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In 1600, Queen Elizabeth I granted a trading monopoly in the Indian Ocean to a group of English merchants and investors. The first “East India Company” was born. The shareholders in London, and their European competitors, took control of the world’s trade.


In 1776, the financial and political elite of the thirteen North American colonies declared themselves independent from British rule. Freed from imperial taxes and laws, the United States of America rapidly became a new economic power. As soon as it became independent, the young American nation began a series of military interventions to extend and defend its commercial interests. In Sumatra, in Ivory Coast, in Mexico, in Argentina, in Japan, in China, in Nicaragua, in the Philippines, in Hawaii, in Cuba, in Angola, in Colombia and Haiti.


In 1850, the East India Company – dubbed by its shareholders “the most powerful company in the universe”, with a private army of 300,000 men – imposed its commercial laws over one-fifth of the world’s population: three hundred million people.


In the nineteenth century, an American or a British soldier with a yearning to travel could see the world while fighting, moving from country to country.




I


1852


Burma
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“Rooney! You lazy Irish bastard! Pallacate!”


Rooney got up off the bench, slowly crossed the courtyard and stood in front of the corporal.


“The mare’s on her last legs, sir. All the horses are knackered.”


“You’re the one who’s knackered. Now get in the saddle!”


Back bent by exhaustion, head half sunk into the trough, the mare was noisily gulping down gallons of water. Rooney grabbed the reins, pulled the horse’s mouth out of the water, and grimaced as he put his foot in the stirrup. He’d spent half the night riding from one barracks to another. His arse hurt, his teeth and nostrils were lined with dust, and the sun was burning his head.


Fifteen miles to the trading post in Pallacate.


The animal shook its head, refusing the bit. Rooney yanked the reins, the mare bridled, and he gripped the pommel to stop himself falling. The corporal laughed. Rooney whipped his horse’s ears, yelling: “Giddy-up!”


The mare galloped across the paved courtyard. Rooney passed through the north gates of Fort St George without slowing, whipping the horse constantly. Mulberry plantations flashed past, cotton fields where a few peasants worked, bent over their tools. All along the path, columns of sepoys in their red uniforms walked quickly under the hot sun, kitbags on their backs and rifles on their shoulders.


The garrisons converged on the fort and the port. The villagers, worried by all this activity, had closed their doors and windows to keep out the dust kicked up by the soldiers’ boots. The Madras army was on the march, and the countryside had emptied around its path.


Lord Dalhousie, Governor-General of India, had declared war on the King of Burma.


General Godwin, who had arrived from Bombay the day before with ten ships, was mobilising all the regiments.


Rooney had spent the last twelve hours delivering letters all over the region.


Pallacate. His final errand.


Maybe he’d be able to stay there tonight, go to the Chinaman’s place and pay for a girl. They were clean, and gin was cheaper there than in St George. The idea of spending the night in the weavers’ village gave him wings, but it didn’t help his horse, which was gasping like a consumptive.


Rooney, his legs soaked with foam, whipped it hard, again and again. It was wartime: you were allowed to kill a horse.


He passed children on donkeys and peasants in rags. Seeing the first houses of Pallacate, he spurred the horse and entered the main street at a gallop, and women with children clinging to their backs ran for shelter.


“C’mon!”


At the end of the village, he turned left towards the warehouses of the trading post. He’d have the Chinaman’s shop all to himself. Same thing at the fort. There’d be no-one left, no more stupid chores to do for weeks. While everyone went off to Rangoon, he’d stay behind and take it easy. The King of St George!


“C’mon!”


The mare shook her head, her strides fell out of time. There was a jolt, as if her legs were giving way beneath his weight. Rooney held on with all his strength and the horse suddenly started up again, accelerating without even the need for a kick in its side, half crazed with heat and exhaustion. In the courtyard encircled by warehouses, Rooney saw the Company’s flag waving in the wind.


As he passed the first warehouse, the mare’s head sank forward and disappeared. He heard the horse’s front legs break – the terrible sound of crushed bones. Rooney went flying straight ahead, six feet above the ground. He held out his arms, but did not feel the collision, did not feel the bones snap in his wrists and arms. His head banged into the ground, he somersaulted forward and his back smashed into the water pump, a cast-iron pillar in the middle of the courtyard.


Sergeant Bowman grabbed his rifle, which was leaning against a root of the large banyan tree, and got up from the deckchair he had positioned in the shade of its branches. The cloud of dust raised by the fall of the horse and its rider was floating slowly over the courtyard. The mare was screaming loud enough to wake the dead and the unconscious messenger wasn’t moving at all. The sergeant walked past the animal, which was thrashing its hind legs in the air, put the Enfield across his thighs, and crouched down in front of the soldier.


Crumpled in a heap next to the pump, he opened his eyes.


“What . . . what happened?”


His head fell onto his chest and a thread of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. His pelvis was smashed, his legs tangled together like bits of cloth. His eyes rolled from side to side, trying to recognise his surroundings. The courtyard, the silk warehouses, the sergeant who was watching him, and the horse lying on its side, its tongue licking the earth as if it were water.


“I can’t . . . feel anything . . .”


His eyes looked down at his shattered body. A grimace of panic distorted his face.


“Fuck . . . what . . . happened . . . to me?”


The sergeant did not answer him.


“Help me . . . fucking hell . . . help me.”


Again, Rooney looked around. There was no-one else. The horse was whinnying and kicking, but the sergeant just squatted there, motionless. Rooney tried to call out for help, but he choked and spat out blood. Sergeant Bowman moved back a little bit to avoid being splattered.


“You . . . bastard . . . Help . . . me.”


The sergeant, stone-faced, tilted his head.


Private Rooney’s face suddenly stopped moving, frozen in an expression of panic, his eyelids open and his eyes staring into Bowman’s. A bubble of blood formed between his lips and burst.


The trading-post manager came running from his office.


Sergeant Bowman stood up and walked over to the horse, loaded his rifle, placed a boot on the mare’s throat and fired a bullet into the side of its head.


The manager crossed himself before opening the satchel that hung from the courier’s neck. He took out the sealed letter with his name on the front.


“Bloody ridiculous. To meet your death delivering a message in wartime . . .”


Sergeant Bowman rested the rifle on its butt and and crossed his hands over the still-warm barrel. Sepoys rushed over, forming a circle around the dead man. The Company accountant searched the soldier’s pockets, finding his military papers inside his jacket.


“Sean Rooney. Fort St George . . . Well, that’s one who won’t die in Burma.”


The manager turned to Bowman.


“Sergeant, go now. You’re expected in Madras with your men.”


Bowman put his rifle on his shoulder and headed over to his hut in the shade of the banyan tree. The accountant shouted after him:


“Sergeant! You’ll be responsible for taking Private Rooney’s body to Madras.”


Bowman kept walking.


“I’ll leave you the horse.”


*


Twenty sepoys waited in the sun, standing in two columns. Next to the sergeant’s horse, an ox was harnessed to a wagon. Inside the wagon, Rooney’s body lay covered by the soldiers’ kitbags.


Bowman walked past the saluting men and knocked on the manager’s door.


“I’m leaving five men here while you wait for Madras to send a contingent.”


“Very good. I am not interested in warfare, Sergeant, only in trade. I am not in any danger here. I must admit I am not unhappy to see you leave, Bowman, but it is my duty as a Christian to wish everyone well. May God be with you, wherever you go.”


Bowman mounted his horse and rode to where the dead animal lay. The horse sniffed at the carcass, snorted loudly, and lifted its head. The sepoys passed at a trot, followed by the wagon. Bowman followed them, bringing up the rear.


*


At Fort St George, Bowman let the sepoys draw breath and asked a guard for the name of the officer responsible for the messenger.


“Rooney? You’ll have to see the corporal, over at the stable. What happened?”


Bowman found the stable, where the corporal sat at a table with other tired, dirty messengers, amid the stink of dung.


“What a prick! Killed a horse and himself too! He always was a bit of an idiot, Rooney. And those bloody Irish – they hate being buried far from home! He didn’t suffer too much, did he?”


“My monkeys will bring you the body. I’ll leave you my horse too.”


At the fort’s headquarters, Bowman received his orders.


*


The docks were swarming with merchandise, crates of weapons and ammunition. Mountains of barrels were piled up, over a distance of nearly a hundred feet. Water, wine, rum, vinegar, cages containing chickens and rabbits, squealing pigs. Coolies unloaded tons of food and armament supplies while rowing boats came and went from the seventeen stranded ships of the Madras fleet. The sun hung low over the ocean, and the Company colours, on the immense flags floating above the sea, sparkled in the yellow light.


An endless flood of sepoys and British soldiers were arriving in columns. From the rowing boats could be heard the sound of men singing in rhythm as they pulled on the oars, transporting contingents and cargo.


Seventeen first-class vessels, a thousand cannons and fifteen thousand men at anchor, three-quarters of them sepoys, as they were three times cheaper than English soldiers. The Company’s army outnumbered the British army, but its numbers were swollen by indigenous recruits.


The shareholders of Leadenhall Street wanted the Gulf of Bengal for themselves alone. If this armada did not prove sufficient, they would send another thirty thousand men. Pagan Min had to fall before the monsoon season, or the Company would be stuck for another four months while they waited for the rivers to become navigable again. The officers knew it, and the N.C.O.s yelled at the tops of their voices, urging the men forward, urging goods to be moved and sailors to row with greater speed.


Bowman’s little troop of soldiers was sucked up into the whirlwind of the port.


For two hours, jostling for position on the docks, they waited their turn to jump aboard a rowing boat. The sun was setting when the sergeant and his men finally started climbing the rope ladder up the side of the Healing Joy, the flagship of the fleet.


The sepoys went down to the bottom deck, beneath the waterline, and Sergeant Bowman joined the British contingent on the first deck. Four hundred men searching in the darkness for their places, unrolling the hammocks where they would fester for the next two weeks.


If the wind was in their favour.


Several hours passed before the sound of cannon fire exploded above their heads and the fleet began to move. On the deck, above the troop, there were whistles and shouted orders, the voices of sailors and the creaking of wooden masts, the vibrations reaching all the way down to the sepoys’ hold.


It was midnight. The heat was unbearable.


Surrounded by overexcited men, as the Joy listed and soldiers began to throw up, Sergeant Bowman lay in his hammock and closed his eyes, one hand on the Afghan dagger in his belt. Three years he’d waited.
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A porthole was opened.


Bowman, elbows on the railing, leaned a little further forward.


A body fell into the sea, a white shirt pulled roughly up over its head. It hit the water, sank for an instant, then bobbed back up to the surface. A second followed, and slowly drifted the length of the ship. A grey shape circled the corpses. When a third cadaver toppled overboard, the sea – motionless since dawn – suddenly started bubbling.


Dozens of fins and tails stabbed through the water. Little black eyes appeared in the foam. Huge jaws snapped at arms and legs. The red cloud spread as the soldiers’ bodies fell from the porthole like chicken into a vat of hot oil.


Bowman counted eight that morning.


Sprays of pink water splattered the hull, and headless torsos rolled in the frothing sea, tangled up in scraps of shirts. Sharks wounded by their frenzied fellow creatures continued fighting for a piece of shoulder, while others, killed in the maelstrom, floated belly up amid the slaughter.


Bowman looked up. Around other ships, a few cable-lengths from the flagship, the same aquatic frenzy was taking place with figures just like his leaning over to watch. He scraped a match against the rail, protected the flame with his hand, and lit his pipe again.


About a hundred men had died that night, on board the seventeen ships.


Once their feast was over, the sharks moved away and the seagulls swooped down for the leftovers. The sea was red, as if dyed by laterite silt in the estuary of an African river. The current took away the fleet’s waste matter, spreading the coloured stain, which grew steadily paler, towards the coast. The morning sun rose above the dark line of the continent, and round-bellied clouds, filled with rain that did not fall, rolled low over the horizon.


Bowman spat in the water, cleaned out his pipe and went back down to the first deck.


After a three-week crossing and three days in anchorage, the Healing Joy stank like a zoo. The wind did not blow in the gulf, and the fleet dawdled dismally on a deep swell.


He lifted up the sheet that separated his hammock from the rest of the men and lay down on the mouldy fabric.


*


On land, Pagan Min’s spies could not care less about this immobile armada: they were watching only the sky, waiting for the monsoon to burst. The boredom of the men in the anchored vessels turned to melancholy and more and more of them fell ill. Laid low by fever, stupefied by the ships’ slow movement, by the silence and the heat, they lay still all day and all night, amid a constant murmur of groaning and coughing. Under the waterline, where the air no longer circulated, the sepoys were dropping like flies. Of the eight corpses thrown into the water this morning, six were Indians. Piss and shit sloshed over the duckboard, the air was putrid, and General Godwin had forbidden the sepoys to go up to the upper deck: the more degraded the state of the troops became, the more important it was to hide this fact from Min’s spies.


This was the second time the Company had gone to war in Burma. The first time, in 1826, Campbell, at the head of the British troops, had won trading posts all along the coast, as far as the kingdom of Siam. He, too, had arrived too late. Rain and fever had killed ten thousand men when he tried to reach Ava by land. His campaign ended in a half-victory and the right to trade in the ports. Since then, the Burmese had regained their strength, attempting to renegotiate the ’26 agreement, giving the trading-post managers a hard time, threatening trade in the gulf and on the road to China. Dalhousie had sent Commodore Lambert there at the beginning of the year, on a diplomatic mission. Lambert was no diplomat. The situation grew poisonous and the last recourse remaining to the Company was to declare war. This time, the goal was to put an end to the situation by taking the whole country.


But the wind did not blow, miring the fleet as it waited for the chance to attack. Men were dying before a single cannon blast or gunshot had been fired.


*


Bowman took a handkerchief from his bag and unfolded it over his stomach. He chewed the last piece of dried pork that he had brought with him from Pallacate, slowly savouring the meat’s flavour. He rubbed his teeth and gums with a carefully hoarded slice of lemon peel, then swallowed it.


Supplies were running low. They had not brought enough food with them. Rations were reduced. The fresh water had stagnated, and they’d had to cut it with vinegar.


He sank back in his hammock, cursing the shareholders in London who declared wars without any knowledge of warfare, the officers getting rich in their palaces, the Bengal sepoys who’d been recruited from the more delicate castes and had refused to go to Burma. Bombay and Madras had been forced to supply men, and the Company had arrived later than planned.


Amid the usual moans and other noises of the deck, the sound of raised voices drew the sergeant’s attention. Strong words, first of all, which turned to insults. Laughter and jostling. He stood up and pulled aside the sheet.


There were about twenty soldiers surrounding two men who were fighting. A huge, bull-necked blond man was laying into a tall, brown-haired soldier, lighter by about twenty or thirty pounds. The men were laughing, and when the weakling tried to run away, refusing to fight, they pushed him back into the arms of his opponent. The blond man threw him against the hull, his head smashed into a metal girder, and blood spurted from his temple. The men around him laughed even harder. The bull charged at him, the tall thin man evaded the attack, and his opponent collided with the ship’s wooden framework. Stunned and angry, he took a knife from the sleeve of his uniform. The spectators stopped laughing, and moved away from the weapon. The weakling raised his hands.


“Stop. This is pointless. I don’t want to fight you.”


The man with the knife was no longer listening. Forced to defend himself, the tall man took off his jacket and rolled it around his arm, edging back towards the hammocks while never taking his eyes off the blade.


The bull leapt forward. Again the weakling eluded him, tripping over, rolling along the floor and springing back to his feet.


Bowman, leaning against a post, watched with the others. There had not been anything to watch for quite some time now.


In the next attack, the tall thin soldier tried to hit the hand holding the knife. He missed, and the blade whistled through the air in a quick downward arc, slicing through his shirt. He fell to his knees and coiled up like a snake around his wound. As the blond man rushed forward to strike another blow, two hands seized his throat, lifted him from the floor and threw him backwards. He got to his feet, furious, and saw Sergeant Bowman standing in front of him. He blinked, open-mouthed and breathless, and let his knife drop to the floorboards.


Bowman leaned forward over the wounded man. The gash was long but not very deep. He ordered a soldier to fetch the surgeon.


“Why didn’t you stop it before, Sergeant?”


Bowman stood straight.


“Throw him in his hammock.”


The surgeon arrived a few minutes later, grumbling that he had enough sick men to deal with already without the soldiers slicing each other open. Once he had treated the wound, he stood in front of Bowman’s hammock.


“Perhaps you should report this, Sergeant? The men are growing more and more tense. We do not want this kind of incident to happen again.”


“I’ll take care of it. There won’t be any more problems. How’s the victim?”


“Nothing serious. I didn’t bother with stitches.”


The surgeon had an ugly face, eyes red with fever. He stood there, mulling something over, and Bowman waited for him to speak.


“If we stay here too long, I won’t be able to do anything. I’m almost out of medicine, and half the Indians are sick. They can’t stand the sea.”


He looked down.


“Take care of the men, Sergeant. The wounded man is a good Christian. They’re all good Christians.”


The doctor gave a nervous smile, which dissolved into a look of utter despondency. He was still waiting for something. Bowman cleared his throat.


“I’ll take care of them, sir. Don’t you worry about that.”


The surgeon scuttled off between the hammocks.


Everyone was going crazy, because everyone thought the war had not started yet, whereas the truth was that the first battle – the longest and most fatal battle – was already raging on board the ships: the waiting. Bowman knew that one must first survive the army before surviving the battlefield. He was already at the front.


He picked up his book and opened it to the passage that he always read before going into combat.


Hidden behind his sheet, one finger on the page and his lips moving silently, he deciphered the words.




But all the silver and gold, and vessels of brass and iron, are consecrated unto the Lord: they shall come into the treasury of the Lord.


So the people shouted when the priests blew with the trumpets: and it came to pass, when the people heard the sound of the trumpet, and the people shouted with a great shout, that the wall fell down flat, so that the people went up into the city, every man straight before him, and they took the city. And they utterly destroyed all that was in the city, both man and woman, young and old, and ox, and sheep, and ass, with the edge of the sword.





The Bible was the only book he had ever possessed. Bowman did not even imagine that there could be others as thick as this one, with so many stories inside. He closed his eyes and wondered why God, who made it rain on his enemies, made walls crumble and dried up rivers to help his armies, seemed so indifferent to the fate of the Company. He also wondered why he hadn’t stopped the fight earlier, and if the injured soldier, if he’d managed to disarm his opponent or even stab a blade into his belly, would even have asked that question.


All good Christians.


Bowman smiled. The fight had entertained him, and the men, no matter what the quack said, were still ready to fight. That was all they were waiting for.


[image: image]


The smell of vinegar rose from the just-cleaned deck, mingling with the scents of lukewarm seawater and the Joy’s putrefaction. Bowman stroked the match head against the handrail, and the flame briefly illuminated his hands and then his face as he moved it towards the tobacco. He took a drag, arched his neck and blew out the smoke, chin in the air, emptying his lungs.


To the east, along the invisible coastline, the lights of Rangoon flickered like dying stars. Beneath his feet, the men tossed and turned in their hammocks, hoping that tomorrow the wind would come, that the ship would stop listing, or that the vinegar would be turned into wine. Sentries patrolled the deck, rifles resting on shoulders, while a few officers took the air in the moonlight.


Bowman had recognised some of them during the crossing. Six or seven among the two hundred on the Joy. Officers under whom he had fought in the Punjab, in Cavendish’s regiment; others he had met at trading-post garrisons where he had been sent during the last three years.


Among the men he had saluted, not one had spoken a word to him. Maybe they were avoiding him, or maybe he had changed since the Punjab. Maybe not everyone had a memory for faces like he did. He spat in the sea as if to pass on a disease.


“Sergeant Bowman?”


He half-heartedly saluted the deck officer, lifting his pipe to his temple.


“Major Cavendish wants to see you. I must accompany you there now.”


“Cavendish?”


“Straight away, Sergeant.”


Bowman rebuttoned his stinking jacket.


Cavendish. Second-in-command of the fleet. Heir to the duchy of Devonshire. His family was one of the Company’s biggest shareholders. The only time Bowman had seen him was after the palace of Amritsar had been taken, during a promotion ceremony. Corporal Bowman, who had become a sergeant, remembered this well. Cavendish had made a speech. He’d said that the officers were the “spearheads of the Company”. Bowman had thought that a very good expression.


Cavendish was on board the Joy and wanted to see him – Arthur Bowman.


Perhaps the attack was about to be launched. Perhaps Godwin was gathering the officers to give them his orders. But Bowman was only a sergeant. He had no business in the fo’c’s’le with the general staff, and – unless there was a problem – a soldier like him would never approach a high-ranking officer.


He followed the deck officer, passing sentries and guards, walking through corridors with polished walls where the light of oil lamps was reflected. His guide knocked at a door, and a voice bade them enter. The officer opened the door, moved out of the way, and closed it behind him.


Bowman did not understand where he was. It was not the command room, just a little cabin with one window, a bunk, a map table, two chairs, and a lamp hanging from the ceiling. Behind the table, in one of the upholstered chairs, sat Major Cavendish, looking more or less as Bowman remembered him. In front of the window, smoking a cigar, was a captain in uniform. He recognised him, even if, back then, Wright had been only a lieutenant. For a second, the sergeant just stood there, before clicking his heels, saluting, and turning his back to the officers and the table.


“Sergeant Bowman at your command, sir!”


A snort of laughter behind him.


“You may turn around, Sergeant.”


“Sir! You have not put the map away, sir.”


Bowman waited. There was no sound of paper, not even the faintest movement. On a warship just before an attack, N.C.O.s had no more right than a private soldier to see military maps. Glancing at one, even inadvertently, could lead a man to the noose or into the sea with the sharks.


Cavendish spoke to the captain:


“Wright, I have the feeling you’ve made the right choice this time.”


Wright did not reply. In a firmer tone of voice, Cavendish said again:


“Turn around, Sergeant.”


Bowman swivelled, his gaze still lifted above the table.


“Sergeant, you are going to look at that map which scares you so much and tell me what it represents.”


Bowman blinked.


“I’m not scared of the map, sir. I didn’t know I was authorised to look at it, sir.”


“Well, you are. Tell me what it represents.”


Bowman lowered his eyes, glancing quickly at Captain Wright, then at Cavendish, before resting his gaze on the map.


From where he stood, the map was upside down and he could not read the names, but he saw a sea, a coastline, a large green stain, and in the middle of it the twisting blue line of a river. He tried to focus on the words, but they were printed too small.


“I don’t know, sir. But I would guess it is the kingdom of Ava.”


“Precisely, Sergeant. And what is that river?”


Bowman lifted his head to the ceiling.


“Sir, I’m not sure, but I would imagine it’s the Irrawaddy.”


“Correct once again. What could you tell me about that river, Sergeant?”


Bowman gulped.


“I . . . I don’t understand, sir.”


“What do you know about that river?”


“It’s the route to Ava, sir.”


Cavendish smiled.


“What else?”


“I don’t know, sir . . . It’s the route to Ava . . . And the monsoon is coming.”


“The monsoon . . . What does that mean, Sergeant, the monsoon?”


Silence again. Bowman felt his legs giving way beneath him.


“Sir! The rain, that means that the fleet can’t sail up the river.”


Cavendish looked at the map for a moment, preoccupied, then stood up.


“Sergeant, I was told by Captain Wright that you were aboard and he recommended that I meet you. He told me you were a brave fighter, almost . . . How did you put it, Wright? Ah, yes! ‘Recklessly bold’. The captain said you fought like a lion under his orders during the attack on the palace of Amritsar. What do you say to that, Sergeant?”


“I beg your pardon, sir?”


“Do you agree with Captain Wright?”


“Sir! It was a hell of an attack, with sabres and bayonets, but I was only obeying orders, sir.”


“Ah! That is what I wanted to hear you say, Sergeant. You obeyed orders. And you mounted the assault with your bayonet! Wonderful! So you are a good soldier, and you are brave.”


Cavendish paced around the cabin, hands behind his back, then finally came to a halt beneath the halo of the lamp and put his hands on the map.


“Sergeant, I have given it some thought and I am going to assign you this mission. Captain Wright will conclude this interview.”


Cavendish went out without saluting or saying another word, slamming the door behind him and leaving Captain Wright alone with Bowman.


Wright took one last drag on his cigar and threw it out of the window.


“It’s a stroke of luck that you should be on board this ship, Bowman.”


“The kind of luck you don’t always get when you want it, sir.”


Wright turned around.


“What do you mean by that, Sergeant?”


“Sir! It’s a manner of speaking. Nothing special, sir.”


The captain observed Bowman for a moment.


“Tomorrow, before noon, a Company dinghy will come here to fetch us, from the Joy. You will be under my orders, second-in-command of the expedition. Thirty men, twenty of whom will arrive tomorrow with the sloop, and ten others – ten trustworthy men whom you must choose from among the soldiers on the Joy. Be on deck tomorrow morning, kitbag packed, no weapons, ready to not come back.”


Wright turned towards the window.


“You are one of the most violent men I have ever commanded, Bowman. You obey orders and you make others obey you. It is for those qualities that I recommended you to Major Cavendish, and that he decided to choose you. I hope you will repay the trust we are putting in you. Not a word to anyone. Dismissed, Sergeant.”


Bowman stood stock-still, as if his shoes were nailed to the wooden boards. The cabin spun before his eyes. He tore his feet from the floor, moved towards the door, found himself in the corridor and walked outside. Under the black moon, mouth wide open, he took deep, gasping breaths. The air was warm, humid, stale, too thick to relieve his dizziness.


He did not know why or how it would happen, but he knew he had just been condemned to death. It had not taken place on a battlefield or during an assault on an enemy base, but before a map, a duke too busy to finish his sentences and a cigar-smoking captain. And in place of a sentence, he had been given an order.


He walked over to the railing, leaned his hands on it and stared out at the lights of Rangoon in the distance. He stayed there for an hour, breathing that coffin air, before going back down to the first deck, where he crept between the Company’s mercenaries, stretched out in hammocks, their eyes wide open and immobile, clinging to the ceiling like lizards.


Ten men.
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He didn’t sleep a wink. Beneath his feet, sepoys driven mad with fever had spent the whole night screaming. He lifted up a corner of his sheet.


The dawn light filtered in through the half-open portholes. The men were starting to move, giving up on sleep. The galley workers brought in the breakfast rations of rice gruel and rum. The soldiers, holding their mess tins and cups, stood in line. Once they had been served, they went off to eat their ration, devouring the insipid soup and the mouthful of alcohol that, some said, had the power to save a man from fever and toxic air.


Bowman did not leave his hammock. During the slow and pathetic ritual of the soup, he watched the soldiers filing past in front of him. He didn’t know any of them, nor did he know anything about the mission for which he would need them.


Wright had chosen him because he was tough.


Maybe he should seek out men of the same stamp?


Besides, what did that mean, a trustworthy man? Wright didn’t trust him. He didn’t trust Wright. Bowman had never trusted anyone but himself. And yet, the idea of being surrounded by ten men like him disturbed him more than anything.


He had long ago ruled out the idea of choosing any Indians. One never knew what made a native obey orders, nor what might one day make them disobey orders. For him, an order had the same value as a decision he had made himself.


Ten men. Take your pick.


Bowman spotted the weakling who had lost the fight, the one the surgeon had patched up the night before. Standing in the line of soldiers, mess tin in hand, his shirt torn and stained with dry blood, he had managed to get through the night without catching a fever.


“You. Come here.”


The soldier followed the sergeant to a quieter corner of the deck.


“You know why I didn’t stop the fight before?”


He looked at Bowman.


“Why, Sergeant?”


“Because a fight is like a war: you have to know who the winner is before you can know who was right to start fighting. And sometimes it’s the man who didn’t want to fight who wins. So he was the one who was right.”


The soldier smiled at Bowman.


“God forgives trespasses, as I refuse to fight unjustly or for no good reason. I could have mastered that man, without fighting and without your intervention, Sergeant.”


“Bloody hell, are you a vicar or something?”


“Merely a sheep in the flock, Sergeant.”


“A sheep who’s still standing with a twelve-inch slash in his belly is good meat, I reckon.”


Bowman looked around them.


“Is there anyone you trust on this boat?”


The soldier was puzzled.


“What do you mean? Someone I know?”


“Yeah, someone you trust.”


The soldier looked at the men who surrounded them, lying or standing, eating or sick, chatting or silent. He pointed at one of them, sitting on his hammock, placidly swallowing his rotten breakfast.


“Are you taking the piss?”


The soldier shook his head. Bowman gave a half-smile.


“Him? You’re sure?”


The tall thin man nodded.


“Him.”


Bowman walked up to the blond man who had, the night before, tried to cut the sheep’s godly throat.


“You.”


The soldier jumped out of his hammock and saluted.


“Sergeant!”


“Over here.”


When the blond bull found himself face to face with the wounded soldier, he froze.


“Sorry, Sergeant, it was stupid of me. I got in a rage over nothing. I swear it won’t happen again.”


“Shut your mouth. You, preacher, explain it to him. He has to do the same thing. When there are ten of you, pack your kitbag and meet me on deck. Sergeant Bowman’s orders. They’ll let you pass. Got it?”


The godly soldier nodded, while the bull said yes without understanding what was happening.


“Names?”


The preacher’s name was Peavish. The man he had decided to forgive was called Bufford.


Bowman went over to his hammock, knelt down in front of his bag, and emptied it out on the floor.


He unfolded a uniform jacket that was barely in a better state than the one he was wearing, and on top of it he put his mother-of-pearl powder horn, the almost-empty bottle of rum, his military papers in the little oiled leather pouch, his Bible and his reserves of tobacco, then wrapped the jacket around these objects. At the bottom of the canvas bag, on top of this bundle, he put a pair of new boots and a change of clothes. Then he took his dagger from his belt and added that to the pile.


When he went up on deck, something had changed, though what it was he didn’t immediately understand.


The seventeen ships in the fleet, which had not moved for days, were swaying from side to side, the lines of their riggings crossing on the horizon. Small waves lapped against the hulls, the sea turned white and all the men on the deck of the Healing Joy felt the wind on their faces. The clouds in the sky were moving east towards Rangoon. On the officers’ deck, a sailor hoisted the flags, communicating General Godwin’s orders to the other ships.


The wind was blowing in the Company’s favour, and the clouds had not burst.


The sailors climbed up rope ladders and on to booms 130 feet above the sea. Godwin and his general staff appeared on the poop deck, their medals and the gold braid of their uniforms shining in the sunlight. Telescopes were turned towards Rangoon. Major Cavendish was there too, staring at the coastline.


The soldiers were sent to battle stations, the sailors to their posts. The anchor chains were pulled from the sea, link by link, the men grunting with the effort. The sails, unfurled, swelled in the wind. The fleet’s portholes opened to reveal the mouths of cannons. Thirty-pound carronades, black and stocky, hidden under sail bags, appeared on the decks. The same sounds came from all the ships, ricocheting off the water and carried by the wind: the sounds of armament and manoeuvres.


Amid the general panic, in the middle of the ship’s turmoil, Bowman’s ten men emerged from the main hatchway, protecting their eyes from the light. They turned around, looking for the sergeant. Peavish, Bufford and eight other soldiers whom Bowman had never seen before. They lined up along the railing, patient as farmers in church, but Bowman did not have time to inspect them.


He could see, threading its way through the fleet’s vessels, every sail raised, a three-masted sloop, about 100 feet long, as white as those yachts on the Thames that the rich sail in summer. Except that this one was armed with twenty-pound cannons, eighteen of them, and its decks were populated not only with sailors but with twenty soldiers in uniform.


Captain Wright emerged suddenly from the fo’c’s’le, a double-barrelled pistol in his belt and a messenger’s satchel strapped across his chest, followed by a sailor carrying his bag. The sloop came alongside their ship and Bowman saw its name, in golden letters on the white hull. The Sea Runner dropped its sails, and the sailors on the Healing Joy lowered the fenders, threw the hawsers and rolled out the officers’ gangplank. Wright went first, jumping onto the deck of the Runner, which he quickly crossed before disappearing into the cockpit. Bowman yelled at his men:


“Board now!”


They hurtled down the gangplank, shoved forward by the sergeant, and clambered aboard.


Immediately, the hawsers were cast off, the sloop caught the wind and rapidly moved away, manoeuvring a path through the fleet. A cannon blast sounded. The ships tore themselves away from the water where they had been mouldering and, heading for Rangoon, turned away from the sloop.


The war was starting without them, as if Godwin and God had been waiting for Bowman and his men to leave before setting it in motion.


*


The Sea Runner set a westward course. Bowman remembered Cavendish’s map, the drawing of the river in the middle of that green expanse. They were on their way to the Irrawaddy estuary, drawing nearer to the coast.


Land was only a mile off now, parallel to the sloop’s course. They could make out details of the forest, beaches and rocks, some trees taller than others, mangrove and coconut trees leaning over the waves; odours reached them from the land, the scented wind sucking their boat in faster and faster. When Bowman turned around, the fleet was already nothing but a line of little white dots on the horizon.


For the men from the Healing Joy who had just boarded the Runner, the heat of the continent felt like a promise after months spent suffocating in hammocks. A new world, close by, the masts of the sloop leaning towards it like outstretched arms.


The soldiers already aboard no longer eyed the coast with the same curiosity. They had seen enough of it to grow weary of the sight and were aware of what really awaited them there: it was not the promised land, merely the start of an endless jungle, the immense territory where the warriors of the kingdom of Ava lay in wait.


Bowman sat on his kitbag, leaning against the cockpit wall, and looked at the thirty soldiers scattered over the deck.


The ten men from the Joy talked between themselves, in groups of two at the bow of the ship. Each of them knew others in the same group, but none of them knew everyone. A coalition of chance and acquaintance. Peavish stood apart and it was Bufford, in the end, who had determined the make-up of the group: sturdy, muscular and probably rather stupid. The man he had chosen, and those who had been chosen after that, were very much in his image. Hard men. The kind of men Bowman would have mistrusted had he chosen them himself, gathered together here by the preacher, with his sheeplike forgiveness and faith.


The men already aboard were in the same mould. Beefy men in frayed uniforms, tattoos on their arms, comparable to Bufford’s men in age and appearance, but they stood silent. They stared out gloomily at the coastline or the sea. Two soldiers, scanning the green line of the continent, caught Bowman’s eye. One had torn jacket sleeves, with wounds on his wrists from steel chains. The other was barefoot, and like his friend’s wrists, his ankles were grazed and bruised, rubbed raw by the touch of metal. Some of the other uniforms had been ripped at the shoulders, where stripes had been removed.


The men from the sloop were prisoners of the fleet, rowdy soldiers and N.C.O.s, taken from the holds where they had been awaiting their sentence, some of them perhaps even the hangman’s noose.


Bowman closed his eyes and savoured the cool wind on his face, the smells of the land in his nostrils.


For four hours, the Sea Runner sped forward. After the excitement of boarding, his men had returned to the resigned mannerisms of soldiers being transported who knew where, who knew why. The two chain-marked soldiers had ended up sitting in a corner together, postponing their dreams of escape.


Bowman dozed, eyes half closed, surveying the movements around him.


The sailors observed this strange, silent group. The sloop’s captain, an old naval officer, stood at the helm on the upper deck, flanked by two Company soldiers, wearing muskets across their chests. The cannons were ready to fire, portholes open, and below deck, Bowman sensed, the rest of the crew was in a state of high alert.


The sloop tacked to one side. The rigging creaked, the sails snapped and the booms swung over the heads of the drowsing men, waking them suddenly. The Runner was changing direction, heading towards the coast. It was late afternoon and the sun would soon set. In these latitudes, night fell in the blink of an eye.


Ahead of the ship’s bow, the sergeant saw a grey beach: a cove in the shape of a half-moon, quite deep, bordered by two rocky promontories. As the sloop approached, he saw the village and that dark stain that he had, at first, not been able to identify. A large junk in anchorage, with ochre-red sails. In the middle of the beach, a pontoon jutted into the water, some outrigger canoes were drawn up on the sand, and a dozen buildings, parallel to the curve of the bay, backed onto the forest. Wooden cabins with palm-leaf roofs. Fishing lines were hung from bamboo porches. Between these houses and on the beach, patrolling in pairs, were Company soldiers in red uniforms, about thirty of them in total. Ten were gathered in front of the largest building, a sort of temple or communal house, opposite the pontoon, the central point of the village. The soldiers were lined up on the platform of its wide covered terrace, guarding a large closed door. Lobster pots, still-smoking fireplaces, chickens, dogs and little black pigs could all be seen in the village’s streets which, apart from the soldiers, looked deserted.


On the captain’s order, the sailors lowered the sails. The sloop glided over the calm water, in the silence of this perfect natural shelter, until it reached the junk. Burmese sailors threw ropes to the British sailors and the Sea Runner moored alongside the pot-bellied ship. Painted on its bow, six feet above the Englishmen’s deck, two red-and-black eyes stared down at them.


Wright came out of the cockpit as soon as the manoeuvre had been completed.


“Tell the men to leave their personal belongings and military papers on board the Sea Runner. They’ll remove their uniforms and board the junk.”


Bowman repeated Wright’s words:


“They’ll remove their uniforms?”


“They’ll get undressed. Uniforms, boots and personal belongings stay on this ship. Tell them they’ll get them back when they return. Same thing for you, Bowman.”


A rope ladder fell from the junk. Wright took hold of it and climbed up onto the Burmese boat.


Bowman stood in the middle of the deck:


“Round up here! Bags at your feet!”


The men gathered chaotically. The sergeant lined them up.


“Your belongings stay on this ship! On my orders, you will strip off, put everything in your bags and climb onto the junk! Now!”


There were twenty-eight of them, half-smiling and looking at each other. Hands behind his back, Bowman waited. His silence had its effect on the troop, and their smiles vanished. He walked from one man to the next, taking the time to look into their eyes, and stopped in front of Bufford. The blond man glanced at his comrades, then back at the sergeant, and began unbuttoning his jacket. Slowly, the others followed suit.


In underwear, or a shirt tied around their waist, they carefully packed their bags. The sun was going down behind the trees; on land, between the huts, the Company’s soldiers were patrolling with flaming torches.


The men on the Runner stood in a tight knot in the middle of the deck, their white skin and black tattoos touching. Bowman had watched as a few objects had disappeared into the folds of underpants and shirts. A Bible, a gold cross on a chain, a little pouch of tobacco or a pipe. He saw two knives vanish behind cloth too, and committed the soldiers’ faces to memory.


“Board now!”


They climbed up onto the junk, clumsily, hastily, each one showing his white arse and legs to the soldiers below, who laughed, until their turn came to climb the ladder. Bowman, the last man on board the sloop, removed his boots and his uniform. On his belly, under the fabric of his long johns, he slid his Afghan dagger, his tobacco and his pipe, before weighing up his powder horn.


He’d had it made specially in Bombay, after his regiment had returned victorious from the Punjab. The inside coated with rubber-tree sap, the lid watertight, the horn could be plunged in water and still keep the powder dry. Bowman had spent four months’ pay on its fabrication and the inlaid silver and mother-of-pearl. It was his reward as a soldier after twelve years of service for the Company. So he could fight even when it was raining.


He packed away his jacket and his boots, crossed the Sea Runner’s deck to the steering post and saluted the captain. The old naval officer stared at the trouserless sergeant.


“Sergeant, the sloop has to return immediately. What do you want?”


“Sir, Troop Sergeant Bowman, First Company, Madras Regiment.”


“I don’t give two hoots for your rank, Sergeant. Board that junk immediately!”


Bowman stood straight, shoulders wide.


“Sir, I want to give you this. It’s something . . . It’s precious to me, Captain. I want to leave it with you, so it doesn’t get lost with the other bags.”


Bowman held out the horn.


“What are you talking about? Leave this ship – that’s an order!”


Bowman did not move.


“Captain, I need to know your name.”


“What?”


The captain of the Sea Runner turned to the armed men who acted as his bodyguards.


“Get this man off my ship!”


The two men aimed their rifles at the sergeant. Bowman took a step backwards, crouched down slowly without lowering his eyes, placed the horn on the deck and stood up again. The captain almost shouted:


“Get the hell off this ship, Sergeant, before I have you shot!”


Bowman went down the officers’ gangplank and threw his jacket and boots on deck before climbing up to the junk.


*


On board, under lamps hung from the rigging, the men waited, naked, in a circle around a dark heap in the middle of the deck. Bowman walked closer. It was a large pile of clothes.


“What are you waiting for? Put them on!”


The men picked up old Burmese rags from the pile – baggy fishermen’s trousers, too small and stinking of fish, and belted shirts. When they had finished getting dressed, there were still enough clothes for another thirty people. Bowman ordered the rest thrown into the sea.


The Burmese sailors moved into action, raising the battened sails, lifting the anchor, loosing the ropes to release the Sea Runner, which moved away towards the pontoon. The sloop was going to pick up the soldiers patrolling the fishermen’s huts on land.


The men laughed and swore as they compared their new outfits, which looked like children’s clothes worn by adults. Bowman, who had also put on a pair of trousers and chosen a shirt, attached his knife to the cotton belt and turned towards the shore.


A hut was in flames. The soldiers’ torches moved quickly from one house to the next and behind them the palm roofs blazed.


The junk’s sailors took long bamboo poles from the hold and pushed their boat forward, as the breeze was not strong enough to propel it. They punted with all their strength, glancing back at the village behind them.


The torches converged on the large building. The other houses were burning, sparks rising fifty feet in the air, blown by the wind out to sea and towards the too-slow junk. The flames illuminated the bay in red and yellow, painting the sails and hull of the Sea Runner, moored to the pontoon on a sea the colour of lava. On the terrace of the large building, the soldiers threw their torches against the door. The flames quickly climbed up the walls to the roof. The men from the Company withdrew to encircle the building, rifles raised. Screams rose from inside. Naked fishermen ran through the walls of fire, only to be scythed down by bullets at point-blank range. Women, carrying children, their clothes ablaze, also tried to flee, but collapsed in the sand after a few strides, killed by the soldiers. The roof of the building caved in, blowing thousands of cinders into the air where they swirled like a gigantic flight of fiery starlings.


The first scraps of incandescent palm leaves fell on Sergeant Bowman’s men. The Burmese sailors screamed as they pushed the bamboo poles. At last, the junk passed the edge of the bay, and the wind swelled the sails, pushing the ship out to sea as it sent a thick cloud of ash down on the men’s heads. They covered their mouths with their hands, blocking their noses so they wouldn’t breathe in the stench of burnt flesh.


The village disappeared from sight but the fire still lit up the sea and the coastline like a sunset. They saw the flame-coloured Sea Runner leave the bay and vanish into the night.


Before the Burmese sailors blew out the lamps illuminating the deck, Bowman saw his men, pale and silent in their fishermen’s clothes, start smacking their shoulders and shaking their hair, yanking nervously at their shirts and trousers covered with ash.
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Lying crammed together on the deck, the men had been awake for a long time when the sun appeared over the forest. The first rays licked the ash-covered ship. Faces grey with ash, black lines in the wrinkles of their foreheads and the corners of their mouths, the soldiers looked like corpses.


A tailwind blew the junk up a river more than a thousand feet wide. The Burmese sailors pulled buckets of water tied to ropes from the sea. The men washed themselves and the deck was rinsed down. Bowman collared a Burmese, asking him where Captain Wright was and who was commanding the junk. The man shook his head, replying in his own language. The sergeant didn’t understand a word. He raised his voice:


“Captain!”


The sailor ran off towards the sterncastle, and returned with a fat man in a straight-collared shirt with knotted buttons, holding a switch that he used to swat insects and waft the air. A Chinaman. Here, the Chinese were, after the Company, the ones who did the most trade. Their ships were capable of sailing to Africa, and were well-armed enough to stand up to European vessels. The Irrawaddy, like the other rivers on the continent, belonged to them.


Bowman had not fought in China. When the Opium War ended, he was still in Africa. But he knew that, of all the yellow men, the Chinese were the worst.


The man spoke rudimentary English:


“Me Captain Feng. What you want?”


“I must see Captain Wright. And the men need to eat and drink.”


“Captain Wright cabin. You come with me. Men not on deck! Not on deck! In hold! Hide in hold! Not see soldiers!”


“Forget it. I have to see the captain. Now.”


Bowman waited for the captain of the junk to give his frightened-virgin act a rest, then to turn on his heel and lead him to the cabins.


They crossed a sort of galley, where ten sailors were eating rice around a table. The Chinaman came to a halt outside a door, gave a nod of farewell, and left. Bowman grabbed him by the sleeve.


“Take the soldiers something to drink.”


Then he knocked at the door.


*


Wright was also wearing fishermen’s clothes. Cigar in hand, lying on a bunk, he was blowing smoke towards a window shaded by reeds.


“I didn’t ask to see you, Sergeant.”


Bowman saw a half-finished bowl of rice on the table, next to some chicken bones with a little flesh remaining on them and a bottle of Gordon’s gin.


“What do you want?”


Bowman looked up at him.


“I need to know where we’re going. And the next time you burn a village, if I don’t know about it in advance, I’d be surprised if I’m able to control the men. I don’t even know how we’re going to feed them, and for how long. We might encounter Min’s troops at any moment: they should be armed, but I’m not sure if that’s a good idea, given their pedigree and the atmosphere on board this ship.”


Wright sat up on his bed.


“I don’t like your tone, Sergeant.”


Bowman backtracked:


“I didn’t mean to offend you, I just wanted to know what I should do, sir. You know that if the officers don’t know what they’re doing, the soldiers won’t obey them. The baboon who’s captaining this ship told me to put the men in the hold. He’s giving me orders in front of them, sir. This could end badly, with scum like them in tow.”


Wright stood up.


“You’re not as stupid as you look, Sergeant.”


Bowman’s face ticked. Captain Wright stubbed out his cigar in the bowl of rice.


“The men from the Sea Runner are indeed criminals whom the Company has promised to pardon. You’ll find a way to bring them to heel, Sergeant – that’s why I chose you. We’ll stay on board this junk for three days, at most, before we can turn back. In the meantime, the men will remain hidden, because this junk must look like a trading boat. There’s no point arming them at the moment: Feng’s sailors will assure our safety until we have reached our objective. They’ll also take care of the food and drink.”


Wright swallowed a mouthful of gin from the bottle.


“You may go, Sergeant.”


Bowman opened his mouth.


“And what if we encounter one of Min’s boats? These sailors won’t be enough to . . .”


“I told you to leave, Bowman. Now.”


*


The sky was less cloudy than it had been out at sea, and the heat of the forest rose from the two banks. The junk moved silently amid the murmur of insects and the calls of birds. Monkeys on high branches watched it float past.


“Sit down! Not a single head should appear over the railings!”


The men sat in a group in the middle of the deck, their knees drawn up to their chests. In those too-small clothes, with their ash-grey hair, they looked like a bunch of old prisoners on their way to a penal colony. Bowman had trouble recognising them, though he ended up identifying Bufford and the preacher, the two men who were thinking of escaping, the two who had hidden knives in their shirts, and one or two others from the Joy’s group.


“Go down into the hold. And do not come out. We’ll reach our destination in three days. The Burmese will bring you soup and water.”


He paused, met a few men’s eyes.


“Anyone who wants to escape, go ahead and jump in the water now. If you even make it to the shore, I wouldn’t give you two days before you’re roasting over a campfire. Otherwise you can always swim with the current and in twelve hours you’ll reach the sea, except the sharks will have eaten your legs by then. From there, you’ve got about a six-month swim to reach India.”


Smiles and whispers. Bowman stopped speaking and waited for silence.


“The only way to get back from where we’re going is on this boat. So get that into your thick heads. And this too: there’s no such thing as good or bad orders. You don’t know what will save your skin and what will bury you, so don’t waste your time trying to think about it. When I give you an order, you obey. Captain Wright does not like being disturbed. If you have a problem, you talk to me.”


They were still smiling. Bowman waited.


“Those men who hid knives in their underwear when we were leaving the sloop, stand up slowly now and throw them overboard. You can keep your Bibles and your tobacco, but anyone who brought knives with them, don’t wait for me to come and take them from you.”


The smiles faded. For a few seconds, no-one moved. The slats in the sails banged against the masts in the ever-weakening wind. Fat Captain Feng had emerged from the fo’c’s’le, his switch in his hand, and was watching Bowman. Half the sailors were watching him too, in a rough circle around the troop of soldiers.


One English soldier stood up, hesitated, then put his hand under his shirt and took out a knife. He threw the weapon over the side and tried to look straight ahead, as far as possible from the sergeant.


Bowman moved between the squatting men.


“You won’t eat today. Half-ration of water. Anyone who gives him even a grain of rice won’t eat for two days. Sit down.”


The soldier sat down. Bowman stood above him, staring down. There was another silence.


“You got off lightly, you prick.”


He waited for a moment, long enough for the words to get into those thick heads, then turned around to face another soldier – a sturdy, tattooed man, one of those who had not yet stopped smiling. One of Wright’s hard men.


“Take that knife out of your shirt.”


The man did not blink.


“I don’t have a knife, Sergeant.”


He was making Bowman’s task easier. This kind of example only worked with the toughest men.


“Get up.”


The soldier slowly rose. He was four inches taller than Bowman.


“Name?”


“Collins.”


“Give me the knife, Collins.”


“I don’t have a knife, Sergeant.”


He smiled.


Arthur Bowman, eyes staring into Private Collins’, thought about the horse he’d shot at Pallacate, a month ago. He thought about the mare’s big black eye rolling upwards in its socket, about its tongue licking the earth. Then he saw again the messenger, that man broken in two, in the courtyard of the trading post, that man he had watched die, his eyes full of questions. Bowman thought about the charge they had made on the palace of Amritsar, when they had attacked with bayonet and sabre, the skulls they’d smashed, the bellies they’d slit open, the eyes of the Sikhs who fell into his arms, their hot blood flowing over his hands, their sad, surprised expressions, each of them seeking a little comfort in Sergeant Bowman’s eyes, before tipping over into oblivion. He saw the mountains of corpses piled up after the battles, which they set on fire and which burned for days, raising columns of smoke all over the Punjab, smoke that stank far worse than that fishermen’s village. He saw the blacks in Africa whose hands, arms and tongues he’d cut off, the sepoys he’d whipped, the men he’d beaten to death with his bare hands. Bowman saw the Company advancing ever eastward, him in the lead, a rifle in his hands, shooting at women, children, old people, guarding warehouses of pepper or cloth, taking boats from which, each morning, they threw corpses in the water without a single prayer. The wars and the battles, the bullets that had pierced him, the blades that had slashed him, and still he had moved onward, the “spearhead” of the East India Company, who sliced off ears, branded children with fire, killed men so he could take their women, guarded shipments of tea. He went back as far as the first man he had killed, at fourteen years old, an apprentice sailor on his first ship. Not a battle, just a man who picked a fight with him, had it in for him. A knife in his throat while he slept.


The twenty-seven men around Bowman and Collins did not move a muscle. They had all seen death pass across the sergeant’s eyes. They knew death when they saw it. It glided over their heads and turned around Collins in ever-tighter circles.


They had all seen death before, men like that.


Drops of sweat rolled down Collins’ cheeks. There was nothing in Sergeant Bowman’s eyes now but a great emptiness, and a dreamy smile crept across his face, the kind of smile they put on corpses for funerals.


Collins slipped his hand inside his shirt, then paused out of fear that he was moving too fast. It took him an eternity to find the knife handle and to let it drop on the deck floor. The sound of metal on wood made him shiver. Bowman’s smile slowly vanished, and he looked once again like a simple brute, a loud-mouthed sergeant. He seemed to shrink inside himself and took a step back.


“Pick up the knife and throw it overboard.”


Collins bent down, picked up the weapon and tossed it in the water.


“No food until you’ve killed an enemy of the Company. Sit down.”


Captain Feng was still there, behind him, watching. The sergeant walked over to a Burmese sailor and slowly articulated:


“Give me your pistol.”


The Burmese blinked and turned towards Feng. Bowman held the man’s chin in his hand and turned his face back to him.


“Give me your pistol.”


The sailor slowly drew the weapon from his belt, held it by the barrel and put it in the English soldier’s hand.


“Cartridges.”


The Burmese took a case from his shirt containing bullets and primers, then an ivory flask filled with powder. Bowman slipped the gun in his belt, the ammunition inside his shirt, and turned back to his men.


“Hatchway. Everyone in the hold.”


Feng had disappeared. The sailors scarpered. The soldiers went down beneath the deck, one after another. Peavish, among the last on deck, walked over to the sergeant.


“Are you happy with the men I chose for you?”


“You only chose Buffalo.”


“And you chose me.”


“Get in the hold.”


Peavish smiled and looked Sergeant Bowman in the eyes.


“I understand why they’re so afraid of you, Sergeant. I was afraid too, the first time, when you saved me from Bufford and lifted him off the ground.”


“You’re in the same boat as the rest of them, preacher. Now go.”


“You’ll be happy with them, Sergeant.”


“Go.”


The stink of fish, rotten vegetables and spices rose from the hold. Bowman leaned over the hatchway.


“The one who had a knife and got up when I asked the first time . . . Name?”


From the darkness, a voice rose.


“Private Harris, Sergeant!”


“Harris, you’re in charge of Collins. If he swallows a single bite, all you’ll get is a knife when we have to fight Min’s monkeys.”


*


Bowman closed the large hatch and inspected the gun he had taken from the sailor. It was a French sailor’s pistol, ’49 model. French weapons were rare in the territories where the English Company had negotiated trade agreements. Either Feng was trafficking with the French or Wright had decided to cover their tracks by equipping the junk with foreign weapons.


The ship’s crumpled sails flapped against the masts. Bowman felt a cool gust of air on his skin. He followed the sailors’ eyes southward and saw black clouds over the Irrawaddy, moving in pursuit of the junk. The wind was blowing stronger and stronger, and Feng’s pilot, clinging to the steering wheel, watched the sky behind him.


If the rain caught up with them, anyone would be able to fall on them without them seeing a thing. Navigating through a monsoon was one thing, defending yourself in a monsoon was quite another. Seeing the expressions on the sailors’ faces, Bowman realised they were making the same calculation.


He spat in the water.


The sailors turned around when they heard him say loudly:


“He can go fuck himself.”


He checked that the powder was dry, poured ten grains into the barrel of the pistol, pushed the bullet all the way in, placed the primer on the flintlock, and put the gun back in his belt.


At the galley table, twelve sailors were smoking long cigars filled with green tobacco and sipping palm alcohol. They froze when the English sergeant stood in front of them.


“Feng.”


The sailors hesitated, then one of them nodded towards a door, the one next to Wright’s. Arthur Bowman walked through a short corridor and went in without knocking.


A bunk with pillows, a half-eaten plate of food, an open window through which he saw the river behind the boat, the waves left in the junk’s wake and the black clouds moving ever-closer. Feng was lying on the bed, a fan in his hand. Bowman turned around, sensing a presence at his back.


A Burmese child, seven or eight years old, was sitting on the floor, bare-chested, his back to the bamboo wall.


Feng began fanning himself nervously again.


“Not come here! Captain cabin!”


“Where are the weapons?”


The Chinaman stood up, still shaking his fan.


“Not tell. You see Captain Wright!”


The sergeant advanced to the table and dug with his fingers into the rice.


“The weapons.”


“Orders Captain Wright! Not see weapons!”


Bowman took the pistol from his belt and put a finger to his lips.


“Shh. Not a sound.”


He turned towards the child and beckoned him over.


The child stood up, staring at the gun. Bowman held it in front of him, aimed at Captain Feng’s stomach. The little slave did not understand. The sergeant encouraged him with a smile. The child, trembling from head to foot, gripped his fingers around the butt. The weapon was too heavy for the little slave, who held it with both hands, blinking and aiming at the Chinaman’s belly. His muscles, tensed by the effort, twitched in the wounds on his back: the whip marks inflicted by Feng’s switch, which had torn the skin on his shoulder blades. The sergeant held his palm open above the pistol, signalling him to wait, checking that the child didn’t collapse. Feng had put the fan over his belly in a gesture of self-protection. The sergeant spoke softly:


“The weapons. Where are they?”


The Chinaman’s eyes moved from the barrel of the pistol to the Englishman’s face.


“Under table. Under big table sailors.”


“Take some food to my men. Water too.”


Feng nodded. Bowman took the gun from the child’s hands and, when he stepped back towards the door, the little slave rushed to follow him. The sergeant closed the door, crossed the corridor and stood in front of the sailors, the child clinging to his leg.


“The table.”


A hesitation. Bowman waited, giving them time to come to the only conclusion possible: Feng could not help them; the English soldier was disobeying his captain and their only chance was to do the same thing. To make a pact with him. They, too, had seen the village burn and had no illusions over their fate.


One of the sailors looked at the little slave, lowered his head and, in a serious voice, murmured a few words. The sergeant moved his hand slowly towards his pistol.


The sailors stood up, pushed the table aside, and opened a trapdoor hidden beneath a mat. Two of them went down under the floorboards and in their hands the first rifles appeared. Miniés with the letters V.O.C. engraved on them: more French weapons, but supplied to or taken by the Dutch Company. Next from the hiding place they took two thirty-pound kegs of black powder, twenty boxes of forty well-oiled Minié bullets, forty rifles in all, plus another dozen naval pistols, Dutch copper powder-flasks, plenty of primers and a waterproof crate in which Bowman found six small, two-pound fuse bombs.


He walked over to the hatchway, looked at the black sky, which was catching them up, grabbed the child by a wrist and hung him over the hold.


“Preacher! Look after him!”


Hands seized the child by the waist and he disappeared under the deck. The sergeant gripped the ladder and went down in turn. He crouched, pulled his knife from his shirt and, one hand on the pommel, the point of the blade notched in the floorboards, waited. The water of the river splashed against the hull, and in the darkness he made out the men around him, spread out at the back of the hold, tired and starving amid the stench and the dampness.


“Rain’s coming. It’s going to fall hard. The boat won’t be able to go any further, and they’re bound to come alongside us. I’m going to hand out weapons.”


The men began to sit up.


“There are some on this boat who still haven’t understood who I am, but never mind. Once they’ve got a rifle, they can try to kill me if that’s what they want. But there’s something else more important that you haven’t all accepted yet.”


Bowman bent his head and looked at the pale light that fell at his feet from the hatchway.


“We’re all going to die on this godforsaken boat. Those who were in chains before they got here and those who weren’t. I have only one thing to tell you: I don’t want to die here and when I give orders, it will be to get me out of this alive. I never send someone else to do a job I can do myself. If we don’t shoot each other in the back, some of us might make it. If you don’t listen to me, we’ll all snuff it.”


He saw some of the men look down, while others met his eye, still mistrustful.


“We’ll all snuff it. Including this child.”


He stood up, grabbed Feng’s little slave by the hair and tore him from Peavish’s arms. He held him hanging in the square of light and touched the blade of the knife to his throat.


“That means I can cut his head off right now. Ask Peavish, he’ll tell you – it’d be an act of charity.”


Faces twitched. Arses lifted from the floor. Some of the toughest were already looking away.


“So?”


Peavish got down on his knees.


Pulling on the child’s hair, Bowman lifted him higher off the ground. The child started crying and kicking his feet. He cried out in Burmese, things that no-one understood. The blade pierced his skin when he moved, and blood started to trickle down his chest.


“So?”


One man stood up. The one who had no boots on the Runner, the one who had stared silently at the coastline, the canoes on the fishermen’s beach, who had eyed the shores since they got out on the river. The one whose stripes had been torn from his jacket’s shoulder and who dreamed of escape because he had good reason not to believe Wright’s promised pardon.


He stood in front of Bowman. He was the same height and, like half the men in the hold, had the pale hair and eyes of a Viking.


“Leave the child alone, Sergeant. We’ll follow orders.”


“Name and rank – before they took your stripes.”


“Sergeant Penders.”


The child had stopped moving. His feet hung limply above the floor. A thread of blood trickled from his throat down to his trousers.


“Sergeant Penders, you’re a good Christian. But are you speaking for everyone?”


Bowman inspected the other faces, then turned back to Penders.


“You’ve got your stripes back. When I’m not there, you’re the one who’ll kick them up the arse.”


He dropped the child, who ran into the arms of the preacher, then lifted his head towards the hatchway and whistled. Two Burmese hurtled down the ladder with a barrel of water, followed by two large bowls of rice in palm mats, two buckets of soup and some mess tins.


“You’ve got ten minutes to eat. Harris, keep an eye on Collins. Half-ration for you.”


The men rushed over to the food, and Bowman climbed back up on deck.


*


The wind had grown even stronger, driven forward by the rain that was following it. Half a mile downstream, the landscape disappeared behind a white wall. A piston of dark clouds was coming up the river, gaining on them, pushing them towards a bottleneck: ahead of them, the riverbanks were only about fifty yards apart. The water rippled, branches trembled, trees swayed, and all over the forest toads began to croak, so loud you could hear them over the sound of the wind.


Bowman bent down over the hatchway and yelled:


“Rain! Dinner’s over! Weapons are coming! Keep the powder dry!”


Crates and rifles were passed hand to hand from the galley to the hold. Bowman oversaw the operation, while keeping one eye on the sky. The banks vanished behind a wall of white mist. The transfer of the weapons was almost complete when the rain fell, as if floodgates had been opened above their heads. The Burmese were hysterical, pointing to the rain, the sky and the rigging. They all started jabbering at the same time, and some of them put the rifles down so they could ease out the sheets and lower the sails.


Bowman yelled again:


“Keep the weapons dry! Move your arses!”


A Burmese standing near the hatchway, a rifle in each hand, fell forward. The noise of the gunshot had been covered by the roar of the rain. The man lay face down on the deck, arms outstretched, the two Miniés still in his hands, his skull exploded by a bullet.


Captain Wright, at the door of the fo’c’s’le, his pistol smoking in his hand, now stared at Bowman.


“Sergeant! What are you doing?”


Bowman, at the other end of the deck, started moving towards him. A violent gust swept over the river, and the junk tipped towards portside. The sails swelled and the boat seemed to make a U-turn beneath their feet, then to start rotating like water going down a plughole.


“I’m arming the men, sir!”


“You disobeyed my orders!


Bowman tensed, ready to dodge a bullet. A yell rose from the cockpit. The two men looked up at the same time. Branches covered with leaves passed over their heads and the junk crashed into something, its whole mass and speed stopped dead. Wright grabbed hold of the doorframe, while Bowman was sent flying against a railing.


The boat’s stern had crashed into the riverbank. It began to turn around, gaining speed. The branches swept across the deck, lashing the fo’c’sle, clinging to the masts, the wood creaking and cracking, exploding like grenades, a rain of debris falling on the crew. After completing this U-turn, the bow of the junk smashed into the forest and the whole cycle began again. This time the boat turned around its bow, re-entering the current sideways. The trees tore the sails, the boat gained speed again, and crashed into the shore for a second time. The whole frame was shaken and the central mast, weakened by the mainsail, which they had not been able to lower, broke in half and fell into the woods. After another U-turn, the boat ran aground, side on, and stabilised.


A silence seemed to follow this shock. People stood up slowly, and heads poked out of the hatchway, eyes taking in the wrecked deck and rigging. Bowman lifted himself up on his elbows, his head and back aching. Bufford emerged from the hold with a gash in his cheek. The Burmese moved from sailor to sailor, helping them. The noise of the rain had begun again, after the impression of silence. On the few feet of river that could be seen, the drops made a pattering noise as they bounced back into the air.


Bowman walked over to the fo’c’s’le, stepping over the debris. A tree had smashed down the wall and part of the corridor that led to the galley. He moved branches and planks out of the way, found Wright lying there face down, and turned his body over. The captain groaned, a dark wound in his temple.


“Is he dead?”


Bowman turned around. Standing in the ravaged corridor, Sergeant Penders – a Minié in his hand, a Burmese hat on his head – stood watching him. Bowman lay Wright’s head back on the floor and stood up. Under the rim of the hat, sheltered from the pouring water, Penders’ face was the only clear image in the blurring deluge.


“I won’t let you leave like that.”


Penders smiled.


“We saved the powder. There are three men seriously wounded, the others will be all right. There are two Burmese missing, including the pilot, and another one is dead. There’s a hole in the hull and the hold is filling with water. I want to know if we should abandon the boat or not, and what your orders are, Sergeant.”


It took Bowman a second to react, perhaps because of Penders’ calm, informal, gentlemanly manners and voice. He looked down at Wright, who still lay unconscious at his feet.


“First we have to find out what we’re doing here. The weapons and the food – that’s all that matters for now.”


Bowman wiped his face, allowing him to see clearly while his eyebrows acted as a dam against the flood of water.


“Send three monkeys here, so they can take Wright somewhere dry.”


The sergeant stepped over the captain’s body, walked through the wreckage of the galley and the corridor that led to Feng’s cabin. The door was open. A tree trunk ran through the room from end to end; it had smashed the edges of two uprights and torn down part of the roof. On the bunk, crushed under the tree, his chest covered in blood, Feng lay with his mouth agape, eyes almost bulging from their sockets. Bowman opened the drawer of the table, but found nothing. Finally, he yanked a cupboard door off its hinges and threw a pile of clothes onto the floor, followed by an opium pipe, some fans, an inkwell and some pens. He discovered a leather-bound book, its pages darkened and covered with Chinese characters, which he tossed onto the table before searching Wright’s cabin. But he didn’t find any documents there either.


On deck, the Burmese had begun untangling the rigging from the forest, cutting through the intertwining branches with machetes. Bare-chested, hands held together, Peavish was kneeling in front of four bodies stretched out in the rain. Two of the junk’s sailors, one English soldier – whom Bowman recognised as being one of the ten from the Joy – and another corpse whose face and torso were hidden by the preacher’s shirt. Bowman knew it was Feng’s little slave, however, because he could see his feet poking out of his trousers. Peavish’s lips moved in prayer, though no sound emerged from his mouth.


“Don’t hang around there, you’ll catch your death. We should throw them overboard.”


“We should bury them, Sergeant.”


Bowman looked at the corpses.


“In the river. Right now.”


He went down to the hold and joined Penders, who was holding an oil lamp. Next to him, a Burmese was shouting and gesticulating.


“I don’t know what he’s on about, Sarge, but it doesn’t sound good.”


Water was pouring between several uprights over an area of about six feet, and some of the ribs were broken. The rain was also coming in between the boards of the deck, which had been twisted and pushed up. The water in the hold was already calf-high. The junk was leaning towards the shore, aground on rocks and pressured by the current, which was cracking the hull.


“There are still some watertight compartments on the boat, but the hold is filling up, and even if it doesn’t sink, this thing won’t be navigable.”


Bowman thought fast.


“We’ll stay aboard as long as it stays afloat. Put the food and the weapons in the fo’c’s’le, where it’s dry.”


He went back up on deck. The Burmese were busy freeing the rigging. Bufford and Peavish, who had tried to kill each other two days earlier on the Joy, were working together to carry the English soldier’s corpse to the railing. They threw it overboard. Only the child’s body remained. The preacher had sent Buddha’s sheep to the sharks, but was still hesitant to do the same with the child. The wind had blown the sheet off his face: his skull was smashed in, and the rain was falling on his dead eyes, filling his open mouth.


“Buffalo! Peavish has scruples, so throw the child in the water. You, preacher, take five Burmese with you and moor the junk to the trees. If the current takes us now, there won’t be any food for the worms at all – the sharks’ll get us all.”


Bowman went back to the fo’c’s’le and, before entering, turned around. Bufford was holding the little slave in his arms above the railing. He muttered something as he stared at the child’s face, then leaned over him and, before dropping him in the river, planted a little kiss on his forehead.


Arthur Bowman half smiled and almost shivered as he remembered Peavish, on board the Healing Joy, pointing to Bufford.


The preacher must be able to see things he couldn’t.


Captain Wright was lying on his bunk, a cloth tied around his head. Bowman closed the cabin door and the sound of the rain grew quieter. He bent down to pick up the bottle of Gordon’s gin that had rolled onto the floor, took out the cork, drank a mouthful under Wright’s gaze, then put the bottle to his lips. The captain swallowed some and pulled a face.


“Water.”


Bowman looked around him, found a flask, and helped the captain to drink.


“What happened?”


“The monsoon. We hit the shore.”


“Damage?”


“The rigging’s a bit of a mess, but the Burmese are handling it, sir.”


Wright tried to sit up, but the pain pushed him back. His face turned grey and he threw up a little bile on his chest. Bowman tore a scrap off the bunk’s sheet and wiped it up.


“You disobeyed my orders, Sergeant.”


“For the safety of the ship, sir.”


“Will the junk be able to keep going?”


“Yes, sir.”


“And me?”


Bowman looked him in the eyes for as long as he had to. The officer turned his head to the wall. He was silent for a moment, then looked back at the sergeant.


“You must complete the mission, Bowman. The rain is there . . .”


“What mission, sir?”


“Min’s ambassador . . . The Spanish. Buy weapons . . .”


“I can’t hear you, sir. What mission?”


Wright’s voice shook a little.


“One of Min’s ambassadors, on the river. A boat, in two days . . . Or one day. Negotiate for weapons . . . with the Spanish, for the war. The monsoon . . . The war . . . in the next dry season . . . Spanish arms for Min . . . Bowman . . . I’m dying . . .”


Wright gripped Bowman’s shirt and looked at him with that expression which he knew so well. The sergeant took the captain’s hand in his, unfastened the tensed fingers from the fabric and stood up, taking the bottle of gin.


“Bowman . . .”


The sergeant closed the door, went through the galley and came out onto the deck.


Peavish had gone ashore with a group of ten Burmese. The preacher seemed able to communicate with them, speaking a few words in their language – or in another Indian language that they understood. When the junk was solidly moored to the trees, Peavish came back on board, followed by Feng’s sailors, who threw worried glances towards the forest.


Bowman ordered everyone to gather round. Englishmen and Burmese all squeezed into the last free space on the deck, between the fo’c’s’le and the large hatchway.


“We’re going to build a shelter! Cut the mainmast down, put it on the fo’c’s’le, and use the sails to make a roof. Weapons and food will go in Wright’s cabin! Peavish, as the monkeys seem to understand you, you’re in charge. Dismissed!”


The men were starting to shiver with cold under the rain, and they moved fast in order to keep warm. Bowman led Penders aside.


“We have to make sure we’re ready by tomorrow. A boat will pass by then, or maybe in two days. We have to take it.”


“How do you know that?”


“Wright, before he kicked the bucket. But it’s one of Min’s boats, with an emissary or something on board. Wright wanted to stop it. We need that boat, or we’ll end up dying here. Would it bother you to throw a captain overboard?”


Penders smiled.
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Night fell unexpectedly. The rain, masking the sky, had drowned out the hours spent clearing up the junk, dismantling the sails, sawing the mast and laying it on the fo’c’s’le. The sails, tied to the railings, now covered the whole deck like a very low mansard roof, and the men had to scurry, bent double, beneath it. The branches had been pruned and the tree trunks on the deck removed, except for the largest, which now served as a gangplank to the shore.


Bowman had authorised fires. Some rocks found on land were used to make hearths in which wood from the boat’s broken frame was burned, followed by the scented red wood of the branches. They heated water to cook rice and vegetables. Whenever they had to visit the land, it was in groups of ten armed men, and they would return to huddle inside the big tent as if it were an impenetrable fortress, even though an arrow, never mind a bullet, would speed right through it.


Despite the fire and the smoke, clouds of mosquitoes swarmed around the men, who smacked their own faces and scratched their bodies nervously, well aware that these cursed insects were the ambassadors of malaria, a more deadly enemy than all of Min’s soldiers.


In the hold, the water level rose as quickly as the river. Five feet since the rain began.


The Burmese congregated along the railings, where the canvas roof was at its lowest and the air at its least unpleasant. Against the stump of the broken mainmast, against the wall of the fo’c’s’le and in the corridor covered by the sails, the rifles were stacked. Extra weapons, ammunition and food supplies were stored in the galley, now free of its large table, which had been chopped up and burned to cook the rice. Penders and three soldiers guarded this improvised floating artillery.


Bowman sat in Wright’s cabin and sipped gin from the bottle. The glass bulb of the lamp was broken, but he let the oil burn on the wick, watching the little flame. Hunger gnawed at him, but he made do with regular mouthfuls of alcohol and kept his tiredness at bay by smoking a cigar.


He opened the door to the galley and when he saw the weapons, the three Burmese guards and Penders sitting on the floor, his Chinese hat on his head, he felt like the captain of a pirate ship. Him, Arthur Bowman, with a toff’s cigar in his mouth.


He beckoned Penders to his cabin. There, sitting on the bunk, Bowman gestured with his chin to the box of cigars, while holding out the bottle of gin to the ex-sergeant.


“If we complete this mission, you’ll get your stripes back. You might even end up a lieutenant.”


Penders smiled.


“What about you?”


“Same for me.”


“Except Wright wanted to shoot you.”


Bowman took the bottle back.


“If we complete this mission and come back alive, we can tell them whatever we want.”


“We?”


“You and me. We’re not out of here yet, but if we do make it, why would we go back to Rangoon and tell them that we threw Wright in the river when we could be heroes? Men like us never rise higher than sergeant. Unless they accomplish an important mission.”


Penders looked at Bowman in a way that irritated him, as if he knew a little more about the world than he did and found it amusing. He reminded Bowman of those lads who have been to school and who have a local rivalry, like the rivalry between a man who works in a factory and another who works in the sewers.


“So what is it, this mission?”


Bowman told him everything that Wright had said before he croaked. The ex-sergeant blew on the embers of his cigar.


“You want to stop one of Min’s ambassadors?”


“Well, we need a boat, whatever. And if we go back without having completed the mission, we’ll probably be hanged anyway. You saw what happened to those fishermen . . .”


Penders stood up, walked over to the porthole and tossed the cigar out.


“As far as the boat’s concerned . . . yeah, definitely. As far as Wright’s mission is concerned, though . . . with this rain, I don’t think so.”


“Well, you’d better think so, because that’s what we’re going to do.”


Penders looked outside: the lights from the junk illuminated a few yards of forest, stained red through the canvas sails.


“You and me, Sergeant, we’re not the same. I couldn’t care less about becoming lieutenant or being a Company hero. What you said in the hold, with your knife to the child’s throat, that’s all that interests me: getting out of this alive. And if we find a boat, you can say whatever you like in Rangoon. Me, I’ll go somewhere else, somewhere they’ve never even heard of London.”


Bowman sniggered, his hand on the handle of his dagger, ready to jump on Penders’ back.


“A corner of the world where the Company doesn’t exist? Well, as far as your escape’s concerned, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. In the meantime, go back up to the deck and organise guard duty.”


Penders turned around. He wasn’t smiling anymore, but his air of superiority had not disappeared.


“At your command, Sergeant.”


“And tell them to bring me some food.”


In the morning, the rain was still falling. The men had not slept and they lay on the deck, soaked to the bone, shivering with exhaustion, maybe already feverish. With difficulty, they relit the fires and heated some water.


In Feng’s cabin, Bowman had found a pair of raffia-soled sandals and a leather jacket that he had put on over his shirt. He went up to the steering post and leaned over to check the state of the hull. The boat was holding up well despite the hold full of water. The hawsers that moored it to the trees were taut as the strings on a fiddle. The river had risen by six feet, and branches and tufts of grass torn from the riverbank sped past the hull. At any moment, a tree trunk might pierce the side of the boat and send them to the bottom of the river.


The sergeant went back down to where the men were dozing. The preacher, having just finished his guard duty, came to give his report.


“Four of the Burmese have left. They must have sneaked out to the shore during the night.”


The sergeant looked at the men slumped around him, swore, and kicked over a saucepan full of hot water and rice, scattering the contents all over the deck. The barefooted soldiers scrambled out of the way.


“Men! Attention!”


The Englishmen lined up, and the Burmese imitated them.


“Penders! I want a dozen armed men portside watching the river, six at starboard watching the forest! Three sentries on the bow and three others at the stern! Fifteen-minute shifts! I don’t want to see a single eye looking anywhere but straight in front!”


He took a machete from the hands of a sailor and walked along the starboard railing. As he moved forward, he cut the ropes holding the sails in place. The canvas roof slumped onto the deck. Stopping by a hawser knotted around a cleat, he stabbed the machete into the gunwale, right next to the rope.


“A machete for each hawser! When I give the order, I want all the moorings cut at the same time! Peavish, you count the bamboo poles. I need enough for half the crew. If there aren’t enough, go on to the shore with your monkeys and five men and find some. If the Burmese try to escape, you shoot them. And ten men with me! Now!”


With the aid of pulleys, Bowman and his team lifted up the mainmast and rolled it into the river, then used axes to chop up the other two masts and threw the rigging overboard to lighten the junk. They cleared out the deck, the holds and the fo’c’s’le, made barricades along the railings with anything they could find, creating little holes and spaces where they stood with the poles.

OEBPS/images/9780857053718.jpg
NANTONIN:VARENNE





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
==
MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON





