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  The faces of the men were like stone. They looked bleakly across the heights above Sebastopol. Some of them were indeed only boys, a few as young as ten years. Their eyes appeared to have retreated deep inside their heads, and were empty of any expression but the nursing of a nagging, relentless misery. Those in trenches lay in thick mud, their brittle hands clamped to rifles wrapped around with stiff rags. Those in the lines behind, awaiting duty, were only marginally drier and warmer.


  The soldiers stared keenly at the party of six saboteurs returning from a mission in Sebastopol. This small group had just passed through the outer picquets. They looked well-clothed in fur coats, fur hats and good thick leather boots. On the surface of things, they seemed men to be envied. They appeared to have the freedom to roam at will. In the middle of a Russian winter, in the middle of a foreign war, they did indeed seem kings compared with their fellow soldiers.


  ‘Keep up, Yorwarth,’ growled the tall leader of this group. ‘You’ve been lagging all morning.’


  Fancy Jack Crossman, seconded sergeant from the 88th Connaught Rangers, was the first to cross the line of British trenches, followed in single file by Lance-Corporals Peterson and Wynter, Private Yorwarth from the Australia colonies, a civilian barber named Gwilliams, and finally, taking up the rear as always, a Turkish irregular, Yusuf Ali. Every man kept his head low as there were always Russian sharpshooters ready to take it off his shoulders.


  ‘Yes, keep up, Yorwarth,’ said Lance-Corporal Wynter, ‘don’t dawdle!’


  Wynter’s tone was sarcastic. The words were aimed at his sergeant and not the named man. Wynter was exhausted and he felt everyone in the group had the right to lag behind if they felt so inclined. Wynter was belligerent and nasty but, when it came to comfort and survival, often ingenious. Most recently he had cut a hole in a large thick woollen sock and pulled it over his head. The hole revealed only a small circle of face, allowing the wearer to see and breathe freely. What remained of the sock kept the rest of his head and neck warm. Others, seeing this invention, had followed his example with great alacrity. Now what he had begun in Balaclava was all the fashion in the Heights.


  As they passed a group of rag-bag soldiers, a young subaltern jumped in front of Crossman and made noises like a duck.


  ‘Quack, quack, quack, quack.’


  Crossman glared at the officer, who continued to grin into his face and make farmyard noises. A corporal came up and put his arm around the subaltern’s shoulders, gently steering him out of Crossman’s path, as a mother might do a bothersome child. He then turned to Crossman and tapped his own temple with his forefinger in explanation.


  ‘Sorry, chum,’ he said. ‘Touched. Lost most of his men in a night raid. Came back like that.’


  Crossman nodded, realizing. ‘That’s all right, corporal.’


  A tower was chiming a recognizable tune nearby. Guns were booming along the allied lines and from the distant fortifications of the besieged Sebastopol came dull thumps blanketed by the winter mist. The temperature today was not the sword-sharp cold of some mornings, when the freezing winds came down from the steppes and sliced through shivering under-protected bodies. It was a damp stony cold which crept deep into men’s bones, awakened painful agues and aches, and was unbearably persistent.


  Crossman was not without feelings, even though this war, run it seemed by incompetent commanders, had done its best to drive them out of him. As he passed one regiment he saw that many of the soldiers had cut the sleeves from the greatcoats of dead men and had stuffed them with straw to use as leggings. He pitied their poverty. They had hay and straw bolstering their now brick-coloured tunics, which time had worn thin and filled with holes. With the cold and the shortage of water no one washed any more. Everyone had lice and fungus complaints.


  Officers were almost indistinguishable from rank and file. Lace and gold trimming had completely vanished from one officer’s uniform as he stood with arms folded, shivering under a ragged turban he had obviously bartered from a Tartar or a Turk. Most of the boots were cracked and split. Cavalry troopers had missing spurs, or none at all. Facings were unrecognizable: their former hues had been bleached, drained from them, dirtied, until they were either colourless or some brownish shade with no meaning or purpose any longer.


  Crossman’s thoughts were on this subject many an hour. Something had to be done about the unforgivable lack of warm clothing. Supply ships had been lost in storms, the Commissariat was unyielding in its passion for paperwork which delayed further shipments, the opening of stores already in the Crimea, and the distribution of badly-needed replacement uniforms, most of which had been worn constantly since leaving Britain over a year ago.


  How can we continue in this manner, he thought, allowing men to die for want of a pair of socks? It was almost as bad as that. These terrible conditions were exacerbated by the total absence of wood for fires. Not only was the army underclothed, it could not keep itself dry and warm. With command of the Black Sea the British Navy could have shipped in cordwood from the Mediterranean. Two or three shiploads could have kept the army in fires for the whole winter! Yet nothing was done, despite the protestations of junior officers, and some senior ones.


  To cap it all, there was the lack of shelter. Worn, torn and leaking tents from another era were in most cases the only cover for most of the British troops. There were supposed to be replacements around, but where were they? And would they ever be released?


  None of this applied to the French, who had erected huts, had good supply lines and who ate hot food. It was a pity Lord Raglan disliked his French allies so much, or he could have taken something from their example. The French might well have been on a Riviera holiday, compared with the British, who were in Hell.


  Most British officers, as well as their men, would have agreed that the war was being managed by fools. Yet battles were being fought and won, against massive odds, and possibly for the first time junior officers, NCOs and private soldiers were taking the initiative. They had had to, for it was missing from headquarters. More than one soldier grieved the passing of a commander-in-chief like Lord Wellington. Happily it seems to be a fact of army life that whenever there is gross incompetence at the top ingenuity rises up from the bottom to counter it.


  The six returning saboteurs were billeted in a hovel in Kadikoi, a small village just north of Balaclava. This area had now been populated by sutlers. They were in the main itinerant merchants, traders, riffraff, gentlemen travellers and sightseers (though not so many of those since the weather had turned bad), oxen handlers, camel owners, several prostitutes and their masters, entertainers, anyone in fact hoping to make a penny out of a war in stalemate. Along with these there were the usual camp followers – wives and others – who trailed after an army on campaign. The collection of makeshift stalls and huts set up by Greeks, Egyptians, Bulgars, Tartars, and a score of other nationalities was known amongst the troops as Vanity Fair – or Donnybrook to the Irish – and if there was any small coin left out of one’s meagre army pay, and that soldier was prepared to trudge along the trammelled and troughed track over the Col, it could be spent here on food and drink, whatever. Prices were high though, and money was scarce. It was a long way to go to be screwed out of hard-earned tuppences for the sake of a weak beer and unleavened bread.


  Some of the stall owners greeted the six, especially Wynter, who was well known to several of the young and old whores prepared to freeze their nether regions for a ha’penny.


  ‘Hey, Harry-boy, you come see Mary tonight, yes?’


  ‘I’ll be there, sweetheart,’ answered Wynter. ‘You keep the blanket warm for me.’


  Lance-Corporal Peterson spat on the ground in front of Wynter.


  ‘I wonder it don’t break off, like an icicle,’ she observed, nodding down.


  Wynter rose to the bait. ‘At least I’ve got one to break off,’ he snorted. ‘That’s your trouble. You wanted to be a man and you ain’t. If you was, you’d know it’s worth a bit of cold.’


  ‘At least I’m not wasting away, like you men.’


  Most the six had lost weight over the last several months: Peterson alone had filled out. When she had first joined Crossman’s peloton she had been a skinny young maiden disguised as a youth, a brilliant sharpshooter but with little else to offer. Most of those close to her now knew her secret, but two of her superiors, Crossman and Major Lovelace, were prepared to overlook it, she having proved her worth. The third, a Lieutenant Pirce-Smith, was new to the world of the spy and saboteur. He was so far ignorant, and kept this way.


  Now Peterson had become a burly woman, her beardless chin and cheeks standing out among the hirsute faces of her companions, her small bosom, squashed almost flat by a now extra-tight coatee, normally hidden by the voluminous fur coat she had acquired. Why she put on weight was a mystery to herself and others, since she ate the same fare and underwent the same exercise. It was one of those quirks of nature. Wynter put it down to the selfishness of the female gender. He said she grew large by drawing on the fat of her fellow soldiers, somehow, by the use of Eastern magic.


  ‘You’re workin’ us!’ he accused her. ‘You bought somethin’ from some Afghani faker. I bet you’ve got a monkey’s paw stuck in your haversack. I’m watching you, Peterson.’


  Peterson was no longer overawed by soldiers like Wynter, a conniving, cunning and essentially lazy man who had to be spurred into action, but once there was a crafty and useful tool for Crossman. Once upon a time she had hated men, having tried to make her living as a female carpenter in civilian life, but driven out by the prejudices and stupidity of males who saw their livelihood threatened and their territory being invaded by a wench. Now she simply despised most of them. Major Lovelace she treated as a god, but with the distant reverence of a polite member of a religious group, someone who was not so much a believer as a person willing to go along with others for the sake of being a member. In Fancy Jack Crossman she recognized a man who was prepared to accept her for what she could do rather than for what she was. She admired his sense of fairness, expediency and his powers of leadership.


  But for the most part she considered herself better than most men, tougher in spirit, stronger in endurance and stamina, more able to withstand hardships and cold, certainly more able with a weapon, and only on occasion lacking slightly in the physical strength needed to lift a cannon out of a rut, or overcome an enemy with her bare hands alone. At such times she would rather die than look to a man for assistance. So far she had managed to escape having to haul cannons and she was never without a knife to hand.


  ‘It’s not a monkey’s paw,’ she told Wynter this time, as they entered the hovel. ‘It’s the Hand of Fatima. I’ve got it hidden. Soon you’ll be nothing but a walking skeleton, rattling along, all loose bones. It’s the power of the curse, Wynter, you poor fool.’


  Wynter stopped short, so that Yorwarth ran into the back of him. They clashed heads. Yorwarth growled, ‘Watch it, you sorry arse,’ but, pushed on by the man behind, tramped to his cot in the corner of the room.


  The reason Wynter was disturbed was because he had only been joking, or half-joking, but Peterson’s words had a ring of authenticity about them. Wynter had heard the phrase before, from the lips of Egyptian stall owners who sold slim pancakes they called ‘Fatima’s Fingers’. The Hand of Fatima and the Evil Eye had been imported to the Crimea by Moslem immigrants. The phrases were not understood by the British soldiers, and subsequently remained boxed in mystery and dusted with menace. Peterson’s words were enough to send an icy streak down the back of the sock-headed Wynter, who was superstitious and believed in ghosts, magic and all other mysteries of life and death.


  ‘That ain’t legal,’ whined Wynter at Peterson, pulling off his tight headgear with difficulty. ‘I’ll see the general. You can’t use gypsy curses in the army.’


  ‘You’ll see no one,’ said Crossman. He sniffed. ‘When are you going to take a wash, Wynter? Look, you’re dropping fleas.’


  ‘We all stink, why does everyone pick on me? Everyone picks on me. You can’t use curses like that. It ain’t legal. I’ll . . .’ He changed his mind on meeting Crossman’s eye. ‘I’ll do somethin’ of my own. I’ll use my pet rat on you. You wait, Peterson. You won’t be able to go to sleep peaceful in your cot.’


  ‘That’s right, get a rat to do a rat’s work,’ said Gwilliams, coming in last but one. ‘That’s right. Anyway, we ate your rat before we went out – remember?’


  Wynter remembered. They had run short of meat and Gwilliams had cut the head off the rat Wynter had tamed and roasted it. Fury rose in his breast, for the indifference shown to himself and the lack of mercy shown his rat.


  ‘An’ you can shut up, too. That rat was my property. You stole my property, you did. Bloody Yankee-doodles. Bloody civilians. Everyone picks on me. Who’s next, eh? Who’s next?’


  The last to come through the doorway was Yusuf Ali, a man so formidable in physical appearance, being large, rotund, but without an ounce of fat on his powerful frame, further moist words dried to dust in Wynter’s mouth. He had once seen a seemingly unarmed Ali slit a man’s throat in a split second, the killing stroke visible only by the flash of the knife which had appeared from nowhere, and subsequently disappeared after being wiped on the dying man’s chest, before he hit the ground. In some lights Ali might be mistaken for a jolly uncle in colourful waistcoats, pantaloons and floppy boots. In others for the heartless demon of the lamp. Wynter was terrified of him and turned without another word, to throw himself onto the cot he now shared with Gwilliams, they both being spare, wiry men and beds being short in the hovel.


  Jack Crossman went straight away up the uneven stone stairs to the room above, where he knew he would find Major Lovelace. The major was sitting on the edge of his timber-frame bed trimming his beard. In contrast to some of the less fortunate officers at the Crimea, the major was clean, smart and well-fed. He was not, however, one of the princely group who had more money than was good for them. He was not one of those whom Crossman despised for their thoughtlessness and arrogance.


  Those were officers who had hampers sent from England, taking up hold space on ships which should have been carrying the much needed supplies. Those with chests full of dress uniforms, civilian shooting suits, Runciman boots, black dancing pumps. Those who stepped out of a Sunday morning in tweeds, going for a brisk walk over the Russian landscape with hardly a care in the world, almost as if they were on their family estate back in Britain.


  Some of them even imported their eccentricities. One habitually wore a fez and carried a walking stick.


  Major Lovelace, though possessing a normal young man’s vanity, was not a popinjay. He was dedicated to the gathering of information and the surreptitious destruction of the enemy’s property. In order to carry out such work he often had to resemble a Tartar workman or farm hand. Off duty, he liked to be clean and reasonably smart.


  Lovelace looked up from admiring himself in his mirror.


  ‘Well, how did it go?’


  ‘We destroyed a small arsenal in Star Fort. You must have heard it go up?’ The two men were on familiar terms for a lowly sergeant and a field officer. It was not due to the fact that they had both attended Harrow which was responsible for this, but because the intimate, devious and insidious nature of their work made a detached and formal relationship impossible.


  Lovelace smiled. ‘I think we heard something, amongst the boom and blast of cannon and mortar.’


  ‘Sorry, I forgot there was a bombardment today. Yes, you’re right, the explosion would have been just another bang from here. Well, we did it all right. No one left behind, either. Look,’ for a moment he almost called Lovelace by his Christian name, but then stopped short of this leap towards unthinkable familiarity, ‘can I speak to you about a problem?’


  ‘Of course,’ Lovelace put down his scissors, ‘that’s what I’m here for.’


  ‘I don’t like having this man Gwilliams in the peloton.’


  ‘What’s wrong with him?’


  ‘Where do I start? He’s an American . . .’


  ‘He says he’s Canadian. Says he’s spent a lot of time below the border, in the west, but he has Canadian citizenship. That makes him loyal to the queen. Anyway, you’re not prejudiced against Americans, are you? You seem to like that correspondent for the New York Banner. Jarrard.’


  ‘I know an American accent when I hear one. He didn’t just pick that up while he was travelling. He’s American. He’s a civilian. I’m not prejudiced against any man’s nation. And Rupert Jarrard’s different: I don’t have to take him out into the field.’


  ‘Gwilliams was a corporal in the Canadian marines. He’s got his discharge papers to prove it. Now he’s one of the official army barbers. You know Colonel Hawke proposed him for our merry band of saboteurs? He said a barber must be good with a razor,’ he drew the blunt edge of the one in his hand across his throat, ‘and that will make him invaluable on assassination missions, now that our Irish-Indian Thug, Clancy, has unhappily drowned himself and taken his skill with the knotted cord to his watery grave with him.’


  Crossman realised this man Gwilliams told different stories to different people.


  ‘That may be so, sir,’ Crossman was growing frustrated, ‘but Gwilliams is not in the marines now. I have no control over him. Oh, he hasn’t done anything terrible yet, but I don’t want to find myself in a position in an emergency where I need instant and immediate response to an order only to have him blow a wet raspberry at me. The man’s positively menacing. And he upsets the others with his continual bragging about the famous characters he’s supposed to have shaved – Kit Carson, Henry Wells and Bat Robertson.’


  Lovelace’s eyes opened wide. ‘Never heard of any of them, myself. Who on earth is Bat? Does he play cricket? Or does he clear belfries of flying vermin?’


  ‘Neither. He was a criminal and is now what they term a lawman – and, I understand, well known to citizens of several isolated settlements of the American hinterland. Kit Carson was an army scout whose exploits caught the imagination of the ordinary populace. Henry Wells is the main founder of a new and rapidly growing stagecoach line which links the continental towns of North America. You would have to read some of these pamphlets Gwilliams waves under everyone’s noses. They have titles like The Cowardly Killers of Sheriff Dan Skerrit and Who Shot Black Jake of Cutler’s Creek? Jarrard used to write them at one time, before he landed a newspaper job. He said he made most of them up.’


  ‘They sound a little lurid for my taste. And this fellow Robertson – one can be both criminal and a policeman?’


  ‘According to Jarrard, one rarely becomes a lawman in the American west without first becoming an outlaw. The latter seems to be a prerequisite for the job of thief-taking and peacekeeping. Something about being one to know one. Apparently the lines are fuzzy between the areas of employment in any case. Ordinary decent American citizens, like Jarrard, distrust both outlaws and lawmen. And politicians, of course, but I think we share that bias with them. Jarrard also has grave misgivings about Gwilliams by the way. He speaks of him as “a low reprobate” and untrustworthy.’


  ‘I think there’s a little bit of the green-eyed monster in Jarrard. He’d like to be in this war too, but he has to remain an observer, looking in from the outside. I think he’s jealous that we’ve taken on Gwilliams. Now look, sergeant, none of the people in your peloton are entirely palatable creatures. They’re all in there because there’s something unsavoury about them, all except Peterson, and we know why the regiment wanted to get rid of her.’


  ‘Her small stature,’ replied Crossman, diplomatically.


  ‘Precisely.’


  Lovelace began to put on his uniform, while Crossman, actually exhausted after his mission into Sebastopol, lay on his commander’s bed and locked his hands behind his head for a pillow.


  ‘Don’t get too comfortable. You’re coming to see the general.’


  Sergeant Crossman was just expostulating when Lieutenant Pirce-Smith, the second-in-command, walked through the door. Both the men in the room could see by his face that he was dreadfully shocked. The sight of an unkempt sergeant lying on a bed, while a major stood beside it, had stunned him, robbed him of speech.


  Lieutenant Pirce-Smith had recently replaced the late Lieutenant Dalton-James, but only physically. In all other respects, from their hyphenated names to their immaculate dress, they were twins. Not soulmates, for they appeared to share the same soul, though one was now dead and the other walking God’s earth exactly in the other’s footprints.


  ‘I was just telling the sergeant that Colonel Hawke wished to see all three of us at our convenience.’ He turned to Crossman. ‘Which as you know, sergeant, means now. So get your dirty feet off my blankets and if I were you I’d change those stinking socks before we go.’


  ‘These stinking socks, sir, are all I have.’


  ‘Then borrow a pair of mine, man, but wash them before return, or you’ll get a laundry bill.’


  The colonel was as usual buried beneath a pile of paperwork. Hawke – known by many as Calcutta Hawke due to the fact that his mother was an Indian lady and wife of an East India Company man, though in fact he had been born in a small country cottage in Surrey – had taken over from General Buller. ‘A hawk for a bull,’ Jarrard had said. ‘It’s extraordinary how many men take on the attributes of their names. Buller was short-sighted, Hawke is keen-sighted. Or reputed to be.’ Hawke was lean, with iron-grey hair at the temples. Men termed him a handsome devil and women were known to be afraid of him. His office, and bed, were in a Tartar barn at the bottom of a pleasant slope, beyond which was a peach tree orchard. He greeted the two officers first and then turned to Crossman.


  ‘Been out on a fox hunt, eh? Remind me.’


  ‘Star Fort, colonel,’ said Crossman, knowing the colonel was perfectly aware of his mission. ‘One of their arsenals.’


  The colonel’s eyes crinkled at the edges as he narrowed them in approval. ‘Well done.’ He then turned to Pirce-Smith. ‘Invaluable soldier, the sergeant. Speaks Russian now, eh? And pretty good at French and German, I understand. Comes of a fine education, somewhere, which he won’t tell me about.’ He paused to stare at Crossman, before adding, ‘In the meantime, I want to get rid of a general.’


  Crossman’s heart sank. He had a strong suspicion that he was going to be ordered to do something quite unpalatable. It was not so long ago he had been ordered to shoot a traitor, someone from their own side, a British officer. It had not been a pleasant mission by anyone’s judgement. Crossman was not as cold and ruthless as at least two other men in the room. Pirce-Smith he did not know at all, but he guessed that the lieutenant was a kitten compared with Lovelace. The major had not been available for the mission, or Crossman would never had had to commit murder, that being the proper name for an assassination. Lovelace would have done it without a qualm, in the name of duty and patriotism. There was, Crossman supposed, nothing wrong with being a patriot. What worried him were the precedents they were setting for the future.


  ‘A general?’ he repeated, bleakly. ‘I hope you are not asking me to shoot one of our generals, sir?’


  Pirce-Smith said, ‘You forget yourself, sergeant.’ Hawke waved a hand at the lieutenant. Then to Crossman, he said, ‘He is one of our generals, but he’s a thorn in my side. I almost didn’t need you. He was hit by a Russian sharpshooter while out riding the other day, but the damned fool only struck him in the hand.’ The colonel continued. ‘They took off two fingers with a bread knife, but he managed to avoid infection, and there’s no gangrene, so he’s walking around again.’ The colonel paused, as if all present should contemplate the vagaries of life. How could fate be so cruel as to let his enemy get away with a clean flesh wound? ‘Yes, bread knife, eh?’ The regimental surgeons were down to using whatever tools were available for their amputations and various sorts of kitchen knives were being used in the butchers’ tents where the operations took place. ‘No, what I want you to do is to spy on the beggar. General Enticknap. Just keep me informed as to what he’s up to, what he’s saying to people, that sort of thing.’


  ‘Is this – well, I mean, for the general good of the war?’ Hawke stared at him again, this time the narrowed eyes were not commendatory. He knew exactly what Crossman was saying. He had been told that there had been the same sort of disapproving tone and manner when General Buller, the previous head of Espionage and Sabotage, had ordered Sergeant Crossman to assassinate a traitor. The problem was the sergeant was always seeking moral justification for his actions. He failed to see what the colonel saw – that this was war. Lord Raglan was much the same, possibly worse. Always seeking to keep things gentlemanly and honourable, instead of looking to expediency.


  Lovelace broke the silence. ‘In a sense,’ he said to Crossman, ‘it is for the general good. General Enticknap is a blocker and a fusser. He blocks plans just for the sake of it. He fusses over details. Forgive me, sir,’ he said to Hawke, ‘but to speak freely, if I may, General Enticknap has the mind of a bank clerk. Give him ts to cross and is to dot and he is a happy man. Given a plan of attack with a reasonable chance of success and an acceptable percentage loss of men, he worries, and frets, and eventually decides to veto it when Lord Raglan asks for a vote in that peculiar democratic way he has of shrugging off responsibility.’ Lovelace paused, before adding, ‘In short, General Enticknap is lengthening the war and costing the lives of soldiers who die in the trenches of disease, enemy shelling and the cold. The sooner we force an all-out attack the better, and then we can all go home.’


  ‘You’ve got that barber fellow,’ said Colonel Hawke, turning from Crossman and assuming that Lovelace’s speech was enough for any man to nod his head in agreement. ‘Use him. Get him into the staff officers’ dwellings, cutting hair, shaving, that sort of thing. Men say things with a barber around that they wouldn’t tell their mothers. A barber is like a valet, invisible after a while. You don’t notice him. Get Gwilliams in there, in Enticknap’s little circle, and see if we can get something on him. That’s all, sergeant. Well done, on the fox hunt. I expect you’re looking forward to the next one, eh? That’s the stuff.’


  Crossman saluted and left the room, as the colonel was saying, ‘Now, lieutenant, I’ve been meaning to have a chat with you. You can stay, Lovelace. Nothing you can’t hear . . .’


  Crossman walked the long mile back to Kadikoi feeling grim. He was certain that an animosity, a vendetta possibly, existed between Colonel Hawke and General Enticknap, and that he, Crossman, was being used as a secret weapon in this personal war. Lovelace had not helped by intervening. Crossman was sure the major had only done so as a diplomatic move to keep the peace, for there was no doubt who would have lost such an encounter. Crossman knew that Lovelace valued him, did not want to lose him, and would rather he swallowed his principles. He could of course neglect to tell Gwilliams to spy on Enticknap, but the efficient Lovelace would smoke that out in a very short time.


  Since there was little he could do about it now, Crossman tried to put the whole thing out of his mind. It was one of those unusually bright days that appear as if by magic in the middle of January. For some reason the guns had stopped firing. It gave the scene a false air of tranquillity and hopefulness, for there would be men dying in the trenches: if not by a sharpshooter’s bullet, a victim of the elements, melancholy or some dread infection of the body. Yet Jack Crossman could not help but feel lifted, despite his dissatisfaction with those who ran the army. Columns of smoke were curling up from the hills behind the battle area: crofts perhaps, or even hovels. It didn’t matter. They were signs of normal life. They were not the black choking smoke of cannons, but white smoke from farmhouses lucky enough to have stockpiled wood for the winter.


  A girl, a young woman, came down the track on his left, heading for the edge of Balaclava harbour. In front of her she ushered a flock of complaining geese. Crossman knew the goose girl by sight. He had seen her several times, passing through Kadikoi with her charges. He stopped to let her pass, knowing that if he tried to walk through the middle of her flock the geese would peck at his thighs. As a young boy he had been terrified of such birds. They had been as tall as he had been in those days, and in the past he would have run a mile rather than challenge their territory.


  ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘A bright morning.’


  He spoke in the local tongue and she looked up quickly, surprised, before blushing and dipping her head. Crossman saw that her hair was hennaed a coarse red, making it look stiff and brittle, and that her face was filthy, yet underneath there was a comeliness he had not seen in many Tartar girls. She had round features, with large dark eyes. Some young Tartar swain would fall deeply in love with those eyes and, thought Crossman, would tell her how beautiful she was. When that happened she would blossom from this green girl into a glowing woman. There was nothing like compliments to bring out radiance in females; or perhaps it was simply knowing that they were loved that wrought the change. He watched her back as she swayed along the difficult icy path, wondering if she would look back at him. She did not.


  There was a good deal of traffic going down the main Kadikoi street, to and from the harbour. He was not exactly the model soldier in his ratty furs and filth. Yet most other soldiers were in much the same state, and many officers too.


  When he reached the hovel he found a horse tied up outside. That was ominous. They had an unexpected visitor. He hoped whoever it was would not keep him long, because now he was thoroughly fatigued and wanted above all things to fall into his cot and sleep away the rest of the day. There was however the welcome smell of hot stew coming from within: probably one of Peterson’s concoctions.


  Crossman entered the dwelling to find an officer from his own regiment, the 88th Connaught Rangers up on the Heights. He was pacing impatiently up and down the small space taken up by the hard-earth floor. Peterson was, predictably, at the stove. Most of the others were already asleep in their fur coats, or under the odd blanket. The officer, a rather elderly subaltern, stared at Crossman as he came through the door. Neither knew the other, except by sight. Crossman vaguely recalled that the man’s name was Thorax or Borax. Something like that.


  ‘Sergeant Crossman.’


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘Colonel Shirley asked me to come and see you. He wants a favour – for the 88th – for your own regiment, sergeant.’ The last few words were in the tone of in case you had forgotten.


  Peterson looked up from her cooking but said nothing. Crossman showed due surprise. ‘The colonel wants a favour from me?’


  The officer seemed embarrassed, and turned away as he said, ‘It’s those damned bells, you see.’


  Crossman did not see. He had no idea what the lieutenant was talking about. Bells? What bells? He was exhausted. His mind was buzzing and he needed to rest. This shortened a temper which had got him into trouble with authority in the past. ‘I’m afraid I’m not with you, sir. I would be grateful for an explanation. I’m rather tired so I would appreciate your getting to the point – sir.’ His tone was deferential and his delivery polite, but Crossman’s manner and the way this came out revealed his confidence in himself as the son of an aristocrat. It might have been a curt demand, prior to a dismissal of the visitor.


  Another officer might have exploded. This one simply raised his eyebrows and half-closed one eye. Perhaps it was because he had seen a good few army years, without any hope of promotion since he was incredibly poor and field promotions were thin on the ground. Perhaps he was just war-weary, or life-weary, and nothing really mattered any more. Whatever the reason, he remained calm. Crossman felt the stirrings of a growing respect for the man.


  ‘The bells I refer to,’ he said, patiently, ‘are in a clock tower close to the position the battalion holds in the line. They are a constant annoyance, disturbing in the extreme. They keep us awake, and mock our very existence. Perhaps that seems a little strong, but you haven’t had to put up with this monstrous chiming the way the rest of your regiment has, you and your men, sergeant, being billeted in this cosy little house some six miles behind the lines.’


  ‘With due respect, sir, we spend very little time in this cosy little house. We are more often sleeping in a ditch. I take it the colonel wants us to do something clandestine in order to rid him of these meddlesome clock tower bells?’


  ‘Quite.’


  ‘Why don’t you simply knock out the tower with a gun? A round shot in the right place will end its career as a disturber of the peace, surely?’


  ‘The tower is behind Russian lines. It’s part of a school for naval cadets. A strange-looking structure, tall, but covered with projections and ledges. It’s a rather ugly piece of architecture if you ask me, but then that’s neither here nor there. What is relevant is that a very old and revered church stands in its way. We can see the top of the tower in all its Gothic glory, but it would be a supreme gunner who could destroy that tower without hitting one of Sebastopol’s ancient holy monuments. The colonel rather baulks at destroying a sacred historical building, as you will understand, simply to remove what is, in the end, only an annoyance. We felt you could perhaps slip over one night from the Heights, with your merry band of men, and blow the thing up.’


  Crossman, weary beyond relief now, sat down heavily on the edge of Peterson’s cot. ‘This,’ he said, ‘sounds a rather dangerous favour. It would be putting men’s lives at risk for what you yourself have described as a mere annoyance . . .’


  ‘There’s nothing mere about it. It’s a huge annoyance.’


  ‘But an irritation, none the less.’


  ‘I’m understating the effect it has on us, because I know that underneath all that muck you’re actually a gentleman. As one gentleman to another, I rather dislike having to beg favours, so I make light of what is in fact a very serious matter. This chiming is undermining morale. It eats away at our spirits. It stops us from sleeping properly, damn it, sergeant.’


  Peterson interrupted. ‘Let’s do it, sergeant. We owe the battalion something. It’s our regiment.’


  ‘All right, all right.’ Sleep. He just wanted sleep. ‘Sir, tell the colonel I’ll do my best.’


  The lieutenant allowed himself a smile. ‘Thank you, sergeant. It won’t be forgotten. Now I must get that nag back to Captain Rushbrooke, he’ll be fretting. It’s his darling. Personally, I think it’s got a weak mouth, but since I’m not a field officer, nor ever will be, nor do I have the wherewithal as Rushbrooke does, to purchase a private mount, I must make do with loans and borrows. I’ll be seeing you, sergeant.’


  ‘Yes sir,’ said Crossman, and fell instantly asleep on Peterson’s cot.


  Peterson stared at her sergeant and shook her head. These men. They were her companions, but they had so little stamina. She ate some of her soup, left the rest on a warm stove, and then climbed the stairs to occupy the bed of Fancy Jack, the sergeant whom the rankers in the 88th suspected of being an officers’ spy (for why would gentry be in the ranks in the first place?) and the officers suspected of having been disgraced by some scandal and hiding in the ranks under an assumed name.


  It was true that ‘Crossman’ was a pseudonym, but it had not been necessary because of any scandal on the sergeant’s part, more that of his hated father, a libertine and whoremonger, who had impregnated Crossman’s mother and let her die in a workhouse, later removing the love-child and giving it to his wife to raise. Crossman had always believed his father’s wife to be his real mother, and continued to treat her as such, but his father was dead to him, though physically only a short distance away, a major in the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders. Until recently his half-brother, James, of whom he was very fond, had also been with the 93rd, but a sick James had recently returned to Scotland.


  When Crossman woke refreshed, much later in the day, he realized what he had done. It had been stupid of him, to make such a promise, but there was no going back on it now. A gentleman’s word and all that. Crossman gathered his peloton around him and told them what he had pledged to the lieutenant. ‘You can refuse to go, of course,’ he added. ‘I’ll leave that option open to you. Peterson and I will go. We’ve already said we would. But I can’t force the rest of you. Especially you, Ali, and Gwilliams. You’re not 88th. You have no obligation. This is not an official mission.’


  ‘I go,’ grunted the Turkish Bashi-Bazouk. ‘You go, I go.’


  ‘Thank you, Ali. I appreciate it.’


  Predictably Wynter said, ‘Well I ain’t goin’. An’ that’s flat. What do I owe them buggers on the Heights?’


  ‘Loyalty,’ suggested Peterson, cleaning her rifle. ‘Comradeship.’


  ‘Bugger those.’


  ‘I’ll go in this coward’s place,’ growled Gwilliams, a large stocky man with a magnificent auburn beard that looked as if it belonged on the chin of an Assyrian king. It was, like his hair, long and curly, and it shone like burnished copper in the sunlight. It jutted from his chin like an oblong wavy block and was cut square at the end. ‘As you say, it don’t mean nothin’ if you ain’t in a regiment, but I’m not one to shy away from a bit of excitement. Not like this mealy-mouthed lizard.’


  ‘You watch who you’re callin’ a lizard!’ cried Wynter, stung more by the word coward than the reptile epithet. ‘One of these days you’re goin’ to get my boot in your back.’


  ‘Any time, lizard.’


  Wynter turned away, his mouth sour-looking. There was still Yorwarth left. Private Dan Yorwarth was an unpredictable seventeen-year-old. Along with his family he had been transported to Botany Bay as a very young child, for the theft of a calf. His mother had died on the voyage to the antipodes, his father later, under the whip of an overseer on an Australian farm. Yorwarth had served his time and returned to Britain, where he found it impossible, as it always had been for one without a trade, to make a living, and so joined the army. God knew, if Sergeant Crossman didn’t, what resentment and hatred Yorwarth harboured for authority and the establishment. He showed nothing, gave nothing away and if anyone tried to probe, as Peterson had done, they were given short shrift. On the surface he seemed placid enough. Perhaps he had forgiven and forgotten, but Crossman doubted it.


  ‘How about you, Yorwarth?’ asked Crossman.


  ‘It’s my regiment too,’ he replied with sweet naivety. ‘The 88th. An Irish regiment. I ain’t never been to Ireland, but I’d like to go, some day. They say it’s very green.’


  ‘Like you,’ muttered Wynter.


  ‘Good.’ Crossman was pleased. ‘That’s enough of us. We can do it without Wynter.’


  ‘We can do anything without Wynter,’ said Gwilliams. ‘Fact is, things is done better without him.’


  But Wynter was not to be goaded into joining the party, if that was the intention. He remained determined to stay behind. When Lovelace returned, Crossman put the proposal to him. Lovelace shook his head. ‘I don’t know anything about this,’ he said. ‘I’m due to go up country today, so I’m leaving without knowledge of this unofficial fox hunt.’


  ‘Understood,’ murmured Crossman.


  The following morning Crossman and his peloton set out for the walk over the Col to the section in the British line held by the 88th. Ali was carrying the haversack with the explosives. The sturdy Turk’s head had almost disappeared down between his shoulders. He had a turtle-like ability to hunch inside himself when the wind was keen. The sun had disappeared again and it was a bitterly cold day. Clouds seemed to hang in the sky above the hills as if their hearts had stopped. There was no animation in the faces of the men: to smile or frown meant to crack the stiff skin on one’s face. Feet and hands were like blocks of stone, encumbrances to the walker. It would have been better had it been just a touch colder, thus numbing their body parts, for there was real pain at this temperature.


  The same lieutenant who had visited them at the hovel was waiting in the trenches. He indicated they should keep low as they came near. ‘Sharpshooter!’ he said. ‘Already killed one of the Flank Company early this morning, returning from piquet duty.’


  They did as they were bid. Once in the trench, ridged with hardened mud and frozen slops, Crossman asked to be shown the tower. Even as the lieutenant was standing on the banquette pointing it out, the bells chimed. In the stillness of the morning it sounded extraordinarily loud. However, so did the guns, from both sides of the siege, when they opened up after a few tolls of the bells, drowning them out.


  ‘I know what you’re going to say,’ said the lieutenant. ‘The guns are louder. But the guns do not go on night and day, without respite. The chimes of that bell do.’ At that moment the guns ceased their barrage. The clock tower was still sounding. Crossman realized it was playing a tune.


  ‘There,’ said the lieutenant. ‘You hear that?’


  Crossman did indeed recognize the melody, as did Peterson, though Ali and Gwilliams remained ignorant. ‘“Widdicombe Fair”,’ Crossman said.


  ‘Old Uncle Tom Cobbleigh and all. It used to play a Russian tune, but they’ve adjusted the striking mechanism. They’re mocking us. This might be an Irish regiment, but there’re still many in the 88th who hail from England. I don’t know about you, sergeant, but I cannot stand being ridiculed. It makes me burn. None of us can bear it. Not the colonel, not the sergeant-major, not even the Irish – they know that if the Russians were aware of the regiment’s origins those clock tower bells would be playing “Tipperary”.’


  Crossman nodded. ‘Well, we’ll do our best. We’ll wait here until dark and then go over there.’


  ‘Right. Some of the men have managed to forage some boxwood from the edge of the French camp. Would you like a hot drink, sergeant – and your men, of course? We can’t offer coffee, but there’s some tea from Major Swetterton’s private mull store.’


  ‘Thank you, yes, sir.’


  Crossman sipped his tea with relish. It warmed his hands as well as his belly. Two soldiers in front of him were about to go out on forward picquet duty. They were squibbing their rifles: firing small blank charges of powder to dry out the damp barrels. Misfires and hang fires were common when the rifles had been left unused for a time in the misty damp area of the trenches. Gwilliams warned the two men that the peloton would be coming past them, and hopefully back, later in the evening. The two Irishmen, one about seventeen, the other in his mid-twenties, promised not to shoot any shadowy figures on sight. Gwilliams, of Irish ancestry himself, chatted to the two men, finding they were uncle and nephew, from Cork, and that they’d joined the army because they were cold and hungry.


  ‘Sure, I’m still hungry,’ said the uncle with typical Irish humour, ‘and a lot colder, besides.’


  They went off after that, into the gloom of the falling twilight, though it was still afternoon.


  Once the darkness was complete, Crossman and his men set out too, over the rough ground. Yorwarth and Gwilliams were carrying carbines, slung over their shoulders. Crossman had his private weapon, a five-shot Tranter revolver. Ali carried a variety of pistols and knives. Only the sharpshooting Peterson carried a conventional British infantryman’s rifle, a 0.70 calibre long-range Minié which she would not part with, even on such an enterprise. It fired a ball the size of a man’s thumb and she had more faith in her rifle than a bishop in his God.


  They could see a lit cross out there in the darkness, hanging suspended on the edge of the night. This belonged to the church which stood in front of the clock tower. The cross was cut in the wall, making a window, with votary candles behind it. Normally such crosses were used to guide wayfarers, shepherds and travelling strangers to the church at night, should they be lost in the hills. Now, as Peterson pointed out, it was guiding a motley collection of saboteurs to their target.


  They passed through the inner picquets with whispered code words and over rocky and bouldered ground to the outer picquets. The two Irishmen had been talking in Erse to each other, but changed to English when the peloton arrived. They waved them cheerfully through, murmuring that they would tell their mothers if they didn’t return, but not their fathers in case they got the wrong man. It was meant to be a joke, but Crossman felt a sharpness enter his soul, thinking that in his case it would be the wrong woman. Crossman was pleased that Wynter was not with them, since he could never pass an Irishman or Scotsman without an argument of some kind. Without a doubt Wynter had Celt in him too, but he only needed a small excuse for a fight of some kind and if someone came from another country that was good enough for him.


  As they neared the Russian defences, crawling on their bellies, Crossman could see that the enemy was preparing for a night bombardment, moving guns from embrasures to barbettes. The former obviously offered better protection to the weapons and the gunners in daylight hours, but a hole in a wall has a narrow field of fire. Up on the platforms and firing over the wall they could turn their cannons in any direction, their protection being the darkness. Allied guns could return fire at the flash, but the chances of striking their target were greatly reduced.


  There was a picquet hole just in front of a low drystone wall, beyond which lay gravestones and wrought iron crosses. The two Russian picquets were talking to one another in growling murmurs. Crossman indicated by sign language that they should slip by the sentries, without disturbing them. It seemed a little harsh to send in Gwilliams with his razor, and Ali with his knife, to slit their throats, when all they were doing was guarding a church and clock tower. If his men were put at risk, of course, Crossman would have little compunction if they had to kill the Russians.


  His men slipped amongst the graves like shadows. The picquets were looking outward, still chattering, towards the British lines. Soon two parties went around the two ends of the church. On the far side it was peaceful and still. At this point the Russian line curved, to sweep behind both the church and the clock tower. The saboteurs were able to lever open the wooden door to the tower with the minimum of noise. Ali and Yorwarth drifted inside. It was their job to place and set the charges in and around the chiming mechanism itself. They had thought about blowing up the tower, but this would have been an unsure business.


  There were no sappers amongst the six: Ali was the explosives expert. The army in its wisdom had chosen its saboteurs by the cut of their character, rather than any talents and skills they might possess. This was the way the army did things. If you were a cook in civilian life, in the army you became a roughrider responsible for managing horses. If you were the son of a butcher, used to slaughtering livestock, you were put in the artillery. There were those who would have liked to think the army was all for increasing a man’s width and breadth of expertise, but their cynicism and actual belief in the recruitment service’s indifference to such matters as putting the best man in the right job was not misplaced.


  Just as Ali was about to ascend the tower’s spiral staircase the Russian barrage opened up. Howitzers, cannons and mortars brought the night crashing down around their ears. Flashes went along the flanks to either side of the group, and Crossman noted that there was a concentration of mortars behind the church, protected as it were, by the holy site itself. The Russian fire was of course quickly answered by the artillery from the British side. Shells burst overhead, raining hot pieces of metal over the area. No round shot was used, because of the idea that one did not destroy an ancient holy monument, while shells were essentially weapons which blew men to bits, not property.


  ‘You see that?’ said Yorwarth. ‘A whole bank of mortars!’


  Peterson was infuriated. ‘They’re not playing fair,’ she said. ‘We should do something about them.’


  ‘We’re here for the clock tower,’ Crossman reminded them. ‘We’ll report them when we get back, but we’re sticking to our original objective.’ He could see the disappointment in the faces around him in the flashes from the shells. ‘I know, I know,’ he said, acknowledging their expressions. ‘But deviations to laid plans are apt to gang aft a gley. Maybe we’ll come back another night.’


  Once the barrage had finished, Yorwarth and Ali entered the tower again, striding up the spiral staircase using a thin beam of light from a dark lantern to light their way. Crossman and the others kept watch below. The smell of gunsmoke was in the air and fumes drifted up the stairwell. It was as much as they could do to swallow and remain silent. The minutes went by. Suddenly the clock chimed, sending out its notes across the now black and still landscape.


  ‘Bloody “Widdicombe Fair”,’ muttered Peterson, as the last notes died away. ‘Damn me if they haven’t got a cheek.’


  ‘Just think of those two up there,’ Crossman reminded her, nodding towards the top of the tower. ‘It was loud enough down here.’


  Still the minutes continued to pass by, with no sign of Ali or Yorwarth. Crossman began to grow anxious. It was a delicate business, laying a charge, but there was a limit to the time it should take. Just when he was about to go up and see for himself what the matter was, Yorwarth arrived breathless at the foot of the stairs.


  ‘Stuck!’ he announced, dramatically. ‘Ali. Stuck fast. Plugged in a hole up there.’


  ‘Have you lit the fuse?’ whispered Crossman.


  ‘Burning away.’


  Crossman ordered, ‘You three stay here. If it goes up, get back to the British lines. Don’t come looking.’


  Crossman snatched the blinkered lamp from Yorwarth’s hand and took the stairs three at a time, passing first one side chamber, then a second, to finally come to the belfry itself. There he heard the sounds of a struggle. He opened a shutter on the lamp from a slit to a wider beam and witnessed a backside and a thick pair of legs protruding from the ceiling. The corpulent Ali was wedged firmly, a round body in a square hole. The legs were windmilling as their owner struggled.


  ‘Ali,’ said Crossman. ‘Can you hear me?’


  The boards were thin, with gaps, and Ali could hear him perfectly well.


  ‘Stuck!’ grunted the Turk.


  ‘I can see that. Can you reach the fuse?’


  ‘No. Two metres away.


  ‘God in Heaven. Look, I’m going to hang on to your legs and try to dislodge you.’


  Crossman, who was taller than Yorwarth and able to get a better hold on the Bashi-Bazouk, gripped him round the knees and pulled. He lifted his own feet off the floor and swung there, like a monkey from a rope, for a few moments. Ali moved about two inches then stuck again. The trouble was, he was not fat in the ordinary sense, he was just large of girth. It was all muscle. There was nothing to give really, around his waist, it being firm and solid. Crossman knew they had about five minutes left to free the Turk and get out of the tower. The charge they had laid would not bring down the tower but it would go through several floors and ceilings, and both men were likely to be killed.


  Ali said, ‘Go, sergeant. Leave me.’


  ‘No.’


  Ludicrously, the quarter hour struck, and having heard the song so many times in the barracks, the names automatically went through Crossman’s head: Bill Brewer, Jan Stewer, Peter Gurney, Peter Davey, Dan’l Whiddon, Harry Hawk, Tom Cobbleigh. Crossman found himself wishing he had Uncle Tom Cobbleigh and all, along with Tom Pearse and his grey mare, to help unplug Ali from the hole. The notes of the tune were deafening. They rang in Crossman’s head even after the bells had silenced themselves. He tugged and twisted, pulled and wrenched, and finally heard a tearing sound, as Ali’s coat ripped apart and he came loose, crashing down on top of him. The pair jumped to their feet and rolled down the spiral staircase like a pair of manic balls.


  At the bottom of the staircase they flung themselves out into the night. A few seconds later the charge went off. A mighty clanging followed the explosion as one of the great bells came hurtling down the staircase in the wake of the two men and shot out of the same doorway, to bounce and clatter over the rocks. Debris from shuttered windows came in like hail. When the pitter-patter of falling chunks of wood and splinters had ceased there came shouts from the cadets’ school. Shots were fired, but it was probably panic firing, at no real target, for none came near the peloton.


  ‘Follow me back,’ ordered Crossman. ‘Nobody gets in front of me. Quickly now.’


  They had hoped to be past the picquets by the time the explosion took place. Now the Russian sentries would be on the alert, watching fearfully in every direction, but certain that something grave had happened to their clock tower. Crossman whispered to Ali and the pair of them set out together with the others close behind. Near to the picquet hole they fell onto their bellies. Crossman went out on the right flank and Ali on the left. They now had to kill the two men they had heard talking, just a short while before. It was an unpleasant but necessary task.


  Crossman came in from his direction, knowing that Ali would be doing the same. On reaching the fortified hole he drew his hunting knife and threw himself over the soil parapet. Scrabbling around in the darkness he found himself grappling with a strong figure. At first he thought he and Ali had grabbed each other, but the smell of the other man told him he was wrong. He had not the same odour as the Turk: not worse or better, just different.


  Hoping that Ali had his man too, Crossman began a life-and-death struggle with his opponent. Earlier clouds had passed over and the stars were now visible above. A weapon in the other man’s hand flashed in the light thrown down by these stars. Both combatants had gripped each other’s right wrist, almost by instinct, so it was a matter of who managed to free his weapon hand first. Crossman tried to roll his man over, so that he could bear down with his weight on his knife and thus force the blade into the Russian’s chest. Before he could do this, the Russian spoke.


  ‘Damn ye, ye bloody bastard. I’ll tear yer heid off and piss down yer neck, so ah will!’


  Crossman gasped. ‘Jock? Is that you?’


  ‘Whut?’ He felt his opponent relax a little. ‘Who’s this?’


  ‘Jack. Jack Crossman.’ Feelings of alarm went through Crossman. ‘Ali – don’t kill anyone,’ he called. ‘They’re friends.’


  A dark lantern was thrust into Crossman’s face, which had been blacked just like that of his adversary.


  ‘Is that really you, ye bloody idiot?’ cried a shocked and apologetic Jock McIntyre. ‘Whut are ye doin’, attacking a man without warning? I nearly had ye there.’


  ‘Nearly had me,’ scoffed Jack. ‘I was a second away from putting you in your tomb.’


  ‘Like hell ye were. My sgian dubh was all but sticking in yer ribs, Jack Crossman.’


  Jack was released and stood up, at the same time he stepped on something soft. An arm. Jock and whoever was with him had obviously already killed the sentries. The next moment more bodies came tumbling into the hole, followed by shouts and shots from the churchyard. The Russians had isolated their problem now. They knew a raiding party had been and was on its way back to the British lines. They would be firing at everything and anything: sights, sounds, even smells.


  ‘Couldn’t wait for you, sergeant,’ said Yorwarth. ‘The buggers are swarming about out there.’


  ‘Whut? More of them? Is it the whole bloody battalion you’ve brought with ye?’


  ‘Only five of us,’ explained Crossman. ‘How many of you, sarn-major?’


  ‘Three,’ said Jock in a very satisfied tone. ‘It only takes three kilties to do the work of five Sassenachs.’ Jock was the sergeant-major of the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders, they who had stood in the thin red line tipped with steel and repelled the Russian cavalry at Balaclava. He was an old friend of Crossman’s. The pair had shared many a whisky together in the canteen and respected one another. Neither had much admiration for Wellington’s ‘Secretary to the Master General of Ordnance’, their commander-in-chief, Marshal Raglan. There was still rivalry between them, however, when it came to operations in the field.


  ‘What are the Highland Brigade doing out here?’ asked Crossman. ‘You should be guarding Balaclava.’


  ‘Spiking guns, when we’re permitted to do it, and not stopped on the way by the 88th,’ explained Jock, with some chagrin. ‘It’s a raiding party, ye ken. We got bored, back there.’ The Highland Brigade was still situated just north of Kadikoi and just occasionally some of them got into high spirits after a few drams of malt liquor and felt they just had to break out. Raiding parties were just the thing to get the heart racing again.


  ‘Is this an official raid?’ asked Crossman. ‘Or a whisky raid.’


  ‘Och, a bit o’ both. Never mind that now. Whut are we goin’ to do? We could make a run for it, but then we’ll maybe be shot by our own lads. We can’t stay here till dawn and that’s a fact. If we get caught in the daylight we’ll not be able to cross to the Heights without getting picked off by sharpshooters.’
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