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      Lucknow, India, March 1858

      'Welcome to Lucknow!' Lieutenant Elliot ducked behind the embankment as an enemy cannon ball screamed overhead. 'When I'm an old man, I'll bore my grandchildren with tales of this campaign.'

      'If we live to have grandchildren.' Jack leaned against the trunk of a gul-mohur tree beside the sunken track. 'These mutineers are giving us harder fighting than the Ruskies did at Inkerman.'

      'Aye, that's for sure.' Elliot cautiously peered over the embankment. 'They never give up, do they? We beat them again and again, and still they come back.'

      'Sir Colin will sort them out,' Jack said. 'We have thirty-one thousand men now, and over a hundred guns, ten times the number we had with Havelock last year. This time we'll capture Lucknow and hold it against all comers.'

      The mutineers' artillery opened up in a frenzy of flame and smoke, hammering at the British positions. Jack glanced at his men. He didn't need to order them to keep their heads down; they were veterans of a score of battles and skirmishes from the earlier campaigns of Lucknow and Cawnpore, while some had been with him through the nightmare of Crimea. Two or three had even fought in Burma, six years ago. They looked back at him with steady eyes in nut-brown faces, tobacco-chewing professionals in this vicious game of war.

      'Bloody pandies,' Private Thorpe muttered as a roundshot landed among the Sikh infantry to their right. 'Why don't they give up now? They know they haven't a hope with old Campbell against them.'

      'It's because they're scared, Thorpey.' Coleman ejected a stream of tobacco juice onto the ground, narrowly missing a column of ants. 'Remember how General Neill treated them, even before Cawnpore?'

      'He hanged the bastards,' Thorpe said. 'He hanged every one he caught.'

      'That's why they're still in the field.' Coleman lifted his Enfield rifle and sighted at the walls of the Little Imambarra. 'They know what will happen if they surrender.'

      'We'll hang them all.' Thorpe spoke with savage satisfaction. 'We'll hang all the murdering, backstabbing women-raping bastards.'

      Jack listened without emotion. He understood the men's venom. His veterans had witnessed the well at Cawnpore where the mutineers had thrown the mutilated bodies of the British women and children they had murdered. Men such as Coleman, Riley and Thorpe had ensured the replacements were aware of the full horror of that atrocity, adding as many embellishments as they felt suitable. At a time when British men often treated their women with veneration, the Cawnpore murders created intense hatred.

      'The boys are still angry,' Jack said.

      Elliot nodded. 'They haven't forgotten.'

      Jack checked his revolver, chamber by chamber. 'Nor have you.'

      'I never will.' Elliot touched the hilt of his sword. 'I never will. The Lord tells us to forgive us our enemies, but I'll never forgive what the pandies did at Cawnpore.'

      'I doubt any of us will fully trust them again.' Jack inched to the lip of the embankment, lifted his binoculars and scanned the enemy positions. He could see the heads and smoking cannon-muzzles of the defenders. Despite the British numbers, their impending attack would be a bloody experience.

      'Can I take the Colours now, please, sir?' Ensign Green looked as if he should still be sitting at a school desk, rather than commanding men in battle. His face was too smooth to have felt the kiss of a razor while his long eyelashes would undoubtedly endear him to a plethora of girls.

      'Not yet, Green. Wait until Sir Colin orders us forward,' Jack said.

      'Yes, sir.' Green hesitated. 'This is my first battle, sir.'

      'I know, ensign.' Jack forced a smile he didn't feel. 'I'm sure you'll be a credit to your family. Follow orders and do your duty.' He tapped Green's sword. 'You might have the opportunity to use that.'

      'Yes, sir!' Green looked eager.

      'Good luck, ensign,' Jack said. 'Now get back to your men. They need your leadership.' He watched as Green's slim figure darted back to the men. 'Sometimes, Arthur, I feel very old.'

      'You are very old, respected captain, sir,' Elliot said. 'You must be all of twenty-four now.'

      'I was twenty-five last month,' Jack said. 'I feel like eighty-five when I see children like Green all keen to go to war.'

      'We were like that once,' Elliot said.

      'It seems a long time ago.' Jack lifted his binoculars again and studied the triple row of earthworks that protected their objective, and the mutineers that waited for them.

      The Little Imambarra loomed ahead, another palace within a walled garden. If the British took the Little Imambarra, there would be nothing between them and the palace of the Kaisarbagh. Beyond the Kaisarbagh lay Lucknow, with its army of mutineers and rebels that defied the right of the British to own India.

      Elliot lifted a battered silver hip flask to his lips, swallowed, and offered Jack a drink.

      'No, thank you.' Jack concentrated on the Kaisarbagh. In common with nearly all the palaces that adorned the ancient city of Lucknow, a massive wall surrounded a rectangular enclosure in which was a series of gardens and once-beautiful buildings of marble. Although the elite had built the compounds for their pleasure, each made a natural defensive position that the British had to assault on their slow advance. The mutineers had added earthworks and ranks of cannon.

      'Thirty thousand trained mutineers are inside Lucknow, they say,' Elliot murmured, 'with another fifty thousand volunteers.'

      Jack didn't ask where Elliot obtained his figures. 'It's the volunteers that bother me,' he said. 'We can beat the mutineers; after all, we trained and armed them, so we know how they fight. These matchlock-men and warriors, the Indian soldiers loyal to a native Rajah, or to Oudh.' He shook his head. 'They're not fighting for some fancied grievance over greased cartridges or some such. They're fighting for their monarchs, much as we are fighting for the queen. They're patriots, and that makes them more dangerous.'

      'As long as our men are even more dangerous,' Elliot said, 'I won't worry too much about the pandies.'

      A trio of British rockets whooshed off, each leaving a trail of red sparks. One veered off course and soared straight into the sky, while the others exploded before they reached their target, leaving a smudge of white powder smoke drifting in the air.

      'That'll scare the birds,' Elliot said. 'It certainly won't do anything else.'

      'I hope Sir Colin gives the order to attack soon.' Jack slid back onto the track and bit the tip of a cheroot. 'The longer we wait, the less daylight we'll have to fight in.'

      'He's not the fastest of commanders.' Elliot scratched a Lucifer and lit Jack's cheroot. 'He is the most thorough, though. He won't attack until he's certain of victory.'

      'Windrush!' Colonel Grey strode along the 113th's position, not deigning to duck when the mutineers fired a salvo of grapeshot.

      'Yes, sir.' Jack hid his irritation. He needed to concentrate on the impending attack; he did not wish his commanding officer to distract him.

      'I want you to take Number Two Company to the left flank.' Grey stroked his whiskers as the enemy musketeers fired a volley. One musket ball raised a tiny puff of dust as it hit the embankment between Jack and the colonel.

      'Yes, sir.'

      'You'll know that Nana Sahib led the uprising at Cawnpore,' Grey said.

      'Yes, sir.' Why do senior officers state the obvious?

      'Nana Sahib's bodyguard is said to be in the Little Imambarra.' Grey said. 'If you see them, destroy them.'

      'Yes, sir,' Jack said. 'How will I recognise them?'

      'You'll know them when you see them.' Grey nodded and strode away.

      'He's a queer beggar,' Elliot said. 'We've to destroy Nana Sahib's bodyguard. So what do we do?'

      'We take the left flank and destroy everything that opposes us,' Jack said. 'As we always do.'

      Jack lifted his head as a bugle blared in the rear. 'That's it! We're going in.' He raised his voice. 'Ready, Number Two Company of the 113th!'

      The bugle sounded again, its brassy notes clear against the batter of artillery. There was no hesitation as the British and Sikhs rose to the attack.

      'Oh Lord, I shall be very busy this day,' Elliot whispered. 'I may forget thee, but do not forget me, a sinner.' Taking another quick pull at his silver hip flask, he stood up and drew his sword. 'Follow me, lads!'

      'Cry Havelock!' Coleman gave the battle cry that Elliot had created the previous year when they formed part of Havelock's small army that battered its way to Cawnpore. 'And let loose the dogs of war!'

      'Let loose the dogs,' Thorpe echoed and looked at Coleman for approval.

      Ensign Green held the Colours high, the yellow-buff fly with the number 113 faded by sun and damp, torn by musket balls but still proud. Two yards away, rangy Sergeant Greaves held the Queen's Colours. The multi-crosses of the Union Flag announced that Queen Victoria's fighting men were returning to reclaim the city.

      After days when the British artillery had thundered to breach the defences, and the mutineers' guns had responded with a will, now the bayonets of the British and Sikhs and the kukris of the Nepalese would contest the issue with the matchlocks and tulwars of the defenders.

      Mutineers and warriors lined the wall of the Little Imambarra, firing muskets at the advancing British lines. White powder smoke jetted out to lie thick in the dense air, so the British seemed to be moving towards a fog that partially concealed the first defensive wall. Orange muzzle flares flashed through the smoke and men began to fall. The Sikhs forged forward, with the 10th Foot – the Lincolnshires, matching them step for step.

      'Keep moving!' Jack yelled. 'Leave the wounded for the doolie-bearers.' He spoke for the benefit of the replacements. The veterans didn't need instructions. Jack flinched as a musket ball whizzed past his head, swore and increased the pace. His men followed, cursing and stumbling, with Riley singing a soft song.

      'Wait there, you bastards,' Logan muttered. 'Wee Donnie's coming for you. Don't run away, you pandy buggers.'

      'They won't run,' Riley said. 'They'll still be there.'

      'I hate crossing open ground under fire.' Thorpe ducked as something flicked at his shako. 'Bloody hell!'

      'Think of it as penance for all those sins and crimes you've committed,' Coleman said. 'And the reward will be killing these murdering buggers.'

      Twenty yards now, with the mutineers' musketry increasing. A six-pounder cannon roared, spreading grapeshot among the Sikhs, who raised their pace, stepped over the dead and writhing wounded and yelled their war cry.

      Jack grunted as he heard 'Jai Khalsa Ji' – “Victory to the Khalsa”, the old battle cry when the Sikhs had been an independent nation.

      'Follow me, lads or the Sikhs will beat us to it!' Jack broke into a run, tripped over a loose rock, staggered, recovered and swore as Elliot overtook him.

      'Come on, sir!' Riley hesitated. 'Are you hit?'

      Shaking his head, Jack ran on.

      Logan, the smallest man in the regiment, was first to the wall. 'I cannae get up!' Logan glared upwards jabbing uselessly with his bayonet, until Riley threw himself up the wall, lay along the top and extended a hand downward.

      'Come on Logie and watch you don't stick your bayonet in me!'

      Scrambling up, Logan slashed at the defenders, using his bayonet as a sabre to clear a space. 'Come on you bastards; wee Donnie's here!'

      In front of Jack, the artillery had done its job and tumbled in a section of wall, with sword-wielding warriors waiting in the breach. They looked like something from the Middle Ages – lithe, dark-skinned men with turbans and round shields.

      Jack shot one, staggered as another slammed at him with a shield, fired again and missed. A warrior lifted his sword, screaming his hatred, and doubled over as Ensign Green thrust the staff of the Regimental Colour into his stomach.

      'Good man, Green.' Jack rolled away, aimed and fired. The bullet smashed into the warrior's chest, knocking him backwards.

      'Thank you, sir.' Green looked shocked at the carnage around him.

      'Come on, ensign!' Jack saw Elliot exchanging sword strokes with a long-bearded Rajput as the Sikhs surged onward to his right and the 10th Foot charged at a second defensive line.

      'To me, 113th!' Jack ran on. 'Don't let the Poachers get in front of us!'

      Mutineer infantry clustered around a small battery of artillery, firing muskets in support of the six-pounders. A sudden roar from the rear alerted Jack, and he saw the Sikhs burst open an arched gate and charge into the enclosure. A slender, active man rallied the defenders with shouts in a high, if muffled, voice. Rough grey cloth covered the lower half of his face, while he had pulled a black turban low over his forehead, emphasising the intensity of his eyes.

      'That man looks dangerous,' Elliot gasped. 'He might be Nana Sahib's bodyguard that Colonel Grey told us to look for.'

      'In that case, he should be with Nana Sahib.' Jack levelled his revolver, fired and missed. 'Damn the man.'

      The man in the black turban lifted his tulwar high and shouted something Jack couldn't understand. The mutineers gathered around him, facing the advancing British, panting, some yelling, bayonets and swords held ready.

      Something plucked at Jack's sleeve as he looked around for his men. They followed Ensign Green with the Colours, khaki-clothed, sweat-stained and swearing.

      'Come to me and keep your discipline, lads!' Jack roared. 'We'll hit them together, not as a mob of individuals.'

      The 113th stopped for a moment to dress their lines and pushed on, bayonets levelled.

      The man in the black turban brandished his tulwar. 'Maro Firinghi Soor' – “kill the foreign pigs”, and his followers repeated his words.

      'Maro Firinghi Soor!'

      'Remember Cawnpore!' the British replied.

      'Bole so nihal Sat siri Akaal' – “The one who believes in the truth of God is immortal” the Sikhs shouted as they rushed forward.

      The defenders were fighting hard, with warriors clashing swords against the bayonets of the 10th and 113th Foot, firing their clumsy matchlocks while the mutineers, the men who had recently been sepoys in the Honourable East India Company's Bengal Army, fired and withdrew in sullen discipline. Jack saw the man in the black turban lead a counter-attack to check the advance of the 10th Foot.

      Jack lunged forward, only for a surge of desperate warriors to halt him. 'Get that fellow!' He pointed to Black Turban. 'He's rallying the enemy.'

      'Yes, sir!' Green shouted.

      'Logan! Riley – go with the ensign!' Jack motioned two of his veterans forward.

      The fighting intensified as the mutineers once more rallied behind the man with the black turban. Jack levelled his revolver and fired, missing again. 'Damn this thing!' Running closer, he saw Logan shoot at a mutineer and then lunge forward with the bayonet as Riley knelt and aimed at a desperate farmer armed with a crude hoe.

      The man in the black turban man swapped his tulwar from his right hand to his left and slashed sideways. One of the British replacements fell, staring as his intestines tumbled out in a pink and white coil. He opened his mouth in a silent scream, trying to replace his insides as the man in the black turban parried the swing of a Sikh sword, disarmed his adversary with a twist of the wrist and decapitated the man. The Sikh's head lifted on a jet of blood and landed on the ground.

      'Jesus, that fellow is good,' Jack said.

      'I'll get him, sir!' Holding the Colours as a lance, Green charged forward.

      'No, Green!' Jack knew the youngster would have little chance against a man who was so expert. Aiming his revolver, Jack fired again, to see his target immediately duck. Who the devil are you?

      'Green! Come back!'

      The man in the black turban man straightened up, saw Green with the Colours and stepped forward. As if in slow motion, Jack saw Green swing the staff, miss, and Black Turban slice forward with his tulwar. The blade took Green across the face. He screamed shrilly as a child and fell, dropping the Colours.

      'Save the Colours!' Jack yelled, jumping forward. The Colours were the soul of the regiment and to lose them was a major disgrace. He felt sympathy for Green, but the lad had signed on as a soldier and had to take his chance.

      Black Turban shouted something, and a rush of mixed warriors and mutineers charged between the 113th and the Colours. One lifted the staff and held it high, with the yellow-buff fly crushed and stained with Green's blood. A surge of mutineers came to help, cheering at their psychological triumph.

      'Come on, lads!' Logan led the counter-charge, sliding under a mutineer's bayonet to gut him, roll across the ground and rise in the middle of the enemy ranks. When Riley followed, with Coleman and Thorpe at his back, all the fight left the mutineers, and they fled in disorder. The warriors remained, standing around their leader, clashing their tulwars on round shields and flaunting their prize. The man in the black turban stepped to their front, lithe, slim and undoubtedly in command.

      Jack aimed at Black Turban and fired his final round, cursed as he hit a retreating mutineer, holstered his pistol and drew his sword. 'You and me, Black-hat!'

      Black Turban waited for him, tossing his tulwar from hand-to-hand, his eyes focused on Jack. The sun glinted blood red on a ruby ring on the index finger of his left hand.

      Sergeant Greaves was at the forefront of the charge that smashed into the warriors' flank, and a melee began, bayonet and rifle butt against sword and shield. The force of the 113th pushed the enemy back, and the wiry man holding the Colours staggered as Logan smashed his rifle butt into his face.

      'Sir!' Jack didn't see who shouted, he remained intent on facing Black-Turban. 'The Sikhs are in the Kaisarbagh!'

      The man in the black turban glanced down at the writhing Green and slid his tulwar into the ensign's groin, twisted and stepped back into the mass of the warriors as a corporal lifted the Colours.

      'You monster!' Jack roared as Green's screams redoubled. 'I'll find you!'

      A bank of powder smoke momentarily obscured the enemy as Jack knelt beside the writhing ensign.

      'Let's have a look at you,' Jack said and flinched. The tulwar had destroyed Green's face, splitting one eye, cutting off his nose and leaving a bleeding gash across his mouth. No girl would look at him again. Jack only glanced at the bloody horror of Green's groin and looked away quickly. 'It's not too bad,' he said. 'The surgeons will soon put you right.'

      Patting Green's shoulder, Jack stood up. In the few seconds he'd spent with Green, the battle had moved on. The 113th was roaring over the walls of the Kaisarbagh, in company with the 10th and the Sikhs.

      Without time to reload his revolver, Jack drew his sword and ran, jumping over the dead and wounded of both sides. He had two objectives in his head: lead his men to victory and find the man in the black turban.

      Once over the Kaisarbagh wall, he found himself in a series of magnificent gardens with fruit trees and marble arbours, sparkling canals and tinkling fountains.

      'We're in paradise.' The sheer beauty of his surroundings forced Elliot to stop in admiration. The whine of a bullet passing close by brought him back to reality.

      'Keep after the pandies,' Jack ordered, 'there will be time for sight-seeing later.' He ran into a sequence of courtyards overlooked by Venetian windows and with mutineers appearing on the roof above to fire and then disappear.

      'Stand and fight!' Jack yelled.

      'Maro Firinghi Soor! somebody shouted with another voice adding,'Allah Akbar! Angrez kaffirs!'

      Jack stepped sideways as a tall, shaven-headed Pathan appeared in a doorway and fired a jezzail. The Pathan shouted something, half drew the long cleaver known as a Khyber knife, held Jack's gaze for an instant and then slid away.

      'Stand and fight!' Jack slashed uselessly with his sword and ran on, with a press of the 113th and Sikhs at his back. The Pathan vanished into the maze of courtyards and gardens, and Jack tried to follow, brandishing his sword as he burst into the palace itself. Men of the 113th were behind him, exclaiming at the treasures that surrounded them. There was more wealth in one room than they would ever see in ten lifetimes.

      'This is more like it!' Private Armstrong, saturnine and predatory, said. 'Bugger the pandies.'

      'Leave the loot!' Jack warned. 'There are still mutineers around!'

      Soft carpets deadened the sound of their feet; silk hangings decorated the walls, mirrors reflected their images so for a second Jack prepared to strike at a wild-eyed swordsman before he realised it was himself.

      'They're running!' Elliot sounded amazed. He stood with his pistol in his left hand and his sword in his right, panting as the mutineers and warriors began a fighting withdrawal from the Kaisarbagh.

      'Stand and fight, you pandy bastards!' Logan waved his rifle at them; blood dripped from the bayonet. 'Remember Cawnpore!'

      After the massacres at Cawnpore and Meerut, the British had no mercy. They killed anybody who did not immediately surrender. Jack watched without emotion. The penalty for mutiny and treason had always been death, and the mutineers had murdered British women and children. In this war, there was little mercy on either side.

      'Loot!' somebody else shouted, and the cry spread among the British and Sikhs. As the enemy fled, the attackers realised that they were safe and within a selection of buildings that held immense wealth. 'Loot, boys, gold and jewels for us all!'

      With those words, the drive eased from the attack as men turned their attention to rapaciousness rather than soldiering. What they couldn't steal, they destroyed, so in minutes the Kaisarbagh became an orgy of pointless vandalism and theft.

      'Stick together, 113th!'

      Men ignored Jack's shout as they delved into rooms to see what loot they could find.

      '113th! To me!' Jack roared. He didn't want his men scattered around the Kaisarbagh where they could be vulnerable to enemy ambush. Capturing a town or palace was the most testing time for any military unit. Regiments held together in battle or on the parade ground, but British soldiers were prone to the temptations of loot or drink.

      'Sir!' Riley ran up with small, ugly Logan at his side.

      'I thought you'd be first at the looting, Riley.' Jack knew that Riley had been a cracksman, a professional thief before he joined the army.

      Riley shrugged. 'There's as much smashing as stealing, sir. These lads have got no idea.'

      Jack glanced around. Most of the veterans were with him, together with some of the replacements, the Johnny Raws who hadn't yet recovered from their first sunburn. Armstrong was missing, which didn't surprise him. 'Well done, lads.'

      The black-turbaned leader appeared from behind a fountain. He looked directly at Jack, raised his tulwar in salute and vanished. Jack did not see where.

      'Who was that sir?' Logan was on one knee, aiming his rifle. 'I cannae see the bastard.'

      'I don't know who he was,' Jack said, 'but I think we will see him again.' He replaced his sword in its scabbard. And when we do, I will kill him.
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      Lucknow, April 1858

      'We have trouble, sir.' Sergeant Greaves came to attention and saluted.

      'What sort of trouble, sergeant?' Jack asked.

      'We have two men missing, sir.'

      Jack sighed. Sergeant O'Neill would have sorted such a thing out himself without recourse to an officer. 'Let me guess – Thorpe and Coleman.' Two old soldiers with a liking for drink and women, Thorpe and Coleman were nothing but trouble when the 113th was in cantonments and worth their weight in gold when the bayonets were out.

      'No, sir,' Greaves said. 'Riley and Logan.'

      'That's unusual,' Jack responded. 'Have you asked Mrs. Riley where her husband might be?' Charlotte Riley was a sensible woman who usually kept her husband out of trouble.

      'No, sir.'

      'Come on then, sergeant.'

      Charlotte Riley was washing clothes in a wooden tub. She looked up when Jack arrived, drew the back of her hand across her forehead and nodded acknowledgement. Behind her, a group of women similarly engaged stopped work to listen. Three children, dressed in clothes inappropriate to the weather, scampered back inside the native huts the 113th had appropriated for temporary married quarters.

      'Good morning, Captain Windrush.' Charlotte Riley spoke guardedly, with her eyes bright and wary.

      'Good morning, Mrs. Riley. We seem to have mislaid your husband.'

      'Have you?' Charlotte's eyes widened.

      'We have, and that other reprobate, Donald Logan.'

      'Wee Donnie?' Charlotte Riley smiled. 'Now there's a surprise.' She eyed Jack. 'It must be important for you to be involved, captain. How long have they been gone for?'

      'Two hours, Mrs. Riley.' Sergeant Greaves replied at once.

      'Oh, is that all?' Charlotte sounded relieved. 'Don't concern yourselves, gentlemen, they'll be back.'

      'How do you know?' Sergeant Greaves asked.

      'Riley wouldn't leave me behind.' Charlotte returned to her washing. 'He's not deserted.'

      'That is true.' Jack knew that Riley was close to Charlotte. 'Do you have any idea where they might be, Mrs. Riley? I'd like to find them before they end in serious trouble.'

      Charlotte pondered for a moment. 'Well, Captain Windrush, Riley is not interested in other women, so don't think of brothels. Neither he nor Wee Donnie drinks much, so it's not that.' She shrugged. 'They'll turn up. I can't think what else interests them.'

      I can. Jack remembered that neither Riley nor Logan looted the Kaisarbagh. Why not? Riley had been a professional cracksman, a high-class thief, and Logan was a street Arab from Glasgow, always on the lookout for what he could take for nothing. The only reason they would not join in the general orgy was if they had something else in mind. 'They haven't deserted,' Jack agreed. 'Thank you, Mrs. Riley. Sergeant Greaves, go and find Thorpe. He can help us.'

      'Thorpe, sir? Yes, sir.' Greaves was too much of an old soldier to reveal his surprise.

      Thorpe was on guard duty, standing outside the regimental lines with his rifle in his hands. He slipped a stubby clay pipe inside his mouth as Jack and Greaves approached.

      'Stand at attention when an officer is present, Thorpe!' Greaves roared.

      'I am, sir,' Thorpe mumbled.

      'It's all right, Thorpe, you're in no trouble,' Jack said. 'And you'd better take the pipe out of your mouth before you burn your tongue.'

      'Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.' Thorpe looked uneasily from Greaves to Jack.

      'We have come to you,' Jack said, 'because you are an old soldier, a veteran of battle and siege.' He could feel Greaves staring at him, wondering what he was doing. Officers didn't normally speak to private soldiers in such a friendly manner.

      'Yes, sir,' Thorpe was equally suspicious.

      'You know all that's going on,' Jack continued. 'Where everybody is and who has secrets.'

      'Yes, sir.' Thorpe gave a little smile.

      'I thought I could rely on you, Thorpey.' Jack clapped him on the shoulder. 'We fought together in Burma, remember?'

      'Yes, sir,' Thorpe said.

      'Now, I need your help. I have to tell Riley something, and I can't find him. Do you know where he is?'

      'Yes, sir.' Thorpe didn't remove the pipe from his lips, so a puff of foul smoke accompanied every word. 'He's down by the River Goomtee for a little swim. Remember when we evacuated Lucknow last year, sir? They were the days, eh?'

      'They were, Thorpey, they were indeed. Whereabouts by the river is Riley?'

      'He's where we evacuated the city, sir, last time we was here.' Thorpe frowned, evidently thinking he had made that plain. 'Do you want a smoke, sir?' He produced a sweaty handful of something vaguely resembling tobacco. 'Me and Coley make it with cow dung and weeds, sir and a bit of real baccy when we can find any.'

      'No thank you, Thorpe. You might need it.' Jack hastily withdrew before Thorpe began patting his shoulder and calling him Jack.

      'Down by the river Goomtee.' Greaves repeated. 'Why the devil would he be down by the river? And it's not for a swim.'

      'I agree with you, sergeant, and we'll soon find out. Come on.'

      'I'll bring a picket, sir.'

      'No need, sergeant.' Jack shook his head. 'I know these men.'

      'That's what I mean, sir. So do I.' Greaves grimaced. 'Riley is a smooth-tongued blackguard, and I can feel Logan watching me every time I turn my back. He's gallows bait, that one, sir.'

      Jack smiled. 'You'll get used to them, Greaves. You only joined us a few months ago, didn't you?'

      'Yes, sir. Three months ago. I was in Number Three Company in Malta when this mutiny blew up.'

      'You'll get to know the men. Come on, sergeant.'

      Jack saw the flash of white skin in the water as he marched along the muddy bank of the Goomtee. 'Riley!' He roared the name.

      Riley started, and Logan appeared from behind a ruined building, rifle in hand.

      'What are you doing, Riley?'

      'Swimming sir.' Riley was the picture of innocence as he stood stark naked and thigh deep in water. 'It's hot.'

      'Swimming!' Greaves raised his voice to a roar. 'You should be on duty, Riley! By God, I'll have you two at the triangle before I'm through.'

      Jack saw Riley's expression alter. Once before, Major Snodgrass had ordered Riley flogged and neither he nor Charlotte had ever forgiven the major. Now his eyes narrowed at the threat.

      'Aye, would you?' Logan shifted his rifle enough to cover Greaves.

      'There won't be any of that if you're back on duty within the hour.' Jack hardened his voice. 'And you'll remain under Sergeant Greaves direct supervision until I say otherwise. Logan!' Jack turned around. 'Your tunic is not buttoned properly, and your rifle is loaded. You're on extra guard duty tonight once the sergeant finishes with you! Now get back to camp, the pair of you!'

      Jack watched as Greaves force-marched both men away. He looked back at the river where sad trees dipped their branches into the slow-swirling waters, and colourful birds hunted for insects. If he had Sergeant O'Neill with him, rather than Greaves, he would have found out more, but Greaves didn't know his men. Now it was unlikely he would ever discover what Riley and Logan had been doing at this river.

      Lighting a cheroot, Jack sauntered back to the 113th's lines, glad that the campaign was nearly over. He had been fighting since the previous summer, battle after battle and march after toiling march. He had lost count of the number of actions he'd survived and only knew that he needed rest, a period of peace. Surely now that Lucknow had fallen, the pandies would throw in the towel.

      Please God, let this nightmare end soon. I have had enough of killing and death for a while.

      'Soldiers? You're not soldiers! You're babes just out of the crib! You ain't a pukka soldier until you've had a nap hand.' Sergeant Greaves paced slowly along the line of replacements, meeting the gaze of each man and saying nothing until he reached the end. 'Soldiers? I've seen Sawnies fresh from the heather who knew more about soldiering, Paddies straight from the bogs who could march better and Cockneys from the stews who had more brains.'

      'He's not bad.' Watching from the side-lines, Coleman gave his professional opinion as he sucked on the stem of his pipe. 'Not as good as O'Neill, but not bad.'

      'I wonder if he can fight as well as he can talk.' Thorpe dealt out the greasy playing cards.

      'He did no' bad at the Kaisarbagh,'Logan said. 'He never ran away, anyway.'

      'Let's see how he is when we're not winning,' Coleman grunted at his cards.

      Riley examined his hand. 'Did you shuffle the pack, Thorpey? You've given me five aces.'

      Logan grunted. 'Aye, me too. You're a cheating bastard Thorpey.'

      'No I'm not,' Thorpe looked up, 'I'm not a cheating bastard, sir.'

      'They're pulling your leg, Thorpe. Ignore them and get on with the game.' Jack eased the sudden tension.

      'He's right, Thorpey. Concentrate on the cards.' Coleman said. 'That blustering sergeant will pull the beer trick soon. See if he doesn't.'

      'All right,' Sergeant Greaves returned to the centre of the line. 'Step forward two paces, all those who drink beer.'

      The replacements glanced at each other in wonderment, deciding what trick the sergeant was playing. Greaves waited, with the sun drawing the sweat from his face and evaporating it nearly simultaneously. Two men took a deep breath, and one stepped forward.

      'They always fall for it,' Coleman said.

      Logan glanced at Riley. 'Aye. Bloody fools.'

      'So you drink beer, do you?' Sergeant Greaves thrust his face close to that of the lone volunteer.

      'Yes, sergeant.' The man looked about twenty, with neatly shaped black whiskers and red skin peeling from his nose. Jack couldn't place which part of Scotland his accent was from, although it was vastly different from the harsh gutter Glasgow of Logan.

      'Do you eat bread and cheese?' Greaves asked.

      'Sometimes, sergeant,' the private said.

      'Well, that's nice. You eat bread and cheese and drink beer. You'll need that for you are about to become a soldier. Now, what's your name?'

      'MacKinnon, sergeant. Alexander Mackinnon from the Island of—'

      'Well MacKinnon, we have a Sergeant's Mess here. I want you to trot along and tell them that nice Sergeant Greaves has sent you to have one bottle of beer with his compliments.' Greaves watched as MacKinnon hurried away.

      'The rest of you,' Greaves spoke in a conversational tone, 'are lying dogs. You lied to your friendly sergeant about not drinking beer, and for that, you will double around the square with your bundooks above your head, until I tell you to stop. Now move, you lying bastards! Don't drink beer eh? By the living Christ! If you're the army, thank God we've got a navy.'

      'Stupid buggers,' Thorpe said with neither malice nor sympathy. 'I'm having three cards.'

      'An officer is coming,' Riley warned.

      The officer was tall and slender, with black hair slicked back and lapping his neck and a moustache that drooped past the ends of his mouth. He wore the insignia of a lieutenant colonel.

      'Stand up, lads,' Jack said quietly as Sergeant Greaves called his section to attention and slammed an immaculate salute.

      'Oh, don't bother with that nonsense,' the officer spoke to Greaves. 'I'm looking for Captain Windrush. Captain Jack Windrush.'

      'That's me, sir,' Jack stepped forward.

      The colonel subjected Jack to prolonged scrutiny. 'You're Captain Jack Windrush?'

      'I am, sir.' Jack knew it was highly unusual for an officer to associate so closely with the men and wondered if the colonel would comment.

      'I am Charles Hook, Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Hook.'

      Jack nodded. 'Yes, sir.'

      'You knew my brother, Lieutenant Hook. You served together in Burma.' Hook held Jack's gaze. 'He mentioned you in the last letter he ever wrote to me.'

      'He was a good man.' Jack couldn't think what else to say. He'd been a very young and inexperienced griffin when he fought beside Lieutenant Hook.

      'Come with me, Windrush. Your men will be all right without you for a few moments.' Hook nodded to the Dilkusha palace which was still magnificent, despite the battering it had received during this final assault on Lucknow. 'I've found a modest apartment in the Dilky.'

      Hook's idea of modest differed from Jack's. Two burly Sikhs stiffened to attention as Hook approached the studded doorway to his requisitioned apartment. He entered with a nod, and Jack followed him into a room lit by pointed latticed windows and cooled by an invisible punkah-wallah.

      'Some minor prince or other lived here,' Hook said casually. 'I sent in my lads to ensure it was untouched during the general looting.'

      'They did a good job.' Jack looked around him. He had been in half a dozen Indian palaces and forts during the present conflict, but only during the attack, or after the British had captured them from their previous owners. This room had the furnishings undamaged and the drapery intact. Jack stared at the silks and satins, the inlaid furniture and the exquisite wall hangings, with carpets from Afghanistan and Bokhara and a display of jewelled weapons on the wall. The two chairs appeared like thrones, broad and semi-circular with deeply padded seats and arm-rests carved into the likeness of snarling tigers.

      'It will do for now.' Hook sounded nonchalant. 'Take a seat, Windrush.'

      Jack sat on the smaller of the two thrones, sinking into the luxurious cushion.

      'Now, Windrush,' Hook remained on his feet, pacing back and forth from one of the windows to the door, 'I believe that you've seen quite a bit of action in India.'

      'A bit, sir. I was with General Havelock's column in the relief of Cawnpore and Lucknow, and then with Sir Colin Campbell.'

      'You participated in both of Campbell's campaigns against Lucknow,' Hook said. 'And before the Mutiny, you were in the Crimea and Burma.'

      'That's correct, sir.' Jack wondered how Hook knew so much about him.

      'Colonel Maxwell told me you were a useful man.' Hook answered Jack's unspoken question. 'He suggested that you were a little unorthodox and less regimental than most officers. When I saw you playing cards with your men, I knew that to be correct.'

      Jack was unsure how to reply.

      'Would you agree with our assessment, Windrush?' Hook didn't halt his pacing, yet his gaze never strayed from Jack's face.

      'Colonel Maxwell knew me well, sir,' Jack said.

      'I heard you were involved in some interesting escapades against the Plastun Cossacks around Sevastopol,' Hook said.

      'Yes, sir.' Jack remembered the biting cold and nervous strain when he had led his men against the best irregular infantry in the Russian army.

      Hook's sudden stop took Jack by surprise. 'You were successful.'

      'Some we won and some we lost, sir, like the campaign itself.'

      'You killed your adversary,' Hook said. 'The object of war is to outmanoeuvre and destroy the enemy, which is what you did. You are a soldier, Windrush.' His smile was genuine. 'And I am looking for a soldier who is not hide-bound by tradition and regulations.'

      'There are many more experienced soldiers than me in the army.' Jack avoided Hook's last statement. 'Lieutenant Elliot was with me most of the time, and he is a fine officer and a gentleman.'

      'I am fully aware of Lieutenant Arthur Elliot's abilities,' Hook said. 'As I am aware you have acted the spy on occasion.'

      'I had no choice, sir.' Jack knew that most officers thought spying was dishonourable. He decided to end the colonel's game. 'What do you wish me to do, sir?'

      'Good man. Take the direct approach and hang the consequences, eh?' Hook sat on the larger throne. 'I want you to work for me.'

      Jack felt the increased patter of his heart. 'Doing what, sir?'

      'Whatever I wish you to do.' Hook's gaze was level. 'Well? I could make it an order, captain Windrush.'

      'You'll have to, sir. My duty is with the 113th, beside my men.' Jack knew it was foolish to argue with a superior officer.

      'Maxwell was right about you. He said that as well as being unorthodox and less regimental than most officers, you have loyalty to your men.'

      'We've been through a lot together,' Jack said.

      Hook's smile faded slightly. 'I suspect that you have more to go through before this war is over.' He sat on the larger throne. 'You saw the well at Cawnpore.'

      'Yes, sir.' Jack would never forget the horror of the well at Cawnpore. Heads, torsos, arms and legs of women and children had filled the well in a sickening scene that still haunted him. The massacre at Cawnpore had put new savagery to an already terrible war, with atrocities and retaliation on both sides.

      'Do you know who was responsible?'

      'I heard it was Nana Sahib, sir, or his lover, Hussaini Khanum.'

      'Hussaini Khanum is a fascinating woman.' Hook took a long cheroot from an inside pocket and tapped the end on the arm of his chair. 'Do you think that women can be as ruthless in war as men?'

      Not expecting the question, Jack had no ready answer. 'I haven't thought about it, sir. I suppose I always think of women as the gentler sex.'

      Hook lit the cheroot, leaned back in his throne and exhaled blue smoke. 'That is what most people seem to think,' he said. 'Have you heard of Uda Devi?'

      'No, sir.' Jack shook his head, wondering where Hook was leading him with these seemingly disassociated questions.

      'No? That surprises me, considering you were involved in the battle where we killed her.' Hook drew on his cheroot. 'You must remember the affair at Sikandrabagh when the Highlanders shot a female in a papal tree?'

      'I do, sir,' Jack said. 'The woman had killed some of our men.'

      'That woman was Uda Devi.' Hook paused for effect. 'She was not the only woman warrior, but allegedly the leader of a company of female fighters, many of whom died in the battle for Lucknow.'

      'I see, sir. She was a brave woman, whoever she was.'

      'Our intelligence informs us that she was trained in guerrilla tactics, martial arts and espionage. She was much more than an angry woman killing British soldiers but… we don't know what she was.'

      Jack waited. It was not politic to rush a senior officer.

      'You are wondering what the connection is between Uda Devi and you.' A slow smile spread across Hook's face.

      'I am, sir,' Jack said.

      'We believe that another woman has taken Uda Devi's place,' Hook said. 'Our informants are very vague. They tell us that they have heard the name “Jayanti”.'

      'Jayanti.' Jack ran the name around his mouth. 'That's evocative.'

      'The name is interesting,' Hook said. 'It means “victorious”.'

      'Victorious?' Jack raised his eyebrows. 'We have defeated the mutineers wherever they have made a stand.'

      'Orientals don't view time as we do,' Hook said. 'They may view this war as only the first round in a prolonged struggle.' He shrugged. 'Now that they've given us fair warning, we'll take the appropriate action. More important for the present, this Jayanti may be planning to raise another army of women.' He exhaled blue smoke. 'If they are as skilled as Uda Devi, or as ruthless as Hussaini, then they could cause us a devil of a lot of trouble.'

      'The Mutiny is all but over now, sir, is it not?' Jack suffered a prickle of unease. 'We've recaptured Delhi, defeated every army they raised and taken Cawnpore and Lucknow. There is only Central India to pacify and the ragtag and bobtail to mop up.'

      'If only it were that easy.' Hook's laughter lacked any mirth. 'This is India, Windrush. We are sitting on the lid of a cauldron while the devil stokes the fire. You know what happens when a boiler has no outlet, don't you? It explodes. This mutiny was an outlet, and now we must ensure any future outbreaks are small and quickly subdued. We might not find Jayanti easy to control if we don't stop her soon.'

      'By we, do you mean me, sir?'

      Hook nodded. 'Why else would I be telling you all this? I want you to find Jayanti, and either capture her and bring her to trial, or kill her.' He stretched out on his chair. 'If she even exists. All we have is rumour and speculation.'

      Nausea rose in Jack's gut. The army was once again using him for the unorthodox. 'I'm sure other officers know India better than I do, sir. Perhaps somebody from John Company with a more intimate knowledge of the native peoples would be more suitable.'

      'Maxwell told me you were an argumentative sort of fellow, Windrush.' Hook examined the end of his cheroot. 'In case you have forgotten, John Company's sepoys have just mutinied. How can I trust one of their officers after that? You are Indian-born and have more experience than most in irregular warfare.'

      Jack knew there was no point in arguing further. 'How many men can I have, sir?'

      'I leave that up to you, Windrush. You know what is best. Remember that too many men will make you conspicuous and too few and you'll be vulnerable to every band of badmashes and broken pandy unit in India.'

      'Yes, sir,' Jack said.

      Hook's grin was as reassuring as a tiger stalking its prey. 'Here is what you are going to do, Windrush. Have you heard of the Rohilkhand Field Force?'

      'I've heard the name included in a hundred shaves, sir.'

      'Well, here is what is happening. Rohilkhand, as you know, is a large province northeast of Delhi, and near Meerut, where this entire horrible business began.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      'It appears that Rohilkhand is a rallying place. The survivors from Delhi have fled there, and the local Rohillas joined them. The Rohillas are a tough crowd, descended from Afghans. Their leader, Khan Bahadur Khan is a formidable presence. As if that was not sufficient, the Nawab of Farukhabad has raised the standard of rebellion as has the Maulvi of Faizabad.'

      'All the disaffected clans,' Jack murmured. 'All we need is Bonny Prince Charlie.'

      'Or Bonnie Princess Jayanti,' Hook said. 'I think you are beginning to understand. The Mutiny is not yet over; it has assumed a new form, that's all.'

      'Yes, sir.' Jack resigned himself to another summer's campaigning in the heat of India.

      'Sir Colin is sending four columns against Rohilkhand. General Penny is marching from Meerut; Brigadier Coke is leading a division from Rurki, Seaton will advance from Fatehgarh and Brigadier-General Robert Walpole from Lucknow.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      'You will join Walpole's column until you hear news of Jayanti. After that, you either strike out on your own or report your intelligence to me, if I am available.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      'Oh, and Windrush; keep an ear and eye open for Nana Sahib and Major Snodgrass, would you? You know that Snodgrass and his entire command vanished.'

      'I'll do that, sir.' The senior major of the 113th, Snodgrass had been in charge of an escort for the regiment's women and children when the Mutiny began the previous year. He and the escort had disappeared one night, leaving the women to find their own way to safety.

      'I know you didn't always see eye-to-eye with Major Snodgrass,' Hook again revealed his thorough knowledge of Jack, 'but he is a British officer.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      'After all this time, I doubt you'll find him alive,' Hook said. 'The mutineers probably ambushed the poor fellow.' Hook finished his cheroot and immediately lit another. 'However, I'm telling all the searching columns to look out for him, and I'll tell you too.'

      'Is there anything else, sir?'

      'Yes, Windrush. At present, we don't know much about Jayanti, and we don't want any false rumours to spread across the army. God knows there are sufficient lies and exaggerations already. Keep the object of your search between yourself and Elliot.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      'I think that's all, Windrush. You have your orders. Find this Jayanti woman and look out for poor Major Snodgrass. Good luck.' He held out his hand.

      'Thank you, sir.'

      Hook's hand was as hard and cool as his eyes.
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      'You know Jack', Elliot uncorked his silver hip flask. 'We've been in India for centuries, yet we're less part of it now than we ever were. We exist in a regimental cocoon while India lives outside us.'

      'We're not in a regimental cocoon for much longer, Arthur, we're on the road again.' Jack leaned against the wall of their shared quarters.

      Elliot held out the flask. 'I guessed that when Hooky wanted you.'

      'Do you know him?'

      Elliot shook the flask to attract Jack's attention. 'I know that he's a man best avoided. Where is he sending us?'

      Jack took the flask and sipped at the contents. 'God that's rough! What's it meant to be?'

      'Whisky. Campbell's 79th make their own.'

      'What do they make it from? Dead horses?' Jack choked down the fiery liquid. 'Thanks Arthur, I needed that, and you'll need the rest when you hear what Colonel Hook wants us to do.' He looked around their bare chamber, comparing it to Hook's luxurious quarters and sighed. 'We're after a woman named Jayanti. She's said to be the head of a regiment of female warriors.'

      'Amazons by Jove.' Elliot swallowed more of his whisky, coughed and wiped a hand across his mouth. 'And where does Jayanti live when she's at home?'

      'That's the interesting part,' Jack retrieved the flask for another swallow. 'We don't know.' He explained the situation.

      'I had thought the 113th had redeemed its reputation after Inkerman and Lucknow,' Elliot said. 'Apparently not. It seems that the powers-that-be still use us for the dirty jobs that other units don't want.' He shook his head. 'A British regiment hunting down a woman. What would Wellington have said?'

      'He would have said, “do your duty”.'

      'Probably.' Elliot downed some more whisky. 'So we wander about India knocking on doors and enquiring politely if a woman named Jayanti is inside?'

      'We are part of a large column,' Jack said. 'We march and fight, gather intelligence and listen.'

      'You'll have to say your goodbyes to Mary.' Elliot eyed Jack over the mouth of his flask. 'What are your intentions with that woman, Jack?'

      'Honourable.' Jack kept his voice neutral. He'd met Mary when the mutineers attacked the 113th cantonment at Gondabad the previous year. They'd forged a close friendship despite the fact that Mary was Anglo-Indian, with a British father and an Indian mother, and therefore not a woman that a respectable British officer should know.

      'How honourable?' Elliot didn't allow Jack to wriggle off his hook.

      'I will not dishonour her,' Jack said. 'I'm not my father.'

      Elliot passed across the flask. 'I remember that your father had a friendship with a Eurasian woman.'

      'He fathered me to a native of the country,' Jack said. 'I'm a half-breed.'

      'Your mother was only half-Indian,' Elliot said, 'making you three-quarters white and anyway, you are a British officer.' He kept his voice quiet.

      'If the queen learned of my antecedents, she would revoke my commission.' Jack held Elliot's gaze.

      'Not our Victoria.' Elliot said. 'If the queen did such a thing, and it's a big if, Her Majesty would be losing one of her finest officers. However, that is not likely to happen, and you are avoiding my question. What are your intentions with the delightful Mary?'

      'I don't know,' Jack said. 'I like her.'

      'The whole regiment knows that you like her.' Elliot couldn't hide his smile. 'And also, that she likes you. The question is, how much do you like her?'

      'I don't know,' Jack said again.

      'For your sake, Jack, find out,' Elliot said. 'I'm your friend, I hope, so when I speak, I'm only thinking of your happiness. Keep Mary as a friend, by all means, but no more than that. Don't, for God's sake, contemplate matrimony.'

      Until that moment, Jack hadn't seriously considered marrying Mary. However, as soon as Elliot gave his advice, Jack frowned. 'I'll do as I damn well please, Arthur.'

      'Will you?' Elliot said. 'Best consider the future, Jack. Jack!' He raised his voice as Jack rose from the chair and stormed away.

      'Damned cheek,' Jack grumbled to himself as he lit a cheroot. 'Telling me what I can and can't do and who I can and can't marry. Bloody cheek of the man.'

      Mary had found lodgings in a small chamber near the Dilkusha palace. She looked up from her small charpoy when Jack tapped on the door.

      'Come in.'

      'You look tired.' Jack stepped inside the bleak chamber.

      'I'm a lot better than most in here.' Mary sat up and ran her hands through her thick black hair.

      'You're acting as a nurse, aren't you?' Jack sat on the woven mooda stool that was one of the few pieces of furniture in the room.

      'No.' Mary shook her head. 'I'm not acting as anything. I am a nurse. There are a lot of badly injured men who need help.'

      'I've heard,' Jack said. 'The pandies have left powder stores all over the city, and our men light their pipes and throw away the Lucifers.'

      'Exactly so.' Mary reached for the chapatti that lay on the small table beside her charpoy. Tearing it in half, she passed one piece to Jack and bit into the other. 'Some of the poor devils lie there and pray for death, and no wonder with most of their bodies burned to a crisp. All we can do is try to soothe their pain.'

      'You're a good woman, Mary Lambert,' Jack said.

      Mary washed down the chapatti with a drink of water from a brass bowl. 'No, Jack, I'm only a woman.'

      'You're one of the best,' Jack told her.

      'What can I do for you?' Mary's smile only highlighted the tired lines around her eyes.

      'I've come to tell you that I'll be leaving Lucknow shortly,' Jack said.

      'Are you allowed to tell me where you are heading?'

      'Into Rohilkhand,' Jack said.

      'Rebel territory.' Mary put out a hand. 'Be careful, Jack, please be careful.'

      'I will,' Jack said.

      'No.' Mary shook her head. 'I know you. You will charge into whatever danger there is and end up with more wounds and more scars, or worse.'

      'That's part of the soldier's bargain,' Jack said.

      'It's a poor bargain,' Mary responded. She waved her hand to fend off a circling fly. 'I'll be thinking of you.'

      Jack nodded. He tried to think of something reassuring to say. 'I'll be thinking of you, too.'

      'You know where liars go,' Mary said with her mouth full of half-masticated chapatti. 'You won't think of me at all, only of your beloved regiment.'

      'I will think of you,' Jack said quietly. He wanted to touch her.

      Mary held his gaze for a long minute before she replied. 'I know you will.' Her voice was equally quiet. 'I do.'

      Jack knew that she was still watching as he left the chamber. He wished he could have said more as he stalked away with his temper growing fouler by the minute. What am I going to do about that woman?

      'We are joining Walpole's column with orders to remove any rebels from the left bank of the Ganges and bring British rule and justice into the districts through which we pass.' Jack addressed his junior officers. 'Our goal is Bareilly, one hundred and fifty or so miles away.'

      'Another long march.' Elliot glanced upwards. 'And the hot season is reaching its zenith.'

      'Check the boys fill their water bottles,' Jack said, 'and ensure the bullock waggons have extra water. I don't trust these bullock-wallahs any more than I would trust a pandy.'

      'Sergeant Greaves has already checked,' Elliot said.

      'Well, do it again,' Jack ordered. 'I'm not going to depend on the word of a sergeant to look after my men.' He knew he was bad-tempered this morning and Elliot was doing his best. However, junior officers were there to assuage the wrath of their superiors. Jack looked at his men, some marching, others riding six-a-piece on bullock-daks. They were relaxed, jesting and fit. He had no real worries with them. He glanced back toward Lucknow, hoping to see Mary.

      Damn the woman. She could at least spare a few moments to wave goodbye. So much for her protestations of thinking about me. Bloody woman.

      'We have a decent little army here,' Jack forced his mind onto other things. 'A Highland Brigade, two battalions of the Rifle Brigade, the Company's 1st Bengal Europeans, two sepoy regiments, two regiments of Queen's cavalry, three Punjab cavalry regiments, seamen from HMS Shannon and a gaggle of engineers and artillery.'

      'And us,' Elliot said, 'two companies of the 113th Foot. The pandies won't stand against this lot so it will be a wasted expedition.'

      'They might not have to stand,' Jack said. 'All they have to do is keep mobile and let us chase them across India. They can live on rice, water and burned corn and they ignore the sun while we'll lose men by the score with heat exhaustion.'

      'It's better being on the move than waiting in Lucknow,' Elliot said. 'The quicker we beat the rebels, the sooner this war will be over. Anyway,' he shrugged, 'I've had more than enough of Lucknow with its dead bodies putrefying in the streets, mines waiting to explode and murderers hiding in the alleys.'

      'The men are still keen,' Jack said.

      'They want to kill pandies,' Elliot agreed. 'They won't forget Cawnpore.'

      Jack took a last look at Lucknow, the city of palaces where he had met Mary and lost his mother. There was no familiar, friendly face waiting to wave him off.

      'Come on Arthur, let's find this Jayanti woman and finish this blasted war.'
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      The searing wind raised a mist of dust that hid the sun, coated every surface and scoured every face. The column marched through waist-high dust, spat out dust-filled phlegm and narrowed their eyes to protect sensitive pupils. When the men drank, they swallowed dust-tasting water, and they tried not to scratch at the dust that seeped inside their clothes and made walking a chafing nightmare. India had indirect methods of fending off invaders.

      'Tell me again, Coley, why do we want India?' Thorpe took off his hat, shook off the dust and replaced it, as dusty as before.

      'India,' Coleman said, 'is the jewel in the Empire's crown, the glory of the nation and a money-spinning gem for the Honourable East India Company.'

      'Oh.' Thorpe thought about Coleman's words for a few moments. 'That might be right, Coley, but why do we want it. It's a cesspit.'

      Coleman sighed. 'It brings money to the East India Company,' he said. 'It's all about money for the nobs.'

      'So how come we're fighting here and the nobs aren't?' Thorpe asked. 'We don't want the bloody place.'

      'I don't want it either,' Parker said.

      'Can we not just tell the East India Company that we don't want their country and give it back to the Indians?' Thorpe said.

      'That's what we'll do!' Hutton said. 'We'll all go to the East India Company and tell them that. You go first Thorpey, as it's your idea.'

      'Will you come with me?' Thorpe asked.

      'We'll all come with you,' Hutton said. 'You lead us Thorpey, and we'll follow.'

      'Thanks lads,' Thorpe said. 'Where is this East India Company?'

      'In London,' Coleman said. 'We can go after the war.'

      Thorpe grinned and straightened up. 'All of us?'

      'All of us, Thorpey. The whole regiment, band, Colours, colonel and all.'

      'Thanks, lads,' Thorpe said. 'You're real mates, you are.'

      Jack watched them as they marched on into the dust, weary men with no future except fighting, disease and poverty, living on false hopes and the prospect of a few hours oblivion through alcohol and cheap prostitutes. 'It's strange, Arthur, that ultimately the Empire depends on these men. Without them, there would be nothing.'

      'Aye,' Elliot nodded. 'They're the base of the pyramid and the directors of John Company are at the top.'

      'Surely the Queen is at the top,' Jack said.

      'Is she?' Elliot looked away. 'I wonder if money is not more important than monarchy now.'

      After Havelock's lightning marches of the previous year, Walpole's advance seemed interminably slow. There were few roads in this part of India, so they had to move in the full heat of the day, sheltering in topes of trees at night. With the cavalry scouting ahead, there was little for the infantry to do except march and curse or sit in the dusty wagons and curse.

      'I hope the pandies stand and fight,' Logan muttered. 'If they fight, we can smash them.'

      Jack peered through the curtain of dust that screened the surrounding countryside. 'When I lived in England, I thought India was a land of romance and jungles, with tigers and princes and fabled cities. Now I see it as a land where anybody can be an enemy.' He preferred being in charge of his own destiny, rather than obeying the orders of a superior officer he didn't know.

      The British moved slowly, dragging the guns through the dust, frequently stopping to allow the column to keep together, tormented by flies and heat. The bullocks proved more trouble than expected, lying down at their leisure and refusing to move until their drivers taught the soldiers a simple trick. While one man held the tail out straight, another placed a stick on each side and rubbed vigorously up and down.

      'That makes the bugger jump,' Thorpe said.

      'It's cruel sore on the animals,' Parker said in his broad Liverpool accent.

      'I'll be cruel sore on you, unless you shut up and march on,' Sergeant Greaves snarled.

      Soldiers and syces, horses and camels, elephants that smelled of pigs, servants of every variety, doolie bearers and warriors marched, cursed, swore, and laughed as they crawled across the vast Indian countryside. Some villages were deserted, others were full of huge-eyed, scared people. There were empty fields and the occasional temple or mosque. Cavalry cantered to check every copse of mango or peepul trees, infantry scouted every village for a sight of the enemy, and Walpole's column advanced to reclaim India for the Honourable Company and its shareholders in London's Leadenhall.

      On the 14th April, only fifty miles from Lucknow, Walpole ordered a halt, and the long, straggling column stopped.

      'What's happening?' Jack asked. Elliot seemed to have some hidden power, which enabled him to garner intelligence from unknown sources.

      Elliot didn't let him down. 'There's a fort in that patch of jungle.'

      'How the deuce do you know that?' The heat was making Jack irritable.

      Elliot shrugged. 'You'll know more than me, soon, the general's runner is coming for you.'

      'I'm sure you're psychic,' Jack said.

      'Captain Windrush.' The cornet of the 7th Hussars had a peeling red face and the enthusiasm of youth. 'General Walpole sends his regards and requests—'

      'I'm coming.' Jack pulled his reins aside and kicked in his heels.

      As the most junior officer in the group which formed around Walpole, Jack stood at the back and listened without giving any comment. Dust had rendered the kilts of the Highlanders as khaki as most of the uniforms, while there was a grim determination among the whiskered, bearded faces that listened to the general.

      'We cannot yet see it, gentlemen,' Walpole said, 'but inside that patch of jungle is Fort Ruhya. We have to take it before we continue.'

      The circle of officers nodded. Most had seen action before and knew what to expect. A naval officer caught a fly and flicked the dead body onto the ground.

      Walpole continued, his voice more hesitant than Jack had expected from a general. 'Nirpat Singh holds the fort, with some fifteen hundred men. He is an adherent of Nana Sahib, so we can expect a resolute defence.'

      'How are the approaches, sir?' a major of the 42nd asked.

      'There is a belt of jungle around the fort,' Walpole replied.

      'On all four sides, sir?' Brigadier Adrian Hope of the 93rd Highlanders asked. 'That is unusual. The garrison must have some method of entry – I suggest we send in a party to have a look. It will certainly be hard to drag the guns through the jungle.'

      Jack decided to keep silent. It must have been difficult for Walpole to command men with so much more experience, for Hope had fought in the Kaffir Wars in Africa, as well as the Crimea.

      'Then we go without artillery,' Walpole decided. 'It's only a small fort. It won't present any difficulties.'

      Hope looked at the officers of the 42nd, raised his eyebrows and tried again. 'I believe that a trooper of Hodson's Horse was a prisoner in the fort, sir and escaped. He said that Nirpat Singh would put up token resistance and then surrender.'

      'That's the story, sir,' a deeply tanned Company major agreed. 'If we roll up to the gate with artillery and infantry, Nirpat Singh will fire a few shots for honour's sake and run. We'll take the fort without any casualties.'

      'Nonsense,' Walpole dismissed the idea. 'The infantry go in on the north.'

      'Sir Colin's instructions are clear, sir,' one of the Highland officers said. 'We are to bombard any fort with artillery and then send in the infantry to storm the breach. The commander-in-chief has ordered that we should not attack any fort without at least two heavy pieces of artillery.'

      Jack nodded. Although some of the more fire-eating officers of the army termed Sir Colin Campbell “Old Khabardar” or “Old Be-Careful” for his caution and lack of speed, he had far fewer casualties than most commanders in this war. Havelock's final advance to Lucknow had been prolific in British lives compared to Sir Colin's approach.

      'We don't need to do that,' Walpole said. 'We will advance immediately. Brigadier Hope, take four companies of the 42nd, with the 4th Punjab Infantry. Windrush, your company of the 113th will be in support. Once the 42nd and the Sikhs are in, you follow up.'

      'Yes, sir,' Jack said as the Highlanders glanced at each other.

      Brigadier Hope was a Scottish peer and a typical leader of Highlanders. Once Walpole had issued the orders, he did his best to follow them to a conclusion. 'Follow me Windrush,' he was laughing, 'and we'll have the British flag flying over this fort within the hour, with or without the artillery.'

      'We're going in,' Jack said on his return to the 113th. 'Extended order, boys, fixed bayonets and keep your heads down.'

      'Where are the guns, sir?' Greaves asked.

      'No guns this time, Sergeant. We're doing this the old-fashioned way, straight through the jungle and over the walls.'

      'Hugh Gough style, eh?' Greaves had been in the army longer than Jack had and remembered the battle of Chillianwala, where the 113th had first seen action. To the shame of the regiment, they had turned and run before the Sikh artillery.

      'We're a better regiment now than we were under General Gough,' Jack said.

      Greaves nodded. 'Yes, sir.'

      Jack raised his voice. 'Make sure you have ammunition in your pouches, boys, and water in your canteens. 'Thorpe, you stay close to Coleman. You Johnny Raws, do as the sergeants and officers tell you and don't mind the shine. It will be noisier than anything you've ever heard before, and you will see things that will make you sick. That's all part of the soldier's bargain. Don't linger and if you're hit, lie quiet and wait for the doolie bearers to pick you up.'

      The veterans had heard it all before. The replacements, pale under their tan, listened. Some tried bravado in an attempt to impress their new comrades, who said nothing.

      'Do your duty, boys,' Elliot said quietly, 'that's all that the regiment expects.'

      They moved forward in extended order, Highlanders and Sikhs and a company of the 113th, walking toward an unknown number of rebels in a fort they could not yet see. Jack's 113th was in the second line, with the kilts of the Black Watch rustling in front.

      'The scouts say it's only a small fort, with a high mud wall and bastions at each angle,' Jack instructed as they began the advance. 'There are two gates; we'll go for the one on the left unless the 42nd or the Sikhs force an entrance elsewhere.'

      'I don't like this,' Elliot said. 'We've no skirmishers out in front, no flank guards and no artillery. This Walpole fellow is a bit casual, is he not?'

      Jack grunted. Although he agreed, it was unprofessional to croak about superior officers.

      'How many defenders are there, sir?' Young Ensign Wilden asked.

      'The general thinks there are fifteen hundred,' Jack said.

      'I heard there were only a couple of hundred.' Elliot's information was usually accurate.

      ''We'll gut the bastards, however many there are,' Logan said.

      With their feet trampling the dry grass and snapping stray twigs, the British and Sikhs moved into the thorny undergrowth of the jungle. A flight of birds exploded from above them and insects buzzed around their faces, probing into ears and eyes, biting the sweat-softened skin of necks and wrists, distracting them from the job at hand.

      'I hate bloody India,' Thorpe said. 'There are too many flies.'

      'Face your front,' Greaves snapped. 'Don't worry about the insects. You'll have enough to occupy you when we attack the fort.'

      'Which bloody fort?' Hutton complained. 'There's no bloody fort here.'

      'Shut your mouth.' Armstrong made a rare contribution to the conversation. 'You know nothing, you.'

      The jungle grew thicker, with thorns hindering their advance and tree branches cutting the view of the sky. The 113th advanced through a dense green dimness, silent now as they expected to see the fort, holding their Enfield rifles in brown, calloused hands and careful of every footfall. Jack gripped his revolver, called encouragement and watched the Black Watch, ten yards in front, vanish into an even denser patch of woodland.

      'Remember Burma?' Coleman grumbled. 'They dacoits would love this. They would have a hundred ambushes waiting for us here. These pandy bastards don't know how to fight.'

      'They know how to run though,' Logan said. 'Cry Havelock!' He raised the 113th battle cry, extending the final vowel of Havelock's name.

      'Let loose the dogs of war!' the 113th responded.

      'There it is!' Thorpe pointed ahead. 'There's the fort!'

      The first line pushed through the jungle fringe to a clearing, a maidan, in the centre of which stood the khaki-coloured walls of Fort Ruhya. Compared to the splendid palaces of Lucknow it wasn't impressive, a low walled, mundane-looking building with irregular bastions – the lair of a robber baron rather than the abode of a rajah.

      Although Jack had expected the rebels to defend the fort, the volume of musketry took him by surprise. Muzzle-flares lit up the loop-holed walls, the bastions, the tops of the gate and the bushes on either flank.

      'That's not a token defence,' Elliot said.

      'Steady, 113th!' Jack shouted. Firm leadership was required as men dropped from all three regiments. The first volley could test even the staunchest of troops.

      'With me, Highlanders!' Brigadier Hope pushed himself forward, tall, urbane, distinguished and as brave as any regiment would expect. 'Follow me, the Black Watch.' For one minute, he strode in front of the army, a smiling Scottish aristocrat and a veteran commander and then he staggered, threw up his hands and crumpled to the ground.

      'Jesus, they've shot the brigadier!'

      'They'll shoot you too, Hutton, if you don't get under cover!' Greaves said. 'Find a tree, boys and wait for orders!'

      The musketry continued, sweeping the open ground in front of the fort and felling everybody who tried to advance. Crumpled bodies littered the maidan, some lying still, others writhing and moaning in pain.

      'It's the Redan, all over again,' Elliot said.

      'We can take them, sir,' Logan said.

      'Get down!' Jack didn't see who gave the order. Officers and men slumped to the ground, to seek whatever cover they could find. One replacement hesitated, looking forward at the fort until Riley hauled him unceremoniously to the ground.

      'Get your bloody head down, you stupid bastard!'

      The rebel musketry continued, joined by artillery that swept iron grapeshot across the maidan.

      'That's a killing ground.' Greaves gave his professional opinion. 'Who's in charge of the fort, sir?'

      'Nirpat Singh,' Elliot said. 'He's one of Nana Sahib's merry men.'

      'Fire at them!' Ensign Wilden lifted his revolver and loosed three shots.

      'Hold your fire!' Jack countermanded. 'Men lying on the ground can't reload and if the enemy sally, I don't want our boys to face them with empty rifles.'

      As the British slid under whatever shelter they could find, the firing from the fort eased. Unable to find any targets, Nirpat Singh's musketeers waited behind the walls, ready for movement.

      The rising sun scorched the British while busy insects feasted on their sweat. Every so often, the rebels fired a volley that cut through the branches above the attackers' heads and dropped leaves and twigs on their prone bodies. Between the gunfire, there was birdsong and the occasional scream of a monkey. Always, there was the buzz of flies and the moaning of the wounded.

      A few yards from Jack a man yelled and grabbed his leg. 'Snake!' He half rose, there came the sharp crack of a rifle, and he fell without another sound.

      'Shot right through the head,' Armstrong said. 'Good shooting by the pandies.'

      'That came from above,' Riley said. 'They've got sharpshooters in the treetops.'

      Jack frowned. Uda Devi, the woman who had killed so many men in the second relief of Lucknow, had sheltered in the top of a tree. Perhaps the mysterious Jayanti woman used the same technique.

      'Don't stand up,' Jack ordered, 'try and scan the trees.' He shifted slightly, heard the crack of a rifle and flinched as a shot thumped into the tree at his side. That was too close.

      'I see him, sir,' Whitelam, the ex-poacher whispered. 'Don't move an inch.'

      'Where is he?'

      'About sixty yards to your right, halfway up a tall peepul tree. For God's sake, don't move sir, he's watching you.' Whitelam's words brought cold sweat to Jack's forehead despite the baking heat. To know that an expert sharpshooter was waiting for him was unnerving.

      'I'm going after him,' Jack decided. Better moving than lying as a target.

      'He's pointing his rifle right at you, sir.' Whitelam spoke in broad Lincolnshire as the strain worked on his nerves. 'You won't be able to move fast enough before he fires.'

      'I'll catch the bastard's eye, sir,' Logan said. 'I'm no' lying here all bloody day just to keep some pandy bugger happy.'

      'You keep your head down, Logan!'

      'Aye, right sir. So I will.' Logan was moving on the last word. Rolling from his cover, he ran back to distract the sharpshooter. Jack was on his feet before the rifle's echo reached him. He had to run the sixty yards to the rebel's tree before he or she could reload, and then climb up the bole without either the sharpshooter or the defenders of the fort shooting him. It was a tall order.

      Another shot sounded, followed by Logan's voice. 'Missed the bugger! He moved.'

      Jack glanced up and saw a drift of white gun smoke from a peepul tree. That must be the one. He hurried towards it, unfastening his sword belt as he did. The sabre was long and would be cumbersome as he climbed. He felt a bullet whiz past him as somebody fired from the fort, but hitting a moving figure at over a hundred yards amidst waist-deep scrub was nearly impossible.

      The lower few feet of the peepul's trunk was smooth, without handholds, so Jack had to throw himself upward to grasp the lowest protruding bough. He climbed quickly, hoping the sharpshooter had not yet reloaded.

      There was more shooting from the fort, and another bullet knocked splinters from the bole of the tree. Jack looked upwards, gasping. He could see only a tracery of branches and foliage; there was no sign of the sniper. Grabbing for the next handhold, he hauled himself up. As a boy, Jack had enjoyed birds nesting in the woodland around the Malvern Hills and the grounds of his school. He had never expected to use his tree-climbing skills hunting rebels in Rohilkhand.

      'He's searching for you, sir!' Whitelam's voice floated to him. 'I'll try a shot.'

      'No! You can't reload!' Jack shouted.

      Something dropped from above, rustling through the leaves and missing Jack's shoulder by a few inches. He looked down and saw a spear quivering in the ground, swore, pointed his revolver upwards and fired a single shot. He didn't expect the bullet to take effect but hoped to unsettle the sharpshooter. This situation was unnerving, playing hide-and-seek with a sniper while climbing a peepul tree.

      Jack knew that after he'd fired the six chambers in his revolver, he had no weapon. Without time to reload, he had to hit the sharpshooter or rely on his strength and experience to defeat him. That could be interesting, as many rebels were veteran warriors with more skill in close-quarter fighting than he had.

      Jack cursed as a dense clump of branches blocked his view up the tree. 'Can anybody see him?'

      'Twenty feet, sir!' Whitelam shouted. 'He's twenty feet above you!'

      The musketeer fired as Whitelam spoke, with a puff of white smoke giving his position away. Jack dragged himself upward into the thick foliage, hoping to catch his quarry while he reloaded.

      Thrusting his head between two branches and uncaring of the scrapes and scratches, Jack saw a small timber platform above him. The sharpshooter squatted on top, wearing a black turban, with a grey cloth covering the lower half of his face. Is that the same man who mutilated Ensign Green?

      The man looked down, and for a moment, Jack stared straight into his eyes. They were brown and strangely gentle, without any of the viciousness he had expected. Jack lifted his revolver, took quick aim and swore as the sharpshooter moved to the side.

      Inching higher, Jack tried to climb onto the platform, pulling back as the sharpshooter kicked at his head. Firing involuntarily, Jack had no idea where his shot went. The sharpshooter vanished.

      He must be somewhere on the platform. Jack crouched immediately beneath the rough timber. He wondered if a bullet from his revolver had the power to bore through the platform and hit the man, and if so, would it be able to inflict a telling wound? He had four shots left, should he try, and maybe waste a bullet?

      The spear point crashed through a gap between the planks, grazing Jack's shoulder. He flinched and yelled, and the spear withdrew, to plunge down again, harder than before. Simultaneously, a bullet thudded into the tree a few inches from Jack's leg.

      Jack jerked his leg aside, swearing. Jesus! There's more than one sniper! There was another somewhere, firing at him. Jack glanced around, saw only the tops of trees and launched himself upward. If he remained where he was, he would be a target for the second sharpshooter. If he kept moving, he would be harder to hit.

      Dragging himself over the edge of the platform, Jack rolled on the timber as the sharpshooter lunged at him with a spear. He was a lithe man, clothed in baggy green. As the spear thudded into the platform, an inch from his groin, Jack pointed his revolver at the sharpshooter and squeezed the trigger. The shot sent the man staggering backwards. Jack fired again, and again, seeing the bullets smack into the sharpshooter's body, seeing the flower of blood as each shot pushed the man further back. Jack squeezed the trigger again, realised that the hammer was falling on empty chambers and rose to a crouch.

      The sharpshooter tottered on the edge of the platform, stared at Jack, made a last ineffectual lunge with the spear and fell backwards. Jack watched him bounce through the branches and land on the ground far below.

      'You were a brave man,' Jack said. 'You were worthy of a far better cause than rebellion and mutiny.'

      Sitting on the platform and hoping that he was out of the vision of any more snipers, Jack began the laborious process of reloading his revolver. He had to place each round down the muzzle and into the chamber and then fit the percussion cap. As he worked, he looked around. A jezzail lay on the platform, the old-fashioned but accurate musket used by Afghan tribesmen. There was also Minié rifle with a quantity of ammunition. Four spears, a long steel dagger and a tulwar, completed the weapons. His erstwhile opponent had prepared well for the fight.

      'Captain Windrush!' Riley's voice floated from below. 'Are you all right, sir?'

      'All right, Riley,' Jack called down. 'Keep under cover. There are other sharpshooters.' Replacing his revolver in its holster, Jack lifted the Minié, remembering using the weapon in the desperate action at Inkerman where the 113th rediscovered their soul. He loaded it quickly and scanned the trees for movement.

      The jets of smoke from the fort attracted Jack's eye an instant before he heard the reports, and a dozen musket balls hummed around his tree, flicking off leaves and crashing through the branches. None came close. Jack knew that the mutineers would be lucky to hit him with the weapons they had, yet with so many men firing it would only be a matter of time before one found its mark. He moved to the northern side of the tree, so the bole afforded some protection. Even from here, the forest concealed most of the British and Sikh force although Jack could see men and officers cowering on the ground, under bushes and behind trees. The rebels had stalled the British advance and held the upper hand. Jack grunted; Sir Colin had been right about the use of cannon.

      Ignoring the fort, Jack studied the trees, spotting an occasional spurt of white smoke where other sharpshooters fired at the British lines. Distance or foliage concealed the majority of the snipers, so only one was visible. Jack steadied himself and aimed the Minié. The rebel wore the same baggy green clothing, black turban and drab veil as the man Jack had killed.

      Jack's shot splintered the timber at the man's feet, making him leap aside but doing no further damage. Jack grunted and rolled away as the sniper scanned the trees to see who had shot at him. Knowing his gun smoke would reveal his position, Jack lay prone for a few moments as flies explored his face. As soon as a bullet sprayed chips from the bole of the tree, Jack stood to reload.

      Looking towards his adversary, Jack saw him doing the same, and it became a race between the two as they hammered bullets down the rifle muzzle and placed the caps on with nervous, desperate fingers. Jack was a fraction slower and saw the enemy's Minié rise. He flinched as the muzzle flared orange and he felt the passage of the bullet, and then he steadied himself, took a deep breath and fired.

      The bullet took the sharpshooter high in the chest. He staggered, fell and dragged himself to his feet, looking for his adversary. Jack reloaded with desperate haste, fired again and missed. Despite his wound, the sharpshooter began to load a jezzail. The superbly balanced weapon was lighter than the British rifles and had a more extended range. Jack threw himself down, rolled away and lifted the jezzail that lay beside him. He'd never fired one before, hoped it was loaded, aimed and fired in a single movement. The kick was less than he expected, and he didn't see where the shot went.

      For a moment, Jack stared at his opponent across the intervening foliage, and then both moved together, scrabbling to load. Jack chose the rifle, the enemy lifting the jezzail and both concentrating on their weapon and oblivious to anything else. Jack knew that he was faster than most at loading, yet his wounded enemy was first and was aiming the jezzail while Jack lifted his Minié.

      Both shots merged in a double crack. Jack felt the tug on his right sleeve even as he saw the opponent stiffen and fall. He took a deep breath to still the hammer of his heart. That had been close. These black-turbaned musket men were expert. Now he should leave his perch before another targeted him. I've been lucky twice; if luck deserts me, I'll be dead.

      Kicking the weapons to the ground, Jack swung over the edge of the platform and slithered down the tree, swearing as he hit half a dozen branches on his descent.

      'Welcome back, sir,' Whitelam said, 'and keep your head down. The pandies are angry at you.'

      Jack agreed as a cannon fired from the fort, spraying grapeshot all around. Throwing himself to the ground, he rolled to the back of the tree and lay still as the enemy used him as a target. How old am I? Twenty-five? If I was a cat, I'd already have used up all my lives.

      'We've to withdraw, sir,' Elliot reported. 'The general's ordered in the artillery.'

      'Bloody General Walpole!' Jack heard one of the 42nd shouting. 'He cannae organise a simple assault. Look at the dead – Walpole's a murdering sot, so he is.'

      Others seemed to agree, to judge by the comments. With their unblemished record of victories now spoiled, the Highlanders were incensed, blaming Walpole for their defeat.

      'The Sawnies are right,' Thorpe said. 'Walpole's a murdering sot.'

      'Enough of that!' Jack shouted. 'Get back to the camp and leave the moaning to others.' Jack knew that he should nip any criticism of the higher command in the bud, for criticism led to disobedience and then mutiny, and this war started with mutinous soldiers. The 113th trudged back with their heads down and murder in their hearts, and as they withdrew, artillerymen pushed forward two eighteen-pounders and a pair of mortars.

      'Leave it to the artillery.' Jack looked at the dead and wounded that the abortive attack had cost. Ordinary soldiers always pay the price of a bad commander's folly.

      'People laugh at Sir Colin for his caution,' Elliot said. 'He's a far better commander than Walpole or a hundred Walpole's will ever be.'

      Jack didn't respond directly. 'Take command of the men.'

      'Where are you going, sir?'

      'To look at those sharpshooters I killed,' Jack said. 'Do you remember Uda Devi, the woman the Highlanders shot outside Lucknow?'

      'I do,' Elliot said.

      'She fought the same way, shooting from the top of a tree. I wonder if either of those snipers were women.' Jack realised he was shaking. 'I hope one was Jayanti. It was only good fortune that they didn't kill me.'

      'Good luck, sir.' Elliot handed over his hip flask.

      Not caring if Elliot saw him trembling or not, Jack took a deep draft. The taste no longer mattered; he needed the alcohol to settle his nerves. 'Thank you, Arthur. Get the men safely back.' He returned to the jungle.

      The eighteen-pounders began their bombardment, shaking the ground and pouring acrid smoke through the trees. There were no birdcalls now, and even the insects seemed subdued as Jack searched for the peepul where the first sniper had been. There were so many trees, and all looked so similar that it was ten minutes before he located the peepul and another five before he found the body. It lay a few yards from the foot of the peepul, face down and already furred by flies.

      'Sorry, my brave enemy.' Bending over the crumpled, bloody mess, Jack turned him on his face and pulled off the veil.

      'Oh, dear God, I was right.'

      The face of a young woman stared sightlessly up at him. She was darker skinned than most indigenous people of the area, lithe and wiry. Jack guessed her to be around twenty years old.

      'Why?' Jack asked, 'why must a girl like you die?' He sighed. 'Rest easy, warrior woman. You fought bravely for what you believed.'

      The second markswoman had fallen into a tangle of vegetation. Jack eventually saw a leg sticking up and cleared the undergrowth until he found the body. Kneeling down, Jack gently unrolled the veil that covered the lower face. Again, young features stared at him, twisted in death.

      'Go with your God,' Jack said, 'or rather, your Gods.' He unfolded the veil and replaced it over the woman's face to protect her from the questing flies.

      

      'So now we know,' Elliot said when Jack passed on his information. 'Colonel Hook was correct, and we're on the right track.'

      'I wish we had some spies we could trust.' Jack lit a cheroot. 'General Walpole doesn't seem to favour our normal information gathering techniques. We can't plan anything based on two dead women.'

      'Could we not ask the trooper who escaped from Ruhya Fort?' Elliot asked. 'He seems like a handy sort of fellow.'

      'I think he's gone back to Hodson's Horse.' Jack was pleased that for once he knew more than Elliot did.

      'That's a shame.' Elliot passed across his hip flask. 'We must carry on blind then, and hope for a break.'

      'At least we know a little more.' Jack sipped at the flask. 'We know that female warriors are fighting for the rebels and the fact that they all dress the same indicates they're in the same unit. I wish we knew how many of them we have to face.'

      Elliot retrieved his flask. 'Could you imagine a whole army of Uda Devis? The women here are every bit as dedicated as the men.'

      Jack thought of his stepmother's calculating years-long wait to unleash her vengeance on him. 'That could be true for women in general. We place them on a glass pedestal, we call them weak and emotional, we claim they lack common sense, and we say we have to look after them.' He shook his head. 'Except for a couple of fleeting encounters in Hereford and on the boat to India back in '51, I had never spoken to a woman until I met Myat in Burma. I knew nothing of them.'

      Elliot grinned. 'I know what you mean. Public schools aren't the best preparation for mixing with women. Some of the officers I've met seem genuinely afraid of them.' He laughed.

      'You never talk about women,' Jack said.

      'I've got four sisters.' Elliot sipped at his flask. 'I know they are neither angels nor demons.' He grinned. 'Some days they are a mixture of both! Now your Mary—'

      'She's not my Mary,' Jack denied at once.

      'Methinks you doth protest too much.' Elliot's grin returned. 'Your Mary has more of the angel than the demon in her.' His expression became serious. 'Be careful there, Jack, my lad. While your old amour Helen may have enhanced your career, what with her being a colonel's daughter and all, Mary will not, however delightful a woman she might be.'

      'We are not here to discuss Mary Lambert,' Jack said.

      'Of course not.' Elliot switched the subject with ease. 'Did you hear about poor Colonel Grey?'

      'Colonel Grey? What about him?' Jack asked.

      'He's dead. Dysentery.' Elliot grunted. 'That's another colonel the 113th has lost.'

      'This regiment is hard on colonels,' Jack said. 'We hardly get to know them and then they're gone.'

      'That is so.' Elliot shrugged. 'Death is common out here.'

      'Too common,' Jack said. 'And it comes too young. That woman I shot was about twenty years old, and a Dalit, I think. That's an untouchable, the lowest caste in India.

      'I know what a Dalit is, Jack, damn it!' Elliot said.

      

      'One in every six people in India is untouchable.' Elliot shook his head. 'I can understand why the Rajahs fight us. They want control over their lands again. I can also see the sepoys' point in mutinying if they believed that we were interfering with their religion. But I don't understand why the untouchables fight. Every other caste despises them and condemns the untouchables to the lowest and most menial jobs. One would think they would welcome British help, and maybe wish us to end Hinduism and the caste system.'

      'One would think that,' Jack agreed cautiously. 'Religion is a strange thing.'

      Elliot sighed. 'I once believed that the Indians liked us because we bring fair justice and some security. If even the untouchables don't want us, perhaps I was wrong.'

      Jack nodded. 'I thought that we belonged here. I was born here, after all. People always say that as India was never a single nation, there are no foreigners and we, the British, are viewed as just another caste by the Hindus.' He shrugged. 'Now, with this rebellion, I'm not sure.'

      'I don't know anymore,' Elliot said. 'Then you think of our Indian allies, Gurkhas, Sikhs and the camp followers, and you remember the loyal sepoys of the Madras and Bombay Presidencies. These men fight beside us and share all the danger we face. If they ever combined against us, they would so vastly outnumber us that we couldn't hope to stand against them.'

      'Let's pray that doesn't happen,' Jack said.

      They sat in silence for a moment as the heat built up and the regular batter of the eighteen-pounders reminded them that the battle for Fort Ruhya continued on the other side of the belt of jungle.

      'I used to think that we had more morality than the native peoples,' Jack said at last. 'After we hanged hundreds or thousands of people on our rampages through the countryside, I'm not sure that we are superior.'

      Elliot grunted. 'I wonder how things will be after this war.' He looked sideways at Jack. 'I don't know if I should ask this again, Jack.'

      'Ask,' Jack said. 'We've been friends long enough.'

      'Mary,' Elliot said. 'And Jane. How do you feel about things?'

      Jack took Elliot's hip flask without asking and drank deeply. 'If you ever send in your papers, Arthur, don't consider a career in the diplomatic corps.'

      'Sorry, Jack.'

      'How do I feel about being a quarter Indian, my father having an affair with a Eurasian woman and my liking for another Eurasian?' Jack handed back the flask. 'That's a lot to ask in one sentence, Arthur.'

      'I know,' Elliot said.

      'I am glad to have friends who are still my friends despite my mixed blood,' Jack admitted. 'And that is not to say that I'm ashamed of my mother and her line.'

      'Jane was a fine woman,' Elliot agreed, 'a true Christian and one of the best.'

      Jack thrust an unlit cheroot into his mouth. He could talk to Elliot about such matters. There was nobody else on Earth, except perhaps Mary, in whom he would confide. 'As soon as I arrived in India, I felt as if I belonged,' he said. 'That feeling hasn't disappeared. The pandies, the massacres and the battles haven't altered anything. Sometimes I hate the heat and the poverty, the flies and the disease, and other times I love the colour and the friendliness, the generosity and the beauty, but I never feel like a stranger here, as I did in Burma or the Crimea, or Malta even.'

      'I hate the place,' Elliot admitted. 'I hate the cruelty and the poverty and the heathen gods. I'm counting the days until I leave.' He nursed his flask. 'And now the big question, Jack. Again: what about Mary?'

      'I wish I knew the answer to that,' Jack decided to light his cheroot. His hand was still shaking. I don't want to go into battle again.
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      When the 42nd Highlanders, the Black Watch, learned that some of their wounded remained in front of Fort Ruhya, Quarter-Master Sergeant John Simpson led a patrol of four volunteers who returned carrying severely injured men. Simpson won the Victoria Cross for rescuing men under heavy fire. The eighteen-pounders continued their pounding as the infantry wondered why Walpole had so casually put these men's lives at risk.

      With his memories unsettling him, Jack patrolled the lines, speaking quietly to those men who acknowledged him and allowing the others to relax.

      'Good lads, the Sawnies,' Riley said. 'They'll hate being stopped by the pandies.'

      Logan gave a sour grin. 'Dinnae worry about the Forty-Twa. They'll get their ain' back, and God help any pandy that gets in their way. There'll be bloody bayonets before this campaign is over.'Leaning back on the ground, he pushed a short pipe into his mouth. 'You and me though, Riles, we've got plans, eh?'

      Riley saw Jack passing. 'So we have, Logie, and we'll keep them to ourselves.'

      'That we will,' Logan said. He unsheathed his bayonet and began to sharpen it. 'Nae bastard will stop us, eh?'

      Did Logan intend that last phrase as a threat to me? Jack wondered. Although he and Logan had fought through two wars together, he knew that the little Glaswegian had his own unique code of morality. If Logan took a dislike to him, Jack knew he would have to watch his back, officer or not. The threat of hanging wouldn't deter Logan if he believed somebody had wronged him.

      That night's camp was dismal with dispirited men slumped in the heat.

      'I heard why the pandies beat us,' Elliot said.

      'Why was that?' Jack was still wondering what Logan and Riley had been discussing.

      'We were meant to have supports,' Elliot said. 'They never came, and the reserves went to the wrong place completely.' He shook his head. 'We took Havelock and old Sir Colin for granted. If either of them had been here, we would be inside that fort now.'

      'The Sawnies are cursing,' Lieutenant Bryce said. 'They're calling Walpole for everything under the sun. It's the first defeat they've experienced since Culloden. What a blasted shambles.' Bryce was in his thirties and had transferred to the 113th in the hope of action and promotion.

      'Enough of that croaking,' Jack said. 'Even Wellington had the occasional reverse. We dust ourselves down and carry on.'

      'Defeated by the pandies over a blasted mud-walled fort.' Lieutenant Bryce ignored Jack. 'And the 113th was involved again. It's like Chillianwala, all over again.'

      'Nobody will even notice we were there.' Elliot calmed Bryce down. 'The Highland Brigade will get all the attention.'

      'As you choose not to take my orders, Lieutenant Bryce, you can take a patrol out to the fort.' Jack kept his voice level. 'See what's happening and report back.'

      'Sir.' Bryce gave a formal salute to show his displeasure.

      Jack watched him march stiffly away. 'He'll learn,' he said. 'I just hope he learns quickly and doesn't lose any of my men in the process.'

      'I remember hearing about a keen young ensign disobeying orders to attack a Burmese stockade,' Elliot said.

      'He was a bloody fool.' Jack looked back at his younger self without pleasure.

      When Bryce reported that the rebels had abandoned the fort, the column marched on in sullen anger, stamping their feet on the hard ground and glowering forward. At that moment, Jack thought, the infantry hated General Walpole more than they hated the enemy.

      'I hope the pandies make a stand,' Logan said. 'Then we can smash them.'

      'I hope they don't,' Armstrong grumbled. 'Bloody Walpole will get us all killed for nothing again.'

      On the 22nd April, Logan had his wish as the rebels' halted their retreat at a small village called Sirsa.

      Jack scanned the enemy positions with his binoculars. 'Cavalry, infantry and artillery,' he reported. 'Nirpat Singh is going to fight.'

      'Come on, boys!' Logan hefted his rifle.

      'Not this time,' Riley said. 'Walpole's discovered he has guns. He won't need us.'

      'Does Walpole even know what infantry are for?' Logan asked as the British artillery pounded the enemy camp.

      'If he doesn't use us, Logie, then we've more chance of surviving,' Riley said. 'And we've something to live for, remember?'

      'Aye.' Logan sounded surly. 'I still wanted to fight them.'

      Jack noted snatches of the conversations between the crashes as Walpole's artillery pounded the enemy. Only when the guns had weakened the defences did Walpole send in the cavalry. After a brief, if bloody skirmish, the rebels ran, abandoning their artillery and, more important, leaving the bridge over the River Rāmgangā intact.

      'Well,' Jack said, 'Walpole won that battle efficiently enough.'

      'There's no glory for us in this campaign,' Lieutenant Bryce said.

      'If you're looking for glory, Lieutenant, you've come to the wrong regiment. In the 113th, we don't look for glory. We do our duty. Now check your men.' Jack turned away, aware he sounded pompous.

      Walpole's column marched on, until twelve days after the affair at Fort Ruhya, they merged with Sir Colin Campbell's main army and continued towards Bareilly. With elephants and camels, hordes of camp followers and thousands of men in the reinforced column, Jack guessed that only a significant rebel army would face them and any possibility of gathering intelligence was limited.

      'I wish I spoke the language better,' Jack said after a fruitless day asking the pickets if they had any sign of men or women in black turbans and dropped the name Jayanti among the scurrying servants with no success at all.

      'Yes.' Elliot pulled at a cheroot. 'I think all officers in India should learn at least one of the languages. Especially us, with the strange assignments we get.' He gave a twisted grin. 'Or at least Hooky could have provided us with a translator. Mary, perhaps.'

      'That's enough,' Jack said. 'We're not discussing Mary again, and I'm not putting her in any danger. We had enough of that in the last campaign.'

      'Yes, sir,' Elliot said. 'I won't mention Mary again.'

      'Best not, Lieutenant Elliot.' Jack adopted his captain's tone.

      At the beginning of May, Brigadier Penny's column reinforced Campbell's force. They marched relentlessly onward along a raised roadway with the ground on either side flat and featureless, dotted with topes of trees and the occasional village. As they neared the old British cantonments at Bareilly, the terrain altered, with a small river hiding within a deep bed and a hundred nullahs in which the rebels could hide, to pounce on any part of the unwieldy British column.

      As always, Sir Colin Campbell made detailed preparations, so the army was ready for the final march and the capture of Bareilly. With unknown numbers of rebel cavalry on the prowl, Sir Colin ordered a strong guard for the straggling supplies and ensured the sick in their doolies were on the right side of the column, where the enemy was least likely to attack.

      'Sir Colin's doing his best,' Elliot said.

      'He's very slow,' Bryce complained. 'He should leave the sick and supplies behind and attack with the fighting men.'

      'If he did,' Elliot murmured, 'the rebels would have a soft target, and then the army would lack food, tents and ammunition.'

      On the 5th May, they left camp as dawn splintered the horizon and the heat of the day was already mounting.

      'When do the rains come?' A replacement asked as he staggered under the force of the sun.

      'Not yet,' Coleman said. 'It's maybe a month until the monsoon. You'll notice when the rain starts.'

      'I hope they come before that.' The man wiped a hand across his forehead.

      'I don't care about the heat,' Logan said. 'I wish we could march without all these bloody halts to allow the artillery and baggage to catch us. Havelock didn't need all that rubbish.'

      'Havelock lost more men through heat exhaustion,' Coleman said. 'I'll have old Sir Colin any time.'

      'I'd have old Sir Colin any time,' Thorpe echoed.

      Riley gave Coleman a searching look. 'You're not as stupid as you look, Coley. Bonaparte had the right idea planting trees for shade. We've nothing here except some scrub.'

      The British moved on in a jolting procession, half-blinded by the dust and with uncountable flies tormenting them, seeking moisture in eyes and mouths and nostrils. The sound of boots on the road was a monotonous drumbeat, augmenting the thunder of elephants and occasional snort of camels.

      'It's like travelling with a circus,' Riley said.

      'You would know about that.' Armstrong said and spat a mouthful of dust-filled phlegm on the ground. 'You and that actress woman you call a wife.'

      Jack intervened before Logan retaliated for Charlotte's honour.

      The landscape altered as they came closer to Bareilly. The open country gave way to small but thick woods of peepul and mango trees, with the occasional straggling village or lonely house, mostly abandoned in the face of the squabbling armies.

      A sweating cornet reined in his horse beside Jack. '113th to go to the front!'

      'Give me a proper report, Cornet!' Jack snapped.

      The cornet took a deep breath. 'Sorry, sir. Sir Colin sends his respects, sir, and could the 113th take up a position at the front of the infantry.'

      'That's better, Cornet. Please convey my respects to Sir Colin and inform him that we will be there directly.'

      It was good to have the men stretch their legs and march past the other regiments, good to hear the shouted insults and catcalls of the Black Watch as they gave ribald encouragement.

      'Go on, the 113th; soften them up for the real soldiers!'

      'Away, you teuchter bastards,' Logan replied in uncompromising Glaswegian. 'Make way for the 113th.' He grinned. 'That told them, eh, Riley?'

      'Aye, Logie, you told them,' Riley said. 'Remember to keep your head down.'

      There was marginally less dust at the front of the column, with only the cavalry screen between the 113th and any possible enemy. Jack revelled in the relative freedom. Here we are, the once-despised 113th, leading Sir Colin Campbell's army against the rebels. Much as I hate the bloodshed and agony of war, this is the reason I became a soldier, and for the minute there is nowhere in the world I would rather be. Here our peers accept us as soldiers and men; here we matter.

      The cannon broke Jack's reverie, and the solid iron shot bounded past the cavalry screen to roll along the pukka road.

      'Ready boys.' Jack knew that his veterans would be alert. The replacements might need some encouragement.

      'It's mid-day,' Riley said. 'That's the pandy's dinner gong.'

      'Is that what it was?' Thorpe said. 'I thought they were firing at us.'

      'Nah, they wouldn't do that, Thorpey,' Coleman said. 'They're going to welcome us with beer and cheese.'

      'Are they?' Thorpe thought for a moment. 'I don't think they will, Coley. I think they were firing at us.'

      Whitelam pointed ahead. 'You're right, Thorpe. There's a pandy gun on the road, and it's firing at us.'

      Jack lifted his binoculars. The rebels had built a small earthwork beside the road, with the muzzle of a single cannon protruding through an embrasure. 'One cannon won't halt the army,' Jack said. 'The best it can do is delay us a little.'

      'Here's Sir Colin's reply.' Elliot brushed a questing fly from his eyebrow.

      Two pieces of artillery galloped past with the gunners whipping the horses and laughing at the prospect of action. 'Make way for the guns, 113th!' They unlimbered two hundred yards in front and fired a few rounds at the enemy emplacement.

      When the British cannonballs bounced around them, the rebels abandoned their cannon and fled in apparent panic.

      'They didn't stand for long,' Elliot said. 'What are they planning, I wonder?'

      'They weren't in sufficient force to halt us,' Jack said. 'I think they fell out with Nana Sahib and he ordered them here as punishment. I can't think of any other reason.' Unless they're trying to entice us into a trap. Jack scanned the surroundings with the binoculars, searching for anything that might indicate an enemy ambush. He saw nothing except drifting dust and a heat haze.

      Jack lowered the binoculars. 'The pandies have to make a stand at Bareilly, or they're admitting defeat. Their little victory at Fort Ruhra will have heartened them, and they'll think they have our measure.'

      'Thank God that Sir Colin's in command again and not that fool, Walpole,' Elliot said. 'I hear that Khan Bahadar Khan is in charge at Bareilly.'

      Jack looked at his men. It didn't matter to them who led the enemy. They were marching through the dust, staggering under the heat and cursing fluently. Good. If British soldiers ever stopped swearing, he would know something was seriously wrong. 'Who is this Khan Bahadur Khan fellow, Arthur?'

      'The descendant of a long line of Rajput rulers,' Elliot said. 'He's the grandson of Hafiz Rahmat Khan if that helps.'

      'Not in the slightest,' Jack confessed.

      Elliot smiled. 'Well, I only know the name. Khan Bahadur Khan took over Bareilly when the Mutiny began. He is about thirty-five, a bearded, dignified fellow. I don't know how good he is as a soldier.'

      'We'll find out soon enough,' Jack said.

      As they marched, Jack surveyed his surroundings. Bareilly was not as exotic as Lucknow, as evocative as Cawnpore or as politically vital as Delhi, yet it was significant in its own right as the capital of Rohilkhand. The city sat on the level, with a gentle slope toward the south, from where Campbell led the British army. Bareilly was straggling rather than compact, with groves of trees scattered over a plain intersected by gulleys and a few defensible streams. Jack lifted his binoculars again, searching for enemy cavalry.

      'Bareilly's rather beautiful,' Elliot said. 'Why do we have to destroy it?'

      'Ask this Khan Bahadur Khan fellow.' Jack continued to eye the terrain. The atmosphere was tense, as if the land was waiting for something. 'Or ask Jayanti and her young warriors. All the pandies have to do is stop fighting, and we can all have peace again.'

      Elliot nodded. 'The rebels might view it differently. They might say that all we have to do is leave India and they can live without us. They might prefer their heathen gods, their wife-burning suttee, their thugee, their castes and all the rest.'

      'Once we've defeated them, we can ask.' Jack lifted his binoculars. 'There go the cavalry.' He watched as the Company sowars cantered forward to investigate the plain.

      'The shave says Khan Bahadur has 30,000 infantry in Bareilly,' Elliot said, 'with 6,000 cavalry and forty guns.'

      'Is that what the shave says?' Jack watched the Company cavalry spread out across the plain. 'Where did he get that many men? We've smashed the main rebel armies and broken the mutineers. Cut the figures in half, and we'd be more accurate.'

      Elliot grunted. 'There'll still be plenty of them.'

      'We won't argue with that,' Jack said. He saw the Company sowars congregate around a ford of one of the rivers. There was a jet of white smoke and sowars reined back. 'It looks as if we've made contact with the enemy. That was cannon fire.'

      'Here we go again,' Elliot said.

      'Captain Windrush!' Jack recognised the sun-reddened cornet that approached him. 'I have a message from Sir Colin for you, sir.

      'Thank you, Cornet.' Jack read the note the cornet handed him. 'Please convey my respects to Sir Colin and inform him that I will act immediately.'

      Elliot watched as the cornet galloped away. 'That young Griff needs his bottom kicked. What does Sir Colin say?'

      'We've to patrol ahead of the column and see if there are any enemy in the topes.'

      'Is that not what the cavalry are meant to do?' Elliot asked.

      'Aye, but we do it better,' Jack said. 'Right Elliot, take the right flank, Bryce, take the left. I have the centre with Ensigns Wilden and Peake.' Jack gave unhurried orders. 'Advance in extended order lads, loaded rifles and bayonets fixed. If in doubt, shoot.'

      'What if they're civilians, sir?' Elliot asked.

      'Do you think any civilians will still be here, with two armies about to do battle?' Jack paused. Elliot had made a valid point. 'Don't shoot any civilians and look out for Jayanti and her women.' By now, everybody in the 113th knew the real purpose of their mission. 'If you kill any of them, mark the spot. I want to see the bodies later.' I want that woman who mutilated Ensign Green.

      The 113th moved forward slowly, probing every tope for signs of the enemy and stopping to drink at the streams. The heat was punishing, pounding them into the Indian soil, making every movement torture while each man moved with a circlet of flies around his head, and dust in his boots.

      The first tope was of bamboo, crackling in the heat, tall and serene. Logan swore as a colourful snake slithered away. 'It's bad enough with the bloody pandies, let alone the buggering wildlife.' He stepped back to allow the creature to escape.

      The 113th moved on, checking the treetops, probing the undergrowth, wary of an ambush.

      'Sir,' Greaves spoke quietly. 'Something is moving in front. I don't know what.'

      Jack nodded. Too experienced to show any alarm, he peered to his left. 'Whereabout, Sergeant?'

      'There's a dip in the ground sir, and I swear I saw a shadow move. There's no wind.'

      'I'll have a look. Be ready to support me.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      Patrolling alone was unprofessional. Leaving his men was wrong. Jack didn't care. He could not send a man to do a job he would not do himself; no proper officer would. With the dry grass brittle under his boots, he stepped forward, one hand on the butt of his revolver. Every yard took him further from his men and closer to the enemy. The notion came that at that moment he may well be the most advanced infantry soldier in the British Army.

      A single bird rose from a tope two hundred yards to his left, and then another. The second bird called, the sound harsh in the oppressive air. Jack shook away the memory of the melancholic beauty of the blackbirds calling around the Malvern Hills. The ground dipped, as Greaves had said, and Jack felt the handle of his revolver slippery with sweat.

      One moment Jack was walking over an empty landscape and the next the woman in the black turban was in front of him, watching. She was medium height with the bottom half of her face veiled and she had the most intense eyes Jack had ever seen.

      Jack loosened his revolver in its holster. The woman wore similar clothing to the other female warriors, with green baggy clothes, black turban and the khaki veil over the lower part of her face. She also wore a studded leather glove on each hand and didn't carry any weapons.

      'Who are you?' Her voice had the musical intonation of most Indians. To Jack, raised in Herefordshire, it sounded nearly Welsh.

      'I am Captain Jack Windrush of Her Majesty's 113th Foot.' The woman seemed unconcerned by either the heat that hammered down on them or the circling flies. 'Who are you?' He'd already guessed the answer.

      'I am Jayanti,' the woman said. She held Jack's gaze as if challenging him.

      The rumours are correct, Jayanti exists. 'I've heard of you.' Jack felt the butt of his revolver slip a little in his hand. He contemplated lifting it, firing and ending this quest here and now.

      'I would not try.' Jayanti seemed to read his mind. 'At this moment I have five rifles pointed directly at you. All I have to do is raise my hand, and they will fire.'

      'I could still kill you,' Jack pointed out. 'A life for a life and your life is more important to your cause than mine is to Her Majesty.'

      Gauging Jayanti's feelings was hard. Her eyes remained as intense as ever. 'I am unarmed,' Jayanti said. 'You are a British gentleman. Your code prevents you from killing me.'

      'You're a clever woman, Jayanti,' Jack said. 'Sufficiently clever to realise that you cannot win this war. My Queen can send out many more regiments of professional fighting men with the most modern equipment.'

      'You are a clever man, Captain Windrush,' Jayanti echoed his words. 'Sufficiently clever to realise that although you may win this campaign, you ultimately cannot win this war. India will wait until the time is right and then overwhelm you. Britain is many thousands of miles away. India is here.'

      'Why are you telling me this?'

      'Because you are different from the others,' Jayanti said.

      'I am no different from any other British officer.' What does she mean?

      Jayanti stepped back. 'Think about what I said, Jack Baird Windrush. You are different. And look out for your men. There are others very close by who do not wish to merely talk.'

      'Come back!' Jack shouted, just as the rifle cracked and a spurt of dust rose a yard in front of him.

      'Five rifles, Captain,' Jayanti reminded. She took another step back and vanished as suddenly as she had appeared.

      'Sir!' Sergeant Greaves shouted. 'Cavalry!'

      They erupted from the riverside, a horde of irregular cavalry with flowing robes and flashing swords. Jack swore. Spread out in the open, his men would be easy prey to these superb Indian horsemen.

      'Form square!' He shouted as he ran back, all thought of Jayanti forgotten in his sudden concern for his men. 'Form a square!'

      The 113th ran toward him, with the officers and NCOs hectoring the men, pushing the few laggards and watching the fast-approaching cavalry through nervous eyes.

      'By platoon!' Jack ordered. 'Remember your training!'

      The cavalry advanced at a canter, their hooves kicking up a curtain of dust through which only their heads, shoulders and waving swords were visible. A walnut-faced private, limping from an old Crimean wound, stumbled as he ran for the square, and sprawled in the dust. As if in slow motion, Jack saw the veteran rise and stare at his fellows, now fifty yards away. The veteran's rear-rank-man hesitated and ran to help, arm outstretched. Three rebel cavalrymen galloped free from the press toward the lone private. With one leg injured, the veteran fell to one knee and levelled his rifle. Then the cavalry was on him, a sword flashed in the sunlight, and the private's head rose in the air. His comrade turned and ran toward the rapidly-forming square.

      One minute the injured private was alive and the next he was dead. He had been some mother's son, reared in the hell's kitchen of an English industrial slum, or in an Irish cabin or Scottish clachan. Some months from now the private's family would learn of his death and would mourn him for a day or a month or perhaps dismiss his memory with a shrug. He would have been born with hope and love only to die in a pointless skirmish many thousands of miles from home.

      Rule Britannia. The poorest always paid the price of Empire to ensure profit for the richest.

      Jack's men formed around him, taking their positions as automatically as they had done on a score of training exercises and field days.

      'Front rank, kneel!' Jack ordered. There were no more stragglers out on the maidan, and already the charging cavalry was past the private's decapitated body.

      'Second rank, cap!'

      The men fitted their percussion caps, the replacements with shaking hands, the veterans with studied calmness.

      'Ready!' The rifles came to the present on all sides of the square, a hundred British Enfield rifles ready to blast the approaching cavalry. It was the same formation that Wellington had used at Waterloo and not much different from the schiltrons that King Robert the First had used at Bannockburn over five centuries previously.

      The cavalry increased their pace from a trot to a canter, half-seen in the dust, hundreds of fierce warriors, some of the best horsemen in the world, veterans of battle and skirmish.

      The 113th faced them, the old soldiers' expressionless and the replacements white under their sunburn, wide-eyed, scared. Tongues licked dry lips; hands shook on the stocks of Enfields.

      'Steady, lads,' Jack said. 'It's only men sitting on horses.'

      'Come on you bastards.' Logan gave his ubiquitous invitation. 'Wee Donnie's waiting for you!'

      'Cry Havelock!' somebody shouted, prolonging the final vowel so the others could join in. 'Let loose the dogs of war!'

      'Ready!' Jack glanced to his right and left. His men were holding, the replacements drawing strength from the veterans. 'Second rank, on my word, fire a volley… Ready… Fire!' The Enfields cracked; the bullets sped toward the advancing cavalry. Unable to see for the dust, Jack could only imagine the chaos, the fallen horses, the injured men, the blood and agony and death.

      'Second rank, cap and load! First rank, present!'

      The cavalry emerged from the dust, wild men from the plains wielding curved swords, professional warriors ready to savage these northern invaders from across the kala pani, the black water.

      'First rank, fire! Second rank, present!'

      The rifles hammered again, and this time the cavalry were so close that Jack could see the havoc. Horses fell, screaming, torn by lead bullets. The riders immediately following trying to get past them, leaping over the kicking legs and writhing bodies. Men shouted, struggling to control their mounts.

      'First rank, cap and load. Second rank, fire a volley!'

      The bullets hammered in, remorseless, maiming, killing, wounding. The leading horses turned away, nostrils flaring, terrified, some falling under the hooves of the cavalry immediately behind.

      'Second rank, cap and load! First rank, fire a volley!'

      The 113th acted like a machine, firing and loading, aiming into the mass, professional soldiers doing their job, the cutting edge of Empire, the ultimate tool in Queen Victoria's arsenal, the little men at the sharp end who enforced the politicians' snake-tongued words.

      'They're breaking, sir!' Greaves shouted.

      'First rank, cap and load. Second rank, fire a volley!'

      The 113th was unsupported. Cavalry could have charged into the enemy's flanks and completed the rout or artillery could have fired grapeshot into the retreating enemy horse. As it was, the 113th could only stand in their square and watch their enemy ride away.

      'Come back and try again!' Logan roared.

      Only a few yards in front of the square, thirty men and horses lay in a tangle, some dead, others writhing or groaning. The rebels had paid the price for attacking the 113th.

      'Keep in formation,' Jack ordered. 'March back to camp.' The incident was over, and it would be foolish to remain out on the maidan in case more cavalry appeared, this time backed by musket-carrying infantry or artillery to blast his small square to bloody fragments.

      

      Only when Jack returned to camp did he realise the full implications of what had occurred.

      'Jayanti called me Jack Baird Windrush. How the devil did she know that? How does she know my full name?'

      Elliot shrugged. 'I'm blessed if I know, Jack. These Indian fellows have spies everywhere. I wouldn't be surprised if half the bearers and doolie carriers in the column were giving information to the enemy. Why, they'd cut their granny's throat for a rupee and hand back the change.'

      Jack nodded and tried to shake off the feeling that something was very wrong. How would a leader of irregular Indian low-caste warriors know his full name? Why would she approach him and, if she had five rifles aimed at him, why did she not kill him where he stood? There was more to Jayanti than he knew.

      What sort of pickle has Colonel Hook landed me in?

      The 113th didn't have much time to recover. That evening, 4th May 1858, Khan Bahadur Khan prepared to defend Bareilly. The British Army buckled its collective belt, checked its powder was dry and sharpened its bayonets for the test ahead.

      'Here we go again.' Elliot loaded his revolver, tamping each bullet down the barrel and checking his percussion caps. 'Lord, I shall be very busy this day. I may forget thee, but do not forget me.' He looked up. 'And may God have mercy on us all.'

      Jack couldn't muster a smile. 'I hope He has, Arthur, I do hope He has sufficient mercy for us all.'

      The senior officers gathered around Sir Colin Campbell with the heat bouncing from the ground and the smell of men's sweat potent in the air. Jack glanced around the stern, bearded faces and the uniforms that spoke of glory and triumph, and wondered what the public back home would think if they ever experienced the reality of war.

      'Windrush.' Campbell always muted his Glasgow growl when he explained his plans for a forthcoming battle. 'I know your men are expert in skirmishes and ambushes, scouting and picket work. It's time they made their name in a major encounter.' Campbell's dour, moustached face glared at Jack.

      'My boys were at Inkerman, sir, and with General Havelock's advance on Cawnpore and Lucknow.'

      'I am aware of that, Windrush.' Campbell gave what he probably believed was a smile. 'That's why I'm putting your 113th on the front line.'

      'Thank you, sir.'

      'Khan Bahadur Khan means to fight,' Campbell said. 'He has positioned his artillery on a range of sand hills directly on our line of advance. He also has cavalry on the flanks, so we have to keep formation, or he'll ravage our infantry.'

      Jack wondered if he had thanked Campbell too soon. Glory and honour were all very well for the officers and the reputation of the regiment, but all too often it came at the price of maimed and broken men.

      'We will advance in two lines,' Campbell informed the gathered officers. 'In the front line will be the Highland Brigade, the 113th, the 4th Punjab Rifles and the Baluch battalion. I will place a heavy field battery in the centre to counter the enemy artillery, and we'll have horse artillery and cavalry on the flanks. If Khan Bahadur Khan unleashes his horse, our guns will shatter them from a distance, and our cavalry will destroy what remains.'

      There was nothing original about Sir Colin's plan. It was methodical, practical and sound.

      'The second line will include everybody else,' Sir Colin said. 'Nobody will be left behind. The siege train, the baggage and the camp followers, the wounded and the sick will follow the fighting men.'

      Elliot checked that his hip flask was full, pulled his sword from his scabbard to ensure it didn't stick and gave a weak smile. 'Good luck, Jack.'

      'Good luck, Arthur.' They shook hands, and Elliot lifted his flask in salute.

      'Here's to the next to die.'

      'The next to die,' Jack echoed. He couldn't think of life without Elliot. After years of bloody campaigning, they were closer than brothers. 'Try to stay alive, Arthur. If you fell, I would have to tell your father what a rotten soldier you are and how little chance you ever had of becoming a captain, let alone a general.'

      'And I want to see Helen again and tell her she married the better brother.'

      During the Crimean War, Helen had left Jack for his half-brother, William, an officer in the far more prestigious Royal Malvern regiment and heir to the family house and fortune.

      The men were also making their preparations for the forthcoming battle.

      'If I die, Thorpie, make sure you see me buried, eh? Don't leave me for the wild beasts to eat.'

      Thorpe shook his head. 'I won't Coley. I'll see you buried decent. You do the same for me, too.'

      'I will.' Coleman sharpened his bayonet on a stone. 'Don't leave me, Thorpey, not out here. Swear that by the Book will you?' He produced a very battered Bible. 'Swear it, Thorpey.'

      Thorpe recoiled slightly. 'I can't read, Coley.'

      'That doesn't matter. Just swear. God won't mind that you can't read.'

      Putting his hand on the Bible, Thorpe mumbled, 'I swear not to leave your body for the beasts to eat.'

      Coleman did the same. 'Thanks, Thorpey. You're all right.' He returned to sharpening his bayonet.

      Jack saw Thorpe look away to hide the tears in his eyes. Men such as Thorpe, orphaned at a young age and deprived of familial affection, prized any sort of relationship.

      'That's the way, lad.' Sergeant Greaves marched up to them. 'Use that bayonet properly mind, Coleman, and you too, Thorpe. I don't want you poking like an old woman with a knitting needle. When you see an angry pandy, you think of me, yell bastard, stick it right in him, twist and withdraw.'

      'Yes, Sergeant,' Thorpe said. 'I always say bastard when I think of you.'

      'Good lad, Thorpe. I knew you weren't as stupid as Coleman looks.' Greaves marched away to spread his words of encouragement.

      At seven in the morning, the advance began, a slow march across the stream-seamed plain with the sun already hammering at the men. Within a few minutes, Khan Bahadur Khan's artillery opened up.

      'Maybe if we kick up enough dust, they won't see us,' Thorpe began to shuffle his feet.

      'Good idea, Thorpey,' Coleman said. 'The pandies will think the dust is a mist and all the noise is the monsoon starting. They'll all go home and let us win.'

      'Do you think so, Coley?' Thorpe shuffled harder.

      'Try and see,' Coleman said as a roundshot crashed into the ground in front of them, bounced once and rolled toward the extended khaki line.

      'Jump over that ball! Don't try and block it!' Although the iron ball looked slow and cumbersome as it growled along the ground, it had tremendous momentum. In previous battles, Jack had seen raw soldiers try to stop a rolling roundshot with their feet, only to lose their entire leg. Somewhere to their right, the Highland pipes sounded, high and wild in the Eastern air.

      'There are the pipes,' Logan said. 'Come on the tartan!'

      The British advance continued, the slow, purposeful, remorseless march of professional infantry with a tradition of near-unbroken victory behind them. British, Sikhs and Baluchis marching side by side, bayonets and Enfields, turbans and the feather bonnets of the Highlanders mere specks on the dusty Indian plain.

      'The pandies are moving.' Elliot peered through the screen of dust and powder smoke. 'I think they're coming out to attack us!'

      Jack took a deep breath. The rebel infantry liked little better than a face-to-face battle with swords and shields against the British bayonets. They were ferocious fighting men, skilled and brave. Jack drew his sword. He didn't relish the massive, bloody melee that would occur if thousands of rebel warriors met the British in the open.

      'Come on, you bastards!' Logan had his own opinion. 'Wee Donnie's waiting for you!'

      'They're not coming out,' Greaves said. 'They're withdrawing.'

      'They're on the run!' Thorpe said. 'You were right, Coley, the pandies thought we were mist!'

      'That's what it was, Thorpey, that's just what it was.' Coleman spat a mouthful of dust and phlegm onto the ground. 'Your kicking up dust won us the battle. You'll get another Victoria Cross for that!'

      As the British advanced, most of Khan Bahadur Khan's forward defensive line withdrew inside the city. Always careful with his men, Campbell ordered a halt when the British reached the stream that coursed between the advance and the suburbs of Bareilly. Those units of the rebels that had not retreated stood on the far side of the river, waiting in silence with the sun glinting on the steel of swords and the long barrels of jezzails. A thin wisp of smoke drifted from the muzzle of their cannons, positioned on the British side of the bridge.

      'We'll have to get over the river.' Jack eyed the single bridge and the rebels who crowded on the far side.

      'That's the Nukutte Bridge,' Elliot said. 'If the pandies decide to stand here they can do us damage. Their positions are a bit amateur though, with their guns at this side of the bridge and that nullah behind them.'

      'Maybe not. The pandy artillery can fire without damaging the bridge.' Jack swept his binoculars across the enemy position. 'If they had decent leadership, they could have made a fine stand there. It's like the Alma, and on their day the Indians are as doughty fighters as any Russian.'

      The rebel cannon opened up as soon as the British came within range, orange spurts of flame splitting the smoke.

      'For what we are about to receive,' Elliot murmured, 'may the Lord make us truly thankful.'

      'Bloody pandy bastards.' Logan was less philosophical.

      Before the first enemy cannonball landed, Campbell sent forward the British artillery, and a gun duel began. The infantry watched in interested impotence as British and rebel artillery exchanged shots across the sun-hot maidan. After less than an hour, the rebel guns stopped firing.

      'They're running,' Bryce said as the enemy fired a few final shots and then pulled out, toward Bareilly.

      'Not all of them.' Elliot pointed towards the nearest tope. 'See over there?'

      Jack focused his binoculars on the trees. Sunlight flashed on the helmets and swords of cavalry. He couldn't tell how many. 'Aye, they're waiting for the infantry to advance. Once we break formation to cross the river, they will pounce.'

      'What's happening?' Lieutenant Bryce asked.

      'Khan Bahadur Khan has placed his cavalry in the topes. Sir Colin will bring up the guns to scatter them,' Jack said. 'Here we go! We're moving again. Keep together, 113th!'

      As the wary British crossed the bridge and forded the stream, Campbell sent the artillery forward to bombard the enemy cavalry. The steady hammer of the guns and the black streaks of cannon balls arcing overhead punctuated the advance.

      Elliot thrust a cheroot into his mouth. 'Bahadur's taken over the old cantonments, where the Company sepoys were stationed before they mutinied.' Trust Elliot to know what is happening. 'Thank God Sir Colin's using the artillery. Old Havelock would have us rushing straight down their throat.'

      Jack surveyed the British lines, with the kilted Highlanders, the turbaned Sikhs and his 113th in faded khaki. 'Sir Colin is a bit more careful of his men's lives, thank goodness.'

      'There's no glory in that,' Bryce said.

      Jack marshalled his men over the bridge and checked they were ready to repel any attack, but Campbell's caution ensured the rebel cavalry didn't have the opportunity to mass and charge. When the second British line was over the stream, Campbell's methodical advance began again, with the artillery bombarding every tope and every building.

      'We're just crawling along.' Bryce removed his hat to wipe the sweat from his forehead.

      'We're making progress.' Jack focused his binoculars on the left. 'Something's happening over there.' He watched as the 4th Punjab Rifles doubled forward to the old sepoy cantonments, turbans bobbing and rifles held ready.

      'That's our Sikhs,' Elliot said.

      'Beyond them,' Jack pointed to a mass of white-and-green clothed men waiting in and around the outer suburbs of Bareilly. 'Those men are not ours. It looks like they're going to try and turn our left flank.' He raised his voice. 'Ensign Peake! Convey my compliments to Sir Colin and inform him that there is a large force of rebels about to threaten our left flank. Have you got that?'

      'Yes, sir!' Peake looked eager as he began to move away. Jack grabbed the sleeve of his jacket. 'Say it back to me, Peake.'

      'Captain Windrush sends his compliments, and there is a large force of rebels about to threaten our left flank.'

      'Off you go and be quick about it!' Jack watched Peake jink through the British lines to Campbell. The ensign returned a few moments later, red-faced and eyes bright with excitement.

      'He sends his—'

      'Who sends his? Report properly, Ensign Peake!' Jack fixed the boy with a hard glare.

      'Sorry, sir! Sir Colin sends his compliments and could the 113th please support the 42nd in helping the Punjabi Rifles in repelling the enemy.'

      'That's better, Peake.' Jack spared the boy a few moments of his time. 'Always repeat a message exactly, Ensign. You could miss out some small word that alters the meaning and causes disaster.'

      'Yes, sir.' Peake looked crestfallen. 'Sorry, sir.'

      'You'll know next time, Peake. Now off you go to your men and do your duty.'

      Jack watched Peake for a moment, thinking that it was only a year or so ago that the youngster's greatest worry was his headmaster's cane. Now he was responsible for the lives of grown men.

      Jack raised his voice. 'Form two lines, boys! Lieutenant Bryce, take the left flank, Lieutenant Elliot, command the second line!' Jack gave them time to form up and then strode forward, revolver in hand. As always, he felt the mixed surge of elation and fear, with the excitement of knowing he was doing what generations of his forbears had been born to do, leading men into battle.

      On his right, he saw the 42nd Foot marching forward with the élan and confidence for which all Highland regiments were famous. The officers walked or rode in front, kilts swinging as the men's bayonets gleamed wickedly in the sun. In the middle, grizzled face as calm as if he was strolling through his native Glasgow, Sir Colin Campbell encouraged his men.

      'Come on 113th!' Jack roared. 'Don't let the Sawnies beat us to the enemy!'

      A bank of powder smoke rolled ahead, punctured by orange and yellow muzzle flashes and the rattle of musketry.

      'The rebels are in those houses.' Bryce pointed to a clump of single-storey buildings in the Bareilly suburbs. White smoke spurted as the enemy fired into the Punjabi Rifles, the moment they moved into the old sepoy cantonments. Taken by surprise, the Punjabis recoiled and began to retreat toward the advancing 113th and 42nd.

      'Prepare to open ranks and allow the Punjabis through,' Jack said. He didn't want his men to remain in a close formation when a mob of retreating Sikhs crashed into them. Jack remembered the opening phase of the battle of the Alma in the Crimean War, when one unit had fallen back, disorganising the regiments immediately to their rear. The 113th would have to maintain their discipline as the Punjabis withdrew through them.

      'Jesus!' Parker blasphemed. 'The barrel of my rifle is red hot!'

      Other men were having the same experience as the sun heated anything metal until it was too hot to the touch.

      'India is fighting back,' Elliot said. 'The Russians may talk about General Winter; over here India has General Summer, Colonel Monsoon and Major Disease.'

      'What the devil?' Bryce drew his sabre as hundreds of sword-wielding men burst from the half-ruined houses and ran at the withdrawing Punjabis, screaming 'deen, deen!'

      'Ghazis!' These were the men Jack had seen gathering on the flank. Muslim fanatics, they wore white robes with green cummerbunds and charged with their heads down, protected by small, circular shields. As they ran, they slashed and hacked with their wickedly sharp tulwars, turning the Punjabi's withdrawal into a rout.

      'Stand, the 4th Rifles,' Jack shouted, knowing the tumult of battle drowned his voice. 'Don't let them see your backs! Steady, the 113th!'

      'Sir!' Bryce looked at Jack. 'What are your orders, sir?'

      Jack swore. If his men fired, they could as easily hit the Punjabis as the Ghazis. If they held their fire, the Ghazis would chase the Punjabis into the 113th, disorganising them so they would be in no position to face the enemy. It was the sort of quandary that no officer liked.

      'Deen! Deen!' The yells of the Ghazis were clear above the screams of the wounded and the fear of the now-panicking Punjabi Rifles. 'Bismillah! Allah Akbar!'

      Sir Colin Campbell, vastly experienced, solved the dilemma. 'Fire away, men! Shoot them down. Shoot every man jack of them!' The gruff Scottish voice gave confidence to all who heard. 'Bayonet them as they come on!'

      The 42nd fired at once, the kilted Highlanders trying to avoid the Punjabis and aimed for the charging Ghazis.

      'Come on 113th! You heard Sir Colin! Fire!'

      Jack had expected some hesitation, but he'd been mistaken. The 113th fired the second he gave the order, with some of the replacements stepping forward in their eagerness to be involved. The situation had altered now. If the 113th retained their open formation, the Ghazis would break in and cause havoc. 'Close ranks!'

      'Steady there, men!' Greaves' voice sounded above the crackle of musketry. 'Keep in line! Close up the ranks!'

      'Close up, men!' Bryce added his orders. 'Don't leave gaps for the pandies to get through!'

      'First rank, cap and load. Second rank, fire a volley!' Jack used the old, familiar phrases, knowing that hours of training on the parade ground now proved their worth as the men worked by instinct, following orders as if by numbers and the whole company working together on the word of command.

      The Enfield rifles crashed out, the bullets hammering into the charging Ghazis and hitting some Punjabis.

      'Stupid buggers!' Logan gave his philosophical thoughts. 'They should have fought, then we wouldn't be shooting them. Stand and fight you bastards!'

      'The Ghazis are getting close!' Bryce balanced his sabre against his right shoulder. 'It'll be hand to hand in a minute.'

      Bent almost double to make themselves as small a target as possible, the Ghazis sheltered behind the illusive protection of their shields, raised their tulwars high and circled them in the air, yelling as they raced on. For a second Jack wondered if his great-grandfather had seen something similar as he stood with the Royal Malverns at Killiecrankie, when Bonny Dundee's Highlanders had poured down the hillside to smash the redcoats. That was the only battle where the Royal Malverns had ever broken and fled, he remembered, and vowed that his 113th would not follow that example.

      As they neared the British lines, the Ghazis bent even lower, ducking under the jabbing bayonets and slashing at the legs of the 113th and 42nd.

      'Aye, would you, you bastard!' Logan blocked a swinging sword with the barrel of his rifle.

      'I've got him,' Riley sidestepped and jabbed his bayonet into the neck of the Ghazi. The man tried to straighten up, and Logan finished him with a thrust through the heart.

      'Close up!'

      While the sustained, regular volley fire had been the result of hundreds of hours of drill on the parade ground, the clash of steel on steel as the Ghazis closed with the 113th and 42nd proved something more primeval. The British Army taught basic techniques of bayonet fighting to its men, but there was something instinctive about the way the 113th and 42nd faced the tulwars of the Ghazis. The men parried and thrust as their training dictated, while adding boots and fists, rifle butts and knees in a more primitive manner that the men had learned on the back streets of Dundee and Newcastle, Cardiff and Dublin. Gaelic slogans combated the Ghazis calls of 'Din, din!' and 'Allah Akbar!'

      'They've outflanked us!' Elliot shouted.

      A body of Ghazis had come from the left, having hidden in one of the topis of trees. Ignoring the 113th, the Ghazis charged at Colonel Cameron of the 42nd. Cameron dragged free his sword and fought a snarling Ghazi on the right side when another two on the left grabbed his tunic and pulled him from his horse.

      'They've got the colonel!' Colour-sergeant William Gardener of the 42nd shouted and ran forward, kilt flying. He bayonetted two of Ghazis as they prepared to hack Cameron to death while a private swivelled and shot the third.

      'We're holding them!' Greaves said, and then it was over. The Punjabis streamed through the British lines to reform. Rifle fire and bayonets of the 42nd and 113th ensured that no Ghazis got through the line, while cold-eyed privates from both regiments stepped forward and plunged their bayonets into any of the fanatics who showed signs of life.

      'That's not right,' Bryce objected. 'We don't murder the wounded.'

      'Would you rather they waited until you stepped over their prone bodies and they slashed at your privates with their tulwars?' Jack asked. 'Any Indian veteran has seen that. This is not European warfare, Lieutenant. There are no civilised conventions here.'

      Bryce glowered, shook his head and said nothing.

      'Forward!' Sir Colin ordered, and the line advanced over the carpet of dead Ghazis, staggering under the heat as the sun reached its zenith.

      'Jesus, but it's hot,' Hutton said.

      'This is the killing time.' Greaves looked upwards. 'I've seen it so often out East; men survive a bloody battle and then die of heat exhaustion when we chase the retreating enemy. If India doesn't get you one way, it'll get you another.'

      Sir Colin was equally aware of the perils of the Indian summer. As soon as the British reached the outskirts of Bareilly, he ordered a halt.

      'We should pursue the pandies,' Bryce said. 'Harass and push them until they have to stand and fight. We can break them and win this war.'

      Jack nodded to the 113th, as they staggered with exhaustion after their day's exertions. 'I am sure all the breakfast table strategists back in Britain would agree with you, but India is a place where practicalities outweigh theories, and the laws of European warfare do not apply. An Indian Army will move faster across India than any British Army, especially in hot weather and Khan Bahadur Khan will not stop to fight unless he has overwhelming force. A rapid pursuit will cost us many casualties even without any fighting.'

      'It would be worth the risk,' Bryce insisted.

      'The longer we march,' Jack said, 'the more men we'll lose to the sun, and therefore the weaker our army will be. The rebels could gather forces at any time, so when Khan Bahadur Khan thinks that the balance has tipped sufficiently in his favour, he would turn and rend us. No, Lieutenant Bryce, Sir Colin is correct.'

      A rising tumult from the rear disrupted the conversation. Jack focused his binoculars. 'Pandy cavalry!' He swore. 'They're attacking the baggage train.'

      'We have to do something.' Elliot looked suddenly agitated. He checked his revolver. 'Could I take out a platoon, sir?'

      'They've got an escort,' Bryce frowned. 'We're not here to babysit grooms and syces and camel drivers.'

      'We'd best help them, sir.' Elliot ignored Bryce.

      'What's to do, Elliot?' Jack knew by Elliot's tone of voice that something was wrong.

      Elliot hesitated, glanced at Bryce and made a formal request. 'May I have your permission to take a party to help the baggage train, sir?'

      'Yes, if you think it necessary,' Jack said.

      'Thank you, sir.' Elliot ran at once, shouting: 'Greaves, bring the Lucknow veterans. Jildi!'

      'What the devil?' Jack watched as Elliot led a file of fifteen men at the double, bayonets fixed. 'Oh, damn it to hell. Bryce, take over here. Corporal Hunter, select ten more men and come with me.' He followed Elliot, ignored a gaggle of bearers who ran in the opposite direction yelling 'Sowar! Sowar!' and examined the baggage train.

      Chaos, he thought. There was no other word to describe it other than chaos. A mob of animals and camp followers covered the road and the surrounding fields, all dashing for the security of the British encampment, with a few score rebel cavalrymen slashing and hacking at them. Defeated or not, the rebels had proved yet again that they could strike back.

      Ignoring a panicking, splay-legged camel and the fleeing camp followers, Elliot led his men straight through the middle of the confusion and around a trio of rebel cavalry that circled a terrified elephant. The cavalry sliced at the tendons at the back of its legs until the beast trumpeted in agony.

      Without waiting for orders, Private Parker dropped to one knee, aimed and fired in a single fluid movement. One of the horsemen staggered, and Parker immediately reloaded. 'Look at them,' he said. 'Torturing that poor elephant.'

      'Oh, for God's sake,' Elliot said. 'Help Parker, somebody, and then join us.'

      Elliot led his men to a bullock cart labouring at the rear of the scattered column. 'Guard this wagon with your lives, men. The cargo is invaluable.'

      'Yes, sir.' The men spread out around the cart.

      What is that man doing? Jack asked himself. 'Come on Greaves!' he increased his speed.

      A group of sowars galloped toward the wagon, saw the determined men of the 113th and reined away. They were there to kill and spread panic, not to fight professional soldiers.

      'What's happening, Elliot?' Jack left Greaves and Corporal Hunter to arrange the wagon's defence.

      'We're just protecting the convoy, sir,' Elliot said.

      'Why this particular wagon? What are you hiding, Lieutenant?' Without waiting for a reply, Jack vaulted onto the back of the vehicle and pulled back the canvas cover. 'Oh, dear God in heaven.'

      'Hello, Jack.' Mary looked up at him.
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      'Do you mean you knew that Mary was travelling with the column?' Jack stared at Elliot.

      'Yes, sir.' Elliot stood at attention inside the tent. Sweat glistened on his face.

      'Why the devil did you not tell me?'

      'I thought you had enough worries,' Elliot said. 'I kept an eye on her.'

      'Dear God, man – she could have been killed!'

      'Yes. That's why I kept an eye on her.' Elliot remained stubbornly unrepentant.

      'Go and find her and bring her here,' Jack ordered.

      'No need for that, Captain. I'm already here.' Mary pushed back the flap and entered the tent. 'Arthur is not to blame, Jack. I made him swear not to tell you.'

      About to blast her, Jack took a deep breath to control his temper. This woman drives me to distraction. 'Why are you here?'

      'Sir Colin needed an interpreter,' Mary said.

      'Did he ask for you?' Jack asked.

      'I volunteered my services.' Mary held Jack's glare with impressive composure.

      'Have you any idea how dangerous that could be?'

      'Why no, Captain Windrush,' Mary said. 'I thought it would be as safe as strolling in the cantonment at Gondabad.'

      Jack opened his mouth and closed it again. The previous year, he had helped rescued Mary from the mutineers at Gondabad. 'You should have told me.'

      'Lieutenant Elliot was correct in what he said. If you'd known, you would have worried about me. That might have impaired your ability to do your duty, and I do not wish that on my conscience.'

      'Leave us, Elliot,' Jack said.

      'Yes, sir,' Elliot said. 'Sir—'

      'Leave us!' Jack glowered at Elliot until he hurried out of the tent.

      'Now, Miss Lambert,' Jack said, and realised that Mary was laughing at him. Although her face was immobile, her eyes were alive with bright mischief.

      'Before you shout at me, Captain Jack,' Mary said. 'I have one thing to say.'

      'And what is that, pray?'

      'This.' Leaning forward, Mary gave him a single kiss on the forehead. 'I'm glad that we are both still alive, Jack.'

      Jack touched her arm, his anger completely gone. 'I wish you would keep yourself out of danger, Mary. Battlefields are no place for a woman.'

      'Battlefields are no place for anybody,' Mary said. 'Every night I pray to the Lord that there are no more battles, and every day I learn that the Lord has desires contrary to my wishes.'

      'There will be another battle tomorrow,' Jack said. 'Khan Bahadur Khan will fight to defend Bareilly, and that will be ugly. I saw street fighting in Lucknow, and we lost far too many men.'

      'Let's hope that the Lord helps him see sense and surrender.'

      'Khan Bahadur Khan will not surrender,' Jack said. 'We hang our prisoners or blow the poor fellows from a cannon. They have nothing to gain from surrender.'

      'I have never found Sir Colin to be particularly bloodthirsty,' Mary said. 'He is a good soldier and a humane man.'

      Jack shook his head. 'He's the most humane commander I've ever known.' He frowned as a sudden thought struck him. 'Have you been here ever since we left Lucknow?'

      Mary shook her head. 'No. I watched you march away with Walpole, and I felt sick, frankly.'

      Jack frowned again. British gentlewomen should not be so forthcoming about their emotions.

      'Thank you,' Jack said, aware how inadequate his words sounded. 'I didn't like leaving you behind. I would have liked it less to have you come with us.'

      'Oh?' Mary's eyebrows rose. 'Don't you like my company?'

      Jack frowned. 'I do like your company. I don't like to think of you being in danger.'

      Mary couldn't hide her smile as she looked away. 'In India, Captain Jack, we are in danger all the time. Until this war is over, nowhere is safe.'

      'I'll do my best to finish it quickly for you.' It was not hard for Jack to alter his frown into a smile.

      'Take care, Jack,' Mary said seriously. 'I also like your company.' She deliberately repeated Jack's words. 'I don't like to think of you being in danger.'

      'Danger is part of the soldier's bargain,' Jack said. 'We know that when we accept the Queen's shilling or the Queen's commission. You have done neither. It's my job to try and protect the civilian population.' He lowered his voice. 'On the other hand, I want to protect you.'

      Mary nodded, once. Her eyes didn't stray from Jack's face. 'I know,' she said.

      'Captain Windrush!' The educated voice came from outside the tent.

      Jack sighed. 'Somebody wants me.'

      'So it seems.' Mary rose from her seat. 'We never have time together. I'll leave you to your duty.' Her hand lingered on his arm for longer than was necessary.

      'Thank you.' Jack watched her leave the tent before he raised his voice. 'I'm Captain Windrush!'

      The ensign was red-faced, as they all seemed to be this season, and fair-haired. 'Colonel Hook sends his compliments, sir and requests your presence in his tent at your earliest convenience.'

      Colonel Hook? How did he get here?

      'That means now,' Jack said with a wry smile. 'Thank you, ensign. Pray convey my respects to Colonel Hook and inform him that I will be along directly.' He hesitated. 'Or I will when you tell me where his tent might be.'

      Hook's tent was in the centre of the British encampment, with two heavily bearded Sikhs on guard at the flap. They moved aside when Jack announced himself.

      'Ah, Windrush. What have you to report?' Hook sat at an ornately carved bureau, half hidden behind a pile of paperwork.

      'I met Jayanti,' Jack said and described what had happened. Hook listened, nodding where necessary.

      'Interesting woman,' Hook said. 'I wonder why she didn't kill you. Indeed, I wonder why she spoke to you at all.'

      'I wonder how she knew who I was, sir,' Jack reminded. 'She even knew my middle name.'

      'That's even more interesting.' Hook selected a long cheroot from a silver case. 'There's a lot more here than we know about.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      'You have done better than I expected, Windrush. I thought you might find some intelligence about Jayanti and here you have succeeded in contacting her.'

      'She contacted me, sir and I would like to know why,' Jack said. There are two women in my life now, and both are trouble.

      'I'll have to check with my colleagues and see if they can enlighten us.' Hook gave a sudden smile. 'As you're part of the organisation now, Windrush, you should know who they are. We have William Muir, the magistrate fellow in Agra, and Major Herbert Bruce. Have you heard of Bruce?'

      'No, sir,'

      'He used to work in the Punjab police and served under General Neill and Havelock as well as Sir Colin. He's a good man.'

      'I see, sir.' Jack realised that there were layers of British rule about which he knew nothing.

      Hook tapped his cheroot on his bureau, his gaze never straying from Jack's face. 'You'll know about Raja Nahr Singh, of course.'

      'No, sir. I've never heard of that gentleman.'

      Hook lit the cheroot, allowing smoke to spiral around the tent. 'He was our spymaster in Delhi. He kept William Muir informed of everything that happened inside Delhi.'

      'He is a loyal man, sir.'

      'No.' Hook shook his head. 'Or rather, not loyal to the Queen, if that's what you mean.'

      Jack frowned. 'Do you mean he was loyal to John Company?'

      Hook's smile was as intriguing as anything Jack had ever seen. 'Not exactly, Windrush. He and John Company were both loyal to the same thing.'

      'The Empire?'

      Hook laughed. 'Not quite.' Reaching into a small bureau that stood behind his chair, Hook unlocked the top drawer and pulled out a small leather draw-bag. 'They are both loyal to this.' Opening the bag, he poured out a golden cascade of guineas, sovereigns and mohurs. 'Money, Windrush. Wealth. This country runs on two things, information and wealth. It is a venal society with professional intelligence gatherers such as Mukhdum Baksh. Poor Mukhdum worked for us in Delhi and latterly was my agent in Bareilly.'

      Jack wished he had never asked. He didn't recognise this India. 'You say that Mukhdum was your agent?'

      'Correct. Nana Sahib found him and had him executed.' Hook waved his cheroot around his head. 'You don't wish to know the details.'

      Jack shook his head. 'No, sir.' Indian executions could be gruesome.

      Hook scooped all the golden coins back into the bag and lifted it in the air. 'This,' he jingled the bag, 'is what India is all about. Money. The Company wants to increase its profits, and the rajahs and princes want the wealth that comes from power. The mutineers buy recruits, the rebel princes pay their followers, and we give our sepoys regular pay. If we stop paying the sepoys, they have no reason to be loyal to us. The British, as John Company, are in here for profit, while Britain needs the revenue, and the prestige.'

      'I thought this mutiny was about religion, sir.' Jack thought of the fanatical Ghazis, sacrificing themselves against the bayonets of the 42nd and 113th.

      'It is, in part,' Hook said. 'The men who run it manipulate the sepoys with stories of threats, real or fanciful, to their religion, and the Ghazis and so on are genuine in their hatred of our missionaries and their fear that we are trying to Christianise the whole country.' He shrugged. 'But the men – and women – at the top want their positions back, and the wealth that goes along with it.' Hook threw the leather bag in the air and caught it one-handed. 'Wealth and power, Windrush; that's what everything comes down to, here and elsewhere.'

      'The love of money is the root of all evil.' Jack gave one of the few Biblical quotes he remembered.

      'Timothy, chapter six, verse ten. Simplistic but true to an extent,' Hook said. 'Add the love of power to that, and I would agree.' He examined the tip of his cheroot, flicked off the excess ash and replaced it in his mouth. 'Now, you have made some progress with Jayanti, Windrush – continue with the search.'

      'Yes, sir.' Jack paused. 'Do you wish me to take out my company and search the Terai to the north?'

      'No, you can start in Bareilly,' Hook said. 'We'll have some rebel prisoners who may wish to help in exchange for their lives.'

      'We have to capture it first,' Jack reminded.

      'The rebels will run,' Hook said casually. 'They won't fight.'

      'Are you sure, sir?'

      'Quite sure.' Hook smiled. 'Information and wealth, Windrush. Trust me, we'll have Bareilly in two days with the minimum of fuss, and then you will have some prisoners to interview.'

      'Yes, sir,' Jack said. An order was an order.
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      On the 6th May, British artillery started bombarding suspected insurgent strongpoints in Bareilly. Next day, with the dust and smoke still drifting across the city, Campbell drove in his column without resistance. The enemy had fled.

      'We're still chasing Jayanti.' Jack lit another cheroot, coughed, and sat on the chair next to Elliot. A servant salaamed and brought a brass bowl, brimming with water.

      'Do we know where she is?'

      'Not yet, Arthur. Colonel Hook suggests that we ask the prisoners.'

      Elliot snorted. 'I'm sure they will willingly tell all before we hang them.' He looked up. 'How's your Pushtu? Alternatively, will they speak Hindustani? I can speak about a dozen words in total.'

      'I know a few words, and I know good translator,' Jack said.

      'Do you mean Mary?' Elliot lifted the flask again.

      'I do,' Jack said.

      Elliot swallowed. 'It could be difficult for her.'

      'I won't force her,' Jack said. 'I'll give her a choice.'

      'I know your choices.' Elliot took another pull at his silver flask. 'Take it or take something worse.'

      'I won't be like that with Mary.' Jack smiled. 'I like her.' Jack waited for Elliot's reaction.

      'Only like the woman, or do you more than like the woman? Do you like her as much as you liked Helen?'

      Jack considered. 'I think Mary is a better person than Helen.'

      'That is not what I asked, my verbally elusive Captain Windrush,' Elliot said.

      Jack smiled. 'I know it's not. I will tell you the answer when I know it myself.'

      Elliot nodded. 'Be careful, Jack, that is all I ask.'

      'At present, I need Mary as a translator,' Jack said.

      'You could ask one of the Company wallahs. They work with the natives; they have to speak their languages.'

      'The sepoys mutinied against the Company,' Jack said. 'I doubt they would talk to a Company officer.'

      Elliot nodded. 'Will they be any more willing to talk to a woman? How will you convince your prisoners to talk?'

      Jack shrugged. 'I've seen the Sikhs burning their prisoners alive. I could offer to hand the sepoys over to them.'

      'Others might do that, Jack. You wouldn't.' Elliot leaned back in his cane chair. 'We're supposed to be officers and gentlemen, representatives of the most civilised nation on earth, and here we are condoning murder and torture. Thank God that Sir Colin is against such slaughter. Our men want blood though. To them, any native could be a pandy, and the only good pandy is a dead pandy.'

      Jack nodded. 'You're right there. We may pay for this brutality later.' He thought of the black-turbaned woman slicing at the injured Green. 'The trouble is, the enemy can be every bit as barbaric, so atrocity leads to retaliation.'

      'They are very like us, and we are very like them,' Elliot said. 'That's what worries me. We announce our progressive civilisation and Christianity and then act as badly as the enemy.' He shrugged and poured more whisky down his throat. 'It's enough to drive a man away from drink.'

      'I've allocated a permanent sentry for Mary and placed her in a tent in the centre of the camp, between our lines and the 42nd. No pandy will dare try attacking her.' Jack stood up. 'I'll see if she agrees to translate.'

      'Be careful, Jack.' Elliot raised his flask in salute. 'Don't get too attached to her. A girl like Mary will only ruin your career.'

      Jack nodded. He knew Elliot was correct.

      Hutton saluted as Jack approached the tent. 'Good afternoon, sir.' He kept his face immobile.

      'Good afternoon, Hutton. Is the lady at home?' Jack scratched on the canvas and waited for Mary to invite him in.

      'Of course, I'm at home!' Mary answered. 'Come in, Captain Jack.'

      'I need your help,' Jack said as he entered.

      Mary smiled. 'You should never try to be a diplomat, Jack. You're too blunt for that.' She stood up from her charpoy and stretched her arms. 'What can I do for you?'

      'I need your language skills.' Jack explained the situation.

      'These prisoners you want me to question.' Mary was frowning. 'When you've questioned them, what will happen to them?'

      'Oh, they'll be hanged.'

      'I thought so.' Mary sat back down. 'I've seen enough suffering in this war, Jack.'

      'I'm not asking you to torture them.'

      'No, you're asking me to help interrogate people who know we're going to hang them.'

      'They're traitors and rebels.' Jack fell back on traditional beliefs.

      'Or patriots and men whom our actions forced to rebel.' Mary countered him without losing her patience. 'Do you think they will help you, knowing their death is inevitable whatever they say?'

      'You have something up your sleeve, Mary,' Jack said. 'Come on now, out with it!'

      'Freedom,' Mary said. 'Offer them their freedom if they co-operate.'

      'They might lie to save themselves.' Jack sat cross-legged on the floor, not caring how undignified a position it was.

      Mary's smile always took him by surprise. 'They might lie anyway, knowing it doesn't matter what they say.'

      'Yes.' Jack tried to retain his patience. 'But how can we trust them? They'll tell us anything for freedom.'

      Mary's smile broadened. 'If any of them know where Jayanti is, make him guide you there, and you will only free him when you know he's not lying.'

      'You are a cunning lady.' Jack sighed. 'You have all the answers.'

      'Why, thank you, kind sir.' Mary sunk into a graceful curtsey. Jack was unsure if her eyes were friendly or mocking.

      Even with the offer of freedom, few of the prisoners were willing to be helpful. Most sat in silence as Mary asked questions, with some replying with shouted slogans and threats. Only three responded to Jack's request; one was a Pathan from the Khyber, and the other two had been sowars in the Company's cavalry, high-class Hindus with land and families.

      'We'll speak to these three,' Jack decided, 'and ignore the others.'

      The sowar mutineers were proud men, defiant despite their capture. They answered Jack's questions with short, sharp answers and glared at him.

      'Of course, I know of Jayanti,' the first sowar said.

      'Everybody knows about the devil woman,' the second replied, 'except the proud sahibs.'

      'Only Shiva can catch her,' the first sowar said. 'The sahibs will need my help.'

      'I can lead you to her lair,' the second offered, 'for a thousand rupees and a fast horse.'

      'Why are you helping?' Jack asked the final question.

      'To get back to my family,' the first mutineer said.

      'To get back to my family,' the second sowar gave an identical answer.

      Jack sent both away. 'I don't trust them,' he said.

      'Would you prefer to see the Pathan?' Mary sounded amused. 'Pathans kill for fun and rob as a matter of course.'

      'Bring him in,' Jack said. 'The mutineers have already broken their faith and now say they are willing to betray one of their own. I would trust them as far as a wooden threepenny bit.'

      The Pathan was tall and lean, with a face that would give Satan nightmares and even in chains, he looked as if he would murder his brother for a handful of gold mohurs.

      'Your name?' Jack had sufficient experience with the men of the 113th to recognise a rogue.

      'Batoor.' The Pathan held Jack's gaze without fear. Jack had heard that if a Pathan met Queen Victoria, he would look her in the eye and shake hands as if to say, “I'm as good a person as you are”. People also reckoned Pathans as faithless, thieving and predatory, while their mothers prayed that their sons became famed robbers. With this fellow Batoor, all these stereotypes appeared to be correct.

      'So you claim to know the whereabouts of Jayanti, even though she is a Hindu and you are a Pathan?'

      Batoor grunted. 'I know where she may be,' he said.

      That's the most honest answer so far. One point for the Pathan.

      'You were captured fighting against us; why would you help us now?'

      'I was fighting for money,' Batoor said. 'I have reasons for being here, and if I help you, I will be free again.'

      Jack glanced at Mary, who nodded. 'That makes sense,' she said. 'I would love to know what his reasons were.' She gave a half smile. 'Being a Pathan, it will be something to do with money or Pashtunwali.'

      'What in God's name is Pashtunwali?'

      Mary smiled. 'Aren't you glad I'm here to educate you, Captain Jack? Pukhtunwali is the Pathan code of honour. They must give fugitives refuge and protection, they must give hospitality, even to an enemy, and they have to avenge any insult to the family or the tribe.'

      Jack eyed Batoor and nodded. The Pathan held his gaze. With his shaven head and long beard, he looked every inch a warrior. 'I've seen you before,' Jack said. 'You fired a jezzail at me at the Kaisarbagh!' He waited for Mary to translate.

      Batoor smiled. 'I was at the Kaisarbagh, and I fired at many British soldiers. You might have been one of them.'

      'Good God, man!' Jack shook his head. 'Why are you at Bareilly now? Do you hate us so much?'

      Batoor's smile didn't waver. 'As the woman says, it has something to do with Pashtunwali.'

      Jack was beginning to respect this man. In a different world, he would have fitted into the 113th without difficulty. 'If you are free, would you fight against us again?'

      Batoor rattled his chains. 'I might. I might not.'

      'He's honest by his own lights,' Mary added after she translated.

      'You're a lying, treacherous murdering blackguard, Batoor,' Jack stood up, 'and I can't think of any reason why I should trust you.'

      Batoor rattled his chains again. 'You don't trust me, but you need me. Who else can lead you to the devil woman who plans to destroy your Company?'

      'Nobody, damn you.'

      'Will you keep your word, Captain Windrush?' Batoor turned the conversation around, with Mary hiding her smile as she translated.

      'Of course, I will, I'm a British officer!' Jack had to control his temper.

      Batoor's laugh was high pitched, and as cynical as anything Jack had ever heard. 'Only the British believe their own lies. I am asking you, Captain Windrush, man to man – will you keep your word?'

      Mary raised her eyebrows as she translated. 'He's not wrong, Jack, Lord Dalhousie is not the only British official to distort the truth to the native peoples of India.'

      Jack frowned. Brought up to believe that a British gentleman always honoured his word, he still found it hard to believe that some broke that code.

      Batoor spoke again, and Mary translated. 'Batoor is asking the same question, Jack. Will you keep your word? Will you free him if he leads you to this woman?'

      'Of course I will, damn it!' Jack felt his anger rise again. Taking a deep breath, he faced Batoor. 'Yes, Batoor, I will keep my promise. You have my word on it as a British officer and…' Jack extended his hand. 'I do not know what crimes you have committed in the past or who you have killed or why, but if you take my hand, we will shake on it, man to man.'

      Batoor looked to Mary for the translation before he slid his hand hesitantly into Jack's. They shook, and Jack knew that whatever happened, he would keep his word to Batoor.

      'One more thing.' Jack had come prepared. Taking a small packet from his pocket, he drew his sword and emptied the contents onto the blade. The white powder formed a little pyramid on the steel.

      'Take the salt, warrior, and swear your loyalty to me.'

      Batoor's grin was white behind his beard. He put his hand on the blade, lifted a pinch of salt and placed it on his lips. Mary translated his words. 'I am your man, Captain Windrush.'

      'If you let me down,' Jack said, 'I will hunt you down and kill you.'

      Batoor grinned. 'Yes, Captain Windrush. And if you let me down, I will kill the woman and then you.'

      Mary's expression didn't alter as she translated Batoor's words. 'Accept that Jack,' Mary added. 'I'm in no danger as long as you are true.'

      Jack fought down his recurring anger. 'We understand each other,' he said to Batoor. Raising his voice, he called in the guards and had the Pathan taken back to confinement.

      'When are we leaving?' Mary asked.

      'We?' Jack said. 'You are not coming.'

      'You took me last time,' Mary said. 'When you were searching for the regiment's missing women.'

      'This is different,' Jack said. 'This is a military operation, and there are still pandies around.'

      'There were more pandies around last time,' Mary reminded. 'And you'll need a translator if you are wandering around the countryside, or have your language skills improved in the last few minutes?' Her smile was as sweet as a hunting cobra.

      'We'll manage,' Jack growled at her. He sighed and admitted the truth. 'You know that I'd prefer to have you along, Mary, but it's too dangerous.'

      She stood up. 'It will be a lot more dangerous for you to blunder around not able to talk to anybody. Is Lieutenant Elliot able to speak Urdu or Pushtu? No! How about Sergeant Greaves or any of your men? Goodness, Jack, most of them can hardly speak English.'

      Jack matched her temper with the anger he had been trying to control all day 'It's too damned dangerous, Mary!'

      'My, my.' Mary's sudden smile took Jack by surprise. 'Is that how British officers and gentlemen talk to women?'

      Jack stopped in mid-tirade. About to say “only when they care for them”, he stopped and stood erect. 'You are correct,' he said. 'I should not have shouted at you. I do apologise, madam.' He gave a stiff, formal bow, turned around and marched out of the room. He knew that he was retreating from a conflict that he couldn't possibly win. He hoped that Mary didn't realise the same but knew she would. Damn that woman. One thing is sure; she's not coming with my column.
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      'O'Neill's back!' Riley was first with the news, and soon the words spread around the company. Jack looked up as Sergeant O'Neill marched in, gaunt-faced but as erect as ever, with his uniform clean and his rifle in his hand.

      'Sergeant O'Neill reporting for duty, sir!' O'Neill gave a smart salute.

      'Good to have you back, Sergeant,' Jack said. 'How's the wound?' O'Neill had been injured during the fighting in the tunnels underneath Lucknow, when Campbell had relieved the siege earlier in the war.

      'The medical men saved my arm, thank you.'

      Jack nodded. 'Are you fit for a long march? Don't say you are, if you're not.'

      'I'm fit, sir. I could outmarch any Johnny Raw.'

      'Aye, you probably could, O'Neill. Sheer bloody determination would see you through.' Jack looked around. He had moved his company of the 113th outside the walls of Bareilly, away from the temptation of looting and the dangers of women and drink. The men had grumbled at first and, being British soldiers, many had tried to sneak back into the city. Now they were panting in the heat, or under fatigues, or cleaning their rifles. 'I hope so, O'Neill because we're on the march soon.'

      'Where are we going, sir?'

      'I'm not sure, sergeant,' Jack said. 'Have you ever heard of a woman called Jayanti?'

      'I can't say that I have, sir.' O'Neill looked suddenly defensive. 'Has she been asking for me, sir?'

      'No.' Jack had no desire to ask about O'Neill's amorous adventures. 'She is the leader of a band of fighting women, like Uda Devi.'

      'I remember that name, sir. That's the bint that hid up a tree and shot some of our lads.' O'Neill stamped his feet. 'I hoped we didn't meet others like her.'

      'There are others, sergeant, and this Jayanti woman is their leader. We've been ordered to find her.'

      'And kill her, sir?'

      'If we can, sergeant.' Jack waited for O'Neill's reaction. 'What do you think of that?'

      'I don't normally hold with killing women, sir.' O'Neill gave the reply Jack would expect from any British soldier. 'But if this Jayanti is anything like Uda Devi, well, she killed some of ours, sir, so she's fair game.'

      Jack asked O'Neill a question he would never have asked Greaves. 'How will the men react to being ordered to kill or capture a woman?'

      O'Neill screwed up his face as he considered the question. 'I'm not sure, sir. Our lads won't be too happy about it, sir. They won't want to kill a woman, even that one. Some of the others, though,' he shrugged, 'they'd kill their grannies for the price of a drink.'

      Jack nodded. He understood what O'Neill meant. By “our lads”, O'Neill meant the Burma and Crimea veterans that bloody battles had bonded together. Jack shared O'Neill's opinion of others that the Army had recruited from the criminal class, the lowest of the low, men rejected by other regiments to end up in the 113th.

      'When do we leave, sir?'

      'In two days, sergeant,' Jack said. 'I'm taking fifty men and a Pathan prisoner who claims to know where Jayanti may be based.'

      'Oh, does he claim that, sir?' O'Neill looked sceptical. 'And who told him? Some fellow down the public, or maybe his granny heard it when she was washing her clothes in the river?'

      Jack smiled. 'I share your disbelief, sergeant. That's why he'll be under close guard all the time, and if he tries to bolt, we'll shoot him like a dog.'

      O'Neill grunted. 'He's a Pathan, you say? They are the most devious devils under the sun, sir. He'll cut a few of our throats at night, steal half a dozen rifles and slip back to the Khyber.'

      'He won't' Jack said. 'Not with you watching him.'

      'Yes, sir.' There was a hint of a smile on O'Neill's face. 'I thought you were coming to that.'

      Both men stopped to watch a regiment of Gurkhas march past, small, stocky men resplendent in red coats and blue pantaloons, very much like the Zouaves the 113th had known in the Crimea.

      'Cocky little buggers,' O'Neill said. 'I'm told there are 16,000 of them with us now.'

      'They fight well, I've heard,' Jack said.

      O'Neill eyed them sourly. 'Aye; we'll see. Since the sepoys turned traitor, I have little time for native troops. I won't trust them again, and that's the truth.'

      'There's a lot of people think like that,' Jack murmured. 'Nothing will be quite the same in India after the Mutiny.'

      An hour before dawn they marched out of Bareilly, heading north and east. Jack led with Elliot and Lieutenant Bryce behind him, and Ensigns Wilden and Peake at the rear. In between marched fifty men with Sergeants Greaves and O'Neill. All were in khaki, with handkerchiefs to protect their necks from the sun and Enfield rifles at their shoulders.

      'You'd better not be leading us into an ambush,' O'Neill warned Batoor. 'If you try any funny stuff, I'll ram six inches of steel up your arse.'

      Batoor replied in Pushtu and spread his hands in an expression of innocence that would have made Jack smile in other circumstances.

      'Try it once, son, just try it once.' The diminutive Logan was a full head shorter than Batoor. 'I'll gut you.'

      Batoor only grinned, with his shaven head bobbing above Logan's hat and his wrists chained together.

      Jack stepped aside and watched his men march past. As well as Logan, the truculent Glasgow man, there was Riley, the gentleman-thief, Coleman and Thorpe, forever arguing until the fighting started. There was the ex-poacher Whitelam, Parker from Liverpool with his love of animals, and the Welshman Williams who had done sterling work during the defence of Lucknow the previous year. Hutton was next, a quiet man, steadier than the majority of the 113th, and beside him slouched Armstrong. Jack didn't like Armstrong, the one-time deserter who had been inside the army's detention centre at Greenlaw and harboured resentment against authority, but he was useful in a fight.

      Jack kept them marching until the sun grew too hot and then they camped in the shade of a small clump of trees, with the men dropping to the ground and gasping for air.

      'There's still pandies around!' O'Neill and Greaves kicked them back to their feet. 'Get this camp in order! Hutton, Armstrong, Smith, Monaghan, you're on picket duty! The rest of you, get the tents up!

      'Leave it to the sergeants,' Jack advised the ensigns. 'They know what they're doing, and the men listen to them.'

      'Yes, sir,' Wilden said. 'But I'm an officer, I hold the Queen's commission. I outrank the sergeant.'

      Jack stared at the boy while Elliot looked away to hide his smile. 'Sergeant O'Neill fought in Burma against dacoits and faced the Russians at the battle of Inkerman and the Redan. He was in the first relief of Lucknow; he fought at Cawnpore and was wounded defending Lucknow. What have you done?'

      Ensign Wilden coloured.

      'Exactly,' Jack said. 'Now take two men and patrol back the way we have come. March one mile, check to see if there are any pandies and return. Move!'

      'What was that for?' Elliot asked.

      'To get the young Griff out of my way,' Jack replied.

      'We were young too, once.' Elliot said.

      'I'm sure we were never that young,' Jack said with a smile.

      The officers had a tent each, while a dozen men had to share. When the heat reached its zenith, officers and men not on duty would lie near naked on their charpoys, struggling for breath in the scorching atmosphere and wishing the monsoon would come. With pickets posted and the men eating and drinking, Jack could relax a little. He checked his half company. A few years ago, the 113th had been the worst regiment in the British Army, and now they were slowly gaining a reputation as a hard-fighting unit able to take care of itself.

      'We're still at the bottom of the pile, Jack.' Elliot had known him long enough to gauge what he was thinking.

      'Are we, Arthur?'

      'We'll never be socially acceptable like the Brigade of Guards or the Royals.' Elliot lit a cheroot and allowed the aromatic smoke to coil around them. 'We'll always be the regiment that generals turn to for the dirty jobs.' He passed over a cheroot to Jack.

      'Could you imagine the Guards or the Royal Malverns tracking a woman across India?' Jack shook his head. 'It would be far beneath their dignity. You're right, Arthur. We're here for the tasks nobody else wants.'

      'Or the tasks nobody else can do,' Elliot said. 'Our men have skills the Guards or Royals may lack.'

      Jack glanced over at Riley and Whitelam. 'We have thieves, housebreakers and poachers. Yes, we have a fine collection of men; they are quite the pick of the country.'

      'You're in a bad mood,' Elliot said. 'What's bothering you, Jack?'

      'Where are we headed, Arthur? What is all this about? We've broken the back of this mutiny, killed God-only-knows how many pandies and civilians, and lost thousands of our men and women. What then? India carries on, and the Army will send you, the 113th, and me somewhere else to squash another trouble spot, lose more men to disease and the bullet. What's it all about, Arthur?'

      'I'm damned if I know,' Elliot said. 'This was the only career open to a duffer like me. I'm the third son, with no money and no prospects.' He shrugged. 'What else can I do? I haven't the head for business or the inclination to follow my father into the church.'

      Jack pulled on his cheroot. 'I know your people wish you to be a general,' he said. 'General Sir Arthur Elliot. That sounds good. I was always intended to be a career soldier, as you know.'

      'I know,' Elliot said. 'Like your father and your grandfather.'

      'And my great grandfather and great-great grandfather and as far back as records go.' Jack blew out a perfect smoke ring and watched as it wavered in the heat. 'I do not doubt that there was a Windrush at the Battle of Hastings, although God knows which side he was on, and when Boadicea faced the Romans, there was probably a Windrush in her army as well.'

      'The Romans must have viewed her as we view Jayanti or Hussaini Khanum or the Rani of Jhansi,' Elliot lay back and contemplated a pair of hunting birds high amidst the clouds. 'And now we are the foreigners invading other countries to bring civilisation. How times change.'

      'Except India was not a country when we came here, so we are not foreign,' Jack said. 'Or at least, we're no more foreign than the Sikhs or Ghurkhas or Pathans.'

      'And we're better rulers.' Elliot watched as one of the birds swooped down on its prey. 'We are benevolent, kindly and honourable.'

      'Tell that to all the mutineers we've hanged or blown from guns,' Jack said. 'Or the hundreds of men General Neill executed without trial.'

      'I was being sarcastic,' Elliot said. 'Halloa, something's up. Whitelam's all of an agitation there.'

      Jack looked up. Whitelam was talking to O'Neill, his arms flapping and his voice raised. 'I'd better go and see before he talks himself into trouble. You stay here and rest, Arthur. All that deep thinking must be very tiring for you.'

      'I'm telling you, sergeant, that's what I saw!' Whitelam was shouting, nearly pressing his face against that of O'Neill.

      'And I am telling you, Whitelam, that you will not be disturbing Captain Windrush with any of your nonsense. Now go and dig a latrine trench like I told you.'

      'What's the trouble, sergeant?' Jack had a final pull on his cheroot and flicked the stub away.

      'It's nothing to worry about, sir.' O'Neill gave a smart salute. 'Private Whitelam here is just leaving.'

      'What did you see, Whitelam?' Jack asked.

      'Somebody is dogging us, sir. I swear there is. I saw him twice on the march, and again ten minutes ago.'

      'What was he like?' Jack knew that Whitelam was not a man to speak out of turn. He had been a poacher before he took the Queen's Shilling and after a lifetime spent dodging gamekeepers, he would know if somebody was following him.

      'I can't rightly say, sir.' Whitelam screwed up his face with the effort of thought. 'He was a slim fellow, keeping to the shadows and the dead ground.'

      'Was he wearing green clothing and a black turban?'

      Whitelam refused to be drawn. 'I don't know, sir. As I said, he was in the shadows.'

      'Right.' Jack thought quickly. 'Where did you see him last?'

      'Over there, sir, past that grove of babul trees. He was walking slowly and ducked into cover, sir.' Whitelam gestured to a small group of acacia trees a few hundred yards to the south.

      'Has he moved since?' Jack asked.

      'Not that I've seen, sir, and I've been watching for him.'

      If Whitelam hadn't seen him – or her – move, then he was still there.

      'Sergeant O'Neill,' Jack said. 'I don't want this man or woman alarmed. It might be Jayanti or one of her women. Take a picket out and see if you can round him up. Be careful, if it's Jayanti she is very dangerous.'

      'Aye, sir.' O'Neill screwed up his eyes as he peered through the glare of the sun. 'It might be best if I flushed him, sir, drove him towards the camp.'

      'Good man, O'Neill. I'll wait for him. I'll give you ten minutes and then form a cordon with a dozen men. We'll catch him, or her, in a net.'

      'I'll leave Greaves in charge of the Pathan, sir,' O'Neill said.

      'Wilden!' Jack motioned to the ensign. 'You're with me.'

      'Where are we going, sir?' Wilden couldn't disguise his smile.

      'We're going to catch a mutineer. Do as you're told and don't ask fool questions. Whitelam, take a position a hundred yards out and to the right. Hutton, do the same on the left. Find dead ground and don't be seen.'

      Both men were veterans and needed no further orders.

      Jack watched as O'Neill led a dozen men well to the right of the babul trees, and then ordered them into an extended line five yards apart. The sergeant headed left for a hundred yards, turned and walked back. At his crisp order, each man fitted and lowered his bayonet, moving behind the viciously pointed blades.

      'That should chase him out,' Jack said. His picket waited at the fringe of the camp, with Coleman and Thorpe watching, stony-faced.

      'Do you want us to kill him, sir?' Thorpe asked.

      'I want to see who he is,' Jack said, 'and why he's following us.' He might be scouting for a larger body or merely a curious bystander.

      'That means we take him alive, Thorpey,' Coleman explained. 'Dead men can't talk.'

      Thorpe nodded. 'Yes, Coley. I won't kill him, sir, unless Captain Windrush wants me to.' He stamped his feet. 'You could have let me go in, sir. I would have set fire to the trees and got him that way.'

      'Thank you, Thorpe,' Jack said. 'Maybe next time.'

      O'Neill's men were at the fringes of the tope now, advancing cautiously in case of an ambush. O'Neill gave a sharp order, and four men remained outside, watching while the others entered.

      'Here he comes, flushed like a partridge.' Thorpe raised his rifle.

      The lone man emerged at a run, holding a hood over his head as he scurried free of the trees.

      No black turban. It's not Jayanti or one of her women.

      'With me, lads, and be careful.' Drawing his sword, Jack strode forward, knowing his men would follow.

      The fugitive saw the soldiers ahead, turned, saw O'Neill's men behind and stopped.

      'He's surrendering, sir,' Coleman said. 'Either that or he's up to something. You've got to watch these pandies, sir. They're tricky devils. Best let me and Thorpey get him.'

      Ignoring the advice, Jack broke into a run. 'Drop your weapon and get your hands in the air, you blackguard!' Although the man wouldn't understand the words, the tone and menace would be evident.

      The fugitive raised his hands and stood still as the British net closed. He was small and slight, dressed in a hooded cape that extended from his head to the ground.

      'Right, you.' Jack sheathed his sword. 'Who the devil are you, and why are you following us?' Grabbing the man's hood, he hauled it off the fugitive's face.

      'Why, Jack, don't you recognise me?' Mary smiled at him. 'And do you need all these men to capture a single woman?'

      'What?' Jack stared at her. 'What are you doing here?' He signalled with his hand, and the circle of soldiers lowered their bayonets. Some were openly grinning.

      'I told you that you needed a translator.' Mary sounded as calm as if she was sitting sewing in the British cantonment.

      'I ordered you to stay behind!' Jack felt his temper rising.

      'I know you did, Jack, but I'm not one of your soldiers.' Mary smiled serenely. 'You have no power to order me around.'

      Jack realised that he had an interested circle of listeners, most of whom were now nudging each other, highly amused at their officer's discomfiture. 'O'Neill, get these men back to camp.'

      'Yes, sir! You heard the order, lads!'

      Was O'Neill's use of “order” a deliberate echo of Mary's words? Jack glowered at the sergeant until he doubled away with his men.

      Mary raised her eyebrows. 'Well, Captain Jack, or should that be Captain Windrush? Now you have me, what are you going to do with me?'

      Jack took a deep breath as a sequence of images flashed through his mind. 'I know what I would like to do with you,' he began and shook his head as Mary raised her eyebrows in mocking interest. 'I should send you back to Lucknow under an escort.'

      'But then who would translate for you?' Mary asked sweetly. 'And wouldn't you look a bit silly? And you would be depleting your force, just for one weak woman.'

      'You're about as weak as Genghis Khan.' Jack's anger was reducing as Mary smiled at him. 'This will be a dangerous mission, you know.'

      'I know,' Mary said.

      'I don't like to put you in danger.'

      'I know that, too,' Mary said. 'You're not putting me in danger. I'm putting myself in danger, and I'm probably safer with you and your badmashes than anywhere else in India.' Her smile broadened. 'Come on now, Jack, we both know that you and your men will look after me.'

      'You're an irritating woman, Mary,' Jack said.

      'So your mother used to say.' Mary deliberately reminded Jack of their family connection.

      'You'd best stay with us,' Jack said, grudgingly. 'You might be useful. If any of my men bother you—'

      'Your men have never bothered me,' Mary said quickly.

      Jack thought of Armstrong and some of the handful of replacements he had brought with him. 'I'll find you a tent and post a sentry at the flap.' I'll also warn O'Neill and Greaves to keep an extra eye on you, as if they didn't have enough to do.

      'If you think it best.' Mary agreed without a protest.

      'All right, Mary, if you're sure, then welcome aboard.' Jack considered for a minute. 'In fact, you can start now.'

      'I knew you needed me.' Mary didn't disguise her smug smile.

      Batoor was sitting with his back to a tree when they approached.

      'Stand up!' Jack ordered, adding jildi to prove to Mary that he had mastered at least one word of the native languages.

      Logan helped by yanking Batoor to his feet. 'Up you get, you, when the officer tells you.'

      'Where are you taking us, Batoor?' Jack asked, with Mary putting his words into Pushtu.

      'Northward, Captain Windrush.' Batoor rattled his chains. 'And then westward.'

      'How far to the north?'

      'If I told you, Captain Windrush, you would not need me, and you may kill me.' Batoor smiled. 'I'm not yet ready to be a martyr. I have things to do.'

      'You mean you have throats to cut in the Khyber country,' Jack said.

      'A woman betrayed me to the British.' Batoor rattled his chains again. 'Else I would not be wearing these.'

      'You gave me your word,' Jack said, 'and I gave you mine so we should trust each other.' He tapped the chains. 'It appears that neither of us trusts the other.'

      Batoor smiled and said nothing.

      'Well then,' Jack unlocked Batoor's chains and threw them into the darkness. They clattered against something hard. 'There is a sign of my trust.' He was aware of Mary watching him, her eyes quizzical while Logan lifted his bayonet, ready to thrust it into Batoor's belly.

      Batoor rubbed the raw marks the manacles had left on his wrists. 'You are a strange man, Captain Windrush.'

      'I'm taking a chance on you,' Jack said.

      Batoor looked at Logan before he replied. 'I'd like a weapon before this man tries to kill me.'

      'He'll only kill you if you try to escape, or attack one of us.'

      Batoor spread his arms. 'I've eaten your salt.'

      'Where are you taking us?' Jack asked again.

      'Gondabad,' Batoor said. Even Jack understood that name without Mary having to translate. Jack took a deep breath. That was where he'd been born and where the Mutiny had started for him.

      'I know the way.'

      Batoor nodded as Mary translated.

      'Are you sure that Jayanti is there?' Jack asked.

      'I am not sure she is there. I think she may be there.' Batoor answered before Mary translated. 'Yes, Captain Windrush, I speak English.'

      'Well, that is truthful for a Pathan,' Jack said. 'My men will still watch you.'

      'I believe you.' Batoor eyed Logan, who ran a calloused thumb up the length of his bayonet.
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        * * *

      

      Jack heard the gunfire from deep in his sleep. Rolling on his side, he grabbed his revolver and sword and was outside his tent before the echoes of the second shot died away. The third came an instant later, followed by an irregular fusillade.

      'What's happening? Jack buckled his sword belt around his naked waist. 'Elliot! Bryce!'

      'Somebody fired into the camp, sir!' Bryce was fully dressed and had his revolver in his right hand. 'I had the sentries fire back.'

      'Cease fire!' Jack ordered. There was a single shot and then the eerie silence of the night, broken only by the buzz of insects and the chirping of frogs. 'Did anybody see anything?'

      'I did, sir.' Parker said. 'I saw a muzzle flash over to the left.'

      'Is anybody hit?'

      'No, sir,' O'Neill said.

      'Elliot, take Sergeant Greaves, Parker and ten men, search in the area from where the shot came.'

      'Sir.' Elliot detailed nine veterans and a replacement named Mahoney. He vanished into the night.

      'Who was it, sir?' Ensign Peake asked.

      'We don't know, Peake,' Jack said. 'We won't know until Lieutenant Elliot returns, and we might not know even then.'

      'Shall I go and look, sir?'

      'No! Go and attend to your men.' Jack glowered at Peake until he disappeared.

      'You were a little harsh on that boy,' Mary said.

      'He has to learn his duty,' Jack said. 'If he went out there,' he nodded into the night, 'the pandies would cut him to pieces.'

      'I see.'

      'And God only knows what they'd do to you. Get back inside the camp, get into your tent and keep your head down.'

      Mary opened her mouth to protest, saw the determination in Jack's face and nodded. 'Yes, sir.' She took three steps and turned around. 'You know, it might be better if you put some clothes on next time you gave me an order. It would be more dignified for both of us.'

      'What?' Jack realised that he was wearing nothing except his sword belt. 'I was in bed,' he said. 'A real lady would not comment on such things.' His retaliation was too late for Mary was ten paces away, striding for her tent. Blasted woman. Only Mary can drive me to such irritation.

      

      'Nothing, sir,' Elliot reported when he returned. 'We found nothing at all, not a sign of anybody.'

      'All right, I didn't think you would. It might have been a stray mutineer trying his luck, or just a passing badmash causing trouble. Double the sentries.'

      'Yes, sir.' Elliot lowered his voice. 'Is Mary all right, Jack? And the Pathan?'

      'Mary's in her tent,' Jack said. 'I've posted a sentry, and I want him relieved every two hours.'

      'Yes, sir,' Elliot said.

      'The Pathan is still here,' Batoor's deep voice sounded. 'He did not take advantage of your confusion to escape.'

      Jack gave a small smile. 'I didn't think he would.'

      Jack didn't try to sleep again that night. Dressing quickly, he spent the hours until midnight patrolling the camp perimeter, quietly talking to the pickets and peering into the dark. He roused the camp three hours before dawn, supervised breakfast, loaded the camels and had everybody on the march within the hour.

      The men stumbled through the dark, swearing quietly, alert for any ambush, holding loaded rifles and wondering if they should have thrown back the shilling they'd accepted from a smooth-tongued recruiting sergeant.

      'Sir,' Sergeant Greaves saluted Jack. 'One of my men reports we're being watched.'

      'I'm sure most of the men think that, Greaves.'

      'Yes, sir. This time it's a bit different,' Greaves said. 'This man is certain, sir.'

      Jack sighed. 'Bring him up, sergeant.'

      The private gave a hurried salute. 'I know you,' Jack said. 'You were the lad MacKinnon, for whom Sergeant Greaves bought beer.'

      'Yes, sir,' Mackinnon said.

      'What do you have to say then, MacKinnon?'

      'There's somebody out there in the dark, sir.'

      'What have you seen?'

      'Nothing, sir.' MacKinnon hesitated. 'I can feel them, sir, out there.'

      'Do you know where, MacKinnon?'

      'No, sir. I do know though, sir.' It was evident that the man couldn't explain further.

      'Thank you, MacKinnon.' Jack frowned. 'Where are you from?'

      'Skye, sir. It's an island in the Hebrides, off Scotland.'

      'I see.' Jack wondered if he had just experienced an example of Hebridean second sight. 'Keep me posted, will you?'

      'Yes, sir.' MacKinnon seemed relieved to escape.

      'Greaves, send out strong pickets on either flank and double the rear guard, at least until day-break.' Jack saw Wilden watching nervously and called him over.

      'Wilden,' Jack spoke quietly. 'How long have you held a commission in the army?'

      'Nearly nine months, sir,' Wilden said proudly.

      'And how much of that time have you been with the men?'

      'One month, sir. The rest of the time I was travelling from England.'

      'Well ensign, here is some free advice. These men come from bad backgrounds. Many are orphans, or their parents were drunkards, jailbirds or walked away and left them. Some are petty criminals; others are not so petty. As you see, they are a mixture of old soldiers and young lads very much like you, except without your education.'

      'Yes, sir.' Wilden was sensible enough to realise that Jack was speaking from his own experience.

      'If you treat the men decently, listen to their problems and help them, they will follow you to the gates of Hell and beyond. All they want is somewhere to belong. The regiment is their family. We, the officers, are surrogate parents. Do your duty, help them to do theirs, guide them and watch over them.'

      'Yes, sir,' Wilden nodded eagerly. 'Like us, sir, they joined for queen and country.'

      Jack grunted. 'Patriotism is said to be the last refuge of the scoundrel, ensign. For most men, this regiment is the last refuge of the desperate.' He passed over a cheroot, as if to a friend. 'Belonging to the regiment is vital. Officers can transfer or buy their way into other regiments; the men cannot. The 113th is their home. The more pride they have in the regiment, the better their morale and the better they will fight.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      Jack nodded. 'When it comes to action, lead from the front. It's the only place for a British officer.'

      'Of course, sir!' Wilden said.

      Jack smiled. 'In plain speaking, Wilden, just do your duty, and you'll be fine.' He patted the boy's shoulder. 'Now off you go and look after your section. Make sure their water bottles are full of water and not gin, make sure their rifles are not rusty, make sure their bayonets slide free from the scabbard and they have ammunition in their pouches and not loot or whisky.'

      'Yes, sir.'

      'Drink is the sin of the soldier, Wilden. Drink and women. I'm sure you have experience with the latter; your duty is to ensure the men don't cause themselves disease.' Jack winked and walked away, lighting a cheroot. The column trudged on, rifles slung, boots kicking up dust.

      'That was kindly,' Mary said.

      'I feel like a grandfather,' Jack said.

      'How old are you, Jack?' Mary asked.

      'Twenty-five,' Jack said. 'I feel about fifty-five.'

      Mary smiled. 'How long have you been a soldier?'

      'Since 1851 – coming up for seven years.' Jack looked back on himself. 'I was like Wilden then, young, keen and stupid.'

      'How many battles have you been in?' Mary walked at Jack's side, matching him stride for stride.

      Jack thought of Rangoon and Pegu, Inkerman and the Redan and the battles for Cawnpore and Lucknow. 'I don't know,' he said. 'Too many, Mary, too many.'

      'Once this campaign is over the army may give you a rest.'

      'Maybe they will,' Jack said. That won't happen. The army will use the 113th for the dirty jobs, the unpleasant tasks without glamour or glory. My future is one of constant fighting until the grave, a soldier's life and a soldier's death. He realised that Mary was looking at him with her head slightly to one side and her eyes thoughtful.

      'You don't believe that, do you?' Mary asked.

      'No.' Jack looked up as a flock of birds exploded from a tamarind tree. 'Wilden, take your men and see what disturbed these birds.'

      Mary withdrew. 'I'll leave you to your duty.'

      They marched on, more wary, with men gripping their rifles and peering into the fading grey of the early morning. India could be indescribably beautiful, tragically poor or insufferably hot. There was a combination of colour and dust, obscene cruelty and nonstop kindness, loyalty beyond reason and always variety. Jack pulled aside as the men slogged past.

      'Did you find anything Wilden?'

      'No, sir.'

      'Carry on. How about you, Sergeant Greaves?'

      'All well, sir. All present.'

      The first shot came just as dawn silvered the sky, followed by a screaming charge on the 113th's left flank. One minute the column was marching solidly through a seemingly empty countryside, the next they were under attack by an unknown number of men. Jack had a nightmare vision of glaring eyes and gaping mouths, gleaming blades and flowing robes as the enemy rushed in. The flanking picket took the first shock and withdrew, firing and cursing, as Jack shouted for the central column to form a square around the transport camels.

      'Hold your fire until ordered!' Jack glanced at his men, trying to ensure they were all in the square. 'Fire!' White and acrid, powder smoke drifted across the perimeter as the yelling subsided. Men peered into the half-light, sweaty hands slippery on the stocks of their rifles.

      'Where are they?' Bryce fingered the trigger of his revolver. 'They've gone. We've beaten them off.'

      'Keep quiet!' Jack snarled. 'Can anybody see anything?'

      'They're still there, sir,' O'Neill said. 'I can smell them.'

      'They're on this side, sir!' MacKinnon gave the warning. 'I know they are.'

      Jack nodded. 'Left flank, load and cap. Right flank, aim low, fire a volley, fire!'

      The Enfields crashed out with fleeting muzzle flares and spurts of smoke, a scream from the dark and then shocking silence. Powder smoke caught dry throats; a man coughed.

      'Right flank, load and cap!' Jack ordered. 'Keep quiet and listen.'

      The music began so softly that Jack thought he was hearing things, Indian music, rhythmic and subtly beautiful, with undertones that unsettled him.

      'What the devil are they doing?' Bryce asked.

      'Serenading us,' Elliot said.

      'They're trying to unnerve us,' Jack said.

      'They might be trying to mask the sounds of an attack,' Elliot said.

      'Good thinking, Elliot. Everybody keep quiet, ignore the music and listen.' Jack glanced over his shoulder. Mary was amidst the camel drivers in the centre of the square, squatting. He lifted a hand, and she acknowledged with a wave. She was as safe there as anywhere in the square.

      'It's getting lighter.' Jack was used to the speed of the tropical dawn. 'We can see them now if they come.' He relaxed a little, confident in the ability of his fifty men to defeat an attack by many times their number. After serving with Havelock and Sir Colin Campbell, he knew the fighting prowess of the British soldier. His 113th was as good as any soldiers in the world and better than most.

      'They've gone sir,' MacKinnon said.

      'The music is still playing,' Bryce pointed out.

      'Sir!' O'Neill gave a quick salute. 'Packer's missing.'

      Packer was one of the replacements, a thin, undersized youth from London.

      'Has he fallen out?' It was common for Johnny Raws to collapse on long marches, from either exhaustion or heat.

      'No, sir,' O'Neill said. 'He was with us ten minutes ago. I think the pandies grabbed him in that first rush.'

      'Oh, dear God almighty.' Jack took a deep breath. 'We'll have a look. O'Neill, you're with me. I want Coleman, Thorpe, Riley and Logan.'

      'Where are you going, sir?' Ensign Wilden asked. 'Can I come?'

      'Not this time, Wilden.' Although officers needed to blood Griffs and Johnny Raws, there was a time and place, and this was neither.

      'Elliot, take command.'

      'Yes, sir,' Elliot said and lowered his voice. 'I'll take care of her, sir.'

      'Come on, O'Neill.' Jack slipped through the square and into the growing light outside. They were in an area of extensive fields, small topes of trees and abandoned villages. A hanged man swung from the bough of a tree; victim of mutineer, vengeful British or local lawmaker, Jack did not know.

      'Sir,' Coleman knelt on one knee. 'Over here. Blood.'

      A cluster of flies rose from the bloodstain as Jack examined it. 'We got one of them, then, whoever they were.'

      'Yes, sir,' Coleman agreed. 'Unless that's Packer's blood.'

      'I hope it was quick.' Riley said what they were all thinking.

      'They've gone now.' O'Neill scanned the open terrain. 'There's no sign of anybody.'

      'They'll be there, watching us,' Jack led them in a wide circle around the 113th position, searching for Packer and the enemy and finding nothing.

      'We'll stay put for a couple of hours,' Jack ordered when he returned. 'Greaves, Elliot, Bryce, take out patrols and look for Packer.' He could only afford a couple of hours. Any more and he would be marching in the afternoon and would lose more men to the heat. In this sort of expedition, they moved from water to water, sought the shade or died.

      'Now we wait,' he said to Mary.

      'And Packer?' Mary asked.

      'We hope.'

      Mary nodded, touched his arm and searched for the closest shade. She knew he was worried about his missing man.

      One by one, the patrols returned, all with grim faces and a shake of the head. 'The pandies have gone,' they reported.

      'And Packer?' Jack asked, already aware what the reply would be.

      'There is no sign of Packer.'

      Jack swore. He hated leaving a man behind.

      'We beat them off, sir!' Wilden put a more optimistic slant on the encounter.

      'You did well,' Jack said. 'You stood with your men and did your duty. That's what soldiers are supposed to do.' He turned away, knowing that his few words would have boosted Wilden's morale more than a hundred brass bands or long speeches.

      'Forward!' Taking his place in front of the column, Jack waved them on. Already the heat was intolerable. Within fifteen minutes, the men would be sodden with sweat, made prickly by the dust of the road sticking to them. Within another half-hour they would be flagging, some staggering as the heat smote them like a brass fist. He looked ahead, knowing there was a village two miles along the road that would have a well.

      'Wilden; take a picket ahead, find water. Take five men, three old soldiers and two Johnny Raws.'

      That was an easy enough mission that would improve the lad's confidence and give him and the replacements some experience of acting outside the regimental framework.

      'You'll really need to learn some languages.' Mary seemed comfortable sitting inside a pannier, slung at the side of one of the baggage camels. With a scarf shading her head, she looked as if she belonged in this environment.

      'Why?' Jack was preoccupied with scanning the surrounding countryside. 'I have you.'

      'I won't be here forever,' Mary said. 'You didn't want me here this time.'

      Jack frowned, wondering if Mary was hinting at something. 'You'd better teach me, then.'

      'Now?'

      'Not now! I'm leading a column in hostile territory! Damn it, woman!' He thought of Packer, wondering if he could have done more to find the missing man.

      We can start when we camp then.' Mary ignored his irritability.

      'Yes,' Jack said, 'when we camp, unless the mutineers attack.'

      'Oh?' Mary raised her eyebrows, a habit she seemed to have. 'Surely you would not allow the mutineers to interfere with your education.'

      Only the slightest twitch at the corner of her mouth indicated that Mary was pulling his leg. Jack shook his head. 'You'd better get back in the middle of the column in case the pandies come.'

      'Yes, Captain Windrush, sir,' Mary gave a mock salute that raised a smile on the faces of the nearest men.

      Aware he was watching her rather than concentrating on his duty, Jack looked away abruptly. Duty, duty, first and last. Duty to the death.

      'Penny for them,' Elliot said.

      'What?'

      'Penny for your thoughts,' Elliot said.

      'I was wondering if the pandies would try to attack us again.'

      'You're a lying hound, Jack Windrush,' Elliot said pleasantly. 'You were thinking of Mary Lambert.'

      'I was doing nothing of the kind!'

      'Another lie!' Elliot said. 'You'd better be careful, Jack, or Saint Peter will bang the pearly gates in your face and kick you downstairs with the thieves, robbers and blackguards.' He grinned. 'And I'll be waiting with the 113th to welcome you.'

      'Watch your blasphemy, lieutenant, and you a clergyman's son.'

      'She's a good woman, Jack,' Elliot said.

      'As good as any other.' Jack tried to sound grudging in his praise.

      'You risked your life to save her in the evacuation of Lucknow,' Elliot reminded. 'And she nursed you when you were wounded.'

      'She knew my mother,' Jack said.

      'There's more than that.' Although he was talking, Elliot never ceased to survey the countryside through which they passed. 'You know there is.'

      'She's a useful woman with her language skills, and she's a pleasant companion.' Jack eased off a little.

      'Is that all?' Elliot raised his binoculars to study a ruined village on the horizon. He grunted. 'Something is moving over there. Could be pandies.'

      'Riley and Logan are on the flank picket. If there's anything out there, they'll pick it up.'

      'She likes you, too.' Elliot accepted Jack's opinion on the distant village. 'And more than likes you, or she wouldn't have followed you here. Be careful, Jack.'

      'I know what I'm doing.' Jack was becoming used to Elliot's warnings of doom where Mary was concerned.

      'She'll be bad for your career,' Elliot said. 'She's Anglo-Indian, or Eurasian or whatever you wish to call it. Could you imagine introducing her into the Mess? What would the officers say? How would the other wives react?'

      Jack felt his temper rising. 'Who the hell cares what the officers say, or how the other wives react? Surely any decision would be between Mary and me, and I'm not saying that I have any idea about marriage or anything else.'

      'Mary might care,' Elliot said quietly. 'Could you imagine what sort of life she would have, especially if the Army posted us home? The wives would shun her, and the other officers would treat her like dirt. It's not fair on Mary to lead her on, Jack, and as for you…' Elliot shrugged. 'You could whistle for your next step. No matter what heroics you did, a man with a Eurasian wife would never get promotion. You would remain a captain, Jack until you were in your dotage and Horse Guards would find some excuse to put you on half pay so you would rot in Eastbourne or Brighton or some other nowhere.'

      'Thank you for your advice, Lieutenant,' Jack said stiffly. 'And now if you could return your attention to your duty, we would all be grateful.' Jack had been watching Ensign Wilden hurry back from his patrol.

      'There is a village ahead, sir, with a working well.'

      'Good man, Wilden,' Jack encouraged. 'Now take ten men forward and secure the village perimeter until we get there.'

      'Yes, sir!' Wilden looked excited as he called together the nearest ten men and rushed forward again.

      'Poor lad.' Elliot was not the slightest abashed by Jack's rebuke. 'He'll learn.'

      'Let's hope he has time to learn and the pandies don't get him,' Jack said. 'Or the cholera.'

      The village centred on a well and a babul tree. In peacetime, elderly men would gather under the tree, exchanging gossip and watching the world go by, but in the present war, the place was deserted.

      'Water the camels first,' Jack ordered, 'then the men and the officers last.' There was an order of priority in the army and any officer who drank before his men would soon learn of his mistake.

      'This place is eerily quiet.' Mary dismounted with a single fluid movement and stretched her limbs before walking toward Jack.

      'It's the war,' Jack said. 'We're marching through a land accursed by God.'

      'It's more than that,' Mary said.

      'Something's wrong.' MacKinnon held his rifle ready. 'Something's wrong here, sir. There are no birds or anything.'

      'He's right,' Mary said. 'There are no birds, not even in the tree.'

      Jack frowned. Even if the villagers were absent, the babul tree should be swarming with birds. Where were they?

      'That camel, what's wrong with it?'

      The camel was swaying from side to side as if drunk. As Jack watched, it fell to one side, spilling its load of tents and water-canteens.

      'What the devil?' Jack jumped forward. 'What's happening here?' He grabbed the camel driver. 'What have you done to the beast?'

      The man stared at him, terrified.

      'He's done nothing,' Mary said. 'You can't blame him! Look at that other camel!'

      A second camel was also swaying, staggering from side to side.

      'The blasted things were all right a minute ago,' Jack said.

      'They were all right until they drank from the well,' Elliot pointed out.

      'Bad water!' Jack yelled in near panic. 'The pandies have poisoned the well. Get the animals back! Nobody touch the blasted water!'

      'The foul bastards!' Elliot was not normally prone to swearing. 'Get back, lads! Don't touch the water! Get away from the well!' He extended his arms and pushed back thirsty camels and thirsty men. 'Back!' They retreated, swearing.

      'That's a new trick,' Jack said. 'It's a dirty thing to do in a hot climate.'

      'We need water.' Elliot pushed back a thirsty camel. 'Neither the men nor the animals will last another day without it.'

      Unfolding his map, Jack spread it on the ground, weighed down the corners with stones and pored over their position. 'It's the dry season' he said as if speaking to Griffs, 'so there is little standing water in this part of the world. We have to find a well.'

      'Yes, sir.' Elliot agreed.

      'We passed close by a deserted village a mile or two down the road,' Jack reminded. 'They'll have a well.'

      'The pandies could have poisoned that one too,' Lieutenant Bryce said.

      'Take out a strong picket out and find out, Bryce,' Jack decided. 'Be careful.'

      'Yes, sir.' Bryce selected a dozen men and marched off. Jack posted sentries around the village as the remaining men sought shade, cursing the enemy and the climate.

      'What do we do now?' Mary asked.

      'You keep away from the sun,' Jack said. 'I'll do my duty.'

      'You're worried.' Mary touched his arm.

      'The men can't see that. They must think their commander is confident of success at all times.' Jack checked his revolver was loaded and looked around the village once more. Both camels that had drunk at the well were now dead, and Jack gave orders to redistribute their loads among the others.

      'What's taking Bryce so long?' Jack scanned the distant village through his binoculars.

      The rifle fire was flat and vicious under the pressing sun.

      'Ambush,' Jack said. 'The pandies have ambushed Bryce. Form up, men! We're heading out!'

      For a moment, Jack wondered if he should leave his camels and Mary behind with an escort, but decided that further splitting his force when facing an unknown number of the enemy would be foolish.

      'Keep together. Elliot, take the right flank, Wilden, and O'Neill, take the left, Peake, command the rear guard. Follow me.'

      As Jack doubled back toward the village, he saw that Bryce and his men had gone to ground, lying in an extended line to fire at an invisible enemy.

      Jack ducked as a bullet flicked his forage hat, and then Bryce was rising beside him.

      'They're firing at us, sir,' Bryce reported.

      'Get down, man!' Jack ordered. 'There's no sense in making yourself a target. How many of them are there?'

      'I don't know, sir,' Bryce said. 'Maybe a hundred or so.'

      'Very good, Bryce.' Jack didn't need to ask where the enemy was; he could see powder smoke rising from the village and various points on either side.

      The village was no different from a thousand others in India, with a peepul tree near the centre of a straggle of houses of different sizes. Jack knew the rules when ambushed. He could find cover and try to fight it out, knowing that the ambushers held all the advantages of position and surprise, he could withdraw, or he could charge for the throat and hope to unsettle them. In this case, retreat was not an option.

      'Hutton, Smith; stay with the translator and don't let her come to harm. The rest of you, follow me! Come on the 113th!' Jack charged forward. Cheering and swearing, his men followed. There was no time to think of tactics. He had to rely on force and speed.

      'Cry Havelock!' Elliot used the old battle cry. 'And let loose the dogs of war!'

      The dogs were loose.

      Smoke jetted from the windows of the nearest house, and Jack felt something flick past his face. Lifting his revolver, he fired back. A mutineer appeared at the upper window, his scarlet jacket now faded with sun and exposure. For a moment, Jack stared right into his face. He was a havildar – a sergeant of native infantry – with greying hair and impressive whiskers, a man who had grown middle-aged in the service of John Company and now had lost his pension and his reputation by turning against his old employers.

      Weaving from left to right, Jack ran forward and fired again, knowing he had little chance of hitting the havildar. The door of the house crashed open, and a press of men rushed out, some were mutineers, other warriors in white clothes and twisted red turbans with curved tulwars and round shields. Jack shot the leading man, dropped his revolver as it jammed and drew his sword.

      There was no time for hesitation now. For the next few moments, all Jack saw was screaming faces and darting bayonets, slashing tulwars and round metal shields. He thrust, parried and swore, felt the shock of impact as his sword entered a man's chest, and then something heavy crashed on the side of his head, and he staggered, falling to the ground.

      He lay there, dazed, seeing only the white trousers of the mutineers and the bare brown legs of a swordsman. A mutineer in a faded scarlet tunic and loincloth straddled him and poised a bayonet.

      Here is death, Jack thought. He wasn't scared. He was a soldier, and this was a soldier's death. The mutineer snarled at him and lifted the bayonet, ready to plunge it into his chest. The man's face twisted in hatred, his eyes wide open and his teeth bared. Jack wondered why an NCO had not pulled the sepoy up for having a rusty blade and then a naik pulled the man away. Jack rolled to his feet and grabbed his sword.

      'Sir!' O'Neill and a press of men arrived with sweating faces and thundering boots. Logan dispatched the sepoy with a casual thrust of his bayonet. 'Are you all right, sir?'

      'I'm all right,' Jack said. 'What happened?'

      'You were on the ground sir, and an old naik saved you, sir,' O'Neill said.

      'Why?' Still dazed, Jack felt the side of his head. 'Why did the naik save me?'

      'Dunno, sir.' O'Neill shook his head. 'Rum fellows, these sepoys. You never know what's going on in their heads.'

      'Where is the naik now?'

      'He's gone, sir,' O'Neill said. 'He shoved Jack Pandy aside and fled.'

      Jack wiped sweat from his forehead and looked around. There was a litter of bodies on the ground, but after the brief skirmish outside the houses, the mutineers had not fought. Only three of the enemy remained, standing in the open with tulwars and round shields.

      'They think they're in the middle ages.' Elliot fired two rounds from his revolver, and the tallest of the enemy spun and fell, gasping and holding his shoulder. Armstrong stepped forward and casually bayoneted the wounded man.

      'Don't kill them!' Jack shouted. 'I want them for questioning!'

      He was almost too late as Logan ducked the swing of a tulwar and thrust his bayonet into the stomach of the next man. 'There's a Cawnpore breakfast, you pandy bastard!'

      The third man stood alone, clashing his sword against his shield and shouting what Jack took to be a challenge.

      'Come on!' Ensign Peake drew his sabre and dashed forward. 'Single combat, old man!'

      'Get back, you stupid boy!' Jack shouted. 'He'll chop you to pieces!'

      The rebel parried Peake's slash with his shield and sliced sideways. Peake leapt back, so the tulwar missed him, and then O'Neill arrived with a clubbed musket and battered the rebel to the ground.

      'I was winning, sergeant,' Peake said. 'It was a fair fight!'

      'This is war, not the school playing fields.' Jack looked at the rebel. 'Well done, O'Neill.'

      'Aye. That was too easy, sir.' O'Neill kicked away the tulwar and shield. 'Look at this bugger; look at his scars.'

      Dressed in a loincloth that revealed numerous scars on his upper body, the rebel was about thirty-five, with a small beard.

      'He's a warrior, that one,' O'Neill said. 'He would have easily killed Ensign Peake, sir.'

      'Maybe he wanted to be a martyr,' Jack said. 'More importantly, sergeant, form a defensive perimeter around the village. Keep this man for now; we'll question him later. Greaves, check the well is sweet.'

      'It's as sweet as Irish honey, sir!' Greaves reported.

      'Thank God for small mercies; get the camels and men watered.'

      'That was too easy, sir,' O'Neill said. 'They outnumbered us, and they were in a strong position.'

      'I know.' Jack retrieved his pistol and slowly reloaded. 'Make sure the pickets stay alert, sergeant.'

      They heard the first scream an hour later, as the men were trying to sleep in the shade of the deserted houses.

      'What's that?' Mary asked.

      'It could be anything.' Jack tried to concentrate. Ever since the blow to his head, he'd been dizzy, and his thoughts were unclear.

      'That's Packer,' Jackson said. 'I know his voice. That's Packer, I tell you.'

      Another scream sounded, longer than before, ending in a long, drawn-out howl that raised the small hairs on the back of Jack's neck.

      'They're torturing him!' Jackson said. 'We have to do something, sir!'

      Jack considered. He could send out a patrol, but the rebels would expect that and would have an ambush waiting. By now, they knew his numbers and disposition; they held all the cards. On the other hand, if he sat and did nothing, the morale of his men would drop, and they would think he had no care for their lives.

      'Elliot! Take charge of the camp. O'Neill, I want you, Coleman, Thorpe, Logan and Riley.' He had chosen his veterans, men who had threaded through the Burmese jungles and out-foxed the Plastun Cossacks in their homeland. 'We're looking for Packer. Hutton, you and Smith, guard the translator.' He felt Mary's gaze on him and didn't look around.

      The dark closed around them, hot and humid. Jack took a deep breath. A few years ago, he had revelled in these night expeditions as he sought opportunities to make his name, while the excitement had driven him to deeds that now made him shudder. Now, these patrols were routine, something he had to do, although he could not deny the flutter of nervousness in the pit of his stomach and the dryness of his mouth. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, trying to control his bouts of dizziness.

      Am I turning into a coward? Or have I already stretched my nerves past their limit?

      The ground was hard under his feet. In six weeks or so, the rain would come, and this area would be a morass. That was India, his second home – perhaps his first home.

      The screaming subsided into agonised sobbing that lasted for minutes. Jack sensed the anger of the men. They had witnessed more suffering in three years than most men would see in their lifetimes. Experience had added callouses to their skins and taught them to value friendship and loyalty above all. Now a friend was being tortured within their hearing, and they were powerless to help.

      'Spread out,' Jack whispered. 'Not too far. Keep within two yards.' He didn't want the enemy to capture any more of his men.

      They moved slowly, not putting their boots down until they had checked for dry twigs or loose stones that could rattle and give their position away, controlling their breathing, listening for any sound that did not belong.

      O'Neill raised his hand, and they all halted, listening, peering into the dark. Jack felt the sweat slide down his back and loosened his grip on his revolver. He could hear nothing except the expected night sounds. They moved on, step by slow step.

      The attack came suddenly, a rush of men from the dark straight for the centre of their line. Logan fired first, with O'Neill and Thorpe half a second later. The muzzle-flares erupted, and then there were a few furious moments of bayonets, rifle butts and boots hammering against semi-visible opponents. Jack felt hands grab him and fired, with the revolver bucking in his hand. One man fell, a second took his place, and somebody dragged him forward, struggling desperately.

      Coleman and Riley came in from the flanks, swearing, bayonets plunging.

      Something hard and heavy crashed on Jack's right wrist. He gasped and dropped his pistol, kicked out with his right foot, felt a surge of satisfaction as he contacted something soft, and tried to draw his sword. He swore as his numbed fingers failed to grip the hilt.

      'Sir!' Coleman fired as he approached with the bullet taking one of Jack's attackers in the chest. The force threw the man back and then Riley was there, dapper and dangerous. The mutineers melted into the dark, leaving Jack gasping and holding his injured wrist.

      'Are you all right, sir?'

      'I think so. Nothing is broken anyway.' Jack flexed his wrist. 'What happened there?'

      'They tried to kidnap you, sir,' Riley said.

      'Why would they do that?' That was a stupid question. I'm not thinking straight.

      'Information maybe, sir,' Riley said. 'Or a ransom. It is quite common in parts of Europe, kidnapping people for ransom.' Trust Riley to know the criminal practices of other countries.

      'This isn't Europe, Riley, and they would get nothing by ransoming me.' Jack shook his head. 'I'm blessed if I know. Thank you for rescuing me, men.'

      Riley turned away. Coleman grinned in embarrassment.

      Having achieved nothing, Jack led the patrol back. There was no more screaming that night. He didn't try to sleep.

      'That's twice something strange has happened,' he said to Elliot. 'First, the naik stopped a man from killing me and then an attempt to capture me.'

      Elliot lit a cheroot. 'Your guardian angel is looking after you.' He smiled through the smoke. 'Seriously though, Jack, it's a rum do. I can't think what it is. This entire war has been strange, like a civil war against our friends and with the men running wild. Have you ever seen British soldiers behave in such a manner? Have you ever heard of them wanting to hang and execute like they are now?'

      'I haven't,' Jack said. 'And I want to know why that naik saved my life and these pandies tried to capture me.'

      'To question you, I guess,' Elliot said.

      'I'm only a captain.' Jack shook his head. 'I don't know what's to do at all.'

      'Well,' Elliot patted his shoulder. 'You're alive, your wrist is unbroken, and that's all that matters. Don't let the men hear that you're uncertain. They need a confident commander, not a worried one. Now if you'll excuse me, I have my rounds to make.'

      'Aye, off you go, Arthur. Thank you.' Jack lit a cheroot and stared at the sweltering countryside. He felt as if India was playing with him, patting his mind and body back and forward like a shuttlecock. He would be glad when this campaign was over, and peace returned to this tortured land.

      Jack gasped at the sudden pain in his head. He didn't know what was happening; he only knew that something was wrong. He closed his eyes as another dizzy spell came to him. Grasping the bole of a tree, he held on. He couldn't let anybody see this new weakness. He was the commander, he must always appear strong and confident, or the men would lose faith in him. He must do his duty.
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