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Weep not … they died as heroes die,

The death permitted to the brave.

Mourn not … they lie where soldiers lie,

And valour envies such a grave.

CONTEMPORARY POEM
INSPIRED BY THE CAWNPORE MASSACRE
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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BASED ON subsequently published accounts by survivors of the siege of the Cawnpore entrenchments, everything recounted in this novel actually happened.

The only fictitious characters are Alex Sheridan and his wife Emmy; all others mentioned—with the sole exception of Lucy Chalmers—are called by their correct names, and their actions are on historical record although, of course, their conversations with the fictitious characters are imagined.

Accounts by survivors are by Commissariat Officer J.W. Shepherd and by Lieutenants Mowbray Thomson* and Henry Delafosse of the 53rd Native Infantry, Bengal Army. Maps, researched by Grace Lewis, are taken from the published account by J. W. Shepherd, kindly lent by John Hayward. Other books consulted include: The History of the Indian Mutiny—Charles Ball (London Printing and Publishing Co. Ltd., circa 1860). T. Rice Holmes’s book with the same title (Macmillan 1898). Malleson and Mac-Munn’s The History of India—James Grant (Cassell, circa 1888). History of the British Empire in India—Dr E. H. Nolan (Virtue & Co., circa 1860). Battles of the Indian Mutiny—Michael Edwardes (Batsford 1963). Addiscombe: Its Heroes and Men of Note—Col. H. M. Vibart (Constable 1894). The Tale of the Great Mutiny—W. H. Fitchett (Smith, Elder & Co. 1909). Way to Glory—Life of Havelock of Lucknow—J. C. Pollock (John Murray 1957). The Sound of Fury—Richard Collier (Collins 1963). Government of India State Papers (Lucknow and Cawnpore)—Calcutta Military Department Press (1902) edited G.W. Forrest, C.I.E. The Sepoy War—General Sir Hope Grant, G.C.B., and Captain Henry Knollys, R.A. (Blackwood 1873).

*Mowbray Thomson numbers defended (unfinished) barracks as 2 and 4, but numbers them 1-8 on his sketch map. On the map used (Shepherd’s) they are shown as 4 and 6.


PROLOGUE
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BY MID-AFTERNOON on Friday, 5th June, 1857, the last of the sepoy corps to join in the mutiny of the Cawnpore Brigade— the 56th Bengal Native Infantry—formed up in readiness to follow the rest of the brigade on the long march to Delhi.

The 56th had hesitated, mindful of their long tradition of service to the Company and reluctant to betray the trust reposed in them by their British officers. Some of their number had fought to defend the Magazine, when the sowars of the 2nd Native Cavalry—dogs of Muslims—had endeavoured to plunder it of its weapons of war. They, with a section of the 53rd, had held off the men of the Nana Sahib’s bodyguard, to whom responsibility for the safety of both Magazine and Treasury had been confided, refusing to believe the arrogant claim—made by Azimullah Khan, the Nana’s Mohammedan vakil—that the sun had set on the British Raj and on the great John Company, which had ruled all Hind for a hundred years. Yet the General Sahib, to whom their native officers had gone to offer assurances that the regiment would remain loyal, had ordered a cannon to open fire on them, as they waited in their Lines, and this inexplicable act of hostility had broken the ties which bound them to their allegiance.

With the exception of a handful of older men—who, despite the shower of grapeshot which had rained down on them, had elected to join the British in their entrenchment—the 56th Regiment had now thrown in their lot with the mutineers and they were in good heart as they swung along the dusty road which led to Kalianpore, where it had been agreed that the brigade would bivouac for the night. The drums and fifes were playing a familiar British march, “Over the hills and far away,” and without any conscious sense of irony, the sepoys kept to the lively air. In their scarlet tunics and white crossbelts, with muskets shouldered and shakoed heads held high, they looked the picture of a well-disciplined corps as they marched, four abreast, out of Cawnpore, the cheers of an excited crowd from the native city ringing in their ears.

Behind them, to mark their passing, pillaged buildings—once a symbol of British power—smouldered into extinction, and a few pathetic corpses, already bloated by the heat of the sun, lay unburied and unmourned. The heavy, iron-bound door of the Treasury sagged drunkenly on shattered hinges; the jail and the courthouse were in flames and the Magazine had been systematically denuded of military stores. A part of its outer wall had been blown in and reduced to a heap of rubble, in order to facilitate the passage of the field guns and ammunition tumbrils which the mutineers had seized and which, harnessed to bullock teams and elephants, were now heading towards Kalianpore, as the sepoys were, on the first stage of their 270 mile journey. Every man knew that there could be no turning back—the die was cast, the mutiny of the Sepoy Army of Bengal no longer a pipe-dream but stern reality. Victory would mean freedom but defeat, they were well aware, would mean death for those who had betrayed their salt … the British would not forgive what had been done here this day, any more than they would forget what had been done— almost a month before—in Meerut and Delhi.

They had everything to gain and nothing to lose, their native officers told them, and there was no reason to linger here when their comrades were awaiting them in Delhi, so they stepped out smartly, booted feet kicking up the dust, as the cheers grew fainter and finally faded into silence.

A mob from the bazaar, composed of unruly elements, had been hovering on the fringe of the crowd, cheering as lustily as the rest but, as if the sepoys departure were a signal for which they had been waiting, they now separated from it and spread out, bent on turning the situation to their own advantage. This was an opportunity to pay off old scores and to take possession of the plunder the sepoys had left—too good an opportunity to be missed. The mutineers had burdened themselves with guns, they had not touched the cantonment bungalows or those in the Civil Lines … running swiftly, the rioters made for the walled enclosures at the river’s edge and derisive shouts greeted the leaping flames as they set torches to the thatched roofs and sun-dried timbers.

Uniformed police mingled with newly released convicts and with the city riff-raff, making no attempt to deter them from their purpose and turning a blind eye to looters and fire-raisers alike. Even when the hapless family of a railway engineer was discovered, hiding in a godown, the police were deaf to their cries. Thus encouraged, the hate-crazed mob hacked the unfortunate mother to pieces and, flinging the children from one to another, disposed of them as mercilessly, finally letting the tiny bodies fall into the trampled mud at their feet as if they were broken toys.

Sitting his horse a short distance away, the Nana Sahib—Dundoo Punth, self-styled Maharajah of Bithur—watched them, his round, plump face devoid of expression. His thoughts were of the meeting he had just had with a deputation of native officers from the four mutinous regiments and of the promises he had made to them when he accepted an invitation to become their leader. His acceptance had, of course, been conditional on the mutineers’ return to Cawnpore … he had no intention of leading them to Delhi to support the cause of the Mogul Emperor when, with their swords at his back, there was a kingdom here which could be had for the taking, once the British had been driven out. His kingdom, long promised to him by his adoptive father, Baji Rao, last of the great Mahratta Peishwas—his kingdom which, with Baji Rao’s pension, the British had denied him, despite all his efforts to show himself as their friend and ally … his dark, curving brows met in a scowl.

How he had worked to cultivate good relations with the British! He had entertained the Cawnpore garrison lavishly, had given dinners in their honour, organised picnics and hunting parties for them, making expensive gifts to their whey-faced womenfolk, enduring the boredom of their company and of their conversation—in a language he neither spoke nor understood— for hour after endless hour. And all to no avail, although time and again old General Wheeler had assured him that he would make representations on his behalf to the Court of Governors of the Company, and the general’s wife, who was of his own caste and creed, had begged him to be patient. He had been patient, the Nana told himself. He had waited, whilst his coffers emptied and he had been compelled to call on the money-lenders to supply him, at exorbitant rates of interest, with the means to live in the manner to which his position entitled him, and to support the thousands of retainers who were dependent on him … fifteen thousand of them, the majority useless old men, responsibility for whom had been bequeathed to him by Baji Rao.

Yet nothing had been done. He had sent his young aide, Azimullah Khan, to London at great expense, to put his case to the governors of the Company and they had rejected his claim, refusing to recognise the Hindu ceremony of adoption which, under ancient Indian Law, gave him the same rights as a natural-born son of the Peishwa would have enjoyed. He had been permitted to inherit Baji Rao’s private fortune and his palace at Bithur, with his debts and his retainers, but that was all. The Peishwa’s generous pension was deemed to have died with him and his private fortune—never as large as the British chose to believe—had long since been dissipated.

He had had no choice, the Nana Sahib reflected bitterly, no choice at all in the circumstances but to embrace the mutineers’ cause. He was in much the same position as they were, with little to lose and everything to gain by severing his ties with the British. Crippled by debt, continually hounded by rapacious money-lenders, in what other way could he hope to recoup his fortune or regain his lost throne? He had for a time, it was true, toyed with the idea of ranging himself so staunchly on the side of the British, when the sepoys rose, that the Company would be in honour bound to reward his loyalty by recognising the justice of his claim and paying him the pension they had for so long refused. But the success of this manoeuvre would depend on the British emerging victorious from the struggle, and events in Meerut and Delhi had convinced him that it was unlikely—a conviction to which General Wheeler’s ludicrously inadequate preparations for the defence of Cawnpore had added weight. Wheeler, for all his glowing record, was proving as unfitted for command as Hewitt had proved in Meerut.

Had the old general decided to defend the Magazine, it might have been different, but as matters stood … the Nana Sahib smiled to himself. Most of the Company’s generals were too old and Wheeler was in his dotage—he had refused to listen to advice, had rejected all attempts to persuade him to move his troops into the Magazine for fear of showing mistrust of the sepoys which, he had insisted, might offer them an excuse to mutiny. Obstinate to the last, he had built what he was pleased to call an entrenchment out on the open plain that was, in fact, nothing more than a death-trap for the nine hundred souls he had herded into its confines … and the sepoys, neither waiting for nor requiring an excuse, had mutinied just the same.

Clearly Wheeler was mad or too senile to understand the gravity of the situation. Of those sheltering now in the entrenchment, close on four hundred were women and children. Burdened by these and by non-combatant civilians, railway engineers and a horde of frightened Eurasian Christians, with a scant two hundred trained British soldiers, a handful of British and native officers and a few loyal sepoys to defend them, what chance did the old man imagine he had, behind his crumbling mud walls? The British, admittedly, fought best when the odds were against them, but this time surely the odds were too long … with the sun beating down on them and some four thousand sepoys, with heavy guns, attacking them day and night, how could any of the motley garrison hope to survive?

The Nana’s smile faded, as he considered the odds. The hot weather had begun and with each day the temperature would soar. The recently built barrack and the new European hospital block, on which the defenders were depending for shelter, were of flimsy construction and would not long withstand the pounding of shot and shell … and the hospital was roofed only with thatch. The barracks were overlooked by other as yet unfinished new blocks from which the sepoys could fire down with impunity; the old general had not laid in adequate stocks of food or of ammunition for his eight light field guns and there was only one well within the whole of the four-acre entrenchment. A few marksmen, carefully positioned, should be able to keep the well under continuous fire during the hours of daylight and, deprived of water at the height of the Indian summer, not even the British could hold out for more than a few days. A week, perhaps, at most and if he offered a reward to any man who succeeded in setting the hospital roof ablaze, then … the Nana Sahib’s smile returned.

Azimullah, he recalled, had named the entrenchment “The Fort of Despair,” during the course of its construction, and thus it would prove, if the mutineers abandoned their foolish desire to go to Delhi and agreed, instead, to return to Cawnpore. Their leaders had assured him that they would; they had gone ahead of him, in order to inform the sepoys of the proposed change of plan and he was only waiting for a summons to ride out to Kalianpore and place himself at their head. With their aid, he would build up a great power for himself here, he would march, as a conqueror, down the valley of the Ganges and, as more regiments threw off the Company’s fetters and came flocking to his banner, he would fight a new Plassey. Above all, he told himself exultantly, he would teach these Christian dogs what it meant to flout a Mahratta. He …

“Highness!” Azimullah Khan’s voice broke into the Nana’s thoughts. His handsome young Mohammedan aide had been deep in conversation with his elder brother, Bala Bhat, and with the Moulvi of Fyzabad, Ahmad Ullah, for the past twenty or thirty minutes, and the Nana studied him with suspicious eyes as he approached. The Moulvi was a teacher of the Islamic faith. He had been useful in sowing the seeds of sedition in the minds of the Light Cavalry, who were of his faith, and he had done good work in Lucknow and elsewhere in Oudh, but he was ambitious, a smooth-tongued rabble-rouser, on whom it might be wise not to place too much reliance. His previous service under the now-deposed King of Oudh had not been entirely satisfactory—there had been ugly rumours concerning him, even one or two hints that he had betrayed his old master to the British, in return for personal advancement.

Nothing had been proved but … he had, of late, begun to exercise some influence over Azimullah and this the Nana was determined not to permit. Azimullah, although of humble origin and neither a Mahratta nor a Hindu, had become as indispensable to him as his own right hand and, at this critical juncture in his life, he had to have one man—apart from his two brothers— whose undivided loyalty was beyond doubt. There was Tantia Topi, of course, the commander of his bodyguard, who had always served him well, but Tantia was a soldier, with a soldier’s blunt honesty. He lacked Azimullah’s shrewd wits, his political cunning, his knowledge of the British—acquired at first-hand in London and in the Crimea, as well as here in Cawnpore, when he had acted as munshi to General Wheeler’s predecessor. Of the two perhaps, Tantia was more to be trusted, yes … the Nana Sahib sighed.

“Well?” he challenged, as Azimullah reined in beside him. “What plots have you been hatching with the Moulvi?”

“We hatch no plots, Nana Sahib.” The young man’s tone was reproachful. “The Moulvi seeks only to serve you—as do I—and he offers two suggestions for your consideration.”

The Nana’s mouth tightened. His suspicions were far from being allayed; if anything they were increased. “And what, pray, does the fellow suggest?” he demanded coldly.

Azimullah gestured to the mob of looters with a disdainful hand. “He asks, Highness, whether you would not be well advised to keep this plunder for the sepoys when they return? They have been promised pay and this must come from your purse if these scum are permitted to carry off everything of value from the dwellings of the British. Shall I send in the bodyguard to drive them off?”

The Nana Sahib gave his assent a trifle sullenly, but the suggestion was a practical one which, had he not been so absorbed in thought, he might have considered without any prompting from the Moulvi. As his sowars went in with whoops of delight to wrest their prizes from the bazaar mob, he asked, still coldly, “And what is Ahmad Ullah’s second suggestion? You said he had two to offer, did you not?”

Azimullah’s dark eyes lit with a fugitive gleam of resentment. He had for so long enjoyed his master’s favour that to be spoken to in this curt, disparaging manner roused him to indignation. His conscience was clear, Ullah knew; what he had planned with the Moulvi was more for the Nana’s gratification than his own, but the Moulvi had been most insistent that he should do all in his power to persuade his master to accede to the scheme, so he controlled himself.

“I had said, Highness, that when the sepoys swear allegiance to you it should be as Peishwa—that you should be proclaimed in your august father’s title, with a 21-gun salute. Your brother and the Moulvi were in agreement with me, but the Moulvi is of the opinion that the proclamation should be made here, when you lead your army back to the city, rather than at Kalianpore, before a few villagers. Also, so as to make the oaths binding on the men of both religions, he advises that we should plant two banners—one of Islam, for the Light Cavalry, and one for those of your Highness’s faith, the banner of Hanuman. Thus it will be made clear to all who witness it that we are united in your service and that of Hind … and that the enemy we fight are the Christian British and their converts.” The Nana was beaming on him, Azimullah saw and, his temper swiftly restored, he went into details of the proposed ceremony and then, recalling the promise he had made to Bala Bhat, he added, “At the same time, your Highness’s brother, Bala Sahib, could be proclaimed governor and chief magistrate of Cawnpore, to ensure that law and order are preserved in the city.”

“Good, good. It is agreed, Azimullah. Arrange it so, you and Ahmad Ullah.” The Nana laid a forgiving hand on his young aide’s shoulder. “I shall proclaim myself Peishwa here, in the city, tomorrow morning. When it is done, I shall send a formal declaration of war to General Wheeler and we will launch an attack on his Fort of Despair immediately.”

“That place will not hold out until nightfall, Highness! The heavy guns from the Magazine will demolish it, brick by brick, in a few hours,” Azimullah declared scornfully. “You will not need to dismount from your horse before you ride in to accept the old general’s surrender!” He was smiling as he rode over to acquaint the Moulvi with his master’s decision.

“Does he give his consent for the proclamation?” Ahmad Ullah asked, before he could speak.

“Yes … with much pleasure.”

“And also to the manner of the oath-taking?”

“Also to that, Ahmad Ullah.” Azimullah’s smile widened. “Thou has set great store by the oath-taking, hast thou not?”

The Moulvi did not smile but his dark, hawk-like face revealed his relief at this news. “It is important,” he answered gravely, “if we are to serve a Hindu prince—and a Mahratta—that the price of our subservience be settled in advance. We fight as equals and the rewards must be shared equally between us, with no discrimination against those of us who are true believers. Thy master shall swear to this tomorrow, Azimullah … and Bala Bhat also, before he is made governor.”

“Yes, certainly,” Azimullah confirmed. “They will raise no objections—least of all the Nana Sahib.”

“See to it that he does not,” the Moulvi ordered, his tone suddenly harsh. “They will raise now, throughout all Oudh and Northern India, the fighting men of the Bengal army—thy master will have a great host under his command. But if he should break the promises he will make to us, remember that Wajid Ali— he who was once King of Oudh and a believer—waits in enforced exile, eager to return.”

“My master will keep his word,” the Nana’s young aide asserted stiffly.

“He has yet to prove himself,” the Moulvi pointed out. “And the first thing he will have to prove is that he is no longer a friend of the British.”

“Thou need’st have no fear on that account, Moulvi Sahib.” Azimullah spoke with conviction. “The Nana’s hatred for the British may have been hidden beneath the cloak of soft words in the past, but it is deeper than thine—and with reason. The British have humiliated him times without number. They have taken from him greedily and given him nothing in return, save insults which have wounded him deeply. You will see what will happen when he gives free rein to the anger which burns in his heart— he will spare none of those who now cower behind their mud walls out on the plain, not even the women or the babes that cling to them! He will be as a tiger, thirsting for blood.”

“Good!” The Moulvi’s bearded lips curved at last into a smile. “Thy words have the ring of truth, Azimullah. Thou are a worthy son of the Prophet and we understand each other well. Stand thou at thy master’s back and see to it always that he gives ear to thee for, when the winds of change blow, it is as easy to drag down a leader as it is to elevate him to leadership. The war we wage is a holy war and we shall be less tolerant than the British to any of our commanders who fail us.” He shrugged contemptuously. “The British are fools to put their trust in the Company’s grey-beard generals! Old General Hewitt, by his failure to act decisively in Meerut, has almost certainly lost India for them, but what do they do? Demand his head, hang him … oh, no! They leave him in command at Meerut and put General Wilson—who behaved no better than he did—in command of the troops they send to attack Delhi. True, there is talk of an enquiry but …” He broke off, with a pleased exclamation, to point to a horseman in the French grey and silver of the Native Cavalry full dress, approaching them at a headlong gallop. “Allah be praised! It is the messenger from Kalianpore at last, with a summons for the new Peishwa to take command of his army. The hour strikes for him and for us also, Azimullah … come, my brother, let neither of us shrink from his destiny!”

“I shall glory in it.” Azimullah unsheathed his tulwar and raised it exultantly above his turbaned head as he rode forward to meet the messenger. “Before the sun sets tomorrow, my sword shall be red with the blood of the feringhi, I promise thee, Ahmad Ullah! I do not forget the haughty, high-born British ladies who received me in their London drawing rooms as if I were a lapdog … and laughed in my face when I sought to respond to their advances! I have waited a long time to take vengeance on them. As a boy, in their accursed Free School, I dreamed of slitting their white throats, even as I salaamed to them.”

“I too.” A gleam of remembered anger flared in the Moulvi’s heavy-lidded eyes as he set spurs to his own horse. “There is one whom I would slay with my bare hands,” he confessed. “He with the empty sleeve, to whom Sir Henry Lawrence entrusted certain letters, which he took secretly to Meerut. Had the Company’s grey-beard generals listened to him, the rising there might well have failed … but happily they did not.”

“Colonel Sheridan, dost thou mean?” Azimullah questioned in some surprise. “He who was lately commissioner in Adjodhabad and lost his sword arm in the Crimea? But he is in Lucknow, is he not, newly appointed to command of the Volunteer Cavalry?”

“That is who I mean—and he is not in Lucknow.” The Moulvi laughed, in rare good humour. “Last night, to my joy, Allah delivered him into my hands. He rode across the Bridge of Boats from Lucknow and has remained in what you are pleased to call the Fort of Despair. His wife is here, I was told—doubtless it is on her account that he stayed.”

“Yes, she is here—she gave birth to a child, a son, two weeks ago. And”—Azimullah chuckled maliciously—“the Nana Sahib, as was his custom, sent the child a silver loving cup. A loving cup! For all the good that whelp will have of it, he might have filled it with poison!”

They were both laughing when, breathless, they drew rein beside the messenger from Kalianpore. “What news?” the Moulvi demanded sharply, his laughter fading.

“It is as you wish, Moulvi Sahib,” the native officer answered. “We do not march to Delhi.”

“Allah is good,” the Moulvi acknowledged softly. Raising his voice, he added, “Death to the feringhi! Not one shall escape from here!”

For Historical Notes on the Mutiny, see page 229, and for a Glossary of Indian Terms see page 237.
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CHAPTER ONE
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SOON AFTER DAWN on 6th June, the four mutinous regiments of the Cawnpore Brigade marched back to the city, bringing their artillery train with them. Within an hour of their arrival, a mounted messenger from the Nana Sahib presented himself at the entrance to the British entrenchment to deliver a written communication from his master. This, couched in arrogant terms and addressed to General Sir Hugh Wheeler, announced the Nana’s intention to launch an attack on his position forthwith.

Such treachery on the part of the one Indian, above all others, in whose friendship and goodwill he had believed implicitly, left the old general stunned and heartbroken. For a long time he sat with his head buried in his thin, blue-veined hands, unable to speak coherently. Finally, at the urgent request of his second-incommand, Brigadier-General Jack, he consented to call a conference of his officers and to permit the alarm bugle to be sounded, as a warning to any who had left the entrenchment to re-enter it at once.

To the distant rumble of gunfire, the officers of the garrison made their way to the flat-roofed barrack block in which the general had set up his headquarters. All were aware of the significance of the gunfire and the sight of smoke and flames, once more ascending from the city and the civil and military cantonments, afforded proof—if proof were needed—of the return of the mutineers from their overnight camp on the Delhi road.

To Alex Sheridan, abruptly roused from an exhausted sleep, the sepoys’ return came as no surprise. Since his meeting with the Moulvi of Fyzabad the previous morning, he had known in his heart what to expect. Despite the fact that one was a Mohammedan and the other a Hindu of Brahmin caste, an unholy alliance between Moulvi and Mahratta had always been in the cards. Both men were ambitious and hungry for power and, from the outset he was certain, both had been involved with the plotters of sedition in Delhi and elsewhere. There could be no doubt that the Moulvi had been one of the active instigators of mutiny in Oudh—although the Nana had vacillated, at pains to return on friendly terms with General Wheeler and his garrison lest, at the eleventh hour, the carefully planned sepoy rising should fail.

Alex hunched his shoulders despondently as he glanced across to the European hospital block where, last night, he had been compelled to part with his wife and new-born son. A few women were moving listlessly about the veranda, even at this early hour, but he could see no sign of Emmy. He was turning away when a tall, fair-haired officer in the scarlet shell jacket of the Queen’s 32nd fell into step beside him and, following the direction of his gaze, observed wryly, “So near and yet so far, eh? I persuaded my wife to remove into that place, in the conviction that she and the children would be safer there than in a tent, and I’ve scarcely exchanged half a dozen words with her in private since her removal!”

His voice, with its hint of an Irish brogue, sounded familiar and Alex turned to look at him more closely, certain that they had met before but unable at first to recall where. The newcomer’s insignia proclaimed him a captain; he was in his early thirties, tall and of powerful physique, with a humorous quirk to his mouth and the deeply tanned skin of one who evidently spent more time in the open than was usual for Queen’s officers in India. A gleam of amusement lit his very blue eyes as he asked, in mock reproach, “Don’t you remember me, Alex? Shame on you!”

“Good Lord!” Alex exclaimed, with genuine pleasure. “John Moore, by all that’s wonderful! We last met at the Barrack Hospital in Scutari, did we not? You were with the Turkish contingent and I—”

“You were General Beatson’s second-in-command and you were with him in Silestria in ’54. I’m delighted to renew your acquaintance, my dear fellow.” They shook hands and Moore added, his smile fading, “Although I could wish that our reunion were taking place in happier circumstances. However …” he shrugged resignedly. “Surely you’re a fairly recent addition to the garrison? I don’t recall having seen you here before and I’ve been here for the past three months.”

“I arrived yesterday morning from Lucknow—after the electric telegraph wires were cut—with a despatch from Sir Henry Lawrence,” Alex told him.

Captain Moore’s fair brows rose in unconcealed astonishment. “And you stayed? Did you not realise the parlous state we’re in? You would have been better off in Lucknow, my dear Alex.”

“My wife and infant son are here. The baby was born prematurely less than three weeks ago. For his sake I dared not risk the journey.”

“Emmy Sheridan—oh, yes, Caroline has spoken of her frequently. They’ve made friends but somehow I never connected her with you. Stupid of me but—I heard that you were seconded to the Political Service. Weren’t you commissioner for one of the Oudh districts?”

Alex nodded. “I was, yes. For Adjodhabad—where both the irregular cavalry and the native infantry have just mutinied, murdering most of their officers. But I had been relieved of my civil appointment before that happened.” He did not go into details, and Moore, after a quick glance at his face, did not pursue the subject. “Why are you still here?” Alex asked curiously.

“It’s not from choice, I assure you. I’m in command of our invalids—74 men, who weren’t fit to move with the regiment to Lucknow—and I’m responsible for the wives and families, who were also left behind.” John Moore spoke ruefully. “Would I were not! Frankly, Alex, I don’t much relish the prospect of trying to defend this place against four regiments of Pandies—I take it we’re about to be attacked by the mutineers, don’t you? They appear to have abandoned the idea of marching to Delhi, more’s the pity.”

“Yes,” Alex agreed. “They do, alas.” They were passing one of the nine-pounder guns mounted on the north-western extremity of the entrenchment and he noticed, with shocked surprise, that no protection of any kind had been provided for either the gun or the team which manned it, apart from a few sandbags and a shallow trench which ran along inside the wall, and which appeared to be unfinished. No emplacement had been constructed and there was no shade; when the sun rose, the men would suffer acutely and only a few uncovered buckets of water had been provided, from which they could slake their thirst. Again following the direction of his gaze, John Moore gave vent to a sigh of frustration.

“I know, I know,” he acknowledged, as if Alex had spoken his thoughts aloud. “Our defences are not completed and the coolies who were supposed to be working on the site have all disappeared. And—save for night alarms—the gunners have not been given permission to stand to arms in shirtsleeves order—none of us has. The general obviously was not expecting the mutineers to attack us, but perhaps, now he’s realised that they intend to, he’ll agree to relax some of the regulations which are likely to hamper us.” He tugged at the high white collar of his shell jacket with an impatient hand. “Have you been on a tour of our defences yet?”

Alex shook his head. “No, not yet.”

Moore repeated his sigh. “I’ll take you when the conference is over. You’ll find it alarming. Why in God’s name the general didn’t choose to defend the Magazine I’ll never know! We could have held out there for months, with little danger to the women and children … but old Wheeler insists that reinforcements are on their way and will reach us in less than a week. His main reason for choosing this site is, he says, because it’s close to the Allahabad road and he doesn’t want the reinforcements to have to fight their way through the city in order to reach us. He has a point, of course—if they reach us soon and in sufficient number. But if they don’t …” he made a rueful grimace. “May God help the poor innocents we are pledged to protect!”

Remembering the message he had brought from Lucknow, warning of an unforeseen delay which had halted the relief column at Benares, Alex maintained a discreet silence. The delay might not be as serious as anticipated and it was, in any case, for General Wheeler to break this news to his officers—or not—as he saw fit. He and Moore entered the cramped, low-ceilinged room in which the general had established his administrative headquarters and, there being no chairs, they took up their positions by the wall on the far side of the room, where an open window admitted what air there was.

The room was already full but more officers came crowding in after them, all correctly uniformed and wearing swords and medals, as if for a peacetime inspection. None looked particularly happy and several were openly grumbling, with varying degrees of annoyance, at the sudden summons and the confined space in which they found themselves. One late arrival, a red-bearded young giant in Native Infantry uniform, thrust a way through the press to join John Moore by the window and was introduced to Alex as Lieutenant Mowbray Thomson of the 53rd.

“Late of the 53rd,” Thomson amended. He glanced with interest at Alex’s uniform and his empty sleeve. “And you, sir, would seem to be late of the Third Light Cavalry. May I respectfully enquire whether you were at Meerut when your regiment earned the doubtful distinction of being the first to betray its salt?” Alex stiffened involuntarily but the question was asked in an apologetic tone, clearly prompted by a desire for information and not intended to give offence and, after a slight hesitation, he answered it without rancour.

“Yes,” he said quietly, “I had the misfortune to reach Meerut on the eve of the punishment parade which led to the outbreak and, I fear, precipitated it.” He heard John Moore draw in his breath sharply and, conscious that both he and Thomson were eyeing him expectantly, shook his head, anticipating the next question that both wanted to ask but were reluctant to put into words. “I regret I cannot tell you why the Meerut mutineers were permitted to reach Delhi, without any attempt on the part of the British garrison to stop them. I—”

“Cannot—or will not, Alex?” John Moore challenged dryly.

“In all honesty, John, I cannot,” Alex assured him, careful to control his voice as a wave of remembered anger welled up into his throat. He saw again in memory the obese figure of General Hewitt, slumped in what Colonel Jones of the 60th Rifles had scornfully called “his bloody bath chair,” heard the voice of the divisional commander raised in petulant protest when he, and a dozen others, had pleaded to be allowed to go in pursuit of the mutineers. Such memories filled him with shame; he had endeavoured to erase them from his mind but still they returned, like visions from a nightmare, to haunt his thoughts and torment his conscience. The Meerut garrison, barely a week ago, had fought the first gallant and successful action against the mutineers when, in overwhelming numbers and confident of victory, they had sought to bar the road to Delhi at the Hindan River bridge. Colonel Jones at the head of the Rifles, Charles Rosser with his two squadrons of Carabineers, Henry Craigie, Hugh Gough and Melville Clarke of his own regiment and even Brigadier Archdale Wilson had, it seemed, purged their memories of that night of failure and confusion in blood … whereas he, who had shared it with them, had only the consciousness of failure on which to look back. He had failed to reach Delhi with the warning Brigadier Wilson had eventually entrusted to him and, before that, he …

“You’ve nothing with which to reproach yourself, Alex,” Moore said, breaking the brief silence that had fallen between them. “And you surely don’t have to defend General Hewitt? For God’s sake, everyone knows that he refused to allow any of his British troops to leave the station, even those who volunteered! He’s to blame for the whole miserable affair, not the officers who were under his orders.”

“I’d like to hear what really happened,” young Mowbray Thomson persisted, his tone still apologetic. “From one who was there. That is, I—forgive me, sir, but there are so many rumours. One doesn’t know what to believe. I’ve heard that General Hewitt is to be tried by court martial and …” He broke off as a staff officer called for silence and General Wheeler entered, with Brigadier Jack and an aide-de-camp at his heels.

The assembled officers came to attention and the general took a paper from his A.D.C. with a visibly shaking hand. He was a small, spare man, with sparse white hair and of erect, soldierly bearing, whose boundless reserves of energy had hitherto belied his advancing years. In the past he had radiated a benign confidence but now, Alex thought as he watched him, white head bent, staring down at the papers in his hand, he seemed uncertain and hesitant, as if something—or someone—had dealt a mortal blow to his self-esteem.

Sir Hugh Massey Wheeler had a fine record of over fifty years’ service with the Company’s sepoy army, to which he had been posted as an ensign in 1805. He had seen action against Diraj Singh and in the Afghan War of 1839-40 and had fought with distinction as a brigade commander against the Sikhs. The only blot on his record had been his failure to act decisively, when bringing up reinforcements prior to the Battle of Aliwal, for which he had incurred some criticism, but he had lived that down and his personal courage during the battle, in which he had been severely wounded, had finally been rewarded with a knighthood at the end of the Punjab campaign, when he had commanded the Jullundur Frontier Force.

He looked anything but a hero now, however, as he addressed his tensely listening audience in a voice that was at once querulous and charged with emotion. “I shall not keep you from your posts for long, gentlemen,” he promised. “But I feel in honour bound to inform you personally that the native prince, whom I have trusted and regarded as a friend, has repaid my trust with the basest treachery.” He paused, glancing about him as if expecting comment but no one spoke and he went on bitterly, “The Nana Sahib of Bithur, gentlemen, after repeatedly assuring me that the mutinous regiments would, if they rose, march to Delhi and do us no harm, has himself ridden after them and brought them back to the city. At dawn this morning I received from him what amounts to a declaration of war.” The general’s voice broke as he read from the paper he had been holding. “‘I am about to attack you,’ he informs me and has the effrontery to sign himself Peishwa of the Mahrattas!”

At this there was a concerted murmur of outraged feeling which could not be contained and Mowbray Thomson exclaimed, with a shrug, “Well, what price the Magazine now!”

His voice carried and the general’s pale cheeks were suffused with colour. “I am aware,” he said, as the indignant murmurs faded into disciplined silence, “that many of you considered me to be at fault in choosing to defend this site, instead of the Magazine, and I am forced to concede that our present position will not be easy to defend against overwhelming numbers and resolute attack. Most of you know why I chose this site—it is close to the road from Allahabad, along which I believed and hoped that a relief column would come. I had intended, with the help of that column, to evacuate the women and children—of whom there are now 375—to Allahabad, at the first possible opportunity. The last information I had from Calcutta, before the wires of the electric telegraph were cut, led me to believe that Colonel Neill was leading his regiment of European Fusiliers to our aid, and that we could expect his force within a week or, at most, ten days. However …” again he paused, as if inviting comment and Alex, glancing at the faces of those about him, saw dismay mirrored in each one.

For a soldier to endure hardship or to fight against overwhelming odds was, as he knew well, no new experience for most of the officers of this garrison, many of whom were veterans of the Sutlej and Punjab campaigns … but it was a very different matter when the lives of nearly four hundred helpless women and children were also at stake. Yet still no one voiced his dismay and General Wheeler sighed.

“The telegraph line between Lucknow and Calcutta is apparently still open,” he went on wearily. “And yesterday, gentlemen, Sir Henry Lawrence sent one of his officers, Colonel Sheridan, to warn me that he had received news by telegraph that Colonel Neill’s relief column had been delayed. The sepoy regiments at Benares have also broken out in mutiny and it is believed that a similar situation now exists at Allahabad and in the surrounding districts. We can expect no help from Colonel Neill until both these outbreaks have been dealt with, I regret to tell you. We are alone, gentlemen, and must defend ourselves as best we can, relying on our own resources. As many of you will already know, our position is rendered the more perilous because my order to blow up the powder reserves in the Magazine could not be carried out. Lieutenant Ashburner, of the Oudh Artillery, the officer entrusted with this task, was fired on by the Nana’s troops and, deserted by his native gunners, unhappily lost his life in a gallant attempt to enter the Magazine. As a result, the rebels will have at their disposal all our heavy guns and reserves of ammunition.…” He talked on, reminding them of the defensive plans they had already made and ordering others.

All able-bodied men, including civilians, were to be armed and given instruction in the use of their arms, should this be required; some of the infantrymen would have to be trained as artillerymen because the nine-pounder guns in the entrenchment would, almost certainly, have to be manned day and night.

“They will, sir,” John Moore answered confidently. To Alex he added grimly, lowering his voice, “Over a hundred of the women and children are of our regiment. If they have to crawl to their posts, my men will defend them.”

“We have only sixty trained gunners of the Bengal Artillery and Lieutenant Ashe’s half-battery has none at all, since the golandazes he brought with him have joined the mutineers,” the general said, white brows meeting in an anxious frown. “This means that your invalids must be pressed into service, Captain Moore—any man who can stand on his feet must be asked to volunteer.”

There was no more talk of the Magazine; no one offered or even implied criticism of the entrenchment and, evidently heartened by this, the old general’s face lost some of its wan pallor and, like the good commander he was, he put on a show of confidence once more, which had a marked effect on everyone present.

“We have provisions and supplies of ammunition for up to a month’s siege, if necessary, gentlemen,” he announced. “But please God, relief will reach us before they are exhausted. We have a good well, but water must, of course, be rationed from now on, with priority for the women and children and the sick. We have adequate medical supplies, more surgeons than, I devoutly hope, we shall need, sufficient guns and muskets to hold the enemy at bay … and stout hearts. Trusting in the divine mercy of Almighty God, we will do battle against this evil and not flinch from our duty. To your posts, if you please, gentlemen, and be ready should the alarm sound—unless any of you have questions or suggestions of a practical nature to offer, before we dismiss?”

A number of questions were asked, which included the request that shirtsleeves order should be permitted for those manning the guns and the perimeter wall, and then John Moore pressed forward, as the general again moved to dismiss them.

“If you please, sir,” he said. “There is one matter which I believe to be of some importance.”

“Yes, Captain Moore?” The general’s voice sounded tired but he waited courteously for the question.

“The unfinished barrack blocks, sir,”Moore said. “Those which cross the south-west angle of our perimeter. I’m aware that we’re to defend Numbers Five and Six, which command the entrenchment, but what of the others? I mean, sir, if the rebels occupy them or contrive to mount guns or mortars under their cover, they could constitute a serious danger to our defences on that side. The well is within musket range of Number Four, sir. I know we have a gun trained on it but—”

“Are you suggesting that we should occupy Number Four?” Sir Hugh Wheeler spread his hands in a despairing gesture. “We haven’t the men to spare, my dear boy—heaven knows, I wish we had! But as it is I am having to depend on Mr Heberden and his railway engineers to man the two blocks we must defend.”

“Then ought we not to blow the rest up, sir?” Moore urged. “Or at least knock down the front brickwork of Numbers Four and Seven, to prevent the Pandies putting sharp-shooters into them? Without cover, they—”

“I’ll talk to the engineers, sir,” Brigadier Jack put in, his tone impatient. “To see if they think Captain Moore’s suggestion is a practical one.”

“Very well,” the general agreed. “Thank you, Captain Moore, for bringing the matter to my attention.”

Moore met Alex’s gaze and his shoulders rose in an expressive shrug. As they walked out together, he said resignedly, “I’ve already suggested that those buildings should be destroyed. At first I was told that no one had the required authority, then that compensation would have to be paid to the contractors who were putting them up and finally that it wasn’t necessary, because there was no danger of attack from the sepoys! But come and look at the infernal things, will you, and see if I’m not right? If they’re left as they are, the Pandies will get into them and we shan’t be able to stop them.” He led the way and Alex followed him, gratefully breathing the fresh morning air. After the stifling atmosphere of the room they had just left, it was a relief to be out in the open although, once the sun rose, the flat expanse of rock-hard ground within the entrenchment would, he was only too well aware, become a furnace.

“At least,” John Moore observed, as they passed a line of officers’ tents which had been set up a short distance to the rear of the general’s headquarters, “Eddie Vibart brought up the vexed question of our manning the defences in shirtsleeves order, praise be! I’d intended, whatever was decided, to parade my men in hospital fatigue dress—some of the poor devils have been down with dysentery and various other fevers for weeks. I cannot, in all humanity, ask them to fight in skin-tight tunics and stocks which choke the breath out of them.” He gestured to the tents. “Are you quartered in one of these, Alex?”

“Yes,” Alex confirmed. “I was allotted a half-share in one with, I believe, a Native Infantry major by the name of Lindsay, whose wife—like yours—has just removed to one of the barracks. I haven’t yet made his acquaintance—he was asleep when I took up my abode there and I, in turn, was sleeping when he left at some unearthly hour this morning.”

“Willie Lindsay, the assistant adjutant-general,” Moore told him. “A charming fellow with a delightful wife. The whole Lindsay clan seem to be here—there’s his sister, who married a cousin and was widowed about eight or nine years ago. She came out here with her family—three very charming girls, the Misses Caroline, Fanny and Alice, and their young brother George, who’s an ensign in the First Native Infantry. They all hail, as the name suggests, from Scotland. But I fear you’ll be looking for other quarters, if the sepoys do attack us—a tent won’t give you much protection.”

“In view of which,” Alex decided, halting in front of his shared tent, “I think I shall take the precaution of ridding myself of all this silver lace”—he gestured to his Light Cavalry tunic—“in exchange for the uniform Sir Henry Lawrence authorised for the mounted volunteers, if you will allow me a few minutes’ grace.” He smiled, indicating the rolled, knee-length chapkan of dustcoloured cloth which his orderly had laid out for him, before returning to Lucknow. “I shall at least be less conspicuous, don’t you think?”

“You damned well will,” John Moore agreed. “It’s what they call khaki, is it not, from the Persian word meaning dust?” He watched, his expression thoughtful, as Alex divested himself of his stable jacket and, with the deftness of long practice, donned the drab tunic, the right sleeve of which was already neatly pinned back to the elbow. “You’ve given me an idea. Our only alternatives are scarlet or white but white could be dyed, or, if that’s impossible because of lack of water, rolled in the dust of the entrenchment. White’s the most infernal colour to fight in, particularly at night, and if the Pandies do put a few sharp-shooters into those unfinished barrack blocks, they’ll pick my fellows off like flies. But if you’re ready, come and see for yourself.”

“Yes, I’m ready.” Alex exchanged a pith helmet for the tight-fitting shako he had just discarded and followed his guide towards the south-western wall of the entrenchment.

“Well, there they are, Alex my friend.” Halting to the right of one of the provision stores behind the quarter-guard building, Moore pointed to a line of red-brick barrack blocks which stood outside and at right angles to the perimeter wall. A sentry and two men with field telescopes were posted on the roof of the nearest which, Alex saw, was about three hundred yards from where they stood.

“Number Six,” his companion told him. “We’ve made that into quite a strong position, thanks to the ingenuity of the railway engineers. They’re still working on Five.”

“How many blocks are there?”

John Moore swore loudly and luridly. “There are nine of the infernal things altogether, but Numbers Eight and Nine can be disregarded—their walls are barely started. The rest are empty shells, most of them lacking floors but, as I’m sure you’ll agree, they do constitute a very serious threat to all our defensive position on this side—particularly Number Four! His finger stabbed angrily in the direction of the nearest of the unoccupied buildings. “They stand forty feet high, Alex, and the roofs are pucca tiling. True they’re flat but it only wants a few riflemen on top of them or even in the buildings themselves and we’ll be pinned down too effectively for comfort. Besides, they could bring the well under fire …” He went into details and Alex, following these with frowning concentration, was forced to the conclusion that he had not exaggerated the danger.

“Can we go across?” he asked. “I’d like to take a closer look at Number Four.”

“I see no reason why not. The Pandies are still too busy burning and looting to worry about us.” They both turned to look at the smoke cloud which hung, like a pall, over the city and Moore added, with feeling, “God, Alex, it’s an appalling thought, is it not, that those devils will only have to walk into the Magazine to help themselves to all the guns they can possibly require to pound this place into extinction? And ourselves and our women and children with it. That’s what I find almost impossible to stomach … the fact that the women and children, our wives, our children, are in this place too.” He bit back a sigh. “Without them, we might have stood a chance of fighting our way to Allahabad or Lucknow but with them …” he left the sentence uncompleted and Alex, sharing his bitterness and despair, could find no comfort to offer.

They left the entrenchment and crossed the intervening space to the fourth of the partly constructed barrack blocks, Moore pausing to point out the two guns mounted almost facing it, beyond which there was a strongly entrenched rifle pit, manned by two sentries of the Madras Fusiliers. A tall, dark haired man in a shirt and white cavalry overalls stood on the parapet in front of the sentries, a spy-glass to his eye.

“Eddie Vibart,” Moore supplied, his habitual cheerfulness returning. “Of the Light Cavalry, Alex. He’s the best of fellows and one very much after my own heart. He’s called that post of his the Redan and he had a party of volunteers working all yesterday and part of last night to build a trou de loup, in the French style, to his left. You can’t see it from here because he’s had it covered in, but he says it will stop a cavalry charge.” He grinned. “Let us hope he’s right! Well, this is Number Four. In my humble opinion, it’s asking for trouble to leave it as it is—we ought either to occupy and defend it or blow it up.”

Alex needed only the briefest of inspections to agree wholeheartedly with this assessment.

“It would not take a lot of explosive to bring the front down, John,” he said thoughtfully. “I don’t believe it would even require the services of the engineers—we could lay the charges ourselves in less than an hour.”

“If we had permission,” Moore pointed out. “Which we have not.” He turned away with a resigned shrug. “Well, perhaps now that the matter has been brought to General Wheeler’s attention, something will be done about it—my previous approaches on the subject were made, as I told you, to the station commander. And he, evidently sharing Wheeler’s belief that the only attacks we should have to ward off would be from the city riff-raff, wasn’t anxious to destroy Company property. I’d like to see all the blocks we can’t occupy laid flat and be damned to whose property they are! For God’s sake, it scarcely matters now, does it? Half the city’s gone up in flames already and the New Cantonment, of which everyone was so proud, is going up now by the look of it.”

They re-entered the entrenchment and Moore gestured to the smoke clouds rising sluggishly skywards from the direction of the river. “Everything we owned was in Number 25 The Mall, Alex,” he said bleakly. “We had a garden, with English roses blooming in it and a summer house, under a magnificent old banyan tree, which Caroline designed for the children to play and picnic in. We knew happiness there, perfect and complete. But neither of us ever dreamed that it would last for so short a time—or end like this.”

The kind of happiness which he had known with Emmy, Alex thought, remembering Adjodhabad and the rambling, white-painted bungalow they had shared during his brief reign as district commissioner. That house, too, was now a blackened, burnt-out skeleton; the garden Emmy had loved and watched over probably, by this time, indistinguishable from the jungle that hemmed it in from which it had been wrested. He banished the thought from his mind, aware that to look back was to weaken and John Moore, evidently reacting as he had, said with an abrupt change of tone, “Have you been detailed to a sector, Alex?”

Alex nodded, recovering himself. “Yes—on the north-east face. Adjoining the Oudh Battery, I believe.”

“Young St George Ashe’s—or what’s left of it. Two brass nine-pounders and a couple of European sergeants,” Moore supplied. “We’ll head across there now, if you like. There isn’t much more to show you, apart from a few more buildings we could well have done without. One stands due north of us, on the far side of the road from the city—can you see it?”

“Yes, I see it.” Following the direction his companion had indicated, Alex studied the low, flat-roofed building with narrowed eyes. “What is it, pray? More Company property?”

“A riding school, my dear fellow, for the European cavalry we haven’t got! Distance from our perimeter eleven hundred and fifty yards—an ideal site for a battery of eighteen- or twenty-four-pounders, don’t you agree?” Moore laughed mirthlessly. “But, of course, no one anticipated that the Magazine would fall into the hands of the rebels. As the general explained this morning, he ordered it to be blown up. Young Ashe went to carry out that order at first light the day before yesterday, soon after the Light Cavalry mutinied and went on the rampage. He—”

“The day before yesterday!” Alex exclaimed. “I understood—”

“Hear me out, Alex,” Moore put in. There was an angry glint in his blue eyes but his voice was carefully expressionless as he went on, “Ashe galloped his two guns to the Nawabgunge and unlimbered in front of the main gate of the Magazine. The sepoys of the First Native Infantry had joined the cavalry by that time, but the two other regiments—still in their Lines—were wavering, and the Magazine guard found by the 53rd were ready to admit Ashe, although they knew what he’d come to do.”

“Then what went wrong, for God’s sake?” Alex asked. “Did his gunners refuse their orders?”

Moore shook his head. “No, not then—their conduct was exemplary. The 56th were observed to be massing on their parade ground—their officers said afterwards that they were coming to our support in the entrenchment. But someone here panicked— I don’t know for certain who it was—and Ashe was recalled, ordered to bring his guns round to the south of the entrenchment and open fire on the 56th. His, you understand, were our only mobile guns. The result was, of course, quite disastrous. With the exception of the native officers and a few loyal sepoys, the whole regiment marched off to join the mutineers and the 53rd did the same. The unfortunate Ashburner, who was sent out with Ashe’s half battery a few hours later to blow up the powder in the Magazine, lost his guns and was cut to pieces when he attempted to do so. His sergeant was badly wounded but managed to get back with Conductor Reilly. All the native gunners deserted them.”

His words struck chill to Alex’s heart. Why, he wondered, why in heaven’s name had two lone Englishmen been sent, with native gunners—however exemplary their conduct might have seemed up till then—on so vital and dangerous a mission? Had the lesson still not been learned, even now? John Moore answered his unspoken question with a cynical, “Ashburner volunteered, poor devil, and so did his gunners. They were the same men who had obeyed the order to fire on the 56th.” He sighed. “Mowbray Thomson and Henry Delafosse offered to go with a party of unattached officers, in an eleventh hour attempt to reach the Magazine, but the general wouldn’t hear of it, so … that’s the situation, Alex my friend. And the reason why the continued presence of those barrack blocks and that infernal riding school is a constant source of anxiety to me. I’ve talked freely—too freely, perhaps—but I confess it’s been a relief to get some of my anxieties off my chest. And at least you know what the situation is … I nearly said how bad it is, but that wouldn’t do, would it?”

Alex forced a smile. “No, I don’t think it would. But thank you for telling me, John. I’m grateful.”

“And sorry that you didn’t return to Lucknow, when the chance was there?” John Moore suggested shrewdly.

Conscious of a sick sensation in the pit of his stomach, Alex nodded. His fear was for Emmy, rather than for himself, for Emmy and the little son he had wanted so much. But for them … his mouth tightened. “They will not have an easy time in Lucknow,” he pointed out. “But they’ll fight and so shall we. How did the general put it? Relying on our own resources and our resources include some pretty useful fighting men, if I’m any judge.”

“They do,” Moore agreed. He gestured to their left. “Over there, last but by no means least of our resources, is the only natural shade we possess—an attempt at a garden but alas, also left uncompleted. It was Lady Wheeler’s idea, I believe. She thought it would be a playground for the children and—” his voice sharpened, in sudden alarm. “My God, Alex, there are some children there now, with their mothers, do you see? I think we ought to warn them to go back to the hospital and take cover, just in case. I can see no sign of an attack but it could come without much warning and if those children are caught there, I shudder to think what might happen.”

He broke into a run and Alex followed him, sharing his concern. Smoke and flames still billowed up from the city and the Cantonment area, and the flat plain which separated the wall of the entrenchment from the road was devoid of life, suggesting that the Nana’s army was still occupied in arson and looting but … they had a regiment of cavalry. A mounted attack could be launched swiftly and with a minimum of warning; guns could be brought up, under cover of the trees. He experienced a moment of blind panic, imagining that he could see Emmy, with the child in her arms, strolling slowly along beside the low hedge by which the small, arid garden was surrounded. Then, as he drew nearer, he realised that he was mistaken—the woman with the baby wasn’t Emmy, she had two other toddlers clinging to her skirts. Besides she was older, coarser-featured and she did not move with Emmy’s light, natural grace.

“We’d best not alarm them, John,” he cautioned and they slowed their pace to a walk. The women watched their approach apprehensively, guessing what it portended, and they did not argue when John Moore delivered his warning, phrasing it as gently as he could.

“We just came out for a breath of air, sir,” a handsome dark-haired girl explained. “The kiddies were fractious, cooped up in that barrack room all night long, so we thought it might do them good if they could stretch their legs for a while. And they told us the sepoys had gone.” She sighed, reaching for the hand of a small, pale boy in a grubby white sailor suit. “Haven’t they gone, sir, after all?”

Moore shook his head. “They appear to have changed their minds, unhappily. But don’t worry, Mrs Widdowson—keep under cover, with the children. We’ll drive them off, if they try to attack us.” He smiled reassuringly from one to another, addressing several of them by name. “They’re all 32nd families,” he told Alex, lowering his voice as the women started to move away. “The ones I’m responsible for, heaven help them! I wish we could have moved them to Lucknow with their husbands. Poor souls, it’s no wonder the children are fractious—their quarters are appallingly hot and overcrowded. I suppose we might have left them to play for a little longer, so that—”

“I don’t think we could,” Alex interrupted. He pointed, his throat suddenly constricted. “Our time’s run out, John. They’re coming—cavalry and what looks like infantry, raising the dust on the Canal Road, do you see?”

Moore tensed. “Yes, I believe you’re right. Damn their insolence, their drums and fifes are playing, aren’t they? Mutineers, marching to make war on us to the tune of “The British Grenadiers” … well, that’s irony if you like! But I suppose we’d better get to our posts.”

The alarm bugle sounded, shrill and clear, as they sprinted for the perimeter wall. They had scarcely reached it when the dry, sandy plain which lay between the entrenchment and the roads by which it was encircled—deserted a few moments before—was alive with mounted men in the French grey and silver of the Native Light Cavalry. Other horsemen, in the Nana’s uniform, and two Horse Artillery teams, smartly handled, appeared from the direction of the Nawabgunge to join them. The sunlight glinted on lance-tips and drawn sabres, as they manoeuvred arrogantly in front of the watching British and, led by their band, the leading companies of a long column of infantry emerged, a solid wedge of scarlet and white, from beneath the clouds of dust kicked up by their marching feet.

There was a dull boom, as a cannon within the entrenchment woke to life and then, heralded by a puff of white smoke rising above the feathery tops of the neem trees edging the Canal Road, a round-shot hurtled across the garden where the children had been at play, to tear a gaping hole through the half-grown hedge which bordered it. Bounding on, it scattered the team of a nine-pounder grouped about their gun on the north-east face of the entrenchment, one of whom fell forward on to his face and did not rise again.

The siege of Cawnpore, Alex thought grimly, had begun.
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