no difference, sir," Lockhart called back

"Use your pistol to nake sure," the Captain ordered, then sighed.

"A

shame, " he said.

"I rather liked Naig. He was a rogue, of course, but rogues are so
much nore anusi ng than honest nen." He watched as Lockhart | owered the
shaft, then stooped over the prostrate body and put a bullet into its
skul | .

"I suppose |'Il have to find sone carts to fetch these supplies back
where they belong," the Captain said.

"I'"ll do that, sir," Sharpe said

"You will?" The Captain seened astoni shed to di scover such
wi | | i ngness.

"Way on earth would you want to do that, Ensign?"

"I't's ny job, sir," Sharpe said.

"I'"'m Captain Torrance's assistant."
"You poor benighted bastard,” the Captain said pityingly.
"Poor, sir? Wy?"

"Because |'m Captain Torrance. Good day to you, Ensign." Torrance
turned on his heel and wal ked away t hrough the crowd.

"Bastard," Sharpe said, for he had suddenly understood why Torrance had
been so keen to hang Naig.

He spat after the departed Captain, then went to find sone bull ocks and
carts. The arny had its supplies back, but Sharpe had made a new
eneny. As if Hakeswill were not enough, he now had Torrance as well.

The pal ace in Gawi | ghur was a sprawl i ng one-storey building that stood
on the highest point within the Inner Fort. To its north was a garden
that curled about the largest of the fortress's |lakes. The |ake was a
tank, a reservoir, but its banks had been planted with flowering trees,
and a flight of steps led fromthe palace to a small stone pavilion on
the | ake's northern shore. The pavilion had an arched ceiling on which
the reflections of the lake's snmall waves shoul d have rippled, but the
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season had been so dry that the | ake had shrunk and the water |evel was
sone eight or nine feet |lower than usual. The water and the exposed
banks were rimed with a green, foul -snelling scum but Beny

Singh, the Killadar of Gaw | ghur, had arranged for spices to be burned
inlow flat braziers so that the dozen nen inside the pavilion were
not too of fended by the | ake's stench

"If only the Rajah was here," Beny Singh said, 'we should know what to
do." Beny Singh was a short, plunp man with a curling noustache and
nervous eyes. He was the fortress commander, but he was a courtier by
avocation, not a soldier, and he had always regarded his conmand of the
great fortress as a licence to nake his fortune rather than to fight
the Rajah's enenies.

Pri nce Manu Bappoo was not surprised that his brother had chosen not to
come to Gawi I ghur, but had instead fled farther into the hills. The
Raj ah was |i ke Beny Singh, he had no belly for a fight, but Bappoo had
wat ched the first British troops creep across the plain beneath the
fort's high walls and he wel coned their com ng

"W don't need ny brother here to know what we nust do," he said.

"W fight." The other nmen, all commanders of the various troops that
had taken refuge in Gawi | ghur, voiced their agreenent.

"The British cannot be stopped by walls,"” Beny Singh said. He was
cradling a snall white | ap dog which had eyes as wi de and frightened as
its master's.

"They can, and they will," Bappoo insisted.

Si ngh shook his head.

"Were they stopped at Seringapatan? At Ahnednuggur? They crossed
those city walls as though they had w ngs!

They are what is the word your Arabs use? - djinnsl' He | ooked about
the gat hered council and saw no one who woul d support him

"They nust have the djinns on their side," he added weakly.
"So what would you do?" Bappoo asked.

"Treat with them" Beny !Ungh said

"Ask for cowme."

"Cowl ed It was Col onel Dodd who intervened, speaking in his crude,
newl y | earned Marathi.

"Il tell you what terns Wellesley will offer you. None! He'll march
you away as a prisoner, he'll slight these walls and take away the
Raj ah's treasures."

"There are no treasures here," Beny Singh said, but no one believed
him He was soothing the little dog which had been frightened by the
Engl i shman' s harsh voice

"And he'll give your wonmen to his nen as playthings,"” Dodd added
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nastily.

Beny Singh shuddered. His wife, his concubines and his children were
all in the palace, and they were all dear to him He panpered them
wor shi pped them and adored them

"Perhaps | should renove ny people fromthe fort?" he suggested
hesitantly.

"l could take themto Miltai?

The British will never reach Miultai."

"You'd run away?" Dodd asked in his harsh voice
"You bl oody won't!"

He spoke those three words in English, but everyone understood what
they nmeant. He | eaned forward.

"I'f you run away," he said, 'the garrison |loses heart. The rest of the
soldiers can't take their wonen away, so why should you? W fight them
here, and we stop themhere. Stop them dead!"

He stood and wal ked to the pavilion's edge where he spat onto the
green-scumred bank before turning back to Beny Singh

"Your wonen are safe here, Killadar. | could hold this fortress from
now till the world's end with just a hundred nen."

"The British are djinns," Beny Singh whispered. The dog in his arns
was shivering.

"They are not djinns," Dodd snapped.
"There are no denons! They don't exist!"

"Wnged djinns,"” Beny Singh said in al nost a whinper, 'invisible
diinnsl In the air!"

Dodd spat agai n.

"Bl oody hell," he said in English, then turned fast towards Beny

Si ngh.

"I"'man English denon. Me! Understand? |'ma djinn, and if you take
your wonen away |'Il follow you and I'Il conme to themat night and fill

themwith black bile." He bared his yellowed teeth and the Kill adar
shuddered. The white dog barked shrilly.

Manu Bappoo waved Dodd back to his seat. Dodd was the only European
officer left in his forces and, though Bappoo was glad to have the
Engl i shman's services, there were tines when Col onel Dodd could be
tiresone.

"If there are djinns," Bappoo told Singh, '"they will be on our side."
He waited while the Killadar soothed the frightened dog, then he | eaned
forward

"Tell nme," he demanded of Beny Singh, 'can the British take the
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fortress by using the roads up the hill?"

Beny Singh thought about those two steep wi nding roads that tw sted up
the hill beneath Gawil ghur's walls. No nan could survive those clinbs,
not if the defenders were raining round shot and rocks down the
preci pi tous sl opes.

"No," he adnitted.
"So they can only cone one way. Only one way! Across the |and bridge.
And my nmen will guard the Quter Fort, and Col onel Dodd's nen will

defend the Inner Fort."

"And no one," Dodd said harshly, 'no one will get past ny Cobras."

He still resented that his well-trained, white-coated soldiers were not
defending the Quter Fort, but he had accepted Manu Bappoo's argunent
that the inportant thing was to hold the Inner Fort. |If, by sone

chance, the British did capture the Quter Fort, they would never fight
past Dodd's nen.

"My nen," Dodd grow ed, 'have never been defeated. They never will
be. "

Manu Bappoo sniled at the nervous Beny Singh
"You see, Killadar, you will die here of old age."
"Or of too many wonen," another man put in, provoking |aughter

A cannon sounded fromthe Quter Fort's northern ranparts, followed a
few seconds | ater by another. No one knew what ni ght have caused the
firing and so the dozen nen foll owed Manu Bappoo as he left the
pavilion and wal ked towards the Inner Fort's northern ranparts.
Silverfurred nonkeys chattered at the soldiers fromthe high
branches.

Arab guards stood at the gate of the Rajah's garden. They were posted
to stop any conmon sol diers of the garrison going to the paths beside
the tank where the Killadar's wonen liked to stroll in the cool of the
evening. A hundred paces beyond the garden gate was a steep sided rock
pit, about twice as deep as a man stood high, and Dodd paused to | ook
down into its shadowed depths. The sides had been chiselled snooth by
stone-workers so that nothing could clinb up fromthe floor that was
littered with white bones.

"The Traitor's Hole," Bappoo said, as he paused beside Dodd, 'but the
bones are from baby nonkeys."

"But they do eat nen?" Dodd asked, intrigued by the shadowed bl ackness
at the foot of the'~hole.

"They kill men," Bappoo said, 'but don't eat them They're not big
enough. "

"I can't see any," Dodd said, disappointed, then suddenly a sinuous
shadow writhed swiftly between two crevices.

"There!" he said happily.
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"Don't they grow big enough to eat nen?"
"Mbst years they escape,” Bappoo said.

"The nonsoon floods the pit and the snakes swmto the top and wiggle
out. Then we nust find new ones. This year we' ve been saved the
trouble. These snakes will grow bigger than usual."

Beny Singh waited a few paces away, clutching his snmall dog as though
he feared Dodd would throw it down to the snakes.

"There's a bastard who ought to be fed to the snakes," Dodd said to
Bappoo, nodding towards the Kill adar.

"My brother likes him" Bappoo said mldly, touching Dodd's armto
i ndi cate that they should wal k on

"They share tastes."

"Such as?"

Wonen, nusic, luxury. W really do not need himhere."
Dodd shook hi s head.

"If you let himgo, sahib, then half the danmmed garrison will want to
run away. And if you let the wonen go, what will the nen fight for?
Besi des, do you really think there's any danger?"

"None," Bappoo adnmitted. He had led the officers up a steep rock
stairway to a natural bastion where a vast iron gun was trained across
the chasmtowards the distant cliffs of the high plateau. From here
the far cliffs were alnost a mle away, but Dodd could just see a group
of horsenen clustered at the chasnis edge. It was those horsenen, al
in native robes, who had pronpted the Quter Fort's gunners to open
fire, but the gunners, seeing their shots fall well short of the
target, had given up.

Dodd drew out his telescope, trained it, and saw a nman in the uniform
of the Royal Engineers sitting on the ground a few paces fromhis
conpani ons. The engi neer was sketching. The horsenen were al

I ndi ans.

Dodd | owered the tel escope and | ooked at the huge iron gun
"I's it | oaded?" he asked the gunners.
"Yes, sahib."

"A haideri apiece if you can kill the nman in the dark uniform The one
sitting at the cliff's edge.”

The gunners | aughed. Their gun was over twenty feet long and its
wrought -iron barrel was cast with decorations that had been painted
green, white and red. A pile of round shot, each over a foot in
di ameter, stood beside the nmassive carriage that was made from gi ant
baul ks of teak. The gun captain fussed over his aim shouting at his
men to | ever the vast carriage a thunb's width to the right, then a
finger's breadth back, until at |ast he was satisfied. He squinted
along the barrel for a second, waved the officers who had foll owed
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Bappoo to nove away fromthe great gun, then | eaned over the breach to
dab his glowing port fire onto the gun's touch-hole.

The reed gl oned and snoked for a second as the fire dashed down to the
charge, then the vast cannon crashed back, the teak runners sliding up
the tinber ranp that forned the |ower half of the carriage.

Snoke jetted out into the chasmas a hundred startled birds fl apped
fromtheir nests on the rock faces and circled in the warmair.

Dodd had been standing to one side, watching the engineer through his
glass. For a second he actually saw the great round shot as a flicker
of grey in the Iower right quadrant of his lens, then he saw a boul der
close to the engineer shatter into scraps. The engineer fell sideways,
his sketch pad falling, but then he picked hinself up and scranbl ed up
the slope to where his horse was bei ng guarded by the caval rynen.

Dodd took a single gold coin fromhis pouch and tossed it to the
gunner.

"You mssed," he said, 'but it was damed fine shooting."

"Thank you, sahib."

A whi nper made Dodd turn. Beny Singh had handed his dog to a servant
and was staring through an ivory-barrelled tel escope at the eneny
hor senen.

"What is it?" Bappoo asked him

"Syud Sevajee," Singh said in a small voice

"Who's Syud Sevaj ee?" Dodd asked.

Bappoo gri nned.

"His father was once kill adar here, but he died.

Was it poison?" he asked Beny Singh.

"He just died," Singh said.

"He just died!"

"Murdered, probably," Bappoo said with anusenment, 'and Beny Si ngh
becane kill adar and took the dead man's daughter as his concubine."

Dodd turned to see the eneny horsenen vani shing anong the trees beyond
the far cliff.

"Conme for revenge, has he? You still want to | eave?" he denanded of
Beny Si ngh.
"Because that fellow will be waiting for you. He'll track you through

the hills, Killadar, and slit your throat in the night's darkness."

"We shall stay here and fight," Beny Singh declared, retrieving the dog
fromhis servant.

"Fight and win," Dodd said, and he imagi ned the British breaching
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batteries on that far cliff, and he inmagi ned the slaughter that would
be nade anpng the crews by this one vast gun. And there were fifty

ot her heavy guns waiting to greet the British approach, and hundreds of
lighter pieces that fired smaller missiles. Quns, rockets, canister
nmuskets and cliffs, those were Gawi | ghur's de fences and Dodd reckoned
the British stood no chance. No chance at all. The big gun's snoke
drifted away in the snmall breeze.

"They will die here," Dodd said, 'and we shall chase the survivors

south and cut them down |ike dogs." He turned and | ooked at Beny

Si ngh.

"You see the chasn? That is where their denons will die. Their w ngs
will be scorched, they will fall like burning stones to their deaths
and their screans will lull your children to a dreanml ess sleep." He

knew he spoke true, for Gaw | ghur was i npregnabl e.

"I take pleasure, no, Dilip, make that | take hunble pleasure in
reporting the recovery of a quantity of stolen stores.” Captain
Torrance paused. N ght had just fallen and Torrance uncorked a bottle
of arrack and took a sip.

"Am | going too fast for you?"

"Yes, sahib," Dilip, the m ddle-aged clerk, answered.
"Hunmbl e pl easure,"” he said aloud as his pen noved | aboriously over the
paper, 'in reporting the recovery of a quantity of stolen stores."

"Add a list of the stores,” Torrance ordered.
"You can do that |ater
Just | eave a space, nan."

"Yes, sahib," Dilip said

"I had suspected for sone tinme," Torrance intoned, then scow ed as

soneone knocked on the door.
"Cone," he shouted, 'if you nust."

Shar pe opened the door and was i medi ately entangled in the nuslin. He
fought his way past its folds

"It's you," Torrance said unpl easantly.

"Me, sir."

"You let sonme noths in," Torrance conpl ai ned.

"Sorry, sir.

"That is why the nuslin is there, Sharpe, to keep out noths, ensigns
and other insignificant nuisances. Kill the noths, Dilip."

The clerk dutifully chased the noths about the room swatting themwth
a roll of paper. The windows, |like the door, were closely screened
with nuslin on the outside of which noths clustered, attracted by the
candl es that were set in silver sticks on Torrance's table. Dilip's
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work was spread on the table, while Captain Torrance lay in a wide
hanmmock slung fromthe roof beans. He was naked.

"Do | offend you, Sharpe?"
"Offend me, sir?"
"I am naked, or had you not noticed?"

"Doesn't bother ne, sir.

"Nudity keeps clothes clean. You should try it. |Is the last of the
eneny dead, Dilip?"

"The noths are all deceased, sahib."
"Then we shall continue. Were were we?"

" "l had suspected for sone tine," Dilip read back the report.

"Surmsed is better, | think. | had surnised for sone tine." Torrance
paused to draw on the nouthpiece of a silver-bellied hookah

"What are you doi ng here, Sharpe?"

"Come to get orders, sir."

"How very assiduous of you. | had surnised for sone tine that
depredations | can spell it if you cannot, Dilip were being nade upon

the stores entrusted to ny command. What the devil were you doing,
Shar pe, poki ng about Naig's tents?"
"Just happened to be passing them sir,"
fire."

Shar pe said, 'when they caught

Torrance gazed at Sharpe, plainly not believing a word. He shook his
head sadly.

"You | ook very old to be an ensign, Sharpe?"

"I was a sergeant two nonths ago, sir.
Torrance adopted a | ook of pretended horror

"Ch, good God," he said archly, 'good God alive. My all the spavined
saints preserve us. You're not telling ne you' ve been nmade up fromthe
ranks?"

"Yes, sir.
"Sweet suffering Jesus,"” Torrance said. He lay his head back on the
hanmock's pillow and bl ew a perfect snoke ring that he wat ched wobbl e
its way up towards the ceiling.

"Having confidential information as to the identity of the thief,

took steps to apprehend him You will notice, Sharpe, that | am giving
you no credit in this report?"

"No, sir?"
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"Indeed | amnot. This report will go to Colonel Butters, an

appal lingly bonbastic creature who will, | suspect, attenpt to take
sone of the credit for hinself before passing the papers on to Arthur
Wl | esl ey who, as you nmay know, is our conmander. A very stern nan,
our Arthur. He likes things done properly. He plainly had a very
stern governess in his nursery."

"I know the General, sir.
"You do?" Torrance turned his head to | ook at Sharpe.

"Socially, perhaps? You and he dine together, do you? Pass the tine
of day, do you? Hunt together, maybe? Drink port? Talk about old
tinmes? Whore together, perhaps?" Torrance was nocking, but there was
just an edge of interest in his voice in case Sharpe really did know
Sir Arthur.

"I mean |'ve nmet him sir."

Torrance shook his head as though Sharpe had been wasting his tine.

"Do stop calling ne "sir". It may be your natural subservience,
Sharpe, or nore likely it is the natural air of superiority that
emanates fromny person, but it ill becones an officer, even one
dredged up fromthe ranks. A search of his tents, Dilip, secured the
mssing itens. | then, in accordance with general orders, hanged the
thief as an exanple. | have the honour to be, et cetera, et cetera."
"Two thousand nuskets are still missing, sir," Sharpe said.

"Sorry, sir. Didn't nean to call you "sir
"If it pleases you to grovel, Sharpe, then do so. Two thousand nuskets
still mssing, eh? | suspect the bugger sold themon, don't you?"
"I"'mnore interested in how he got themin the first place,"
sai d.

Shar pe

"How very tedious of you," Torrance said lightly.

"I'd suggest talking to Sergeant Hakeswi || when he gets back," Sharpe
sai d.

"I won't hear a word spoken agai nst Obadi ah," Torrance said.
"Cbadi ah is a nost anusing fellow"

"He's a lying, thieving bastard," Sharpe said vehenently.
"Sharpe! Please!" Torrance's voice was pained

"How can you say such wicked things? You don't even know t he
fellow"

"Ch, | know him sir. | served under himin the Havercakes."
"You di d?" Torrance sml ed.
"I see we are in for interesting tines.
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Perhaps | shoul d keep the two of you apart. O perhaps not. Brick!"

The |l ast word was shouted towards a door that led to the back of the
conmandeer ed house.

The door opened and the bl ack-haired worman slipped past the nuslin.

"Captai n?" she asked. She bl ushed when she saw Torrance was naked,
and Torrance, Sharpe saw, enjoyed her enbarrassnent.

"Brick, my dear," Torrance said, 'ny hookah has extinguished itself.

WIl you attend to it? Dilip is busy, or I would have asked him
Shar pe?

May | have the honour of namng you to Brick? Brick? This is Ensign
Sharpe. Ensign Sharpe? This is Brick."

"Pl eased to neet you, sir," the wonman said, dropping a brief curtsey
bef ore she stooped to the hookah. She had clearly not told Torrance
that she had net Sharpe earlier

"Ma'am " Shar pe said.

"Ma'am" Torrance said with a | augh

"She's called Brick, Sharpe.”

"Brick, sir?" Sharpe asked sourly. The nane was utterly unsuited to
the delicate-featured woman who now deftly di sassenbl ed t he hookah

"Her real nane is Ms. Wall," Torrance expl ained, 'and she is ny
| aundress, seanstress and conscience. |Is that not right, little
Brick?"

"If you say so, sir.

"I cannot abide dirty clothes,” Torrance said.

"They are an abomination unto the Lord. Ceanliness, we are constantly
told by tedious folk, is next to godliness, but | suspect it is a
superior virtue. Any peasant can be godly, but it is a rare person who
is clean. Brick, however, keeps ne clean. |If you pay her a trifle,
Sharpe, she will doubtless wash and nend those rags you are pleased to
call a uniform"

"They're all |'ve got, sir.

"So? Walk naked until Brick has serviced you, or does the idea
enbarrass you?"

"I wash nmy own clothes, sir.
"I wish you would," Torrance said tartly.

"Rem nd ne why you cane here, Sharpe?"

"Orders, sir.

"Very well," Torrance said.
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"At dawn you will go to Colonel Butters's quarters and find an ai de who
can tell you what is required of us. You then tell Dilip. Dilip then
arranges everything. After that you may take your rest. | trust you
will not find these duties onerous?"

Shar pe wondered why Torrance had asked for a deputy if the clerk did
all the work, then supposed that the Captain was so |lazy that he could
not be bothered to get up early in the norning to fetch his orders.

"I get tonorrow s orders at dawn, sir,"
Col onel Butters."

Sharpe said, 'froman aide of

"There!" Torrance said with nock amazenent.
"You have mastered your duties, Ensign. | congratulate you."

"W already have tonorrow s orders, sahib,” Dilip said fromthe table
where he was copying a list of the recovered stores into Torrance's
report.

"W are to nove everything to Deogaum The pioneers' stores are to be
noved first, sahib. The Colonel's orders are on the table, sahib, with
the chitties Pioneers' stores first, then everything el se.”

"Well, | never!" Torrance said.

"See? Your first day's work is done, Sharpe." He drew on the hookah
whi ch the wonman had relit.

"Excel | ent,
my dear," he said, then held out a hand to stop her fromleaving. She
crouched beside the hammobck, averting her eyes from Torrance's naked
body. Sharpe sensed her unhappi ness, and Torrance sensed Sharpe's
interest in her.

"Brick is a widow, Sharpe," he said, 'and presunmably |ooking for a
husband, though | doubt she's ever dared to dream of nmarrying as high
as an ensign. But why not? The social |ladder is there to be clinbed
and, low a rung as you m ght be, Sharpe, you still represent a

consi derabl e advancenent for Brick. Before she joined ny service she
was a nop-squeezer. From nop-squeezer to an officer's wife! There's
progress for you. | think the two of you would suit each other vastly
well. | shall play Cupid, or rather Dilip will. Take a letter to the
chaplain of the 94th, Dilip. He's rarely sober, but |I'msure he can
waddl e through the marriage cerenony w thout falling over."

"I can't marry, sir!" Sharpe protested.
Torrance, anused at hinself, raised an eyebrow

"You are averse to wonen? You dislike dear Brick? O you've taken an
oath of celibacy, perhaps?"

Shar pe bl ushed.

"I'"'mspoken for, sir.

"You nean you're engaged? How very touching. |s she an heiress,
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per haps?"
Shar pe shrugged.
"She's in Seringapatam" he said | anely.

"And we're not engaged."

"But you have an understanding," Torrance said, 'with this ravishing
creature in Seringapatam |Is she black, Sharpe? A black bibbi? I'm
sure Clare wouldn't mnd, would you? A white man in India needs a

bi bbi or two as well as a wife. Don't you agree, Brick?" He turned to
t he wonan, who ignored him

"The late Mster Wall died of the fever," Torrance said to Sharpe, 'and
in the Christian kindness of ny heart | continue to enploy his w dow
Does that not speak well of ny character?"

"If you say so, sir," Sharpe said.

"I see ny attenpt to play Cupid is not neeting with success," Torrance

sai d.

"So, Sharpe, to business. Tonorrow norning | suggest you go to
Deogaum wherever the hell that is.”

"Wth the bullocks, sir?"
Torrance raised his eyebrows in exasperation
"You are an officer, Sharpe, not a bullock driver. You don't prod

runps, you leave that to the natives. Go early. R de there at dawn,
and your first duty will be to find nme quarters.”

"I don't have a horse," Sharpe said.

"You don't have a horse? Don't have a horse? Good God alive, nan,
what bl cody use are you? You'll just have to bloody well walk then. |
shall find you in Deogaum tonorrow afternoon and God help you if you
haven't found nme decent quarters. A front room Sharpe, where Dilip
can conduct business. A large roomfor ne, and a hole for Brick. |
would also Iike to have a walled garden with adequate shade trees and a
smal | pool ."

"Where i s DeogaunP"” Sharpe asked.

"Nort hwards, sahib,” Dilip answered.

"Close to the hills."

"Beneath Gawi | ghur?" Shar pe guessed.

"Yes, sahib."

Shar pe | ooked back to Torrance.

"Can | ask a favour of you, sir?"

Torrance si ghed.
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"I'f you insist."

"At Gawi l ghur, sir, 1'd like permission to join the assault party."
Torrance stared at Sharpe for a long tine.

"You want what?" he finally asked.

"I want to be with the attack, sir. There's a fellow inside, see, who
killed a friend of mine. | want to see himdead."

Torrance blinked at Shar pe.

"Don't tell ne you're enthusiastic! Good God!" A sudden | ook of
terror cane to the Captain's face.

"You're not a Methodist, are you?"
"No, sir."

Torrance pointed the hookah's nout hpiece towards a corner of the
room

"There is a linen press, Sharpe, d you see it? Inside it are ny
clothes. Amidst ny clothes you will find a pistol. Take the pistol
renove yourself frommy presence, apply the nuzzle to your head and
pull the trigger. It is a nuch quicker and | ess painful way of
dying."

"But you won't mind if | join the attack?"

"M nd? You're not, surely, |abouring under the m sapprehension that |
care about your existence? You think I mght nourn you, even after
such a short acquai ntance? M/ dear Sharpe, | fear | shall not mss you
at all. | doubt I'lIl even renenber your nane once you're dead. O
course you can join the assaulting party. Do what you like! Now I
suggest you get sone sleep. Not here, though, | like ny privacy.

Find a tree, perhaps, and slunber beneath its sheltering branches.
Good night to you, Sharpe.”

"Good night, sir."

"And don't let any noths in!"

Shar pe negotiated the nuslin and slipped out of the door. Torrance
listened to the footsteps go away, then sighed.

"A tedious man, Dilip."
"Yes, sahib."

"I wonder why he was nade an officer?" Torrance frowned as he sucked
on hi s hookah, then shook his head.

"Poor Naig! Sacrificed to a nere ensign's anbition. How did that
wr et ched Sharpe even know to look in Naig's tent? Did he talk to
you?"
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"Yes, sahib,"” Dilip adm tted.

Torrance stared at him

"Did you let himlook at the |edgers?"
"He insisted, sahib."

"You're a bloody fool, Dilip! A bloody, bloody fool. | should thrash
you if | wasn't so tired. Maybe tonorrow "

"No, sahib, please."
"Ch, just bugger away off, Dilip," Torrance snarl ed
"And you can go too, Brick."

The girl fled to the kitchen door. Dilip collected his ink bottle and
sand-spri nkl er.

"Shall | take the chitties now, sahib, for the norning?"
"CGo!" Torrance roared.
"You bore ne! Go!" Dilip fled to the front room and Torrance |ay

back in the hammobck. He was i ndeed bored.

He had nothing to do and nowhere to go. Mbst nights he would go to
Naig's tents and there drink, ganble and whore, but he could hardly
visit the green pavilion this night, not after stringing Naig up by the
neck.

Dam it, he thought. He glanced at the table where a book, a gift from
his father, lay unopened. The first volune of Sone Reflections on
Paul's Epistle to the Ephesians by the Reverend Courtney Mallison, and
it would be a frigid day in the devil's house before Torrance read that
turgid tome. The Reverend Mallison had been Torrance's chil dhood
tutor, and a vicious beast he had been. A whipper, that was

Mal | i son

Loved to whip his pupils. Torrance stared at the ceiling. Mney. It
was all down to noney. Everything in the dammed world was down to
noney. Make noney, he thought, and he could go hone and nake Courtney
Mallison's life a msery. Have the bastard on his knees. And

Mal | i son's daughter. Have that primbitch on her back

There was a knock on the door.
"I said | didn't want to be disturbed!"

Torrance shouted, but despite his protest the door opened and the
nmuslin billowed inward, letting in a flutter of noths.

"For Christ's sake," Torrance cursed, then fell abruptly silent.

He fell silent, for the first man through the door was ajetti, his bare
torso gleaming with oil, and behind himcane the tall man with a |linp,
the sane man who had pleaded for Naig's life. H's nane was Jam, and
he was Naig's brother, and his presence nade Torrance acutely aware of
his nudity. He swung off the hammobck and reached for his dressing
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gown, but Jama twitched the silk garnent off the chair back.

"Captain Torrance," he said with a bow.

"Who let you in?" Torrance denanded

"I expected to see you in our snall establishnent tonight, Captain,”
Jama said. Were his brother had been plunp, noisy and a braggart,
Jama was | ean, silent and watchful.

Torrance shrugged.

"Maybe tonorrow ni ght ?"

"You will be welcone, Captain, as always. "Jana took a small sheaf of
papers from his pocket and fanned his face with them

"Ten thousand wel cones, Captain."

Ten thousand rupees. That was the value of the papers in Jama's hand,
all of them notes signed by Torrance. He had signed far nore, but the
others he had paid off with supplies filched fromthe convoys. Jama
was here to renmind Torrance that his greatest debts remai ned unpaid.

"About today .. ." Torrance said awkwardly.

"Ah, yes!" Jama said, as though he had nonentarily forgotten the
reason for his visit.

"About today, Captain. Do tell ne about today." The jetti said
not hing, just |eaned against the wall with folded arns, his oiled

nuscl es shining in the candlelight and his dark eyes fixed i nmovably on
Torrance.

"I've already told you. It wasn't of ny doing," Torrance said with as

much dignity as a naked man coul d nuster

"You were the one who demanded ny brother's death," Jama said.
"What choice did | have? Once the supplies were found?"

"But perhaps you arranged for themto be found?"

"No!" Torrance protested.

"Way the hell would | do that?"

Jama was silent a nmonent, then indicated the huge man at his side.

"His nanme is Prithviraj. | once saw himcastrate a nan with his bare
hands." Janma mined a pulling action, smling.

"You'd be astonished at how far a little skin can stretch before it
br eaks. "

"For God's sake!" Torrance had gone pale.
"I't was not ny doing!"

"Then whose doing was it?"
84



"His nanme is Sharpe. Ensign Sharpe."

Jama wal ked to Torrance's table where he turned the pages of Sone
Refl ections on Paul's Epistle to the Ephesians.

"This Sharpe," he asked, 'he was not obeying your orders?"

"Of course not!
Janma shrugged

"My brother was careless,"” he admtted, 'over confident. He believed
that with your friendship he could survive any enquiry."

"W were doi ng business," Torrance said.
"I't was not friendship. And | told your brother he should have hi dden
the supplies.”

"Yes, "Jama said, 'he should. And so | told himalso. But even so,
Captain, | cone froma proud famly. You expect nme to watch ny brother
killed and do nothing about it?" He fanned out the notes of Torrance's
debt s.

"I shall return these to you, Captain, when you deliver Ensign Sharpe
tone. Alivel | want Prithviraj to take ny revenge. You
under st and?"

Torrance understood well enough.

"Sharpe's a British officer," he said.
"If he's nurdered there'll be an enquiry. A real enquiry. Heads wll
be broken."

"That is your problem Captain Torrance," Jama said.

"How you explain his disappearance is your affair. As are your debts."
He snmiled and pushed the notes back into the pouch at his belt.

"G ve ne Sharpe, Captain Torrance, or | shall send Prithviraj to visit
you in the night. In the neantine, you will please continue to
patroni ze our establishnent."

"Bastard," Torrance said, but Jama and his huge conpani on had al ready
gone. Torrance picked up Sone Reflections on Paul's Epistle to the
Ephesi ans and sl ammed the heavy book down on a noth.

"Bastard," he said again. But on the other hand it was Sharpe who
woul d suffer, not him so it did not really matter. And what was

Shar pe anyway? Nothing but an upstart fromthe ranks, so who woul d
care if he died? Torrance killed another noth, then opened the kitchen
door.

"Conme here, Brick."
"No, sir, please?"

"Shut up. And cone here. You can kill these damm noths while | get
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drunk."

Filthy drunk, he reckoned, for he had been scared today. He knew he
had very nearly got caught when Sharpe had stripped the tent away from
the purloined supplies, but by killing Naig quickly Torrance had
protected hinself, and now the price of his continued survival was
Sharpe's death. Arrange that, he thought, and all his troubles would
be past. He forced Brick to drink sone arrack, knowi ng how she hated
it.

Then he drank sone hinself. Damm Sharpe to hell, he thought, damm the
interfering bastard to hell, which was where Sharpe was goi hg anyway so
Torrance drank to that happy prospect. Farewell, M ster Sharpe
CHAPTER 4

Shar pe was not sure how far away Deogaum was, but guessed it was cl ose
to twenty mles and that was at |east a seven-hour journey on foot, and
so it was | ong before dawn when he stirred Ahned fromhis sl eep beside
the snmoul dering remai ns of a bullock-dung fire, then set off under the
stars. He tried to teach Ahnmed sone English

"Stars," Sharpe said, pointing.
"Stars," Ahned repeated dutifully.
"Moon, " Sharpe said.

"Moon, " Ahnmed echoed.

"Sky. "

"Moon?" Ahned asked, curious that Sharpe was still pointing to the
sky.

"Sky, you bugger."
" Skyoobugger ?"

"Never mind," Sharpe said. He was hungry, and he had forgotten to ask
Captain Torrance where he was supposed to draw rations, but their
northward route took themthrough the village of Argaum where the
fighting battalions of the arny were bivouacked. Unburied bodies stil
littered the battlefield, and scavenging wild dogs growl ed fromthe
dark stench as Sharpe and Ahned wal ked past. A picquet chall enged t hem
at the village, and Sharpe asked the man where he would find the
cavalry lines. He could not inagine taking Ahned to the 74th's ness
for breakfast, but Sergeant Eli Lockhart night be nore wel com ng.

The reveille had sounded by the tine Sharpe cane to the gully where the
horses were picketed and the troopers' canpfires were being restored to
life. Lockhart scow ed at the unexpected visitor through the snoky
dawn gl oom then grinned when he recogni zed Shar pe.

"Must be sone fighting to do, |ads," he announced, 'the bl eeding
infantry's here. Good norning, sir. Need our hel p again?"

"I need sone breakfast," Sharpe admitted.

"Tea, that'll start you off. Smithers! Pork chops! Davies! Sone of
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that bread you're hiding fromnme. Look lively now" Lockhart turned
back to Sharpe

"Don't ask nme where the chops cone from sir. | mght have to lie." He
spat in atin nug, scoured its interior with the end of his bl anket,
then filled it with tea.

"There you are, sir. Does your boy want sone?

Here you are, lad." Lockhart, a nmug of tea in his own hand, then
i nsisted on taking Sharpe to the picketed horses.

"See, sir?" He lifted a horse's leg to show off the new horseshoe.

"My guvnor's beholden to you. | might introduce you after
br eakfast."

Shar pe assuned that Lockhart was tal king of his troop conmander, but
once the pork chops and bread had been eaten, the Sergeant |ed Sharpe
across to the lines of the native cavalry, and then to the tent of the
7th Native Cavalry's conmmandi ng officer who, it seened, was in charge
of all the arny's cavalry.

"He's cal |l ed Huddl estone,” Lockhart said, 'and he's a decent fell ow
He' Il probably offer us another breakfast."

Col onel Huddl estone did indeed insist that both Lockhart and Sharpe
join himfor a breakfast of rice and eggs. Sharpe was beginning to see
that Lockhart was a useful nan, soneone who was trusted by his officers
and |iked by his troopers, for Huddl estone greeted the Sergeant warnly
and i medi ately plunged into a conversation about sone |ocal horses
that had been purchased for renpbunts and whi ch Huddl est one reckoned
woul d never stand the strain of battle, though Lockhart seened to fee
that a few of them woul d be adequat e.

"So you're the fell ow who snoked out Nai g?" Huddl estone said to Sharpe
after a while.

"Didn't take nuch doing, sir.

"No one else did it, man! Don't shy away fromcredit. |'m damed
grateful to you."

"Coul dn't have done it w thout Sergeant Lockhart, sir.

"Damed army would cone to a stop without Eli, ain't that so?" the
Col onel said, and Lockhart, his mouth full of egg, just grinned.

Huddl est one turned back to Shar pe.

"So they gave you to Torrance?"

"Yes, sir.

"He's a lazy bugger," Huddl estone said vengefully. Sharpe, astonished
at the open criticism said nothing.

"He's one of ny own officers," Huddl estone went on, 'and | confess
wasn't sorry when he asked to be given duty with the bullock train."
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"He asked, sir?" Sharpe found it curious that a man woul d prefer to be
wi th the baggage when he could be in a fighting unit.

"His uncle is groonming himfor a career in the Conpany,"” Huddl estone

sai d.

"An uncle in Leadenhall Street. Know what Leaden-hall Street is,
Shar pe?"

"Conpany offices, sir?"

"The very sane. The uncle pays himan all owance, and he wants Torrance
to get sonme experience in dealing with bhinjarries. Got it all planned
out! A few years in the Conpany's arny, another few trading in spices,
then honme to inherit his uncle's estate and his seat in the Court of
Directors. One day we'll all be tugging our forelocks to the |azy
bugger. Still, if he wants to run the baggage train it's no skin off
our buns, Sharpe. No one likes the job, so Torrance is welcone to it,
but ny guess is that you'll be doing nost of his work." The Col one

f rowned.

"He arrived in India with three English servants! Can you believe it?
It ain't as if servants are hard to find here, but Torrance wanted the
cachet of white scullions. Two of 'emdied of the fever, then Torrance
had the nerve to say that one of them hadn't earned the cost of the
voyage out and so he's forcing the widow to stay on and pay the debt!"
Huddl est one shook his head, then gestured for his servant to pour nore
tea.

"So what brings you here, Ensign?"

"On ny way to Deogaum sir."

"He really cane to beg his breakfast, Colonel," Lockhart put in.

"And |'ve no doubt the Sergeant fed you before you cane to steal ny
vi ctual s?" Huddl est one asked, then grinned.

"You're in luck, Ensign

We're noving up to Deogaumtoday. You can ride with us."
Shar pe bl ushed.
"“I've no horse, sir."

"Eli ?" Huddl estone | ooked at Lockhart.
"I'"ve got a horse he can ride, sir."

"Good." Huddl estone blew on his tea.

"Wl cone to the cavalry, Sharpe."

Lockhart found two horses, one for Sharpe and the other for Ahned.
Shar pe, ever unconfortable on horseback, struggled into the saddle
under the cavalry's sardoni c gaze, while Ahned junped up and ki cked

back his heels, revelling in being back on a horse.
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They went gently northwards, taking care not to tire the horses.

Sharpe, as he rode, found hinself thinking about Clare Wall, and that
made himfeel guilty about Sinone Joubert, the young French w dow who
waited for himin Seringapatam He had sent her there with a

sout hbound convoy and a letter for his friend Major Stokes, and
doubt | ess Si nbne was waiting for Sharpe to return when the canpaign
agai nst the Mahrattas was over, but now he needed to warn her that he
was bei ng posted back to England. Wuld she cone with hin? D d he
want her to cone? He was not sure about either question, though he
felt obscurely responsible for Sinone. He could give her a choice, of
course, but whenever Sinpbne was faced by a choice she tended to | ook
linp and wait for soneone else to nmake the decision. He had to warn
her, though. Would she even want to go to England? But what el se
coul d she do? She had no relatives in India, and the nearest French
settlenents were niles away.

H s thoughts were interrupted at m d-norning when Eli Lockhart spurred
al ongsi de hi s horse.

"See it?"

"See what ?"

"Up there!" Lockhart pointed ahead and Sharpe, peering through the
dust haze thrown up by the | eadi ng squadrons, saw a range of high
hills.

The | ower slopes were green with trees, but above the tinber Iine there
was not hing but brown and grey cliffs that stretched fromhorizon to
hori zon. And at the very top of the topnost bluff he could just see a
streak of dark wall broken by a gate-tower.

"Gawi | ghur!" Lockhart said.

"How the hell do we attack up there?" Sharpe asked.

The Sergeant | aughed.

"W don't! It's ajob for the infantry. Reckon you're better off
attached to that fellow Torrance."

Shar pe shook hi s head.

"I have to get in there, Eli."

" \Why 2"

Shar pe gazed at the distant wall.

"There's a fellow called Dodd in there, and the bastard killed a friend
of mne."

Lockhart thought for a second.
"Seven hundred gui neas Dodd?"
"That's the fellow, " Sharpe said

"But I'mnot after the reward. | just want to see the bugger dead."
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"Me too," Lockhart said grimy

"You?"

"Assaye," Lockhart said brusquely.

"What happened?”

"We charged his troops. They were knocki ng seven kinds of hell out of
the 74th and we caught the buggers in line. Knocked 'em hard back, but
we nust have had a dozen troopers unhorsed. W didn't stop, though, we
just kept after their cavalry and it wasn't till the battle was over
that we found our lads. They'd had their throats cut. Al of them"
"That sounds |i ke Dodd," Sharpe said. The renegade Englishman liked to
spread terror. Mke a man afraid, Dodd had once told Sharpe, and he
won't fight you so hard.

"So naybe I'Il go into Gawi |l ghur with you," Lockhart said.

"Caval ry?" Sharpe asked.

"They won't let cavalry into a real fight."

Lockhart grinned.

"I couldn't let an ensign go into a fight without help. Poor little
bugger m ght get hurt."

Shar pe | aughed. The cavalry had swerved off the road to pass a |long
columm of marching infantry who had set off before dawn on their nmarch
to Deogaum The | eading regi nent was Sharpe's own, the 74th, and

Shar pe noved even farther away fromthe road so that he would not have
to acknowl edge the nen who had wanted to be rid of him but Ensign
Venabl es spotted him | eaped the roadside ditch, and ran to his side.
"Going up in the world, Richard?" Venabl es asked.

"Borrowed gl ory," Sharpe said.

"The horse belongs to the igth."

Venabl es | ooked slightly relieved that Sharpe had not suddenly been
able to afford a horse.

"Are you with the pioneers now?" he asked.

"Not hi ng so grand,"” Sharpe said, reluctant to admit that he had been
reduced to being a bullock guard.

Venabl es did not really care.

"Because that's what we're doing," he explained, 'escorting the
pioneers. It seens they have to nake a road."

"Up there?" Sharpe guessed, nodding towards the fortress that
dom nat ed the plain.

"Captain Urquhart says you might be selling your conmi ssion," Venabl es
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sai d.

"Does he?"

"Are you?"

"Are you naking an offer?"

"I've got a brother, you see," Venabl es expl ai ned.
"Three actually.

And sone sisters. M father mght buy.” He took a piece of paper from
a pocket and handed it up to Sharpe.

"So if you go honme, why not see ny pater? That's his address. He
reckons one of ny brothers should join the arnmy. Ain't any good for
anyt hing el se, see?"

"I''"ll think on it," Sharpe said, taking the paper. The cavalry had
stretched ahead and so he cl apped his heels back, and the horse jerked
forward, throwi ng Sharpe back in the saddle. For a second he spraw ed,
al nost falling over the beast's runp, then he flailed wildly to catch
hi s bal ance and just managed to grasp the saddl e pormel. He thought he
heard |l aughter as he trotted away fromthe battalion

Gawi | ghur soared above the plain Iike a threat and Sharpe felt like a
poacher with nowhere to hide. Fromup there, Sharpe reckoned, the
approaching British arny would |l ook like so nmany ants in the dust. He
wi shed he had a tel escope to stare at the high, distant fortress, but
he had been reluctant to spend noney. He was not sure why. It was not
that he was poor, indeed there were few soldiers richer, yet he feared
that the real reason was that he felt fraudulent wearing an officer's
sash, and that if he were to buy the usual appurtenances of an officer
a horse and a tel escope and an expensive sword then he woul d be nocked
by those in the arny who clai med he shoul d never have been conmi ssi oned
inthe first place. Nor should he, he thought. He had been happi er as
a sergeant. Mich happier. Al the sane, he wished he had a tel escope
as he gazed up at the stronghold and saw a great billow of snoke jet
fromone of the bastions. Seconds |ater he heard the fadi ng boom of
the gun, but he saw no sign of the shot falling. It was as though the
cannonbal | had been swallowed into the warmair.

A mle short of the foothills the road split into three. The sepoy
horsenen went westwards, while the igth Light Dragoons took the right
hand path that angled away fromthe dom neering fortress. The country
becane nore broken as it was cut by snmall gullies and heaped with | ow
wooded ridges thfe first hints of the tumultuous surge of |and that
ended in the vast cliffs. Trees grewthick in those foothills, and
Deogaum was evi dently anong the | ow wooded hills. It lay east of
Gawi | ghur, safely out of range of the fortress's guns. A crackle of
nmusketry sounded froma tinbered cleft and the igth Dragoons, riding
ahead of Sharpe, spread into a line. Ahned grinned and nade sure his
nmusket was | oaded. Sharpe wondered which side the boy was on.

Anot her spatter of nuskets sounded, this tine to the west. The

Mahrattas nust have had nen in the foothills. Perhaps they were

stripping the villages of the stored grain? The sepoys of the East

I ndi a Conpany caval ry had vani shed, while the horsenen of the igth were

filing into the wooded cleft. A gun booned in the fort, and this tine
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Sharpe heard a thunp as a cannonball fell to earth |ike a stone far
behind him A patch of dust drifted froma field where the shot had
pl unmet ed, then he and Ahned foll owed the dragoons into the gully and
the |l eaves hid themfromthe invisible watchers high above.

The road twisted left and right, then energed into a patchwork of snal
fields and woods. A large village lay beyond the fields Sharpe guessed
it nmust be Deogaumthen there were shots to his left and he saw a crowd
of horsenen burst out of the trees a half-mile away. They were
Mahrattas, and at first Sharpe thought they were intent on charging the
i gth Light Dragoons, then he realized they were fleeing fromthe
Conpany cavalry. There were fifty or sixty of the eneny horsenen who,
on seeing the bl ue-and-yel |l ow coat ed dragoons, swerved southwards to
avoid a fight. The dragoons were turning, draw ng sabres and spurring
into pursuit. A trunpet sounded and the small fields were suddenly a
whirl of horses, dust and gl eam ng weapons.

Sharpe reined in anong a patch of trees, not wanting to be at the
centre of a Mahratta cavalry charge. The eneny horse pounded past in a
bl ur of hooves, shining helnets and | ance points. The Conpany cavalry
was still a quarter-mle behind when Ahned suddenly kicked back his
heel s and shot out of the hiding place to follow the Mahratta

caval ry.

Sharpe swore. The little bastard was running back to join the
Mahrattas. Not that Sharpe could blane him but he still felt

di sappoi nted. He knew he had no chance of catching Ahned who had
unslung his nusket and now rode up behind the rearnpost eneny horsenan.
That man | ooked round, saw Ahned was not in British uniform and so
ignored him Ahned gal | oped al ongsi de, then swung his nusket by its
barrel so that the heavy stock cracked into the Mahratta's forehead.

The man went off the back of his horse as though jerked by a rope.

His horse ran on, stirrups flapping. Ahned reined in, turned and
junped down beside his victim Sharpe saw the flash of a knife. The
sepoy cavalry was closer now, and they night think Ahned was the eneny,
so Sharpe shouted at the boy to cone back. Ahned scranbled back into
his saddl e and ki cked his horse to the trees where Sharpe waited. He
had plundered a sabre, a pistol and a | eather bag, and had a grin as

wi de as his face. The bag held two stale |oaves of flat bread, sonme

gl ass beads and a snmall book in a strange script. Ahned gave one | oaf
to Sharpe, threw away the book, draped the cheap beads about his neck
and hung the sabre at his waist, then watched as the dragoons cut into
the rearward ranks of the fugitives. There was the blacksnith's sound
of steel on steel, two horses stunbled in flurries of dust, a nman
staggered bleeding into a ditch, pistols banged, a | ance shivered point
downwards in the dry turf, and then the eneny horse was gone and the
British and sepoy cavalry reined in.

"Way can't you be a proper servant?" Sharpe asked Ahned.

"C ean ny boots, wash ny clothes, nake ny supper, eh?"

Ahned, who did not understand a word, just grinned.

"Instead | get sone nurderous urchin. So cone on, you bugger."

Shar pe kicked his horse towards the village. He passed a half-enpty

tank where sone clothes lay to dry on bushes, then he was in the dusty
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mai n street which appeared to be deserted, though he was aware of faces
wat chi ng nervously fromdark wi ndows and curtai n-hung doorways. Dogs
grow ed fromthe shade and two chickens scratched in the dust. The
only person in sight was a naked holy nan who sat cross | egged under a
tree, with his long hair cascading to the ground about him He ignored
Shar pe, and Sharpe ignored him

"W have to find a house," Sharpe told the unconprehendi ng Ahned.
"House, see? House."

The village headman, the naique, ventured into the street. At |east
Shar pe assuned he was the naique, just as the naique assuned that the
nmount ed sol dier was the | eader of the newy arrived caval rynen. He

cl asped his hands before his face and bowed to Sharpe, then clicked his
fingers to sumon a servant carrying a snall brass tray on which stood
alittle cup of arrack. The fierce liquor nade Sharpe's head feel
suddenly light. The naique was talking ten to the dozen, but Sharpe
qui etened himwith a wave.

"No good talking to nme," he said, "I'mnobody. Talk to him" He

poi nted to Col onel Huddl estone who was | eading his Indian caval rynen
into the village. The troopers di smounted as Huddl estone tal ked to the
headman. There was a squawk as the two chi ckens were snatched up

Huddl estone turned at the sound, but his nen all |ooked innocent.

H gh above Sharpe a gun banged in the fortress. The shot seared out to
fall sonmewhere in the plain where the British infantry marched.

The dragoons cane into the village, some with bl oodi ed sabres, and

Shar pe surrendered the two horses to Lockhart. Then he searched the
street to find a house for Torrance. He saw nothing which had a walled
garden, but he did find a small nud-wall ed hone that had a courtyard
and he dropped his pack in the main roomas a sign of ownership. There
was a wonan with two snmall children who shrank away from him

"It's all right," Sharpe said, 'you get paid. No one will hurt you."
The wonan wai |l ed and crouched as though expecting to be hit.

"Bl oody hell," Sharpe said, 'does no one in this bleeding country speak
Engl i sh?"

He had nothing to do now until Torrance arrived. He could have hunted
through the village to discover paper, a pen and ink so he could wite
to Sinmone and tell her about going to England, but he deci ded that
chore could wait. He stripped off his belt, sabre and jacket, found a
rope bed, and |lay down.

Far overhead the fortress guns fired. It sounded |ike distant
t hunder.

Shar pe sl ept.

Sergeant Obadi ah Hakeswi || tugged off his boots, releasing a stench
into the roomthat caused Captain Torrance to close his eyes.

"Good God," Torrance said weakly. The Captain felt ill enough already.

He had drunk the best part of a bottle of arrack, had woken in the

night with gripes in the belly, and then slept unevenly until dawn when

soneone had scratched at his door and Torrance had shouted at, the pest
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to go away, after which he had at last fallen into a deeper sleep. Now
he had been woken by Hakeswi || who, oblivious of the stench, began to
unwrap the cloths that bound his feet. It snelt, Torrance thought,

like rotted cheese that had been stored in a corpse's belly. He
shifted his chair slightly towards the wi ndow and pulled his dressing
gown tighter about his chest.
"I"'mtruly sorry about Naig," Torrance said. Hakeswill had listened in
disbelief to the tale of Naig's death and seened genui nely saddened by
it, just as he had been shocked by the news that Sharpe was now
Torrance's assistant.

"The bl eeding Scotch didn't want him sir, did they?" Hakesw I
sai d.

"Never thought the Scotch had nuch sense, but they had wits enough to
get rid of Sharpie." Hakeswill had uncovered his right foot and
Torrance, barely able to endure the stink, suspected there was bl ack
fungus grow ng between the Sergeant's toes.

"Now you've got him sir," Hakeswill went on, 'and | pities you, |
does. Decent officer |ike you

sir? Last thing you deserved. Bleeding Sharpie! He ain't got no
right to be an officer, sir, not Sharpie. He ain't a gentleman |like
your good self, sir. He's just a common toad, like the rest of us."

"So why was he conmi ssioned?" Torrance asked, watching as Hakeswi ||
tugged at the crusted cloth on his left foot.

"On account of saving the General's life, sir. Leastwi se, that's what
is said." Hakeswill paused as a spasm nmade his face twitch

"Saved Sir Arthur's life at Assaye. Not that | believe it, sir, but
Sir Arthur does, and the result of that, sir, is that Sir Arthur thinks
bl oody Sharpie is a blue eyed boy. Sharpie farts and Sir Arthur thinks
the wind's turned southerly.”

"Does he now?" Torrance asked. That was worth know ng.

"Four years ago, sir," Hakeswill said, "I had Sharpie flogged. Wuld
have been a dead 'un too, he would, |ike he deserved, only Sir Arthur
stopped the flogging after two hundred | ashes. Stopped it!" The
injustice of the act still galled the Sergeant.

"Now he's a bleedin' officer. | tells you, sir, the arny ain't what it
was. Gone to the dogs, it has." He pulled the cloth fromhis left

foot, then frowned at his toes.

"I washed themin August," he said in wondernent, 'but it don't |ook

like it, does it?"

"I't is now Decenber, Sergeant," Torrance said reprovingly.

"A good sluice should l|ast six nonths, sir.

"Some of us engage in a nore regular toilet," Torrance hinted.
"You would, sir, being a gentleman. Thing is, sir, | wuldn't nornmally
take the toe rags off, only there's a blister." Hakeswill frowned.
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"Haven't had a blister in years! Poor Naig. For a blackanoor he
wasn't a bad sort of fellow"

Nai g, Torrance believed, had been as evil a creature as any on the
surface of the earth, but he sniled piously at Hakeswill's tribute.

"We shall certainly niss him Sergeant.”
"Pity you had to hang him" sir, but what choice did you have?

Bet ween the devil and a deep bl ue buggeration, that's where you were,
sir. But poor Naig." Hakeswill shook his head in sad renenbrance.

"You shoul d have strung up Sharpie, sir, nore's the pity you couldn't.
Strung himup proper like what he deserves. A nurdering bastard, he
is, nmurdering!" And an indignant Hakeswill told Captain Torrance how
Sharpe had tried to kill him first by throwi ng himanong the Ti ppoo's
tigers, then by trapping himin a courtyard with an el ephant trained to
kill by crushing nen with its forefoot.

"Only the tigers weren't hungry, see, on account of being fed? And as
for the elephant, sir, | had ne knife, didn't 1? | jabbed it in the
paw, | did." He mned the stabbing action

"Right inits paw, deep in! It didn't likeit. | can't die, sir,

can't die." The Sergeant spoke hoarsely, believing every word. He had
been hanged as a child, but he had survived the gall ows and now
bel i eved he was protected fromdeath by his own guardi an angel

Mad, Torrance thought, bedl am nad, but he was neverthel ess fascinated
by badi ah Hakeswill. To look at, the Sergeant appeared the perfect
soldier; it was the twitch that suggested sonething nore interesting

| ay behind the bland blue eyes. And what |ay behind those childish
eyes, Torrance had deci ded, was a breathtaki ng nal evol ence, yet one
that was acconpani ed by an equal | y astoni shing confidence. Hakeswill,
Torrance had deci ded, would nurder a baby and find justification for

t he act.

"So you don't like Mster Sharpe?" Torrance asked.

"I hates him sir, and | don't mnd adnitting it. |'ve watched him |
have, slither his way up the ranks like a bleeding eel up a drain."

Hakeswi | | had taken out a knife, presumably the one which he had
stabbed into the el ephant's foot, and now cocked his right heel on his
| eft knee and laid the blade against the blister

Torrance shut his eyes to spare hinself the sight of Hakeswi ||
perform ng surgery.

"The thing is, Sergeant," he said, 'that Naig's brother would rather
like a private word with M ster Sharpe.”

"Does he now?" Hakeswil|l asked. He stabbed down.
"Look at that, sir.
Proper bit of pus. Soon be healed. Ain't had a blister in years!

Reckon it nust be the new boots."” He spat on the blade and poked the
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blister again.

"I''"ll have to soak the boots in vinegar, sir. So Jama wants Sharpe's
goo |ies does he?"

"Literally, as it happens. Yes."
"He can join the bl eeding queue."

"No!" Torrance said sternly.

"It is inportant to ne, Sergeant, that M ster Sharpe is delivered to
Jama. Alive. And that his di sappearance occasions no curiosity."

"You nean no one nust notice?" HakeswilPs face twitched while he
t hought, then he shrugged.

"Ain't difficult, sir."

"It isn't?"

"I'"ll have a word with Jama, sir. Then you can give Sharpie sone
orders, and I'll be waiting for him It'll be easy, sir. dad to do
it for you."

"You are a confort to ne, Sergeant."

"That's ny job, sir," Hakeswill said, then | eered at the kitchen door
where Clare Wall had appeared.

"Sunshine of ny life," he said in what he hoped was a w nning tone.
"Your tea, sir," Clare said, offering Torrance a cup

"A mug for the Sergeant, Brick! Were are your manners?"

"She don't need manners," Hakeswill said, still leering at the
terrified lare, 'not with what she's got. Put sone sugar init,
darling, if the Captain will spare ne sone."

"G ve himsugar, Brick," Torrance ordered.

Hakeswi | | watched Brick go back to the kitchen

"A proper little woman, that, sir. A flower, that's what she is, a
flower!"

"No doubt you would Iike to pluck her?"
"It's time | was married," Hakesw || said.
"A man should | eave a son, sir, says so in the scriptures.”

"You want to do sone begetting, eh?" Torrance said, then frowned as
soneone knocked on the outer door

"Cone!" he called.
An infantry captain whom neither man recogni zed put his head round the

door.
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"Captain Torrance?"

"That's ne," Torrance said grandly.

"Sir Arthur Wellesley's conplinents,” the Captain said, his acid tone
suggesting that the conplinents would be remarkably thin, 'but is there
any reason why the supplies have not noved northwards?"

Torrance stared at the nman. For a second he was speechl ess, then he
cursed under his breath.

"My conplinments to the General ," he said, 'and ny assurances that the
bullock train will be onits way i mediately."

He waited until the Captain had gone, then swore again.
"What happened, sir?" Hakeswi || asked.
"The bl oody chitties Torrance said.

"Still here. Dilip nust have cone for themthis norning, but | told
himto bugger off." He swore again.

"Bl oody Wellesley will pull ny guts out backwards for this."

Hakeswi I | found the chitties on the table and went to the door
| eaving small bl oody marks on the floor fromhis opened blister

"Dilly!

Dilly! You black bastard heat hen swine! Here, take these. On your
way! "

no
"Dam!" Torrance said, standing and pacing the small room
"Dam, damm, damm."

"Nothing to worry about, sir," Hakesw || said.

"Easy for you to say, Sergeant."

Hakeswi || grinned as his face was distorted by tw tches.

"Just bl ane soneone el se, sir,
arny."

he said, 'as is usually done in the

"Who? Sharpe? You said yourself he's Wellesley's blue-eyed boy.
I' msupposed to blame hin? O you, perhaps?"

Hakeswi || tried to cal mthe Captain down by giving himhis cup of
tea.

"Blane Dilly, sir, on account of himbeing a heathen bastard as bl ack
as ny new boots."

"He' Il sinply deny everything when questioned!"™ Torrance protested.
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Hakeswi | | sm | ed.

"Wn't be in a position to deny anything, sir, will he? On account of
being .. ." He paused, stuck his tongue out, opened his eyes w de and
made a choki ng noi se.

"Good God, Sergeant," Torrance said, shuddering at the horrid picture
suggested by Hakeswill's contorted face.

"Besides, he's a good clerk
It's damed difficult to replace good nen."

"It's easy, sir. Jama will give us a nan. G ve us a good nan."
Hakeswi | | grinned.

"I't'I'l make things nuch easier, sir, if we can trust the clerk as well
as each other."

Torrance flinched at the thought of being in | eague with Cbadi ah
Hakeswi I |, yet if he was ever to pay off his debts he needed the
Sergeant's cooperation. And Hakeswill was narvellously efficient. He
could strip the supplies bare and not |eave a trace of his handi work,

al ways naki ng sure soneone el se took the blame. And doubtless the
Sergeant was right. |If Jama could provide a clerk, then the clerk
could provide a false set of accounts. And if Dilip was blaned for the
|ate arrival of the pioneers' stores, then Torrance would be off that
particularly sharp and nasty hook. As ever, it seenmed as though
Hakeswi || could find his way through the thorniest of problens.

Just leave it to ne, sir," Hakeswi || said.

"I''ll look after everything, sir, | will." He bared his teeth at dare
who had brought his nug of tea

"You're the fl ower of wonanhood,” he told her, then watched
appreciatively as she scuttled back to the kitchen

"Her and ne, sir, are neant for each other. Says so in the
scriptures.”

"Not till Sharpe's dead," Torrance said.

"He'l| be dead, sir," Hakeswill prom sed, and the Sergeant shivered in
as he anticipated the riches that would follow that death. Not just
Clare Wall, but the jewels. The jewels! Hakeswill had divined that it
had been Sharpe who had killed the Tippoo Sultan in Seringapatam and
Shar pe who nust have stripped the ruler's body of its dianonds and
eneral ds and sapphires and rubies, and Sharpe, Hakesw Il reckoned, was
still hiding those stones. Fromfar away, dulled by the heat of the
day, cane the sound of artillery firing. Gaw | ghur, Hakeswi Il thought,
wher e Sharpe should not reach, on account of Sharpe being Hakeswill's
busi ness, and no one else's. | will be rich, the Sergeant pronised
himself, | will be rich

Col onel WIliam Dodd stood on the southernnost battlenents of Gawi | ghur
with his back against the parapet so that he was staring down into a
pal ace courtyard where Beny Singh had erected a striped pavilion
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Smal | silver bells that tinkled prettily in the small breeze were hung
fromthe pavilion's fringed hem while under the canopy a group of
nmusi ci ans pl ayed the strange, |ong-necked stringed instrunents which
made a nusic that, to Dodd' s ears, sounded |like the slow strangul ation
of cats. Beny Singh and a dozen pretty creatures in saris were playing
sonme formof Blind Man's Buff, and their laughter rose to the ranparts,
maki ng Dodd scowl, though if truth were told he was inordinately

j eal ous of Beny Singh. The man was plunp, short and timd, yet he
seenmed to work sone nmagical spell on the | adies, while Dodd, who was
tall, hard and scarred to prove his bravery, had to nake do with a

whor e.

Dam the Killadar. Dodd turned sharply away and stared over the
heat - baked plain. Beneath him and just far enough to the east to be
out of range of Gawi I ghur's |l argest guns, the edge of the British
encanpnent showed. Fromthis height the rows of dull white tents

| ooked |ike speckles. To the south, still a long way off, Dodd could
see the eneny baggage train trudgiilg towards its new encanpnent. It
was odd, he thought, that they should nmake the oxen carry their burdens
through the hottest part of the day. Usually the baggage narched j ust
after mdni ght and canped not |ong after dawn, but today the great herd
was stirring the dust into the broiling afternoon air and it | ooked,
Dodd thought, like a migrating tribe. There were thousands of oxen in
the arny's train, all |oaded with round shot, powder, tools, salt beef,
arrack, horseshoes, bandages, flints, nuskets,

spices, rice, and with themcane the nerchants' beasts and the
nmerchants' families, and the ox herdsnmen had their own fanmilies and
they all needed nore beasts to carry their tents, clothes and food. A
dozen el ephants plodded in the herd's centre, while a score of
dronedari es swayed el egantly behind the el ephants. Mysore cavalry
guarded the great caravan, while beyond the nounted picquets hal f naked
grass-cutters spread into the fields to collect fodder that they
stuffed into nets and | oaded onto yet nore oxen

Dodd gl anced at the sentries who guarded the southern stretch of
Gawi | ghur's wall's and he saw the awe on their faces as they watched the
enornous herd approach. The dust fromthe hooves rose to snear the
southern skyline |ike a vast sea fog.

"They're only oxen!" Dodd growl ed to the nen.
"Only oxen! Oxen don't fire guns. Oxen don't clinb walls."
None of them understood him but they grinned dutifully.

Dodd wal ked eastwards. After a while the wall ended, giving way to the
bare Iip of a precipice. There was no need for walls around nmuch of
the perineters of Gawilghur's twin forts, for nature had provided the
great cliffs that were higher than any ranpart a man coul d nake, but
Dodd, as he wal ked to the bluff's edge, noted places here and there
where an agile man could, with the help of a rope, scranble down the
rock face.

A few nen deserted Gawi |l ghur's garrison every day, and Dodd did not
doubt that this was how they escaped, but he did not understand why
they should want to go. The fort was inpregnable! Wy would a man not
wi sh to stay with the victors?

He reached a stretch of wall at the fort's southeastern corner and
99



there, high up on a gun platform he opened his tel escope and stared
down into the foothills. He searched for a long tine, his glass
skittering over trees, shrubs and patches of dry grass, but at l|last he
saw a group of nmen standi ng beside a narrow path. Sone of the men were
in red coats and one was in blue.

"What are you watching, Colonel?" Prince Manu Bappoo had seen Dodd on
the ranpart and had clinbed to join him

"British," Dodd said, without taking his eye fromthe tel escope.
"They're surveying a route up to the plateau."

Bappoo shaded his eyes and stared down, but without a tel escope he
could not see the group of nen.

"I't will take themnonths to build a road up to the hills."
"It'Il take themtwo weeks," Dodd said flatly.

"Less. You don't know how their engineers work, sahib, but | do.
They' || use powder to break through obstacles and a thousand axe nen to
wi den the tracks. They'll start their work tonmorrow and in a fortnight
they'll be running guns up to the hills." Dodd coll apsed the

t el escope.

"Let nme go down and break the bastards,"” he denanded.

"No, " Bappoo said. He had already had this argunent with Dodd who
wanted to take his Cobras down into the foothills and there harass the
road- nakers. Dodd did not want a stand-up fight, a battle of nusket

I i ne agai nst nusket line, but instead wanted to raid, anbush and scare
the eneny. He wanted to slow the British work, to dishearten the
sappers and, by such delaying tactics, force Wllesley to send forage
parties far into the countrysi de where they would be prey to the
Mahratta horsenmen who still roanmed the Deccan Pl ain.

Bappoo knew Dodd was right, and that the British road could be sl owed
by a canpai gn of harassnent, but he feared to |l et the white coated
Cobras | eave the fortress. The garrison was al ready nervous, awed by
the victories of Wellesley's small arny, and if they saw t he Cobras
march out of the fort then many would think they were bei ng abandoned
and the trickle of deserters would becone a fl ood.

"We have to slow them "™ Dodd snarl ed.
"W shall," Bappoo said.

"I shall send silladars, Colonel, and reward them for every weapon they
bring back to the fort. But you will stay here, and help prepare the
de fences He spoke firmy, showi ng that the subject was beyond

di scussion, then offered Dodd a gap-toothed smile and gestured towards
the palace at the centre of the Inner Fort.

"Come, Colonel, | want to show you sonething."

The two nen wal ked t hrough the snall houses that surrounded the pal ace,

past an Arab sentry who protected the pal ace precincts, then through

sone flowering trees where nonkeys crouched. Dodd could hear the

tinkle of the bells where Beny Singh was playing with his wonen, but
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that sound faded as the path twi sted deeper into the trees.

The path ended at a rock face that was pierced by an arched wooden
door. Dodd | ooked up while Bappoo unl ocked the door and saw that the
great rock slab forned the pal ace foundati ons and, when Bappoo thrust
back the creaking door, he understood that it led into the pal ace
cellars

A lantern stood on a shelf just inside the door and there was a pause
while Bappoo it its wick

"Cone, " Bappoo said, and | ed Dodd into the marvel ous cool ness of the
huge | ow cel |l ar.

"I't is runoured," Bappoo said, 'that we store the treasures of Berar in
here, and in one sense it is true, but they are not the treasures that
men usually dreamof." He stopped by a row of barrels and casually
knocked off their lids, revealing that the tubs were filled wth copper
coi ns.

"No gold or silver," Bappoo said, 'but noney all the sane. Money to
hire new nercenaries, to buy new weapons and to nake a new arny."
Bappoo trickled a streamof the newwy nminted coins through his
fingers.

"W have been |l ax in paying our nen," he confessed.

"My brother, for all his virtues, is not generous with his treasury."

Dodd grunted. He was not sure what virtues the Rajah of Berar did
possess. Certainly not val our, nor generosity, but the Rajah was
fortunate in his brother, for Bappoo was |oyal and evidently deterni ned
to make up for the Rajah's shortcom ngs.

"Gold and silver," Dodd said, 'would buy better arns and nore nen."

"My brother will not give ne gold or silver, only copper. And we nust
work with what we have, not with what we dreamof." Bappoo put the
lids back onto the barrels, then edged between themto where rack after
rack of muskets stood.

"These, Colonel," he said, 'are the weapons for that new arny."

There were thousands of nuskets, all brand new, and all equipped with
bayonets and cartridge boxes. Sone of the guns were locally nade
copi es of French nuskets, but several hundred | ooked to Dodd to be of
British nake. He lifted one fromthe racks and saw the Tower nmark on
its | ock.

"How did you get these?" he asked, surprised.
Bappoo shrugged.

"W have agents in the British canp. They arrange it. W neet sone of
their supply convoys well to the south and pay for their contents. It
seens there are traitors in the British arnmy who woul d rat her nake
noney than seek victory."

"You buy guns with copper?" Dodd asked scathingly. He could not
i magi ne any man selling a Tower nusket for a handful of copper
101



"No, " Bappoo confessed.

"To buy the weapons and the cartridges we need gold, so | use ny own.
My brother, | trust, will repay ne one day."

Dodd frowned at the hawk-faced Bappoo.

"You' re using your noney to keep your brother on the throne?" he asked
and, though he waited for an answer, none cane. Dodd shook his head,
implying that "5

Bappoo's nobility was beyond understandi ng, then he cocked and fired
t he unl oaded nusket. The spark of the flint flashed a sparkle of red
Iight against the stone ceiling.

"A nusket inits rack kills no one," he said.

"True. But as yet we don't have the nmen to carry these nuskets. But
we will, Colonel. Once we have defeated the British the other kingdons
will join us." That, Dodd reflected, was true enough. Scindia, Dodd's
erstwhil e enpl oyer, was suing for peace, while Hol kar, the nost

form dabl e of the Mahratta nonarchs, was staying al oof fromthe
contest, but if Bappoo did win his victory, those chieftains would be
eager to share future spoils.

"And not just the other kingdons," Bappoo went on, 'but warriors from
all India will cone to our banner. | intend to raise a conpoo arned
with the best weapons and trained to the very highest standard. Many,
| suspect, will be sepoys from Wl lesley's defeated arny and they wll
need a new naster when he is dead. | thought perhaps you would | ead
t henP"

Dodd returned the nusket to its rack

"You'll not pay ne with copper, Bappoo."

Bappoo snil ed.

"You will pay ne with victory, Colonel, and | shall reward you with
gold."

Dodd saw sone unfam liar weapons farther down the rack. He lifted one
and saw it was a hunting rifle. The lock was British, but the filigree
decoration on the stock and barrel was Indian.

"You're buying rifles?"

he asked.

"No better weapon for skirm shing," Bappoo said.

"Maybe, " Dodd al |l owed grudgingly. The rifle was accurate, but slow to
| oad.

"A small group of nmen with rifles," Bappoo said, 'backed up by nuskets,
could be form dable."

"Maybe, " Dodd said again, then, instead of putting the rifle back onto
the rack, he slung it on his shoul der
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"I'd like to try it," he expl ai ned.
"You have ammunition?"

Bappoo gestured across the cellar, and Dodd went and scooped up sone
cartridges.

"If you've got the cash," he called back, 'why not raise your new arny
now. Bring it to Gaw |l ghur."

"There's no tine," Bappoo said, 'and besides, no one will join us now.
They think the British are beating us. So if we are to nake our new
army, Colonel, then we nust first win a victory that will ring through
India, and that is what we shall do here at Gawi |l ghur." He spoke very
confidently, for Bappoo, |ike Dodd, believed Gawi | ghur to be
unassailable. He led the Englishman back to the entrance, blew out the
lantern and carefully | ocked the arnmoury door

The two nen clinbed the sl ope beside the pal ace, passing a |ine of
servants who carried drinks and sweetneats to where Beny Singh whiled
away the afternoon. As ever, when Dodd thought of the Killa-dar, he
felt a surge of anger. Beny Singh should have been organizing the
fortress's de fences but instead he frittered away his days wi th wonen
and |iquor. Bappoo nust have divined Dodd' s thoughts, for he

gri maced.

"My brother |ikes Beny Singh. They anuse each other."
"Do they amuse you?" Dodd asked.

Bappoo paused at the northern side of the palace and there he gazed
across the ravine to the Quter Fort which was garrisoned by his Lions
of All ah.

"I swore an oath to ny brother,"
my oaths."

he answered, 'and | am a man who keeps

"There nust be those," Dodd said carefully, 'who would rather see you
as Raj ah?"

"OfF course," Bappoo answered equably, 'but such nen are ny brother's
enem es, and ny oath was to defend ny brother against all his enenies.”
He shrugged.

"W nust be content, Colonel, with what fate grants us. It has granted
me the task of fighting ny brother's wars, and | shall do that to the
best of nmy ability." He pointed to the deep ravine that |ay between
the Quter and the Inner Forts.

"And there, Colonel, | shall win a victory that will make my brother
the greatest ruler of all India.

The British cannot stop us. Even if they nmake their road, even if they
haul their guns up to the hills, even if they nake a breach in our

wal I's and even if they capture the Quter Fort, they nust still cross
that ravine, and they cannot do it. No one can do it." Bappoo stared
at the steep gorge as if he could already see its rocks soaked in eneny
bl ood.
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"Who rul es that ravine, Colonel, rules India, and when we have our
victory then we shall unlock the cellar and raise an arny that wll
drive the redcoats not just from Berar, but from Hyderabad, from Mysore
and from Madras. | shall nake ny brother Enperor of all southern
India, and you and I, Colonel, shall be his warlords."” Bappoo turned
to gaze into the dust sneared i mensity of the southern sky.

"It will all belong to ny brother,"
here. At Gawi | ghur."

he said softly, "but it will begin

And here, Dodd suddenly thought, it would end for Bappoo. No nman who
was wWilling to endure a feeble wetch |like Beny Singh, or protect a
cowardly libertine like the Rajah, deserved to be a warlord of al

I ndi a.

No, Dodd thought, he would win his own victory here, and then he woul d
stri ke agai nst Bappoo and agai nst Beny Singh, and he would raise his
own arny and use it to strike terror into the rich southern ki ngdons.
O her Europeans had done it. Benoit de Boigne had nade hinself richer
than the kings of all Christendom while George Thomas, an illiterate
Irish sailor, had risen to rule a princedomfor his w dowed m stress.
Dodd saw hinself as a new Presterjohn. He would make a ki ngdom from
the rotting scraps of India, and he would rule froma new palace in
Gawi | ghur that would be like no other in the world. He would have
roofs of gold, walls of white marble and garden paths nmade from pearl s,
and nen fromall India would cone to pay hi mhonmage. He would be Lord
of Gawi | ghur, Dodd thought, and smled. Not bad for a mller's son
fromSuffolk, but Gawi Il ghur was a place to stir dreans for it lifted
men's thoughts into the heavens, and Dodd knew that India, above al
the lands on God's earth, was a place where dreans could cone true

Here a man was either namde rich beyond all desire, or el se becane
not hi ng.

And Dodd woul d not be nothing. He would be Lord of Gawi I ghur and the
terror of India.

Once the redcoats were defeated.

"I's this the best you could nmanage, Sharpe?" Torrance enquired,
| ooki ng about the main room of the conmmandeered house.

"No, sir," Sharpe said.

"There was a lovely house just up the road. Big shady courtyard,
coupl e of pools, a fountain and a gaggle of dancing girls, but I
t hought you might prefer the view fromthese w ndows."
"Sarcasmill becones an ensign,"
on the earthen floor

Torrance said, dropping his saddl ebags

"Indeed, very little becones ensigns, Sharpe, except a hunble devotion
to serving their betters. | suppose the house will have to suffice.
Wio is that?" He shuddered as he stared at the wonman whose house he
was occupyi ng.

"She |ives here, sir.

"Not now, she doesn't. GCet rid of the black bitch, and her fou
children. Brick!"
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Care Wall cane in fromthe sunlight, carrying a sack
"Sir?"

"I'"'mhungry, Brick. Find the kitchen. W nade a late start, Sharpe,"
Torrance expl ai ned, 'and m ssed di nner."

"I inmagine that's why the General wants to see you, sir,"
sai d.

Shar pe

"Not because you nissed dinner, but because the supplies weren't here
on tinme."

Torrance stared at Sharpe in horror.
"Wel | esl ey wants to see ne?"
"Six o'clock, sir, at his tent."

"Ch, Christ!" Torrance threw his cocked hat across the room Just
because the supplies were a little |ate?"

"Twel ve hours late, sir.
Torrance glared at Sharpe, then fished a watch fromhis fob

"It's half past five already! God help us! Can't you brush that coat,
Shar pe?"

"He don't want to see ne, sir. Just you."

"Well, he's bloody well going to see both of us. Cean uniform
Shar pe, hair brushed, paws washed, face scrubbed, Sunday best."

Torrance frowned suddenly.
"Way didn't you tell ne you saved Wellesley's |ife?"
"I's that what | did, sir?"

"I mean, good God, nman, he nust be grateful to you?" Torrance asked.
Shar pe just shrugged.
"You saved his life," Torrance insisted, 'and that neans he's in your
debt, and you nust use the advantage. Tell himwe don't have enough
men to run the supply train properly. Put in a good word for ne,
Sharpe, and 1'll repay the favour. Brick! Forget the food! | need a
cl ean stock, boots polished, hat brushed. And give ny dress coat a
pressing!"

Sergeant Hakeswi || edged through the door

"Your amnock sir," he said to Torrance, then saw Sharpe and a sl ow
grin spread across his face.

"Look who it isn't. Sharpie!"
Torrance wheel ed on the Sergeant.
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"M ster Sharpe is an officer, Hakeswill! In this unit we do observe
the proprieties!”

"Quite forgot nyself, sir," Hakeswill said, his face twitching, 'on
account of being reunited with an old conrade. M ster Sharpe, ever so
pl eased to see you, sir."

"Lying bastard,"” Sharpe said.

"Ain't officers supposed to observe the properties, sir?" Hakesw ||
demanded of Torrance, but the Captain had gone in search of his native
servant who had charge of the luggage. Hakeswill |ooked back to

Shar pe.

"Fated to be with you, Sharpie.”

"9

"You stay out of ny light, Obadiah," Sharpe said, "or I'll slit your
throat."

"I can't be killed, Sharpie, can't be killed!" Hakeswill's face

wrenched itself in a series of twtches.

"It says so in the scriptures."” He |ooked Sharpe up and down, then
shook his head ruefully.

"I've seen better things dangling off the tails of sheep, | have. You
ain't an officer, Sharpie, you' re a bl eeding disgrace."

Torrance backed into the house, shouting at his servant to drape the
wi ndows with nuslin, then turned and hurried to the kitchen to harry
Clare. He tripped over Sharpe's pack and swore.

"Whose is this?"

"M ne," Sharpe said.

"You're not thinking of billeting yourself here, are you, Sharpe?"
"Good as anywhere, sir."

"I like nmy privacy, Sharpe. Find sonmewhere else." Torrance suddenly

renenbered he was speaking to a man who ni ght have influence with
Vel | esl ey.

"If you'd be so kind, Sharpe. | just can't abide being crowded.
An affliction, | know, but there it is. | need solitude, it's ny
nat ure.

Brick! Did1l tell you to brush my hat? And the plune needs a
conbi ng. "

Shar pe picked up his pack and wal ked out to the small garden where
Ahned was sharpening his new tulwar. Clare Wall followed himinto the
sunlight, nuttered sonething under her breath, then sat and started to
poli sh one of Torrance's boots.

"Way the hell do you stay w th hin®"
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Shar pe asked.

She paused to | ook at Sharpe. She had oddly hooded eyes that gave her
face an air of delicate nystery.

"What choice do | have?" she asked, resum ng her polishing.

Shar pe sat beside her, picked up the other boot and rubbed it wth
bl ackbal I .

"So what's he going to do if you bugger off?"

She shrugged.

"I owe himnoney."

"Like hell. How can you owe hi m noney?"

"He brought ny husband and ne here," she said, 'paid our passage from
Engl and. W agreed to stay three years. Then Charlie died." She
paused agai n, her eyes suddenly gl eaning, then sniffed and began to
polish the boot obsessively.

Shar pe | ooked at her. She had dark eyes, curling black hair and a | ong
upper lip. |If she was not so tired and ni serable, he thought, she
woul d be a very pretty wonan.

"How ol d are you, |ove?"

She gave hima sceptical glance.

"Who's your wonan in Seringapatam then?"

"She's a Frenchie," Sharpe said.

"A widow, |ike you."

"Officer's widow?" Care asked. Sharpe nodded.

"And you're to marry her?" Care asked.

"Nothing like that," Sharpe said

"Li ke what, then?" she asked.

"I don't know, really." Sharpe said. He spat on the boot's flank and
rubbed the spittle into the bootbl ack

"But you like her?" dare asked, picking the dirt fromthe boot's
spur. She seened enbarrassed to have posed the question, for she
hurried on.

"I'"'mnineteen," she said, 'but nearly twenty."

"Then you're old enough to see a | awer," Sharpe said.

"You ain't indentured to the Captain. You have to sign papers, don't
you? O nmke your nark on a paper. That's how it was done in the

foundl i ng hone where they dunped ne. Wanted to nake ne into a chi nmey
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sweep, they did! Bloody hell! But if you didn't sign indenture
papers, you should talk to a | awyer."

O are paused, staring at a sad tree in the courtyard's centre that was
dyi ng fromthe drought.

"I wanted to get narried a year back," she said softly, '"and that's
what Tomtold ne. He were called Tom see? A cavalryman, he was. Only
a youngster."

"What happened?”
"Fever," she said bl eakly.

"But it wouldn't have worked anyway, because Torrance woul dn't ever |et
me marry." She began polishing the boot again.

"He said he'd see ne dead first." She shook her head.

"But what's the point in seeing a lawer? You think a | awer would
talk to ne? They like noney, |awers do, and do you know a | awer in
India that ain't in the Conpany's pocket? Mnd you' she gl anced
towards the house to nmake sure she was not being overheard 'he hasn't
got any noney either. He gets an allowance fromhis uncle and his
Conpany pay and he ganbles it all away, but he always seens to find
nore." She paused.

"And what would | do if | wal ked away?" She |left the question hanging
in the warmair, then shook her head.

"I'mmles frombleeding hone. | don't know. He was good to ne at
first. | liked him | didn't know himthen, you see." She half
sm | ed.

"Funny, isn't it? You think because soneone's a gentlenman and the son
of a clergyman that they have to be kind? But he ain't." She
vi gorously brushed the boot's tassel

"And he's been worse since he net that Hakeswill. | do hate him" She
si ghed.
"Just fourteen nonths to go," she said wearily, 'and then I'Il have

paid the debt."

"Hell, no," Sharpe said.

"Wal k away fromthe bugger."

She picked up Torrance's hat and began brushing it.

"I don't have family," she said, 'so where would | go?"

"You' re an or phan?"

She nodded.

"I got work as a house girl in Torrance's uncle's house.

That's where | net Charlie. He were a footman. Then M. Henry,

that's his uncle, see, said we should join the Captain's househol d.
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Charlie becane Captain Torrance's valet. That was a step up. And the
noney was better, only we weren't paid, not once we were in Madras. He
said we had to pay our passage."

"What the devil are you doi ng, Sharpe?" Torrance had cone into the
gar den.

"You' re not supposed to clean boots! You're an officer!"

Sharpe tossed the boot at Torrance. "I keep forgetting, sir.

If you nmust cl ean boots, Sharpe, start with your own. Good God, nan!
You | ook like a tinker!"

"The General's seen ne | ooki ng worse," Sharpe said.

"Besi des, he never did care what nen | ooked like, sir, so long as they
do their job properly."

"I do mine properly!™ Torrance bridled at the inplication

"I just need nore staff. You tell himthat, Sharpe, you tell hinl Gve
me that hat, Brick! W're late."

In fact Torrance arrived early at the General's tent and had to kick
his heels in the evening sunshine.

"What exactly did the General say when he summpned ne?" he asked
Shar pe.

"He sent an aide, sir. Captain Canpbell. Wnted to know where the
supplies were."

"You told himthey were coni ng?"

"Told himthe truth, sir."

"Whi ch was?"

"That | didn't bloody well know where they were."

"Ch, Christ! Thank you, Sharpe, thank you very nuch." Torrance
twitched at his sash, nmaking the silk fall nore el egantly.

"Do you know what |oyalty is?"

Bef ore Sharpe could answer the tent flaps were pushed aside and Captain
Canmpbel | ducked out into the sunlight.

"Wasn't expecting you, Sharpe!" he said genially, holding out his
hand.

Shar pe shook hands.

"How are you, sir?"

"Busy, " Canpbell said.

"You don't have to go in if you don't want."
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"He does," Torrance sai d.

Shar pe shrugged.

"Mght as well," he said, then ducked into the tent's yellow |ight as
Canpbel I pul | ed back the flap.

The General was in his shirtsleeves, sitting behind a table that was
covered with Major Bl ackiston's sketches of the |and bridge to
Gawi | ghur. Bl acki ston was beside him travel -stained and tired, while
an irascibl e-1o0o0king nmajor of the Royal Engineers stood two paces
behind the table. |If the General was surprised to see Sharpe he showed
no sign of it, but instead | ooked back to the draw ngs.

"How wi de is the approach?" he asked.

"At its narrowest, sir, about fifty feet." Blackiston tapped one of
t he sket ches.

"I't's wide enough for nost of the approach, two or three hundred yards,
but just here there's a tank and it squeezes the path cruelly. A
ravine to the left, a tank to the right."

"Fall to your death on one side," the General said, 'and drown on the
other. And doubtless the fifty feet between is covered by their

guns?"

"Snot hered, sir. Mist be twenty heavy cannon | ooki ng down the throat
of the approach, and God knows how nuch smaller netal.

Plenty."

Vel | esl ey renoved the inkwells that had been serving as weights so that
the drawings rolled up with a snap

"Not nmuch choice, though, is there?" he asked.

"None, sir.

Vel | esl ey | ooked up suddenly, his eyes seeming very blue in the tent's
hal f |ight.

"The supply train is twelve hours late, Captain. Why?"
He spoke quietly, but even Sharpe felt a shiver go through him
Torrance, his cocked hat held beneath his left arm was sweating.

"I I.. ." he said, too nervous to speak properly, but then he took
a deep breath.

"I was ill, sir, and unable to supervise properly, and ny clerk failed
to issue the chitties It was a nost regrettable occurrence, sir, and
| can assure you it will not happen again."

The CGeneral stared at Torrance in silence for a few seconds.

"Col onel Wallace gave you Ensign Sharpe as an assistant? Did Sharpe
al so fail to obey your orders?"
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"I had sent M ster Sharpe ahead, sir," Torrance said. The sweat was
now pouring down his face and dripping fromhis chin.

"So why did the clerk fail in his duties?"

"Treachery, sir," Torrance said.
The answer surprised Wllesley, as it was neant to. He tapped his
pencil on the table's edge.

"Treachery?" he asked in a | ow voice

"It seenmed the clerk was in | eague with a nmerchant, sir, and had been
selling himsupplies. And this norning, sir, when he should have been
issuing the chitties he was enpl oyed on his own business."

"And you were too ill to detect his treachery?"

"Yes, sir," Torrance said al nost pleadingly.

"At first, sir, yes, sir.

Wl | esl ey gazed at Torrance for a few silent seconds, and the Captain
had the unconfortable feeling that the blue eyes saw right into his
soul

"So where is this treacherous clerk now, Captain?" Wellesley asked at
| ast .

"W hanged him sir," Torrance said and Sharpe, who had not heard of
Dilip's death, stared at himin astonishnent.

The General slapped the table, making Torrance junp in alarm
"You seemvery fond of hanging, Captain Torrance?"
"A necessary renedy for theft, sir, as you have nade plain."

"I, sir? 1?" The General's voice, when he becane angry, did not
becone | ouder, but nore precise and, therefore, nore chilling.

"The general order mandating sunmary death by hanging for thievery,
Captain, applies to nen in uniform King' s and Conpany nen only. It
does not apply to civilians. Does the dead nman have famly?"

"No, sir," Torrance said. He did not really know the answer, but
decided it was better to say no than to prevaricate.

"If he does, Captain," Wellesley said softly, "and if they conplain,
then | shall have no choice but to put you on trial, and depend upon
it, sir, that trial will be in the civilian courts."

"I apol ogi ze, sir," Torrance said stiffly, 'for ny over-zeal ousness."

The General stayed silent for a few seconds.

"Supplies were mssing," he said after a while.

"Yes, sir," Torrance agreed weakly.
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"Yet you never reported the thefts?" Wllesley said.

"I did not believe you wished to be troubled by every nishap, sir,"
Torrance said.

"M shap!" Wellesley snapped.

"Muskets are stolen, and you call that a mishap? Such mishaps, Captain
Torrance, lose wars. In future you will informny staff when such
depredations are nade." He stared at

Torrance for a few seconds, then | ooked at Shar pe.

"Col onel Huddl estone tells ne it was you, Sharpe, who di scovered the
m ssi ng supplies?"

"Al'l but the nuskets, sir. They're still mssing."
"How did you know where to | ook?"

"Captain Torrance's clerk told ne where to buy supplies, sir.
shrugged.

Shar pe

"I guessed they were the nissing itens, sir.

Wel | esl ey grunted. Sharpe's answer appeared to confirm Torrance's
accusations, and the Captain gave Sharpe a grateful glance. Wllesley
saw t he gl ance and rapped the table, denanding Torrance's attention

"It is a pity, Captain, that we could not have questioned the nerchant
before you so summarily executed him May | presune you did
interrogate the clerk?"

"My sergeant did, sir, and the wetch confessed to having sold itens to
Nai g." Torrance blushed as he told the lie, but it was so hot in the
tent and he was sweating so heavily that the blush went unnoti ced.

"Your sergeant?" \Wellesley asked.

"You nean your havil dar?"

"Sergeant, sir," Torrance said.

"I inherited himfrom Captain Mackay, sir. Sergeant Hakeswill."
"Hakeswi I I!'" the General said in astonishnent.

"What's he still doing here? He should be back with his reginent!"”
"He stayed on, sir," Torrance said, '"with two of his nen. His other
two died, sir, fever. And he had no alternative orders, sir, and he
was too useful to let go, sir."

"Useful!" Wellesley said. He had been the conmandi ng officer of the
33rd, Hakeswill's reginent, and he knew the Sergeant well. He shook
hi s head.

"I'f you find himuseful, Torrance, then he can stay till Gaw | ghur's
fallen. But then he returns to his reginent. You'll nake sure of
t hat, Canpbel | ?"
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"Yes, sir," the aide said.

"But | believe sone of the 33rd are on their way here, sir, so the
Sergeant can return with them"

"The 33rd coning here?" Wllesley asked in surprise. "I ordered no
such thing."

"Just a conpany, sir," Canpbell expl ai ned.

"I believe headquarters detailed themto escort a convoy."

"Doubt| ess we can nake use of them" the General said grudgingly.

"I's it awkward for you, Sharpe? Serving with Hakeswill?" Oficers who
were pronoted fromthe ranks were never expected to serve with their
old reginents, and Wl l esley was plainly wonderi ng whet her Sharpe found

his ol d conrades an enbarrassnent.

"I daresay you'll get by," the General said, not waiting for an
answer .

"You usually do. Wallace tells ne he's recommended you for the
Rifles?"

"Yes, sir."

"That could suit you, Sharpe. Suit you very well. |In the neantineg,
the nore you | earn about supplies, the better." The cold eyes |ooked
back to Torrance, though it appeared the General was still talking to
Shar pe.

"There is a nisapprehension in this arny that supplies are of snal
i mportance, whereas wars are won by efficient supply, nore than they
are won by acts of gallantry. Wich is why | want no nore del ays."

"There will be none, sir," Torrance said hastily.

"And if there are," Wellesley said, '"there will be a court nartial. You
may depend upon that, Captain. Mjor Elliott?" The CGeneral spoke to

t he engi neer who until now had been a spectator of Torrance's

di sconfiture.

"Tell nme what you need to build our road, Mjor."

"A hundred bullocks," Elliott said sourly, 'and none of your spavi ned
beasts, Torrance. | want a hundred prinme Mysore oxen to carry tinber
and road stone. |I'll need rice every day for a half-battalion of
sepoys and an equi val ent nunber of pioneers."

"Of course, sir," Torrance said.

"And 1'Il take himi Elliott stabbed a finger at Sharpe 'because | need
sonmeone in charge of the bullocks who knows what he's doing."

Torrance opened his nouth to protest, then sensibly shut it.
Vel | esl ey gl anced at i Shar pe.
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"You'll attach yourself to Major Elliott, Sharpe. Be with himat dawn
tonorrow, with the bullocks, and you, Captain Torrance, will ensure the
daily supplies go up the road every dawn. And | want no nore sunmnary
hangi ngs. "

"OF course not, sir." Torrartce, relieved to be let off so lightly,
ducked his head in an awkward bow.

"Good day to you both," the General said sourly, then watched as the
two officers left the tent. He rubbed his eyes and stifled a yawn.

"How long to drive the road, Elliott?"
"Two weeks?" the Major suggested.

"You' ve got one week. One week!" The General forestalled Elliott's
prot est.

"Good day to you, Elliott."

The engi neer grunbled as he ducked out into the fading |light.
Wellesley grimaced. "lIs Torrance to be trusted?" he asked.

"Comes froma good famly, sir," Blackiston said

"So did Nero, as | recall," Wellesley retorted.

"But at |east Torrance has got Sharpe, and even if Sharpe won't nake a
good officer, he's got the nmakings of a decent sergeant. He did well
to find those supplies.”

"Very well, sir," Canpbell said warmy

Wel | esl ey | eaned back in his chair. A flicker of distaste showed on
his face as he recalled the terrible nonent when he had been unhorsed
at Assaye. He did not renenber nuch of the incident for he had been
dazed, but he did recall watching Sharpe kill with a savagery that had
astoni shed him He disliked being beholden to such a nan, but the
CGeneral knew he would not be alive if Sharpe had not risked his own
life.

"I shoul d never have given Sharpe a conmission,"” he said ruefully.

"A

man |i ke that would have been quite content with a fiscal reward. A
fungi ble reward. That's what our nen want, Canpbell, sonething that
can be turned into rumor arrack."

"He appears to be a sober nman, sir," Canpbell said.

"Probably because he can't afford the drink! Oficers' nesses are

dammed expensive places, Canpbell, as you well know. | reward Sharpe
by plunging himinto debt, eh? And God knows if the Rifles are any
cheaper. | can't imagine they will be. He needs sonething fungible,

Campbel I, sonething fungible." Wllesley turned and runmaged in the
saddl ebags that were piled behind his chair. He brought out the new
tel escope with the shall ow eyepi ece that had been a gift fromthe
nmer chants of Madras.
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"Find a goldsnith in the canp followers, Canpbell, and see if the
fellow can replace that brass plate."

"Wth what, sir?"

Not hing too flowery, the General thought, because the glass was only
going to be pawned to pay ness bills or buy gin.

"In gratitude, AW" he said, 'and add the date of Assaye. Then give it
to Sharpe with ny conplinents.”

"I't's very generous of you, sir," Canpbell said, taking the glass, 'but
perhaps it would be better if you presented it to hin®"

"Maybe, maybe. Bl ackiston! Were do we site guns?" The Cenera
unrol I ed the sketches.

"Candl es," he ordered, for the Iight was fading fast.

The shadows stretched and joined and turned to night around the British
canp. Candles were lit, lanterns hung fromridge-poles and fires fed
wi th bul l ock dung. The picquets stared at shadows in the darkness, but
sonme, lifting their gaze, saw that high above themthe tops of the
cliffs were still in daylight and there, Iike the hone of the gods, the
wal I's of a fortress showed deadly black where Gawi | ghur waited their
coni ng.

CHAPTER 5

The first part of the road was easy enough to build, for the existing
track wound up the gender slopes of the foothills, but even on the
first day Major Elliott was filled with gl oom

"Can't do it in a week!" the engi neer grunbl ed.

"Man's nmad! Expects miracles. Jacob's |adder, that's what he wants."
He cast a norbid eye over Sharpe's bullocks, all of themprine Msore
beasts with brightly painted horns fromwhich tassels and snmall bells
hung.

"Never did like working with oxen," Elliott conplai ned.

"Bring any el ephants?"

"I can ask for them sir."

"Nothing like an el ephant. Right, Sharpe, |oad the beasts with snal
stones and keep following the track till you catch up with nme. Got

t hat ?"

Elliott hauled hinself onto his horse and settled his feet in the
stirrups.

"Bl oody miracles, that's what he wants,"” the Major grow ed, then
spurred onto the track.

"Elliott!"™ Major Sinons, who comanded the half-battalion of sepoys
who guarded the pioneers building the road, called in alarm
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"I haven't reconnoitred beyond the small hillock! The one with the two
trees.”

"Can't wait for your fellows to wake up, Sinbns. Got a road to build
in a week. Can't be done, of course, but we nust | ook wlling.

Pi nckney! | need a havildar and sone stout fellows to carry pegs. Tel
"emto follow ne."

Captai n Pinckney, the officer in charge of the East |ndia Conpany
pi oneers, spat onto the verge.

"Waste of bloody tine."
"What is?" Sharpe asked.

"Pegging out the route! W follow the footpath, of course. Bl oody

nati ves have been scurrying up and down these hills for centuries." He
turned and shouted at a havildar to organize a party to follow Elliott
up the hill, then set the rest of his nmen to | oading the oxen's

panniers with snall stones.

The road nade good progress, despite Elliott's msgivings, and three
days after they had begun the pioneers cleared a space anong the trees
to establish a nakeshift artillery park where the siege guns could wait
while the rest of the road was forged. Sharpe was busy and, because of
that, happy. He liked Sinons and Pinckney, and even Elliott proved

af fable. The Major had taken Wellesley's denmands that the road be nade
in a week as a challenge, and he pressed the pioneers hard.

The eneny seened to be asleep. Elliott would ride far ahead to
reconnoitre the route and never once saw a Mahratta.

"Stupid fools," Elliott said one night beside the fire, 'they could
hold us here for nonths!"

"You still shouldn't ride so far ahead of ny picquets,"
the Maj or.

Si nons reproved

"Stop fussing, man," Elliott said, and next norning, as usual, he rode
out in front to survey the day's work.

Sharpe was again bringing stones up the road that norning. He was

wal king at the head of his ox train on the wooded stretch above the
newly nade artillery park. The day's heat was growi ng and there was
little wind in the thick woods of teak and cork trees that covered the
low hills. G oups of pioneers felled trees where they nmight obstruct a
gun carriage's progress, and here and there Sharpe saw a whitewashed
peg showi ng where Elliott had marked the track. Shots sounded ahead,
but Sharpe took no notice. The upland valleys had becone a favourite
hunting ground for the shi karees who used nets, snares and ancient
mat chl ocks to kill hares, wild pigs, deer, quail and partridge that
they sold to the officers, and Sharpe assuned a party of the hunters
was close to the track, but after a few seconds the firing intensified.
The nmusketry was nmuffled by the thick | eaves, but for a nonent the
sound was constant, alnpbst at battle pitch, before, as suddenly as it
had erupted, it stopped.

Hi s bullock drivers had halted, nmade nervous by the firing.

"Conme on!" Sharpe encouraged them None of them spoke English, and
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Shar pe had no idea which | anguage they did speak, but they were

good- natured nen, eager to please, and they prodded their heavily | aden
bul | ocks onwards. Ahnmed had unslung his nusket and was peering ahead.
He suddenly raised the gun to his shoul der, and Sharpe pushed it down
before the boy could pull the trigger

"They're ours," he told the Iad.

" Sepoys. "

A dozen sepoys hurried back through the trees. Major Sinons was with
them and, as they cane closer, Sharpe saw the nmen were carrying a
makeshi ft stretcher made fromtree branches and jackets.

"It's Elliott."

Si nrons paused by Sharpe as his nen hurried ahead.

"Bl oody fool got a chest wound. He won't live. Stupid nan was too far
forward. | told himnot to get ahead of the picquets.” Sinons took a
ragged red handkerchief fromhis sleeve and w ped the sweat fromhis
face.

"One | ess engi neer."

Sharpe peered at Elliott who was bl essedly unconscious. His face had
gone pal e, and pinkish blood was bubbling at his lips with every

| abour ed breat h.

"He won't last the day," Sinons said brutally, 'but | suppose we should
get himback to the surgeons.”

"Where are the eneny?" Sharpe asked.
"They ran," Sinons said.

"Hal f a dozen of the bastards were waiting in anbush. They shot
Elliott, took his weapons, but ran off when they saw us."

Three shi karees died that afternoon, anbushed in the high woods, and
that night, when the road-buil ders canped in one of the grassy upland
val | eys, sone shots were fired froma nei ghbouring wood. The bullets
hi ssed overhead, but none found a target. The picquets blazed back
until a havildar shouted at themto hold their fire. Captain

Pi nck-they shook hi s head.

"I thought it was too good to last," he said gloonily

"I't'll be slow work now" He poked the fire around which a hal f-dozen
officers were sitting.

Maj or Si nbns grinned.

"If I was the eneny," he said, "I'd attack M ster Sharpe's oxen instead
of attacking engineers. |If they cut our supply line they'd do sone
real danage."

"There's no point in shooting engineers," Pinckney agreed.

"W don't need Royal Engi neers anyway. W' ve been naking roads for
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years. The fellows in the blue coats just get in the way. Mnd you
they'll still send us another."

"If there are any left," Sharpe said. The canpaign had been fatal for
the engineers. Two had died bl owi ng up the eneny guns at Assaye,
another three were fevered and now Elliott was either dying or already
dead.

"They'll find one," Pinckney grunbl ed.
"If there's sonething the

King's arny doesn't need then you can be sure they've got a healthy
supply of it."

"The Conpany arny's better?" Sharpe asked.

"I't is," Mjor Sinons said