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“One hundred years,” the Moulvi said.

The Sadhu agreed with nodding head.

“And we have served an alien breed.

The hour is come—Hind shall be freed!”

The runners sped throughout the land—
The Sign was passed from hand to hand.

From every ghat and every khud
There came the call for British blood.

Night’s horror gone, the peacock loud
Proclaims the waning star of Oudh.

The vulture, gruesomely replete

Sees blood-red dawn invade the street.

Here riven shako, bloodied sash,
Half-buried in the shrouding ash

Bear evidence that, once begun,
Treachery’s cost is five to one.

Now day’s reluctantly begun
As though, in shame, the very sun,
Seems in the mist to hide his head …
And over Oudh the dawn is red!

Delhi Rebels by W. B. Lindsay.

By permission of the author
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BASED ON published letters and accounts of the Indian Mutiny everything recounted in this book actually happened.

The only fictional characters are Alex Sheridan and his bearer, Mohamed Bux; all others are called by their correct names and their actions are on historical record although, of course, conversations with the fictitious characters are imagined. As far as possible, however, such conversations are based on their known views or actions. Sergeant Mahoney, of the famous “Blue Caps” serving with the Volunteer Cavalry, was awarded a V.C.; Timothy Cullmane of H.M.’s 64th was killed in action. No award of a Victoria Cross was made to any of the survivors of the heroic siege of Cawnpore, although repeated recommendations were made on behalf of Lts. Mowbray Thomson and Henry Delafosse. Both continued to serve in the Indian Army; Henry Delafosse retired as a major-general, after commanding the Blue Caps, Mowbray Thomas reached the honorary rank of general.

Gunner Sullivan died of wounds and cholera, after his escape: Private Murphy served with Havelock’s Force and, on leaving the army, was made gardener in charge of the Cawnpore Memorial Well and garden, which post he held until his death. Lousada Barrow retired as a major-general, C.B., and General Havelock’s son Harry was awarded a V.C. and he too, became a general.

I should like to thank the city librarian, Mr. O. S. Tomlinson and the staff of York City Library for their help in obtaining reference books for me, including out-of-print works which I could not otherwise have read.

I make no apology for appending a list of “Books Consulted” since I have tried to make this novel as factually accurate as lies within my power, for which reason I consulted them … and readers, whose interest in the Mutiny may have been stimulated, could well find the list of practical use as a guide to their future reading.


PROLOGUE
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WITH THE SOUND of General Havelock’s guns still ringing remorselessly in his ears, Dundoo Punth—Nana Sahib and self-styled Peishwa of the Mahrattas—stepped into the broad-beamed country boat which had been tied up at the Bithur landing stage since early morning, awaiting his appearance.

His brother, Bala Bhat, sullenly nursing the wound he had received in the battle for Cawnpore, had preceded him, with the women of his household, and the women now crouched, frightened and shivering, in the forward part of the boat. Their dark faces were raised to his, seeking reassurance, but the Nana ignored them. He seated himself on the cushions placed beneath the oil lantern in the stern and gestured to the chief boatman to cast off.

“Maharajah …” The grizzled old rissaldar-major, whom he had promoted to the command of his cavalry, made a last effort to detain him. “How am I to pay my sowars if you leave us, huzoor? They grow insolent, they make demands which I cannot meet. They—”

“Their cowardice has cost us Cawnpore!” the Nana Sahib flung back wrathfully. “Let them plunder the British if they desire payment for their services, Teeka Singh—they shall have no reward from me. I go to my death on their account, fool that I was to listen to their false promises and trust in their courage.” He turned away, his round, plump face suffused with resentful colour, and Azimullah Khan, his tall young Moslem vakeel, brushed the old cavalryman contemptuously aside as he, too, boarded the crowded boat.

“Cast off, dogs!” he shouted to the boatmen. “Pull into midstream!”

The men obeyed him, straining at their oars, and the mob of Brahmin holy men, beggars, and palace retainers, who had accompanied their Maharajah to the landing ghat, set up a chorus of mournful wails.

“Protector of the poor! Mighty Peishwa, do not leave us! How shall we fare without thee, when the British come seeking vengeance? Nana Sahib, take not thine own life, we beseech thee —stay with us!”

The Nana’s full lips curved into a cynical smile as he listened, and Azimullah observed, smiling also, “The seed is sown, Highness. They will believe all when they see our lights extinguished.”

“And tell the British that I am dead?”

Azimullah’s smile widened. “Of a surety, Highness—and the accursed British will believe what they are told. Narayan Rao will see to it and buy us time. That is all we need—time to rally our forces.”

“The dogs of sepoys are deserting our cause daily,” the Nana objected. “They flee in the hundreds at the mere sight of a British bayonet. From whence can we obtain others?”

“Ahmad Ullah, the Moulvi, goes to Oudh to gather troops, and from Gwalior, Sindhia will send us more—Tantia Topi will see to that.” Azimullah spoke confidently. “We shall retake Cawnpore, have no fear of that, Highness. This General Havelock has but a handful of white soldiers and he loses men daily from sickness. His gunners are old greybeards who must be carried in bullock carts and his much-vaunted steamer is worn out, with scarcely the power to make her way against the river current.” The young Mohammedan snorted his contempt. “Let Havelock cross the river into Oudh—as he must, if he is to reach Lucknow—and we shall annihilate him.”

“As we did at Panda Nadi?” Bala Bhat put in sourly. “And at Aong?” He gestured to his wounded arm, his eyes bright with anger. “The greybeard gunners, whom you affect to despise, shot the sponge-staffs from the hands of our golandazes and their aim was so true that Tantia Topi’s elephant was killed under him with a single shot! I saw this, with my own eyes … and I saw also our mighty cavalry routed by a charge of less than a score of feringhi horse. What say you to that, Azimullah?”

“They were badly led, badly disciplined,” Azimullah defended. “Teeka Singh is a weak commander. His sowars hold him in contempt, knowing that he cares nothing save to enrich himself.”

“Teeka Singh will be given his just deserts now,” the Nana said. His gaze went to the landing stage they had left and his smile returned, coldly malicious. “His own men will deal with him if he is unable to pay them. Perhaps he will buy his life by disgorging the gold and treasure he has robbed me of … although even that may not be enough.”

But Bala Bhat was not to be placated. “Colonel Neill comes, they say, to serve our people in Cawnpore as he served them in Benares and Allahabad. He shows no mercy—he blows men from the cannon’s mouth, hangs them with only a mockery of a trial, and has them buried in the foul earth, so that their eternal souls are damned! And those of your Faith, Azimullah, have their lips greased with pig fat before they are hanged and then their corpses are burnt!” His last few words were uttered with a satisfaction he made no attempt to conceal, and Azimullah bit back an angry retort.

Addressing the Nana, he said with dignity, “Your brother’s information is not up to date, Highness—Neill has been made a general as a reward for his misdeeds. But do not despair, I beg of you—he, too, shall get his just deserts. This is a temporary setback; the feringhi have been fortunate, but their luck cannot hold. And if General Neill does here as he has done in Allahabad, it will bring men of both your faith and mine flocking to your Highness’s banner … even those who now doubt and waver. You will have the greatest army India has ever known, eager to restore you to the throne of your father the Peishwa! Wait but a little, until the Moulvi returns, and Tantia Topi, with the Gwalior legions. Lucknow will fall, now that Lawrence is dead.”

“I am sorry for Lawrence’s death,” the Nana confessed, with genuine regret. “He was a good man—one I would have pardoned and enlisted in my service, for he had a true love for India … a love that transcended race and creed.”

“He might have saved Lucknow,” Bala Bhat reminded him. “Thou need’st have no regrets on Lawrence’s account, brother.”

The Nana’s plump shoulders rose in a shrug. “I have regrets,” he insisted obstinately. “On Lawrence’s account and on that of the old general, Wheeler. He was my friend and his wife also. I ordered that they be spared, but those insolent dogs of sepoys disregarded my orders—seeking, no doubt, to implicate me so deeply in their murderous treachery that now I am compelled to flee from British vengeance with a price on my head. Even”—he waved a beringed hand distastefully to indicate the muddy waters of the Ganges—“to the extent that I must pretend to take my own life, in fulfillment of a vow I made under their coercion!”

In the flickering light of the lantern above their heads, Bala Bhat and Azimullah exchanged uneasy glances, both aware that they, rather than the sepoys, had disregarded their master’s orders concerning General Wheeler, giving ear, instead, to the Moulvi of Fyzabad, Ahmad Ullah, who had warned that none of the garrison must be spared. But the Nana offered no accusation and, emboldened by this, Azimullah said, passing his tongue nervously over his dry lips, “Highness, there are none left alive to tell of what happened at the Suttee Chowra Ghat, after Wheeler’s surrender. The four who escaped by swimming and sought the protection of Drigbiji Singh will have had their throats cut by now. The Moulvi sent men to Moorar Mhow to attend to the matter before he left for Lucknow. Drigbiji’s refusal to yield them up to your Highness’s messengers was but a gesture on his part. He will not risk his neck to save theirs.”

“You believe so? Drigbiji Singh is no coward.”

“Neither is he a fool, huzoor. He will fear to incur the Peishwa’s wrath.”

“And the women are also dead,” Bala Bhat added quickly.

His brother stared at him. “The women?”

“Those held prisoner in the Bibigarh. I myself made known thy wishes respecting them to Savur Khan, of thy bodyguard, and to the serving woman, Hosainee. As Azimullah says, my brother, there are none living to bear witness to the British against thee.”

The Nana’s shaven brows came together in a frown. “And no bodies? What of their bodies, Bala Bhat?”

“All have been disposed of, Nana Sahib,” Bala Bhat assured him. “I entrusted Aitwurya and his jullads with the task and paid them well. As for those at the Suttee Chowra Ghat—why, they are long since picked clean by the vultures. Who can tell a man’s race from his skeleton? In any case, the rising river has taken most of them away.”

The Nana inclined his head, his anxiety partially allayed. He would be blamed for the massacre of the women, of course, and probably also for the slaughter of Wheeler’s garrison. If the British were defeated, this would not matter and, indeed, might redound to his credit, but if they were not, if Havelock’s contemptible little force of European and Sikh soldiers managed, by some miracle, to hold Cawnpore and relieve Lucknow, then it would be a different story. The British had vast resources in both men and money, but it would take time to transport reinforcements in any number to India and time was what he was about to gain for himself now. He raised his head, glancing astern to where the lights gleamed through the darkness from the palace he had been forced to vacate. The crowd was, he saw, still moving restlessly about the ghat and the riverbank—there would be witnesses in plenty to take the tale of his death back to General Havelock, but he ought, perhaps, to have left his womenfolk behind in the palace to give the story credence. Baji Rao’s widows might with advantage have been abandoned—they were millstones round his neck, forever complaining and making demands on him, forever reproaching him because he had permitted European women to be put to death. Only this evening he had discovered, when the two were taken from their quarters, that they had hidden the wife of his lodge-keeper there in the hope of saving her life, and his own favourite wife, the lovely Kasi Bai, had been a party to their deception. She, too, had wept and made a scene when he had ordered the woman disposed of, and she was weeping now, her tears reproaching him. She …

“Highness—” Azimullah gestured to the distant ghat. “It is time.”

“Very well,” the Nana agreed. He rose, Azimullah’s arm supporting him, his stout, richly robed figure visible to the watchers on the bank as the head boatman raised the stern lantern high above his head.

“Now!” Azimullah bade the boatman, and the two lanterns the craft carried were instantly extinguished. A wail went up from the waiting crowd, carrying quite clearly across the intervening water as the rowers, careful to make no noise, skilfully made use of the current to carry the boat to the opposite bank. It grounded, and two of them bore the Nana ashore on their backs to where the horsemen of his own bodyguard were drawn up to receive him, with curtained palanquins in readiness for the begums.

His nephew, Pandurang Rao Sadashiv, dismounted and made him a low obeisance; the erstwhile ruler of Cawnpore touched the young man’s outstretched hands and, climbing into the nearest palanquin, drew the curtains and was carried swiftly away, his escort trotting after him.

The crowd on the Bithur ghat waited, still loud in their grief, but when half an hour had passed and there was no sign of the boat in which they had watched the Nana embark, the doleful wails abruptly ceased. Led by a Brahmin beggar in filthy, tattered robes, they made for the royal palace and proceeded systematically to pillage it, room by room.
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For Historical Notes on the Mutiny, see page 254, and for a Glossary of Indian Terms, see page 269.


CHAPTER ONE
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ON THE afternoon of Sunday, 19th July, a detachment of the Madras European Fusiliers, Ferozepore Sikhs, and Volunteer Cavalry reached Bithur after a march of sixteen miles from Cawnpore.

The message from Narayan Rao, which had caused the British troops to be summoned from their Church Parade during the reading of the Lesson by General Havelock, had stated that Bithur was denuded of rebels, the palace abandoned and unguarded, and the Nana dead by his own hand. This—although, as the son of the late Peishwa’s dewan, Narayan Rao’s loyalty to the British cause was open to doubt—appeared at first sight to be the truth. The palace had been plundered of virtually everything of value save for sixteen serviceable brass guns and, after giving instructions for the guns to be hitched to bullock teams and sent back to Cawnpore, the officer commanding the detachment, Major Lionel Stephenson, ordered his Fusiliers to burn down the Nana’s residence.

Returning from a tour of inspection with two other officers of the Volunteer Cavalry, Alexander Sheridan reined in his horse to watch, with oddly conflicting emotions, as the “Blue Caps” went about their business and smoke and flames began to rise from one after another of the pink- and white-washed stone buildings. He remembered the palace as it had been on one of his previous visits, before the sepoys had mutinied, when he—then a captain in the Bengal Light Cavalry—had been treated to dinner by the self-styled Maharajah of Bithur, together with other civil and military members of the Cawnpore garrison.

General Sir Hugh Wheeler and his gentle Indian wife had been amongst the party, Alex recalled with a sharp stab of pain. The old general, and Charles Hillersdon, the collector and chief magistrate, with Mrs. Hillersdon and, of course, his own beloved wife, Emmy … all of them now dead. The long table at which they had been seated—with its fine damask cloth and the incongruous mixture of priceless gold plate and cheap glass and silverware, set out for his British guests—had been smashed in an orgy of wanton destruction by the mob that had come here after witnessing the Nana’s disappearance. And they, no doubt, had stolen the gold, for there had been no trace of it anywhere in the palace. The vast, echoing rooms were empty, stripped bare of their Persian carpets, their tapestry hangings, and their crystal chandeliers. Even the zenana had been ransacked by the mob; not only its rich furnishings but also the Nana’s courtesans and dancing girls had vanished, together with the host of ayahs and other servants employed to wait on them.

The sole occupant of the once-luxurious women’s quarters had been a pregnant Anglo-Indian girl, with her throat cut, left to die there—presumably on the Nana’s instructions—and later identified as the wife of the lodge-keeper, an Englishman named Carter, whose fate was as yet unknown.

Alex’s mouth tightened as he felt anger well up inside him. Leaving his companions, he walked his horse slowly in the direction of the river. Disappointed by the small amount of plunder left in the palace, the Sikhs, he saw, were now ranging further afield among the outbuildings and godowns on the riverbank, unrebuked by their formidable, white-bearded commander, Lieutenant Brasyer, who was watching them with an indulgent smile, like a father amused by the antics of his wayward children. Encouraged by this, a few of the older Fusiliers slipped away from their fire-lighting in twos and threes to follow in the wake of their Sikh comrades, keeping a wary eye on their own commanding officer, lest they be ordered to return to their duties. But, like Jeremiah Brasyer, Major Stephenson offered no rebuke, seemingly blind to his men’s temporary defection, as he superintended the despatch of the bullock train and the guns started on their ponderous way along the dusty, rutted road to Cawnpore.

Alex silently applauded his forbearance, understanding the reasons which had prompted it. The spoils of victory were for the victors and these men, both Sikh and European, had earned their victory, although few spoils had come their way. Under the lash of monsoon rain and in the remorseless heat of the Indian summer, they had marched 126 miles in nine days and nights, slept tentless on the bare ground, and fought four actions against odds which, in normal circumstances, any strategist would have deemed impossible. Because they knew that some two hundred British women and children were being held hostage in Cawnpore, they had gone without food, charged, and taken enemy guns at the point of the bayonet and risked their lives again and again in order that there might be no delay in reaching their goal in time to effect a rescue. In the last battle, after marching fifteen miles under a blazing sun, a scant eight hundred men had faced as many thousand mutineers, driving them from their entrenched positions by the sheer fury and courage of their assault.

When they entered Cawnpore the following day, their triumph had dimmed when they learned that the hostages had been brutally butchered in a final act of betrayal by the fleeing Nana. Many of them had, like himself, seen the ghastly evidence of this in a small, single-story building in the heart of the city, known as the Bibigarh, and in the well adjoining that terrible house of slaughter. To a man, they had been eager to exact retribution from those who, if they had not committed, had quite certainly connived at the murders, but General Havelock had sternly forbidden reprisals against the civil population by his outraged soldiers. He had also issued orders that the city was not to be looted, which had angered them all—and the Sikhs in particular—although it had been a wise precaution, as Alex was aware. The bazaar contained large stocks of liquor, much of it champagne and bottled beer stolen during the siege, and liquor had always been the downfall of European troops, however well disciplined, when there was a lull in the fighting.

One or two officers had protested, Brasyer among them, but the dapper little general, who had asked so much of his troops in battle and driven them so relentlessly on the march, turned a deaf ear to their objections. A devout Christian and a lifelong teetotaller, he had made it abundantly clear that he would tolerate neither drunkenness nor the indiscriminate persecution of native civilians by the force under his command.

“Any soldier found guilty of looting is to be hanged in his uniform, gentlemen,” he informed his assembled officers, adding crisply, before any of them could voice their dismay, “Mutineers, civilian traitors, and miscreants shall, I give you my word, be brought to swift and merciless justice—but barbarism must not be met by barbarism. Punishment is to be meted out to all deserving of it, but only in accordance with martial law and after a fair and properly constituted trial.”

The savage vengeance taken by Colonel Neill in Benares and Allahabad—and, on his orders, by the advance force on the march to Fatepur, under Renaud—had shocked General Havelock profoundly. He made no secret of his disapproval of Neill’s arbitrary method of quelling mutiny—and rightly so, Alex reflected grimly, although he himself thirsted for revenge as bitterly as any man, with more reason than most. Retribution must be reserved for proven traitors, and the Blue Caps’ Colonel had not been too particular as to the guilt of those he hanged or blew from the mouths of cannon. On the admission of his own officers, many innocent villagers and harmless merchants had been victims of his wrath, a fact which, on sober consideration, might well have influenced the Nana’s decision to put his British hostages to death.

It was perhaps unjust to question whether Neill’s preoccupation with the punishment of mutineers at Allahabad had delayed the relief column he had been ordered to lead, at all costs, to Cawnpore but … Alex sighed, in weary frustration. He had questioned it many times since his escape from Edward Vibart’s leaking boat after the massacre at the Suttee Chowra Ghat in which his beloved Emmy had perished, with close on three hundred others. And … he repeated his sigh. He had questioned it during the long, anxious days of waiting behind the crumbling walls of General Wheeler’s entrenchment, when Neill’s name had been on everyone’s lips, including his own. Starving, desperate, dying under incessant attack, the garrison had clung to the hope that Neill was leading a relief column to their aid, but when day followed day and the telescopes sweeping the road from Allahabad revealed only reinforcements for the mutineers, even this hope had had to be abandoned … and it had been the last hope any of them had had.

There were, of course, numerous sound military reasons for the delay—lack of transport and of supplies, the disruption of communications, the need to secure Allahabad and the road south to the railhead before the relief column could leave its base. James Neill had had only his regiment, a single steamer, and a few drafts which had struggled upcountry from Calcutta. Whatever might be said of his reign of terror in Allahabad, Neill was a good soldier and a brave man; no lack of courage could be imputed to him. It would therefore be the height of injustice to lay the blame solely at his door without full knowledge of the circumstances which had dictated his actions and caused him to wait for Havelock’s reinforcements before attempting to reach Cawnpore. Havelock, God knew, with twice as many troops as Neill had had at his disposal, had been compelled to fight every mile of the way. Yet for all that …

“Sheridan, my dear fellow—see what I have looted!” Grateful for any distraction from his own thoughts, Alex turned, recognising the voice of Henry Willock, one of the displaced civil servants who had joined the ranks of the Volunteer Cavalry after their districts had mutinied. Cradled in his arms was a tiny Waneroo monkey with a jewelled collar about its neck. “Poor, pretty little creature,” Willock said pityingly, stroking the monkey’s wizened, half-human face with a gentle hand. “I found her in a cage in one of the godowns by the river, frightened out of her life. That foul swine of a Nana must have kept a good many pets when he was endeavouring to play the role of a British country gentleman. Two of our fellows have found a pair of pedigree bulldogs, if you please! And there are a number of zoo animals, locked in cages, as well as some very fine Arab horses.”

“Arabs?” Alex exclaimed, with interest. “You mean—”

“They’ve all been taken, I’m afraid,” Willock told him regretfully, forestalling his question. “If you were hoping to replace yours, you’ve left it a trifle late. Although I daresay you could purchase one—the Fusiliers are selling them to the highest bidder. Poor devils, they’ve no other chance to enrich themselves; everything else has gone. The Nana’s own people have made a remarkably clean sweep of the place. His Brahmin priests and holy men, by all accounts, as well as the villagers and, I don’t doubt, some of his murderous sepoys before they took to their heels. There’s no liquor, of course, as Stephenson foresaw—even the Sikhs haven’t found any.” He laughed. “Poor old Brasyer’s quite put out. He was hoping for great things here, when he realised that the general had omitted to include Bithur in his prohibition against looting.”

He rode on, the gibbering little monkey perched on his shoulder and clinging to him, as if her very life depended on remaining close to her rescuer.

Alex smiled and trotted without haste back to the road, making no attempt to seek out the new owners of the Nana’s Arabs. He had no money and, indeed, possessed only the clothes he stood up in—a makeshift uniform, consisting of a borrowed white cotton tunic, with regulation black pouch and cartouche belt, and the native-made boots and pantaloons in which he had escaped, worn with a pith helmet and puggree, also borrowed. If he wanted to buy himself a horse, he would have to seek out the paymaster and arrange for credit, but until now there had been no time to think of anything save practical necessities. In any event, the sowar’s country-bred mare he was riding had served him well, despite her wound—Arab stallions, with long pedigrees, belonged to another life, another world. He patted the mare’s scrawny neck and, seeing Captain Lousada Barrow—until the mutiny, commissioner of an Oudh district and now in command of the twenty-strong Volunteer Cavalry—crossed over the road to join him.

“Ah, Alex … just the man I was looking for. What do you think of all this, eh? Can you believe that the Nana would have abandoned his palace and all the treasure he’s reported to have amassed, if he’s not dead? Or”—he gestured to the guns, filing slowly past them behind their teams of plodding bullocks—“those cannon? Damn it, they’re in first-rate condition! Maude will be delighted when he sees them, I’m quite sure … so why did they leave them for us, for God’s sake? One thing these blasted Pandies never seem to suffer from is lack of ammunition. Why didn’t they defend the palace? Surely it must prove that the Nana kept his vow and drowned himself, as he said he would if we defeated him and recaptured Cawnpore?”

“I don’t know,” Alex confessed. Lousada Barrow was an old friend and had been his mentor when he had first been seconded to the Political Service. He added, with feeling, “To be honest, I hope he isn’t dead.”

“You hope he’s not?” Barrow stared at him in astonishment. “In heaven’s name, why?”

“Because I had promised myself the satisfaction of being the one to bring him to justice, Lou. But if he has gone to meet his Maker, then I can only pray that the mills of God will grind exceeding small in his particular case.” Conscious that his scarred face reflected more of his pent-up bitterness than he had intended to reveal, even to Lousada Barrow, Alex controlled himself and went on flatly,“I may be this garrison’s only survivor—apart from Shepherd, who is a clerk—which leaves me with a debt to pay for all those who are no longer here to demand settlement. My wife and son among them.”

“You are not alone, Alex,” Lousada Barrow assured him. “By heaven you’re not! After what was done to those poor innocents in the Bibigarh, none of us can rest until the debt is paid. And I don’t imagine that any of us will forget what we saw here for as long as we live. But …” he broke off in sudden consternation. “Oh Lord, I’m sorry! I’m a thoughtless idiot, but there’s been so damned little time to talk since you joined us. I … were your wife and son … that is, were they—”

“No.” Alex shook his head. He had himself under stern control now, although it took a considerable effort of will to shut his mind to the memories his own words evoked.“ They were spared that ultimate horror, for which I thank God with all my heart. The child, who was only an infant, died during the siege and Emmy … my wife was shot when they attacked us at the landing ghat. She died in my arms.”

Barrow grunted his relief. He waved to the line of guns, as the last of the sixteen pieces lumbered past them and shouted out an order to his volunteer cavalrymen to form up as escort. “I told Lionel Stephenson that we would see our prizes safely delivered. Ride with me, Alex, if you would—I want to talk to you.”

He set spurs to his big chestnut and Alex followed him through clouds of choking dust to the head of the column, where both reined in, slowing their pace to match that of the labouring bullocks. “Do you really suppose,” Barrow went on, as if there had been no break in their conversation, “that you and the clerk—what’s his name?—Shepherd are the only survivors of the garrison, Alex? Shepherd left the entrenchment before it was evacuated, did he not?”

“Yes,” Alex confirmed. “General Wheeler sent him out, disguised as a servant, in the hope that he might be able to make contact with the Nunneh Nawab, Mohammed Ali Khan, who was said to have remained loyal to us. We sent out a number of others, servants and Eurasians mostly, and one loyal jemadar, but few of them managed to get back—apart from the pensioner, Ungud. Sir Henry Lawrence sent him from Lucknow originally and he contrived to take messages between us—I shall never know how. He’s either a very brave man or an exceptionally lucky one—both, probably. And there was a Eurasian drummer named Blenman. Poor devil, he died in Eddie Vibart’s boat.” He felt his throat contract as be remembered the manner of the brave Blenman’s death.

“What of the others who were with you in Vibart’s boat?” Lousada Barrow pursued. “Did none of them get away?”

Alex frowned. “We made a final sally, thirteen of us, when our situation became hopeless. We didn’t expect to get away. We just wanted to die like soldiers, taking as many of the Pandies with us as we could. When they surrounded us in a small temple and set it on fire, those who could swim decided to make a break for the river. The rest of us covered them. I saw four or five heads in the water. Mowbray Thomson’s was one of them—he has … had red hair and it was unmistakable. I vaguely remember that an Irish lad named Murphy, of the 84th, was swimming beside him, helping him along, but they were under very heavy musket fire from both banks—I don’t know how far any of them got. A couple of sowars rode at me and cut me down and I was unconscious for most of the day. When I came to it was dusk and I was pretty groggy, with great gaps in my memory. All I can recollect now is that I buried those of our men whose bodies I was able to find or dragged them to the river. The place was a shambles and there were clouds of vultures hovering about, so I couldn’t leave them, I …” for all the effort he made to control it, his voice shook. “And the boat had gone, with the wounded in it.”

Barrow laid a big hand on his knee. “Alex, old man, when you first joined us, you said you remembered almost nothing. But you’re remembering now, are you not?”

“Yes,” Alex admitted. “Unhappily I am.”

“The general would like a report, you know, as soon as you’re able to make one,” the Volunteers’ commander said gently. “Of the siege and your escape. And he needs the names of casualties, particularly civilian casualties, so that their relatives can be notified.”

“Yes, I know. Harry Havelock asked me about it this morning. I promised I’d do the best I could, but there are still a great many gaps, I’m afraid.” Involuntarily, Alex raised his hand, still grasping the reins, to touch the jagged scar which, although healing, puckered and disfigured his left temple and cheek. The sowar who had dealt him the blow had kept his sabre razor-sharp, he thought wryly, and probably thereby saved his life. He glanced at his companion apologetically. “Names and dates elude me, Lou. I remember some incidents vividly. When the Pandies launched attacks on our entrenchment and we held them off, every detail is clear, but—”

“I’ve seen your entrenchment,” Lousada Barrow put in gravely. “And before heaven, I don’t know how you held them off for a single day, much less for three weeks!” He swore under his breath. “Devil take it, what possessed old Sir Hugh Wheeler to attempt to defend such a place? The Magazine was intact, wasn’t it, until the Nana had it blown up?”

“It was, yes. But—”

“You could have held out there for months. So why was it left to fall into the Pandies’ hands?”

Alex sighed, reluctant even now to criticise his old commander. “Mainly, I suppose,” he answered quietly, “because General Wheeler made the fatal mistake of trusting the Nana. He was promised Bithur troops to guard the Magazine and Treasury and the Nana assured him repeatedly that the sepoys, when they broke out, would march straight off to Delhi. The poor old man believed he would only have to defend himself against isolated raids by the city budmashes, but what really decided him was the promise he was given of reinforcements of British troops, which were said to be on their way from Allahabad at the beginning of June. A handful did reach us and General Wheeler sent them on to Lucknow, on receiving their assurance that Colonel Neill’s column was behind them. Wheeler constructed the entrenchment within sight of the Allahabad road so as to enable Neill to get to us without having to fight his way through the city. When the Nana betrayed us and led the sepoys back here to attack us, it was too late to leave the entrenchment … and too late even to destroy the powder and ordnance stores in the Magazine. The Bithur troops seized them and handed the whole lot over to the mutineers who, of course, used them against us. But for all that, Lou, the old general’s decision was a logical one, in the circumstances. The Magazine was six miles north of the Allahabad road and—”

“Did you consider it a sound decision?” the older man demanded.

“No,” Alex was forced to concede. “A number of us didn’t. But we thought we could hold out until Neill’s column reached us. We were daily expecting its arrival.”

“But Neill did not come.” Lousada Barrow’s expression was inscrutable.“Well, he had his problems, as you’ll have realised by now—he had to deal with mutinies at both Benares and Allahabad.”

“I do realise that, Lou. Indeed it was I who brought the message from Lucknow that Neill was held up in Benares—”

“You brought it?”

“Yes, by road—the electric telegraph wires had been cut between here and Lucknow. Sir Henry Lawrence sent me, and his warning was the first intimation poor old General Wheeler had that any delay was likely. We expected no prolonged delay—ten days, perhaps, or even a fortnight—because we knew that Neill had been fully informed of our plight. I …” Alex hesitated, choosing, his words carefully before he went on.“No one has yet been able to explain the length of that delay, Lou, or to give me an entirely satisfactory reason for it. Lack of transport has, of course, been mentioned, as well as insufficient troops, and I’m aware that Neill had to ensure the safety of Allahabad, as well as that of Benares, before he could move to our aid.”

“You mean,” Barrow offered shrewdly, “it’s been suggested that Neill spent more time than was strictly necessary hanging mutineers—and those suspected of being in sympathy with the mutineers—when he should have pushed on to Cawnpore at any hazard?”

Alex inclined his head. “Yes,” he answered, tight-lipped. “Between ourselves, that has been suggested. He certainly appears to have behaved like the wrath of God in Allahabad. Estimates are at variance, but I’ve been told that he hanged over six hundred natives, some without trial. I don’t know if that’s true, of course, but I do know that he only despatched the advance force, under poor Renaud, on the thirtieth of June … three days after his failure to relieve us compelled our surrender. Spurgin’s steamer left the same day, I believe.”

Lousada Barrow settled himself more comfortably in his saddle. He took a cheroot from the case in his hip pocket and lit it, the lucifer cupped between his palms. Puffing smoke, he observed dryly,“James Neill has been promoted to brigadier-general in recognition of his services, Alex. Did you hear that?”

“No, I did not.” Alex’s tone was deliberately noncommittal. He offered no comment and Barrow frowned.

“Do not misunderstand me. I cannot approve of his drumhead courts martial or, indeed, of some of his other methods of stamping out rebellion—I’ve been a civil magistrate for too long. “But,”—his broad shoulders rose in an elaborate shrug—“our new general did avert what could have been a very ugly situation in Allahabad and the surrounding district and he apparently did the same in Benares. His methods, if crude, are undoubtedly effective … and the Commander-in-Chief evidently thinks so, or he wouldn’t have been promoted.”

“I can’t imagine that General Havelock will approve of them, judging by his remarks to us this morning,” Alex said. “Barbarism must not be met by barbarism, he said.”

“Quite so,” Barrow affirmed. They were approaching a village, and he sent two of his cavalrymen to scout ahead of the column. Puffing once more at his cheroot, he went on, “Since this conversation is strictly between ourselves, my dear Alex, I can tell you that there’s no love lost between Havelock and Neill. There hardly could be—they are such very different characters. Neill, understandably perhaps, resented having had command of the Movable Column taken from him, when he expected to be given it himself. And he said so, quite openly, as well as referring to his new commander as ‘The Old Gentleman.’ Before we even left Allahabad, Havelock had to pull rank on him more than once, and finally, when we did set off, he left Neill to follow on with whatever fresh drafts arrived from Dinapore or Calcutta. This, despite his long and distinguished service, is the first independent command our little general has ever had and he intends to make the most of it. He’ll tolerate neither delay nor interference from Neill, I can assure you. He’ll relieve Lucknow, if it’s humanly possible to do so, without wasting a day.”

“You really think he will?” Alex questioned doubtfully.

“I know he will. At this morning’s staff conference, he instructed Fraser Tytler to begin preparations for crossing the river tomorrow morning. As soon as Neill gets here, Havelock will hand over the command of Cawnpore to him and press on.”

“He’s going to leave Neill in command here?” Alex echoed, unable to hide his dismay.

“A force of this size hardly requires two generals,” Barrow returned. “And General Havelock doesn’t—” he was interrupted by a shout from one of the two Volunteers scouting fifty yards ahead of the gun train, which was followed an instant later by a fusillade of shots coming from the village they were approaching. Ordering the train to halt and the rest of his small troop to close in and cover it against a possible attack, Barrow put his horse into a canter and rode toward the village, calling over his shoulder to Alex to accompany him. “Mutineers, I imagine,” he added, when Alex drew level with him. “Holed up here with wounded, probably. We’d better take them alive, if we can.”

The village was small, a mere cluster of reed-thatched huts running down to a stream and screened by trees. At first sight it appeared to be deserted, save for a little group of women engaged in washing their household linen at the river’s edge who, with shrill cries of fright, flung themselves into the water at the sight of the approaching horsemen. Then a horrifying apparition emerged from one of the huts and came stumbling across the intervening space toward them, voice raised in an ear-splitting scream.

The fugitive was half-naked, a European or an Anglo-Indian, Alex decided, judging by the colour of his skin, but so hideously mutilated that his face bore little resemblance to that of a human being of any race. Nose, ears, and both hands had been hacked off and heavy iron fetters trailed from his ankles, as the unfortunate man dragged himself unsteadily through the dust and filth of the rutted cart track which served the village as a street. The crackle of musketry momentarily drowned his screams and three or four shots whined above his head or buried themselves in the dust at his feet. Intent only on escape, he ignored them, struggling manfully on, until a single, well-aimed shot stopped him in his tracks and he fell awkwardly forward onto his tortured face.

Barrow pulled up beside him and dismounted, jerking his horse round in front of him to serve as temporary protection for both himself and the wounded man. “I’ll take care of this poor devil, Alex,” he grunted breathlessly. “You go on and tell Birch and Stewart not to shoot those rebels if they can help it. I want the swine alive!”

Alex did his best to carry out these instructions, but by the time he reached the hut from which the shots had been fired, the two young Volunteers who had given the alarm were inside and he heard the roar of pistols being discharged at close range as he tethered his horse beside theirs and dashed in after them. Graham Birch turned, grinning, a smoking Colt in his hand, to point to the three bodies lying at his feet.

“Those devils won’t fire on an unarmed Englishman again, sir,” he announced triumphantly. “As for this cringing cur …” he spun the chamber of his Colt and levelled the weapon at the last remaining mutineer, who was crouching in a corner of the room, gibbering with fear, his empty musket held uselessly across his chest. “I have one round left that has his name on it!”

“No, hold your fire,” Alex bade him. “Captain Barrow wanted them all taken alive, but since this man is the only one left, he’ll have to do. Disarm and tie him up and then bring him outside, if you please.”

Lieutenant Birch obediently lowered the Colt. He was a tall, good-looking boy, who had served for less than a year with his regiment, the 1st Bengal Light Cavalry. Like his comrade in arms, Ensign Stewart of the 17th Native Infantry, and a number of others—including Lousada Barrow himself—he had made a perilous journey through hostile country to Allahabad in order to serve with Havelock’s Force and in the ranks of the Volunteer Cavalry. Death was no stranger to either of them now, but they exchanged wry glances as they pinioned the surviving sepoy’s wrists and helped him, none too gently, to his feet.
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