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1854: The banks of the Alma River, Crimean Peninsula.


The men of the King’s Royal Fusiliers are in terrible trouble. Young officer Jack Lark has to act immediately and decisively. His life and the success of the campaign depend on it. But does he have the mettle, the officer qualities that are the life blood of the British Army?


From a poor background in London’s East End, Lark has risen through the ranks by stealth and guile and now he faces the ultimate test . . .
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Jack Lark barely survived the Battle of the Alma. As the brutal fight raged, he discovered the true duty that came with the officer’s commission he’d taken. In hospital, wounded, and with his stolen life left lying on the battlefield, he grasps a chance to prove himself a leader once more. Poor Captain Danbury is dead, but Jack will travel to his new regiment in India, under his name.


Jack soon finds more enemies, but this time they’re on his own side. Exposed as a fraud, he’s rescued by the chaplain’s beautiful daughter, who has her own reasons to escape. They seek desperate refuge with the Maharajah of Sawadh, the charismatic leader whom the British Army must subdue. He sees Jack as a curiosity, but recognises a fellow military mind. In return for his safety, Jack must train the very army the British may soon have to fight . . .
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Bombay, 1857. Jack Lark is living precariously as an officer when his heroic but fraudulent past is discovered by the Devil – Major Ballard, the army’s intelligence officer. Ballard is gathering a web of information to defend the British Empire, and he needs a man like Jack on his side. Not far away, in Persia, the Shah is moving against British territory and, with the Russians whispering in his ear, seeks to conquer the crucial city of Herat. The Empire’s strength is under threat and the army must fight back.


As the British march to war, Jack learns that secrets crucial to the campaign’s success are leaking into their enemies’ hands. Ballard has brought him to the battlefield to end a spy’s deceit. But who is the traitor?
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				Aut vincere aut mori:	Either to conquer or to die


				Deficit omne quod nasciture:	Everything that is born passes away (Quintilian)


				Qui audit adipiscitur:	He who dares wins


				Per aspera ad astra:	Through difficulties to the stars


				Cave quid dicis, quando et cui:	Beware of what you say, when, and to whom


				Nulli secondus:	Second to none


				Aut viam inveniam aut faciam:	I’ll either find a way or make one


				Absit invidia:	Let there be no ill will


				blagging:	lying


				bye-blow:	bastard child


				chokey:	cholera


				cove:	fellow, chap


				Crapauds:	the French (the toads)


				Jack Puddings:	British officers


				Jack Shephard:	infamous thief from the eighteenth century


				kick up a shine:	making a fuss, causing a ruction


				muzzle:	mouth


				pannie:	burglary


				passing queer screens:	passing counterfeit notes


				rhino:	money, cash


				rummy:	odd, strange


				same kidney:	alike, resembling


				slating:	beating


				walk the chalk:	withdraw, go away
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				20 September 1854. The banks of the Alma River, Crimean Peninsula


				The redcoats staggered to a bloody halt. The men of the King’s Royal Fusiliers crouched at the edge of the vineyard, ducking and twisting as the storm of shot, shell and bullet tore through their ranks. Dozens of fusiliers went down under the Russian barrage, the men falling silently, their passing unremarked. Those still living pressed close to their comrades, the desperate need to be near to another human being overwhelming the rational thought that to be grouped together was to present a larger target for the enemy to hit.


				Beyond the shattered vineyard there was no cover for the frightened fusiliers; a dozen yards of open scrub separated the last of the vines from the shallow banks of the Alma River. The bloodied redcoats clung to what little shelter they could find, stubbornly refusing to advance, no one willing to dare the killing ground to their front.


				On their right, the men of the 2nd Division were going to ground, the heavy fire driving its battered battalions to seek cover in the ruined walls and burning buildings that were all that remained of the village of Burliuk. All along the line, the redcoats milled in confusion and fear, still yards short of the river they had been ordered to cross. The Russians poured on the fire ruthlessly, striking redcoat after redcoat to the ground, their bodies forming a tide line, a high-water mark for the advance.


				General Raglan’s army was paying in blood for the simplicity of his plan. His decision to fling two of his divisions against the strongest point on the Russians’ right flank was the cause of the suffering being endured by the men who had been ordered forward. It was a plan devoid of all subtlety. A plan that now looked destined to fail.


				Jack Lark forced a path through his men. He saw the terror on the faces of the fusiliers, a fear that he knew well as it seared through his own veins. It threatened to drive him screaming to the ground. It begged him to do anything to get out of the merciless fire that swept along the stalled line, yet he made himself move, even though his body flinched at every bullet that whipped past.


				‘Fusiliers!’ Jack’s voice was huge. ‘Advance, damn you! Move! Move!’


				Still the fusiliers refused to advance. Jack shoved at the men closest to him, trying to force them forward. But they ignored him, their eyes flashing in anger as he tried to bully them. The fusiliers were not advancing for anyone.


				The men started to edge backwards, the movement fluttering through the packed ranks. The battalion was moments away from turning to flee from the unrelenting Russian fire that was flaying their ranks.


				They had reached breaking point.


				Jack cringed as a bullet cracked into the ground at his feet. The fear was paralysing him, ravaging his guts like a caged beast. Every part of him shrank away from what he was about to do. His mind pleaded with him to let someone else carry the burden of responsibility. Yet he had chosen to become an officer and now he would have to repay the debt that came with the gold epaulets and the respect that came from being addressed as ‘Sir’.


				He shouldered his way through the snug pocket of men to his front, ignoring the oaths and the insults directed at him. He strode out of the vineyard and into the cauldron of fire.


				‘King’s Royal Fusiliers!’


				He turned to his men, his fury building, the anger driving out the last of his uncertainty. He might have stolen the right to command these men but now he would prove he could lead them. He goaded the enemy fire, prowling in front of his company, showing them he was bigger than the storm of fire that had bludgeoned the slow, steady advance to a standstill.


				‘King’s Royal Fusiliers! Look at me!’ Jack demanded attention even as the Russian fire cracked and whipped through the air around him.


				‘We will advance. You hear me? We will advance!’ His voice faltered, his throat half closed. Yet he forced the order out, screaming the words at his men who watched him as if they were staring at an inmate of Bedlam let loose on the field of battle.


				Jack turned his back on his men and bounded across the few open yards between the vineyard and the river. It felt as if every Russian skirmisher was firing at him but by some miracle he made it to the shallow bank of the river without coming to harm. As he slipped and slithered down the bank, he turned to glare in accusation at his men.


				The fusiliers were stationary, as if petrified.


				Then, finally, they moved. Prompted by a secret signal the battalion surged forward. The open ground that had caused such fear was crossed in moments, the fusiliers streaming forward to slide down to join Jack in the shallow water of the Alma. The Russian fire doubled in its intensity the moment the fusiliers abandoned the shelter of the vineyard, striking dozens from their ranks. Yet the redcoats ignored the casualties, storming forward, their paralysing fear forgotten.


				They had crossed the line.


				In the melee, Jack was pitched unceremoniously forward. The river flowed over the tops of his boots, the water icy cold where it splashed against his legs. The fusiliers careered through the water, the ordered line forgotten, the men moving together in one amorphous mass. The wiser heads among the redcoats lifted their ammunition pouches and rifles away from a soaking in the river but they were few in number amidst the crazed, adrenalin-fuelled mob.


				The gravel bed of the river was treacherous, the weeds and slime making the footing uncertain and twice Jack slipped and would have fallen if he had not been so tightly pressed into the pack of redcoats. Around him, his men cursed angrily as they forced their way across the river, elbows working furiously, fighting each other to reach the relative safety of the south side of the Alma. The south bank was far steeper than the north side, rising three to four feet before levelling out and forming a shelf above the river. The redcoats threw themselves up the slope with abandon, churning the ground to slick mud as they tried to find purchase with their wet boots.


				On the ledge the fusiliers were screened from much of the Russian fire. Above their heads, the awful barrage continued. To move forward would mean walking straight into the enemy roundshot and musket fire.


				For a second time, the advance halted. The wet, mud-splattered fusiliers caught their breath after the wild scramble through the river and steeled themselves for what was still to come.


				‘You bloody idiot!’ Jack’s orderly, Tommy Smith, thumped into the ground beside his officer, ducking away from a flurry of musket fire that whistled past less than a foot above their heads. ‘You’ll get yourself killed if you carry on like that, Jack.’


				‘It had to be done.’ The shock of walking into the open ground still coursed through Jack’s body and he shivered at the memory. He felt the cold hand of near death.


				‘But not by you, you damn fool.’ Smith had to shout to be heard above the din. ‘You might be dressed as a bloody Rupert but that doesn’t mean you have to do it all by yourself!’


				A flurry of activity prevented Jack from replying. Another officer was indeed taking control, showing his men what he expected of them.


				General William John Codrington was fifty years old. He had joined the army thirty-three years previously, yet this was his first taste of action, the only time he had heard guns fired in anger. Codrington commanded the 1st Fusilier Brigade, part of the once famous Light Division. Although it was no longer made up from the same regiments that had marched to such renown and fame in the battles Wellington had fought in Portugal and Spain forty years earlier, Codrington was determined his command would live up to their high standards. He had watched his brigade march into the violent storm of the Russian barrage and he had witnessed their desperate plunge into the Alma. Now he had to show his men what he expected them to do next.


				Mounted on a small white Arab mare, Codrington spurred his way across the river, encouraging the young horse up the far bank. The men of his command watched the grey-haired general charge straight into the terrible fire that was raging above them.


				Jack looked on in astonishment. He flashed a smile at Tommy Smith and then, saying a silent prayer, he pushed himself up over the lip of the shelf, determined to be at the head of the attack.


				With a huge cheer, the redcoats followed.


				The steep undulating slope led up to the four-foot-high wall of the great redoubt, the fortified position that was the key to the Russian general’s right flank. The Russian skirmishers had moved back up the slope and were already re-forming on the crest around the guns hidden in the redoubt. It was up this slope that Codrington’s brigade would have to advance, into the mouths of the guns that waited to sweep the attackers away.


				‘Forward the fusiliers!’ Jack screamed, leading his men up the slope. Around him, the fusiliers were horribly disordered, the different companies now hopelessly intertwined after the mad scramble across the river. The precise two-man line was gone and the redcoats moved forward bunched up in groups. The angle of the slope pulled at their already aching muscles. In the middle of the disorganised crush the young ensigns carrying the colours found the strength to wave their heavy ash staffs from side to side, forcing movement into the lifeless silk that refused to stir in the still, breathless air.


				As the three battalions of Codrington’s brigade erupted from the confines of the river, the attack snarled back into life.
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				Six months earlier. Aldershot Barracks, England


				The officer groaned with relief as he eased his heavy scarlet coat off his shoulders, the thick bullion epaulets jangling as he tossed it on to the iron bed that dominated the small room. He let out a sigh of tired exasperation.


				‘Lark!’ the officer barked. He listened for any sound that showed his servant was rushing to answer the summons. To his annoyance, he heard nothing.


				‘Lark!’ the tall officer bellowed for a second time, his voice rising in anger.


				‘Sir?’


				The officer’s servant half ran, half stumbled into the small bedroom, wiping his hands furiously on a stained lint cloth as he entered.


				‘You don’t have time for that now, Lark.’ The officer’s face betrayed his annoyance despite his best attempts to keep it under control. ‘Where is my best uniform?’


				‘In your cupboard, sir.’ Jack Lark was new to the ways of being an orderly. He still had much to learn.


				‘What good is it there?’ Captain Arthur Sloames ran a hand over his thick, black, mutton-chop whiskers and through the mop of unruly hair that he would soon spend some time attempting to subdue. ‘You should have it out and ready.’


				‘Sorry, sir.’ Jack looked around for a convenient spot to dump the stained cloth he was carrying. Seeing nowhere suitable he stuffed it into the waistband of his grey fatigues before making towards the tall, mahogany wardrobe that stood in the corner of the small room.


				‘You cannot do it now, you fool. I have no intention of attending on the dowager countess this evening stinking like a damn navvy. Go and wash your hands thoroughly. I’ll do it myself.’


				‘Yes, sir.’ Jack muttered a curse under his breath. He had forgotten to have his master’s finest uniform ready. The list of chores to be done in a single day was taking him too long. He knew he would have to work harder if he were to remain in his new position. He turned to hurry from the room, determined to wash quickly and make up for his error. He would not throw away the chance he had been given. An orderly was a step up from being an ordinary redcoat and Jack was desperate to succeed.


				‘Wait.’ Sloames snapped the curt command. ‘You can help me with my boots before you go.’


				The young captain turned his back and offered up his foot for Jack to hold. The two men were of a similar height, both a shade under six feet tall, yet their faces betrayed their relative status as eloquently as the badges of rank that adorned their uniforms. Sloames’s fleshy face and thick waistline betrayed his privileged lifestyle, his blue Oxford uniform trousers straining across his generous backside. Where Sloames was portly, Jack Lark was gaunt, his hard face and wiry physique the result of a youth spent in London’s slums. His ill-fitting fatigues may have hung from his sparse frame but his rolled shirtsleeves revealed a pair of finely muscled forearms. Jack may have lacked his officer’s bulk but there was strength in his sinewy build, strength that he needed as he strained to pull the tight, calf-length boots from his master’s feet.


				‘You must try to improve, Lark,’ Sloames grunted as the first boot was tugged free. ‘I’d have thought you would’ve begun to get the hang of things by now.’


				‘Sorry, sir.’ Jack bit his lip as he took a firm hold on the second boot. ‘I lost track of time.’


				‘What were you doing?’ Sloames sighed with pleasure as his right foot found freedom.


				‘I was polishing your sword, sir. Coxy, I mean Private Cox, told me you would be likely to inspect it to make sure I was keeping on top of everything.’


				Sloames chuckled. ‘He was right. You would do well to listen to Cox. He is a good man. Major Hume is fortunate indeed to have him. Let us hope you are as good one day.’


				‘I’ll try my best, sir.’ Jack stood up and looked his officer in the eye. ‘Sorry about the uniform.’


				Sloames dismissed Jack’s apology with a wave of his hand. ‘Quick now. Wash up and hurry back to help me get dressed. The colonel hates to be late and I cannot risk keeping him waiting.’ He fixed Jack with a warm smile. ‘Even us captains have to do as we are told.’


				‘You’ll throw this chance away if you’re not careful.’


				Jack twisted away from Molly, his pleasure at seeing her waning in the face of her criticism.


				‘I know, Molly. I’m not soft in the head.’


				‘Well, you will be if you mess this up.’ Molly stepped back into Jack’s arms, ignoring his churlish response. ‘You have to make something of yourself or we’ll never get anywhere.’


				She and Jack had been together for nearly three months. He came to visit her in the garrison laundry often, his new life as an officer’s orderly giving him a freedom he could have only dreamt of as a simple redcoat.


				‘I won’t mess it up.’ Jack’s pride had been stung. He knew he had forgotten his master’s instructions and Captain Sloames was well within his rights to admonish him but he had hoped Molly would be more sympathetic.


				‘You’d better not. I can’t waste my time on a redcoat. I want to make something of my life, even if you don’t.’


				‘I’m not a waste of time. Sloames picked me to be his orderly, didn’t he?’


				‘Well, just don’t make him regret it.’ Molly moved back and brushed at his lapel where a few of her hairs lay. ‘I know you like being a servant but it’s not that much of a step up, is it? It’s not like being a corporal, or a sergeant.’


				‘I’m not a servant. I’m an orderly. It’s different.’ Jack’s fragile pride was offended. ‘It keeps me away from Colour Sergeant Slater and that is good enough for me.’


				‘I don’t know why you’re so frightened of Slater. He’s not that bad. I think he’s a fine figure of a man and he’s always nice to me when he comes in here. And he’s a sergeant.’ Molly reached for Jack’s face, her finger sliding over Jack’s smooth and unfashionably hair-free cheeks.


				‘Slater’s not a fine figure of a man.’ Jack looked at Molly warily, sensing she was showing more than a passing interest in his company’s colour sergeant. ‘He’s a bastard. If that’s what it takes to become a sergeant then it’s not for me, thank you very much.’ Jack’s words belied the ambition that burned brightly inside him. To be a sergeant would be the pinnacle of his time as a soldier. It was a position he was determined to achieve, his role as an orderly merely a stepping stone on his climb up the ranks.


				‘Well, I can just see you with them stripes. Why, you could even become an officer and have your own servant.’


				‘Orderly,’ Jack rebuked her. ‘I’m not about to become an officer. It’s not for the likes of me. You have to be born with a silver spoon in your muzzle to become an officer. If you have the money, you can become an officer. If you don’t then forget it.’


				‘Some do it.’


				‘Some do. But they never go far. Quartermaster is about all they’re good for. And even that’s as rare as finding gold in horseshit.’


				‘You give up too easy. You’ll never get anywhere if you don’t try. I can see it even if you can’t – you this big handsome officer and me your lady,’ Molly giggled at the wild fancy.


				Jack smiled at the notion. ‘It’s never going to happen.’


				Molly’s hands disappeared behind her back, untying the knots that held her apron in place, her teasing smile making Jack’s heart race as he began to hope the afternoon’s visit would not be completely wasted.


				‘My mam says you lot are going to be posted.’


				‘What?’ Molly’s darting train of thought often left Jack lumbering to keep up with her.


				‘You lot is going to be posted. Mam says that Billy who looks after Major Dansen told her.’ Molly tossed her apron to one side and started to undo the buttons of her blouse.


				‘Billy Burton don’t know shit.’ Jack tore his eyes from the glimpse of flesh and took hold of Molly’s hands to stop her undoing any more buttons. Her words had changed the focus of his thoughts. It was exciting news if it was true. The battalion had been stationed in Aldershot on garrison duty ever since he joined it four years previously. It was dull and Jack chafed at the routine life that ground out through the days and months. A posting would mean going abroad, seeing the world and, with any luck, doing some proper soldiering.


				‘Well, my mam says he said it, so there. You don’t have to believe me.’ Molly pouted.


				Against his tanned skin the red rawness of her hands stood out vividly, the countless hours spent in hot water dealing with the battalion’s laundry taking its toll even on her young, seventeen-year-old skin.


				‘I believe you. It’s that fool Billy I don’t trust.’


				‘I hope you don’t get posted. I wouldn’t know what to do if you up and left.’ Tears welled in Molly’s eyes.


				Jack brushed the tears from Molly’s cheeks. ‘Don’t fret. There’s always talk. Nothing is going to happen. It never does.’ Molly nestled into his arms, consoled and safe in his embrace. Jack rested his chin on the unruly curls pinned on top of her head. His heart raced, his hopes coming alive at the idea of leaving. For a posting might mean facing the harshest test a soldier could imagine: battle.
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				Jack paused at the door to the barrack room, the stench emanating from the confined space like a physical wall barring his progress. The smell was always worse when he had stayed away for a while. The small box room Sloames allowed Jack to use in his suite was a palace compared to the confines of the rank barrack rooms the other redcoats were forced to live in.


				The air was thick with the smell of pipe clay, boot blacking, damp clothing, and lamp oil. The forty redcoats who called this their home ate, slept, cleaned their kit, cussed, complained, drank, pissed and farted in the one small area. In summer they boiled, sweating and stinking through the warmer months, the meagre windows firmly shut and barred no matter how hot the room became. In winter, they froze; a single stove and limited ration of fuel left the accommodation cold, damp and inhospitable. But no matter what the season the room still stank, the smell of forty unwashed bodies and the sour smell of urine from the single piss pot ever present.


				‘Have you boys been eating dead dog again? It smells like Satan’s arse in here.’ Jack pushed his way into the room, greeting his former messmates with a warm smile. He missed being with his fellow soldiers. The long hours he spent with his officer took away the companionship of his brother redcoats. Despite his best efforts, his new role had created a barrier between them, something he regretted.


				The soldier closest to the door looked up briefly then returned his attention to the cross-belts of his uniform, which were laid carefully on his bed as he applied the thick layer of pipe clay that gave them their smart, white colour. A few other members of the mess greeted Jack’s arrival with a brief comment before they carried on with the serious task of preparing their uniforms for the parade their captain had ordered.


				One burly redcoat ambled towards Jack, a wide smile spread on his face.


				‘Hello, Mud. Come to check up on us?’


				‘I couldn’t stay away.’ Jack took the meaty hand thrust towards him and shook it vigorously. He had been known as Mud ever since joining the regiment, a reference to the mudlarks of the River Thames that more than one of the redcoats had been before they had taken the Queen’s shilling.


				‘You’re looking good. Being Sloames’s orderly is obviously good for you. I wish I’d taken the chance when he offered it to me.’


				‘You had a lucky escape. Just think of all the extra bull, and Sloames can be a hard taskmaster.’


				Private Jonathan Pike nodded his agreement. Of all the redcoats in the company, Pike had been Jack’s closest friend, the one who had looked after him in his earliest days in the battalion, saving him more than once from falling foul of Colour Sergeant Slater, who ran the company with an iron fist. ‘You got that right. Making us go through this bloody malarkey just because it takes his damn fancy.’


				Jack slid the tall, black shako off his head, careful not to touch any of the polished brasswork. He ran his hand over the stubby red and white plume on its crown, picking away imaginary tufts of fluff. ‘You have it easy. What time did you start this morning?’


				‘Four o’clock.’


				‘See! I was up at three. Not only have I got to get my uniform ready, I also have to do his.’


				‘All right. You win. Is it still raining?’


				‘Only a little.’


				‘It’ll still make everything get rusty. Which means more bloody work. So, Sloames didn’t need you to button his breeches this morning then?’


				‘I don’t button his breeches, you daft clot. And no, he doesn’t. He spent the night at the Horse and Hounds in town. It was Lady Catherine’s ball last night which means he probably got boozed up.’


				‘The lucky bugger. I expect he spent the night with that barmaid, Sally.’


				‘Probably. He’s going to be knackered.’ Jack laughed at the notion. He was enjoying being back with his friend. The camaraderie the common soldiers enjoyed was the best thing he had discovered since joining the army. The bond that was formed from shared hardships and from surviving everything their officers and sergeants demanded of them tied the men together, creating friendships that many would never have experienced in their former lives.


				The door to the barrack room was flung open. ‘Stand by your beds!’


				The shout of command had an instant effect on the barrack room. The bustle of quiet industry evaporated, replaced with a palpable tension. The men stood rigidly to attention at the foot of their iron bedsteads, their eyes fixed, and staring forward.


				A finely dressed redcoat with the golden chevrons of a sergeant on his sleeve strode into the room, his two black, beady eyes sweeping the room above a mass of moustache.


				‘Attention!’


				The forty redcoats tensed their already stretched muscles even further, striving to attain the perfect position of attention. Jack pressed himself into the tiny space between two of the closely packed bedsteads, forcing his shoulders back, his heart sinking as he realised his rare presence was sure to attract attention.


				The sergeant snapped to attention as he held the door wide open. There was a moment of complete silence, broken by the sound of heavy boots thumping along the short corridor to the barrack room. Tension rippled through the air, barely a single redcoat daring to breathe as they awaited the tempest that was surely about to break over their heads.


				Colour Sergeant Slater loomed large in the doorway. The man who ran the company had arrived to inspect his charges.


				Slater strode down the narrow aisle that ran between the feet of the iron beds. He was a bear of a man and dominated the enclosed space. He was easily the tallest in the company and every man lived in fear of him. It was a fear based on bitter experience and in the cold silence that followed his arrival, the men felt it flutter and stir in their bellies as Slater stalked the room.


				‘You should be ready. That means dressed and booted.’ Slater did not raise his voice as he rebuked them; his icy tone betrayed his anger more effectively than if he had been screaming with rage. When he reached the far end of the barrack room, he swung round to face the soldiers whose lives he ruled, his thick moustache twitching. Above the sergeant’s chevrons, the badge denoting the rank of colour sergeant flashed in a beam of sunlight, its crowned Union flag and crossed swords reminding the redcoats that they faced their company’s most senior non-commissioned officer.


				‘Captain Sloames has asked you to parade and you should be honoured to have been asked. Is that not so, Sergeant Attwood?’


				The first sergeant to have entered the room slammed the door shut, taking up position as if blocking any of the redcoats from bolting from the room, an idea many entertained but would never act upon.


				‘That is correct, Colour Sergeant. These miserable bastards should be honoured.’


				Despite his ready agreement, Attwood was no stooge or lickspittle. He was as brutal and as uncompromising as his colour sergeant. Together they abused those under their command at will, punishing any who showed even the remotest sign of disobedience. Beatings were commonplace and it was rare for a redcoat to avoid being on the receiving end of the two sergeants’ wrath for long. If a simple slating was not enough, then the two had a long list of other ways to break a man’s spirit. They were not shy of framing an innocent soldier, forcing them to face the more formal list of army punishments that could be administered by the battalion’s officers, and more than one man in the company had been flogged at their instigation. To take a stand against the pair was to court disaster.


				‘Hello, hello,’ Attwood shouted. ‘Why, it is us who should be honoured. Look here, Colour Sergeant. Mr Lark has condescended to join us this morning.’ Attwood offered Jack a mock bow; Slater narrowed his eyes.


				Jack had been one of the very few men in the company foolish enough to stand up to the two sergeants. His independent spirit had cost him dear, the last beating the sergeants administered one of the most brutal they had ever inflicted. Had Jack not escaped their clutches by becoming Sloames’s orderly, it was almost certain that he would have been up before the colonel on a trumped-up charge of theft or insubordination, the result of which would have been a brutal flogging. Instead, Slater and Attwood had been cheated of their victim. Neither had been quick to forget.


				‘My, oh my. To what do we owe the pleasure, Lark? Have you had enough of wiping the captain’s arse?’ Attwood sneered as Slater came close. Jack could not help but cringe. He had the sense to remain silent, fixing his eyes on a rusty nail head that stuck out of the wall opposite.


				‘Cat got your tongue?’ Slater whispered.


				‘Beg your pardon, sir?’


				Slater stood in front of his former charge, his head thrust forward so it was a matter of inches from Jack’s own. ‘Dear, oh dear. I can see your time spent away from me has done little to improve your manners. You are still beholden to me. You would do well to remember that.’ The menace contained in his quiet words and the warning they gave was clear.


				‘Yes, Colour Sergeant.’


				‘Do you miss me, Lark?’


				Jack lowered his eyes so he met Slater’s. The colour sergeant’s eyes were a soft, moist brown. On a woman, they would be beautiful. On Slater, they were pure evil.


				‘No, Colour Sergeant.’


				A very faint ripple of laughter went round the room. It was enough for Slater to twist on the spot, his eyes roaming over the men, his fierce stare silencing the redcoats in an instant. He turned back to Lark.


				‘You should miss me. Because if I am not looking after you then who is?’ Slater smiled as he spoke. He turned and looked quickly around the room of silent redcoats. Each man stared into space. The silence seemed to please the huge man and he let out a bark of laughter. ‘You all need me looking after you. Because without me you’d be nothing. Now, as soon as the bugle calls you get yourselves out on that square. Do not let me down.’


				With that Slater stalked from the room, Attwood following closely in his wake.


				The room stayed silent until the sound of heavy footsteps had faded.


				Then the redcoats grudgingly returned to their preparations. Slater’s presence was still heavy in the confined room. None of the men would risk not being ready for the parade. A few shot Jack a reprimanding glare, the men painfully aware that his presence had contributed to Slater’s mood. Their disapproval saddened him. He had once counted many in the room amongst his closest friends. His desire to better himself had come at a heavy price.
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				Jack checked Captain Sloames’s washstand for a third time. The carefully arranged toiletries were all in their allocated place, the pots of pills and the jars of potions and creams ordered and precise. He had stropped the razor, cleaned the brushes and combs, picked the stray hairs from the towel, filled one porcelain jug with hot water and another with cold. He made sure the washbowl was without stains or watermarks and the sheet on the floor was laid out evenly and blemish-free. He was certain that Sloames would have no cause to find fault this morning.


				‘Good morning, sir.’ Jack took a deep breath and pulled back the thin curtains that had been fighting an uneven battle against the early-morning sunlight. It was past ten yet Jack had delayed waking his master, knowing full well that he had not struggled home until the small hours of the morning after another heavy night of drinking in the officers’ mess. However, a meeting with the battalion adjutant had been arranged for noon and despite Jack’s silent prayers, Sloames had not stirred of his own volition.


				A groan came from deep under the bed’s tousled coverings.


				‘Coffee, sir?’ Jack stood dutifully at the foot of the bed, a cup of the first medicinal coffee of the morning in his hand.


				‘Good morning, Lark.’ Sloames’s muffled voice was feeble. ‘What time is it?’


				‘Past ten, sir.’


				‘Good God.’ Sloames pushed his way clear of the covers, emerging into the sunlight blinking furiously. ‘You mentioned coffee?’


				‘Sir.’ Jack stepped forward and carefully placed the china cup of steaming black coffee in Sloames’s trembling hand.


				Sloames peered at him over the brim of the scalding liquid. ‘You look like an overeager hound, Lark. Whatever is the matter? Goodness, my head.’


				‘You’ll soon feel better, sir.’ Jack did his best to sound composed. He did not want Sloames to think he was anxious. ‘I have prepared your second-best uniform for your meeting with Captain Ramsay.’


				‘Very good.’ The coffee worked its restorative power and colour returned to Sloames’s cheeks, warming his former deathly pallor. ‘Good coffee.’


				‘Thank you, sir. The mess had fresh beans this morning.’


				Sloames handed the empty cup back to his orderly before taking his head in both hands and ruffling his hair vigorously. ‘God, I feel awful.’ He stopped and looked up. ‘By God, that was a night. I suppose I should’ve learnt my lesson by now!’ Sloames smiled ruefully at his orderly, abashed yet obviously proud of his own fecklessness.


				Jack smiled back at his officer, his charm impossible to ignore. Like all officers, Sloames was a hard drinker, the officers’ mess famous for its riotous nights. More often than not these evenings ended with some horseplay or mischief that would have the colonel wondering at his officers’ sanity. Only the other week a precious teapot had been smashed in an impromptu game of indoor cricket, much to the delight of the officers and to the despair of the colonel’s wife.


				With a loud groan, Sloames pushed himself up from the bed. He staggered to the washstand and Jack leant backwards to make enough room for Sloames to pass without their bodies touching.


				Sloames made a quick appraisal of his toiletries. ‘Damn you, Lark! Can you do nothing right?’ He spat a thick wad of phlegm into the washbowl.


				‘Sir?’ Jack stepped forward, his heart pounding as he tried to work out what he had done wrong.


				Sloames laughed at Jack’s horrified expression. ‘Just jesting, Lark. Just jesting. Everything is perfectly in order.’ He turned and threw two handfuls of water over his face. ‘You really are a hopeless cove.’


				Jack did his best to smile. He helped his officer through his morning wash routine, passing and taking items as they were needed or discarded.


				‘Have you heard the rumours?’ Sloames lifted his chin high and started to scrape away the unwanted hairs, carefully trimming round his thick mutton-chop whiskers.


				‘Rumours, sir?’ Jack was immediately interested. For the officers’ orderlies, gossip and tittle-tattle were the common currency of their lives, sought as eagerly as the scattering of forgotten coins that could be slipped unnoticed into a diligent servant’s pocket – and as jealously husbanded.


				‘Do not play the innocent with me.’ Sloames looked at his orderly from the corner of his eye. ‘The rumour that we are to be posted.’


				‘I’d heard something about that, sir.’


				‘That doesn’t surprise me. Would it astonish you if it were true?’


				‘I suppose so, sir. I thought we’d be stuck here forever.’


				‘Would that suit you? Or have you the taste for adventure?’


				‘I’ve never given it much thought, sir, if I’m honest.’


				‘Truly? I must confess that I think of little else. What could be worse than stagnating in this Godforsaken place? What glory is there to be won in Aldershot? What legacy will be left if I languish here and waste the prime years of my life?’


				‘There’s plenty of time, sir.’


				‘You’re wrong there.’ Sloames waved the razor at Jack to emphasise his point. ‘I’m fast approaching thirty years of age. Thirty! My life is slipping away. My father had fought a dozen battles in Spain and faced down the damn Frogs at Waterloo by the time he was my age. Whereas what have I done?’ Sloames gave Jack no time to answer, not that he would ever be unwise enough to offer a suggestion. ‘Nothing! I crave glory, Lark. Glory.’


				Jack was keen to steer the conversation away from his master’s frustrated ambition and back towards the news that the battalion could be about to move. ‘So is the battalion to be posted overseas?’


				Sloames nodded. ‘We are bound for the West Indies. To Jamaica, in fact.’


				‘The Indies!’ Jack could not contain his dismay. All soldiers dreaded this posting. Duty in the West Indies would be a death sentence to many. Yellow fever, dysentery and all manner of other Devil-inspired illnesses waited to strike down a newly arrived redcoat. Jack craved going overseas. But, dear God, not to the Indies. To go there was to die.


				Sloames paused in his shaving to stare at his orderly. ‘Your face betrays you. You no more want that destiny than I do.’


				‘No, sir.’ Jack met Sloames’s stare as evenly as he could while his soul screamed at the injustice of the cursed news.


				‘All is not lost. There is hope. I have written to Horseguards expressing my willingness to exchange. I am sanguine of my chances. In my letter, I expressed a keen intention to serve my country on the field of battle. There is talk of a war in the East and I am hopeful there will be a less martially inspired soul who feels their talents would be best employed by remaining away from the rigours of a campaign.’


				‘I wish you luck, sir.’


				‘There is no need for you’ll be coming with me. We’ll journey to the fields of battle together. What say you to that?’ Sloames tossed his razor into the bowl with a flourish and turned to face his orderly, his face alive with the prospect of going to war. ‘Can you see the future unravelling before us? We shall leave this mundane existence behind us and go to war.’


				Jack swallowed hard. Molly’s rumours had proved to be true.
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				‘To war? Why on earth do you want to go to war?’ Molly stamped her foot in frustration. ‘What’s wrong with going to the Indies?’


				‘Well, for starters, I don’t fancy puking my guts out every day for a year before they shove me in a box.’ Jack’s frustration matched Molly’s. He had come to deliver the momentous news only to find it had reached the garrison laundry before him.


				‘Who says it’s like that? I heard the sun shines every day. And there are servants, even for the likes of us. And you can swim in the sea that’s as warm as a bathtub!’


				‘You can’t even swim, you ninny. Who’s filled your head with all his nonsense?’


				‘It’s not nonsense. Mam says.’


				Jack snorted with laughter. ‘And what does she know? She’s never even been to London!’


				‘She knew you lot were getting posted before you did, didn’t she?’


				‘But that doesn’t mean she knows anything about life in the Indies.’


				‘Oh, and you do, I suppose.’


				‘I know a damn sight more than your mam.’


				‘You’re just being your usual cantankerous self just to slight me. I’d do anything to get out of here. I want us to go.’


				‘Us? Since when do they send the laundry girls with the battalion?’


				‘They send wives!’


				‘You’re not a wife.’


				‘And whose fault is that?’


				‘It’s not mine. Besides, even the wives get left behind.’


				‘Not all of them.’


				‘And I’d need permission.’


				‘Who said anything about you?’


				‘Do you have someone in mind then?’


				‘Maybe I do.’


				‘Oh, there’s others, is there? Can’t you keep your legs shut for more than a bloody second!’


				Molly’s arms had been strengthened by countless hours of dollying, stirring wet clothes with a heavy wooden paddle, and she delivered a punch any prizefighter would have been proud of, a rising blow that connected spectacularly with Jack’s chin. With teeth-juddering force, his jaws snapped together, his head knocked sideways by the force of the blow, and he staggered back.


				‘Don’t you dare talk to me like that! I’m not some common doxy. If you think so badly of me, what on earth are you doing here?’ Molly stepped closer. She looked ready to continue her assault.


				Jack lifted his hands to ward off further blows. ‘What do you want, Molly?’


				Jack saw the anger leave her eyes. It was replaced by a look of such sadness and longing that he forgot the pain of her right hook and took her in his arms, pressing her close.


				They stood in silence for a moment, quiet in each other’s embrace.


				‘What I want . . .’ Molly sounded uncertain as she began to speak. ‘What I want is a future, one that doesn’t mean spending my years toiling away in a laundry. I want a different life.’


				‘It’s not that simple, is it? Wanting is one thing. Getting is another.’


				‘I know that, Jack. I’m not a fool. But don’t you ever feel trapped? Stuck in a life not of your choosing but which has wrapped itself around you so tightly that you can never get out. I know I do.’


				Jack kept quiet. Molly could have been expressing his own feelings. He knew exactly what it was to feel trapped. It had taken him years to pluck up the courage to leave his mother and take the Queen’s shilling. All in an attempt to better himself, to find a life far away from the one into which he had been born.


				‘So are you going to take me away? Like one of those knights in those stories my mam told me when I was a girl.’


				Jack laughed at the image. ‘I’m no knight in shining armour. I can’t even ride a bloody horse.’


				‘But will you? Will you take me away? I’d follow you anywhere if it meant leaving this behind.’


				‘If I ever get the chance, I will.’ Jack pulled Molly tight against him. ‘I promise.’


				‘You wanted to see me, sir?’


				‘I did indeed. Give me a moment.’


				Sloames turned back to his desk, his attention focused on a thick pile of documents. The thick, creamy parchment looked official and Jack did his best to peer past his officer’s shoulder and read the neat, copperplate writing.


				It was a fortnight since the momentous news that the battalion was to be posted had broken. Two weeks for the battalion’s mood to go from high excitement to sombre contemplation as the reality of moving to the far reaches of the empire left the redcoats wondering what their new future would be like. After so long on garrison duties, they had put down strong ties with the local community, ties that would be brutally severed when the battalion marched through the barrack gates for the last time.


				The spring sunshine spread across the desk. It warmed the dreary room, the soft yellow light meandering over the stained, peeling wallpaper that had once been deep red but now looked blotchy and discoloured. Sloames had obviously been working on these papers for some time; his fingers were stained with blue ink. With a flourish, he scratched his name on the uppermost paper and threw his steel pen to one side. The rickety chair he used at his desk creaked loudly as he twisted round to face his orderly once again


				‘There, it is done.’ Sloames stood, brandishing the paper he had just signed, waving it imperiously under Jack’s nose. Sloames seemed well satisfied with his work; he smiled widely and brushed his wayward hair from his face, oblivious of the inky streak he left on his forehead.


				Dressed in civilian clothes and with the warm sunlight playing on the red and yellows in his brightly coloured waistcoat, Sloames looked much younger than he did when encased in the scarlet shell of an officer.


				‘It, sir?’


				‘It, my dear Lark, is our ticket out of here. This beautiful missive is the final document that confirms that I am to purchase a captaincy in the King’s Royal Fusiliers! Fusiliers, Lark! We are to be fusiliers!’


				‘Us, sir?’


				‘Of course. I told you I couldn’t do without your services. We shall face this new adventure together. I shan’t know a soul in the new regiment so it will good to have a familiar face around.’


				Jack took a moment to digest Sloames’s sudden announcement. He felt an absurd surge of pride that Sloames had made the effort to arrange to take him.


				‘I shall have to go to London for a few days to finalise the affair with the agent handling the transaction. I’ve hired a coach and driver to collect us tomorrow morning.’


				‘Very good, sir. I’ll start preparing your things.’


				‘That is not all.’ Sloames brushed past his servant, the small sitting room not allowing for easy movement when two people occupied it. ‘Have you heard of the events unravelling in the East?’


				‘A little. Something about the Russians and the Ottomans.’


				‘You have it exactly. For too long, Tsar Nicolas has been trying to exert pressure on the Ottomans with an eye to increasing Russian influence on their southern borders. Ever since that shameful episode at Sinope when those Russian blackguards massacred those poor Turkish sailors, the papers have been calling for something to be done. And I for one am in full agreement! Even as we speak, Lord Raglan is putting his command to readiness and I have it on good authority that the King’s Royal Fusiliers are to be a part of his force. They expect to sail shortly and although I shall not be there to join them before they are despatched, I expect to be able to follow them without much delay. Indeed, time is of the essence. I would not have anyone say we dallied and I am keen for us to arrive and take command of my new company before the campaign starts properly.’


				‘But the government hasn’t declared war yet, has it, sir?’


				‘No, it hasn’t, but the papers have been demanding nothing less for months and I fully expect war to be declared before the end of the month. The Turks and the Russians have been battering at each other for an age now so the stage is set for us to remind the world that the British army is still to be feared, even if we are to be allied with the damned French.’


				‘Doesn’t that strike you as queer, sir? Us fighting alongside the Crapauds.’


				‘It is war.’ Sloames looked suitably grave, an expression at odds with his obvious excitement about his new commission. ‘It is not pleasant but I am sure the government knows what it is about. If I am ordered to fight alongside the French then I shall do so with pride. My own misgivings cannot be placed above the needs of the country.’


				Jack nodded in agreement, doing his best to match his officer’s gravity. It shamed him that he did not know more about the situation that would soon lead his country to declare war. He had free access to Sloames’s newspapers but had never bothered to take the trouble to read them.


				‘So where will we be sent exactly, sir?’


				‘Here, let me show you.’ Sloames reached for that day’s paper which was on his desk. ‘The Times has an excellent representation. Yes, here it is.’ Sloames folded the paper so that a half-page map appeared uppermost. He made space on his desk’s blotter and smoothed The Times flat. Jack moved forward and leant over his officer’s shoulder to see. The two men shared a moment’s companionable silence as they gave the map their fullest attention.


				‘Here is Moldova.’ Sloames’s finger moved over the map. ‘The Russians invaded back in June last year. This here is Wallachia. The Turks have been fighting the Russians in these parts since October. It is a nasty business but if the reports are to be believed, the Turks have given the Russians a bloody nose or two. As yet it is not clear where our army is to find work but I would not be surprised if we were to join the Turkish army here, near the Danubian principalities. However, there is some pressure for us to do something a little more dramatic and some observers are calling for a campaign here on the Crimean Peninsular with a view to seizing the Russian naval port at Sevastopol. That would make Tsar Nicolas sit up and take note.’


				Jack listened to the exotic names and tried to work out exactly where these strange foreign places might be in relation to England. His knowledge of geography was scant, to say the least. As Sloames spoke of the protracted series of events that had led Britain to contemplate going to war for the first time in nearly forty years, Jack did his best to read the article that accompanied the simple map. He was so engrossed that he didn’t notice that Sloames had stopped talking and was staring at him.


				‘You find this interesting, don’t you, Lark?’


				Jack pulled himself upright and took a respectful step away from the desk. For a few minutes the social gulf between the two men had been bridged by their shared interest in the wider events of the world.


				‘Yes, sir.’ Jack’s use of the honorific broke the spell, re-establishing their respective ranks.


				‘You may take the paper with you, if you wish. I have read enough for today. I didn’t know you could read, Lark.’


				‘My mother taught me. I don’t get much chance to practise though so I’m a little slow.’ The admission brought back some of their earlier closeness and Sloames handed the newspaper over with pleasure.


				‘Here, take it. I would be perfectly content if you were to take the daily paper with you at the end of the day. The Times is a little long-winded but at least you will learn something of the campaign we are shortly to join.’


				Jack nodded his thanks.


				To go on campaign with Sloames was everything Jack had ever dreamt of since he had first taken the Queen’s shilling. But it would mean leaving Molly.
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				The street was dark. A few gaslights lit the main streets in town but in the long rows of terraced housing behind the new train station the darkness was left to smother the backstreets in an impenetrable gloom. The days had finally started to draw out but the evenings still pressed in quickly. In the poorer areas of town, little spare money could be wasted even on the cheapest tallow candles, so the darkness was left to rule unchallenged.


				Jack dawdled his way closer to the house where Molly lived with her mother. He was smartly dressed in his best uniform, as was required to pass the guard and be allowed into town. He did his best to avoid stepping in any of the unsavoury mess that littered the ground. He wished he had had the foresight to bring a lantern and he prayed he would arrive at Molly’s house without his well-polished boots smeared with some noxious substance.


				There were few people around now darkness had set in, the people crammed into these small terraced houses seeking whatever rest they could get before returning to their work in the morning. Occasional raised voices echoed down the street as people vented their anger and frustration on one another, and in the house next door to Molly’s a baby wailed, its plaintive cry reverberating through the gloomy street.


				With a determination he did not feel, Jack rapped on the scarred front door of number twenty-seven. The house behind its sturdy door was silent.


				The sound of bolts scraping gave Jack just enough time to pull one last time at his uniform before the door was cautiously opened and an anxious eye peered round its edge.


				‘Jack!’ The relief in the familiar voice was clear. Few respectable people welcomed visitors once night had fallen and Jack had expected to waste half the night on the doorstep persuading those inside to lower their guard and unbar the door. ‘What are you doing here at this time of night?’


				Molly opened the door wide, quickly ushering Jack into the narrow hallway while nervously looking down the quiet street to see how many of the neighbours’ curtains were twitching.


				The house stank of boiled cabbage and the harsh carbolic soap the family borrowed from the laundry for use at home. Molly held a single candle in a holder and in its flickering flame Jack thought she had never looked so lovely. She had discarded the linen cap that contained her unruly locks during the day and she wore her hair down. In the dim light she looked almost angelic, her face now devoid of the constant red flush he was so used to seeing in the heat of the laundry.


				‘You shouldn’t really be here this late. It isn’t proper.’


				Jack removed his shako and held it awkwardly in front of him. ‘It’s a bit late to worry about that now.’ He smiled as he saw a flush of crimson on Molly’s cheeks.


				She turned to call up the stairs. ‘It’s alright, Mam. It’s just Jack. He won’t be staying long.’ She fixed Jack with a challenging glare, daring him to try any more of his ribald humour.


				But Jack was there on a more serious errand. He looked at Molly as earnestly as he could. ‘I haven’t come for anything untoward, Molly. I just want to talk.’


				‘Then you’d better come through to the kitchen. We can’t use the parlour, not just the two of us.’


				Molly edged carefully round Jack and led him through the door at the end of the hall into the kitchen at the back of the house. The room was warm to the point of being stuffy, with a small fire in the grate adding its heat to that emanating from the cast-iron range that dominated the room. Two mismatched wooden chairs sat in front of the fireplace, one for each of the women in the household and Molly pointed to the largest one for Jack to sit on.


				‘You’ll be wanting tea, I expect.’


				‘About time you offered. I’ve been here ages.’ He thought he caught a flash of anger in her eyes so he resolved to be more serious. ‘Thank you.’


				Molly used a cloth to pull the large iron kettle on to the range and busied herself wiping clean two tin mugs she pulled from the narrow dresser in the corner. Jack watched her move around the kitchen, enjoying seeing her in such a domestic setting. It led his thoughts to what it would be like if they were to become man and wife, what it would be like to have Molly in his own kitchen, looking after him as only his wife would. He was surprised to find the notion did not sit badly in his mind.


				‘You’ll go blind if you keep staring.’ Molly delivered the warning with a smile.


				‘At least you know your place, woman. Now, where’s my tea?’


				Molly stuck out her tongue. ‘I’ll throw it over you if you don’t take care, fancy fig of a uniform or not.’


				‘I’m glad you noticed my fine turnout.’


				‘I couldn’t miss it. I’ve never seen you looking so smart. Are you out to impress the ladies?’


				‘There’s only one lady I’m trying to impress but she’s a bit daft. She can’t see what’s right in front of her face.’


				Molly laughed and handed him his tea. ‘So what brings you to my door. Did you get lost?’


				Jack stared at the dark liquid in his mug as if he could read his future in it. Molly saw his serious expression and had the sense to remain quiet as she took the seat next to him, reaching her hand out so that it rested lightly on his arm.


				‘It’s Sloames.’ Jack spoke at last, his voice quiet.


				‘Sloames?’


				‘He’s managed to exchange his commission. He’ll be leaving the regiment.’


				‘And you?’


				‘I can go with him.’


				‘Oh.’ Molly’s hand withdrew.


				‘That’s what I’m here to tell you.’


				Molly studied her hands for a long while before she spoke again. ‘What are you going to do?’ Her voice was small now, the question asked hesitantly as if she did not really want to know the answer.


				Jack looked deep into Molly’s eyes. ‘I don’t know.’


				‘You could stay with the regiment.’


				‘And go to the Indies? No thanks.’


				‘So you’ll go with Captain Sloames.’


				‘I don’t know, Molly. Sloames wants me with him. He wants us to go on campaign.’


				‘Of course he does. He wants you there to clean his boots and wipe his backside.’


				‘He’s not so bad. He took time to tell me about the news. I’ve got to go with him to London for a few days so he can finish all the paperwork. It’ll give me a chance to think.’


				‘Bully for you.’ Some of Molly’s normal sharpness was returning.


				‘I could always volunteer for another regiment.’


				‘What good would that do? You’d still be leaving and you could end up going to war all the same. Besides, you like being an orderly. You’re always telling me that it’s the first step to getting somewhere.’


				‘Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever amount to anything.’


				‘You won’t if you go around with that kind of attitude. You were born poor and you’ll die poor same as me if you don’t get a grip and shift yourself somewhere. You make your own future. It doesn’t get neatly delivered on a silver platter. You have to go and find it.’


				They were both silent for a moment.


				‘So what happens to me when you swan off with Sloames and go and fight your war?’


				‘You could wait for me. I’ll come back for you.’


				‘And when would that be? A year? Two years? And all the while I sit here like a nun and work in the bloody laundry waiting for my hero to return.’


				It was the first time Jack had heard Molly swear. ‘What would you have me do, Molly?’


				‘What is it to me what you do?’ Molly crossed her arms. ‘You’ll make your mind up with or without my two pennyworth.’


				‘So be it.’ Jack stood up quickly. ‘I’ll see myself out.’


				His heavy boots were loud on the wooden floor as he made to leave. But Molly would not let him go without having the final word.


				‘That’s it. You bugger off as soon as the going gets hard. Well, you listen to me, Jack Lark. I’m not some little milksop who’ll sit on her backside waiting for some cove who may or may not come back some day. So you think hard on what you are going to do. Because I won’t wait forever, you hear me? I won’t damn well wait forever.’


				Jack closed the door, shutting off the angry tirade.


				He had to decide what he was going to do. He did not want to lose Molly, but nor did he want to pass up the chance to prove himself as a soldier. Somehow he had to square the circle.
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				Jack had just begun unpacking Sloames’s travelling trunk when Major Hume’s orderly barged into the room. As he served one of the senior officers, Cox felt obliged to look down on the orderlies of the lower ranking officers, passing critical judgements on their lack of diligence and on what he judged to be their less than satisfactory ability to care for their officers.


				Cox looked over Jack’s shoulder at his attempts to lay out Sloames’s clothes. ‘You’re a clumsy bugger, Lark. You should’ve got the hang of this by now.’


				Cox shook out each item of clothing from the pile Jack had already started. He smoothed his palms over the fabric in an attempt to tease away the worst of the creases and then refolded the garments neatly.


				Jack smiled. ‘You can always do it for me, Coxy.’


				‘You lazy sod. I’ll help you but I’ll not do your work for you.’ Cox pulled a soiled shirt from the trunk, his face showing his distaste at the muck streaked down its front. ‘So, how was London? Did Sloames let you off the leash?’


				‘We were only there for two days. There wasn’t time.’ Jack tried to copy the movements of Cox’s deft hands which made the art of folding clothes look effortless. Cox had a sharp tongue and was never shy of criticising his fellow orderlies but he had gone out of his way to help Jack on too many occasions to count, teaching him the skills he had needed in order to adapt from soldier to orderly.


				‘That’s what they all say. Martyrs, we are, Jack. Martyrs.’ Cox tutted in rebuke as Jack twisted another of Sloames’s shirts into a rumpled mess. ‘Take your time, those shirts are expensive. Have you heard the news?’


				Jack scowled in frustration at his own clumsiness. ‘No. What news?’


				‘Well.’ Cox obviously relished revealing a juicy bit of gossip. ‘You know young Tom Black? He’s in your company.’


				‘Of course I know him. He’s full of himself. A real barrack-room lawyer.’


				‘He has got himself into trouble. Nothing good ever comes from being a gobshite.’


				Jack stopped folding the clothes and looked at his fellow orderly with interest. ‘What the hell happened?’


				Cox grinned. ‘Listen to you. You should learn to speak like an officer. A foul mouth will do you no good.’


				‘Just tell me what happened, will you?’ Jack replied before correcting himself. ‘If you would be so kind.’


				‘That’s better.’ Cox perched his skinny shanks on the edge of Sloames’s bed. ‘Manners cost nothing, young Jack. If you want to get on in this world of ours you are going to have to face facts and learn to speak with some decorum and not like you just barged in straight from the gutter.’


				Jack grinned at the lecture, enjoying Cox’s company despite his prissiness.


				‘Now, then,’ said Cox. ‘Sunday night, Colour Sergeant Slater was assaulted. He was on his way back to the sergeants’ mess when some cowardly cove set about him.’


				‘That could be anyone in the damn company! Why do they reckon it was Tom?’


				‘Patience, Jack. I’m coming to that. So this rascal comes at Slater out of the dark, trying to take him unawares.’


				‘Sounds like a good idea to me.’


				‘Hush! But of course our valiant hero is not one to be beaten so easily. Not only does he fearlessly beat off the dastardly ambush but he also manages to capture his assailant. And who does that turn out to be?’


				‘Tom.’ Even as Jack spoke the name, he knew what had happened. Slater had not been assaulted. The mouthy young soldier must have fallen foul of Slater and this was simply the sergeant’s way of exerting his authority.


				‘So you do have some brains after all, Jack. Yes, it was Tom and he’s been in the clink ever since.’


				‘And I suppose no one else saw what happened.’


				‘I told you. It was dark. Anyway, Slater caught him so he’s bang to rights.’


				‘We both know that is not necessarily so. Just because Slater says something doesn’t mean it’s true.’


				‘What are you saying, Jack? That Slater would stoop to blagging? Anyway, Tom Black is going to be flogged in the morning. He’s been sentenced to fifty lashes.’


				‘Bloody hell! Fifty! He must really have upset Slater to get a flogging like that.’


				‘Listen to you. Tom has only himself to blame, the fool. Fifty lashes should learn him right. If it doesn’t kill him.’


				Jack closed his eyes as he absorbed the horrid tale. Tom had had no chance. No one, especially not an officer, would take the word of a young private over that of an experienced non-commissioned officer.


				It was a vivid example of the power a colour sergeant wielded and the price that had to be paid for daring to flout Slater’s will.


				In the quiet stillness of dawn, the ten companies of the battalion marched on to the parade ground. The only sound that marked their entrance was the slow, mesmeric beat from the battalion drummers. Like a heartbeat, the sound never faltered, each ponderous strike of the drummers’ sticks sending another beat to echo around the barrack blocks.


				The redcoats marched to their allotted place and then stood in grim silence.


				The whole battalion was on parade, the ten companies arranged to form three sides of a square, with the side closest to the gatehouse left open. The men faced the open space in the centre where the punishment triangle stood. Fashioned from the fearsome half-pikes that the battalion’s colour guard wielded in battle, it waited impassively for its victim, the apex of the triangle thrusting up towards the dull, lifeless sky, the base resting on the ground, the whole held up by a pair of supports pushed hard into the clay soil. Thick ropes had been tied to the uppermost pikes, their ends left dangling, ready to tie Tom Black’s wrists to the thick staffs of ash. Two more sets of rope lay coiled on the ground, ready to lash his ankles to the sides. Held fast by the ropes, Tom would be unable to move, his back presented to the whip, open and exposed.


				The soldiers stood in their ranks, eyes fixed facing forwards, waiting for the arrival of their officers and for the signal that the punishment parade was to begin. A punishment they knew to be unjust.


				The redcoats bore a strict sense of fairness. They did not shirk from punishment. Indeed, a flogging broke the monotony of garrison duty. They understood the rules, they knew that to break the army’s regulations was to risk dire punishment and if anyone was foolish or slow-witted enough to do so and, worse, be caught, then they had to damn well live with the consequences.


				Yet the redcoats knew there was no justice on parade this day.


				The battalion knew Colour Sergeant Slater just as they knew Private Tom Black. The knew the mouthy soldier had fallen foul of Slater but that alone should not merit the infliction of fifty lashes, the heaviest sentence the colonel could order on his own authority.


				The officers’ arrival was announced by the jangle of horse tackle, the damp soil deadening the sound of the horses’ hooves. To the solemn beat of the drum, the officers rode to their allotted places. If they sensed the men’s tension, there was no sign of it in their languid pace and in the easy way they sat their chargers. Barely a glance was given to the stationary ranks of redcoats.


				‘Carry on, Sergeant Major.’ Colonel Stimpson gave the order to the regimental sergeant major in a low tone. Still, the words sent a ripple of tension through the battalion, as if the hundreds of men had drawn breath as one. Stimpson looked around him warily, suddenly becoming aware of the strange mood gripping his battalion.


				To the words of command, the prisoner detail left the guardroom and made their way on to the parade ground. Tom Black marched between the men charged with bringing him to his place of punishment, his head low, his eyes fixed on the ground, unable to look at the formed ranks of the battalion assembled to witness his shame.


				Tom marched without his musket, his scarlet coat bereft of the cross-belts, his head bare. His body shivered in the morning air, the cold and fear setting his muscles trembling, the shaking obvious to the hundreds of eyes that watched his progress. Had Tom lifted his gaze he would have seen little sympathy in the impassive faces of his fellow redcoats, their expressions betraying none of their emotions. Yet more than one soldier wondered what thoughts were going through Tom’s mind, what fear he felt, what they would feel if they ever found themselves in his place.


				Tom looked small, puny, his escort in their tall shakos seeming to tower over his slight frame. The young soldier’s face was puffy, his skin blotchy. The tracks of tears smudged his face and a thin smear of snot crusted around the meagre moustache on his upper lip. When he reached the waiting triangle, he lifted his head, a look of pleading on his face as he searched the watching ranks for some final assistance.


				With deft hands the corporal in charge of the escort stripped the young soldier to the waist, his scarlet coat and thin shirt quickly removed. Tom looked around piteously, his beseeching look ignored by the two sergeants who tied him fast to the triangle.


				Jack was transfixed. He could see every shaking rib in Tom’s thin frame. He could see the tears coursing down the young soldier’s cheeks.


				The adjutant spurred his horse forward. In a loud, braying voice, he read the charge that had been brought against the redcoat. The words passed Jack by, the adjutant’s voice droning on, the convoluted passages he read out barely making sense.


				His role completed, the adjutant pulled hard on his reins, moving away from centre stage with indecent haste. The sergeants cleared the area, leaving just the drum major and his two young drummer boys, who shuffled forward, reluctantly taking their places like actors pushed from the wings to face a difficult audience.


				‘One.’


				The whip landed on the young soldier’s back with a wet slap. Thin trails of blood traced across Tom’s back, the first blow starting the sordid process of turning the boy’s back into minced meat.


				Jack closed his eyes.


				‘Two. Three.’


				Jack kept his eyes closed. Like a drowning man reaching for the rope that would pull him to safety, Jack’s mind grasped for memories of better times, searching for an escape.


				‘Come on now, boys. Lay it on properly. Four. Five.’


				The redcoats stood in silence and endured the grim spectacle. Forced to watch as a fellow soldier was scarred for life. Flogged bloody for nothing more than falling foul of his sergeant.


				‘Fifty.’


				Jack opened his eyes. The long, slow count of the drum major had seemed to last for hours. Finally, it was over.


				The corporal of the guard moved forward, cutting down the unconscious soldier from where he hung on the triangle like a carcass of meat. His back had been reduced to a nightmare of flesh and blood, the bones of his spine gleaming as the sun finally dragged itself out from behind the thick, grey clouds to make a tardy appearance on the parade ground.


				The punishment was complete.


				The example had been set.


				Jack crept back from his dreams. Back to the horror of an unjust punishment robustly delivered. His back ached from standing stationary for so long, the dull pain in the pit of his spine throbbing and sending spasms down his legs. The misery of the moment was complete.


				Jack turned his head and looked at Slater.


				Slater was staring straight at him.


				Jack flinched as he met Slater’s stare. He would have turned away, his fear instinctive. Yet, instead, he felt his hatred come alive, coursing through his veins.


				Slater’s mouth twisted into a grin, the smug look of a job well done on his face. He lifted one hand and pointed his thick forefinger directly at Jack. There was no misunderstanding the words Slater mouthed at him.


				‘You’re next.’


				Jack walked out of the barracks. It was a relief to leave the cloying atmosphere of the battalion behind and not for the first time he was grateful his officer had taken a suite of rooms in town rather than staying in the rooms allocated to the officers in the barracks. The liberty to leave the barracks was something to be savoured and Jack felt the freedom act as a balm to his raging emotions.


				The punishment had cleared his mind, the display scouring away the doubts that had dogged him since Sloames had announced his departure.


				He would not stay with the battalion, not with Slater looming over his future and with a posting to the Indies in the offing. It was time to leave the life of a garrison soldier behind and become the fighting redcoat he had always dreamed of being. He would go with Captain Sloames and face the challenge of a campaign.


				But he would not forsake Molly. He would ask Captain Sloames for permission to marry her. They would be apart but it would not be forever. The war would be short, perhaps even over before Christmas. Then they would be together.
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				Jack whistled tunelessly as he carried the bundle of soiled shirts. Even the tart smell of spilt wine and sweat could not dampen his happy mood. He had left Sloames to lie in his stinking pit. His captain had staggered home just after the dawn and Jack had helped to strip him of his clothes before abandoning him to sleep off the wine-induced stupor that the night’s excess had brought on.


				He walked to the laundry doing his best not to break into a run. He might not have been dressed in the armour of a fairytale knight but he was determined to rescue Molly from the future she so dreaded.


				He could already picture her face when he asked her to marry him. He imagined her delight, the sparkle in her eyes when she said yes. He might only be an orderly but he would prove to her that he could succeed and make good the ambition that burned so brightly inside them both.


				He turned to the corner and walked towards his new future with a smile on his face.


				Then he heard a scream.


				The sound was so sudden, so unexpected, that Jack wondered if he had been mistaken. The barracks were quiet, most of the battalion’s redcoats out on a day’s march. A scream of such horror simply did not belong in an empty army barracks on an English spring morning.


				Then it came again.


				Jack shook his head to clear the fog of disbelief. He looked around, half expecting to see other redcoats come stumbling out of the barracks, summoned by the dreadful sound.


				No one appeared. The peaceful sounds of the spring morning returned as if they had never been interrupted.


				His body lurched into motion without conscious thought, his hard boots hammering into the ground as he raced towards the laundry. He never thought to discard the bundle of dirty washing he still carried in his arms. His only thought was to reach Molly, to make certain she was not the source of the nerve-jangling sounds.


				The outer door to the laundry was shut. The stifling heat of the huge boiling coppers meant the door was never closed, the fresh breeze offering some respite from the steamy, suffocating rooms. Jack knew then that something terrible was happening behind its ordinary everyday facade.


				He hit the door hard with his shoulder, his hands still gripping the bundle of washing. He half expected the door to be locked but it flew open and crashed heavily into the wall inside.


				Jack half fell into the laundry’s outer room. He lost his footing and would have hit the wooden floorboards hard were it not for the bundle of washing that cushioned his fall, protecting his ribs from the worst of the painful impact.


				‘No!’ Molly’s voice screamed out in warning.


				Jack was still on the floor but he turned his head in time to see the black shadow of a hobnailed army boot aimed at his head. He rolled to one side and the boot whispered past his face, missing a violent connection by a hair’s breadth. His assailant hissed an oath and in a heartbeat Jack scrabbled to his feet, throwing himself at the huge figure that had attacked him. He still didn’t know who it was but it did not matter. He had heard Molly scream. It told him all he needed to know.


				Jack smashed into his assailant with his full weight and the two of them went crashing down in a twisting frenzy of limbs. They scuffled on the floor, arms and legs thrashing wildly. Fists bounced off arms and elbows, glancing blows, neither man gaining the advantage. Jack could feel the strength in the body that was wrapped round his own, could sense the power in the punches that came down with terrifying speed. One vicious blow connected with his skull and his ears rang and his vision faded. He tried to fight back but his attacker twisted powerfully, pushing him backwards, a huge meaty paw pressing hard against his chest, crushing him where he lay.


				Jack aimed a wild blow at the man’s head but there was no strength in the punch and his fist bounced off the thick line of his opponent’s jaw.


				As Jack lay beaten and defeated, the face of Colour Sergeant Slater leered down at him.


				A thick line of saliva trembled at one corner of Slater’s mouth. Jack saw the red patches on the sergeant’s skin where some of his punches had found their mark and a thin stream of blood flowed from one nostril to congeal in the thick, bushy moustache.


				Slater spat a globule of bloody phlegm on to Jack’s chest.


				‘Oh dear, Lark. You appear to have got yourself in a spot of bother. I warned you that you would be next but I hadn’t dreamt it would come so soon.’ Slater wiped a hand across his mouth, smearing the blood and saliva across his cheek.


				Jack noticed Slater had removed his red coat. His cotton undershirt was unbuttoned nearly to the navel, thick curls of dark hair peeking through the opening, and his breeches were loose, held together by a single button and threatening to fall. Slater would never allow himself to be seen in such disorder, especially in a public room such as the laundry. Jack’s heart stopped as he realised what it meant.


				His body tensed as the anger surged through him. It was all-consuming, a wave of such loathing that all his fear and pain left him. Nothing mattered except the need to fight. To pound into oblivion the man who had attacked the one person Jack held dear.


				‘You bastard!’ Molly’s shriek of rage took both men by surprise.


				The dolly paddle in her hands was made from pine. It was thick, shaped like a short-handled oar, and it made a vicious weapon. Molly swung it round like a cudgel, smashing it with all her strength into the side of Slater’s skull.


				Slater was flung to one side and hit the wall with a thud.


				Jack staggered to his feet. If he noticed Molly’s torn clothes or the dark red mark that coloured her pale cheek then it did not give pause to his actions. Heedless of the pain in his battered body, he leant down and grabbed hold of Slater’s shirt collar, jerking his head off the ground.


				‘You fucking bastard. How could you? How could you?’ Jack was barely coherent, his spittle flecking the stunned sergeant’s face.


				Slater’s head lolled backwards, the effect of Molly’s terrible blow leaving him almost senseless. Yet the sergeant was still conscious, his dark eyes full of hatred. Looking in their dark depths was like staring into the very pits of hell.


				Exhausted and sick to his soul, Jack let go of Slater’s collar and turned to face Molly. He reached out a hand, his fingers tracing the outline of the puffy red mark on her cheek.


				Molly didn’t make a sound. She swayed on her feet and Jack reached out instinctively to steady her. He saw the panic in her eyes as she felt his touch and she flinched away, pulling backwards, holding her torn blouse together and hiding her bruised flesh from view.


				Her eyes were blank. Jack had never seen such a haunted expression, the sparkle of life he found so appealing in her extinguished by the horror of what she had endured.


				Jack reached out with his free hand again, moving it slowly until it came to rest on her arm.


				‘It’s alright, Molly. I’m here. You’re safe now.’


				She looked up. Her mouth moved but no sound came out. He could feel her body tremble under his touch.


				‘My, oh my. What a touching scene.’ Slater rolled awkwardly on to his shoulder before getting to his feet.


				Jack saw Molly’s hands tighten their grip on her clothes, her terror bubbling to the surface as she heard the voice of her tormenter.


				‘Now the fun can begin.’ Slater walked slowly to the laundry-room door and pushed it shut. His fingers searched the back of the door for the bolt, his eyes never leaving Jack. He found the bolt and shot it across, locking the door. This time there would be no interruptions.


				‘You want to watch, Lark?’ Slater stood facing them. He lifted a finger to his ear, his face creasing in concern at the blood he found coming out of it. ‘You want to watch me as I take my pleasure? Because I don’t reckon you’re man enough to stop me. You tried and I beat you easy. It was only thanks to that bitch that I didn’t finish you off.’


				Jack’s anger burned but he felt fear clenching his heart.


				He turned and looked at Molly. Her face was ghostly white.


				‘I’m so sorry.’ Jack gently pushed Molly backwards, holding her elbows to manoeuvre her away.


				Slater threw back his head and laughed. ‘That’s it. You just keep out the way, miss, and get ready for me. It won’t take long for me to deal with young Lark here.’


				‘You fucking bastard.’


				Slater greeted the insult in stony silence. His laughter was gone. ‘Shut your muzzle. It’s time to teach you a lesson. And this time I don’t expect it will be one you will forget in a hurry.’


				‘No!’ Molly’s scream did nothing to stop the two men. Jack threw himself forward, moving with a speed that the larger, bulkier sergeant could not hope to match. Like a backstreet prizefighter, Jack came at his opponent, darting his right hand forward, aiming to strike before Slater could react.


				Still dazed from Molly’s wild blow with the dolly paddle, Slater was slow, his movements ponderous. Jack’s fist struck him on the cheek, snapping his head to one side. The left hand struck a heartbeat later, catching him on the point of his chin. Slater reeled, hurt by the twin blows. His counter-punches were slow and Jack easily avoided them, dancing to one side, letting Slater’s fists pass by his face before darting back in to land more punches on the sergeant’s massive torso.


				‘Come on!’ Jack screamed his challenge as his fists struck twice more. He was aware of nothing save for the huge target that stumbled around in front of him. He had no notion if Molly had fled or if she still cowered in the corner of the room and at that moment he did not care. Nothing mattered except the need to fight, the need to pound Slater into the ground.


				Jack hit out, striking Slater from every angle, moving faster than the staggering sergeant could react. Slater’s arms waved out, trying to catch Jack, attempting to halt the relentless stream of punches he was raining down. Time after time, he aimed a punch at Jack’s face only to hit thin air.


				Jack was delivering punch after punch, he could sense Slater faltering. He would beat the invincible sergeant. The whole battalion would hear of the brute’s defeat and realise that David had faced Goliath and, just as in the bible story, David had won.


				Then Jack’s head exploded in agony and the world went black.


				Slater’s fist had come from low down near the ground where the huge sergeant had bent nearly double as he tried to weather the storm of punches. The massive fist was clenched hard and it connected with Jack’s jaw like a sledgehammer. The blow lifted him from his feet and the violent impact threw his body to one side.


				Goliath was not following the script.


				Jack’s body smacked hard into the floor. His vision greyed out, the blow knocking him nearly senseless. He rolled as he hit the ground, desperate to get back on his feet. He never saw the shadow of a heavy boot moving towards him. The kick slammed into his ribs, sliding him across the floor, the breath driven from his lungs. The pain flared white across his vision but he twisted on the ground, his fingers scraping at the floorboards as he battled to get back to his feet.


				Slater grunted as he kicked out again, his boot driving hard into Jack’s body.


				‘No!’


				It was the sound of a young woman driven to madness. A shriek of rage that echoed around the small room as Molly threw herself at Slater.


				She came at him with all her strength. Her torn blouse billowed around her, the bruises on her body dark against her pale flesh. She leapt at Slater with hands like claws.


				Jack lifted his head, his blood warm on his face. He saw Molly rake her nails down Slater’s face like the talons on a bird of prey, inflicting wounds that were vicious and deep.


				Jack levered himself to his feet, ignoring the spasms of pain that tore through his body. It took all of his strength but he staggered upright.


				Slater reeled from Molly’s sudden assault. He felt her nails rip through his flesh, the pain sudden and bright. He thrust his arm out, using his full strength to push her off. But her desperate strength resisted his efforts.


				The touch of her naked flesh stalled him. He brought his hand round, feeling the hard mound of her breast against his grasping fingers and he hesitated, raw desire making his hand linger on the firm young flesh.


				Molly screamed and pummelled his face. Slater kept his grip on her body, his hot, rough hands pawing her. In desperation, she thrust her fingers upwards, jamming them brutally into his eyes, her fingers like daggers as she tried to gouge out his sight.


				Slater roared. He let go of her breast and punched with all his might. His fist smashed into Molly’s face. The blow sent her sprawling backwards, the blood pulsing from the ruin of her nose.


				Molly fell hard. Her head crunched with sickening force into a hard metal soap tin.


				Jack staggered forward, and his heart stopped when he saw Molly’s body lying in a heap on the ground. Her hair had escaped from the pattern of clips and clasps that held her curls in check, fine strands whispered over her bloodstained mouth. But there was no breath to blow them away. Blood was splattered across her pale skin. The bright blue of the staring eyes was dull, the sparkle of life gone.


				Jack went to her side, unable to believe what he was seeing. He wanted to fall to his knees, to give in to the horror that gripped his heart, to bury his head in her hair just as he had done so many times before. His throat closed and he felt his breath constrict in his chest as his soul chilled, icing over with grief.


				He didn’t hear the sound of the bolt scraping back or the door to the laundry being thrown open, or feel the draught of fresh air on his skin. He could do nothing but look at Molly, the waxy pallor of death already stealing the vitality from her skin.


				Molly was dead.
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				Jack slowly became aware of the shouting, the cacophony of bellowing voices, the noise and bustle of soldiers, the dusty floor reverberating to the thump of army boots, the air full of braying voices of command.


				‘Stay where you are, Lark.’


				Firm hands took hold of his upper arms, holding him hard as if he was expected to make a bolt for the door at any moment.


				Jack blinked hard at the tears clouding his vision and tried to make sense of what was happening.


				The room was full of redcoats. Half a dozen soldiers crowded into the cramped confines of the laundry’s outer reception room.


				‘Molly?’ Jack’s voice wavered as he spoke.


				‘Easy, lad. Behave yourself now.’ The voice was firm, devoid of compassion.


				‘Where’s Slater?’


				‘Colour Sergeant Slater is in the guardroom. God alone knows what happened here but it’s over now.’


				The horror surged through Jack’s mind. His head sagged with despair and he would have fallen had the two redcoats not been holding him.


				‘Come on, lad, time to sort yourself out. You have to come with us. You’ve raised one hell of a shit storm and you’re right at the damn centre.’


				‘It was Slater, he—’


				‘Stow it. Save it for the colonel because I ain’t interested. I’ve been told to take you to the guardroom and keep you there.’


				‘Guardroom?’ Jack’s head lifted and he stared at the corporal of the guard. He felt the redcoats holding him tighten their grip on his arms. Jack closed his eyes as he realised the small party of redcoats had not come to his rescue, they were here to detain him. To lock him away while the officers made sense of the dreadful events that had led to a young woman losing her life.


				‘Attention!’


				The door to the guardroom was snatched open and the corporal stationed outside the room commanded the room’s occupants to rise. The three wooden chairs scraped the floor in unison as the officer strode in. Jack had been sitting in morose silence, guarded by two of his fellow redcoats. Now he stood and stared at the figure of Captain Sloames who looked back at him with a mixture of disappointment and embarrassment.


				‘At ease. Thank you, Corporal, you and your men may leave us.’ Sloames dismissed the men charged with guarding the prisoner. He kept up his scrutiny of Jack’s face as he did so, as if trying to discern his orderly’s guilt in his expression.


				‘This is a most distressing episode, Lark, most distressing.’ Sloames held his hands behind his back and paced slowly around the room, looking more like a lawyer than an officer in the Queen’s army. ‘I have sent a message to the colonel and he has charged me to discover what events led to today’s terrible accident and to take whatever action I deem necessary. I have listened to Colour Sergeant Slater’s account of the events and in the interests of justice I would like to hear your side of the story.’


				Jack looked at his officer, barely hearing the words spoken to him. He didn’t feel the pain in his body, the effects of Slater’s beating not registering in his mind. But his soul felt as if it had been cleaved in two.


				‘Silence won’t help you now, Lark.’ Sloames spoke slowly as if to a difficult child. ‘You must tell me what happened.’


				‘Slater.’ Jack whispered the name. ‘Slater killed her.’


				Sloames closed his eyes as if in sudden pain. He looked at Jack for what seemed like a long time before he spoke again.


				‘Slater accuses you.’


				‘Slater’s a fucking liar.’ Jack’s voice was raw.


				Sloames’s mouth twisted in distaste. ‘Mind your tongue. Need I remind you that you are in a great deal of trouble? One more such outburst and I shall leave this room immediately and abandon you to your fate. Is that clear?’


				Jack struggled to contain his grief. He knew how the battalion worked; Tom Black’s savage flogging on a false charge was all the evidence Jack needed to understand that nothing he could say would make a jot of difference. Slater had committed the foulest crime but Jack could not touch him.


				Sloames took Jack’s silence as leave to continue.


				‘Now. I have listened to Colour Sergeant Slater’s account. It is clear there has been a most dreadful accident.’


				‘Accident?’ Jack could not fully believe what he was hearing. ‘Slater was trying to rape her! I stopped him and he killed her.’ Jack felt his eyes fill. ‘He killed her!’ he shouted, his voice wavering with pain.


				The room returned to silence.


				‘I will carry out a full and proper investigation, Lark, I can assure you of that.’ Sloames’s discomfort was obvious. ‘However, without any witnesses the situation is very . . .’ he paused, an apologetic smile on his face, ‘difficult. It may not surprise you to know that Slater blames you for the incident. He claims he tried to stop you attacking the girl and you fought him.’


				‘And because Slater is a fucking sergeant he gets away with it.’


				Sloames scowled. ‘There is a proper process that will be followed.’ He lowered his voice, coming to stand next to Jack so he could speak softly and still be heard. ‘But it really is better for everyone if the details of this most dreadful accident are cleared up without delay.’


				‘Better for who?’ Jack sneered the words.


				Sloames didn’t rise to the bait. ‘We have to think of the regiment, Lark.’


				Jack looked into his officer’s face. He could see Sloames’s distress, he was too used to being with his master to miss it. He let his head fall so that his chin rested on his chest. None of this was Sloames’s fault. And nothing would bring Molly back. Jack felt his grief wash over him, obliterating his anger in a wave of misery.


				‘Slater will not be allowed to get away with this, Jack. He will be punished.’ Sloames placed his hand on Jack’s shoulder.


				Jack inhaled deeply. He knew who was to blame. It didn’t matter what the army did or didn’t do.


				Molly was gone.


				Sloames patted Jack’s shoulder. ‘I will speak to the colonel. In the circumstances I’m sure he would be content if we were to leave quickly.’


				‘So the whole thing will be hushed up.’ Jack spoke in a matter-of-fact manner, holding on to his calmness with a huge effort of will.


				‘We must consider the name of the regiment. Nothing good will come of a scandal.’


				Jack felt defeat wash over him. He let the tears come, felt them scalding his cheeks as he wept for his loss.


				Sloames backed away, sensitive to his orderly’s distress. As he reached the door, he turned to speak one last time.


				‘We are to go to war, Lark. I said we would go together and we shall. We shall leave this place and find us both a new life.’ Sloames paused. ‘You will always have a place at my side, Jack. No matter what happens, I shall not abandon you.’


				Sloames quietly opened the door, leaving Jack alone for the first time since Molly’s death.


				Jack slumped back into his chair and succumbed to his grief. Through his tears he felt a part of his being harden. Like a rock in a wild, surging river, his desire for revenge stood firm against the torrent of despair.


				One day Slater would be made to pay for his crime.


				It was dark when the coach pulled through the barrack gatehouse and trundled on to the road that led to London. The lamps on the coach cast out a miserly light, throwing shadows on to the streets. The barracks and the sentries stationed outside for the long dreary hours of guard duty quickly melted into the darkness.


				From his perch on top of the carriage, Jack stared back at his former home, his lonely vigil kept long after it had disappeared from sight. As the coach picked its way out of the confines of the narrow streets, he buried his head in his heavy greatcoat, turning up the wide collar so that it smothered his face. Hiding the tears that flowed freely down his cheeks.


				Beneath him, from within the warm fug of the coach’s interior, the sound of comradely laughter could be heard. Captain Sloames and the other passengers had already enjoyed the first of numerous bottles of claret they had with them to keep out the cold. The sound of their laughter did nothing to warm the chill in Jack’s soul, their mirth only adding to his loneliness.


				His back ached abominably, the jarring ride sending sharp spasms of pain running up and down his spine. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the pain, savouring the stabs of agony, using them to forget his despair.


				He had been taken under guard from his confinement directly to Sloames’s rooms where he had quickly packed for their hurried departure. He had remained in the rented rooms until the hired coach had arrived to spirit them away, taking them away from the place where Jack had hoped to find such happiness. Like a felon fleeing the scene of his crime, he was disappearing into the night.


				The carriage quickly picked up speed as it bucked and scrabbled its way on to the turnpike. Jack gripped his seat hard, enduring the discomfort and the cold as best he could. Despite everything that had happened, he felt a tremble of excitement deep inside him, a tiny frisson of expectation that he had embarked on a great journey that would take him to the far reaches of the globe. He was a soldier on his way to war.


				A new path to the future was opening up before him. No one, least of all him, could see where it would take him.
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				‘Lark! For the love of heaven attend to me at once!’


				‘Sir!’ Jack hurried into the room. He had been dozing in a scuffed leather armchair in what passed for a sitting room in the lodging they had taken at a coaching inn in the depths of the Kent countryside. The inn was dank, a rotting, mildew-infested dump of a place that survived by fleecing any traveller foolish enough to spend time in it. Ordinarily, Sloames would never have tolerated even a single night in such a foul establishment but he had been given little choice.


				For Sloames was sick.


				‘I have been ill again.’ Sloames’s voice wavered with emotion.


				Jack did his best to hide his distaste. ‘Very good, sir. I shall fetch some clean water.’


				He admired the genteel turn of phrase that Sloames had used but there was no hiding the stench of shit that overwhelmed the room’s more usual smell of rot, damp and decay. For the third time that day, Sloames had shat himself, the relentless disease that had him in its bitter grip turning the young officer’s insides into so much slurry.


				Jack bustled from the room, determined to keep his mind on the task at hand. Better that than dwell on the shame or on the fear that was stamped so clearly on Sloames’s drawn and whey-coloured face.


				The illness had been sudden, violent and unstoppable. What had started as a mild summer cold soon developed into an uncontrollable fever that had rendered Sloames delirious and forced them to seek shelter. The days had passed by in a blur as Jack undertook the distasteful process of cleaning the diarrhoea from his officer’s body and trying to slake his constant thirst. Throughout it all, Sloames had drifted in and out of consciousness, enjoying only occasional periods of lucidity as the illness laid waste to his body.


				‘Here we are, sir. Soon have you sorted.’ Jack did his best to reassure his officer as he applied himself to the unpleasant task, swallowing the urge to retch as the stench of his officer’s voided bowels clogged his throat. He worked as quickly as he dared, trying to avoid the patches of livid broken skin that made Sloames hiss in pain if a careless fingernail scraped it. Yet, even working with haste, it took many long minutes to wipe away the last of the foul fluids.


				Throughout it all, Sloames lay quiet. It was only as his orderly pulled the clean cotton drawers to his navel that he spoke again.


				‘I thank you, Lark. You do me a kind service.’


				Jack rose from his knees, hiding the cloth with its shaming brown streaks behind his back. It was hard to find the right words to form a reply. He felt he should try to make light of the situation, offer his sick officer the traditional bland reassurances that he would soon be well. But they had already been said too many times before, the blandishments of the healthy to the sick worthless in the face of such a ravaging illness.


				So Jack said nothing, merely nodding in acknowledgement of the words of thanks.


				‘Lark.’


				‘Sir?’


				‘I need to speak to you.’ Sloames sucked in huge gulps of air as he struggled to control his distress. ‘I need to speak of the future.’


				The future, which had once seemed so full of promise, now hung around their necks like a gravestone. The word mocked them. Jack, who had already lost so much, had clung to a future with Sloames with all the fervour of a religious convert. Now that lay in tatters, destroyed by the illness that was laying waste to Sloames’s body.


				‘We must discuss what is to happen.’ Sloames delivered the words with stony determination.


				‘You’ll get better, sir.’


				‘Don’t be a fool.’ Sloames delivered the admonishment with some of his former force. ‘I am dying. There, it is said. I am dying and nothing you or I say will alter that fact.’


				‘We can call back the doctor.’


				Sloames shook his head. ‘Do not even suggest it. I’ve had quite enough of that fat fool blistering and bleeding me to last a lifetime.’ Sloames shuddered, whether at the memory of the local doctor’s enthusiastic treatment or at the ill-chosen phrase, Jack could not tell.


				‘I’ll look after you. I’ll get you well.’


				‘You are many things, Lark, but I doubt you are a worker of miracles. Now, be quiet and listen. When I am dead, you’ll be cast adrift. You’ll be without a place. I think we both understand that you cannot go back to the regiment even if they would accept you. That leaves you at the mercy of the damned clerks and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. So, we must apply ourselves to conjuring an alternative. We must find you a future.’ Sloames’s voice had died to a barely audible whisper and Jack was forced to lean close so he could make out the words. With an effort, Sloames took his weight on to his elbows, lifting his head clear of the stained bed.


				‘You must find your way to our new regiment and go on campaign.’ Sloames fixed his orderly with a determined stare, a fierce glimmer in his eyes. ‘You must seize the glory that is rightfully ours. Do you understand? You must do it. You must. Find my glory.’


				The effort of speaking had taken its toll on Sloames and he slumped back into the stinking sheets and closed his eyes.


				Jack sat in the scuffed and battered leather armchair, his fingers absent-mindedly picking at its scarred surface. He was alone with his thoughts and with his fears.


				He did not know what would become of him when Sloames finally succumbed to the illness. Sloames wanted him to join the campaign that was about to start. But if he joined the regiment of fusiliers as Sloames had urged, he would have no place there, he would be a stranger, bereft of the ties that bound the men in the ranks together.


				The thought of that loneliness made him think of Molly. He had convinced himself that going on campaign as Sloames’s orderly would numb the pain of her death. But he now knew he had been foolish to think that. He had lost the woman he loved, just as he was about to lose the man who held the reins to his future. When Sloames died, he would have lost everything.


				Molly had once told him to get a grip and make his own future if he wanted to get anywhere in life. The words haunted him. He got up from his chair and pulled Sloames’s uniform coat from its peg. The fabric was soft, the weave so much finer than the drab, clumsy cloth of the ordinary red coat he wore. Jack ran his hands over the heavy bullion epaulets that defined the captain’s rank, searching for the courage to dare to do something which would, if he were discovered, lead only to the scaffold and a long, drawn-out death.


				It was time to prove he could do it. He owed Molly that at least. He would gamble his life to better himself and he would do it for his Molly.


				He would do as Sloames had suggested. But he would do it in a way that his officer would never have imagined.


				For he had nothing left to lose.


				The room was as cold and clammy as a corpse. The fire had died down as Jack slept, a muted glow in its smoky depths the only reminder of its former warmth. A solitary gas lamp that Jack had balanced carelessly on the edge of a battered travelling chest hissed and spluttered, before its light went out, fuel exhausted, its flame untended and ignored.


				It was quieter without the harsh hiss of the gas lamp, almost silent except for the slow, methodical tick of the silver fob watch which Jack had placed on the mahogany dressing table, its chain neatly coiled round its case. The watch lay at the head of a formation of tortoiseshell-handled brushes, combs and razors, next to their brown leather carry case, precisely as Sloames liked them to be laid out.


				Sloames listened to his fob watch, cursing the sound of each second ticking by, hating the audible acknowledgment that his life was nearly over, the passing of time as inexorable as the approach of his death. He lay on his back in the darkness, his head bent to one side so that he was facing the room’s single garret window. The window was streaked with filth, congealed bird muck covering much of the uneven glass. He longed to enjoy one last view of the stars. Yet even that simple pleasure was denied him.


				He yearned to rise from the filthy sheets. To peel back the stained and stinking counterpane and cross the scuffed, soiled, floorboards. To throw the window open so he could drink in one last mouthful of the crisp night air. Instead, he was a prisoner in his putrid bed. His ruined body his jailer. The illness that had reduced him to a living cadaver his immutable sentence.


				The seconds ticked by, bringing Sloames ever closer to his end, this last period of consciousness a final misery his illness chose to inflict upon him. He cursed the irony of fate that should condemn him to die of disease in the benign surroundings of the Kent countryside when he had spent a small fortune to avoid a posting to the fever-ravaged Indies where sickness and death were commonplace.


				In the quiet of the room, Sloames could detect the faint sounds of his orderly snoring as he slumbered in the winged-back chair in the adjoining room. It would have been easy to hate his servant for his ripe health and vitality. Instead Sloames felt tied to the man he had saved, whose life he had changed, whose future he had set and which now looked almost as bleak as his own.


				Sloames would have wept if his body had still had the faculty. He would have railed against the merciless disease that had reduced his body to a desiccated husk, at the injustice, the unfairness, the casual callousness of his fate. Yet his imminent demise brought on such lethargy that it was an effort to focus his mind even on the appalling spectre of his own death. His thoughts, meandering and vague as they were, turned to what might have been.


				These should have been the best days of his life, the great adventure of going to war certain to bring the glory he had always craved. The campaign against the might of Russia should have been his finest hour, the much longed for opportunity to lead a company of soldiers into battle.


				As Sloames sank ever closer to oblivion, he dreamt of the battles that were to come, imagining the future that had been stolen from him, the laurels of glory that would have been his. The room was silent, yet Sloames’s sick mind echoed to the sounds of battle, to the calls of the bugles and the beat of the drums, the crash of cannon, the rattle of musketry, the screams of pain and the cheers of victory. His thoughts filled with the grandeur of battle in all its splendour.


				The first rays of daylight pierced the gloom of the attic room, illuminating thousands of specks of floating dust. It reached Sloames’s face, the thin beam lingering on the sallow cheeks and wasted features.


				A cloud passed over the sun, shutting off the warming light, and the gloom quickly refilled the spaces that had enjoyed the momentary glow.


				The shadow of the cloud passed over Sloames’s face and he died.
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				14 September 1854. Kalamata Bay, Crimean Peninsula


				For countless leagues, the rolling grasslands of the Crimean peninsula stretched as far as the eye could see. In places, a scattering of ancient barrows, mounds of earth that had been used as burial places in centuries long past, interrupted the undulating steppe. Elsewhere, the grass gave way to cultivation, the dark, fertile soil a rich foundation for the acres of vineyards and orchards that produced an abundant supply of grapes, pears, nectarines, apples and peaches. Pockets of snug dwellings nestled in the folds and creases of the plateau, scattered through the landscape as if the squat buildings had formed naturally, grown out of the fertile soil of the steppe.


				It was a place of calm and tranquillity, a land that stoically endured the wild weather and slept through the good. It had remained unchanged and undisturbed for centuries, far from the trials and tribulations at the heart of the Russian empire, distant, forgotten, and ignored.


				Then the invading armies arrived.


				They had landed the previous day at Kalamata Bay, twenty-five miles north of the Russian naval base at Sevastopol on the Crimean Peninsula. Even now, on the second day of the landing, the inauspiciously named Kalamata Bay was a frenzy of activity. The grey waters were crammed with ships and yet more sails filled the horizon. Large, powerful men-of-war, the leviathans of the fleet, sat immobile on the cramped margins of the bay, while smaller gigs and cutters swarmed around them. The new war steamers, with their shallower draught, came closer to shore before they, too, disgorged their own flotillas of small craft, their smokestacks belching out columns of dirty grey smoke towards the dreary sky.


				A thin spit of sand and shingle ran along the landward rim of the bay, separating the sea from a large, stagnant and foul-smelling salt lake. The newly landed men would have to march along its entire length before they could turn inland for the higher ground. The remote beach was normally deserted, even the local Tartar population finding little reason to visit. Now, two hundred and fifty ships were disgorging nearly sixty thousand British, French and Turkish soldiers on to it, a coalition of forces brought together to fight the might of the vast Russian army.


				The landing site had only been picked the previous day, an ill-omened indication of how indecisive the combined allied command structure was. Nonetheless, the generals’ staff had done their best to plan the landing in minute detail, producing eight pages of printed regulations that listed everything from the landing timetable to which flag each troop-carrying vessel should display. Now, the sheer scale of the operation was overwhelming all that planning and the beach was descending into chaos.


				Dozens upon dozens of sailors stood knee-deep in the surf, hauling in boats full of men and turning freshly emptied craft around to return to the transports for yet more troops. Newly landed soldiers gathered on the shingle in their thousands, among mountains of equipment. The officers watched in dismay as the military might of three countries was dumped in one bewildering heap on the sand.


				‘Company! Form line!’


				The command would ordinarily have brought the company of redcoats sharply to attention. It should have sent the sixty-three men and three sergeants moving through well-practised drill.


				Should have, but did not.


				Two weeks on board ship had stiffened their limbs but that alone could not explain the sloppiness with which the men responded to the order. The soldiers moved lethargically, shuffling into the semblance of an ordered line with little grace and even less military precision. Despite such a glaring lack of discipline, none of the company’s three sergeants found the energy to chastise their men. They too ambled their way to their allotted positions behind the line, every sluggish movement displaying their displeasure at being forced through the unnecessary drill.


				‘I am not impressed, gentlemen. Not impressed at all. Would either of you care to offer any defence for this shameful performance?’


				This was addressed to a pair of young lieutenants who stood dejectedly to the front of the Light Company of the King’s Royal Fusiliers. Behind them, the company stopped shuffling, having finally formed the two-man-deep line the British army still favoured. Modern manufacturing might have advanced the army’s weaponry but its generals still clung to the principles and tactics of their former commander, Lord Wellington, who dominated the thinking of this most modern of armies even though he had been dead and buried for nigh on two years.


				Neither of the two young subalterns was willing to meet the uncompromising stare of their new commander. He stood in front of them, hands placed petulantly on his hips, his disgust at the wretched performance of his new command obvious.


				The sun disappeared behind the bank of threatening, dark-grey clouds that had rolled over the hills to the south and west, leaving the Light Company standing sullenly in the sudden gloom as they waited for the next order.


				Even standing still was uncomfortable for the exhausted fusiliers. The men had to keep repositioning the awkward, improvised containers they had fashioned to carry their necessities. Their generals had commanded the army to leave their familiar ‘Trotter’ backpacks on ship, issuing the men with only a few days’ worth of food and ammunition which they believed would be more than adequate for the lightning-quick raid on Sevastopol they envisaged.


				To the front of the Light Company the captain waited for his subalterns to try to explain the men’s lethargic drill, something neither was keen to do. He let the silence stretch, unconcerned at his junior officers’ discomfort.


				Unable to bear it any longer, Lieutenant Simon Digby-Brown, the senior of the two officers, stopped his intense survey of the ground around his boots and risked a reply.


				‘Well, sir.’ He cleared his throat nervously before pressing on. ‘I know you only arrived shortly before we embarked at Varna, but even in that short time you must have been seen what a festering hole we were forced to live in. It is no wonder that the men are so out of condition.’


				The captain snorted his derision. ‘You are quite correct. I understand why the men have reason to be in a sorry condition. However, what I do not understand is why you appear to have done so little to correct it.’


				‘Sir, I must protest. That is grossly unfair.’ Digby-Brown’s voice rose in protest. ‘We sat in that filthy place watching our men fall sick and die. We could do nothing but nurse the sick and do our utmost to prevent more of the men succumbing. You saw the appalling condition of the camp, sir. Filth everywhere, barely any clean water and every type of loathsome insect constantly swarming over us. It was simply awful, sir, and I do not believe we could have done anything further to make such an awful situation better.’


				The captain smiled at his subaltern’s impassioned reply. ‘In just a matter of days, we will be fighting the Russian army. I very much doubt they will stand and listen to your excuses as to why the men are not fit. They will happily slaughter us to the last man and if we are too ignorant, or too indolent, to prepare properly, then we will deserve little else. Do I make myself clear?’


				Digby-Brown repressed the urge to continue his defence. Unable to look his captain in the eye, his replied was forced. ‘Yes, sir. Abundantly clear.’


				‘Lieutenant Thomas. Do I make myself clear?’


				The Light Company’s junior lieutenant nodded firmly in reply, unable to summon the courage to match his fellow subaltern’s passionate defence of their actions. At nineteen, Lieutenant James Thomas was one of the youngest lieutenants in the battalion, having only recently moved up from the rank of ensign.


				‘What was that, Thomas? Did you mumble something?’


				‘No, sir. I understand you perfectly, sir.’


				‘Good, I hate mumbling. You are an officer. Your every word must be audible and enunciated clearly.’ The company’s new commander seemed to be enjoying himself. Indeed, he gave every impression of savouring his subaltern’s discomfort. ‘How long have you been in the army, Thomas?’


				‘Nearly two years, sir.’


				‘How much did your lieutenancy cost?’


				‘Sir?’


				‘I think I made my question perfectly clear, Thomas. Please do me the courtesy of answering.’


				‘Two hundred and fifty pounds, sir.’ Lieutenant Thomas swallowed hard.


				‘Plus the value of your ensign’s commission, correct?’


				‘Yes of course, sir.’ Thomas’s face betrayed his anxiety. ‘With an extra consideration of twenty pounds to facilitate the transaction.’


				‘Goodness me. That is a fortune, Thomas. Do you know how much your soldiers earn?’


				‘Sir?’ Thomas was unsure how to answer the sharp question. As a rule, officers never discussed money. It was not a topic of conversation for gentlemen.


				‘Really, Thomas. If you and I are going to get along you will have to stop behaving in such a contrary manner. It is a simple enough question. How much are the soldiers under your command paid for their service to the Queen?’


				‘A shilling a day, I believe, sir.’


				‘You believe or you know?’


				‘Sir. A shilling a day, sir.’


				‘You are nearly correct. The men are supposed to be paid a shilling a day, but that is before deductions. Deductions take away most of that pitiful amount and leave them lucky to see a few pence. Yet you, Mr Thomas, are prepared to spend two hundred and fifty pounds on a new commission. Is your family rich?’


				‘No, sir,’ Lieutenant Thomas was sweating under the fierce barrage of questions. ‘Well, my parents are financially comfortable, I would say, sir.’


				‘How very nice for them. Mr Digby-Brown, how much would it cost you to buy a captaincy?’


				‘One thousand one hundred pounds is the current army list rate, sir.’


				‘One thousand one hundred pounds. Do your family’s comfortable finances have such an enormous sum ready for you, Thomas?’


				‘I do not know, sir. I would like to think they would be willing to invest such a sum in my advancement. It is, after all, the way things are done, is it not?’


				‘So do you believe you are ready for a captaincy? Do you feel that your two years’ service, and not forgetting your family’s two hundred and fifty pounds, has properly prepared you to lead the men?’


				‘Yes, sir. I would say I am confident in my own abilities.’


				‘I admire your certainty.’ The captain let out a tired sigh before continuing. ‘As officers, the men expect you to lead them, not to pander to them. That is an art you must learn. You are not born to lead, whatever you may believe, and a privileged upbringing does not endow you with the qualities you’ll need if you are to succeed as an officer. In my company, I expect you to lead by example. To prove to the men that you are willing to share their discomfort and to fight as we expect them to fight. You do not learn to lead from a book. You do not learn it in the officers’ mess and you most certainly cannot purchase it. You learn it here. Here with your men.’


				Lieutenant Digby-Brown studied his new commander as the lecture ended. Now that the captain had finished speaking, he had turned away, suddenly awkward in front of his subalterns. Digby-Brown would have judged the new commander of the Light Company to be of an age close to his own twenty-four years. They were similar in build, both standing just short of six feet tall, but where Digby-Brown was fair-haired, pale-skinned and showed the benefits of a privileged upbringing in his portly build, the captain was dark and gaunt, his face hard, his eyes uncompromising and intense. The captain sported several days’ growth of beard. Digby-Brown would never dare to do the same. He struggled to grow even a pair of sideburns, his attempts at which, to his shame, were often thin and patchy. The Captain’s face was more often than not creased in a scowl, as if he were constantly irritated by what was going on around him. Digby-Brown knew he would have to try harder to understand his new officer.


				The Light Company had learnt little about the man behind the stern expression. It would take time to find out what he was like as a leader, to discover if he would prove a dynamic commander or a hopeless tyrant. The Russian army would be the harshest test of his talents and no amount of rhetoric would help when the men were called into action.


				The whole army was under intense scrutiny; advances in communication would keep the home audience fully informed of events in the campaign. The British public would soon find out how good their modern army really was.


				A fine rain started to fall as the men sullenly re-formed into company column and marched to join the main battalion. It soaked into the men’s red jackets and dark blue woollen trousers, adding to their discomfort and wearing away their last reserves of energy.


				Wearily the fusiliers trudged into the battalion’s assigned bivouac area on the wide, grassy plain a mile inland from the beach at Kalamata Bay. The rest of the battalion had got there before them and now lay sprawled on the ground, the men already exhausted, their physical condition pitiful after months languishing on transport ships or in the fever-inducing swamps at Varna.


				The captain of the Light Company buried his neck as far into his sodden greatcoat as he could while trying his best to ignore the rivulets of rainwater that dripped from the peak of his Albert shako. The stubby, six-inch plume on top of the shako drooped under the weight of the water it had absorbed, its green hue darkened to a grey-black.


				The dress uniform he had been ordered to wear showed the damage a day’s slog through sand and mud had inflicted. His greatcoat was splattered with filth and soaked by the incessant rain, and underneath, the gold of his shoulder epaulets was already tarnishing.


				 The Light Company’s new leader stood alone in the rain on a small island of grass in the sea of mud, enduring the discomfort as he watched his company fall out and prepare themselves for the night ahead. It would be spent in the open, with only the salted pork and hard biscuits in their improvised backpacks for nourishment, and brackish water in their canteen to drink. There was little prospect of a fire for warmth.


				A thin smile flittered across the captain’s face as he heard the first grumblings emerge from the grubby forms of his men, surprised that it had taken so long for the complaining to begin. As sure as dogs greet each other by sniffing arses, soldiers always follow a day’s work with a bout of whingeing; the soldiers’ right to grouse and grumble was inalienable.


				‘There you are! By God, what a damned awful day. How are your boys getting on?’


				The commander of the Light Company chose to turn his whole body to face the newcomer rather than turn at the neck and thus risk a waterfall of icy cold rainwater running down the back of his shirt. The diminutive figure of Captain Michael McCulloch strode towards him. McCulloch commanded the battalion’s 2nd Company and he had appointed himself the new captain’s friendly guardian.


				It was an honour the Light Company’s captain would have happily forgone. McCulloch was well known for his prissiness, especially with regard to standards of dress. Such pickiness irked the newly arrived captain, although it was the martinet‘s orderly who bore the brunt of his obsessive demands for perfection. Even now, after hours of slogging through rain and sand, McCulloch seemed to gleam, as if he had been buffed from head to toe.


				If McCulloch noticed the lack of an enthusiastic greeting from his fellow captain, he did not remark on it.


				‘I have got someone I would like you to meet. I know you have some absurd notion that you can manage without an orderly but by the look of that greatcoat, it is obvious to us all that you are deluding yourself. More importantly, the colonel agrees and so, as of this minute, he insists that you utilise the services of one of the men.’ McCulloch raised a hand immaculately clad in a tan kidskin glove to wave away the protest that he knew was about to emerge from the small gap between greatcoat and shako in front of him. ‘None of that. The colonel insists and that is that. So allow me introduce the man we, your fellow officers, have selected for you. He has been nagging us for this opportunity for ages now, more fool him.’ McCulloch turned to a figure wearily trudging towards them. ‘Keep up, Smith, for goodness sake. Now then, Fusilier Thomas Smith, meet your new lord and master,’ McCulloch gestured theatrically at his fellow captain, ‘Captain Arthur Sloames.’
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				The rain stopped shortly before dawn. It was small relief to the thousands of British soldiers who had spent the night trying to rest in the stinking quagmire that had formed around them. They were bereft of any comfort other than a single blanket each. Even the generals had to endure the pitiless storm without cover. The general commanding the Light Division, Sir George Brown, was forced to sleep with only an overturned cart for protection from the elements.


				Jack had given up trying to sleep long before the rain stopped, preferring instead to endure the misery of the night awake, waiting for the day to break, shivering through the cold and lonely hours. He looked in envy at the tumbled heaps of bodies spread around the muddy bog that had been assigned as the Light Company’s bivouac area. The fusiliers huddled together in small groups to keep warm, any desire for privacy overwhelmed by the bitter cold and the pervading damp.


				Jack well remembered what it was to sleep jumbled up with his messmates. He had never thought he would miss it but, as he sat, cold, wet, and alone, he was jealous of the small comfort the men obtained from their closeness.


				It had taken all of his courage to take Sloames’s uniform jacket from its peg and place it on his own shoulders. It felt as if it had doubled in weight, the responsibility and power it gave its wearer physically manifest in the bullion epaulets and gold buttons. The innkeeper had been all too willing to help dispose of Sloames’s body. He had quietly palmed the guineas and summoned a local undertaker content to take away the corpse of a dead orderly, the name of Jack Lark now buried along with the body of the officer he had served.


				Once he had taken those first, terrifying steps, everything had fallen into place. He had been accepted and brought into the fold of the regiment without so much as a murmur or raised eyebrow. There had been plenty of time to practise his deception, first at the fusiliers’ depot in Woolwich, then later on board the steamship during the long, tedious voyage to the East. By the time he had finally joined his new battalion he had become so accustomed to his new role that he occasionally forgot he was not truly the person he claimed to be.


				Yet the long journey to meet up with the battalion at its camp at Varna had done little to dull the pain of his loss. The circumstances of his departure festered in his soul, a canker he could not resist picking over, keeping the scab fresh and the wound painful. But he refused to give in to grief and bitterness. He vowed he would succeed in his deception to prove that Molly had not been wrong to choose him. He would show her just what he could achieve.


				The King’s Royal Fusiliers had never been a fashionable regiment. Very few members of the aristocracy would willingly choose to spend even a short part of their military career in such parsimonious company. Instead, the regiment was officered by the epaulet gentry, the sons of tradesmen, of clergymen or of small-town gentlemen, for whom their commission was their only evidence of respectability. In such company, Jack thrived, revelling in the deceit, the motley collection of fusilier officers never once suspecting that there was a charlatan among them. Jack grew in confidence with every week that passed. Now, months later, much to his surprise, his deception was still intact and he found himself facing the prospect of leading Sloames’s company to war. The trial of battle awaited him. Jack feared it would be a damn sight harder to fool the gods of war than it had been to pull the wool over the eyes of his brother officers.


				‘Coffee, sir?’


				Jack looked up to see his newly acquired orderly standing in front of him, holding out a chipped tin mug brimming with steaming coffee. Gratefully Jack took hold of the mug, luxuriating in its warmth.


				‘Thank you.’ Jack was sensitive to the nervousness of his new orderly and he was determined to make the man’s life as pleasant as possible. He sipped the scalding liquid, grimacing as the bitter coffee scoured the night sourness from his mouth. ‘Good coffee.’


				‘Have you got something you’d like me to knock up for your breakfast, sir?’ Smith kept his voice low lest he disturb any of the other men in the company who were still desperately trying to cling to the last moments of rest they would have that day.


				Jack smiled at the suggestion. ‘Only the same rancid salt pork and hard biscuit as you have, Tommy. You don’t have to worry about preparing anything for me. I plan to eat the same as you men, and, as you well know, even the finest chef at the Savoy could not make that foul offal taste any better. Unless you happen to have some juicy kidneys or some chops tucked away.’


				‘No, sir, I’m afraid I don’t have anything like that, more’s the pity.’


				The silence stretched uncomfortably between the two men, both feeling ill at ease with the stilted conversation. Smith swallowed and broke the uneasy silence.


				‘Is there anything else I can do for you instead, sir?’


				‘No, this coffee will have to suffice. Where did you get the beans from?’


				‘Captain McCulloch’s orderly ground some up this morning, sir. He’s the only one who has a roundshot and shell case with him. I hear the officers usually club together to buy enough beans to go around so I expect they’ll tap you up for some rhino soon enough, sir.’


				‘I am sure they will, most of them don’t have a silver sixpence between them.’ Jack smiled, hoping to break the awkwardness between the two of them. One very tangible benefit of impersonating Captain Arthur Sloames was the acquisition of his pocket book.


				The annual pay for an infantry captain was one hundred and six pounds a year. It sounded like a fortune to Jack but it was far short of the amount even an unmarried officer was required to pay for a year’s worth of mess bills, uniforms, weapons and the many other expenses an officer accrued. The bill for the privilege of serving the Queen was high. Some officers did manage to survive on their salary. These parsimonious men kept a very different style to those with private incomes, creating a two-tiered world in the officers’ mess. The army had class barriers just as strong and as impenetrable as in wider society.


				Jack forced his frozen joints into action, trying not to spill any of the precious coffee in the process. As he stood up the ground squelched obscenely under his feet and a puddle of water immediately formed around his mud-encrusted boots. His hand instinctively reached to the small of his back where painfully cramped muscles sent spasms of pain shooting down his legs. Backache was the bane of his life, inescapable and wearing, the legacy of a childhood spent heaving barrels of ale or shifting drunken bodies and made worse by the current damp and rain.


				Around him, the rest of the company was starting to stir even though reveille was still some time off. The first hardy souls began to emerge from their blankets, their breath condensing in front of their mouths as they yawned and stretched their aching limbs.


				‘Where are you from, Tommy?’ Jack was determined to find out about the man the battalion had foisted on to him. It was unheard of for an officer not to have an orderly but Jack had hitherto resisted all offers, hoping to be spared the intimate attentions of a servant. The idea of a having an orderly poked at his usually untroubled conscience.


				‘Kent, sir, a small place called Womenswold, not far from Dover.’


				‘I cannot say I have ever heard of it.’


				‘I doubt you would’ve, sir. There’s not much there, it’s a farming village, you see. Everyone works on the land.’


				Jack took in his orderly’s narrow shoulders and bony hands. He looked the archetypal British redcoat, if a little taller than average, with a height and build not much different to his own. Smith had an open, honest yet pinched face and a smattering of scars that revealed a childhood brush with smallpox. Jack’s new orderly looked more like the undernourished product of one of modern Britain’s overcrowed and polluted cities than a man raised in the fresh fields of the country, but Jack was not about to question another man’s past.


				‘So what made you take the Queen’s shilling?’ Jack asked as he stamped his feet in an attempt force his frozen circulation into action. ‘Was it some scandalous affair with a farmer’s wife? Or did you steal the local squire’s daughter and tumble her in a haystack?’


				Smith looked at his new officer, his face reddening, before he answered. ‘It was boredom, sir, plain and simple. There’s nothing so dull as farming. I wanted to do something, anything, to get out of that place. The life of a soldier just seemed so grand, sir. When I saw the colour party at the hopping fair, that was it. I just had to go.’


				‘Well, it seems to me like we both had the same idea. Let’s hope we both live long enough to enjoy the glory.’ Jack flung the last gritty liquid from his mug and handed it back to Smith. ‘Thank you for the coffee. If you can make a brew like that, in as Godforsaken a place as this, then I am sure we will get on fine.’


				‘I’m glad to hear it, sir. Do you think we’ll be in action soon?’


				‘I am certain of it. We certainly did not come all this way for a holiday. Although, judging by the number of travelling gentlemen on board ship, that is exactly what some people have in mind. There were even a number of women on board, although General Raglan forbade it. I heard a story that one lady married to an officer in the cavalry was smuggled aboard right under Lord Lucan’s nose.’


				‘Well, that doesn’t surprise me, sir. Old Lord Look-on couldn’t spot a doxy in a whorehouse.’


				The conversation was brought to an abrupt conclusion by the call of the first bugles sounding reveille.


				The call sounded muffled, the damp and chill in the air strangling the notes. This was the first time the bugle call had sounded on Russian soil, the raucous notes a challenge to the sleeping Russian bear.
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				The Light Company drilled alone. Since early that morning, they, along with the rest of the battalion, had been toiling in fatigue parties. The army was desperately trying to bring order out of the chaos of the landings that were still proceeding through a second day. When the battalion’s services were finally dispensed with, Jack had asked his colonel to give him leave to march his company a short distance from the battalion lines in an attempt to try to inject some much-needed vigour into the lacklustre fusiliers.


				Colonel James Morris cherished his battalion. He fussed over it like an over-proud parent and he had been delighted that his new Light Company commander showed such enthusiasm. With the colonel’s blessing, and despite the sullen protests of the exhausted company, Jack had marched his fusiliers half a mile inland, seeking space away from the prying and critical eyes of the battalion. They were by no means the most forward British troops and neither Jack nor the colonel had been concerned that the Light Company would be marching into any danger – complacency that Jack would soon bitterly regret.


				‘Captain Sloames, sir. Cossacks!’ Lieutenant Thomas could barely contain his excitement as he spotted the enemy troops on the crest of a ridge a thousand yards from where the Light Company was being drilled.


				The men of the company stopped in mid-evolution, looking up to stare with fascination as the Russian irregular cavalry fanned out, forming line along the ridge. Stories of Cossack ferocity had been the talk of the army for months, their reputation as hard, vicious fighters growing with each retelling. Now the Light Company was privileged to be some of the first British troops to see their foe in the flesh.


				‘Thank you, Mr Thomas. A little less excitement, if you please,’ Jack said with as much sangfroid as his racing heart would allow. ‘I’m sure they are just here to watch how well we can perform our drill and I’m equally sure they are as unimpressed as I am.’ Jack turned to face his company. ‘No one told you to stop. You look like frightened serving girls caught with their hands down the master’s trousers. Now, stand to attention and shoulder arms! Let us at least try to look like fusiliers. Sergeants, dress the ranks!’


				The Light Company brought their rifles to their shoulders at the command while the three sergeants hurried down the line, pushing at a man here, pulling at another there, to make sure the line was dressed and ordered. Jack strode ahead of the line and as he walked he opened the leather case that held his field glasses at his hip. Captain Sloames had never scrimped on his equipment and the field glasses were new; they still smelt of their protective oil. They were manufactured by Dollond of London, the best that Sloames could afford, and the heavy brass they were made of felt lumpy and cold in Jack’s hands as he extended the lenses.


				Jack took a deep breath as he focused on the Russian cavalry, both to settle his nerves and to steady his hands. He panned slowly down their line. The Light Company was being observed by half a Cossack sotnya, around fifty irregular cavalry armed with fearsome ten and a half foot long lances that rested on a leather strap attached to the right foot. The light glistened off the iron tips of the alarming weapons, and Jack’s shoulder blades twitched involuntarily as his imagination dwelt on the deadly purpose of the wickedly sharp blades.


				The Cossacks sat high in their saddles, feet above the belly of their horses which snorted and pawed at the tussocks of grass beneath their hooves. The men’s dress was loose and baggy, with a wide variety of different jackets. On their heads most wore a fur shako, often with a double pom-pom hanging to one side. The rest wore a motley array of differing headgear that served to enhance their foreign appearance.


				In addition to the terrible lances, Jack could see a sabre hanging at the side of every man and a mixture of muskets, carbines and pistols strapped to their horses’ saddles. The Cossacks were well armed and looking for trouble. It was dawning on Jack that his small command might just be the sort of target the Cossacks had been waiting for.


				Lieutenant Digby-Brown walked forward to join his captain. ‘They look a shabby crew. Are they truly Cossacks?’


				‘I believe so.’ Jack kept his field glasses trained on the enemy cavalry.


				Digby-Brown was trying his best to adjust to his commander’s curt and dismissive manner, even though it never failed to nettle him. It was obvious that in their short acquaintance his new captain had taken a dislike to him. Digby-Brown could not think with what justification Sloames had formed his poor opinion but he was certain the best way to proceed was to ignore the barbed remarks and prove his worth to his company commander.


				‘There’s about fifty of them, I would say, sir.’


				Jack ignored him, continuing to pan his field glasses slowly along the line of enemy cavalry.


				‘Yes, definitely fifty.’


				Jack’s mouth twitched in annoyance as his subaltern confirmed the obvious. ‘Are you of the opinion that I need assistance observing the enemy?’


				‘No, sir, of course not.’


				‘And do you think that I managed to make it all the way to the rank of captain without possessing the ability to count?’


				‘No, sir! I was trying—’


				‘Be quiet,’ Jack cut across him. ‘I can assure you, Lieutenant, that I am quite capable of counting the number of enemy troops without your damn interference.’


				Jack went back to studying the Cossacks, his thoughts in turmoil. By keeping the glasses pressed to his face, he could avoid giving any orders. Right now, that was a good thing, as he had no idea what he should do next. He felt the gaze of his men burning into the back of his scarlet coat as they watched and waited for his command. It was as if their expectation was a physical presence leaning down on him, its weight pressing on his shoulders.


				As he watched, the Cossacks started to move. Unlike the fusiliers, they moved fluidly and with confidence. Jack could not make out who was commanding the enemy troops. If there were any officers present then they were dressed in the same drab garb as their men, unlike their British counterparts who stood out against their troops like peacocks in a chicken coop. The left half of the Russian cavalry moved forward and down the slope, crossing obliquely in front of the right-hand troops and forming a new rank to its front. It was a calm demonstration of proficiency that was utterly chilling.


				Jack finally pulled his field glasses away from his face, the purposeful deployment of the enemy forcing him to act. His last glimpse of the Cossacks showed them to be lifting the foot of their lances from the leather stirrup that held it in place as they rode, positioning it under their right armpits and readying it for use.


				Jack turned to face his men, forcing himself to turn his back on the threat of fifty deadly lances. His throat felt constricted and dry so that he was forced to clear it noisily, despite knowing that it would make him appear nervous in front of the men.


				‘Company! Prepare to load!’


				The men stiffened, their bodies tensing as they readied themselves to load their newly issued Minié rifles.


				Like any rifle, the inside of the barrel was grooved. When fired, the conically shaped minié bullet deformed at the base, allowing it to engage the rifling whilst sealing in the power of the exploding charge. The spinning ball was said to be accurate to six hundred yards, but the soldiers maintained it would penetrate a soldier at double that distance, pass through his knapsack and still have enough force to strike down men in the ranks behind.


				The process of loading the rifle took around thirty seconds. Slower than the veterans of Waterloo could load their Brown Bess muskets, but the reduced rate of fire was more than made up for by the rifle’s vastly increased range, better accuracy, and the hitting power of the Minié balls themselves. A volley from a battalion armed with Minié rifles would devastate any opponent in a battle of musketry.


				‘Company! Load!’ Jack bellowed the command and the men reacted immediately. In a sequence of movements they had practised until it had become second nature, the men of the Light Company loaded their rifles. Their rifle butts hit the wet soil as one, each the regulation six inches in front of the soldier’s body. The weapon was held in the left hand while the right hand deftly extracted a cartridge from the ammunition bag. The top of the cartridge was bitten off and the powder poured down the rifle’s barrel, swiftly followed by the Minié ball.


				Their hands and arms moving in unison, the fusiliers whipped the ramrod out of the loops that held it suspended underneath the barrel and used it to ram the bullet down on to the powder. As soon as they had rammed it home, giving it two final taps to make sure it was resting on the powder, the ramrod was withdrawn and returned to its loops. The rifle’s butt was brought up from the ground to rest against the soldier’s right hip while a fresh percussion cap from the cap box on the front of his belt was fitted to the firelock.


				The two ranks of Cossack horsemen stood ominously still. The Light Company finished loading, the fusiliers now as primed for a fight as their weapons. The company was formed into two ranks with the three sergeants and two lieutenants making a third line three paces behind the second rank.


				Jack ordered the men to fix bayonets and then, with as calm a demeanour as he could muster, walked to his station on the right of the line. His men were in a precarious position. Sixty-three fusiliers, three sergeants and three officers were not much of a force but it had to be at least the equal of fifty mounted Cossacks. But Jack was not confident.


				Twice he cleared his throat to order the men to withdraw and twice the order died on his lips. Trying to withdraw in an orderly fashion whilst being harried by the best light cavalry in the Russian army would be a desperate affair. Jack could sense the men’s growing unease. They were starting to fidget. He knew they needed firm leadership to steady them. He tried to imagine what any of his former captains would have done. What the real Captain Sloames might have said to calm the men’s anxiety. The responsibility of command was more daunting than he could ever have imagined. His right hand gripped and re-gripped the hilt of his sword, his indecision infuriating and frightening in equal measure. He sensed the first man in the rear rank make a shuffling movement backwards. The tiny movement rippled through the ranks as if the men were gently stirring in the light breeze that blew inshore from the coast.


				The movement shamed him into action. If the men took it into their heads to run, they were all doomed. The Cossacks would pounce on them as soon as the tight formation broke up. On their own, the men would be slaughtered. He could not let that happen.


				He strode forward to stand in front of the company, the heels of his boots hitting the ground with such force that each step sent an explosion of water out of the ground.


				‘Stand fast!’ Jack demanded of his command, his eyes roving over the two ranks. ‘You are British fusiliers. Where is your goddamn pride?’ He raised his voice, challenging his men, hiding his lack of experience under a covering of anger.


				The few fusiliers who had been stalwart enough to meet his gaze dropped their eyes.


				‘We stand together and we face the enemy. We don’t show fear. We don’t show panic. We stand in silence and let them know they are facing the finest soldiers on this whole damn earth!’


				Jack turned to observe the enemy. His show of anger might have disguised his indecision but it did nothing to stop the Cossacks. They began to advance before his eyes, the line of horsemen moving forward as one.
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				The pit of Jack’s stomach lurched as he stared at the Cossack advance, transfixed by their control and discipline. The horses pulled at the bits in their mouths, sensing their riders’ quickening excitement, but the Cossacks kept them in check and the pace was steady. This would change soon enough, Jack knew, and if the Cossacks caught the company in line then the redcoats were dead men. The two-man deep formation was perfectly suited to blasting volleys of musketry at opposing infantry but against a cavalry charge it would be torn apart in a brief frenzy of bloody hacking.


				‘Sir!’ Digby-Brown arrived breathless at Jack’s side, the young officer’s face devoid of all colour. ‘Sir, we must retire. Sir!’


				Jack ignored him, his concentration focused on the Cossacks.


				‘Sir! I must insist that we retire!’ Digby-Brown was speaking in an icy whisper lest the nearest men hear his desperate plea. The need to maintain a facade of proper behaviour was deeply ingrained, despite the threat of fifty charging Russian Cossacks.


				‘There’s no time.’ Jack felt himself come to life. ‘We’ll form square.’


				‘Sir?’


				‘A square, damn you!’ Jack was desperately trying to remember all the conversations he had overheard in the officers’ mess, discussions on tactics that kept the battalion officers entertained for hours on end. He knew the evolutions of the drill itself inside out, the manoeuvres needed to move the company from one formation to another. But that was as a redcoat, a single cog in the complex machinery that was a British army battalion. It was not as an officer. No one told the men why they changed formation or why the drill had to be learnt so perfectly. The redcoats were only so many cattle blindly obedient to the commands they were given. Commands Jack would now have to give.


				‘Sir, I disagree. We must retire!’ Digby-Brown argued, his face ashen.


				‘No. There’s no time,’ Jack snapped. ‘We’ll form square and if they are foolish enough to attack then we’ll fight the bastards off.’


				The oath had come to Jack’s mouth unbidden, the stress of the moment revealing the cracks in the veneer of his imposture. An imposture that would end in the destruction of the company if the fusiliers did not form the protective square in very short order.


				The Cossack force split in two, each wing banking away from the Light Company with the grace of swallows turning on the breeze. Jack twisted his head from side to side, desperately trying to watch the movements of both groups of Cossacks at the same time. The Russian riders were curving back towards the fusiliers’ thin red line. Deftly and without audible words of command they had changed the direction of their attack and were now closing in fast against the Light Company’s exposed flanks.


				‘Form the rallying square!’ Jack bellowed at his men. The fusiliers looked at each other in silent terror but countless hours of incessant training had buried their instincts deep and, despite their panic, the men reacted to the command.


				The square was the only defence that could provide protection against the charging cavalry. The fusiliers needed to form a wall of bayonets round the company and force the Russian horses to veer away.


				The three sergeants screamed themselves hoarse, pulling the ranks together. The square started to emerge.


				The Cossacks were horribly close.


				‘Prepare to resist cavalry!’ Jack yelled, readying the men to fire even as they still jostled with each other to form the walls. The soldiers on the outermost wall of the square squatted on the ground, the butts of their rifles jammed into the soil. Their position was the most terrifying, forced to sit and wait for the enemy to close, without being able to fire back. Yet their bayonets were what would hold the enemy at bay, for no horse would be willing to charge the ring of steel no matter how hard their riders urged them on.


				Those men still standing raised their rifles. The formation was ragged but it would have to suffice.


				The Cossacks thundered towards the huddle of redcoats. To Jack they resembled a locomotive moving at full speed, the noise and the power of the charge seemingly irresistible. Yet his men stood their ground, defiant in the face of their terror, standing firm when lesser men would have run screaming for their lives.


				‘Independent firing, at one hundred yards.’ Jack’s voice cracked with tension. It was not meant to be like this. He was about to fight for the first time yet there was none of the glory that his former master had dreamt of. This was nothing save a squalid, meaningless skirmish which would quickly be forgotten, lost in the annals of the huge campaign that would surely see bigger, more important battles.


				‘Ready! Commence firing!’


				This was the command to begin firing at the enemy. The rough square erupted in a drawn-out ripple of gunfire. The disordered formation forced the men to fire independently, denying them the effectiveness of devastating volleys.


				The ragged square was immediately smothered in a foul-smelling cloud of smoke that flickered with the flash of rifles firing as more men opened up on the Cossacks.


				Jack’s fear had been banished with the blast of the first rifle. Nothing mattered now that the fight had started. He caught glimpses of the Cossacks through the smoke. His eyes were watering and the noxious smell of rotten eggs filled his nostrils but he could see that the rifle fire had emptied at least half a dozen saddles and left three horses heaped on the ground, their hooves drumming in pitiful frustration as the valiant animals still tried to respond to the urge to gallop. More riders fell as they swerved round the square and fusiliers snapped off a shot at them.


				Jack got the briefest impression of the Cossacks thundering by, a fleeting glimpse of bearded faces set in a vicious snarl of impotent anger as the redcoats stood firm.


				‘Cease firing! Reload!’ he commanded. The Cossacks were turning, bringing their dreadful lances back towards the huddle of redcoats.


				Rifle butts thumped in the ground as the fusiliers began the ritual of reloading their weapons. Jack looked around at his men, his heart hammering in his chest as he willed them to load faster. His own weapon, a revolver, hung at his hip, its chambers empty. It was another mistake, another oversight that he would never allow to happen again. Never again would he be so ill prepared for a fight.
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				‘Prepare to resist cavalry.’


				The second rank of riders were discarding their lances, tossing them carelessly to the ground and drawing their firearms. The Cossacks had clearly expected the redcoats to break and run as the line of powerful horses bore down on them. The Cossacks had turned fast, their even ranks as precise as when they first charged. The gaps in their formation had been closed and their files were ordered, as if not a single rider had been knocked from the saddle. The cloud of rifle smoke had dispersed enough to give Jack a good sight of the enemy.


				Without command the front rank of cavalry surged forward.


				Jack stood in the centre of the square, his attention focused on the enemy. He was aware of his men moving around him, the sergeants pulling at the ranks to force the men into a better formation, closing the gaps in the wall of bayonets, their industrious bustle steadying the men as they watched the Cossacks charge for a second time. He could sense his men’s resolve, their determination hardening as they realised they had survived the first desperate moments of the fight. Jack was beginning to understand the confusion that swirled around him, making sense out of the chaos. His heartbeat slowed as he felt his confidence build. If the fusiliers stood firm then the Cossacks were powerless to touch them.


				‘Commence firing!’ Jack ordered, his body flinching as the fusiliers discharged another storm of shot towards the Cossacks.


				This time Jack was prepared for the thick, pungent smoke and he turned on the spot, looking for a gap in the smog so he could watch the Cossacks thundering past in a repeat of their opening charge.


				He saw nothing but open plain. He twisted back round, pushing himself to the front of the side of the square that had faced the charging Cossacks, using of his elbows to force a passage in the tightly packed ranks.


				The redcoats’ fire had been dreadfully effective, killing men and animals with cruel abandon as the heavy bullets punched through flesh and bone. The front rank of Cossacks had borne the brunt of the punishment, screening the second rank of horsemen who now rode forward with calculated steadiness, each rider clutching a firearm.


				‘Jesus Christ!’ Jack swore aloud as he realised what was about to happen. Instead of being safe in their tight ranks, the redcoats were suddenly staring at death. When the second line of Cossacks closed the range, their firearms would not be able to miss the packed ranks, every enemy bullet would find flesh.


				‘Stand firm and reload,’ Jack ordered, his heart contracting in horror as he waited for the inevitable. He caught Digby-Brown’s eye and saw the same terror reflected in his expression.


				The first line of Cossacks swung round, splitting into two groups that would attack the corners of the square, the weakest points in its formation. This time they would close slowly and use the long reach of their lances to stab down on the fusiliers.


				‘Reload!’ Jack screamed. ‘Faster, damn you!’ The redcoats worked furiously, careless of skinning their knuckles on their bayonets, desperate to reload and drive the enemy away before they unleashed a storm of bullets of their own.


				As every second crawled by, the fusiliers got closer to being able to fire once more. Jack could not fathom the Cossacks’ lack of fire. At any second he expected to feel his flesh being ripped apart yet still the Cossacks did not fire.


				As the cloud of smoke from the fusiliers’ volleys was dispersed by the freshening wind, Jack stopped screaming at his men and gaped.


				The Cossacks had gone.


				The Light Company stood in silence, the tension still swirling through the men. It took several long moments for the fusiliers’ fingers to relax their grip on the trigger, a few seconds longer for the men to remember to breathe.


				Jack moved first, pushing through the shaken redcoats to stare at the Cossacks disappearing over the crest of the slope.


				‘The bastards.’ He was barely capable of coherent thought, such was the feeling of relief coursing through him.


				His two lieutenants came staggering out of the company to join him, the same mix of disbelief, astonishment, and relief etched on their ashen faces.


				Lieutenant Thomas spoke first. ‘What in the name of God was all that about?’


				‘God is the right person to ask.’ Jack took a deep breath to steady his nerves. ‘I don’t have a bloody clue.’


				‘Were they testing us?’


				‘Who knows?’ replied Jack.


				Lieutenant Thomas struggled to cope with the wave of emotion coursing through him. ‘Thank God.’


				‘Thank God indeed,’ Digby-Brown echoed with a withering glare at his captain.


				‘But why do it?’ Thomas asked, his face now flushed with a rush of blood. ‘Why did they not press home the attack?’


				‘I rather think those fellows over there might have had something to do with it.’ Digby-Brown waved his hand to the south.


				Jack looked up and immediately saw what Digby-Brown meant.


				To the south, a full squadron of green-jacketed horsemen and a column of blue-jacketed troops flowed across the plain.


				The French army had arrived.


				The old enemy, Britain’s most constant foe, the Crapauds, had rescued the Light Company.


				The French cavalry galloped past, clods of earth thrown into the air, the ground drumming with the staccato rhythm of the fast-moving horses. The Cossacks rode away, driven from the field by the superior numbers of French cavalry whose bright yellow facings and gleaming sabres added a touch of gaudiness to the miserable scene. Two companies of French infantry manoeuvred to take station on the Light Company’s right flank.


				Jack’s men began to deal with the aftermath of the fight, scraping shallow graves for the bodies of the Cossacks that had fallen. They paid little attention to their allies. The fusiliers worked in bitter silence, the grotesque evidence of the power of their Minié rifles shocking the inexperienced soldiers.


				Their rescuers were no ordinary French soldiers but the French elite, the Zouaves. Originally formed of Algerian troops, the battalions of the Zouaves had become something of a legend. The French authorities might have replaced the original colonial soldiers with true-blooded Frenchmen, but the regiment’s reputation remained, as did their colourful uniforms. From their deep red, baggy trousers to the elaborate gold embroidery on their dark blue jackets, they looked as foreign as their name implied. A red fez perched elegantly on their heads, and bright white gaiters round their ankles completed their spectacular attire.


				A French officer strode forward jauntily, a smile spread wide under his thick black moustache. He wore a longer and more traditionally cut dark blue jacket with gold-braided cuffs and epaulets, his red trousers were less baggy, with a thick blue stripe running down the seam, and a kepi replaced the more exotic fez; he looked a great deal less outlandish than the soldiers he commanded.


				‘A very good afternoon to you, gentlemen,’ the French officer called out to Jack and his two lieutenants. ‘I must apologise for our rude interruption. I rather think we spoiled your fun, no?’ The French officer’s English was impeccable and bore only a hint of an accent.


				Jack was in no mood to be sociable. His indecision when the Cossacks first charged stung his pride. He should have had the men form a square earlier, his tardy orders had placed the company in danger when a more resolute and disciplined response would most likely have deterred the Cossacks from charging. His mistakes had nearly cost his men dear.


				‘You must excuse me, my manners are terrible.’ The French officer pronounced the last word in the French way and Jack’s mouth tightened with dislike. The French officer’s own expression hardened, his eyes never once wavering from Jack’s belligerent glare.


				‘I should introduce myself. My name is Octave Marsaud.’ The Frenchman smiled, an expression that sat well on his battered face but which did not reach his hard, pale-blue eyes. His face was lean, a large Romanesque nose dominating his features. A thin scar ran down one side of his jaw and another smaller one flecked the cheek on the opposite side of his face. He looked as hard and as tough as his men. ‘I have the honour of being a captain in His Majesty’s First Battalion of Zouaves.’


				Both British lieutenants inclined their heads at the Frenchman’s introduction, acknowledging his words as if they were meeting in more dignified surroundings than a muddy Crimean field.


				‘Sloames. Light Company, King’s Royal Fusiliers.’ Jack kept his introduction short. ‘Lieutenants Digby-Brown and Thomas.’ He gave the briefest of nods towards his two subalterns as he introduced them.


				Marsaud smiled politely. ‘Those Cossack bastards. They think they can do whatever they like. I am sorry my appearance drove them away. I should have liked a fight. We have had enough of all this bloody waiting.’ The Frenchman smiled wolfishly.


				‘Indeed.’ Jack kept his reply non-committal, wanting the conversation over as fast as possible.


				‘You do not sound convinced, monsieur.’ Marsaud’s hard eyes bored into Jack’s.


				‘Is there ever a good time to fight?’ The battle was too fresh to be casually dismissed.


				‘Of course! But you only fight when you know you can win.’ Jack heard the censure in the Frenchman’s words; the experienced officer was admonishing the British captain’s performance in the face of the charging Cossacks.


				‘We are British soldiers. We always win.’


				Marsaud smiled wryly at the bold claim. ‘You British. If God had given you brains then you would be truly dangerous.’


				Jack let the comment pass. Another Zouave officer was standing, hands on hips, glaring in their direction, his hostility obvious even from a hundred yards away. Jack nodded towards him. ‘I do not think your chum over there is pleased to see you fraternising with the enemy.’


				Marsaud looked across and snorted as he spotted his fellow captain’s posture.


				‘Do not concern yourself with Saint-Andre. He hates the British. One grandfather died at Waterloo, the other at Talavera. He was taught to hate you rosbifs since the day he was born.’ With a final bow, the French captain took his leave of the British officers and walked back to his men. Jack let him go, his thoughts returning once more to the disaster the Zouaves had prevented.


				In a matter of days, the company was certain to face the Russian army. They could not always rely on the timely intervention of an ally to save them from destruction. They would have to depend on their officers to do that. Jack was painfully aware that his fusiliers would have little confidence left in their officer’s ability.


				The knowledge humbled him. He had stolen a life and a rank that was not rightly his and his lack of experience had nearly cost his men their lives.
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				Jack left the dismissal of the Light Company to Digby-Brown. He had borne the men’s despondency like a shackle round his neck during the weary trudge back to the battalion lines. The fusiliers had marched in a sullen silence, the confrontation with the Cossacks leaving them in no doubt about their captain’s ability to command them in battle. Indecision cost lives, their lives. It was unforgivable.


				The Cossacks had outmanoeuvred the Light Company with the ease of a vicious child plucking the legs from a captured spider. Jack’s arrogant self-belief that he could lead a company into battle had brought him to this place. At the very first opportunity, he had shown himself to be completely lacking in any of the skills needed for such a task. He truly was a fraud.


				‘Ah, Captain Sloames!’ Captain McCulloch spied his fellow company commander and called cheerily out in greeting.


				Jack was too despondent and too weary to reply, so he simply pulled his greatcoat tighter round his body and waited to see what McCulloch wanted. He did not have to wait long to find out, as McCulloch’s short legs propelled their owner across the muddy ground.


				‘Captain Sloames? Ah good, it is you. Bad news, I’m afraid. Still no tents! I cannot think what the commissariat is playing at. But still, no croaking, what? No one likes to hear a fellow griping on. We shall just have to make the best of it.’


				Jack took in the news. No tents meant another night spent in the open, enduring whatever foul weather came their way. It was not news to lift his spirits.


				‘However,’ McCulloch continued when it became clear that Jack was not going to respond, ‘we are told to expect a draft from the second battalion. Apparently they were meant to meet up with us back at Varna but, like most things, the army managed to lose them for a while.’


				‘How many men?’ Jack’s interest awoke at the news of reinforcements.


				‘I have not heard the exact details. Are you short?’


				‘Of course. But who isn’t? I don’t think there is a single company that is up to strength.’


				‘Well, let us hope the draft is not just made up of raw recruits.’ McCulloch rapped Jack’s arm with the kidskin gloves he carried in one hand to emphasise the point. ‘So I hear your company was in action.’ He tried to steer the conversation towards the real reason he had sought out the Light Company’s commander.


				Jack’s brow furrowed. He was not surprised the news was already racing around the battalion. It was the first skirmish of the campaign and would be the talk of the brigade if not of the whole army.


				‘The battalion will be quite famous. We are the first to fight.’


				‘It wasn’t much of a fight. We formed square and drove them off.’ Jack was uncomfortable discussing the day’s events.


				‘The company fought well from what I hear.’


				Jack grunted in reply, refusing to be drawn.


				McCulloch took the lack of reply as a rebuke. ‘Apologies. One mustn’t harp on about such things. So let us hope the draft brings us fresh blood.’ He hid his disappointment well.


				‘Indeed.’ Jack struggled to shake off his apathy. ‘I could use a new colour-sergeant. Mine went down with the cholera before I even had a chance to meet him.’


				‘Lieutenant Flowers did not say if there would be any such specimens in the draft, but you may be fortunate.’ McCulloch looked up as a few fat raindrops started to fall from the gloomy sky. ‘We could all use some luck.’


				Jack could not have agreed more. As he took his leave of McCulloch, the heavens opened. Jack sloshed his way through the muddy quagmire underfoot, lost in a gloom that soaked his soul in misery more thoroughly than the deluge could soak his bedraggled greatcoat. He prayed the new draft contained an experienced sergeant, a veteran soldier he could rely on to prop up his faltering authority. Jack knew he needed assistance if he was to bring his company through the battles that surely lay ahead.


				Jack shivered in the damp mist that heralded the arrival of dawn. A watery sun was rising slowly, ending another night of ceaseless discomfort and misery. The long and wretched hours of darkness had left them all weary, draining their already feeble reserves of strength. Jack, like his men, faced the dawn chilled to the bone, mud-splattered and clammy, his body fatigued and aching.


				As soon as the battalion stood down, Jack ordered Digby-Brown to organise the men into the necessary working parties ready for the quartermaster’s instructions. Then, leaving his senior subaltern to manage things by himself, Jack squelched his way through the mud in search of Lieutenant Flowers, the battalion’s harassed adjutant.


				Jack found Flowers perched on an ammunition crate, wrestling with three thick, black leather ledgers which Jack recognised as the company returns. It was a risk approaching the adjutant. Jack was well behind in the mountain of paperwork that the army expected him to keep up to date; his basic numeracy skills and dubious handwriting forced him to rely on his lieutenants to maintain the company accounts. He was not alone in his unwillingness to tackle the ledgers, many of his fellow captains put a great amount of effort into avoiding coming into contact with the thick black books.


				This state of affairs drove Flowers to distraction. The staff officers at brigade headquarters perpetually harassed him for correctly completed returns, which he could only provide with properly kept company ledgers. It was a never-ending battle between himself and the captains that Flowers knew he would never win. Nevertheless, the resourceful lieutenant did his best, and he would try any means to ensure some of the record-keeping was at least partially completed. The result was that any request made of the adjutant came at a price, a quid pro quo arrangement that had to be carefully negotiated.
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