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  ‘There must have been an army.’


  This enigmatic statement had erupted very suddenly from the lips of Sergeant Jack Crossman of the 88th Connaught Rangers, an Irish regiment with a drinking problem. The statement and the problem had little to do with each other, except that in a nearby sutler tent there were some rangers carousing the night away. Their sometimes bawdy, sometimes sentimental songs had been interfering with the conversation between Fancy Jack and his close friend Rupert Jarrard, an American war correspondent. Consequently both men had settled back in their chairs, one with his beloved chibouque pipe, the other with his cigar, and had slipped into separate reveries.


  ‘What?’ answered the startled Jarrard. Jarrard stared at the shining face of his companion. The American had been somewhere else. On the island of Run, to be precise. He had been reading recently about the nutmeg and its subsequent influence on world history, and his imagination had taken him to the source of the nutmeg tree, a small island in far eastern waters. He had actually been standing on a cliff buffeted by balmy breezes, picking precious nutmegs, which in a distant century would have made him a very wealthy man, when the eruption had occurred from the mouth of the sergeant. ‘What are you yelling about man? You almost had me swallowing my cigar.’


  ‘Sorry,’ said Crossman, leaning forward, ‘it just occurred to me. Look, when the three wise men, or the three kings, or whatever you want to call them – when they travelled to the birth of Christ, they wouldn’t have made the journey alone. No. They would have had an army with them. We don’t think about that. We don’t depict it in our illustrations.’


  It was a warm clear night, without any dew, the moon shining mistily through a thin layer of cloud. Fireflies turned a nearby drystone wall into a miniature universe of swimming stars. Crossman never failed to be fascinated by fireflies, which seemed to him to have the secret of a natural source of energy. The horse-drawn carriages of the siege railway which now passed through Kadikoi on its way up from Balaclava harbour had come to a standstill during the dark hours, but the two men could hear the clink and clatter of tools in the distance where the Russians, under their inventive engineer Colonel Todleben, were busy repairing the damage caused by allied guns. The Sebastopol defences were attacked daily with vigorous intent. Every night the Russians doggedly patched up the holes.


  Jarrard tapped the ash off his cigar. It fell like fine snow through the beams of the lamplight to the stone floor of his small room. ‘I should be used to these outbursts from you, but I’m not. You and Archimedes would have made a fine pair, with your eurekas. All right, tell me. Why was there an army with the three wise men?’


  ‘Look at it logically. They were, if not great kings, very important chieftains. They were carrying priceless gifts. Their journey would have taken them through all kinds of landscapes – bandit country, deserts, foreign places where they were not known. There would be hostile tribes and lone robbers. They would pass through areas where they were likely to be attacked by wild beasts – lions, bears, that sort of thing, drawn by the scent of the domestic livestock, if not the men. They would need an escort to guard them and their precious caravans . . .’


  ‘Why do you assume a caravan?’


  ‘Oh, Rupert, it’s obvious! If it isn’t three men, riding hell-for-leather through the night, which for reasons I’ve already gone into it wasn’t, then there has to be a retinue. Animal-transport needs fodder, people need food. There would have been a herd of goats, which naturally brings in goatherds. Fowl for eggs and meat. There would have been camels to carry the fodder and firewood, for they would need fires during the freezing desert nights, and of course to cook their food, boil any suspect water. Camels need handlers. Things break, things snap. A blacksmith, perhaps, certainly a saddlemaker and a harness maker, to repair the tack . . .’


  ‘Wouldn’t one man suffice?’


  ‘No, Rupert, a saddlemaker and a harness maker have different skills.’


  ‘Not on the Frontier,’ snorted the American. ‘We could turn our hand to anything out there.’


  ‘Yes, but we’re talking about a proper ancient civilized society, Rupert, not your rough-and-ready wild west of the Americas. No, there would have been both, perhaps more than one of both. There would have been cooks to prepare the food, tent carriers and erectors – all right, I grant you, these could have been the same men. Then these wise men, these kings, would need to be served. Possibly by young maidens. Such normally pampered creatures would have been waited on, hand and foot, back in those times. They would not be used to fending for themselves.


  ‘There would have been some sort of pagan priest with them – Christianity, after all, was but a newlyborn nestling in stable straw at the time – they would need a holy man to see that the travellers observed the correct rituals and properly followed the rules of society. There would have been a scribe to keep a journal of their travels, to mark the names of slaves now close to their home country who escaped in the dead of night, to note punishments handed out to idle servants, hostlers, grooms. Do you see where I’m going, Rupert? The list builds and builds. When you get caravans of this size, carrying gold, frankincense and myrrh, you need to protect it in the dangerous lands through which you have to travel. There would have been an army, Rupert. An army of some considerable size.’


  Rupert Jarrard sighed, impressed in spite of himself. His musings on the nutmeg, on the battles it had caused between powerful nations, on its unique, humble origins, had been interesting enough, but Jack had the edge with this army thing. It was always the army with Jack. It was as if he were trying to justify his choice of career. He was forever trying to make others see the importance, the necessity of armies. Only the other day, Jack had spoken at length about the warrior cult, the warrior worship, of most civilized nations, pointing out that the plaques and plates on the interiors of church walls glorified two main professions: the clergy and soldiering. Bishops and generals, rectors and majors, vicars and captains. The clergymen were there because they owned the place. Why were the military there? Jack thought it was because the warrior was universally admired.


  ‘All right, Jack. There was an army. I grant you that. Why, d’you think, Matthew and his crew didn’t mention it?’


  ‘Because it didn’t need mentioning, Rupert. Where you have kings, you have armies. You don’t waste words on the obvious.’


  ‘And you, in your pipe dreams, were riding beneath those desert stars, that one bright star, a trooper in a king’s army.’


  Crossman smiled. ‘I was, Rupert. I was there, consulting my astrolabe, navigating, finding the shortest route over the mountains . . .’


  At that moment, Jack Crossman’s words were completely drowned in a crashing which had the farmhouse juddering and shaking on its meagre foundations. The noise, and the earth movement it caused, made both men turn white with shock. Rupert pulled out his pocketwatch and stared at it for a moment. Four a.m. A barrage had begun. Out there on the lines some 800 allied guns had roared forth their message to the Russians: we are going to pound you. There had never before in history been such a cannonade. The Russians would know, if not by their spies by the very strength of the barrage itself, that an assault on their defences was coming. Their angry reply was not long in coming, from the mouths of the enemy’s cannons.


  When he could, during one of the infrequent lulls, Jarrard asked, ‘Is your regiment going in, Jack?’


  ‘Reserve,’ replied Crossman with a little asperity. ‘We’re being held in reserve.’


  ‘Still, that might mean action.’


  ‘Yes, it might. But we won’t have been the first to go in. It’s the Redan, after all. One of the two keys to the city. I know, the 88th helped to take the Quarries, but that won’t loom large in future discussions on the Crimean campaign, believe me. The attack on a fortification like the Redan will. The Russians think it’s impregnable. No fortress ever is . . .’ The guns crashed and thundered again, covering the tail end of his bitter words.


  Crossman was, as were most of the soldiers and civilians in the Crimea, convinced they were in the last stages of the war. Sebastopol was about to fall. Spies like Crossman had witnessed carts of straw being taken into the doomed city, presumably in readiness to set fire to the houses and boats that the Russians did not want taken. There were the French trenches in front of the Malakoff, full of French soldiers ready to take that other key to Sebastopol’s defences. Just as the British parallels held their own troops, around a third the size of the French army, ready to storm the Redan. The portents were good, the French Caesar and the British Caesar had steeled themselves, and the final act of the war was about to be written, so they thought.


  ‘Will you be with the 88th reserves?’ asked Jarrard, in another relatively quiet period. ‘Or shall you watch from afar?’


  ‘I’m told to be in a high place and watch. Major Lovelace and I will be glued to spyglasses, attempting to note any weak points in the enemy’s defences. My men will be there though. You should hear Wynter whining about it. Peterson, Yorwarth, they’re ready enough. Yusuf Ali will be with his irregulars. Gwilliams will be where he wants to be, of course, being only attached to the British army.’


  At the mention of the other American who graced the life of Jack Crossman, a barber-and-bone-man, clever with a razor in all its various uses including the nefarious ones, Rupert Jarrard scowled. Crossman believed they were jealous of each other, the two Americans, neither necessarily more educated than the other, but definitely from different social backgrounds. Americans were of course few and far between in the Crimea, though there were all kinds of nationalities there amongst the civilians. Jarrard would have enjoyed being unique, as would Gwilliams. It is a failing of men in general that they wish to be regarded as special.


  Crossman noted the frown and said quickly, ‘And you, Rupert? Where shall you be when the final attack takes place tomorrow.’


  ‘Today, Jack. It is already tomorrow.’


  ‘You’re right, of course. But where shall you be?’


  ‘Oh, with the crowds, watching. I shall go for the human story, as well as the battle. I don’t think my readers will really care much who wins. Of course there will be new immigrants – Russian, French and British – who will takes sides, but for the most part they’re dispassionate observers of a foreign war . . .’


  ‘Oh, I think you’re wrong there, Rupert,’ interrupted Crossman, taking a final puff of his long-stemmed chibouque. ‘I think your countrymen will be very interested in the action.’


  A few hours later and Sergeant Crossman was on his high place with his commander, Major Lovelace. The pair were not bosom friends, but they understood one another. The fact that Crossman came from a family of aristocrats helped to surmount certain obvious barriers, the difference in rank being the greatest of these. Both had been to Harrow school, at different periods. Both were army men to the core. They believed that the warrior was necessary for the stability of civilization. One was coldly ruthless in his professional attitude, the other constantly questioning and forming arguments for the distasteful methods he needed to employ in his work. One had chosen his role as spy and saboteur, the other had been thrust into it.


  This work they did, sometimes involving assassination, was both as old as time, yet as fresh as last spring. It was constantly changing. The attitudes towards it in high places varied between utter contempt and complete belief in its necessity and place in a modern army. One cared about this, the other did not. Lovelace was a modern soldier, one who would go to the ends of the earth for information and destroy anyone who got in the way of his mission. Crossman, though he believed himself up to the mark, was simply a frustrated inventor and engineer, who held old-fashioned ideas about a soldier’s honour. Although he was not one of those who still believed a soldier should stand up and be shot in order to waste the enemy’s ammunition, he did not believe the end justified any means. War was changing its face, he could see that, but he wasn’t sure that the new face was better than the old, or that it was an honest one.


  ‘Look at that mob of civilians down there,’ muttered Lovelace, peering through his spyglass in the dull greyness of the early dawn. ‘Ghouls. Vultures. Some of them aren’t happy unless they go home to bed having seen soldiers blasted to pieces, arms and legs flying in different directions, heads taken off shoulders by round shot.’ He swatted at a cloud of flies in front of his face, momentarily distracted. The flies were a menace. Those in the trenches waged constant war on them and considered them as much the enemy as the Russians. ‘I see Mrs Durham amongst the ghouls,’


  ‘My God, sir. Some of the French are going in already.’


  It was Crossman who had spoken. He had been viewing the ground in front of the Malakoff, which the French were due to attack in thirty minutes, to coincide by agreement with the British attack on the Redan. Lovelace swung his own glass round to the scene indicated by the sergeant.


  ‘Hell and damnation!’ he exclaimed. ‘What the devil are the French playing at? Someone’s blundered – again. What is it with these commanders? Can’t they ever get anything right for once?’


  Indeed, it seemed that one of the French commanders, jittery with nervous tension, had mistaken a mortar shell for a signal rocket and had taken his men in ahead of the attack time. These mistakes were becoming more common as the war progressed, leaders being so terrified of criticism and rebuke, fearful of being accused of tardiness or cowardice, they listened to their hearts, not their heads. Thus the worry of things going wrong caused them to go wrong. Here was a prime example of a commander giving rein to his fear-driven instincts rather than obeying his orders.


  ‘Oh – Lord – save us,’ murmured Lovelace, as his spyglass caught the waves of French washing forwards, to be cut to shreds by the wall of grapeshot which came out to meet them from the Russian guns. Two batteries blazed into the hapless soldiers. Men were left staggering amongst the bodies of their comrades. From where Crossman and Lovelace were standing they looked like puppets with broken strings.


  A second wave went in towards the Malakoff. Some of them miraculously managed to escape being seriously hurt in the storm of metal from the guns. These actually reached the ditch surrounding the Malakoff, but were exposed to fire from the riflemen ranged two deep on the parapet of the fortifications. They began to go down now in ones, twos and threes, instead of dozens and scores. There was no shredding of bodies, no flying limbs, but a simple crumpling or felling of a brave Frenchman.


  And they were brave. So very brave.


  Crossman watched a party of blue-jackets carrying a long, heavy siege ladder. Several of them started out. One by one they dropped away, as they were shot or stepped on a fougasse, until only one man remained. The ladder was of course too heavy for him. Nevertheless he tried desperately to drag it nearer to the walls of the Malakoff through the mud. It hardly went more than a few inches before this last bold fellow was shot and the ladder was left forgotten, as French soldiers ran past it, first one way, and then later – by then a great deal fewer in number – the other. Crossman felt the frustration. He itched to be down there, picking up that ladder, calling for others to help him, so that he could take it forward and scale the walls of the enemy.


  He then took in the view of the ditch before the Malakoff. It was choked with dead and dying men. The scene was appalling from this vantage point. So much worse than actually being in the battle. Down there one saw comrades fall in ones and twos, but the heat of the battle, the yellowy haze that hung over the field, the smoke from the guns, the very real fear, the daze of not quite knowing what was happening around him – all these served to limit a combatant’s vision and awareness. Here, on a cool hilltop, with the clarity of a boy playing soldiers on the floor of his bedroom, Crossman could see what an ugly mess guns and rifles could make of a mass of soft human flesh. It was carnage on a grand scale. It was obscene.


  ‘They’re not going to make it,’ said Lovelace, finality in his voice. ‘No – they’re turning back. What an impossible task . . .’


  Crossman’s spyglass was on the British lines. He said, ‘Our chaps are going in, regardless.’


  Lovelace swung round muttering venomously, ‘Where are our guns? Why aren’t our guns pounding the Ruskies while we advance? God damn the Staff. I could have run a better war when I was six years of age. It’s nothing short of damn butchery.’


  The pair could see the Russians standing four deep behind and around their guns on the Redan. The guns blazed away from the earthworks on the advancing British with something like contempt. Clearly the pounding from the allied barrage the day before had done little to damage the Russian batteries.


  The Rifle Brigade skirmishers went down like hares at a hare shoot at first, before meeting that curtain of swishing grapeshot and canister which chopped them more finely. Those behind them, men of the regiments of foot, rolled in and out of shell holes in the scrubby grassland, more going in than coming out.


  Small things caught Crossman’s eye.


  There was an abattis in front of the Redan. A young ensign was trying to climb through it, getting tangled in the branches of the felled trees, becoming infuriated when his uniform snagged. The young man dropped his weapon in order to use both hands to snap away dead twigs that impeded his progress, now being hopelessly caught and more concerned with freeing himself than killing the enemy. Crossman then saw something with wiry legs flash from the face of the youth, as the boy was finally hit in the head. Whatever it was went flying like a silver spider with bright eyes through the sunlight. It was a moment before Crossman realized they were spectacles which had flown from the lad’s face and now dangled on a bough some twenty feet away from the nose on which they had once rested.


  ‘Poor boy,’ Crossman murmured. ‘Some mother will grieve.’


  There were other soldiers draped in the branches of the abattis, hanging like dead birds on a gamekeeper’s gibbet.


  A senior officer with drawn sword ran out in front to attempt to urge his men forward and was shot stone dead.


  A woolbag man who looked remarkably like Crossman’s old form master at Harrow tried to protect himself by holding his bag in front of him, only to have it punctured by accurate musket fire. The dead man’s fall was broken by his soft load.


  The Naval Brigade was fighting well and gave some hope to Crossman’s fluttering heart, but even they collapsed in the end. Canister and shot did for them as it had done for others. They could no more survive a blizzard of metal than could their comrades.


  ‘It’s a lost cause,’ said Lovelace, removing the glass from his eye and refusing to watch further slaughter. ‘Lost, damn it.’


  Crossman, feeling emotional himself, was nevertheless amazed to see the major wipe away tears from his cheeks. What a harrowing experience this voyeurism was. Yet down below gentlemen travellers, women from various classes, camp followers, civilian traders – all had gathered to watch the battle for entertainment. Crossman’s erstwhile lover, Mrs Lavinia Durham, wife of a quartermaster captain, was down there somewhere in the crowd. How could they do it? It was terrible having to take part in a battle. Worse not being able to. Worse still having to stand and watch the bloody mincing of a thousand courageous young men.


  After the battle the heavy losses were such that a quiet period followed for Crossman and his band. No one, including the usually zealous and irrepressible Colonel Hawke, felt like raising any initiatives. Even his steel soul was not immune to the air of torpor that hung over the allied camps. This heavy mood of depression in the Army of the East permeated from Raglan himself right down through the ranks to the lowest new recruit. Any activity was performed in a listless, apathetic way. Some could not believe the attack had failed, others had merely had their own fears confirmed. Many mistakes had been made. Criticism from London was fierce. There was talk that Lord Raglan would be replaced as commander in chief. He was ill, some said with the cholera, and needed rest and care in a more pleasant environment. The short-lived air of optimism before the battle, when everyone thought they might be going home, had now evaporated completely. They felt they would be in the Crimea forever.


  Several days later Crossman and Lovelace were in the farmhouse office of Colonel Hawke, their senior in this cell of spies and saboteurs. The lean and sharp-eyed Hawke stared down gloomily at the top of a desk made from old barn wall planks and rafter beams. Crossman had never seen his superior looking so defeated, so sorely oppressed by events. Usually the colonel was an optimist, preferring to see the advantages rather than the setbacks.


  ‘Lacy Yea is dead,’ said Hawke. ‘He was a fine officer – one of our finest. Sir John Campbell fell. Colonel Shadforth, gone too. A particular friend of mine, Captain Forman.’ He looked up. ‘Sir George Brown has a lot to answer for.’


  ‘Can we blame one man?’ asked Lovelace. ‘I mean, he commanded, it’s true, but there were others who could have prevented it.’


  Hawke seemed not to have heard him. ‘Half a thousand men, gone at a stroke. We can’t afford such losses. Thirty-one officers! Thirty-one. What a mess. There’ll be no bloody poems about this blunder, that’s for sure. Total humiliation, for both us and the French. To expect 2000 soldiers to cross a quarter of mile of shell-battered glacis without artillery support? Surely they must rid us of that meddlesome field marshal now? We need strong leadership, not damn obsequious clerks running the war.’


  Crossman felt awkward. He did not like being in a room where senior officers were criticizing generals and Staff. He was, after all, only a sergeant. It didn’t sit right with him. This sort of talk should have been for the ears of Lovelace only. Yet Hawke seemed quite oblivious of a the presence of sergeant from a line regiment. The colonel continued to rant, in between praising the courage and actions of the officers, and rank and file, who had taken part in the attempted storming of the Redan.


  ‘Brown and Pennefather are said to be going home. They should take that senile old man with them.’


  ‘Sir . . .’ began Crossman, his discomfort having increased.


  Hawke looked up through misty eyes and seemed to see Crossman for the first time.


  ‘Yes, sergeant?’


  ‘I – nothing. Is there something you wish me to do, sir? Do you have a fox hunt for me?’


  ‘Do I? Oh, yes. Yes, I do. The menace of the Russian sharpshooter is ever with us, sergeant. Sadly it looks as if this war will continue, though we had thought it might end today. I don’t know what the plans of the high command are, but I imagine we’ll be licking our wounds for the next few weeks before trying again. In the meantime, there will be sharpshooters thinning the numbers of our picquets and soldiers in the trenches. I want you to devise of way of thinning their numbers.’


  ‘The sharpshooters.’


  ‘That’s what I said, didn’t I?’


  Crossman did not like to point out that the statement had been ambiguous, that the colonel could have meant the Russian troops and not just those few who took vantage points and picked off unwary allied soldiers.


  ‘Yes, sir, I believe you did. Will that be all, sir?’


  ‘Yes, for now.’ The iron-grey colonel stared keenly at Crossman from behind his desk. ‘I need not emphasise the need for you to remain silent on the manner and content of the conversations that have taken place in this room.’


  Lovelace said, ‘I think I can vouch for the sergeant’s discretion, sir. He is one of us.’


  Hawke looked thoughtful. ‘Yes, he is, isn’t he? Heart and soul, I hope. Well, let me know what you come up with, sergeant. Here’s a chance to reveal what ingenuity lies between those ears. A sergeant, given a chance to use his own resourcefulness! There’s a thing in this modern army.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  Crossman left the farmhouse and made his way to the hovel which he shared with his small band of men in Kadikoi village, just outside Balaclava Harbour. He found Peterson there. Peterson’s gender was not a secret amongst the peloton, though hidden from the army in general. She was one of a rare breed of women wearing the uniform of a soldier. At that precise moment she was staring disgustedly at a shiny new rifle-musket which lay on her cot. Her face was as sombre as a November day at Stonehenge.


  ‘Peterson?’


  The lance-corporal looked up and said glumly, ‘Oh, hello sergeant.’


  ‘You didn’t need to leave the trenches today?’


  ‘There was a need, but no we didn’t go, sergeant. Good job. We’d have been shot to bits, wouldn’t we?’


  ‘Where are the others?’


  ‘In one of the drinking huts.’


  Crossman nodded, looking through the glassless window at the sutlers’ bazaar, which had various names and had grown from a few tents into a large hutted settlement in the last year. Since Crossman’s band came from an Irish regiment they called it Donnybrook. Apart from brothels and drinking huts there was every kind of trade practised there: shoemakers, tinmen, bakers, saddlers, cheese-sellers and there was even a shilling library. For the most part though, it was the more seedy elements which attracted Crossman’s men of an evening: the rough women and the even rougher gin.


  ‘That seems fair, after this morning, even if you were only held in reserve.’ He knew the tension and the pressure of waiting to go into battle. Actually going in relieved all that, to a certain extent, while not going in meant it was still there, pent up inside. ‘You didn’t want to go with them?’


  ‘No, sergeant.’ She could not seem to take her eyes off the weapon on her bed. ‘Not much point in me going with that lot, is there?’


  ‘Something wrong, Peterson?’


  ‘It’s this,’ she sighed, flicking her fingers. ‘One of the new rifles. The lieutenant took away my Minnie.’


  Peterson was the best shot in the peloton, a sharpshooter who even Captain Goodlake acknowledged was something special. Peterson had begun a love affair with her rifle-musket from the moment it was in her hands. Since the first weapon given her had been the Minié rifle, an accurate, reliable firearm which far outshone the old smoothbore Brown Bess musket, she thought her search for the perfect partner had ended. Of course it may have done, had she not been in the army, where change is inevitable. New weapons were coming along all the time. Most soldiers were rejoicing at the introduction of a new rifle, which had the words ENFIELD or TOWER stamped on the locking plate. They considered it a superior weapon. Peterson was wedded to her Minié though and this replacement was not welcome in her house.


  ‘Can you do something, sergeant?’ she pleaded. ‘Can you ask Lieutenant Pirce-Smith if I can have my Minnie back?’


  ‘Not yours, Peterson. The army’s.’ He paused for a moment, then said, ‘I’m sure the lieutenant thinks he’s doing you a great favour, by getting you that weapon. So far as I understand, the only division which has been issued with it is the 3rd. I’m sure Lieutenant Pirce-Smith went to a lot of trouble to obtain that rifle. You should be grateful, Peterson.’


  ‘Well I’m not,’ she retorted hotly. ‘Look at this,’ she held up one of the balls for the new rifle-musket, ‘it’s smaller than my Minié bullet.’


  ‘That’s right.’ Crossman, who liked to be up to the mark on the newest inventions of the age, had talked with Jarrard about this particular shoulder arm. Jarrard had a friend in London who kept him informed of developments in the weapon field. ‘Point 577 calibre, as opposed to point 702. Being smaller has its advantages, Peterson. Many leading gunmakers have been consulted in its manufacture – Lancaster and Purdey to name but two. Do you know that Major Lovelace thinks that Purdey will sit on the right hand of God when he goes to meet his creator? A smaller bullet doesn’t necessarily mean that the weapon is less accurate. Think how much lighter your ammunition pouch is going to be.’


  ‘I don’t care about my ammunition pouch. How can a bullet go as far if it’s lighter? Stands to reason. Look at a cannonball, how far that goes, because it’s heavier. This new bullet will just pop out of the end of the barrel.’


  ‘Yes, but – look, the Minnie bullet is heavier, so the trajectory has to be higher.’ He swept a half-circle through the air with his hand to illustrate the said trajectory. ‘But the bullet of that weapon is lighter, so the arc is less pronounced. The curve of the bullet’s flight is flatter. That’s a distinct advantage, Peterson, in trying to hit the target.’


  ‘I don’t have any trouble hitting the target.’


  Crossman shook his head and sighed. ‘You may be a wonderful shot, Peterson, but your science is wild. I can’t sit here and discuss trajectories, barrel lengths, rifling, charges and weight ratios with you, but I can assure you that you’ll find this new rifle-musket as good, if not better, than the old. If you don’t, then I’ll personally intervene for you and get the damned Minnie rifle back.’


  Peterson’s eyes brightened and her bulky form quivered.


  ‘Will you, sergeant? Will you really?’


  Sometimes Crossman felt he was dealing with children, rather than adults.


  ‘I’ve said so, haven’t I?’


  At that moment there came the sound of singing from a group of men walking along the mud road which ran beside the railway track. Crossman could hear Lance-Corporal Wynter’s voice above the others, horribly out of tune, hoarsely grinding out, ‘Drink Old England Dry’. After this song was mangled it was followed without a pause, by ‘John Barleycorn’s a Hero Bold’. In both renderings the lyrics were not only murdered, they were chopped to pieces and the parts scattered over boggy ground.


  Wynter was drunk. No rare thing in an Irish regiment, except that Wynter was not Irish. There was no telling what his ancestors had been since he was born in the workhouse without a father to give him a proper name, but Wynter had been raised in England. The English could drink too, of course, but they usually did it with less noise than the Irish rangers. Not Wynter. He loved to draw attention to himself, always for the wrong reasons, and could get into a drunken brawl over nothing at all.


  Peterson, on hearing the noise, got off her bed and picked up Major Lovelace’s cricket bat, which stood just inside the door. She hid on the opposite side of the door, the bat raised. Crossman could see exactly what she was going to do.


  ‘Peterson, you cannot strike Wynter.’


  ‘Why not? He’s kept me awake for the last two nights with his drunkenness. I plan to cold-cock the sod.’


  She certainly had the strength to do it, having put on a good deal of brawn since she had been in the Crimea. Others had taken it off, but somehow Peterson thrived on the diet.


  ‘I can’t allow it. It’s a shame I came back too early, but there it is. I’m here now and there will be no cold-cocking of Wynters or summers in here.’


  ’A joke,’ muttered a disgusted Peterson, throwing the cricket bat into the corner. ‘I can do without your jokes, sergeant.’


  Wynter then came through the door, his face flushed, his eyes full of gin-lustre.


  ‘Whoa-ho! It’s the sergeant. We’ve bin in the trenches, sergeant. Entitled to a bit of fun after the trenches.’


  ‘You’re lucky to be alive Wynter. If you hadn’t been down in a dirt hole you’d be lying in front of the Great Redan now, half your head missing.’


  Yorwarth, the Australian, nodded his head sagely. ‘He’s right, y’know. Did you see them poor bastards? Got shot to pieces. I’m glad I wasn’t out there. They didn’t stand a chance.’


  ‘You’ll get your chance,’ growled Wynter, sourly. ‘It won’t be the last charge at Sebastopol, you can bet your purse on that.’


  Wynter fell on his cot and was mercifully asleep within a few seconds, his throat rattling with phlegmy snores. Peterson heaved a sigh of relief. There were others now who came in behind the first two. Yusuf Ali was bringing up the rear, along with Gwilliams, the civilian barber from the United States. These two were arguing about various breeds of horses and their merits.


  ‘I say you can’t beat the South American paso fino horse,’ Gwilliams was saying. ‘He’s got a strong body and hard legs, and three separate gaits.’


  ‘Every horse has four,’ replied Ali. ‘Walk, trot, canter, gallop.’


  ‘No, you misunderstand me,’ Gwilliams argued. ‘Gaits is not walk or trot. It’s moving at cross-country speed. Paso fino is one gait. Then paso corto – you can cover a deal of country with a steady paso corto. Then last is the real fast paso largo. Got fire in its hooves, the paso fino, I tell you, Turk. You won’t find a better little horse than the paso fino anywheres.’


  ‘I had a tarpan once that could not be beaten. I would race your paso fino into the ground, America. You find one. I get a tarpan from the steppes people. We race together, some day.’


  ‘Some day,’ replied Gwilliams. ‘You bet.’


  Crossman gathered his brood together. He was glad Wynter was asleep, because that man always disrupted any discussion, especially when he was drunk on gin. First he would be belligerent, then maudlin, and finally complaining. It was good to have a rest from him. The others had been drinking, but were not too far gone to listen and contribute.


  ‘We’ve been given a task,’ said Crossman. The air around the lamp on the table was swimming with bugs and moths. He turned the wick down, then lit another lamp, placing it at the far end. He wanted a mellow atmosphere, to encourage deep thinking, but he didn’t want anyone falling asleep in a dark corner. ‘We’ve been asked to thin down the sharpshooters on the other side.’


  Peterson blinked. She was a sharpshooter on this side. Sharpshooters were a despised breed amongst soldiery. They killed from a safe distance, coldly and mercilessly. Any soldier in the trenches would cheerfully lynch a sharpshooter, if he could get his hands on one. A vendetta against sharpshooters made Peterson feel uncomfortable, even though they were talking about the enemy. She felt her calling was being criticized.


  ‘Now,’ continued Crossman, ‘we’re not going to get near them during the day. So we have to think about night operations. I want you all to put your minds to this one. It’s open house. I know you’ve all had a few gins, or rums, or whatever, but let’s have a smoke on this . . .’


  Crossman took some pipe tobacco from his pocket and handed it round. They took out their various clay pipes and filled them. Crossman and Ali had their chibouques. Bowls were filled and tamped down. A taper was lit from the oil lamp and the pipes were soon glowing. Men settled back comfortably. Woman less so. Crossman sucked in the smoke and filled his lungs. He could not envisage being able to devise plans without the assistance of tobacco.


  The atmosphere was perfect, except for Wynter’s snores.


  Ali got up, put a huge calloused hand over Wynter’s mouth. Wynter stopped breathing, went a strange colour, then coughed in air when Ali let him breathe again. Ali flipped the drunken soldier on to his stomach. The snoring had now given way to a heavy breathing sound. Mercifully, Wynter had not woken during this swift smooth exercise.


  For his part Crossman was glad the snoring had ceased, though for a few seconds there he had thought the Bashi-Bazouk was going to suffocate the sleeping soldier. The Turk was even less fond of Wynter than the sergeant himself. It would not have taken much encouragement for Ali to put an end to Wynter’s complaining for good.


  ‘Now,’ said Crossman, after a lengthy period in which they had all sucked ideas out of their pipes, ‘any thoughts?’


  Yorwarth spoke first. ‘What we could do, sergeant, is sneak up there at night and somehow get a light on the Ruskie sharpshooter. We know Peterson here has tried firing at the flash, when the sharpshooter takes a shot at one of our blokes, but he always jumps away from the spot after firing, and Peterson ends up shootin’ at thin air. If we could give Peterson a light to aim at, why she’d get him right between the eyes, dark or not.’


  Gwilliams snorted. ‘What, walk up with a lamp and say, “Scuse me while I illuminate you for purposes of shooting your damn head off”?’


  ‘No. Not that, but some way – say, toss a lit cigar, or fuse – something like that. It doesn’t need to be a lamp. Just a light of some kind. Get it near him, so’s Peterson can put a hole in his head.’


  Peterson blinked again. She was a brilliant shot. She rejoiced in having this rare skill. But she did not like to dwell on the outcome of her actions. Once the bullet had left the muzzle of the rifle it ceased to be her responsibility. The damage it caused was not her concern. She did not like to consider holes in hearts, heads, or any other part of the human anatomy. Such thoughts were ugly. The less she thought about them the better.


  They pondered on Yorwarth’s words for a while. Getting some Russian uniforms so that they could move amongst the enemy was no problem. There were hundreds to be had, taken from bodies after battles. But Yorwarth’s plan was full of terrible holes. It was too flimsy, too likely to end in a chase across no-man’s-land, the peloton with the Russians on their tails.


  Peterson said, ‘It doesn’t have to be me. Why can’t we go as a group behind their lines. Then we can jump on the sharpshooters and – and—’


  ‘And cut their throats?’ Gwilliams finished for her. ‘I like that.’


  He took out a shaving razor, opened it, studied the gleaming edge for a moment, then replaced it in his pocket. There were no fussy feelings about Gwilliams. He would do before he was done to every time.


  ‘That’s no good,’ Crossman said. ‘I’m sorry lads, but we’d only get to one or two of them before we had the whole Russian army on our tails. It’s got to be like a lit fuse. We’ve got to be out of there before they start missing their sharpshooters . . .’


  At that moment Major Lovelace came through the doorway. He brushed some persistent moths off the shoulders of his uniform. Then he looked up into the faces of Crossman’s men.


  ‘Insects, moths, the air’s full of ’em. Forgive me, but I couldn’t help overhearing your discussion. You’re planning your mission, of course. I’ve been thinking about that since Hawke spoke to you, sergeant, and something has occurred to me. Lampyridae. You should do something with those flying coleoptera. There are millions of them out there. Got to be useful for something other than flitting about, don’t you think?’


  Crossman nodded slowly. The major smiled and went up the stairs to the room he shared with his sergeant on the first floor of the hovel. Crossman considered his major’s words carefully. Lovelace had a keen brain, that much Crossman knew. He also knew that the major had used the Latin name for the nocturnal luminous insects so that Crossman alone could think about what he had said without involving the rest of the men at this stage. If Crossman thought the idea too wild or unworthy of further consideration, he could abandon it without anyone losing face amongst the men. On the other hand, if he decided it was worth taking further, and he would not be met with a wall of incredulity, he could throw it open to the rest of them and see what came out of it.


  He decided to test the peloton’s ingenuity.


  ‘Fireflies,’ he said, flatly. ‘Any ideas?’


  Gwilliams still looked blank, until Yorwarth told him, ‘Lightning bugs, to you.’


  ‘Oh.’ Gwilliams nodded. ‘Them.’


  ‘Well, what about ’em?’ asked a bewildered Peterson. ‘We call them blinkies in Rutland, but I don’t see . . .’


  Crossman and Yusuf Ali were dressed in merchant seamen’s clothes. Crossman was a German sailor. He didn’t particularly like this disguise, since there were parts of him – his hands – which had obviously never hauled on a rope or turned a capstan, but travelling under the guise of army or imperial navy was so much more hazardous than posing as a civilian seaman. Ali was, to the Turk’s great distaste, supposed to be Greek. Both men spoke passable Russian, which was why they were on their own. They wandered through the barracks and work areas of the Russian soldiery attracting very little attention. Mariners of all kinds had been gathered up by Colonel Todleben and put to work on building and repairing the defences of Sebastopol. There were others of a similar kind strolling or hurrying about the place, exciting no military suspicions.


  A sentry was lounging against the wall of a church, guarding the entrance to the crypt. Crossman wondered whether a general or some lesser rank was using the crypt as a headquarters, it being a natural shelter below the ground and relatively safe from the allied bombardment. Not for the first time Crossman envied the Russians their solid lodgings. The sergeant filed this information in his mind for further consideration. For the moment they had to concentrate on the task in hand.


  The sentry’s eyes narrowed as they approached him, but when Crossman gave him a cheery grin, he seemed to relax a little. There was no answering smile, but the wariness had gone from his eyes.


  ‘Corporal,’ said Crossman, ‘forgive us for approaching you like this, while you’re on duty, but we have a question.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘We’re looking for a tavern or drinking hall where the sharpshooters meet to talk over their exploits. Do you know of such an establishment?’


  The soldier shrugged and yawned, before asking, ‘Why do you wish to know this?’


  Ali said, ‘We are great admirers of these sharpshooters. Being seamen we have little to do with firearms. The sharpshooters are the great heroes of this war, wouldn’t you say?’


  The sentry stiffened a little and a scowl appeared on his face.


  ‘No, I wouldn’t. I’d say those of us who fought at Alma and Inkerman were bigger heroes. Just because a man’s born with the eyes of a hawk doesn’t make him a hero in my book. He’s just lucky.’


  ‘I suppose so,’ Crossman agreed. ‘I mean, they get a soft bed, don’t do picquet or guard duty and get treated like royalty. I know what you mean. Yes indeed.’


  ‘They don’t even eat with the rest of us,’ complained the sentry, who scratched his unshaven chin as he stared at them. ‘They get a mess hall all to themselves. You’d think they shit gold coins the way they’re pampered. I think your admiration is poorly placed.’


  Ali nodded. ‘Perhaps you’re right. Maybe we won’t seek them out, after all. So, you were at Alma, sir. You look as if you’ve seen a battle or two. Was it so bad?’


  ‘Worse than bad. I wasn’t at the Alma, but at Inkerman.’ He lifted his trouser leg to show them a healed gash. ‘Got a bayonet through my calf. I had to crawl half a mile before I got any attention.’


  ‘I hope you blew the brains out of the man who gave you that ugly wound, sir. I see now what you mean about heroes . . .’


  ‘Oh,’ the guard looked a little embarrassed now, ‘I didn’t mean me – I’m no hero, sailor. I simply say that sharpshooters aren’t either – they have it easy. It’s a soft life for them.’


  ‘Sharpshooters don’t have to face bayonets, do they?’ scoffed Ali. ‘I’ll give you that much.’


  ‘They don’t face anything, friend. They have their cosy little killing nest and they simply walk from there to the mess hall . . .’


  Crossman looked around as if the guard were pointing out the establishment in question. He wasn’t of course. But now he did, indicating a large square building which looked like a museum or art gallery.


  Crossman became a little incautious. Having got the information he wanted so smoothly and easily, he reached out to shake the soldier’s hand. Too late he remembered that his hands were soft giveaways. Yet the guard was now feeling good about himself and shook the proffered hand with great enthusiasm. ‘It’s well to know we common soldiers are appreciated,’ he said, ‘and you – you do a fine job, helping to rebuild our poor tortured city.’


  ‘We do what we can,’ said Ali, shrugging. ‘It’s not our city – not even our country – but when you get shelled day in, day out by those devils over there,’ he pointed towards the allied lines with his chin, ‘in the end you take sides, eh? I look forward to the hour when they’re overrun and we can go about our normal lives. A ship is all I want. Even a Black Sea coaster would suit me at the moment . . .’


  A bombardment began with the allies firing into the city and the Russian guns answering them. Crossman put a finger to his forehead by way of salute to the corporal, who now had anxious eyes on the sky. Ali and he walked away, heading for the hall where the sharpshooters messed. One or two more questions found them inside a dusty bare hall, the walls lined with dark oil paintings, mostly figures exuding pomp. There were over a dozen soldiers eating at a long table. One or two of the soldiers – sharpshooters of all ranks who had come from their night holes – glanced up when the two men entered. A cook came hurrying from behind a servery, wiping his hands on a filthy cotton apron, an annoyed expression on his face.


  ‘What do you want here? This is out-of-bounds to ordinary personnel. Didn’t you read the notice outside?’


  ‘No, no, you don’t understand,’ said Ali, smiling. ‘We came to see the sharpshooters – brave men.’


  One of the sharpshooters in question looked up from his soup and said, ‘Are you mocking?’


  Crossman decided to leave all this to Ali and simply stood at his side like one who has agreed to accompany a friend.


  Ali looked shocked. ‘Of course not. I have an older brother who is a sharpshooter in the Greek army. I have always admired his skill with a firelock.’


  ‘What do you want here?’ asked the cook, intervening. ‘You must leave before I – you – get into trouble.’


  ‘Just to give you these.’ Ali took two jars of honey out of his trouser pockets, one from either side. He handed these to the cook with an abashed air. ‘My friend here and I, we have been keeping these. They were part of our cargo, but why should the officers have everything? They eat like kings while the rest of us go hungry. I have more, but I thought, for my brother’s sake, it would be a good gesture to bring these here, for the sharpshooters.’ He let out a little laugh. ‘I’m sure some of them have a sweet tooth.’


  The cook’s eyes bulged a little. He took the jars of honey and nodded. ‘I’m sure they’ll appreciate the gesture, friend. I thank you.’


  One of the men at the table called out, ‘Don’t you go hiding them away, Rolschoff. I want to see them on the table tonight.’


  ‘Enjoy it,’ said Ali. ‘Good to see you, gentlemen.’ He waved towards the sharpshooters, still hunched over the table. ‘Keep up the good work.’


  The pair then left, hurrying out into the city streets.


  The honey had actually come from Lovelace, who had purchased it from a fellow officer. The idea was a wild one, but approved by Lovelace, who had something of the same in mind when he had suggested that fireflies might be the answer. Lovelace, not greatly interested in beetles himself but in contact with a keen collector, had learned that fireflies ate nectar. Honey was not nectar, but it was the closest thing they could get to it. There was the hope that the scent of honey would be enough. Insects were often attracted to sweet sticky substances and honey in particular.


  Ali and Crossman, now used to slipping back and forth between the allied camps and Sebastopol, made their way back to their lines.


  That night Crossman and Ali were in a forward position with Peterson and her new Enfield rifle-musket. Ali and Crossman had spyglasses, not terribly effective in the dark, but certainly they could pick out bunches of fireflies with them. They scoured the skyline for their targets. Crossman was the first to give Peterson’s coat an excited tug as he indicated a small cloud of fireflies, concentrated around a particular spot. The fireflies occasionally exploded into a larger space. The cause for this movement was undoubtedly due to some irritated person flicking at the cloud with his hand, trying to wave them away.


  Peterson took careful aim and squeezed the trigger. The shot rang out, shockingly loud. She was rewarded with a cry, then the clatter of a dropped weapon.


  ‘Got him!’ she whispered, excitedly. ‘This new rifle isn’t half bad.’


  They moved from their own hideout quickly, for fear of reprisals from enemy sharpshooters who might have seen the flash from the Enfield’s muzzle. Throughout the night they hunted small clouds of fireflies, firing into their midst. Some of those shots would have been unsuccessful, others, they were certain, had hit their target. Whatever the case, the Russian sharpshooters would be severely shaken. It was not often their numbers were culled with such efficiency. Crossman sometimes wondered, afterwards, whether the the survivors of that night ever guessed that it was the honey they’d eaten for supper which was responsible for the deaths of their comrades.


  The following day, Colonel Hawke sent for Crossman.


  ‘Fancy Jack, my lad,’ said the man with short iron-grey hair, ‘you did very well. Major Lovelace has received reports from his spies in Sebastopol that five – five – Russian sharpshooters were wounded or killed last night. Top men. Crackshots, as some would say. What do you think to that?’


  The colonel leaned back in his creaky, rickety chair, in grave danger of tipping over and falling on his back.


  Crossman cleared his throat. ‘I’m very pleased, sir.’


  ‘Brilliant idea,’ cried the colonel, coming back upright again with a crash as his chest hit the edge of his desk and he slapped both palms on its surface. ‘Absolutely. The honey I mean.’ He gave a little chuckle. ‘Ambrosia! That’ll send the bastards to sleep for a long time. Who thought of it – you?’


  ‘Well, it was a sort of combined effort. Actually it was Major Lovelace who put us on the track. Gwilliams had heard something about honey, insects and the American Indians. Yorwarth was sure the native Aboriginals in Australia used it to attract ants to eat, or something of the sort, so between us all we came up with our little plan.’ Crossman was feeling rather good about himself. He had never seen Hawke in such a good mood before. The colonel was positively merry. His normally storm-clouded face, though not hostile, rarely allowed any sunshine to break through.


  ‘Team effort, eh? Better and better. I don’t like individuals to get too clever, y’know. Makes ’em uppity. Much better when the plan comes out of several heads. Well, so? Out again tonight, eh?’


  Crossman’s pleasant thoughts shattered immediately.


  ‘Er, tonight, sir?’


  ‘Yes, bag a few more of the buggers. Maybe not five again, but a brace here, a brace there. Soon mounts up.’ He could have been talking about grouse. ‘I’m told they have about thirty really top sharpshooters all told. Prime riflemen. Probably Siberian bear killers or something. If we can get that down to about ten, we’ll make them spread themselves rather thin, eh?’


  Crossman drew a deep breath. ‘Sir, I don’t think it’s advisable to go out again tonight.’


  Hawke scratched his grey scalp. ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because, sir, I believe they’ll be waiting for us. Even if they haven’t caught on to the honey trick, they’ll know something’s afoot, won’t they? You don’t lose five sharpshooters in one evening by sheer bad luck. They’ll be sitting there thinking it through, trying to come up with the answer, and they’ll certainly be laying a few traps in case we try it again.’


  ‘Can’t you shoot ’em from here? From the trenches?’


  ‘We can’t see the fireflies at that distance. In the daylight, Peterson could certainly hit a target the size of a man from the trenches, but we need to be closer to see the fireflies.’


  Hawke sucked in his breath and stared at his desk top. Finally his head came up. ‘I understand what you’re saying, sergeant, but I think we have to go at least one more time. You could be wrong, you know. They might be putting it down to a one-time effort by us. I’m sorry, but I have to send you out again tonight. If you meet stiff resistance, then we’ll stop the forays, but until there’s positive proof of such, I want you to continue.’


  Crossman saw it was useless to argue. The colonel had thought it out, there in front of him, and had made his decision. There was nothing for it but to go again when darkness came round. Perhaps the fireflies would not be out. Then there wouldn’t be any point in repeating the exercise.


  ‘Yes, sir. As you say, sir. I shall take Peterson out as soon as the fireflies make an appearance.’


  ‘Good. But you don’t have to go yourself, do you, sergeant? You have a corporal? Wynter? Why not send him?’


  ‘He’s not that reliable, sir, as a leader. Oh, he’s fine when he’s told what to do and where, but I wouldn’t trust him to lead an expedition. No, I think it best I go myself, along with Yusuf Ali. Ali is a most resourceful man, sir, who uses his initiative and cunning with great skill.’


  ‘Your Turkish irregular. Bashi-Bazouk, isn’t he? So I understand. I also understand he considers himself your personal bodyguard and would kill a general if one ordered you to your death. I’m only a lowly colonel, so I’m sure he would dispose of me for a much lesser crime.’


  Crossman was horrified, the hair on the back his neck standing on end. Ali was fond of promising to kill people if they betrayed his sergeant.


  ‘Ali hasn’t threatened you, has he, colonel?’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘That’s a relief. He means no harm, sir . . .’


  Hawke roared with laughter. ‘Oh yes he bloody well does. Don’t come it, sergeant. But don’t worry, I approve. These units we’re forming, these little pelotons of spies and saboteurs, they have to be made up of men like him. And men like you. You need these bonds, to survive in such work. Your soldiers are a bit like the old Anglo-Saxon warriors – the hearth companions or housecarls of half-kings such as Bryhthnoth. Those thanes, or nobles, were the leader’s bodyguards and would fight and die for their lord, without question, even over his dead body if he was struck a mortal blow during the battle. They were totally loyal.’


  Crossman had no idea what Hawke was talking about and must have been looking blank, for the colonel explained.


  ‘Have you never read The Battle of Maldon, sergeant? Old poem. Oldest poem in the English language, I believe. An Anglo-Saxon ealdorman and his warriors defended a causeway near the town of Maldon in Essex, against Viking raiders. That was in ad 991. It was a famous defeat. We’re fond of our famous defeats, aren’t we? Bryhthnoth, the ealdorman made a mistake, let the Vikings cross the causeway, and was subsequently killed in the action that followed. His housecarls fought over his body and saved it from the clutches of the enemy, though they lost the battle itself. Some booby of a thane took the half-king’s horse and fled the field and that accounted for the subsequent defeat, the warriors thinking their leader had fled the field followed suit. You should read it, you know, sergeant.’


  Crossman stood there, thinking, what is the damn colonel talking about? His thoughts must have crossed his face like clouds on a fine day. Hawke nodded.


  ‘You’re wondering about the relevence?’


  ‘Yes, sir, I’m afraid I am.’


  ‘You, sergeant, are a half-king. I am the king. I have several half-kings who fight in the field on my behalf. These half-kings have their housecarls to assist them in their endeavours. In the sort of situations you find yourself in, you half-kings, you need unswerving loyalty. Your Bashi-Bazouk would die for you, yes? That’s the kind of loyalty I’m talking about, sergeant. The loyalty of a housecarl!’


  Crossman left the colonel’s farmyard with his mind buzzing. Hawke was certainly an interesting man, but not one Crossman would have chosen as a friend outside the war. Their ways of thinking were too diverse. Something struck Fancy Jack Crossman and he let out a whoop of laughter, causing soldiers on the road to turn and stare. It had just occurred to him that Wynter had been compared to a housecarl, a nobleman bodyguard whose loyalty to his leader was unquestionable. The idea was so ludicrously funny Crossman laughed all the way back to the hovel. There the first person he was confronted with was Wynter, looking sour and testy.


  ‘What’ve you got to be so jolly about, sergeant? They sendin’ you home, or what.’


  ‘No, Wynter, just out to kill more sharpshooters tonight.’


  ‘What?’ cried Peterson, looking horrified. ‘What’s so funny about that? You’re going mad, sergeant.’


  ‘Yes, I think I am, Peterson.’


  He left them, looking worried, and went up to his room. There he found Rupert Jarrard, lying on his cot smoking a cheroot. The American looked up at him as he entered the room.


  ‘Rupert?’


  ‘Sorry, Jack, this was the only piece of furniture I could find and I didn’t know how long I had to wait.’


  ‘That’s all right, but what are you doing here?’


  ‘Came to warn you,’ replied Jarrard, darkly. ‘That captain we sent to India. He’s back, and spitting blood and fire, naturally.’


  It took Crossman more than a short while to turn this over in his mind before he came up with the answer. Captain Sterling Campbell had been a cardsharp, a gambler who fleeced Crossman’s half-brother, James, and would have reduced him to penury if Crossman hadn’t done something about it. Crossman had disguised himself as a lieutenant and had tried to win the money back from Campbell, only to lose yet more of the family fortune. Finally, it had been Jarrard who had tricked the gambler on board a ship about to leave for India by promising him an interesting game of cards with some naval officers. The naval officers had been under the impression that Campbell was travelling to India with them and Antigone had set sail, carrying the half-drunk captain to foreign places, where he would no longer be a menace to Crossman’s older brother.
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