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Chapter 1
‘Name?’
‘Kelley.’
‘How do you spell that?’ The second question was barked with the same force as the first.
‘No fecking idea, Your Honour.’ The Irishman stood uncomfortably in front of the corporal seated behind the desk. The recruiting office was small, and the man from Dublin filled a great deal of the available space.
The corporal sighed and scribbled on the form in front of him.
Another recruit waited behind the large Irishman, content to take his turn. He paid little attention to the questions being asked of his fellow recruit. Instead he stared at a picture on the wall to his left that depicted a line of red-coated soldiers marching into battle. Most of the image consisted of great grey swirls of smoke interspersed with florid flashes of colour. Instead of lavishing attention on a wide expanse of scenery, the artist had concentrated on capturing the British redcoats in fabulous detail. The stern, implacable faces as they advanced into the smoke, the fine scarlet uniforms that were so bright against the drab greys, yellows and browns into which they marched. Here and there a man lay on the ground, but those in the line paid no heed to the sorry bundles left behind them, the line advancing with stoic indifference into the maelstrom of battle.
The recruit was captivated by the image. His mind raced as he imagined what it would be like to stand in that line, to take a place on that field of battle.
‘Next.’
The recruit didn’t hear. His mind echoed to the imagined sounds of battle: the roar of the guns firing, the shouts and screams of men going to war.
‘Next. That means you, fuckwit.’
The recruit started. The hulking body of the Irishman pushed past and revealed the scowling face of the corporal at the desk. A steel pen jabbed in the recruit’s direction. He stepped forward quickly, a crimson flush colouring his cheeks.
‘Name?’ The question was snapped at him before he even had a chance to reach the desk.
‘Jack Lark.’
‘Where were you born?’
‘Whitechapel.’
The corporal scribbled on the form in front of him, the pen scratching quickly across the paper. ‘How old are you?’
Jack made a rough tally. ‘Nineteen.’
The pen scratched again. The corporal looked up, observing Jack’s face as he wrote on the attestation form the details of the Queen’s latest recruit, sketched out in a barely legible scrawl.
‘Trade?’
‘Working in a ginny.’
‘Ever served before?’
‘No.’
‘Stand against that measure.’ The corporal’s tone did not change.
Jack did as he was told, following the ritual observed by every man who had attested that day.
The corporal glanced at the mark, not even bothering to get to his feet to read the height correctly. He returned his attention to the form, occasionally looking up at Jack. It did not take long before the form was turned to face the new recruit, the steel pen dipped into ink then held out towards him. ‘Make your mark at the bottom.’
Jack took the pen and tried to read the tight sloping script. It wasn’t easy. He saw the blanks that had been filled in. His height, complexion, hair and eye colour duly noted down by the corporal below the details of his name, age and place of birth.
‘You reading it?’ The corporal made the comment sound like an insult.
Jack nodded. His mother had taught him. He could read and write, but he was slow, and it was too much for the impatient corporal charged with completing the attestation forms before they went off to be signed by the local magistrate.
‘Just make your fucking mark, son. I ain’t got all day. The beak will be here any time now.’
Jack gave up his attempt at reading the form and saw the space indicated by a cross where he should sign. He wrote his name, ignoring the soft tut of disapproval at the time it took.
The corporal snatched the form away the moment Jack was finished. The pen caught the paper and left a thin trail of ink underneath his name.
‘You’re done. Go sit yourself back down.’
Jack did as he was told, but he could not resist sneaking one more glance at the painting as he walked away. The Queen’s shilling was in his pocket. He had taken the first step to owning a red coat of his own.
‘Move yourselves. I ain’t got all fucking day.’
The four recruits shuffled along the corridor like so many sheep chased by a snapping dog. A corporal called Taylor had been charged with their care, and now he harried them into line, his snarls as effective as any sheepdog’s teeth.
‘In you go, look lively now.’
Jack was third in line. The formidable body of Michael Kelley, the large, brooding Irishman who said little but whose eyes never stopped roaming the space around him, blocked his view of the room.
‘Get in there and find a space. Then strip ready for the doctor’s inspection.’ Corporal Taylor barked the orders, his patience stretching thin as the four men dawdled in the doorway.
Jack stared at the sight that was revealed as they entered. The room was empty of furniture but full of the stink of unwashed bodies. Ten men were already present, but they didn’t look up as the four newcomers joined them, their attention focused on the instruction to remove their clothing. Jack looked away quickly, the sudden pale gleam of pasty flesh out of place in the dusty, damp room.
‘Get on with it, boy.’ Taylor was in no mood to wait, and he thumped Jack hard on the back, propelling him forward.
Jack stumbled, the blow unexpected and painful. He hit the back of a fellow recruit, the toe of his boot connecting with the side of the man’s ankle. To his dismay, the face that turned to glare at him belonged to the huge Irishman.
‘Kick me again and I’ll tan your fecking hide.’ Kelley snarled the words into Jack’s face before walking away, intent on finding a space, his shirt already lifting over his thick neck.
Jack chose a vacant spot away from the Irishman, keen to avoid any further confrontation with the man whose back he now saw was heavily scarred, the skin puckered and covered with thick welts of raised flesh.
‘Kelley!’ Jack was not alone in spotting the Irishman’s back. ‘You damn cove. Why didn’t you tell me you had served?’ Corporal Taylor marched across the room to stand in front of Kelley, sticking his face into the Irishman’s even though he was a good six inches shorter.
‘You didn’t ask.’ Kelley’s expression was hard. He did not seem overly concerned by the corporal’s attention.
‘Are you a runner?’ Corporal Taylor showed no fear of the bigger man and he snarled the words into Kelley’s face.
‘Discharged.’
‘When?’
‘Forty-six.’
‘How long did you serve?’
‘Ten year.’
‘What regiment?’
‘Eighty-eighth.’
‘You got your papers?’
‘Lost ’em.’
‘Show me your arms.’
Kelley snorted but did as was told. Taylor inspected them, checking for the telltale letter D that would mark the Irishman as a deserter. Both were clean.
Taylor said nothing more. He considered the Irishman’s face, as if trying to discern the truth from the man’s expression. The silence stretched thin and every man in the room watched the confrontation.
‘Don’t you dare piss me around. If you jump, so help me I’ll track you down and flog you myself.’
The Irishman did not reply. He stared down at the corporal, holding the soldier’s gaze.
Jack only looked away when the corporal stepped back. He had heard of jumpers, men who would take the Queen’s shilling and the first part of the bounty a new recruit was given for signing up before absconding, freeing themselves to repeat the trick as many times as they could before the army caught up with them. The Irishman bore the scars of a flogging, the marks identifying him as an old soldier. The corporal knew this made him the most likely to try the trick, the legacy of the army’s ferocious discipline marking him out as having already committed a serious offence. It was not a good start for the corporal charged with taking the new draft of recruits to the regiment’s depot company where their training would begin.
‘I said strip!’ Taylor turned and bellowed at the men who stood watching his altercation with the Irishman. ‘Now!’
Jack hurried to obey, eager to avoid the corporal’s fury, which was rising as quickly as the flush of colour on the man’s face and neck. He pulled off his shirt, uncomfortable in the presence of others. He saw a similar discomfort on many of the faces around him, but the men still stripped quickly before standing mute, their emotions hidden behind masks of indifference. Jack could only follow suit. He dropped his trousers, then his drawers, his hands instinctively cupping over his private parts.
He was no sooner stripped than the door opened and another man entered the room. The new arrival moved slowly, his back bent, his eyes barely bothering to look around him.
‘This way, Doctor.’ Corporal Taylor ushered the man come to inspect the Queen’s newest soldiers into the room. ‘Fourteen hardy souls for you. All sound of limb and hale of heart, I promise you.’ The corporal knew his business. He did not want any of the men rejected by the doctor, thus denying him his share of the money the army paid its recruiters for each man delivered safely into the arms of the regiment.
He need not have worried. The stooped figure grunted at the remark then shuffled towards the closest man. He paused, then lifted a gnarled and knotted finger to poke the man half a dozen times, each touch marked by a soft growl from deep in the doctor’s throat.
Jack watched his progress, his heart fluttering. He tried not to look at the other men, to compare their bodies to his own. He saw the doctor pause in front of Kelley, his head rising slowly as he considered the man’s hefty bulk. He chose not to poke and shuffled on, the sound of his shoes scuffing across the floorboards the only noise in the hushed room.
At last he came to stand in front of Jack. The shoulders of the doctor’s ancient black coat were liberally dusted with fallen scurf, its lapels stained with that morning’s egg. He reached forward and knocked Jack’s hands to one side before a single finger lifted to prod him hard in the flesh above his hip.
Jack gasped, but the doctor paid him no heed. Another poke and he moved on, the medical examination completed in the space of no more than a dozen heartbeats.
The corporal paraded the doctor round the room before ushering him back to the door. ‘Thank you, Doctor. This way if you please. A nice nip of something is waiting for you back in the office.’ He turned and glared over his shoulder. ‘Get your kit back on, you lot. And no bloody talking.’ Then he was gone, leaving the room to dress in silence.
‘That was quick.’ The body to Jack’s left muttered the comment before he bent low and picked up his drawers.
‘Are we in now?’ Jack hissed the question. He did not want to risk the corporal’s wrath but he wanted to find out if their attestation was now complete. He had recognised the recruit who had addressed him. Jack had sought out Sergeant Tate, the recruiting sergeant who visited the gin palace his mother owned at least once a month as he trawled Whitechapel for any lad likely to be able to handle a musket. The young man who had just spoken had been at Tate’s table when Jack had found him, the Queen’s shilling already taken and in his pocket.
‘I think so.’ The lad was dressing quickly, hiding his skinny frame away under clothes of a much better quality than the ones Jack wore.
‘What’s your name?’ Jack glanced at the door, anxious that the corporal would return. He dressed quickly, but not without checking that the handful of coins were still in his pocket. Sergeant Tate had given him six shillings, the first instalment of the bounty all new recruits were due for joining up. Jack had spent a fair portion that same night, a final binge as he waited the required twenty-four hours before he could attest. The remainder was in his pocket and he wanted to keep it safe. It was all the money he had in the world.
‘Charlie, Charlie Evans.’
‘My name’s Jack.’ Jack would have said more but he saw the door start to move so he buttoned his lip quicker than he was buttoning his shirt.
‘Right, let’s be having you. I am pleased to inform you that you have all been passed as fit and the magistrate is signing your attestation forms as we speak. You are soldiers now.’ The corporal paused to look round at his hushed audience. ‘May God have mercy on you, for I won’t, I promise you that. Now, before we go, Sergeant Tate wants a quick word.’
The corporal stood back and nodded as the powerful figure of Sergeant Tate marched into the room. His smile was broad and he looked at each man in turn.
‘Hello, my lovely lads. I just wanted to say a quick fare-thee-well before you march off.’
Jack glanced around the room and saw every man looking back at Tate. Their faces revealed many different emotions. Sergeant Tate was their final tie with the men they had been before, the last link to the lives they had endured before they had succumbed to his charms.
Each one of them had taken the Queen’s shilling from this man’s large hand. Some had been desperate, the appeal of regular meals, a bed and shelter a powerful draw to men living a precarious existence on the streets of London. Many had been drunk, the lure of a red coat so much stronger when the gin or the ale was being poured. Only Kelley appeared to have served before. Old soldiers like the Irishman were common on the streets of London. Men who had been discharged and who had tried to eke out an existence away from the army but who, like so many before them, had failed, the harsh reality of life pushing them back to the ranks. Nearly half the draft was Irish, the famine in their homeland driving them into the hands of the unforgiving English. The rest were Londoners, hard-faced boys from the merciless streets where life was short and the promise of regular pay was rare.
Sergeant Tate knew them all. He knew their stories, had heard them a thousand times before. Yet still he came to offer them a goodbye.
‘Now, who’s for a pennyworth of gin before you take the road?’ Tate strode into the room with a pair of bottles held in one meaty paw.
The fourteen recruits represented a profitable haul for the man charged with filling his regiment’s ranks. The army paid him a guinea for each man that made it to the depot. It was a good sum, but Tate had many other pockets to pay. The finders – the men and the whores who led some of the recruits to his table – would need their fee. Then there was the charge for the beer and the gin that he bought for all who would listen to his tales. Not every man who sat at Tate’s table would take the shilling, and the cost of plying all and sundry with drink was steep.
But it had still been a good few weeks’ work, and Tate wanted the recruits to leave with a fond memory of the man who had signed them up. He had learnt that such a gesture never hurt; the chance of a recommendation in a fellow’s ear or a kind word to a member of the family could net him more recruits, and so Tate had invested a few more shillings in enough drink to see the men well on their way.
The men came forward, their hands quick and their mouths dry. Jack hung back with Charlie, neither keen to slake their thirst. Jack had seen his fill of gin, the familiar smell sticking deep in his craw, a reminder of his former life, the one now denied him forever.
Tate saw them standing back and he wandered over, his arms spread wide. ‘Hello, hello, what have we here? Why, is it not my old chum Jack-o, and young Charlie too, if I am not mistaken.’
‘Afternoon, Sergeant Tate.’ Jack greeted the formidable sergeant with a grin. He had known Tate for years.
‘It is a fine thing you are doing, my lad. A fine thing. Your old ma would be proud.’
Jack snorted. ‘I doubt it.’
Tate threw back his head and bellowed with laughter. ‘Perhaps not, Jack-o, perhaps not indeed. You ain’t never going to be popular after what you did to her old man.’
‘He had it coming.’ Jack felt the prick of shame. He glanced out of the corner of his eye and saw Charlie looking at him with a mix of fear and revulsion. ‘He hit me first.’
‘I’m sure he did, Jack-o, I’m sure he did. Still, you was wise to leave when you did. And I should say that you are best out of it. This is the life for you, for both of you.’ Tate smiled with warmth. ‘A soldier’s life might not be all roses, and there’ll be times when you reckon you was bottle-head stupid to take the shilling. But lads, I promise you, you won’t regret this day.’
Jack felt Tate’s words resonate deep within him. He had come to the army when he had no other place to go, and it had taken him in when no one else would. He was determined to succeed, to repay the debt that he felt he now owed and to make a go of the new life he had been offered.
He had to. He had nothing else.



Chapter 2
Jack walked into hell.
The teeming clamour of the new Waterloo Bridge station assaulted his senses as he marched behind Corporal Taylor. The noise was like a physical being, rushing past, battering him half senseless. The bustle of the great crowd surged around him, the press of so many bodies in one place disconcerting. The station was full of smoke and steam so that it felt as if the very air was alive. He had never experienced anything like it, and he gawped at the spectacle.
The crowd parted as soon as they saw the motley collection of individuals marching in a knot behind the red-coated soldier, the scowls and the stares scant reward for the fourteen recruits committing their lives to serve their country. The citizens with business in the station wanted nothing to do with the men of whom they would be so very proud when they heard of a victory on some far-flung foreign field. John Bull loved his soldiers, but only when the guns were firing and they were winning battles in places far from home.
Jack kept his head down, avoiding the glares. The recruits followed the corporal through the chaos and out on to one of the wide platforms, the noise of hundreds of voices drowning out the tramp of their feet as they did their best to imitate a soldierly march. He tried not to flinch as the enormous locomotive beside them let off a ferocious blast of steam. The sound roared along the platform, a great rush of heated air and smoke surging past them in a violent, swirling storm.
‘In you get!’ The corporal bellowed the order and the recruits scrambled up into the open-topped third-class carriage that would take them out of the city. They bundled in, their bodies buffeted and knocked as they crammed into the small space allocated to them. Jack used his elbows to force a passage. The sides of the carriage were only a little over three feet high, and a spot next to them would offer a fine view of the city when they came to depart. He wanted to see what he could when the great leviathan they had boarded crawled its way out of the station. He just hoped he wouldn’t fall out.
He did not have long to wait to find out. They had barely settled into the carriage when, with a great bang and a lurch, it jerked into motion. The men were thrown about, the air full of their oaths and insults as they clattered into one another, only the fact that they were pressed so close together preventing some of their number being tossed to the floor.
The locomotive picked up speed and the recruits clung on to whatever they could. As they pulled out of the station, Jack could not keep his head still. He gawped this way and that as they rattled slowly past dull roofs, the familiar fug of a particular settling in to smother the streets and drown out the signs of the life that teemed in the narrow streets near the station.
They started to move more quickly, the regular rhythm of the wheels resonating through his very being. Steam billowed back down the train to scorch his face, the bright red flare of searing cinders making him start. Still he looked out, searching the procession of grey-shrouded buildings for a sign of anything familiar, a sight of something that would mark where he was.
They bumped on, still picking up speed, the half-hidden streets now flashing past, one after another, blurring together as they rushed by. His neck hurt from the constant motion and his arm ached from where he clung on for dear life against the wild buffeting of the ride. Yet Jack wanted to laugh, to shout his delight into the fug.
The locomotive was soon at full speed, and they charged on past great factories and still more streets. Jack was mesmerised by the fog-covered scenes that raced by, the sight like nothing he had ever experienced.
In no time at all the train broke out of the city, the last of its streets rushing past as the locomotive emerged from the particular and into a new world of wide green spaces, the brightness of the light standing in stark contrast to the dirty grey pallor they had left behind.
Jack could hardly breathe. Great open fields stretched away for miles, the vast spaces unimaginable for a boy brought up in the overcrowded rookeries of east London. They passed a village, the spire of its church standing proud against the skyline, the seemingly random accumulation of buildings clustered around its skirts so different from the row upon row of cramped, poorly built houses that he was used to.
‘I have never seen anything like it.’ Charlie Evans pressed close to Jack’s side, his eyes riveted on the countryside flashing past.
‘Me neither.’ Jack made the admission freely. It was hard to speak, to break the spell of such a sight.
‘Where you from?’ Charlie stayed close, his thin frame bumping against Jack’s sturdier arm.
‘Whitechapel. You?’
‘Holborn.’
‘Holborn! Why, you’re a bloody toff!’ To Jack’s mind, anywhere west of Whitechapel had to be posh.
‘Hardly that!’ Charlie snorted at the accusation. ‘I was nothing but a clerk, and a very junior one at that. I lived in a tiny garret room and worked in an even smaller office in a basement.’
‘But why would you give all that up?’ Jack did not understand. He himself had left nothing behind. A garret room and regular employment had been far from his reach, yet his companion had given up such riches freely. In Jack’s opinion that made him a fool.
Charlie did not reply. He bit his lip and stared outwards as they roared past a wood, a great flock of starlings rising in a single monstrous cloud as the locomotive rattled by. The pair stood in silence, watching the countryside as they raced on, the speed as captivating as the view.
‘There was this girl. Her name was Elizabeth.’ Charlie blurted the words, his confession clearly causing him distress. He turned to look at Jack, his gaze finding the other man’s and holding it. ‘I asked for her hand. She turned me down. Apparently I did not have enough to offer her.’
Jack did his best to look stern when all he wanted to do was to laugh and mock the idiot at his side who had given up a decent life over a girl. He did not understand such a decision. He knew what it was to be turned down, but he had never considered running away until the day he had beaten his master and left him lying in a puddle of his own blood.
‘And that made you join up?’ he asked, doing his best not to sound mocking.
‘I wanted to make a grand gesture. To make her feel guilty, I suppose.’
‘And did she?’
‘I have no idea.’ Charlie shook his head at his own fecklessness. ‘I do not know if she even heard of my fate.’ He laughed, the sadness leaving his face. ‘God makes men fools, does he not?’
Jack matched the smile. Charlie was quick to laugh, even if only at himself, and Jack liked him for it. ‘We are all fools, chum, that’s why we’re here.’
Charlie nodded at Jack’s wise words. ‘You have that right. So what’s your story, Jack? Why did you take the shilling?’
Jack looked away. He did not want to tell the truth, to damn himself as a brute who would beat a man half to death, even if that man had been the first to draw a weapon. So he shrugged, hiding his true self away. ‘I wanted to make something of myself.’
‘And you believe this is it?’
‘Maybe.’ Jack felt the shackles on his tongue. He was uncomfortable revealing his thoughts. He had never shared them and was used to keeping them close. ‘Sergeant Tate said we can be sergeants like him in a couple of years. Officers even, if we do well.’
‘And you believe him?’
Jack scowled. He sensed the accusation of naivety behind the reply. ‘Why not? It must happen or he wouldn’t say it.’
‘Maybe it happens. But not to the likes of us.’ Charlie shook his head at such foolishness revealed.
‘Why not?’
‘Because you have to be born with a silver spoon in your mouth to become an officer. Do you know how much it costs to buy a commission?’
‘No.’ Jack’s scowl deepened. He wasn’t rightly sure what a commission was.
‘No. Of course you don’t. Well it’s a damn fortune, I can tell you that. So unless you have a secret stash of rhino, then you can forget becoming an officer. As to the rest, well, maybe it is possible. But not for years and years.’ Charlie offered a short laugh at Jack’s words. ‘You shouldn’t believe all that Tate told you.’
Jack looked away. He did not care for his dream to be mocked. The train slowed as they approached a gradient, the constant noise of their motion changing as the great engine began to haul them up the incline.
‘Right, young fellow-me-lads.’ The large Irishman, Kelley, had to shout to be heard over the roar of the locomotive. ‘This is my stop.’
Jack understood in a heartbeat. The corporal entrusted with their care had asked Kelley if he were a jumper. Now it appeared that fear was about to be realised. But Kelley had other plans first.
The huge man worked his way to the side of the truck furthest from where Jack and Charlie stood. ‘Now don’t feck with me, lads, I don’t want no fuss.’
Jack saw the flash of a knife.
Kelley laughed at the expressions on the faces of the men in front of him. ‘Don’t shit yourself, brother. Come on, lads, give us your money and look alive-o, why don’t you, for I ain’t kidding and this here poker is sharp enough, I promise you that.’
The Irishman jerked the knife, lifting it to face height. The laughter was gone, his face twisting instead into a vicious sneer. ‘Come on. Give us your fecking money.’ He moved quickly, flashing the knife towards the lad closest to him. ‘Now!’
The lad whimpered and dug frantically in his pockets. Others near the knife did the same, the threat of violence cowing them. But not every man was so quick to obey. Another Irishman, a thin-faced man with scruffy mutton chops, lifted his arms and pushed Kelley away as he lumbered close. ‘Feck you. You ain’t having mine.’
Kelley came at him. The knife darted at his fellow Irishman’s face. The man yelped, and as he twisted away, the blade caught his cheek. He fell back but the press of bodies held him up and he could not escape. Kelley punched hard with his free hand. The blow caught the Irishman full on the mouth. His lip burst, the flesh ripped open, a wash of blood rushing out of the wound to cover his lower face in a gruesome mask. Kelley hefted the knife, holding it at the man’s throat, his eyes boring into him.
‘You want some more?’ He spat out the words.
The bloodied Irishman shook his head, his hand lifting to try to staunch the flow of blood.
‘Wise fellow.’ Kelley kept the knife in place and dug in the man’s pockets for the handful of coins he had tried to protect. Only when he had them did he lower the weapon and turn to face the other recruits. ‘Give me your fecking money!’ He roared the command, snarling at men trying to back away from the bloodstained knife. Coins came out quickly, the other recruits digging out their precious tin, the threat of more violence quelling any thought of resistance. The bulky Irishman pushed through the press of bodies, his bloodied left hand snatching the money offered towards him, the knife always visible and the threat very close in the pressed confines of the third-class carriage.
Jack’s heart raced. Kelley worked his way nearer, his free hand forcing men back. Then he was in front of Jack, the vicious blade jabbing towards his throat.
‘Give us your money, boy. Quick now.’
The threat of the knife was very real. Any notion of fighting back disappeared as it pressed close under his chin. Jack was not frightened of a scrap, but he was not a fool, and only a fool would consider disobedience with a blade at his throat. He dug in his pockets, fishing out the handful of coins that he had preserved so carefully. Kelley snatched them away, careless of a penny that fell to the floor before it disappeared through a hole bored to let out the water that would flood the carriage should it rain.
‘You are not taking my money.’
Jack could not believe what he heard. He turned to stare in astonishment at Charlie, who stood tall and glared at Kelley.
‘What the feck?’ Kelley seemed equally stunned.
‘Leave us if you wish. But you will not take my shillings.’ Charlie lifted his chin in defiance.
Jack could not believe such stupidity. It was not brave to stand up to a knife. It was idiocy.
Kelley glowered. He reached out with his left hand and grabbed Charlie around the neck, lifting him so that his toes scratched at the floor of the truck. He pulled him round, forcing Jack away and pressing Charlie’s head back so that he leant dangerously far over the truck’s low side.
‘You little shite. Give it me now or I’ll stick you, so help me, God.’
Charlie’s hands took hold of Kelley’s forearm, trying to force it away. ‘Let go of me.’ His voice rose so that the demand came out as little more than a squeal.
The train lurched, the carriages and trucks clattering together as the locomotive crested the escarpment.
Kelley glanced over his shoulder. They were already starting to pick up speed, the familiar clatter of the wheels gathering momentum once more.
‘Go!’ Jack shouted the word. He plucked at Kelley’s sleeve. ‘You’ll miss your chance.’
Kelley saw his opportunity slipping away. He moved fast, shoving Charlie backwards then turning for the truck’s side. He hauled himself up and over the top. He did not pause for a second before he was gone, disappearing from sight without a backward glance.
Jack reached out and helped to steady Charlie as the men behind him shoved him back to his feet.
‘You bloody dolt.’ Jack snapped the admonishment at his new friend, shaking his head at such a feckless display.
Charlie straightened his collar, then massaged his throat, which was red and raw from where Kelley’s fingers had dug into the soft flesh. ‘I think you will discover that that man did not succeed in taking my money.’ He grinned at Jack. ‘Therefore you will have to agree that I was successful in my endeavour.’
His smile was infectious, and Jack could not help but match it with one of his own. ‘It was a bloody stupid thing to do.’
‘It was brave!’ Charlie lifted his chin with mock pride before letting out a guffaw. ‘I rather think I have shocked you with my courage.’
Jack shook his head. The men around them were muttering to one another, their fleeced pockets causing them pain. ‘I ain’t never seen courage turn a poker from a man’s throat. It was bottle-head stupid, chum. Nothing more than that.’
Charlie was still grinning. He reached out and clapped Jack’s shoulder before he turned and took up his post at the carriage’s side so that he could once again watch the countryside flash by.
Jack did the same, the rush of fear at the threat of Kelley’s knife receding quickly. It wasn’t the first time he had been threatened and he doubted it would be the last. The loss of a handful of coins paled into insignificance against the future unravelling around him. He let go of his fear and his anger, and contented himself with the view of the countryside that began to rush past once more. He was free of the city that had been his home since the day he had been born. He did not know where he was going, but he did not care. He was going somewhere, and that was good enough for the moment.
The train slowed as it pulled into the station. Jack stood on the tips of his toes and tried to peer ahead, but he could see little now that night had fallen.
The carriages banged together as they came to halt, a great blast of steam coming from the locomotive as it slowed. Jack and his fellows could not help pushing into one another, but the long journey had dulled their senses to such things and not one man complained.
It was eerily quiet as they waited in the darkness. The hours of constant motion had left their limbs trembling, their nerves frayed by the noise and teeth-juddering vibration, and their bodies had been chilled to the bone by the rush of air that had been incessant since they had left Waterloo Bridge station.
‘Out you get.’ The familiar voice of Corporal Taylor came from the platform and they obeyed, opening the door in the carriage’s side and tumbling out.
Jack’s legs felt as if they would give out as he took his place to disembark. He half-fell out of the carriage, only the closeness of his fellow recruits preventing him from sprawling to an ignominious heap on the ground.
The station was deserted. Jack caught a glimpse of a porter hiding away behind a doorway, the man clearly unwilling to deal with the would-be soldiers dumped on to his platform.
‘Where’s Kelley?’ The corporal snarled the question. He looked as fresh as a daisy, his seat in the second-class carriage a world away from the exhausting journey endured by the men incarcerated in the open-air truck.
‘He jumped.’ A hard-faced Londoner several years older than Jack called Brown answered the question.
‘The fucking bastard.’ The corporal’s anger was swift. Yet it was not such an unusual occurrence. The army called it false attestation, and it was a common enough offence for there to be a formal process for dealing with its perpetrators. Kelley’s name would be circulated, along with a description, to warn other recruiting sergeants of his game. He would be caught, eventually. Then he would face either imprisonment with hard labour, transportation – the sentence that would see him banished to the lands on the other side of the world – or, if the beak were harsh, a lonely dawn on a scaffold, a length of rope the last thing his country would lend him.
The locomotive pulled away, the great leviathan heaving itself into motion with another blast of steam. The recruits stood and watched as it left. When it had gone, they found themselves in sudden and unsettling peace and a long way from any place they had known before.
Corporal Taylor shrugged off the loss of one of his draft and contented himself with pushing his thirteen remaining recruits into some degree of order. Jack was in the rear rank, one of the last to be forced into position. He was close enough to the corporal to see his face go pale and his eyes widen in a moment’s fear as he looked down the platform.
‘The sergeant is here to collect you.’ Taylor’s voice was hushed, the first time Jack had heard him speak at anything other than full bawling volume. ‘Keep your muzzles shut, you hear me. Don’t say a fucking thing.’ The hasty warning delivered, the corporal stepped away, as if no longer associated with the odd collection of men brought to the station at the end of the line.
Jack craned his neck to one side so that he could see the manner of the sergeant who had put the fear of God into Corporal Taylor.
The station was well lit by gaslight, and he could make out the broad shoulders of a tall figure at the far end of the platform. The scarlet uniform he was wearing was immaculately tailored to his impressive frame. Jack was taller than most men, but he could tell at a glance that the new arrival stood a good half-foot higher again. With a black shako planted firmly on his head, he looked like some fairy-tale giant, and Jack began to understand Corporal Taylor’s sudden fear. It was infectious, and he felt a flutter of dread stir in his own belly as the enormous sergeant began to march towards the recruits, the hollow sound of his heavy boots echoing along the silent platform.
With some difficulty Jack swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat. The sergeant loomed large as he approached. His face betrayed no emotion, his features set into the expression of a man long used to being totally in control. He came to a halt no more than two paces from the front rank. The thick moustache that smothered his upper lip bristled once as he ran his eyes over the men who had chosen to take the Queen’s shilling. Jack noticed the way that his eyes narrowed as he looked at each man in turn, the knowing, appraising stare judging each of them and finding them all lacking.
The behemoth of a sergeant glanced once at Corporal Taylor, dismissing him in a single heartbeat, before he returned his attention to his new recruits.
‘My eye, what have we here?’ He spoke quietly, his tone calm and reasonable, yet Jack’s soul froze, a gossamer-light chill running down the length of his spine. The sergeant terrified him.
‘I’ve been in this regiment a dozen fucking years and I have never seen a more filthy, dirty, unsoldierly rabble than you lot.’ The sergeant’s face revealed nothing as he damned them all. ‘Now listen to me, because I am only going to say this once.’ He continued in the same soft tone, yet not one of the men he was addressing dared to even breathe too loudly lest his baleful gaze come to rest on them. ‘I will be watching each and every one of you. My little eyes will be on you night and day. There won’t be a moment when I don’t know what you are doing or what you are thinking. Forget everything that you were. Forget everything that you thought you knew. Think only of what you can do to please me. What you can do to make me proud.’
Jack did his best to fight off the fear stirring deep in his gut. Yet the Goliath of a sergeant had not quite finished.
‘My name is Sergeant Slater. You will only speak to me when I give you permission, and when you do, you will call me “sir”.’ Slater paused, his hard eyes boring into every one of them. ‘You all belong to me now. I suggest that is something you never forget.’
Without another word, the huge sergeant turned smartly on his heel and marched away.



Chapter 3
The raucous blare of a bugle tore Jack from his sleep. The sound echoed around the barracks, the noise loud enough to be heard even in the room tucked away on an upper storey where the recruits had been billeted.
Jack closed his eyes and tried to cling to his rest. The canvas palliasse cover with its straw filling was comfortable, and even the thin brown blanket he had been given was warm enough to entice him to stay where he was. He would not be given the chance.
‘On your feet, you fucking slugabeds, this ain’t no time to be still lying in your stinking pit.’ Corporal Taylor burst into the room the moment the last note of the bugle call died away, his loud voice claiming ownership of the silence that had followed. ‘That there bugle call is the reveille, and when you hear it you get your miserable hulking carcasses on to your fucking feet.’
Jack staggered upright, rubbing his hands furiously over his face in an attempt to bring it to life. It felt horribly early, but Corporal Taylor was already immaculately turned out, and Jack felt a spark of excitement ignite deep in his soul. His first day as a soldier was about to begin.
The barrack room was thrown into chaos by the arrival of the corporal. Men stumbled out of their beds bleary-eyed and vague. The quiet that had settled over the place at night was forgotten. Doors banged and voices echoed through the corridors elsewhere in the barracks. A peal of laughter reached the room where the recruits had bedded down before it was shut off, a bark of authority snuffing it out.
Jack reached for his clothes. He had rolled them into a bundle to act as a pillow and now he shook them out before dressing as quickly as he could.
‘Get a bleeding move on. The day has started and so should you.’ Taylor stalked down the narrow corridor in the middle of the room. There was little spare space. The beds were lined up along either side, with barely six inches between them. Above each bed was a shelf, empty now but ready for the recruits’ kit. The narrow windows were firmly shut and barred, the panes of glass covered with condensation, the lack of fresh air leaving the room muggy and ripe with the stink of men.
‘Right, you and you.’ Corporal Taylor jabbed his finger at Jack and Charlie, who were standing next to each other towards the end of the room where the single stove was placed. ‘Pick up that there pisspot.’ The corporal indicated a wooden tub that sat in front of the stove.
 Jack moved towards it then peered cautiously inside. It stank to high heaven, and by the look on Charlie’s face he was not the only one not so keen to go near it.
‘Strike a fucking light. Get a hold of it and take the bloody thing outside,’ Corporal Taylor snapped at the two reluctant recruits, his patience already wearing thin.
The bugle called again, the ascending notes meaning nothing to Jack as he took hold of one side of the tub whilst doing his best not to inhale any of the dreadful miasma that rose as the few inches of piss sloshed from side to side. The thudding of fast-moving feet came from outside the barrack room as other men reacted quickly to whatever message the notes had conveyed.
‘Come on! Come on! Look alive-o.’ Taylor chivvied the recruits out. ‘Out you go, quickly now.’
Jack and Charlie moved awkwardly out of the room, manoeuvring the tub with care. They followed the rest of the recruits down a flight of stairs and then out into an enclosed yard behind their part of the barracks.
Jack gasped as they emerged outside. The air was chill and it rasped in his lungs as he sucked it down. Carrying the tub made moving awkward, but he saw the corporal glaring in their direction so he went as quickly as he dared. Charlie tried to keep up, but the tub was heavy and he stumbled, sloshing piss over the lip on to the side of Jack’s leg.
‘You clumsy bastard!’ Jack snarled through gritted teeth as he watched the piss drip down his trousers. There was no time for any further admonishment as Taylor indicated for them to dump the tub in front of a single water pump.
‘Get it rinsed out.’ Taylor’s face wrinkled with disgust as he saw Jack’s wet leg. ‘Then wash yourselves. The rest of you, strip off and get clean. We can’t have you stinking up the place.’
Jack and Charlie put the tub down in front of the pump. The ground was slick with water and with thin muddy slurry. Jack pumped whilst Charlie struggled to swirl the water around inside the tub before tipping it out on to the cobbles.
Jack worked hard, his breath condensing in front of his face. The early-morning air was damp, yet there was nothing to be done but to bear with it. The other recruits were of a similar mind, and they were already stripping off their clothes before bundling them up and depositing them on the far side of the yard in a vain attempt to keep them dry.
‘That’s enough.’ Charlie stood back, his face flushed with effort. ‘Sorry about your trousers.’ He flashed Jack an apologetic smile.
‘Come on, lads. I ain’t going to stand around here and watch you all fucking day.’ Corporal Taylor prowled around his men, urging them to greater haste. ‘Get on with it!’
Jack and Charlie moved away from the freshly cleaned-out tub and stripped quickly. The other men were already naked, and they crowded around the tub, which was now full of icy water. The recruits threw it over themselves in a hurried wash, their gasps and oaths the only reaction to the freezing temperature. There was no dignity, their bare arses bashing against one another as they washed together. Jack hung back, still not used to such enforced nudity. At the gin palace he had slept and washed alone, and he shrank away from the closeness of so much male flesh.
‘Come on, you. Get yourself clean.’ Taylor saw Jack’s hesitation. ‘Fucking hell.’ The corporal bawled with laughter as Jack reluctantly shed his drawers. ‘I’ve seen bigger cocks on a newborn baby.’ He strode past, careful to give the area where the men were washing a wide berth, protecting his immaculate uniform from a soaking.
Jack’s face burnt with embarrassment and he forced himself into the melee. He gasped as he tossed handfuls of the icy water over his body and tried not to think about what pressed against his legs as the other men did the same. As he threw a last handful over his face, he was shivering, the cold already taking root. He dragged on his clothes, forcing them over his wet flesh, his body already trembling uncontrollably, his thin shirt doing little to warm him.
‘That’s enough. Back inside. Empty the tub and take it with you. Come on, you fucking Sallys, get a move on.’
Everything was being done in a rush. Jack was spared carrying the tub this time so he went with the crowd, forcing his freezing body into a trot as the recruits rushed back to their barrack room.
‘Get this place sorted.’ Taylor followed hard on their heels, bellowing with every step. ‘I want the beds pulled six inches from the wall, then roll your palliasse, fold your blankets and leave them nice and neat on the top. You will have to learn how to display your kit properly because we will do this every fucking day. If you don’t get it right then the whole bally lot of you will be punished, so look out for your neighbour and work together.’
Jack hurried to obey. He was so cold that his teeth were chattering non-stop. His fingers fumbled with his blanket and he dropped it.
‘You useless clot.’ Taylor pounced on his clumsiness. He picked up Jack’s blanket and threw it over his shoulder. ‘Get a fucking grip.’
Jack tried not to think and to keep his emotions at bay. Taylor moved on to shout at another recruit, whose first attempt to fold his blanket failed to meet the corporal’s exacting standards. Jack grabbed his discarded blanket and tried again. He sucked down his anger and his frustration. He had a feeling this was just the start.
‘Out! Out!’
Jack nearly choked on the mouthful of bread he was trying to ram down his gullet. Breakfast had arrived, a miserable feast of a single damp black loaf for each man and a tin mug of tarry tea thick enough for it to have to be chewed. The recruits had barely had time to start eating before Corporal Taylor stormed back into the room, bellowing at them to get out.
Jack swallowed hard and gulped down a last mouthful of the lukewarm tea before dumping the mug back on to the tray that had brought it to their room. Still chewing, he followed the rush of bodies making for the door.
This time they turned the other way at the bottom of the stairwell and rushed out on to the great parade ground at the centre of the barracks. Bright red brick buildings lined all four sides of the square, with the only way in or out through the iron gates that were watched over by the guardhouse on the barracks’ northern flank.
‘Wait here. Form two lines. Look sharp now.’ Taylor pushed and pulled the men into a rough formation at one corner of the yard.
Jack took his place and used the moment to look around. Other men were emerging from the barracks and forming up under the direction of their corporals before marching smartly on to the square, the parade ground echoing to the sound of army-issue boots. Some wore smart red uniforms, and Jack supposed that this, along with their bright white cross belts and the muskets on their shoulders, marked them out as having nearly completed their training. Others wore simple grey canvas fatigues, but even these men fell into line quickly and with little fuss.
Corporals prowled around each group as they formed up in their allotted place on the square, their faces contorting as they screamed at their charges, the shouts of abuse haranguing the men as they tried to get every rank and every file in perfect spacing. With such vocal encouragement it did not take long for order to emerge out of the confusion, and even the most abusive corporal fell silent as the ranks took on their final shape.
‘Right. Let’s go. Recruits! Recruits, march!’ Taylor had his group organised as best he could and led them on to the parade ground for the first time. Their place was at the very rear of the other formed ranks, their civilian clothes and unsoldierly gait marking them out as new men.
Jack stood and shivered. He judged there to be close to one hundred men on parade. His group were ignored by all but Corporal Taylor, who chivvied them into something that resembled the smart ranks of the other men before moving away, distancing himself from the newcomers, who were not yet a part of the whole.
The square hushed. Each man appeared to stiffen, the sound of nigh on a hundred men taking a breath at the same time reaching Jack as he stood and stared at the spectacle. He looked this way and that, trying to see what could have created such a reaction.
A small group of figures emerged from one of the buildings on the far side of the barracks. Even from a distance Jack recognised the enormous frame of Sergeant Slater. Three other men accompanied him. Each bore the same bright golden chevrons of rank on their arms, and they all looked as tough and as uncompromising as the man who had greeted the new recruits on their arrival the previous evening.
A fifth man followed them out. His uniform was different from that worn by the four sergeants. The shade of his scarlet coatee was slightly lighter, and in place of the sergeants’ chevrons his uniform had bright gold epaulettes on the shoulders. At his hip was a sword, a thin, curving blade held in place by polished black leather straps. The front of his scarlet jacket was decorated with gold lace that caught the early-morning light, and he moved with languid ease, even in the presence of the four hard-eyed sergeants, who stood back and let him take station at their head. Jack was certain that this was his first sighting of an officer, the man who was in command of every man in the training company.
He watched the small group approach the formed ranks. They moved along each line, pausing every so often, a muttered conversation marking out a man here or a man there. Then they moved off once more, the officer glancing over the ranks, the sergeants glaring at the men whose names had been taken, conveying the threat of what awaited them.
The procession did not take long. The officer did not bother to look at the men in the grey canvas fatigues and he did not even so much as glance in the direction of the new recruits half hidden behind the rearmost rank.
When the inspection was complete, the four sergeants formed a single line in front of the officer. To a word of command that Jack did not hear, they stiffened to attention and saluted. Then, as one, they turned away and began shouting at the men who had been standing in silence, the hushed, reverential quiet shattered in an instant. On cue, the bugle started to call, its loud, brazen notes cutting through the sudden commotion as the men fell out.
Jack looked at Corporal Taylor, expecting the small body of new recruits to be ordered to do the same, but the corporal stayed where he was, forced rigidly to attention. Jack traced Taylor’s line of sight and saw the finely dressed officer bearing down on the recruits, the looming presence of Sergeant Slater at his shoulder.
Jack studied the officer carefully. His uniform might have been immaculately tailored, but it did nothing to disguise the boyish face underneath the tall black shako. The officer was attempting to grow a pair of mutton-chop whiskers, but the growth was patchy at best, the flesh of his cheeks playing peek-a-boo through the thin covering of hair. Jack kept his own face clean-shaven, eschewing the fashion for all manner of facial hair. His mother had said that it made him more handsome, and judging by the officer’s attempt, she had been right to recommend it.
Yet the officer carried himself with an air of confidence that Jack had only seen once before. Then it had been in the calm, easy demeanour of a young toff called Edmund Ponsonby, a boy from the privileged upper class whom Jack would have called a friend despite the vast difference in their upbringing. Both displayed the same easy confidence, the sureness that could only be secured by an ample supply of both money and influence.
Jack judged the officer to be close to his own age, yet the gulf between them was like a gaping chasm. He understood then that Charlie had been correct, that becoming an officer was denied him forever due to the low station into which he had been born, no matter how good a soldier he might prove himself to be. Ability counted for nothing. Money was the only qualification needed to achieve a commission; the one thing that Jack could never hope to acquire.
‘Good morning, men. Welcome.’ The officer spoke in the languid drawl of a man doing what was expected, his greeting delivered without enthusiasm or warmth, his face already betraying his boredom. ‘My name is Lieutenant de Lancy and you now serve in my company. You are new men, new to our ways, and it is likely that you will find life here rather different to the one you have led before. It is natural for you to be worried. Yet it will not take you long to adjust. Listen to your instructors and do as they say. For only then will you become soldiers worthy of serving in our regiment.’
De Lancy paused and glanced over his shoulder at Sergeant Slater. Slater’s face was impassive, but he gave an almost imperceptible nod. Jack’s eyes narrowed as he spotted the interplay between the two. De Lancy was an officer; he surely outranked the mere sergeant. Yet he had still looked to Slater for approval, for permission to carry on.
‘You will soon be wearing red,’ de Lancy managed to force a trace of vigour into his delivery, ‘the same red that men of our regiment wore when they defeated Boney at Waterloo. The same red they wore at Salamanca and Talavera and the very same red they wore at Quebec. Now it is your turn. It is up to you to live up to the standards set by your forebears, the men who won the victories of which we are all so rightly proud. Men like you may come and go, but the regiment lives on. You must play your part in our history, for the regiment shall endure when you are so much dust.’
De Lancy appeared not to care that his recruits paled at the mention of their deaths, no matter how glorious they might prove to be. He turned and lifted a white-gloved hand to point in the direction of a lawned area on the far side of the parade ground. The grass was pristine and a spiked chain held up by white painted posts enclosed the small square of greenery. At its centre was a flagpole on which flew the Queen’s Colour, a large Union flag with the regiment’s crest picked out in gold thread at its centre.
‘Our colours bear the names of the battles we have fought, our honours paid for with the courage and the blood of your forebears. It is up to you to make sure you do not let that memory down. The regiment is all. It is bigger than all of us and we should only ask ourselves what we can do to embellish its name, what we can do to honour the memory of those who have gone before.’
De Lancy paused and offered his anxious audience a thin-lipped smile. ‘Your training begins this day. Only when you are ready will you march to join the rest of the regiment and take your place in our ranks. I wish you good luck, and may God bless you all.’
Jack had to choke down the snort that had risen in his throat as he listened to the pompous delivery, but de Lancy seemed well pleased with his speech and he turned to nod with some authority towards Sergeant Slater.
‘Carry on, Sergeant. They are all yours now.’
‘Very good, sir.’ Slater snapped to attention and saluted. He remained in the pose as de Lancy wandered off, every sinew in his impressive frame stretched tight. His eyes never left the thirteen recruits standing motionless in front of him.
At last he broke the salute. His eyes roved over the men watching him with fear in their guts. The officer might have spoken of the honour of the regiment and their duty to it, but only one man held their fate in his hands. Not one of the new recruits had any doubt who was truly in charge.



Chapter 4
Jack tried not to gawp. He had never seen so much stuff. Long shelves stretched away in every direction, every inch of the room lined with equipment stacked up from floor to ceiling. He took another pace forward, waiting dutifully for his turn, a quiver of excitement trembling deep in his belly. The smell of camphor and boot blackening had stirred an unconscious desire to own something other than the clothes on his back.
‘Next!’
Jack stepped forward quickly, his heart racing. He stood at the blanket-covered counter and looked into the heavily bearded face of one of the fattest men he had ever seen.
‘Name?’
‘Lark.’
The quartermaster sergeant grunted in reply. He leant heavily on the counter but his face was still flushed with effort. He pulled a blank form in front of him and scratched Jack’s name on to the line near the top.
‘Sign here.’ The demand was curt, the form pushed forward with minimal effort.
‘What’s this?’ Jack peered at the tight writing on the page.
‘You are signing for your necessities. This is the army, old son. You don’t get to take a shit without the right bloody chit.’
Jack reached out and scrawled on the form quickly. ‘Will I be getting my red coat?’
The quartermaster sergeant ignored the foolish question and took the form back without enthusiasm, then tossed it on to a pile at the far end of the counter. He never moved his weight from his arm the whole time. ‘See the corporal over there. Next!’
Jack moved down the counter. He saw another recruit staggering away, his arms full of clothes and equipment. The idea that he could soon be the owner of a similar stack seemed impossible.
‘Stop lollygagging and cop hold of this.’ A young corporal came to stand opposite Jack. He handed over a set of folded grey fatigues, the same ones Jack had seen other men wearing on the parade ground.
Jack held out his arms and let the corporal dump the clothes on to them. The corporal worked fast. A pair of boots followed another set of fatigues, after which came a shako minus its brass regimental plate.
‘When do I get my red coat?’ Jack felt the weight start to build but it did nothing to dampen his eagerness. He already carried more clothes than he had ever owned, and the corporal had not finished.
‘Hark at you!’ The corporal chuckled at Jack’s enthusiasm as he dumped down a pair of leather cross belts. ‘You have to earn that, chum. When the time is right, you’ll be back here to collect it.’
‘How long will that be?’
‘Soon enough. Right, that’s your lot for today. Now walk your chalk.’
Jack turned away, keen to get back to the barracks. He stopped in his tracks as he heard raised voices at the other end of the counter.
‘This cannot be correct.’ Charlie Evans was standing in front of the quartermaster sergeant, his arms folded across his chest.
‘Just sign the form and shut your muzzle, old son. They don’t pay me to listen to your mewling.’ The rotund sergeant clearly did not care for the new recruit’s expression.
‘This form says that I am paying for my own equipment. That cannot be right.’ Charlie scowled back at the sergeant. He lifted a finger and pointed to the page in front of him.
‘That’s the way of it. You ain’t getting all this shiny new gear for free.’
‘That is not fair. We should have been told.’ Charlie’s face was reddening. ‘We were tricked.’
‘Ain’t my fault you’re a damned fool. Now sign the form and move along.’ The quartermaster sergeant levered himself painfully upright, groaning with the effort.
‘What’s the problem?’ Corporal Taylor pushed his way through the queue of waiting recruits. ‘Are you causing trouble, Evans?’
‘I have just been informed that the rest of the bounty I am owed is being used to pay for my equipment. I am merely pointing out that we were not informed of this when we agreed to attest. It is not fair.’
‘Fair!’ Taylor brayed a short laugh as he spat the word. ‘This is the army, Evans. I don’t recall anyone ever saying it was fucking fair. Now sign the damn form and move along.’
‘In all consciousness I cannot do so, Corporal. It is iniquitous.’
Taylor glowered. ‘Sign the form or I’ll take you outside and explain it to you a different way. One where you are likely to lose your fucking teeth!’ The corporal’s voice rose so that he was shouting into Evans’s face.
Charlie stood and stared at his corporal. Jack watched the exchange, wondering at his friend’s sanity. For a moment he thought Charlie would continue the argument, but with a visible shudder he shut his mouth and turned to sign the form.
‘Glad you saw sense, old son. That’s the way of it and there ain’t no point kicking up a shine. You’re a soldier now. Best you learn to do as you’re told.’ The quartermaster sergeant eased back into his more usual position with a sigh of relief. ‘Now move along. You never know, you might be one of the lucky ones. Some of the stuff we give you might even fit.’
Jack waited for Charlie outside the quartermaster’s stores. His arms were aching from carrying his own allocation of kit, but he was too pleased with his haul to mind.
‘You bloody fool. Why did you make a fuss like that?’ He accosted his friend the moment Charlie staggered out of the door.
‘How could I not?’ If Charlie was pleased to see Jack waiting for him, it did not show on his scowling face. ‘Those blackguards are fleecing us. Did you even read the form?’
‘No.’ Jack matched Charlie’s scowl with one of his own.
‘Then you did not notice the fact that the bounty they promised us does not even cover the whole cost of equipping us.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘We are in debt, Jack, to the tune of twelve shillings and sixpence, to be exact. It will be deducted from our pay until it is paid off.’
‘Bugger me, really?’ Jack remembered Tate’s promise that he would earn one shilling and one penny a day. At the time it had seemed too good to be true. Now it appeared that was exactly what it was.
‘You know that they dock us for our food?’ Charlie was walking quickly now so that Jack had to trot to keep up.
‘No.’ Tate had not mentioned that either. He was beginning to wonder what else the recruiting sergeant had omitted to tell him.
‘Four and a half pence a day. If that breakfast is anything to go by, we are being robbed blind.’
Jack failed to share his friend’s bitterness. He’d had nothing when he had joined the army. Worrying about when he would get paid just did not figure in his thoughts. He had food, clothes and a place to sleep. That alone was an improvement on the life he had faced on the streets.
‘It ain’t so bad.’ He tried to jolly Charlie along. ‘You heard those other boys this morning.’ He remembered the sounds that had followed reveille. ‘Laughing away they were. We’ve just got to get used to all this.’
‘I don’t plan to. I am going to leave.’
‘You can’t!’ Jack’s reaction was instinctive.
‘I damn well can. I am my own master.’ Charlie’s chin dropped and he half turned his face so that it was hidden from Jack. ‘I want to go home.’
Jack shook his head. ‘Don’t be daft. It’ll get better.’ He thought of the sergeants and their fabulous red coats. He wanted one. The army offered him a way out of the gutter and he was determined to take it. He might never be an officer like de Lancy, but he was still certain he could rise far. The prospect inflamed a part of him he had never known existed. His ambition had been well and truly sparked.
‘For you, perhaps, but I have something out there.’ Charlie stopped and looked at Jack. ‘I didn’t know what I was doing, what I was leaving behind. I want to go home. I cannot do this.’
Jack found it hard to meet his friend’s gaze, uncomfortable in the face of such emotion. ‘Is it that girl?’
Charlie bit his lip and nodded.
‘But she turned you down. She doesn’t want you.’ Jack scowled. He did not understand.
‘I can change her mind.’ Charlie spoke with passion, his voice trembling. ‘I can convince her. I was foolish, running off as I did, I see that now. I did not persevere. I ran away when I should have stayed and worked harder to make myself worthy of her.’
‘Isn’t this exactly that? Imagine her face when she sees you in a red coat. When you return as a smart soldier.’
Charlie offered a bitter laugh. ‘Elizabeth won’t want a redcoat. No one does.’
Jack was shaking his head. He might have been forced to take the Queen’s shilling, but he was certain it would be the making of him. ‘You’re wrong.’
‘And you’re a damned fool. She wants more than to be the wife of a soldier. She deserves more than that. I can give it to her, but only if I can get out of here.’
‘You can’t leave.’ Jack wanted to puncture such certainty. He didn’t take kindly to being called a fool. ‘They won’t let you. You took the shilling. There is nothing you can do about it now.’
‘They cannot stop me leaving. They will let me go or I will do what I must do. I cannot stay.’
‘Now who is being a damned fool? If you run, they’ll flog you, stretch your neck, or send you to bloody Botany Bay. If you run, they won’t stop until they catch you.’
‘They won’t catch me.’ Charlie offered a grim smile.
‘It ain’t worth it.’ Jack tried one last time. ‘You’ll get over her.’ He sighed. He thought of Mary, the whore who had plied her trade in his mother’s gin palace. She was the one thing he missed about his former life. Not that he had ever had his way with her; she wouldn’t let him. But he had been besotted with her for as long as he could remember. He nurtured the notion of returning to the gin palace in the full finery of a soldier. He savoured the image, picturing the look on his mother’s face when he returned, the expression in Mary’s eyes as she saw the man he had become.
‘Oh, but it is worth it.’ Charlie smiled at Jack’s lack of understanding. ‘I would risk everything to be back with her again.’
‘Then it is you who is being the fool.’ Jack spoke harshly. He saw another recruit come bustling out of the quartermaster’s stores. It would not be long before Corporal Taylor spotted their conversation, and he did not fancy receiving a bollocking.
‘Perhaps. But I shall leave all the same. I have to.’
‘You don’t stand a chance.’
‘Oh, but I do.’ Charlie turned and started to walk away. ‘Because you are going to help me.’
Jack dressed quickly. The buttons on the canvas fatigues were stiff but he still felt a rush of pride as he fastened them. The black shako he had placed on his head might be missing the brass plate that displayed the regiment’s number, but for the first time he felt like a soldier.
‘Quick now, you dozy bastards.’ Corporal Taylor waited for them at the door. ‘Get a bloody move on.’ He marched into the room, scowling, as his charges put on the only uniform they would be allowed to wear for the first part of their training.
‘When do we get the badge for our hat, Corporal?’ Jack risked the question as Taylor turned smartly at the end of the room, near where he and Charlie slept.
Taylor stared at him, his face creased into the familiar scowl. ‘It is a shako, you bleeding idiot, not a bloody hat.’ He shook his head at the young man’s foolishness. ‘You have to earn your plate, boy. Until you do, you are a crap hat and nothing more, something that I suggest you remember before asking any more damn-fool questions. Now then, lads, bundle up those stinking rags you were wearing and dump them in that there basket by the door. It is an offence for a soldier to own civilian clothes. If I catch any of you keeping them, I shall flog you myself.’
‘That’s not fair.’
Jack winced as Charlie protested. He was beginning to wonder at his choice of friend.
‘Shut your damn mouth, Evans.’ Taylor turned on Charlie, his anger quick. He grabbed Evans’s small bundle of clothes and started to walk away.
‘How dare you! Those are my own things. I purchased them.’
Jack saw the look on Charlie’s face. He would need the civilian clothes if he did try to make an escape. His plans were going to the devil before his eyes.
‘Like I give a shit.’ Taylor turned and tossed the bundle of clothes to another recruit. ‘Dump this crap in the basket.’
‘My money is in my pocket.’ Charlie reached out and grabbed Taylor’s shoulder, turning him back around.
The reaction was instantaneous. Taylor’s fist shot out. It moved quickly, and cracked against Charlie’s jaw, the sound of the impact loud in the cramped barrack room. Charlie fell like a sack of shit. He hit his bed hard, his body knocked flat by the punch.
Taylor did not let him lie, coming for him the moment he was still. He hauled Charlie up by the lapels of his canvas jacket, lifting him so that his face was held no more than an inch from his own.
‘One more word out of your fucking muzzle today and I shall kick the living daylights out of you.’ Taylor bellowed the words into Charlie’s face. ‘You had better learn to shut the fuck up.’ He dropped the recruit, letting him fall back on the bed, then twisted round and glared at the rest of the men in the room. ‘You all learn from this fuckwit. Keep your muzzles shut and do what I fucking tell you. You are redcoats now. What you were is gone. The sooner you get that, the sooner you and me is going to get on.’
The room was hushed. A few of the men met Taylor’s gaze, but most stared at the ground, cowed by the sudden violence.
‘Bundle up your shit. If anyone so much as farts, then so help me I’ll have you all flogged.’ Taylor straightened his coat. ‘Do it now!’ He bawled the command, demanding their obedience.
Jack rushed to obey. He did not look at Charlie, who had yet to move. He dumped his old clothes into the large wicker basket just outside the room before trotting back to his place.
Another tie to his old life had been severed.



Chapter 5
It was cold on the parade ground. The wind whistled across the great open space, chilling the recruits in their thin canvas fatigues. They had left their cross belts and shakos behind, obeying their corporal’s instructions to the letter. Even Charlie had done as he was told, his resistance ended by Taylor’s display of anger.
The sun crept out from behind a puffy grey cloud. Jack felt it wander across the back of his newly shaved neck, its warmth on the bare skin a rare pleasure. The regimental barbers had arrived after the noon meal. Jack had watched his hair tumble to the floor as the barber shaved his head close. It had been as if the last of his old life was falling away, his past left lying on the barrack room floor. He ran his hand over his close-cropped hair, enjoying the feel of it against his fingers. He planned to keep it short, wearing it as a mark of being a soldier.
‘Stand still!’ Taylor spotted the movement and barked the command.
Jack did as he was told, the habit of obedience beginning to become instinctive. The corporal seemed nervous now that the group was on the parade ground, and Jack was wary of drawing attention. It was time to hide, to blend in and do his best not to be noticed.
He soon saw the reason for Taylor’s nervousness. Sergeant Slater was marching towards them.
‘Good afternoon, Sergeant.’ Taylor greeted his superior in clipped, businesslike tones.
Slater paid Taylor no heed as he approached the recruits. He came to a halt and stood ramrod straight in front of the thirteen men who were at the very start of the process that would turn them from civilians into soldiers; the magical transformation that would remove the individual and replace it with the heart, soul and physique of a British redcoat.
Jack looked over Slater’s shoulder. Another group of men marched smartly past. They were wearing the same canvas fatigues but with smart pipe-clayed cross belts and with their tall black shakos on their heads. They might have still been missing their red coats, but Jack thought them as smart a group of soldiers as he had ever seen. The notion that he too would soon look and march like that filled him with anticipation.
Slater saw the recruits watching the marching men and he laughed. ‘Don’t you filthy beggars get any ideas above your station. It will be a long, long time before you look like that. Now, pay attention.’ The sergeant did not yell. He spoke in a reasonable tone, his voice no louder than was needed to carry. ‘Stand up straight and look smart. Eyes front.’ He glared at one of the men in the front rank. ‘That means straight ahead, you wall-eyed prick. Now, chin up, shoulders back, hands down the centre of your trousers – yes, that does mean you have to let go of your cock, you fucking dolt.’ Another soldier benefited from Slater singling him out. ‘Hollow your back and there you go; now you at least look like you are a bloody soldier.’
Slater stalked down the ranks. He lifted a hand and pulled at a man here or pushed at another there. Jack stiffened every sinew as the hulking sergeant passed him by, stretching every muscle to adopt what he hoped was a suitably soldierly appearance. Slater walked past without comment. Jack thought he glimpsed the slightest hint of a nod of approval, and his spine straightened another inch with pride.
‘Now then, listen to me.’ Slater resumed his position in front of them. He did not order them to relax and Jack felt his muscles starting to protest at the unnatural posture he had adopted.
‘A good soldier must have discipline.’ Slater stood at attention as he spoke, mirroring the pose he had shown to his men. ‘Learn that well. I am going to teach you until you don’t have to think; we don’t want any thinking here. You are going to learn your drill so well that it becomes the right and proper thing to do no matter what the circumstances.’
Jack’s body began to hurt in earnest. Yet he refused to move, to show even the slightest quiver. He could sense the men straining around him as they all struggled to maintain the rigid posture.
‘God help you if you betray me.’ Slater stood stock still, as if he had been carved from granite. ‘You must have pride in yourselves and pride in your regiment.’ He paused and looked at each man in turn. He would have had to be blind not to see the tension as they fought to stay still, yet his face gave nothing away. ‘And you must have fear. Fear of getting it wrong, fear of letting your mates or the regiment down. If that is not enough, I want you to fear punishment, to fear what we will do to you if you step out of line.’
Slater’s voice had dropped. Each man had to strain to hear the softly spoken words. The silence stretched out. For a moment Jack thought the sergeant had finished, then he carried on, his voice even quieter than before.
‘Most important of all, I want you to live in fear of me. Do not think for one moment that I give a shit what happens to you. You are filth. You live and breathe at my command. Make sure you never forget it.’
Jack shivered. Slater may have spoken quietly, yet his words hit home harder than if he had been yelling at full volume.
The thin-faced Irishman who had fought Kelley on the way to the depot moved suddenly, shuffling on the spot, his aching muscles betraying him, his body no longer able to hold still.
Slater’s head turned slowly. His baleful eyes came to rest on the unfortunate Irishman, who had forced himself back to attention in a vain attempt to avoid what he must have feared was about to come.
‘Did I tell you to move?’ The sergeant asked the question as if he were enquiring after the weather.
‘No. It’s just—’
‘Shut up.’ Slater cut him off.
‘Jesus, I couldn’t help it, so I couldn’t.’ The Irishman had paled, his face matching the grey of their fatigues.
‘Shut your filthy mouth!’ Slater shouted the command, the first time he had raised his voice. It was the loudest voice Jack had ever heard. The sergeant moved fast, his heavy boots thumping into the parade ground as he marched towards the Irishman.
‘I couldn’t help—’ The Irishman’s eyes widened as Slater charged towards him. His mouth began to form the words of his defence, but Slater did not wait to listen.
The blow was delivered so fast that Jack never even saw it coming. It smacked the Irishman full in the face. He fell away, knocked backwards by the single punch. Slater was after him in a heartbeat, his left hand driving hard into the Irishman’s body.
The unfortunate recruit fell, unable to withstand the brutal assault. Slater kicked out, his heavy boot connecting squarely with the Irishman’s ribs moments before he hit the ground. The man lay where he had fallen, his ashen face coloured by a stream of blood flowing from each nostril, a soft moan the only sound he dared utter.
Jack looked away. He was no stranger to brutality. Slater had made his point clear. His authority over the recruits was absolute. Jack forced his spine straight, determined not to so much as blink. He would not risk such retribution, and he vowed there and then to do everything he was ordered, no matter how hard.
Slater stood up and moved away, his breathing unchanged by the administering of the lesson. He said nothing, but straightened his jacket before digging in his pocket for a handkerchief that he used to wipe the blood from his hands. Satisfied that they were clean, he walked slowly back to his position in front of the recruits.
Not one of them dared to breathe. The sudden explosion of violence was utterly shocking. The twelve men stared straight ahead, their bodies rigid, any thought of moving forgotten.
Slater took up his original position, once again standing rigidly to attention. ‘Discipline is all. Do what you are told. Do not think. Do not question. Just do.’ The mild tone had returned. It was as if nothing had happened. The Irishman lay where he had fallen, his face already blackening. Not one man looked at him.
Jack dared not meet Slater’s gaze. He stared instead at a fleck of blood that had landed on the sergeant’s cheek. It looked like an engorged freckle, a visceral reminder of the man’s brutality.
‘Learn your drill. Learn to obey. And never, ever let me down.’ Slater stared at each of them in turn, his eyes boring into every man’s soul. Then he turned smartly on his heel and nodded to the whey-faced corporal, who had done nothing as one of his men was beaten. ‘Carry on, Corporal.’
The sergeant marched away. He had delivered his first lesson. It was one that none of the recruits would ever forget.
Jack rubbed at his neck. It was sore, the coarse fabric of his new fatigues rubbing his shaved flesh raw. Yet he did not have the heart to moan. The image of the beaten Irishman was too fresh.
He stood by his bed and drank the last of his tea. The evening meal was done, the new recruits served the same bread and tea as they had eaten for breakfast. Jack did not mind it. It was more palatable than the grease and gristle that they had been told was boiled beef and which had been issued for their noon dinner.
The recruits had an hour at leisure before the bugle would sound lights out. Corporal Taylor had left them before the evening meal had been served. He had appeared to be as cowed by Slater’s display of violence as the recruits had been. He had helped them get the Irishman to his feet but had said nothing as they helped him back to the barracks, the man’s battering treated as nothing out of the ordinary.
Most of the other recruits had sloped off as soon as Taylor had left them. The barracks ran a canteen that served beer, and Jack had seen the furtive looks on a few of his fellow recruits’ faces as they wandered off. Quite how they had managed to still have some rhino after Kelley had robbed them and their civilian clothes had been taken away, he did not know, but it made him feel foolish that he had not been able to do the same.
‘Did you see what he did to that Irish lad?’ Charlie Evans sat on the floor in front of his bedstead with its folded-up palliasse. They had been told in no uncertain terms that they were not permitted to sit or lounge on their bedstead. Charlie was staring up at the ceiling. He had not spoken before that moment.
‘I couldn’t very well miss it.’ Jack grimaced at the sour taste the words left in his mouth. But he had seen worse. His mother’s old man had beaten him since the very first day he had arrived to claim the gin palace. Yet something in Slater’s calmness as he had attacked the Irishman had frightened him. The sergeant might have spoken in mild and reasonable tones, yet he was the most menacing man Jack had ever come across.
‘How can he get away with it? Why isn’t he stopped?’
‘Perhaps they encourage it.’ Jack knew the value of fear as a weapon. In the rookeries, it was the best defence.
‘Why?’
‘To make us do what they say.’ Jack tasted the memory of his fears. ‘I reckon it works, too.’
‘Well I’m not sticking around so he can do that to me.’ Charlie spoke firmly. ‘First chance I get, I’m out of here.’
‘That’s plain daft.’ Jack scoffed at the idea. ‘I don’t see any way out, do you? There are always guards at the gate. You can’t just wander off, they won’t let you.’
‘There is a way.’ Charlie sat up straighter and looked at Jack, his eyes gleaming. ‘I saw it this morning. There is a door at the back of the quartermaster’s stores. Must be for deliveries or something.’
‘And then what?’ Jack mocked Charlie’s simple plan. ‘You think anyone is going to help you? How far are you going to get dressed in your fatigues with no money?’
‘Who said I had no money?’ Charlie could not keep the look of smug satisfaction from his face.
‘You said it was in your clothes! And you got a clout off Corporal Taylor for your trouble!’ Jack shook his head. He was beginning to wonder if Charlie was a bit simple.
Charlie threw back his head and laughed. When he looked back at Jack, his face betrayed his pleasure at his triumph. ‘I said my money was in there. I don’t recall anyone checking.’ He stared at Jack and then got to his feet before sliding a hand between the straw mattress and the simple wooden frame of his bed. He pulled out a small leather purse that he shook in Jack’s direction.
‘You crafty bastard.’ Jack could not fail to be impressed. It needed a cool head to take a slap just to deliver such a message.
‘I reckon I’m cleverer than you give me credit for.’ Charlie’s look of pleasure faded. ‘You all look at me and see what you want to see. Just because I don’t have your brawn and just because I was a clerk, you think I’m weak and useless.’ He glowered at Jack, then tapped his temple. ‘But I’ve got more up here. I can think for myself. When Slater told us that we should stop thinking, well, that’s when I knew I had to get away. I’m not made like that. I can no more stop thinking than I can stop breathing.’
‘You might bloody well stop breathing if you carry on with this nonsense.’ Jack did not back down, but Charlie was quite correct in what he had said. Jack had judged his friend for his lack of muscle, for his fine clothes and his better way of speaking. He had not seen the steel hidden beneath.
‘So are you going to help me or not?’ Charlie slipped his purse back into its hiding place.
‘Depends what you want me to do.’
‘I haven’t worked it all out yet. But I reckon I won’t be able to do it on my own. I’ll need help.’ With one quick motion Charlie reached across for Jack’s hands, taking them into his own.
Jack started at the unwelcome contact. Charlie’s hands were warm, their touch uncomfortable.
‘You will help me, Jack, won’t you? I can’t stand this. I’m not made for this life.’
Jack pulled his hands away. ‘You are a fool, Charlie Evans. You’ve got to think about what you are saying. If you run and they catch you, then all this will seemo like so much gravy.’
‘They won’t catch me. I’m too clever for them.’
Jack shook his head, but he half believed his friend. ‘You think on it. Let me know what you want me to do and maybe I’ll help you. But I’m not making any damned promises.’
Charlie’s face split into a wide smile. ‘I knew I could count on you, Jack. You are a fine friend indeed.’
‘I haven’t said I’ll do it yet.’
‘But you will. I know you now, Jack Lark.’ Charlie reached across and landed a playful punch on Jack’s shoulder. ‘You are a loyal soul. You’ll stick with a fellow.’
The bugle call that sounded the end of the day rang out, the clear rising call louder in the quiet of darkness.
Jack turned his back on Charlie and started to prepare his bed for the night. It did not take long to unroll the palliasse and lay out his blanket. He said nothing as he slipped off his fatigues and bundled them into a makeshift pillow before getting into bed.
He settled down under the thin army blanket. Charlie was right. Jack knew that he would help his friend, even though it would risk his own future. It was what friends did for one another. For better or worse, Jack would help Charlie escape.



Chapter 6
Jack dreamt of his mother. She was holding him just like she had when he had been a nipper. He nestled against her, safe and contented. He could smell the rose water she used, the delicate fragrance masking the taint of sour gin. He lay still, not wanting to break the rare contact, secure in her arms. His mother reached out. She stroked his cheek, her fingers brushing against his skin, the touch of a mother to a son.
Jack woke to see the face of Charlie Evans no more than an inch from his own.
‘What the fu—’
‘Shh.’ Charlie raised a finger to his lips. His left hand fell away from Jack’s face. ‘I’m going.’ He breathed the words, barely any sound coming from his mouth.
Jack sat up slowly. The room was in near-complete darkness. The only light came from a thin moon, just enough of its pale grey light shining through the windows to allow him to pick out the sleeping forms of their fellow recruits.
‘What the fuck are you up to?’ Jack whispered, his voice dry and hoarse. He felt the flush of anger on his cheeks. Charlie had stolen him from his dreams.
‘I cannot stand it a moment longer. I’m off.’ Charlie spoke so quietly that Jack could hardly hear him.
‘What? Now?’ Jack wiped a hand across his face as he tried to wake himself up. ‘You were going to think about it!’
‘I’ve done nothing else!’ Charlie grinned at him. ‘Where’s the point in waiting. Now are you going to help me or not?’
‘What do you want me to do?’
‘Help me get out of here. You’re sharp. You can get me to that door in the store and then come back here. No one will know you are gone.’
Jack’s mind was racing. He considered the risk. If he were caught sneaking around at night, he would have to face Slater and his fists. The idea was not a pleasant one, and a tight knot of fear tied itself deep in his gut.
‘Please, Jack. I know I’ll be caught if I try it on my own.’ Charlie’s face came close to Jack’s again. ‘Help me.’
‘Fucking hell.’ Jack took a deep breath then slipped from under his blanket. ‘Carry your bleeding boots.’ He got to his feet and began to dress quickly and quietly.
Charlie nodded and started to unlace the boots already on his feet. ‘I knew you wouldn’t let me down.’
Jack grunted softly. He did not really understand why he was helping. He knew he should have turned his back and gone back to sleep. But he could not make himself do it. Charlie needed him.
‘Ready?’ Charlie stood by his bed, his army boots held together in one hand.
‘Wait.’ Jack did up the last of the buttons on his canvas fatigue jacket. He shook his head at Charlie’s impatience. ‘Put your spare fatigues under the blanket. Make it look like you are still in there.’
Jack saw Charlie’s smile in the thin moonlight.
‘You see! I knew you would see me right. I would not have thought of it.’
‘No. That’s because you are a fucking idiot who is going to get himself killed.’ Jack still spoke in a hoarse whisper. He did not think Charlie heard him.
He bundled up his own spare fatigues, pushing them underneath the blanket so that it looked like someone was still in the bed. It would not stand up to anything other than a passing glance, but it was better than nothing.
‘Ready?’ Jack asked the question.
Charlie nodded. He was still smiling.
‘Then follow me.’
Jack led them across the sleeping room. Their bare feet made little noise as they slipped through the narrow gap between the ends of the beds. With only thirteen of them in there, most of the room was empty, and it took no time at all to get into the corridor outside.
They kept moving quickly and quietly, slipping down the flight of stairs that led to the lower level of the barrack block.
‘You all right?’ Jack whispered the question as he brought them to a crouch. He could hear Charlie’s breathing, the rush of air warm on the side of his face.
‘Yes.’ Charlie’s voice was tight. Some of his confidence was waning.
‘We have to go outside. Put your boots on.’
It came naturally to Jack to give the orders. Charlie was following his lead instinctively. There was no doubt who was leading who.
‘Ready?’ Jack waited as Charlie fumbled with his boots. He gritted his teeth at the time it took as his cack-handed friend struggled with the simple task. The delay set his nerves on edge.
‘Let’s go.’ Charlie finished and eased himself forward.
‘Shh!’ Jack sensed movement. He looked around for a hiding spot. Urgently he motioned Charlie back into the shadows of the stairs, moving close so they could both disappear into the darkness. The barracks were not lit, but enough of the moon’s light was filtering in to cast an eerie glow into the corridor. They could still be seen if they did not hide away.
The heavy tramp of sentries’ boots echoed loudly. Jack peered out of their hiding place. The door at the end of the corridor that led to the parade square was open, and he watched anxiously as a patrol of four redcoats marched past.
‘What the devil are they doing?’ Charlie pressed his lips close to Jack’s ear and whispered the question.
Jack shrugged. Charlie’s lips had brushed against the soft flesh of his ear lobe, and he shivered, intensely uncomfortable at the touch. ‘We’d better stay here.’ He said nothing more and shrank back, screening himself in the shadows.
He waited. The escapade was not so unlike moving around the narrow alleyways of the rookery in the dark of night. Only a fool let himself be seen. In the gloom-filled streets, far from the light of the gas lamps, all manner of men, and women, waited to prey on any soul abroad in the small hours. Jack had learnt how to move without being seen, his nocturnal travels made with the caution learnt from a lifetime living in the dangerous, forgotten streets of east London.
‘We should go.’ Charlie was anxious.
‘Wait.’ Jack would not let them emerge before he was sure. He stayed put even as he felt Charlie fairly vibrating with tension, like a terrier before a fight. Only when he was sure that no one was close by did he move off. Charlie followed close behind, his hand plucking at Jack’s sleeve. Together they crept to the door.
Jack eased his head outside. The square was empty. The patrol of redcoats had disappeared. There was nothing and no one to interrupt the quiet of the night.
‘Come on.’
He led them outside. He walked quickly and without bothering to crouch to try to hide away. It was time to move without hesitation, speed now more important than trying to avoid attention.
The night air was chill and he shivered, the hairs on the back of his arms standing up like so many dutiful guardsmen. They walked fast, the sound of their boots loud enough to drown out the thumping of his heart. Something flashed past their heads. Both men flinched, their progress brought to an abrupt halt as their finely stretched nerves snapped at the unexpected assault.
‘Shit! What the hell was that?’ Charlie’s voice broke as he hissed at Jack.
‘Run!’ The taste of fear was rank in Jack’s mouth
They ran, their boots pounding into the ground. Jack felt his breath rasp in his chest, the chilled air painful as he hauled it into his lungs.
‘Quick!’ He felt Charlie’s hand claw at him, his fingers like talons digging into the flesh of his arm as they charged across the edge of the parade square.
They saw the door to the quartermaster’s stores and galloped towards it. Any attempt at being silent was lost in the sudden rush of fear. They ran hard, side by side, the sound of their boots echoing around the hushed barracks.
They slid to a halt in front of the door. Jack heard Charlie sob with the effort of the mad dash, but there was no time to catch their breath. He grabbed at the handle. To his relief, the door was open, and they both dived inside the moment he snatched it open.
Something caught at Jack’s feet, and he fell forward. He grabbed at the closest thing in a vain attempt to keep his balance. His hand landed on Charlie’s arm and he held fast, but Charlie was in no position to keep him upright and Jack pulled him down so that they both fell into a breathless huddle, thumping on to the tiled floor of the quartermaster’s stores. The air rushed from Jack’s body but he still had the presence of mind to lash out with his boot, kicking the door shut.
He did not move again. He dragged air into his lungs, pushing Charlie away. He tried to listen, but he could hear nothing other than the roar of his own tortured breathing.
Forcing his breath to slow, he concentrated, certain that someone would have seen their mad dash across the square. Still he heard nothing.
‘Did we—’
‘Hush!’ He silenced Charlie. They were lying where they had fallen, their bodies still half intertwined. He strained his hearing. He could not believe they had made it without being seen.
Charlie started to laugh. It was infectious.
‘Blow me tight.’ Jack kicked Charlie’s legs off his own and hauled himself to his feet.
‘We did it!’ Charlie struggled upright and clapped Jack around the back. ‘We only did it!’
Jack could not hold back his laughter. They had run like frightened nuns. He thought of the creature that had startled them.
‘What the fuck was that thing?’
‘It was an owl, I reckon.’ Charlie sucked in a great draught of air and managed to bring his laughter under control. ‘By God, it frightened me.’
‘Me too!’ Jack laughed again. The tension that had been building since he had taken the first cautious step outside the barrack room was released. ‘Shall we get you out of here, then?’
Charlie stifled a final smirk. ‘Fine by me. Let’s get this done.’
The two men picked their way carefully through the tall shelves bulging with equipment. It was not easy to see, the high racks blocking what little light was filtering into the store. They were forced to walk like blind men, their hands stretched out in front of them as they felt their way along. Twice they burst into fits of giggles as they bumped into some unseen object, the farcical nature of Charlie’s desperate escape not lost on either of them.
It took several long minutes to reach the door Charlie had spotted towards the rear of the stores. Charlie saw it first and strode towards it with relief. He tried the handle.
‘Damn thing is locked.’
‘Of course it’s bloody locked.’ Jack pushed his friend out of the way. He was not surprised. The door they had used to enter the stores faced the parade square. It was unlikely that any sneak thief would be able to penetrate to the heart of the guarded barracks. This door was different. It faced the rear of the barracks, where the guards did not patrol, and Jack had known all along that it would be locked.
‘So what do we do now?’ Charlie stood away. ‘Do we break it down?’
Jack shook his head at his friend’s foolishness. He peered through the glass panes in the door. It led to a yard that in turn led to an alley that followed the back of the barracks. Jack could see little of what was on the other side of the alley, but he was near certain it would be open moorland. The barracks had been built on the very periphery of the town. There were houses near its main entrance, but here at the back it faced out only on to open countryside.
Satisfied that the exit offered a suitable escape route, Jack turned and walked to the blanket-covered counter where he had signed his requisition form that morning. The side facing into the store was lined with shelves and cubbyholes, and he squatted and began to look for something that would help him.
He checked each shelf, searching by fingertip. It did not take him long to find what he was looking for. He returned to the door flashing a wide smile at Charlie, who said nothing as he watched and waited.
Jack took a firm hold of the door handle and got to work. The steel pen was thicker than he would have liked, but its end was thin enough and the lock was a simple one. He worked quickly, holding his breath as he used the trick that he had first learnt as a six-year-old.
The lock clicked, and Jack turned and tossed the pen back on to the counter. It was a moment’s work to pull back the three heavy bolts that prevented anyone from forcing entry from the outside. He opened the door and stood back.
‘There you go.’ He didn’t whisper, but his voice was hushed. Their early laughter and silliness was forgotten. The moment for Charlie to desert had arrived.
Charlie looked at Jack for a long time. ‘I owe you my thanks. I was right. I could not have done this alone.’ He offered his hand. ‘Thank you, Jack.’
Jack frowned at such sincerity but took the cold and damp hand held towards him. ‘Don’t thank me. Are you sure you won’t reconsider? As soon as you step out that door, you’re on your own.’
Charlie took a deep breath. ‘No. I have to do this. Do you want to come? We would do well, you and I. We’d go far.’
Jack let go of Charlie’s hand and shook his head. He was not tempted. ‘No. I want to stay.’
‘You should. You will be good at this, Jack. You are meant for this life. I am not.’
‘Then you should go.’ Jack spoke harshly. The air rushing through the open door was cold, and he shivered. He felt the stirrings of anger at the foolishness of what he had done. He indicated the door with his head. ‘Go on then.’
Charlie nodded once, then slipped through. He moved quickly, his boots loud on the cobbles of the yard. Within a dozen heartbeats he was gone from sight, fading into the night.
Jack stood back and closed the door, oddly reluctant to shut off the view of the outside. He shook his head at such foolishness and threw the bolts. He could do nothing about the lock.
He heard the sound of army boots. For a moment he thought it was Charlie and he half rose, his hands reaching to push back the bolts. But the sound came from behind the door that faced the parade ground, and he shrank to the floor, his fear returning. If he were caught in the stores he would be damned as a thief. There could be no defence.
He crouched low and moved away from the door, merging with the darkness. He would bide his time getting back to his bed, taking no chances along the way. He had done what he had set out to do and helped Charlie escape, but now it was time to shift for himself. Just like it had always been, he had no one to look after. He was on his own.



Chapter 7
Jack woke to the first note of the reveille. He was not sure if he had slept. His mind was in turmoil, the events of the night replaying themselves over and over in his thoughts, what rest he had found fitful and disturbed. With the reveille would come discovery, and an accomplice had every right to be scared.
He moved slowly, keeping his back to the bed next to his own. He sat, his head in his hands, his body tensed and braced for the confrontation that was to come.
‘On your feet, you fucking slugabeds. This ain’t no time to be lying in your stinking pit. You know what that call means by now. It means be up and ready to move.’ Corporal Taylor strode into the room, his voice stirring those foolish enough to still be in their beds.
‘You and you, take that there pisspot. Tomorrow I want you ready to move without my say-so.’ Taylor breezed through the room, snapping off the instructions. ‘Bleeding hell, but that stinks. Look alive-o, boy.’ He had reached Evans’s bed.
Jack could not bear to watch. He eased to his feet, keeping his gaze away from the corporal, and moved forward, taking his place at the end of the room.
‘You deaf, boy?’ Taylor peered at the lumpy shape lying under the blanket where Charlie Evans had started the night. ‘Why, you little fucking bastard.’
Jack did not have to be looking at the corporal to know that the simple ruse had been discovered. He kept his gaze straight ahead. He saw the faces of his fellow recruits turn to stare wide-eyed and open-mouthed as they realised that something was amiss.
‘Where is he?’ The face of Corporal Taylor loomed into Jack’s line of sight. His eyes were bulging with barely contained fury and his cheeks were puce.
‘Beg your pardon, Corporal?’ Jack spoke in a monotone. He was sure the beat of his racing heart would reveal him, his guilt plain for all to see.
‘Don’t play the fucking innocent with me, boy, or so help me I’ll see you flogged. Where the fuck is he?’
‘Where’s who, Corporal?’
Taylor slapped Jack hard around the face. It was a stinging blow, the open-handed smack cracking against Jack’s cheek. ‘I ain’t fucking asking you twice. Has the little shit run?’
‘Dunno, Corp—’
A second blow connected with Jack’s cheek. The blow hurt, the pain worse now that his flesh was raw. But he had been beaten too many times to whimper at a mere slap.
‘Where is he?’ Taylor screamed the question. He was close enough for Jack to feel the splatter of spittle on his skin.
‘Is there a problem, Corporal?’ A new voice interrupted the interrogation. A chill entered the room. Sergeant Slater had arrived.
Corporal Taylor snapped to attention. Jack saw the flash of fear in his eyes. The non-commissioned officer turned smartly on his heel, his body rigid. ‘One of the recruits is missing, Sergeant.’
Jack felt his own muscles tense as he too straightened to attention, the action instinctive. The other recruits did the same, each man staring ahead and praying he would be ignored.
Slater sauntered down the narrow gap between the beds. He dominated the cramped confines of the barrack room, looming large, his physical presence terrifying. He said nothing as he approached the empty bed, his thick moustache bristling. He contemplated the pathetic shape under the covers, then he turned and looked at Jack.
‘What was his name?’ Slater asked the question gently, his tone nothing but reasonable.
‘Charlie Evans, sir,’ Jack replied. He heard the fear in his own voice.
‘Charlie Evans.’ Slater repeated the name slowly. ‘Did he run?’
Jack swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat. ‘Don’t know, sir.’ His words came out in a higher pitch, the adolescent squeak of a boy.
‘You don’t know.’ Slater’s voice was soft. He nodded at Corporal Taylor, who immediately scurried away, leaving a space between Slater and Jack.
‘What’s your name, boy?’ The huge sergeant asked the question before taking a single step towards Jack.
‘Jack Lark, sir.’
‘Did you sleep well last night, Lark?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Jack’s voice trembled. It took all his strength of mind not to move.
‘The sleep of the righteous.’ Slater smiled, then took a second pace. ‘And you heard nothing?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Not even when young Charlie got up? No scrape of the bed. No rustle of cloth. No noise whatsoever?’ Slater moved closer. He was less than two feet away from Jack.
‘No, sir.’ Jack felt his arsehole quiver.
‘No, sir.’ Slater repeated the words. He stepped forward again, closing the gap so that the toes of his boots were no more than an inch from Jack’s.
Jack stared straight ahead. His eyes were on a level with Slater’s neck. He watched as the sergeant swallowed, staring at the big man’s Adam’s apple as it bobbed up and down.
‘I don’t believe you.’ Slater still spoke mildly, as if remarking on the weather. ‘Did you help that piece of filth desert?’
‘No, sir.’
‘We are going to find our dear friend Charlie.’ Slater had lowered his face as he spoke. Jack could feel the wash of the sergeant’s breath, the flow of air warm on the cheek that still stung from the slaps delivered by Corporal Taylor. ‘Do you think we will find him, Lark? Do you think we will be that fortunate?’
Jack struggled to find breath. ‘Yes, sir.’
‘I am glad to hear that. It is nice to hear that you think we know what we are about. Now, you’d better be hoping we do find him. Do you know why that would be, Lark?’
‘No, sir.’
‘We had better find him, Lark, because otherwise I won’t have anyone to hang. You see, I have to set an example to all the other filth in this place. If they see someone run and get away with it, well, who knows what foolish thoughts will enter their heads. So I need to punish someone, to show them what happens to scum who run. To show them what happens to the man who helps them.’
Jack bit back the churn of bile that rose into his throat. He could barely breathe.
‘If we don’t find Charlie, then so help me you’ll pay the price in his stead. Do you understand that, Lark?’ Slater’s face was emotionless as he delivered the threat.
Jack could not find the words to reply. Slater pressed his face lower, his eyes boring into Jack’s. ‘So you had better hope that we do find him, or you will find yourself wishing you had never been born.’
Slater pulled away. He stared at Jack for what seemed an age, then turned away.
‘FORM UP OUTSIDE!’ He screamed the command. ‘NOW!’
The recruits nearly fell over themselves in their haste to escape. Even Taylor moved fast, the corporal clearly assuming the order applied equally to himself. Only Jack stayed still, his path blocked by the formidable figure of the sergeant.
Slater did not look at him again. Only when the room was empty did he move, stalking out without glancing in Jack’s direction.
Jack gingerly eased himself down on to his bed, the fear still running rampant through his body. He did not doubt Slater’s threat. His life now hung in the balance. He dared not think, so he forced himself back to his feet, leaving the room and the threat behind. He would join the search for Charlie Evans not knowing if he was saving his own neck or merely sealing his fate.
The recruits formed up on the parade ground. The entire training company was assembled, all of the drafts ordered to forgo their breakfast to join the search for the deserter.
The men were hushed. They knew why they were there. The rumour had rippled through the barracks. There was a runner. A recruit had chosen to desert, and now they would all be hauled across miles of countryside to look for him.
Jack stood in the rank of new recruits and felt his body tremble. He could sense the mood on the parade ground. He saw the hard expressions on the faces of the men nearest to him, the look of determination to get the unpalatable job done. There was no sign of pity or of sympathy. Many of those men would have thought of running, yet Jack could sense an animosity towards the one who had been brave enough not just to think but to do, the one who had dared to flout the authority that kept so many in the ranks when their hearts would have led them to flee.
The sergeants and corporals emerged from the guardhouse, their stony faces betraying nothing of the briefing they had been given. De Lancy followed them, his young face flushed with excitement.
The lieutenant walked quickly to the front of the formed ranks, his legs moving rapidly as he bustled after his sergeants.
‘Attention!’ One of the sergeants barked the command. The ranks of recruits stiffened instantly, the sound of boots stamping in unison echoing around the walls that surrounded the parade ground.
Jack did his best to stand straight. He could just about see de Lancy through a gap in the ranks to his front.
‘We have a deserter.’ Jack had to strain his hearing to make out the words, the lieutenant’s voice only just carrying to the furthest rank. There was no mistaking the thrill in the young officer’s voice as he began to order the hunt.
‘He must be found.’ De Lancy paused to let his order sink in. ‘You will be detailed into search parties. This man cannot have gone far. We will find him and we will bring him back to answer to the charge of desertion. He will be punished.’ Again de Lancy paused, his eyes running over the ranks, the sly smile on his face belying the seriousness of his words.
Charlie Evans was the fox. The hunt was on.
Jack tripped. He cursed, spitting out his frustration as he only just kept his footing. The going was treacherous. The heath was like a bog after the recent rain, the ground giving way repeatedly, the water hidden just beneath the surface oozing out with an obscene squelch with every step. The rain had turned it into a quagmire.
The heath was the biggest space Jack had ever seen. The horizon stretched for miles, the light of early morning revealing the vastness of the moorland behind the barracks. There were no trees, no high ground to break up the view. It was one great expanse of gorse and heather, and Jack had never felt so exposed or so small.
The rain had started the moment they had marched out of the barracks, adding to their misery. It came down in a fine mist, soaking their grey fatigues so that they stuck to their skin, the coarse fabric doubling in weight. The persistent cloud dogged their every step, their world reduced to a few dozen yards of dank gorse and muddy heather.
‘What a fucking waste of time.’ The man trudging along beside Jack made his opinion of the day clear. Nearly half the training company were on the heath. They had been split into pairs before being dispatched to search for the deserter. The orders had been simple. They were to maintain sight with the pairs to either side of them as the long line of searchers moved outwards from the back of the barracks. If they found the deserter, they would just have to shout and summon the nearest pairs to join them before capturing the man who had caused such a ruckus.
Jack had been paired with another of the recruits, a ferrety-faced Londoner called Brown, who was clearly not enjoying his morning walk on the heath.
‘What a bloody hole,’ he muttered as he tramped along at Jack’s side. ‘One great shit-coloured expanse of fuck-all.’
Jack did not reply. His eyes searched the ground to the front. He did not know if he wanted to find Charlie or not.
‘What a stupid wanker, running off like that.’ Brown scowled as Jack ignored him. ‘You deaf?’
‘No.’
‘Then at least fucking say something. Shit boring this is. Aw, fucking hell!’ Brown’s voice rose as he stumbled, his boots catching on a clump of longer grass.
‘Do you think we will find him?’ Jack made himself reply. Perhaps conversation would stave off the feeling of doom that had dogged him since the moment he had opened his eyes that morning.
‘Not if the dolt has any sense. If it were me, I’d be bloody miles away by now.’
‘Have you thought about running, then?’
‘Nah.’ The reply was quick. ‘Running to what exactly? Another couple of years doing the panny? Then what? A trip to Botany fucking Bay, I reckon, if the beak was kind. A quick trip downstairs if he weren’t.’
‘You were a burglar?’
‘Amongst other things.’ Brown flashed Jack a smile. ‘Not that I was any good at it. Last time I was out, the other lad I was with got nabbed. That taught me a lesson good and proper, told me it was time to move on. I saw that old cove Tate in the pub. He offered me a way out and I was glad to take it.’ He spat hard to one side, as if talking of the past had brought a sour taste to his mouth. ‘I reckon this’ll be all right. Once we leave that bastard Slater behind.’ He turned and glanced at Jack. ‘He scare you?’
Jack nodded. He didn’t need to speak.
‘By Christ, he frightens me. He beat that Irish lad just for fucking moving. Think what he’ll do to this fucking idiot if he catches him. I wouldn’t be in his bloody shoes, or in yours for that matter.’ Brown looked at Jack cagily. ‘Did you help him?’
‘What’s it to you if I did?’ Jack staggered as his boot slipped in a thick slick of mud. The legs of his fatigues were smeared with the stuff, every inch filthy.
‘Nothing to me, chum. It’ll be you dealing with Slater if we don’t find him. Way I see it, you’re up to your neck in shit.’
‘We both are.’ Jack’s reply was grim. He was looking ahead, the conversation forgotten as he spotted movement.
‘Oh no, chum. Don’t think I’ll be getting involved, thank you very much. I’m too fucking clever for that, I am. I’ll keep my nose clean. I don’t want that bastard Slater so much as looking at me.’
Jack didn’t reply. He increased his pace as far as he could on the treacherous ground, keeping his eyes on a thin line of gorse fifty yards ahead. The grey fatigues Charlie Evans had been wearing did not stand out like a red coat, but Jack had seen them all the same.
He had found the deserter.



Chapter 8
Charlie was smothered in mud from head to toe. He was sitting behind a gorse bush, his arms wrapped tight around his chest, his whole body shaking with cold.
‘You stupid bastard.’ Jack stumbled to a halt. He kept his distance, standing a few feet away from the fugitive. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’
‘I fell over.’ The reply came out as little more than a pitiful wail. Charlie lifted his face towards Jack. His cheeks were smeared with mud and snot. His bloodshot eyes searched Jack’s face. ‘I twisted my ankle.’
‘What the fuck did you do that for?’ Jack felt the fingers of fate take a firm grip around his neck.
‘I couldn’t help it!’ Charlie snivelled. ‘I couldn’t see a damn thing. I kept falling over.’
Jack shook his head. Charlie was a pathetic sight. It was impossible not to feel pity. But Jack felt something else too. He felt relief.
‘Help me, Jack. Don’t dob me in.’ Charlie was staring at him, his eyes wide in terror.
‘I ain’t got a choice.’ Jack heard the cruelty in his own voice.
‘Yes you do. You can move on. Don’t tell them you found me.’
‘And leave you to freeze to death.’ Jack seized on the easy reply. He was thinking of Slater, of the fate awaiting him if Charlie wasn’t found.
‘I’ll be all right.’ Charlie’s teeth chattered. ‘I’ll warm up when the sun comes out. Then I’ll be on my way.’
‘With a fucked-up ankle?’
‘I’ll be all right.’ Charlie pleaded with him. ‘Just leave me be, Jack. Just leave me be.’
Jack heard his friend choke back the tears. It would be so easy to shout out, to call for others to come to his side. It was the simple decision, the one that would keep him safe from Slater.
Yet he hesitated. To call out would be to condemn Charlie. Jack wanted to be safe, to secure his own place in the Queen’s army. But the price of that security was high.
‘Have you found the stupid wanker?’ Brown was close now. He had not bothered to match Jack’s faster pace. ‘I’ve had my fill of walking in this fucking shit.’
‘Hide!’ Jack hissed the word. He looked over his shoulder. Brown was no more than half a dozen yards away. ‘Get yourself down.’
For a heartbeat Charlie just stared at him. Then he drew his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. ‘I’m cold, Jack. So very cold.’
‘Do it!’ Jack snapped the words, then turned towards the scowling face of his partner in the search. ‘It’s nothing. Just some bloody animal,’ he said loudly, before offering a thin chuckle at his own foolishness.
Brown stopped. He stared at Jack, holding his gaze. The Londoner’s chest heaved with the exertion of hauling himself through the muddy slurry underfoot. ‘Then who was you talking to?’
‘What’s that?’ Jack did not dare look at Charlie, who had not moved an inch.
‘Who was you talking to, Jack-o, my lad?’ Brown took a step forward, his boot giving out a sloppy squelch as he pulled it from the ground’s clutches. ‘Is he there?’
‘Step away. Don’t come any closer.’ Jack gave up his attempt at denial. He could do little else. Charlie began to move, but it was only to rock back and forth on his haunches.
‘Fuck off. Is he there?’ Brown took another pace, and then another.
Jack sucked down his fear and moved into the other man’s path. ‘No. I ain’t seen him, and neither have you.’
Brown stopped. He wiped a hand across his face, careless of the muddy streak it left on his cheek. ‘I ain’t risking my neck for that prick. If he’s there, then that’s it. We found him.’
‘He doesn’t stand a chance.’ Jack did not know why he was protecting a man no longer willing to stand up for himself, but he could not step aside. ‘You know what’ll happen if Slater gets his mitts on him.’
‘Like I give a shit, chum. So long as that bastard ain’t looking at me, I don’t care a fig.’
‘We can walk by and leave him here. He ain’t doing any harm. He just wants to go home.’
‘You stupid fucker.’ Brown shook his head at such a foolish notion. ‘You there, Evans?’ He raised his voice and lifted himself on to his toes so he could see behind the gorse bush. Charlie’s pitiful hidey-hole was doing little to conceal him.
‘Leave me alone.’ The demand was delivered with no force; the wail of a child to a bully.
It was all the confirmation Brown needed. He moved quickly, turning away and forcing his body into a lumbering motion.
‘Wait!’ Jack made one last desperate plea. But Brown was already too far away to catch. The Londoner started to wave his arms, calling for attention.
‘Over here! Over here! We got him! Over here!’
Jack stopped in his tracks. He saw the heads turning their way. Charlie’s fate was sealed, and Jack was saved.
‘Where is he?’
‘Here, Sergeant! Over here!’ Brown waved at the bulky sergeant, who was striding through the stinking morass of the heath.
Slater moved fast. His fine uniform was filthy, the mud splattering his dark blue trousers and flecking the scarlet of his coat. Yet he paid it no heed.
Jack stood and watched. He felt detached, as if no longer a part of the drama being played out in front of him. His boots had sunk nearly a full inch into the ground, yet he felt no compulsion to move, even as Slater ploughed directly for him.
‘We found him, sir.’ Brown was fairly hopping from foot to foot as Slater loomed close. ‘We got the bugger and no mistaking.’ He glanced back at Jack. ‘Jack-o spotted him first. Found the bugger’s hide, he did.’ He winked at Jack before turning his attention back to Slater. ‘It was good work, sir. Hard work.’
‘Shut your filthy mouth.’ Slater snarled the command. He did not look at Brown as he marched past, his boots sending a fine spray of muddy water left and right as he pounded them down into the sodden earth.
‘Where is he?’ The sergeant snapped the question as he came close to Jack.
Still Jack hesitated. He stared back at Slater, somehow summoning the courage to look into the man’s eyes.
‘Behind that gorse, sir.’ Brown trailed behind the sergeant, keeping his distance. His arm lifted, pointing to where Charlie waited for retribution. ‘Just there.’
Slater’s gaze did not falter. He glared back at Jack, matching his stare.
‘Fetch him.’
‘What?’ Jack did not understand.
‘Fetch him. Bring him to me.’ Slater’s voice betrayed nothing. Even his breathing was calm, despite the strength-sapping slog through the quagmire.
‘I’ll get him, sir.’ Brown, eager to please, made to step past. He was stopped with an outstretched hand.
‘Stay where you are.’ Slater’s eyes never left Jack’s face. ‘Lark will do it.’
Jack could no longer match Slater’s gaze. He looked away.
‘Fetch him to me.’ Slater repeated the instruction.
Jack lurched into motion before the decision to obey had fully formed in his mind. It was pointless to stand against Slater, to risk his own neck in a futile display of defiance.
Charlie had not moved, but sat where he had been found, rocking back and forth, his head slumped down against his knees. Jack approached his friend slowly and carefully.
‘Charlie. It’s time to get up, mate.’ He spoke in gentle tones, the voice of the young to the old and decrepit. ‘Let’s get you on your feet.’
Charlie looked up. His eyes were full of mute appeal. He said nothing, even when Jack took hold of his arm, easing the would-be deserter to his feet.
‘There you go, chum. Let’s get you back. Get you warm.’
Charlie swayed. Jack kept a firm hold of his arm and steered him slowly, step by step, towards Slater. If Charlie knew his fate, he revealed nothing. He went with Jack, plodding along like an ancient pauper being led one last time into the poorhouse. Slater watched them the whole time, his face impassive.
Jack brought Charlie to a halt in front of the sergeant, propping him up and keeping him on his feet.
Charlie could not face looking at Slater. He kept his head bowed, his eyes focused on his boots.
Slater did not care. He lashed out at Charlie’s downturned face, a single punch that rose from beside his hip. It connected with a wet slap, tearing Charlie from Jack’s grip and throwing him backwards on to the soaking ground.
‘Pick him up.’ Slater stood ramrod straight after the blow, as if nothing had happened.
Jack stepped back. He did not know what to do. Brown had looked away, refusing to watch the grim spectacle he had summoned. Jack was alone.
‘Pick him up!’ Slater spoke quietly, yet his voice trembled with barely concealed rage.
Jack could do nothing but obey. He bent low, his hands reaching for Charlie’s arms. ‘You’ve got to get up.’ The words came out as little more than a whisper.
Charlie could not have understood. He looked barely alive, any last sense of what was happening knocked out of him by the single blow. Yet he was still conscious.
Jack squatted in the mud. He felt its clammy tendrils gripping his arms as he got them under Charlie’s body. He gasped as he levered the slight figure up. It took all his strength, but somehow he manhandled his friend out of the mire and forced him back to his feet.
Charlie’s head lolled from side to side, a thick river of blood flowing fast from both nostrils. Jack swallowed the bitter bile that surged into his mouth as he held the other man upright, his muscles protesting at the effort.
‘Let him go.’ Slater’s voice was firm.
Jack had no choice. He stepped away.
Charlie staggered forward half a pace, barely able to stand unaided. Slater hit him full in the face for a second time, bludgeoning him to the ground again. This time he fell as if his bones had turned to pulp, all sense of the world gone.
Slater went for him. His boots kicked out, the heavy toecaps crunching with sickening force into Charlie’s limp body. The onslaught was merciless, the force of the blows throwing Charlie on to his side.
‘Stop it!’ Jack could not stand to watch any more. The veneer that had covered Slater’s brutality was gone. The mask was lifted, the man’s sheer barbarity revealed. Still Jack stepped forward, all rational thought driven from his mind by the vile display he was being forced to witness. ‘You’re killing him.’
Slater turned. His great nostrils flared above a mouth twisted into a vicious sneer.
Jack raised his hands and pushed, using them to drive the enormous sergeant away. ‘Leave him alone!’
Slater staggered, his eyes widening in shock at Jack’s sudden intervention. But he was too large for Jack to force away for long, his strength too great. He would not be denied a target for his rage.
Jack never saw the fist begin to move. It hit him hard, driving into his stomach. The pain surged through him and every scrap of breath was knocked from his lungs by the single blow. His upper body folded over his gut as it absorbed the heavy punch.
Slater’s huge hand swamped Jack’s face, the fingers splayed wide as he took a firm hold and pushed, throwing Jack’s head back so that he fell away. He hit the ground on his backside, the contact sending a great shudder through his body, the cold embrace of the mud folding around him.
Slater loomed over him. As Jack looked up, waiting for the boot that he was sure would follow, someone groaned.
Jack saw Slater turn away as the sound came for a second time. He pushed himself up on to his elbows, ignoring the pain. Charlie Evans was still alive. Some sense had returned to his battered body and he was making a final bid to get away, crawling across the slick ground, his hands clawing into the bog as he tried to drag himself along.
The huge sergeant walked to stand in front of the pathetic figure scrabbling through the mud in a futile attempt to escape his fate. He looked down, his face betraying nothing but disgust, then slowly and deliberately he stepped forward, crushing Charlie’s hand into the bog. A grim smile spread across Slater’s face as he heard the crunch of bones breaking.
He kicked out, a huge swinging blow that caught Charlie’s head. It tossed his body over, throwing him on to his back. His sightless eyes stared at the sky, the rain falling to spread the mask of blood over his face so that not one inch of skin was left untouched.
Jack scrabbled to his knees and puked his guts out into the mud. He stayed there letting the rain soak into his back, his body starting to shake with cold and horror.
‘Take this piece of shit back to the barracks.’ Slater issued the command, his voice devoid of emotion.
Jack looked up. He caught Slater’s gaze. The wild rage was gone. It had been replaced by a blank stare; the expressionless mask was back in place.
Slater turned and marched away, his business complete.
Jack staggered to his feet, his boots grinding his own vomit into the sodden soil. He saw Brown lumbering towards the body that lay in the mire, his obedience unthinking.
Jack spat once, clearing his mouth of the bitter taste of bile. Then he went to obey Slater’s command. There was nothing else to be done.



Chapter 9
The barrack room bustled with activity. The recruits knew the routine now. They no longer needed Corporal Taylor to holler and bawl at them. He stood in the doorway, his face impassive, revealing no pleasure at the sight of his charges obeying his instructions without a word of command.
Jack forced the buttons on his fatigue jacket into their holes, his fingers clumsy. He refused to look at the empty bed next to his own, ignoring the burn of shame that had rushed to fill his mind the moment he awoke.
Jacket buttoned, he stepped forward, taking firm hold of one side of the pisspot, barely registering the stink of the liquid that sloshed around inside. Brown took the other side, a single glance at Jack’s face the only acknowledgement of what had passed between them.
There was no ill will. Jack did not blame Brown for revealing Charlie’s position. If there was any blame, it remained at Charlie’s own door, his pathetic attempt to desert setting a bitter example to any who contemplated doing the same.
‘Stand by your beds.’ Corporal Taylor had spotted someone approaching, and now he ordered his men to stand to attention.
Jack obeyed without question. He stepped back, setting the tub full of piss on the wooden floorboards before standing rigidly at the foot of his bed, staring ahead. He did not turn as he heard the heavy tread of army boots. He forced his back straight, stretching every sinew even as the sound of the boots came closer. He did not have to look to know who had arrived.
He was still staring ahead when Slater’s face arrived in front of him. He kept his own face impassive, refusing to betray the emotions that surged through him as the sergeant stared back at him.
‘Good morning, Lark.’ Slater broke the silence. He spoke softly, little more than a murmur.
‘Sir!’ Jack barked the single word.
Slater said nothing. He was contemplating Jack’s face as if committing every detail to memory. Then he leant forward so that his mouth was no more than an inch from Jack’s ear. ‘I am watching you, Lark. Every minute, every hour, I will be watching you. If you step out of line, even by a single bloody inch, then I will nail you. Do you understand me?’
Jack stayed silent. The touch of Slater’s breath was warm on his face and it repulsed him. Yet he revealed nothing.
‘Are you going to run, boy?’ Slater pulled away and spoke louder, so the entire room could hear him.
‘No, sir.’ Jack spat out the answer, his voice vibrating with barely controlled emotion.
‘Now that is a pity. I would have liked that.’ Slater smiled. It did not reach his eyes. ‘So are you going to stay and become a soldier?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Is that a fact? Do you think you can earn a red coat?’
‘Yes, sir.’
Slater cackled at Jack’s replies. ‘You are a lily-livered piece of filth. Do you really think you can be a redcoat? You think you can kill a man? You think you can take a bayonet and ram it into his guts and watch him die?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Jack forced out the words. He still wanted to be a soldier. Whatever it took.
‘Well I don’t. I don’t think you have it in you, boy. I think you are weak. I think that the first time you hear a gun fired in anger you’ll shit your pants and run.’
‘No, sir.’
‘No, sir.’ Slater repeated the denial. His eyes bored into Jack’s as if he were reading his soul. ‘I don’t reckon things are finished between me and you, Lark. I reckon one day we will have a little discussion of our own.’ He smiled. ‘I fancy I’ll look forward to that day.’
He let his gaze roam over the recruits. ‘One of you filth tried to run, tried to desert his regiment. You all saw the state of him when we brought him in. Mark it well. That is what waits for any of you who step even a single inch out of line. I suggest you think on that.’
Message delivered, the sergeant turned and marched from the room. Yet his presence lingered long after he had left.
The men of the training company paraded in the thin light of early morning. They were formed into three sides of a square, with the fourth side, facing the guardhouse, left open. The rain of the previous day had blown away and it promised to be fine, the sun already climbing fast into the pale grey-blue sky.
Jack took his place in the ranks. He felt numb, his body chilled to its very core, his emotions banished. The men around him stood in silence, each one cowed by the story of the recruit who had tried to run.
The guardroom door opened and the punishment detail marched out and formed up into a tight square. When it was ready, two more red-coated guards emerged from the barracks, dragging a bare-chested figure between them.
A barely audible intake of breath rippled around the parade square. None of the men in the formed ranks had been in the Queen’s army very long. They were all still new to its ways and to the power wielded by the men with golden chevrons on their arms. Now they saw a visceral demonstration of that power, and there were few men on parade who were not shocked at what they were witnessing.
To the words of command the punishment detail began to march towards the formed ranks of the training company. The men charged with dragging the prisoner did their best to march smartly, but the figure they hauled with them could barely walk, and they were forced to alter their pace to keep him upright.
A single drummer marched at the head of the detail, beating out a rhythm with a single stick. The sound reverberated around the walls of the barracks like a heartbeat, the slow, monotonous thud the only noise marking the passage of the prisoner.
Jack could not help but stare at the boy dragged out to face the charge of desertion. He could barely recognise him as being the same lad who had shared the excitement of the journey out of London, and who had laughed so freely when they had embarked on their wild escapade.
The punishment detail arrived at the centre of the three-sided square. Charlie was held upright at its very heart, his thin, pale chest standing in such stark contrast to the bright red coats of the men who held him in their grip.
De Lancy strode forward from his position in front of those recruits allowed to wear red. He did not look at the prisoner but pulled out a sheet of parchment, which he held in front of him.
‘The prisoner standing before you is charged with having deserted from his regiment and of not having returned until brought back a prisoner under guard.’ De Lancy was reading from his script. His voice carried well, the words heard by every man assembled to bear witness to the fate of a man who had dared run.
‘Under Article 46, any soldier who shall desert the service shall suffer DEATH’ – de Lancy raised his voice as he read the word – ‘or such other punishment as by a general court-martial shall be awarded.’ Again he paused. He looked around the ranks of impassive faces staring back at him.
‘Private Evans will be taken from this place to Aldershot, where he will face a trial by court-martial. I do not need to emphasise what his punishment is likely to entail.’ De Lancy smiled, relishing being the actor centre stage. ‘Yet there is one punishment that shall be carried out this very day.’ The smile faded, and de Lancy turned and looked to the huge sergeant who had led the punishment detail on to the parade ground.
‘Carry on, Sergeant Slater.’
Slater snapped to attention, the very epitome of a model sergeant in the British Army. He saluted de Lancy, then turned and walked to a redcoat at the rear of the party who was carrying a small leather satchel.
‘Private Evans is a deserter.’ De Lancy faced his command once more. ‘He deserted his regiment. For that he will be punished. That punishment starts today.’
Jack did not understand what was happening. The guard detail marched away, leaving Slater standing with the two men holding up the prisoner. Charlie lifted his head, the first sign that he was taking any notice of what was happening to him. His eyes darted over the assembled ranks like those of a cornered animal, searching the faces until he found Jack.
‘The Articles of War state that as a deserter, Private Evans must be marked so that no one can ever doubt his crime.’ De Lancy could barely keep the thrill from his voice. ‘Sergeant Slater! Carry on.’
The men holding Charlie twisted him round, changing their grip so that his left arm was held out in front of him. Slater paced towards him, his spine as straight as a ramrod, a thin surgeon’s knife held in his right hand.
Jack forced himself to meet Charlie’s gaze. As Slater approached, he saw the flare of panic in his friend’s eyes, the fear rabid.
Slater moved with practised efficiency. He reached out, his left hand taking a firm grip around Charlie’s upper arm. Then he cut.
Charlie screamed. The noise echoed around the barracks. It was a pitiful sound, the yelp of a badly beaten dog whipped one final time. Slater did not pause. The knife moved quickly, its sharpened tip marking the letter ‘D’ into the flesh of Charlie’s lower arm. He handed the knife to one of the guards, then pulled a pouch of gunpowder from his pocket. It took but a moment to pour a handful into the deserter’s skin and rub it roughly into the wound, ensuring that the mark was permanent, the shameful designation imprinted into Charlie’s arm for all time.
‘Private Evans is now marked as a deserter.’ De Lancy’s voice rose in triumph. ‘Let no one doubt his fate.’ He paused, making sure his words were sinking in. ‘It is only thanks to the efforts of one of our own sergeants that the deserter was apprehended. Even when his fate was sealed, the foul creature you see before you fought to escape. Fortunately the sergeant concerned was not so easily defeated. Sergeant Slater is to be made up to colour sergeant as a reward for his efforts, and I offer him my own thanks for his valuable work.’
Jack choked down the lie. There was nothing to be achieved from gainsaying the brutal sergeant who had beaten the defenceless Evans to a bloody pulp. Despite all he had seen, Jack still wanted to be a soldier. Fighting Slater would only result in his own downfall, and so he lifted his chin high and refused to acknowledge the injustice that sparked a flame of anger deep in his belly.
De Lancy glared at the ranks one last time before nodding once to Slater and marching away.
The corporals and sergeants waited for their officer to get clear, then the shouting started. The parade broke up quickly. The message had been delivered. Not one man present would risk the same fate as the hapless Evans. The example had been set.



Epilogue
The red-coated ranks marched to the beat of the drum. Every man was in time, his boots slamming into the road in unison with his fellows’. The redcoats marched with a soldier’s pride, their impassive faces revealing nothing to the men, women and children who watched their progress towards the station on the far side of town.
Jack took his place in the ranks with his fellow recruits. His musket was heavy on his shoulder but he felt nothing but pride. He was a redcoat, a soldier of the Queen. His training was complete and he was leaving the depot company behind and marching to take his place in one of the regiment’s line companies at their barracks in Aldershot.
The events surrounding the desertion of Charlie Evans were half forgotten, the memory of the bleak, dark days that had marked his first week in the army stored away in the deepest recesses of his mind. He kept them there, locked securely behind bars, leaving them to rot and fester without his attention.
The weeks had passed quickly. Day by day the army had turned the callow recruits into soldiers. Jack had thrived, enduring the hardships and revelling in the new life he had been given.
A swallow darted over the tall black shakos worn by the redcoats, chasing the flies that swirled high above their heads. Not one head moved to watch its progress, the soldiers’ world reduced to the back of the man in front and the ground passing swiftly under their boots.
A tall, broad-shouldered sergeant marched at their head. The sleeve of his uniform coat was decorated with golden chevrons surmounted by a Union Jack supported by crossed swords. The rank of colour sergeant suited Slater well, and now he led the latest draft of recruits to the regiment where he would take his place as the senior non-commissioned officer in one of its ten companies.
Jack’s fear of the hulking sergeant had not faded with experience and daily exposure to his brutality. But he had accepted it, willing to pay the price of suffering the man’s authority. His training had shown him how right he had been to accept Tate’s shilling. As he marched along, he remembered Charlie Evans’s words on the night he had deserted. He had claimed that Jack was well suited to being a redcoat; that he would do well as a soldier. And he had been proved right. Jack had enjoyed his time in the training company, establishing a bond with his fellow recruits that had got them through the hardest, bleakest hours. He had found a home.
Now he marched to a new future, towards the next chapter in his life as a soldier of the Queen. His early weeks in the army had fired his desire for advancement, to make the most of the opportunity he had been given. He looked at Slater’s badges and rank and saw not just a daunting authority. Rather he saw the potential for his own advancement, the possibilities that were now his to take.
The station came into view at the end of the road. Jack looked ahead and saw the path to his future.
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Chapter One
20 September 1854. The banks of the Alma River, Crimean Peninsula
The redcoats staggered to a bloody halt. The men of the King’s Royal Fusiliers crouched at the edge of the vineyard, ducking and twisting as the storm of shot, shell and bullet tore through their ranks. Dozens of fusiliers went down under the Russian barrage, the men falling silently, their passing unremarked. Those still living pressed close to their comrades, the desperate need to be near to another human being overwhelming the rational thought that to be grouped together was to present a larger target for the enemy to hit.
Beyond the shattered vineyard there was no cover for the frightened fusiliers; a dozen yards of open scrub separated the last of the vines from the shallow banks of the Alma River. The bloodied redcoats clung to what little shelter they could find, stubbornly refusing to advance, no one willing to dare the killing ground to their front.
On their right, the men of the 2nd Division were going to ground, the heavy fire driving its battered battalions to seek cover in the ruined walls and burning buildings that were all that remained of the village of Burliuk. All along the line, the redcoats milled in confusion and fear, still yards short of the river they had been ordered to cross. The Russians poured on the fire ruthlessly, striking redcoat after redcoat to the ground, their bodies forming a tide line, a high-water mark for the advance.
General Raglan’s army was paying in blood for the simplicity of his plan. His decision to fling two of his divisions against the strongest point on the Russians’ right flank was the cause of the suffering being endured by the men who had been ordered forward. It was a plan devoid of all subtlety. A plan that now looked destined to fail.
Jack Lark forced a path through his men. He saw the terror on the faces of the fusiliers, a fear that he knew well as it seared through his own veins. It threatened to drive him screaming to the ground. It begged him to do anything to get out of the merciless fire that swept along the stalled line, yet he made himself move, even though his body flinched at every bullet that whipped past.
‘Fusiliers!’ Jack’s voice was huge. ‘Advance, damn you! Move! Move!’
Still the fusiliers refused to advance. Jack shoved at the men closest to him, trying to force them forward. But they ignored him, their eyes flashing in anger as he tried to bully them. The fusiliers were not advancing for anyone.
The men started to edge backwards, the movement fluttering through the packed ranks. The battalion was moments away from turning to flee from the unrelenting Russian fire that was flaying their ranks.
They had reached breaking point.
Jack cringed as a bullet cracked into the ground at his feet. The fear was paralysing him, ravaging his guts like a caged beast. Every part of him shrank away from what he was about to do. His mind pleaded with him to let someone else carry the burden of responsibility. Yet he had chosen to become an officer and now he would have to repay the debt that came with the gold epaulets and the respect that came from being addressed as ‘Sir’.
He shouldered his way through the snug pocket of men to his front, ignoring the oaths and the insults directed at him. He strode out of the vineyard and into the cauldron of fire.
‘King’s Royal Fusiliers!’
He turned to his men, his fury building, the anger driving out the last of his uncertainty. He might have stolen the right to command these men but now he would prove he could lead them. He goaded the enemy fire, prowling in front of his company, showing them he was bigger than the storm of fire that had bludgeoned the slow, steady advance to a standstill.
‘King’s Royal Fusiliers! Look at me!’ Jack demanded attention even as the Russian fire cracked and whipped through the air around him.
‘We will advance. You hear me? We will advance!’ His voice faltered, his throat half closed. Yet he forced the order out, screaming the words at his men who watched him as if they were staring at an inmate of Bedlam let loose on the field of battle.
Jack turned his back on his men and bounded across the few open yards between the vineyard and the river. It felt as if every Russian skirmisher was firing at him but by some miracle he made it to the shallow bank of the river without coming to harm. As he slipped and slithered down the bank, he turned to glare in accusation at his men.
The fusiliers were stationary, as if petrified.
Then, finally, they moved. Prompted by a secret signal the battalion surged forward. The open ground that had caused such fear was crossed in moments, the fusiliers streaming forward to slide down to join Jack in the shallow water of the Alma. The Russian fire doubled in its intensity the moment the fusiliers abandoned the shelter of the vineyard, striking dozens from their ranks. Yet the redcoats ignored the casualties, storming forward, their paralysing fear forgotten.
They had crossed the line.
In the melee, Jack was pitched unceremoniously forward. The river flowed over the tops of his boots, the water icy cold where it splashed against his legs. The fusiliers careered through the water, the ordered line forgotten, the men moving together in one amorphous mass. The wiser heads among the redcoats lifted their ammunition pouches and rifles away from a soaking in the river but they were few in number amidst the crazed, adrenalin-fuelled mob.
The gravel bed of the river was treacherous, the weeds and slime making the footing uncertain and twice Jack slipped and would have fallen if he had not been so tightly pressed into the pack of redcoats. Around him, his men cursed angrily as they forced their way across the river, elbows working furiously, fighting each other to reach the relative safety of the south side of the Alma. The south bank was far steeper than the north side, rising three to four feet before levelling out and forming a shelf above the river. The redcoats threw themselves up the slope with abandon, churning the ground to slick mud as they tried to find purchase with their wet boots.
On the ledge the fusiliers were screened from much of the Russian fire. Above their heads, the awful barrage continued. To move forward would mean walking straight into the enemy roundshot and musket fire.
For a second time, the advance halted. The wet, mud-splattered fusiliers caught their breath after the wild scramble through the river and steeled themselves for what was still to come.
‘You bloody idiot!’ Jack’s orderly, Tommy Smith, thumped into the ground beside his officer, ducking away from a flurry of musket fire that whistled past less than a foot above their heads. ‘You’ll get yourself killed if you carry on like that, Jack.’
‘It had to be done.’ The shock of walking into the open ground still coursed through Jack’s body and he shivered at the memory. He felt the cold hand of near death.
‘But not by you, you damn fool.’ Smith had to shout to be heard above the din. ‘You might be dressed as a bloody Rupert but that doesn’t mean you have to do it all by yourself!’
A flurry of activity prevented Jack from replying. Another officer was indeed taking control, showing his men what he expected of them.
General William John Codrington was fifty years old. He had joined the army thirty-three years previously, yet this was his first taste of action, the only time he had heard guns fired in anger. Codrington commanded the 1st Fusilier Brigade, part of the once famous Light Division. Although it was no longer made up from the same regiments that had marched to such renown and fame in the battles Wellington had fought in Portugal and Spain forty year earlier, Codrington was determined his command would live up to their high standards. He had watched his brigade march into the violent storm of the Russian barrage and he had witnessed their desperate plunge into the Alma. Now he had to show his men what he expected them to do next.
Mounted on a small white Arab mare, Codrington spurred his way across the river, encouraging the young horse up the far bank. The men of his command watched the grey-haired general charge straight into the terrible fire that was raging above them.
Jack looked on in astonishment. He flashed a smile at Tommy Smith and then, saying a silent prayer, he pushed himself up over the lip of the shelf, determined to be at the head of the attack.
With a huge cheer, the redcoats followed.
The steep undulating slope led up to the four-foot-high wall of the great redoubt, the fortified position that was the key to the Russian general’s right flank. The Russian skirmishers had moved back up the slope and were already re-forming on the crest around the guns hidden in the redoubt. It was up this slope that Codrington’s brigade would have to advance, into the mouths of the guns that waited to sweep the attackers away.
‘Forward the fusiliers!’ Jack screamed, leading his men up the slope. Around him, the fusiliers were horribly disordered, the different companies now hopelessly intertwined after the mad scramble across the river. The precise two-man line was gone and the redcoats moved forward bunched up in groups. The angle of the slope pulled at their already aching muscles. In the middle of the disorganised crush the young ensigns carrying the colours found the strength to wave their heavy ash staffs from side to side, forcing movement into the lifeless silk that refused to stir in the still, breathless air.
As the three battalions of Codrington’s brigade erupted from the confines of the river, the attack snarled back into life.
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