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The midnight jackals howled their discontent while heat-
  cracked India writhed in stuffy torment that was only one degree less than
  unendurable. Through the stillness and the blackness of the night came every
  now and then the high-pitched undulating wails of women, that no one
  answered-for, under that Tophet-lid of blackness, punctured by the low-hung,
  steel-white stars, men neither knew nor cared whose child had died. Life and
  hell-hot torture and indifference—all three were one.

There was no moon, nothing to make the inferno visible, except that here
  and there an oil lamp on some housetop glowed like a blood-spot against the
  blackness. It was a sensation, rather than sight or sound, that betrayed the
  neighborhood of thousands upon thousands of human beings, sprawling,
  writhing, twisting upon the roofs, in restless suffering.

There was no pity in the dry, black vault of heaven, nor in the bone-dry
  earth, nor in the hearts of men, during that hot weather of '57. Men waited
  for the threatened wrath to come and writhed and held their tongues. And
  while they waited in sullen Asiatic patience, through the restless silence
  and the smell—the suffocating, spice-fed, filth-begotten smell of
  India—there ran an undercurrent of even deeper mystery than India had
  ever known.

Priest-ridden Hanadra, that had seen the downfall of a hundred kings,
  watched through heat-wearied eyes for another whelming the blood-soaked,
  sudden flood that was to burst the dam of servitude and rid India of her
  latest horde of conquerors. But eight hundred yards from where her high brick
  walls lifted their age-scars in the stifling reek, gun-chains jingled in a
  courtyard, and, sharp-clicking on age-old flagstones, rose the ring of
  horses' feet.

Section Number One of a troop of Bengal Horse Artillery was waiting under
  arms. Sabered and grim and ready stood fifty of the finest men that England
  could produce, each man at his horse's head; and blacker even than the night
  loomed the long twelve-pounders, in tow behind their limbers. Sometimes a
  trace-chain jingled as a wheel-horse twitched his flank; and sometimes a man
  spoke in a low voice, or a horse stamped on the pavement; but they seemed
  like black graven images of war-gods, half-smothered in the reeking darkness.
  And above them, from a window that overlooked the courtyard, shone a solitary
  lamp that glistened here and there upon the sleek black guns and flickered on
  the saber-hilts, and deepened the already dead-black atmosphere of
  mystery.

From the room above, where the lamp shone behind gauze curtains came the
  sound of voices; and in the deepest, death-darkest shadow of the door below
  there stood a man on guard whose fingers clutched his sword-hilt and whose
  breath came heavily. He stood motionless, save for his heaving breast;
  between his fierce, black mustache and his up-brushed, two-pointed beard, his
  white teeth showed through parted lips. But he gave no other sign that he was
  not some Rajput princeling's image carved out of the night.

He was an old man, though, for all his straight back and military
  carriage. The night concealed his shabbiness; but it failed to hide the
  medals on his breast, one bronze, one silver, that told of campaigns already
  a generation gone. And his patience was another sign of age; a younger man of
  his blood and training would have been pacing to and fro instead of standing
  still.

He stood still even when footsteps resounded on the winding stair above
  and a saber-ferrule clanked from step to step. The gunners heard and stood
  squarely to their horses. There was a rustling and a sound of shifting feet,
  and, a "Whoa,—you!" to an irritated horse; but the Rajput stayed
  motionless until the footsteps reached the door. Then he took one step
  forward, faced about and saluted.

"Salaam, Bellairs sahib!" boomed his deep-throated voice, and Lieutenant
  Bellairs stepped back with a start into the doorway again—one hand on
  his sword-hilt. The Indian moved sidewise to where the lamplight from the
  room above could fall upon his face.

"Salaam, Bellairs sahib!" he boomed again.

Then the lieutenant recognized him.

"You, Mahommed Khan!" he exclaimed. "You old war-dog, what brought you
  here? Heavens, how you startled me! What good wind brought you?"

"Nay! It seems it was an ill wind, sahib!"

"What ill wind? I'm glad to see you!"

"The breath of rumor, sahib!"

"What rumor brought you?"

"Where a man's honor lies, there is he, in the hour of danger! Is all well
  with the Raj, sahib?"

"With the Raj? How d'you mean, Risaldar?"

Mahommed Khan pointed to the waiting guns and smiled.

"In my days, sahib," he answered, "men seldom exercised the guns at
  night!"

"I received orders more than three hours ago to bring my section in to
  Jundhra immediately—immediately—and not a word of
  explanation!"

"Orders, sahib? And you wait?"

"They seem to have forgotten that I'm married, and by the same token, so
  do you! What else could I do but wait? My wife can't ride with the section;
  she isn't strong enough, for one thing; and besides, there's no knowing what
  this order means; there might be trouble to face of some kind. I've sent into
  Hanadra to try to drum up an escort for her and I'm waiting here until it
  comes."

The Risaldar stroked at his beard reflectively.

"We of the service, sahib," he answered, "obey orders at the gallop when
  they come. When orders come to ride, we ride!"'

Bellairs winced at the thrust.

"That's all very fine, Risaldar. But how about my wife? What's going to
  happen to her, if I leave her here alone and unprotected?"

"Or to me, sahib? Is my sword-arm withered? Is my saber rusted home?"

"You, old friend! D'you mean to tell me—"

The Risaldar saluted him again.

"Will you stay here and guard her?"

"Nay, sahib! Being not so young as thou art, I know better!"

"What in Tophet do you mean, Mahommed Khan?"

"I mean, sahib,"—the Indian's voice was level and deep, but it
  vibrated strangely, and his eyes glowed as though war-lights were being born
  again behind them—"that not for nothing am I come! I heard what thy
  orders were and—"

"How did you hear what my orders were?"

"My half-brother came hurrying with the news, sahib. I hastened! My horse
  lies dead one kos from Hanadra here!"

The lieutenant laughed.

"At last, Mahommed? That poor old screw of yours? So he's dead at last,
  eh? So his time had come at last!"

"We be not all rich men who serve the Raj!" said the Risaldar with
  dignity. "Ay, sahib, his time was come! And when our time comes may thou and
  I, sahib, die as he did, with our harness on! What said thy orders, sahib?
  Haste? Then yonder lies the road, through the archway!"

"But, tell me, Risaldar, what brought you here in such a hurry?"

"A poor old screw, sahib, whose time was come—even as thou hast
  said!"

"Mahommed Khan, I'm sorry—very sorry, if I insulted you! I—
  I'm worried—I didn't stop to think. I—old friend,
  I—"

"It is forgotten, sahib!"

"Tell me—what are these rumors you have heard?"

"But one rumor, sahib-war! Uprising—revolution—treachery
—all India waits the word to rise, sahib!"

"You mean—?"

"Mutiny among the troops, and revolution north, south, east and west!"

"Here, too, in Hanadra?"

"Here, too, in Hanadra, sahib! Here they will be among the first to
  rise!"

"Oh, come! I can't believe that! How was it that my orders said nothing of
  it then?"

"That, sahib, I know not—not having written out thy orders! I
  heard that thy orders came. I knew, as I have known this year past, what
  storm was brewing. I knew, too, that the heavenborn, thy wife, is here. I am
  thy servant, sahib, as I was thy father's servant—we serve one Queen;
  thy honor is my honor. Entrust thy memsahib to my keeping!"

"You will guard her?"

"I will bring her in to Jundhra!"

"You alone?"

"Nay, sahib! I, and my sons, and my sons' sons—thirteen men all
  told!"

"That is good of you, Mahommed Khan. Where are your sons?"

"Leagues from here, sahib. I must bring them. I need a horse."

"And while you are gone?"

"My half-brother, sahib—he is here for no other purpose—he
  will answer to me for her safety!"

"All right, Mahommed Khan, and thank you! Take my second charger, if you
  care to; he is a little saddle-sore, but your light weight—"

"Sahib—listen! Between here and Siroeh, where my eldest-born and
  his three sons live, lie seven leagues. And on from there to Lungra, where
  the others live, are three more leagues. I need a horse this night!"

"What need of thirteen men, Mahommed? You are sufficient by yourself,
  unless a rebellion breaks out. If it did, why, you and thirteen others would
  be swamped as surely as you alone!"

"Thy father and I, sahib, rode through the guns at Dera thirteen strong!
  Alone, I am an old man—not without honor, but of little use; with
  twelve young blades behind me, though, these Hindu rabble—"

"Do you really mean, Mahommed Khan, that you think Hanadra here will
  rise?"

"The moment you are gone, sahib!"

"Then, that settles it! The memsahib rides with me!"

"Nay, listen, sahib! Of a truth, thou art a hot-head as thy father was
  before thee! Thus will it be better. If the heavenborn, thy wife, stays
  behind, these rabble here will think that the section rides out to exercise,
  because of the great heat of the sun by day; they will watch for its return,
  and wait for the parking of the guns before they put torch to the mine that
  they have laid!"

"The mine? D'you mean they've—"

"Who knows, sahib? But I speak in metaphor. When the guns are parked again
  and the horses stabled and the men asleep, the rabble, being many, might dare
  anything!"

"You mean, you think that they—"

"I mean, sahib, that they will take no chances while they think the guns
  are likely to return!"

"But, if I take the memsahib with me?"

"They will know then, sahib, that the trap is open and the bird flown!
  Know you how fast news travels? Faster than the guns, Sahib! There will be an
  ambuscade, from which neither man, nor gun, nor horse, nor memsahib will
  escape!"

"But if you follow later, it will mean the same thing! When they see you
  ride off on a spent horse, with twelve swords and the memsahib—d'you
  mean that they won't ambuscade you?"

"They might, sahib—and again, they might not! Thirteen men and a
  woman ride faster than a section of artillery, and ride where the guns would
  jam hub-high against a tree-trunk! And thy orders, sahib—are thy
  orders nothing?"

"Orders! Yes, confound it! But they know I'm married. They
  know—"

"Sahib, listen! When the news came to me I was at Siroeh, dangling a
  great-grandson on my knee. There were no orders, but it seemed the Raj had
  need of me. I rode! Thou, sahib, hast orders. I am here to guard thy wife
—my honor is thy honor—take thou the guns. Yonder lies the
  road!"

The grim old warrior's voice thrilled with the throb of loyalty, as he
  stood erect and pointed to the shadowy archway through which the road wound
  to the plain beyond.

"Sahib, I taught thy father how to use his sword! I nursed thee when thou
  wert little. Would I give three false counsel now? Ride, sahib—
  ride!"

Bellairs turned away and looked at his charger, a big, brown Khaubuli
  stallion, named for the devil and true in temper and courage to his name; two
  men were holding him, ten paces off.

"Such a horse I need this night, Sahib! Thy second charger can keep pace
  with the guns!"

Bellairs gave a sudden order, and the men led the brute back into his
  stable.

"Change the saddle to my second charger!" he ordered.

Then he turned to the Risaldar again, with hand outstretched.

"I'm ashamed of myself, Mahommed Khan!" he said, with a vain attempt to
  smile. "I should have gone an hour ago! Please take my horse Shaitan, and
  make such disposition for my wife's safety as you see fit. Follow as and when
  you can; I trust you, and I shall be grateful to you whatever happens!"

"Well spoken, Sahib! I knew thou wert a man! We who serve the Raj have
  neither sons, nor wives, nor sweethearts! Allah guard you, Sahib! The section
  waits—and the Service can not wait!"

"One moment while I tell my wife!"

"Halt, Sahib! Thou hast said good-by a thousand times! A woman's tears
—are they heart-meat for a soldier when the bits are champing? Nay!
  See, sahib; they bring thy second charger! Mount! I will bring thy wife to
  Jundhra for thee! The Service waits!"

The lieutenant turned and mounted.

"Very well, Mahommed Khan!" he said. "I know you're right! Section!
  Prepare to mount!" he roared, and the stirrups rang in answer to him. "Mount!
  Good-by, Mahommed Khan! Good luck to you! Section, right! Trot, march!"
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