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ONE
Bombay

Get into four ranks, yous. Six foot tall and completely poised, McGucken pushed and shoved the first couple of dozen men onto the jetty into a semblance of order. At thirty-two, the Glasgow man looked ten years older. A life spent outdoors had left a wind-tan and myriad wrinkles on his face that his whiskers couldnt hide, whilst his Crimea medals  both British and Turkish  and the red-and-blue-ribboned Distinguished Conduct Medal spoke of his achievements and depth of experience.

They look quite grumpy, dont they, Colour-Sarnt? Captain Tony Morgan tried to make light of the situation. He, too, looked old for his years. He was shorter and slimmer than McGucken: school, much time in the saddle or chasing game, and Victorias enemies had left him with no spare flesh, whilst a Russian blade at Inkermann had given him the slightest of limps. He was twenty-seven and by girls in his native Ireland would be described as a well-made man, dark blond hair and moustaches bestowing a rakish air that he wished he deserved. On his chest bobbed just the two Crimea campaign medals but a brevet-majority  his reward for the capture of The Quarries outside Sevastopol two years before  was worth almost fifty pounds a year in additional pay.

Better load before they push those sailors out the way, dont you think, Colour-Sarnt? Morgan watched as the mob surged forward. Must be three hundred or more now.

No, sir, them skinny lotll do us no harm. Theyve not got a firelock amongst em; theyre just piss an wind. McGucken had been at Morgans side through all the torments of the Crimea, watching his officer develop from callow boy from the bogs of Cork into as fine a leader as any hed served under. Muscovite shells, and endless nights together on windswept hillsides or in water-logged trenches had forged a friendship that would be hard to dent, yet there remained a respectful distance between them. Lets save our lead for the mutineers. Well push this lot aside with butts and the toe of our boots, if needs be.

Morgan knew McGucken was right, and as the next boatload of men shuffled their way into disciplined ranks, he reached down the ladder towards his commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Hume. He was another old Crimea hand whose promotion and Companion of the Bath had come on the back of the efforts of some of the boys who now jostled in front of him in the heat of the Indian sun.

Right, Morgan, as soon as your men are ready, lets get moving to the fort. The other companies will follow as soon as theyre ashore, but gather these sailors in as we go. They may be useful. Hume stood no more than five-foot seven and wore his hair and whiskers long. At thirty-eight, he was young to be in command of an infantry battalion.

Morgan looked quizzically towards the angry crowd.

Come on, weve got the Honourable East India Company to save. Then youll be wanting your dinner, wont you, Corporal Pegg? chaffed Hume.

Nice quart o beer would suit me, sir, replied the chubby corporal. Pegg was twenty, a veteran who had been with the Grenadier Company for his entire service, first as a drummer and now with a chevron on his sleeve.

The piece of sang-froid worked. It was as if the crowd simply wasnt there. Morgan had seen Hume do this before  he would defuse a crisis with a banality, speaking with an easy confidence that was infectious. Now all uncertainty vanished from the men and at McGuckens word of command, the ninety-strong scarlet phalanx strode down the jetty and fanned out into column of platoons as they reached the road. As the dust rose from their boots, the crowd melted away in front of them, the cat-calling and jeers dying in the Indians throats as the muscle of a battle-ready company of British troops bore down upon them.

Morgan, this fellow, Jameson, here, knows the town and the way to the fort. Hume had grabbed one of the sailors who, along with the rest of his and two other civilian crews, had been the only armed and disciplined force available to help the slender British garrison of Bombay when the talk of mutiny had started.

I do, sir. Commanding officer of the Tenth is waiting for you there. Jameson had seen Colonel Brewill of the 10th Bombay Native Infantry just a couple of hours before, when he was sent to guide the new arrivals over the mile and a half from the docks up to the fort. Mr Forgett as well, sir.

Whos he, Jameson? asked Hume.

Oh, sorry, sir, hes the chief o police. Rare plucked, he is. Been scuttling about dressed like a native ever since we got ere, e as, spyin on the Pandies at their meetings an their secret oath ceremonies. The squat sailors eyes shone out of his tanned, bearded face. Things was fairly calm till yesterday when he arrested three of the rogues, e did, an took em off to the fort. Then the crowds came out an the whole towns got dead ugly.

The company tramped on towards the fort, red dust rising in a cloud behind them, their rifles sloped on their right shoulders, left arms swinging across their bodies in an easy rhythm. They were an impressive sight. The Grenadier Company still had the biggest men of the Regiment in their ranks, and at least a third of them had seen fierce fighting before. At the very sight of such men even the parrots fled squawking on green and yellow wings from the thick brush that lined the road into the centre of Bombay.

Bugger off, you mangy get. Only a pye-dog with a patchy coat had chosen to stay and investigate the marching column, but with a shriek, and its tail curled tightly over its balls, the cur ran off towards a drainage ditch as the toe of Lance-Corporal Peggs boot met its rump.

Fuckin orrible, sir. Did you see all them sores on its back? Pegg was adept at casual violence, particularly when the recipient posed little threat to himself.

I did, Corporal Pegg, but I should save your energies for the mutineers, if I were you. Reluctantly, Morgan had grown to value Pegg, for whilst the young non-commissioned officer lacked initiative, he was always to hand in a crisis.

Ave this lot of sepoys gone rotten then, sir, like that lot up by Delhi?

On board ship news had been scarce. The first mutinies in the Bengal Presidency in Meerut, Delhi, Cawnpore and Lucknow had started in May, rumours of terrible battles and massacres filtering down to the British. Now, a month later, no one was sure whether the native troops across Madras and especially the three sepoy battalions here in Bombay were fully trustworthy or not. So news that the Polmaise had been diverted from her journey to the Cape, with half a battalion of experienced British troops aboard, had been extremely welcome.

I dont know, Corporal Pegg, but we shall find out soon enough, if we can get past those things, replied Morgan, as the company approached the arched timber doors of the City Fort, where four camels and their loads of hay were jammed tightly together.

Companeee, halt! McGucken brought the men to a stamping stop that sent two great brown and black scavengers squawking out of the nearby peepul trees. Itll take a while to get this lot clear, sir. There was no sign that the camel drivers, despite liberal application of their sticks, were clearing the snorting creatures from the gateway. Think this is deliberate, sir?

What, to stop us getting into the fort, Colour-Sarnt? The idea hadnt occurred to Morgan, who had been too busy watching the strange swaying animals to think of any subterfuge.

Now he looked up above the gate to the crenellated sentry points where two sepoys gazed down at the new arrivals. Both had their rifles pointing over the walls over the heads of the British.

McGucken had noticed them as well. Dont like the look of that pair either, sir. Shall we load?

But before Morgan could make a decision, pushing low beneath the bellies of the camels came a young Englishman in scarlet shell jacket and the white trousers, which instantly marked him out as an officer of one of the Bombay regiments. His shoulders brushed the camels underbellies, and as he straightened up he subjected the drivers to a stream of what sounded to the 95th, at least, as remarkably fluent Hindi. His comments were met with redoubled efforts with stick and slaps, followed by renewed complaints from the animals.

Wheres your company commander, you? the officer asked the nearest soldier. Unfortunately for him, it was Corporal Pegg, who studiously ignored him, preferring to stand at the regulation position of at ease, weapon tucked comfortably at his shoulder, left foot forward, hands clasped over his belly.

You, are you deaf? Wheres your company commander? the Bombay officer repeated in a impatient growl.

Oh, sorry, sir. Pegg suddenly came to life, his left thumb casually stroking the pair of Crimea medals on his chest. Thought you must have been talking to some native. My names not you. Im Corporal Pegg of Her Majestys Ninety-Fifth. Captain Morgans yonder, sir, with Colonel Hume Pegg pointed over his shoulder to where both officers stood, before adding, very quietly, you cunt.

With a sidelong glance the young officer passed down the ranks, before seeing Morgan and Hume and stamping to attention, his hand flying to the peak of his white-covered cap.

Sir, Im Lieutenant Forbes McGowan, adjutant, Tenth Bombay Native Infantry. My commanding officer, Commandant Brewill, has asked me to bring you into the fort, but to keep the men outside.

If thats what your colonel wants, McGowan, of course I will. Hume immediately took charge, But would it not be better to get my boys within the fort?

The commandant doesnt want anything too unusual at the moment, sir. Things are pretty tense, what with the arrests last night; the slightest little thing might set the sepoys off. As if to illustrate the young officers fears, a ripple of sharp cracks sounded from within the fort. The sentries on the walls whirled round, eyes wide with alarm, rifles brought to the aim in an instant. The British troops, too, started and tensed at the noise.

Its all right, sir. Its just the bloody workmen that are stripping planks off the old barrack roofs and chucking them to the ground. But you see what I meaneveryones as tight as whips at the moment. Can you just get your men to wait here, sir, brew tea or anything that looks normal? Please dont do anything that might unsettle our people further; just act as if everythings harmony and bloody light, please, sir.

Leaving the men under McGuckens charge, Hume and Morgan followed McGowan back under the bellies of the still wedged camels, just as one let go a great stream of steaming, yellow liquid, much to the delight of the waiting men,

Better to be pissed off than pissed on, aint it, sir? yelled Corporal Pegg as the officers crouched and scrambled into the forts interior.

Inside the high stone walls, the sun beat down on a deserted parade ground of packed, dusty soil. At the far side, some two hundred paces away, were two flagpoles, one naked whilst at the head of the other, motionless, hung the colours of the Honourable East India Company. Just beyond, were the main buildings of the fort, white-washed offices on two storeys set behind porched verandas. Two sentries mechanically paced their beats, slowly marching towards each other before facing about, perfectly in time, and strutting back to their grey-painted, wooden watch-boxes.

As the three officers approached, the sepoys halted and faced their fronts before bringing their rifles to a smart present.

They look trim enough, McGowan, Colonel Hume said quietly as he, as senior officer, returned their salute. Why dyou think they might be wobbly?

Certainly, there was nothing in the mens bearing that suggested unrest. Both were clean and smart in white trousers and cross-belts over old-fashioned scarlet, swallow-tailed coatees. Their peakless shakos and sandals looked odd to the Western military eye, but the new Enfield rifles were well oiled, their fixed bayonets glittered in the sun, and both men  smaller than their typical British counterparts  looked alert and intelligent.

Aye, sir, they probably are McGowan broke off, telling the sentries to order arms, the problem seems to be just amongst a few hotheads, but Ill let Commandant Brewill tell you everything before the court martial starts.

No, its not been like that here in Bombay. Colonel Brewill, commanding officer of the 10th, had been defensive with Hume and Morgan from the moment they had been ushered into his office.

On the upper floor of the fort, the room was spacious enough, though darkened by the slatted blinds at the windows, shut against the midday sun. Above their heads a four-by three-foot rush screen, or punkah, swung on hinges, flapping gently backwards and forwards on a string pulled by a boy who crouched on the veranda outside.

Our men are very different from those up in Bengal. Ive always said that you mustnt keep all your high-caste men together in one company or battalion. The Bengal officers have always had a wholly misplaced conceit  in my eyes at least  in the fact that all their people come from the higher castes and classes. Thats all very well, but some of those buggers are touchy as hell. Why, Im told that some of the Brahmins regard their food as being defiled if one of us walks past and lets his shadow fall upon it whilst its being prepared. No, we recruit from across all castes, and whilst our fellows might not be as big and well set up as those northerners, theyre the better soldiers for it, Brewill continued.

Aint you got any high-caste men in your regiment, then, Brewill? Hume asked, genuinely trying to grasp the size of the problem.

Yes, but not as many as the Bengal regiments tend to have, and theres always been a tradition of slackness and mollycoddling of the jawans up there that would never be tolerated in this Presidency, Brewill replied sniffily.

Despite a lack of solid news during the voyage, Hume had done his best to explain to the officers the situation that they were likely to face when dealing with the mutiny. They were fully aware that there were three Presidencies, through which John Company ruled and administered British India. So far, the outbreak of trouble had been confined to only one of them  Bengal.

At the same time that the first mutinies started last month, we issued the latest Enfields and I expected drama when the troops had to draw new cartridges. The rumour in Bengal was that they were greased with pork or beef fat  both degrading to Musselmen and Hindus when the paper cartridge is torn open with the teeth  in a deliberate attempt to break the mens caste before forcing them to adopt Christianity. That shave spread like wildfire with mysterious bloody chapattis being hawked around the place as some sort of mystical sign that British rule would come to an end one hundred years after it started.

The dates were right  it was the anniversary of Clives victory at Plassey in 1757, but the rest was complete balls, of course, but in the light of all the trouble, we allowed our men to wax their own rounds with whatever they chose, and there were no difficulties. Then, a couple of weeks ago we got orders to start warlike preparations for operations against the mutineers around Delhi, and thats when the boys got a bit moody. It was one thing for the men to be outraged by the news of the fighting, but quite another to be told that they were going to have to fight against their own people, no matter what their caste or background. Brewill was doing his best to present his own regiments conduct in the most benign light.

But well need every armed and disciplined man in India, wont we, sir, if were going to crush the mutinies? Morgan asked. He was trying to keep up with Brewills account, but was struggling to understand the niceties of caste and religion, of what was taboo and what was not. He thought they had difficulties with some of the papists in his own regiment, but clearly it was nothing compared to this. So are all the native regiments here in Bombay suspect, sir?

Well, the Tenth seem sound enough, but were less sure about the Marine battalion, and the Sappers and Miners Brewill obviously hated to malign his command, but he knew friends of his and their families who had been murdered and hurt by their own men, apparently loyal and trusted sepoys alongside whom they had fought and campaigned for many years. Reluctantly he recognised that the same could happen in Bombay.

but let Forgett here explain in more detail.

A short, slight, sun-browned man in his early thirties, wearing dun native pyjamas had come quietly into the room. His black hair was slicked back, his moustache and beard worn a little too long in the native fashion, whilst around his waist was a broad, leather belt with a tulwar on his left hip and an Adams revolver clipped on his right. His bright, intelligent eyes flicked across all of them.

Gentlemen, allow meIm Forgett, thanadar of Bombay police. Ive a little over three hundred native constables and sergeants at my hand, but theyre as good as useless whilst theres unrest amongst the troops  theyre mostly low caste and in thrall to the sepoys. Forgett looked at Hume and Morgan to see if they were taking in what he was telling them. But what they are good at is tittle-tattle. They let me know that a series of badmashes, from way up country around Cawnpore, were at work amongst our troops and by dint of good intelligence

What he means by that, gentlemen, is some of the most valorous work Ive ever seen, Brewill cut in. He disguised himself so that I would have taken him for a bishti an went poking around amongst the bloody Pandies

Forgive my ignorance, sir, but who or what is a Pandy? Morgan asked. Everyone uses it about the mutineers, but no one can explain it.

Oh, Sepoy Mangal Pandy of the 34th led the first uprising in Barrackpore in May; he was hanged in short order, but hes become a hero to the mutineers, and they go into action yelling his name, Im told. Forgett took up where hed left off: Anyway, we got to hear that our troops would reject the new cartridges the day after tomorrow when the first drafts are due to march from Bombay for Delhi, and refuse to serve against their brothers in Bengal.

Aye, you could cut the atmosphere here with a rusty razor for the past couple of weeks, Brewill continued. The men seemed detached enough from the mayhem of the last months in Bengal, but when we were told to prepare for operations, the lads got sulky. We knew you were on your way, but Forgett had to act yesterday and arrest the three ringleaders before you got here. Since then weve had mobs out on the streets, and if it hadnt been for the merchant sailors, I suspect that there might have been outrages committed against some of the European wives and families already.

How many Europeans are there here, Brewill? asked Hume.

Theres about three hundred women, nippers and some Eurasians in the cantonment below the fort; couple o hundred sailors, and Boltons troop of Bombay Horse Artillery  well use them for the executions after the court martial.

Hume and Morgan exchanged glances.

Yes, Hume, I know its a nasty business, but Ill have to ask you to try the scum that weve caught and also to oversee the executions. Queens Regulations specify that trials and punishment should, as far as possible, be carried out by officers and men from other corps, as you know. The gunners will blow the rascals from the muzzles of their guns, but I shall have to ask your men to be ready to open fire, along with Boltons guns, if any of our men get ticklish.

Both 95th officers were more than familiar with this grisly but traditional method of execution for disaffected, native troops. It had been used since Clives time a century before, borrowed from the Indians themselves by the British as a way of further defiling the victim in death.

Again, sir, please dont think Im trying to interfere, but if youre preparing execution parties already, doesnt that suggest that a decision on the mens guilt has been arrived at even before theyve stood trial? Morgan knew he was speaking for Hume.

Caustic smiles spread over the faces of Colonel Brewill and the policeman. Fine words, young Morgan, but youve no idea what those brutes have done around Lucknow. So far, Brewill had been measured. Now his voice sank to a flat whisper. Dont you know what they did to General Handscome and half the European and Eurasian civilians up there, or their depravity in Bareilly? Why, Commandant Peters of the Third Light Cavalry had to watch whilst his wife and children were butchered in front of him before they roasted him to death over a fire  his own men, mark you. No, theres no place for mercy here.

Or justice, sir? Morgan couldnt stop himself.

Justice, goddamn you? Brewills voice rose as all attempts to control himself disappeared. What fucking justice did those poor souls get from the animals in Delhi last month? Have you read Mrs Aldwells account  how twenty or more European ladies and children were roped together like beasts of the field and then chopped to pieces by servants they thought they could trust? Dont come the nob with me just because you chased a few Muscovites around the Crimea. No, heed my words: unless we show our people just whos in charge, well have the same problems here, and if you think that you can do without the help of the Bombay regiments to put those whoresons in Bengal back in their place then youre very much mistaken. The only answer is to give them a sharp lesson, and if that means getting blood on your lilywhite Queens commission hands, then youd best get used to it!

The room was suddenly silent. The punkah squeaked and an insect chirruped from the rafters whilst Hume, Forgett and Morgan looked at Brewill in shocked embarrassment.

Right, Morgan, Mr Forgett, leave us, please. Hume spoke quietly, soothingly, as Brewill mopped at his great red face with a silk square. Wait outside, please. I will issue orders once the commandant and I have decided how to proceed.

Morgan stood on the veranda with Forgett outside the commandants office, the two colonels voices just audible within.

Dear God, Forgett, I didnt mean to twist Colonel Brewills tail like that. Morgan ducked his head to accept the light for the cheroot that the policeman had given him, before blowing a cloud of blue smoke up into the air, outlining the dozen hawk buzzards that wheeled on the thermals above the barracks, waiting to swoop on any carrion.

Indeed, Morgan, but you did. Forgett paused and picked a piece of loose tobacco off his tongue. You must understand that the unthinkable has happened here. There have been mutinies and trouble from time to time  youll have heard tell of the affair at Vellore in the year Six, and General Pagets execution of a hundred lads from the Forty-Seventh back in Twenty-Four

Morgan was loosely aware of troubles in the past in India, but tribulations in John Companys forces hardly caused a ripple in the ordered world of British garrison life and he had never bothered to learn the details.

but nothing on this scale. Our whole lives have been turned upside down, even here in Bombay where, DV, nothing will happen  so long as we act quickly.

Morgan thought back to all those discussion that he had had at home, Glassdrumman in County Cork. Finn, the family groom, had ridden knee to knee with Indian cavalry regiments against the Sikhs, whilst Dick Kemp, his fathers best friend, had not only led sepoys in war, he was even now in command of the 12th Bengal Native Infantry up in Jhansi. Morgan remembered the fondness and respect that both men had shown for the Bengali soldiers and how Kemps life was interwoven with the whole subcontinent, its culture and mystique. Now he had no idea if the great burly, cheerful mans regiment had turned or not; whether Kemp was even alive.

And youve got to remember what sort of people we are, what sort of backgrounds we come from. Morgan shifted uncomfortably, recognising Forgett as one of those people who didnt shy away from saying the unsayable, and made to interrupt. No, hear me; most of us dont come from money like most of you. Why, I wanted a commission in a sepoy regiment  it would have cost a fraction of what your people have to fork out  but still my family couldnt afford it. So, I came into the police service; this posts cost me not a penny and I have to live off my pay. My poor wife  when we met and she agreed to marry me, she thought that her life would just be England transposed, a dusty version of Knaresborough and how difficult she found the first couple of years  didnt I catch it! Anyway, once the children began to arrive she took to it more and, I think its fair to say, weve made a go of it in our modest way. Now all thats in peril, any chance to live like a gentleman and bring my children up respectably may just go up in smoke, so please be careful how you treat the things we hold dear.

Morgan thought of Glassdrumman and its acres. His family were certainly not especially rich, nor well connected, but they lived in a different sphere from those who would be referred to, he supposed, as the ordinary classes. It made him ponder Brewills earlier comments.

But tell me, Forgett, how does this caste business really work? It seems mighty tricky for soldiers who are expected to act under one form of discipline to have another, unspoken, code that theyve got to obey. Morgan suspected that Forgetts explanation would be rather more incisive than Brewills earlier one.

The policeman gave a short laugh. Trickyyes, thats an understatement. Youll mainly come across Hindus serving with the Bengal Army up north where youre going, but dont be surprised when you meet Musselmen and Sikhs. You wont be able to tell the difference, but the Hindu troops will treat them as untouchables  Mleccha  just as they regard us so, despite our rank or influence.

But youre talking just about classes, arent you? What about this caste business? asked Morgan.

There are four classes in Hinduism Forgett paused before continuing, they are a fundamental part of the religion, and grafted on top of them are a terribly complicated series of castes, or jati. The caste is based on a mixture of where a man comes from, his race and occupation, and is governed by local committees of elders. No good Hindu wants to offend them or be chucked out for mixing with those of a lower class or generally breaking the rules. That might result not just in his being expelled from his caste  his place in society  but also losing his peg in the cosmic order of things  his class.

Whilst all this might sound like mumbo jumbo to us, try to explain our social classes, or the difference between Methodism and Baptism to a native. And the whole damn thing has got to be made to work alongside the needs of the army or the police  as you rightly observe, Morgan. Its not too bad down here in Bombay where the people are much more mixed, but in the Bengal Presidency, where most of the sepoys are of the higher classes cack-handed attempts to introduce the men to Christianity, or new regulations that troublemakers can interpret as attempts to defile the caste of a man, have been at the heart of the trouble. So, we may struggle with the differences in what sort of commission we hold or whether were Eton or Winchester types, but out here theres a whole bucketload of further complications, said Forgett with a slight smile.

Morgan was prevented from seeking further knowledge by the door of the office opening with a bang. Hume sauntered out onto the veranda, his eyes narrowed against the glare.

Ah, cheroots, what a grand idea.

Morgan had seen this act from Hume before  and each time it worked like a charm. As Forgett offered his leather case to Hume, then lit the cigar hed chosen, Morgan remembered just such coolness as the bullets sang around Hume at the Alma and the splinters hummed at Inkermann. Whilst Brewill fussed over documents at the desk inside the office, Hume gave his orders.

Right, Morgan, be so kind as to send me an escort of a sergeant and ten. Theyll bring any sepoys whom I find guilty and condemn down to the Azad maidan, where the three Bombay regiments are, apparently, already. Hume took a long pull on his cheroot. By now the other three companies of ours should be waiting outside the fort where we left your lot, and the troop of Horse Gunners should be there as well.

Morgan looked from the raised veranda towards the gate of the fort. The camels had now been cleared and knelt in an untidy row whilst the fodder was unloaded from their backs. He thought he could just see movement and hear the noise of horses outside the gates.

I want you to take command of the other companies until I get to you. Yes, I know, Hume waved Morgans embarrassment aside before he could even utter his objection. Captain Carmichael will just have to take orders from a brevet major until Im available.

Richard Carmichael was the senior captain in the Regiment, but he would have to bow to Morgans brevet rank and the imprimatur of the commanding officer.

The gunners will know what to do with any prisoners that have been condemned, but Im much more worried about the native battalions. Youll be guided down to the maidan by one of Brewills officers where you should find the Tenth, the Marines and the Sappers waiting for you  about eighteen hundred native troops all told. Theyll be carrying their weapons, but theyve got no ammunition, so confidence and bottom will be everything. Make a judgement and load the guns with canister, and our men with ball if the sepoys look ugly, but whilst you have my complete authority to open fire if necessary, do be aware that it will be the sign not only for the sepoys to rise up  those that live  but also the mob that Brewill tells me are already gathering.

Morgan looked into Humes cool, blue eyes. Hed had plenty of responsibility thrust onto his young shoulders before and it was said by many that, had he been in a more fashionable regiment, his achievements before Sevastopol would have been recognised with a Companion of the Bath or, failing that, one of the new Victoria Crosses, rather than a brevet, but this was a different sort of problem. Now he would be heavily outnumbered in a situation that he had barely grasped, where a misjudgement would be catastrophic. Barely four hundred British infantry and gunners would have to cow several thousand angry Indians and, if they failed, the mutiny would almost certainly spread right across the Bombay Presidency.

What in Gods name is going on, Morgan? As Morgan emerged from the now clear gate of the fort, he was hailed by Richard Carmichael, commander of Number One Company.

As usual, Carmichael was perfectly turned out. Hed been the very definition of irritation on the voyage out from Kingstown with an inflatable mattress, waxed-cotton waterproofs and all manner of gutta-percha luggage and opinions to match. Now he stood before Morgan in his scarlet shell jacket and snowy cap, pulling gently at a slim cigar whilst his company and the other two of this wing of the 95th trooped up to join Morgans own men.

What are the commanding officers orders; what does he want me to do?

There was almost six foot of the dapper Harrovian, and whilst he wore the Crimea medals with aplomb, there wasnt a man present who hadnt heard the rumours of his ducking from the fight at Inkermann. Ill tell you as soon as the other companies are complete, Carmichael, Morgan replied as calmly as possible. Bugler, blow company commanders, please.

This was going to be difficult, thought Morgan. That prig Carmichael was senior to him by a long chalk; indeed, hed served under him for three months in the Crimea until he was wounded  and hed hated every minute of it. But his brevet rank of major now meant that he was the senior captain present in the field and, especially as Colonel Hume had given him his authority, he would take command of the four companies present  and Carmichael could go hang.

Now the bugle notes floated over the hot midday air, signalling the other captains commanding companies to gather together to receive orders. Carmichaels company had arrived at the head of the marching dusty, sweating column, but as the bugle brayed its command, so Captains Bazalgette and Massey came trotting past their men, swords and haversacks bouncing, to be told what to do.

So, Morgan, tell me exactly what Hume wants, if you please, so that I can tell the other two. Carmichael stared hard at Morgan, who made no reply. Come on, man. Weve just passed three battalions of natives, who seem to be heading off to some parade yonder. Carmichael flicked a well-manicured hand towards the maidan, half a mile down a gentle slope below the fort. This could turn damned sticky, so dont waste time.

When Carmichael wasnt physically present, Morgan was fine. He knew how badly hed behaved in the Crimea, how the men hated him and the other officers resented his arrogance and snobbery, yet in the flesh his supreme confidence and belief in his own rectitude was hard to overcome.

No Morgan had to clear his throat, no, Carmichael, the commanding officer has asked me to take command whilst hes conducting a court martial in the fort. Ill just wait until Bazalgette and Massey join us.

Carmichael was about to object when Colour-Sergeant McGucken came striding up to join them. With a stamp that raised a puff of dust, the Scot banged his boots together and slapped the sling of his rifle in a salute straight from the drill manual.

Well, sir, grand to see you. The irony in McGuckens voice was hardly noticeable. Hed been Carmichaels Colour-Sergeant until he was wounded at Inkermann  not that the cowardly bastard had dared to come to help him amongst the death, screams and yells that still haunted McGuckens dreams. Quite like old times, aint it, sir? With a hawk, the Glaswegian sent a green oyster of phlegm spinning into the dust.

Youll be wanting the other companies to move off straight away, will you, sir? McGucken had read the situation perfectly. He wasnt going to let the wretched Carmichael, senior captain or not, ruin his company commanders chance to command a whole wing, particularly when it looked as though there was a sniff of trouble in the wind. Ill keep em in the same order of march, sir, whilst you brief the officers, with your leave. Is there time to loosen belts and light a pipe, sir? McGuckens steady stream of common sense overwhelmed Carmichael.

Yes, Colour-Sarnt, same order of march, but Ill be no time at all with the captains, so just stand them easy, please, Morgan said, making no room for argument from Carmichael. Then send a sergeant and ten up to the commanding officer in the fort. Theyll be used to escort any prisoners down to the execution site.

Sir, Ill send Sarnt Ormond with Corporal Pegg an a peck o lads. Then, with a bellowed, Colour-Sarnts on me, McGucken took charge of the other companies whilst the three captains formed a knot round Morgan.

Gentlemen, Colonel Hume has asked me to move the wing down to the maidan for a slightly unpleasant task. Morgan kept his voice deliberately low so that the other captains had to give him every bit of their attention.

Commanding Number Three Company, Captain the Honourable Edward Massey, with a recently bought captaincy in the 95th from the 7th Fusiliers, had kept a friendly, if slightly aloof distance from his brother officers since hed joined six months before. Bazalgette, commanding Number Two, was as different as possible  adored by his men and a great favourite in the mess. Below a thatch of hair his coarse features were split by a grin that was as open as a book; not even his sun-peeled nose, which stuck blotchily out from beneath the peak of his white-covered cap, could spoil the obvious pleasure that he had in being there amongst friends. Typically, hed let his company smoke on the march up from the docks and now, out of respect for Morgans temporary authority, he held his own pipe discreetly out of sight behind his back.

As he pulled the bit of clay from his mouth, Morgan noticed the claw that held it. Two canister shot had passed through that hand as Bazalgette led the advance on the bullet-swept slopes of the Alma almost three years ago; now it was permanently clenched into a pink, scaly comma that Bazalgette never bothered to hide.

You saw the three native battalions on the march, I gather. Theyre armed but have no ammunition, just in case they decide to turn on us. Three men, one from each battalion, are currently being court-martialled by the colonel for attempted mutiny and it seems likely that some or all of them will be condemned to death. Morgan looked at the three faces that were gathered around him; he had their complete attention.

A troop of Bombay gunners should meet us at the Azad maidan. Im sending an escort to the commanding officer to bring anyone that he condemns down to the execution site, and well then have to blow the poor wretches from the muzzles of the guns whilst their comrades watch. Morgan looked at his brother officers. All of them had seen death before, but never an execution.

Its crucial that we dont give an inch in front of these people. Any hesitation, any sign of uncertainty, could be enough for them to rise, so well put one gun between each of the companies, let the gunners load and allow the sepoys to chew on that for a while. Then, as the prisoners are tied to the muzzles by the gunners, Ill give the order for us to load Morgan paused to let this instruction sink in, and I want that good and clean, no dropping of cartridges or ramrods. Then, at my word, the front rank will kneel. Any sign of unrest and well volley into the lot of em, but that will only happen on my or the commanding officers order, is that clear? Morgan looked hard and deliberately into Carmichaels eyes.

Yes, sir, Bazalgette and Massey replied formally, whilst Carmichael just nodded.

Morgan produced his watch from the breast of his shell jacket. Well march at five-and-twenty past, at attention. No smoking, if you please. Any questions? Noneright, carry on.

Only Carmichael failed to acknowledge Morgans new authority with a salute. He turned stiffly away from the group, striding off to his own command as quickly as he could, his whole beautifully tailored frame stiff with indignation, little puffs of dust spurting up from his boots where his angry heels met the ground.

Belts were settled, haversacks pulled down on the mens sweat-damp thighs and water bottles hung carefully in a vain attempt to cool the small of the back before rifles were sloped over the right shoulder and the whole wing, at Morgans word, turned to the right and swung off down the gently sloping packed-earth road towards their unwelcome task.

Goin to blow some poor bastards to kingdom come, aint they, Clem? Private Peter Sharrock, twenty-one and at five-foot nine an average height in the Grenadier Company, was the product of a Peterborough slum. Bored with milling powder for the Crimea, hed enlisted, but too late for any fighting.

Next to him marched Private Clem James, an old man at twenty-five, no stranger to hard knocks. No, Peter, thats the ole bleedin point. There was an almost theatrical impatience in Jamess voice. Therell be no kingdom come for this lot if we blow em to bits. Buggers up their caste system, avin to ave all the little bits picked up by the sweepers  an theyre the lowest of the low  an means that theyll never go to their eathen eaven. Punishes em twice, it does, first by killin them, then by condemnin em to eternal damnation or some such

Sharrock, James: shut yer grids! McGuckens bellow silenced both men instantly. Report to me for water detail once we stand down. Each night parties would be formed to find and collect water, a back-breaking task.

The column tramped on with the sun beating on their backs. Morgan had been aware of a steady trickle of people loping down the road beside them, mainly men young and old, but a handful of women as well. As they came round a slight bend that was screened by low trees, he heard the same, discordant hum that had greeted them when their boats first touched Bombays quay. This time, though, it was lower, more of a subdued growl than the pulsating shriek that hed heard before.

About a quarter of a mile away, where the ground flattened out into a great featureless parched meadow, a multicoloured slab of humanity eddied and wobbled, hemmed in by a deep drainage ditch on one side and the road on the other. Opposite the crowd stood three long blocks of scarlet and white  the sepoy regiments waiting in the heat for whatever fate their British masters would hand down.

Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Colour-Sarnt, how many people dyou reckon are in that crowd? Morgan knew that the sepoys would outnumber them, but he had not expected a crowd of this size.

Ye sound like a bloody papist sometimes, you do, sir. McGucken always mocked his officer when he used one of the Catholic mens expressions. Dunno, but lets have a look. Now he sectioned the crowd off into eight imaginary blocks, just as he had been taught to do as a recruit and, as they drew nearer, tried to count the bare heads and turbans in one of them. Bout three-thousand, Id say, what dyous think, sir?

Yes, thats about right. Morgan tried not to let his concern show, but three sepoy battalions was quite enough for less than four hundred men of the 95th to deal with, let alone thousands of angry natives. What should he do? The colonel had told him that confidence was everything, but they would be swallowed up in an instant if the crowd turned. Should he halt and wait for orders? He found his pace getting involuntarily shorter and his bottom tightening with fear and indecision  but he was spared. Above the rhythmic thump of his mens boots came the clatter of hoofs and wheels.

Not before time, sir McGucken caught sight of the troop of horse gunners before Morgan could see them above their own, scarlet phalanx, just like when the guns came up at Balaklava, sir, dye ken?

Morgan did, indeed, ken. He remembered how nine-pounders like these had hammered at the Russian cavalry in that grape-laden valley three years before. Now the covered brass helmets and ruddy faces of the Bombay Horse Artillery bobbed above their cantering animals, the 95th biting off a ragged cheer as the horses, limbers and guns enveloped them in dust as they swept by.

Troop, halt! Three horses led the way: Bolton, the captain commanding, his troop staff-sergeant, and the trumpeter, who now repeated his officers order with a series of brazen notes. As the guns pulled up behind him, Bolton trotted forward to the still marching Morgan and McGucken.

Whos in charge here? Bolton was thirty-five, short, chubby and clean shaven. Unlike his men, he wore a light, cork solar-topee to protect his head from the sun, but it appeared to have done little for his temper. Before either could answer Bolton repeated, I said, whos in charge here?

Major Morgan of HM Ninety-Fifth, sir, McGucken snapped a salute whilst invoking Morgans brevet, before muttering, Why are these damned nabobs always in such a pother, Sir?

Dunno, Colour-Sarnt; dont suppose theyve seen much action before. Morgans answer belied the relief he felt at the sight of the guns.

As Bolton dismounted, both officer and colour-sergeant searched his chest for medals  but there was none.

Good daysir. There was a slight question in Boltons voice for on Morgans collar there were only the star and crown of a captain. Colonel Brewill has asked me to execute some rogue sepoys of his whilst you kindly protect my troop. Is that what you understand?

As the column of 95th continued to swing by, the trio stood in the shade of a leafy tree inhabited by a knot of silent monkeys, which looked quizzically down at them. Seeing that a conference was taking place, Captain Carmichael detached himself from the head of his company and strolled over towards them.

Something wrong, sir? asked McGucken breezily, turning and placing himself carefully between Carmichael and the other two officers.

No, Colour-Sarnt, but I assumed that Captain Morgan would need to speak to me. Carmichael was thoroughly out of sorts and McGuckens reply only added to his agitation.

Aye, sir, Im sure he will in his own good time. Please listen for the bugle, sir.

Seething, Carmichael turned away quickly whilst Bolton and Morgan completed their plans.

So, swing one gun between each of my companies, please, then Ill halt the whole column in front of the crowd and opposite the sepoys yonder Morgan looked towards the nearer flank of the 10th BNI, now only a few hundred paces away, and load with charges only. Have a canister round very obviously to hand by each of your six barrels, please, then make ready any guns that are spare when we know how many executions are to take place. Meanwhile, my men will load and take aim; if theres trouble, prime as fast as you can, but fire only on my orders. Ill leave all the execution side to you; I imagine that youve done it before?

Well, noactually this is the first time Ive done anything like this. All Boltons initial bluster had gone. Hed taken a good look at the two infantrymens decorations and now he seemed glad to have someone else in charge.

Aye, sir, well dinna fret, theres a first time for all of us, but the Old Nailsll look after ye. McGucken used the nickname given to the 95th in the Crimea and it was hard to imagine that there had ever been a first time for a man like this. His lean frame and combed whiskers burst with confidence, yet his words were sensitive and immediately reassuring.

With a cautious smile and a salute, Bolton turned back to give orders to his own men.

How does that work exactly, sir? McGucken asked Morgan. Them gunners aint Queens troops, yet theyre mainly Europeans: hows that?

Well, John Company started to recruit some all-white regiments of its own after trouble with the sepoys years ago, Morgan explained. All the artillery out in India is manned by European crews  and just at the moment Im damn glad it is. Im told theyre pretty sharp lads  not that its going to take any great skill to blow the lights out of some poor wretch strapped to the end of your barrel.

The sepoys stood taut and erect as the 95th marched along the road in front of them. As the British troops approached, the crowds murmur had turned to heckles and catcalls, even a few sods had been thrown and some rotten fruit, but as the pacing red column had neither checked nor hesitated, so the crowd drew back. Now the mob fidgeted and swayed as the two bodies of troops scanned each other. As the sepoys stiffened and stood more rigidly, more fixedly than any line-drawing from the drill manual, so the arms and legs of the 95th swung more regularly, more perfectly than they had ever done on an English barrack yard.

Right Wing, Ninety-Fifth Regiment, halt! The non-commissioned officers were waiting for Morgans word of command; once it came it was passed down the sweating ranks, bringing the scarlet and white-belted lines to a dusty stop.

The wing will advance Morgan paused whilst the ranks tensed, left face. The British troops pivoted, backs now to the crowd, and stared at the native regiments, no more than thirty yards away from them across the road.

Under Boltons words of command the guns wheeled into position between the slabs of infantry, the sparkling brass barrels being unhooked and thrown about to stare at the sepoys, bombardiers yells sending gunners scurrying to the ammunition limbers, ramrods whirling and thrusting as the charges were pushed home, the black, menacing muzzles silently challenging the native troops. The whole, slick process ended when by each gun a lance-bombardier stood hefting a linen bag of canister shot.

Wait a moment, sir, let the fuckers see whats in store for em, McGucken growled quietly. Dyou want to untie ten now, sir?

Yes, do that, please, Colour-Sarnt. Morgan knew that the sepoys were studying their every move, and as the men fiddled to take the string and greased paper from one little parcel of ten paper cartridges that sat in their pouches, he looked across at his targets.

The sepoys swayed slightly in the heat, the odd tongue quickly licking dry lips, fingers flexing nervously on the stocks of the rifles that they all held by their sides, expressions fixed but difficult to read under the sweeping, exaggerated moustaches that all the jawans wore. Morgan saw the native officers, swords drawn, standing just behind the trembling ranks. They were all older men, most grey-haired, some wearing campaign medals. The subadar-majors waited at the centre of each battalions line, where the colour-parties would normally have been with long strings of joys, the religious beads that looked, to the British at least, so odd around the neck of a uniform coatee. To their rear were a handful of white faces, the European officers.

Right yare, sir, let em see we mean business. Quietly, McGucken guided Morgan.

Right Wing, Ninety-Fifth Regiment Morgans mind flew back to the first time that he had spoken the order that he was about to give, with ball cartridgeload, it had been at the Alma. Despite the heat, Morgan shivered.

Rifles were canted forward before each man reached to the black, leather pouch on the front of his belt and pulled out a single, paper tube. After a regulation pause, the tops were bitten off the cartridges before the powder was poured down the muzzle of every Enfield, then the steel ramrods were pulled from below the barrel of each weapon before the charge and lead bullet were rammed home. Another pause, then the rifles were lifted obliquely across the mens bodies, left hands catching the stocks at the point of balance before each right hand thumbed back the steel hammers to half cock.

Right down the line the sergeants craned their heads, making sure that all the troops were ready for the fiddly operation of fitting their percussion caps. The sergeants nodded to McGucken, now standing at the centre of the four companies beside Morgan.

He quietly prompted, Right, sir.

Caps! Morgans word of command was repeated and four hundred right hands groped in the little leather pouches that sat just beside the brass buckles on their waist belts for the pea-sized, hollow copper percussion caps to fit over the nipples at each rifles breech. One or two men fluffed it, dropping the caps, the tense silence being broken with the customary sergeants cries of: You wouldnt drop it if it was wet and slippery, would you? Pick the fucker up! And the offenders, embarrassed at their own clumsiness, scrabbled in the dust.

Then again came sergeants nods and McGuckens, Right, sir, before Morgans command, Front rankkneel. Half the men pushed their right feet back and then sank to their knees, the rank behind bringing their rifles level with their waists, pointing over the heads of those in front.

Ready. At Morgans order, each hammer was clicked to full cock, making every weapon ready to fire.

Right Wingtargets front, preeesent! Morgans final word of command from the centre of the line brought all the rifles into the aim. As damp white faces squinted down the Enfields sights at the bellies of the sepoys no more than a handful of paces away, a gasp and an involuntary flinch swept down the Indian ranks. The native troops blinked, hardly believing their eyes. They were only too aware of the devastation that a rifle volley would cause at that range; theyd been shown when the Enfields were issued to them that the bullet would scythe down not just one man, but any who stood packed closely behind him as well.

The crowd at the rear of the 95th had gone still and quiet, and Morgan believed that he could read the thoughts of the men in front of him. Their great brown eyes stared at his own mens muzzles and it was if an unspoken belief in their innocence loomed over them. Morgan hoped he was right, for the time of reckoning was almost upon them.

Left, right, left, rightget ere, cant you? A flat, Sheffield twang was clear on the hot air.

Eres Sarnt Ormond and the commanding officer, sir, said McGucken. Bout time, too.

The detachment of the Grenadier Company had formed a hollow, marching square around the prisoners  Morgan couldnt yet see how many  as they tramped down the slope towards the rest of the troops. Sergeant Ormonds face was as expressionless now as it had been when he slashed Russians down at Sebastapol, thought Morgan, all stumpy, five-foot six of him, as dependable at issuing the bread ration as he would certainly prove to be at eviscerating Hindus.

The detachment had their bayonets fixed and just beyond the bobbing points came a gaggle of horsemen, the commanding officers of the native battalions, a cloud of adjutants, and Colonel Hume, whod been lent a cob of dubious age and wind that hardly did him justice. It was difficult to see exactly what was going on in the centre of the square, but Morgan could hear shouts in what he guessed was Hindi and, quite distinctly, in best Wirksworth, Coom on, yer barnshoot, keep up with the sergeant. Predictably, Corporal Pegg had landed the job of escorting the prisoners. As they came closer, Morgan could see Peggs stubby arm thrusting first one and then the other of the two leading prisoners hard in the small of the back. Each time the yellow cuff shot forward, so the sepoys staggered and shouted; each time they shouted, so the piston-like wrist administered another shove.

Stow all that bollocks, you two; you can try to persuade Joe Gunner not to jerk is lanyard, if you like, but youre wastin yer breath. Pegg was as sympathetic as Morgan had come to expect. Stop draggin them chains in the dust, wont you?

Morgan and McGucken marched forward to meet Hume and the party. They could see that the two prisoners who stumbled side by side were shackled ankle and wrist, they were barefoot and had exchanged their uniform trousers for shabby dhotis. Their swallow-tailed coatees hung open where the buttons had been cut away  on sentencing by the court martial, Morgan supposed. Despite Peggs attentions, both continued to yell, whilst the third man, who was bound only by rope at the wrists, was utterly silent.

There were a few hisses and hoots from within the crowd and Morgan thought he could make out the words Mungal Pandy being chanted by a handful, but for the most part the advancing party was surrounded by an awed silence.

Sir, the right wing and Captain Boltons troop deployed as you ordered. Morgan braced to attention and saluted with a graceful sweep of his drawn sword as Hume clattered up on his borrowed mount.

Stop, you damn screw, cant you? Hume hauled on the reins of the scruffy cob, whilst the other mounted officers came to a more elegant halt. Mouth like bloody iron, he muttered as the horse jerked its head round bad-temperedly. Good, thank you, Morgan. I see youve got the men ready to fire. Any sign of trouble?

No, sir, the poor lambs look quite wretched, but the crowd might give us a problem. Morgan looked round at the rabble, who were beginning to get a little bolder, advancing step by step closer to the backs of the 95th and Boltons men.

Hume quickly walked his horse to the centre of the 95ths line, McGucken and Morgan scrambling to keep up. With hardly a pause, Hume pulled a sheet of paper from the breast of his jacket, cleared his throat and, in a high, clear voice, started to read, Verdicts and sentences of a court martial convened at Fort George, Bombay on the second of June Eighteen Fifty-Seven under the presidency of Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Hume, Companion of the Bath, Her Majestys Ninety-Fifth Regiment. Hume paused; every man, even those who didnt understand a single syllable of what he was saying, were straining to hear him. The three prisoners are charged with: having at a meeting made use of highly mutinous and seditious language, evincing a traitorous disposition towards the Government, tending to promote a rebellion against the State and to subvert the authority of the British Government. Private Shahgunge Singh, Bombay Sappers and Miners: guilty. Sentence: transportation for life.

Morgan looked at the third prisoner, who was only lightly bound; he hung his head and trembled slightly, but he made no other outward sign of relief.

Drill-Havildar Din Syed Hussain, Bombay Marine Battalion: guilty. Private Mungal Guddrea, Tenth Bombay Native Infantry: guilty. Hume looked at the native troops who faced him. Sentence: death by gunfire, to be carried out forthwith.

The 95th, who could hear the details of what their commanding officer had said, shifted a little as they continued to point their weapons at the sepoys; there was a murmur of quiet satisfaction as they cuddled the butts of their rifles even closer.

No sooner had Hume pronounced sentence than Commandant Brewill spurred his horse slightly forward of the 95th and in slow, distinct Hindi repeated what Hume had said. A sigh swept up and down the waiting ranks of the sepoys, and a ripple of movement, almost as if the understanding of the news had slapped the Indian troops across the face. The drill-havildar tried to yell a desultory slogan or two, whilst his companion stood silent, his face lifted up towards the sun, his adams apple bobbing in his throat. The crowd had been listening intently too, one or two voices protested but most stood in awed silence.

Ill have Boltons outer guns loaded, with your leave, sir? Morgan knew that two of the four guns would have to be used to execute the prisoners, but the pair pointing at either end of the sepoys ranks could do great damage, sweeping the lines of troops with an iron storm of canister, if things got out of hand.

Aye, do that, please, Morgan. Cant em in a bit so that they catch the rascals in enfilade, if needs be Humes words sent Morgan off to speak to Bolton. Then, in a parade bellow the colonel added, Sarnt Ormond, carry on, please.

Sir! Ormond, as calmly as if he were checking the mens oil bottles, gave a few, quiet instructions that saw a pair of brawny, red-coated lads grab each prisoner by the elbows and hustle them towards the waiting guns.

Numbers One and Four guns, with case shotload, Bolton, on Morgans instructions, gave the word of command to his outer guns, and the lance-bombardiers, who had been toying with the linen bags for the best part of an hour, slid the deadly projectiles into the barrels of the guns, followed by a well-practised push with a rammer from each waiting gun-numbers. Again, Morgan saw how the Indian line flinched as the yawning black muzzles were turned ready to rake them.

Dont bloody struggle, Havildar; it wont make a blind bit of difference. Lance-Corporal Pegg showed scant sympathy for his sweating prisoner. The non-commissioned officer seemed to have shrunk in his clothes  now his manacled wrists and ankles were as thin and bony as a famished childs  as Pegg and Private Beeston dragged and pushed the prisoner towards the gun.

Any cockiness had quite gone from the native NCO. Morgan had thought how confident hed looked as the party had approached down the hill, the havildar keeping up a stream of defiant yells, hoping, he supposed, that his friends would come to his rescue. But now the moment of reckoning was here and there was no sign of any action from the sepoys. Even the crowd had fallen quiet.

Excuse me, sir. McGucken stood to attention beside his commanding officers stirrup leather. Its no right to let this mutinous filth die in British red, is it, sir?

Hume looked down from his saddle at the colour-sergeant, taken aback by the intensity of his words. McGucken, like most of the other long-serving NCOs who had seen more blood and killing than they cared to remember, was usually taciturn, passionless in circumstances that would have more callow men at fever pitch.

Aye, Colour-Sarnt, you have a point. I dont see why this scum should dishonour our uniforms. Hume paused for a second before adding, Get those coatees off their backs if youd be so kind, Sarnt Ormond.

Sepoy Guddrea already had both feet and one hand tied to the struts of the wheels of Number Two gun by stout, leather thongs. Lance-Corporal Abbott and Private Scriven were pulling his right arm back for the waiting gunner to complete the last set of bonds when they heard the order. So the coatee was dragged off Guddrea, the lining of one sleeve showing a greyish white as it was turned inside out. Rather than loosen the tethers on the prisoners other wrist, though, Scriven produced a clasp knife fron his haversack and the sleeve was briskly cut away.

Right, Havildar, sneered Pegg, you wont be needing this where youre a-going, and he pulled the coatee roughly off the second, condemned man.

At the Indians feet two gunners kneeled, tying his ankles hard back against the guns wheels. As Pegg and Private Grimes held his arms for the gunners to complete the job, Morgan noticed his toes digging into the dust and the guns brass muzzle pushing the flesh at the base of the prisoners spine into a bulging, coffee-coloured collar.

Prime! At Boltons word of command, the bombardiers at both guns slid copper initiators the size of a pencil into the touchholes, before attaching lanyards to the twists of wire that emerged from their tops. Once the strings were jerked, the rough wire would rasp against the detonating compound in the tubes, producing a spark that would fire the charge.

The pair of sepoys were stretched like bows over the ends of the barrels, their limbs strained tight against the wheels of the guns by the leather straps, their chests  with the skin pulled tightly over their ribs  directly facing their comrades. They would have seen guns being loaded many times and now they must know exactly what was about to happen, thought Morgan, as he watched the havildar arch his head slowly back, eyes closed, the knot of hair on the top of his skull hanging loose, his mouth open below the drooping moustache, waiting for the last word that he would hear.

Both lanyards were drawn tight, the bombardiers looking towards Bolton, whose horse skittered and pawed the dust. The crowd remained quiet; even the crows in the trees seemed to be keeping a respectful silence, thought Morgan.

Ready, sir, Bolton reported.

Fire by single guns, if you please, Captain Bolton, said Hume, with exaggerated courtesy.

Sir. Bolton looked towards the crew to his left, making sure that they were quite ready before shouting, Number Two gunfire!

The concussion thumped Morgans ears. The crows and scavengers rose from the trees in a black bruise, tattered wings beating in alarm, cawing and squawking, whilst the crowd gasped and the horses gibbed and pecked. Morgan expected the gun to recoil until he realised that, with only a blank charge, there was nothing to hurl it back on its wheels. Then, as the smoke hung around the muzzle in the still air, he saw the crew clawing at their faces.

Naked arms and legs were still attached to the nine-pounders wheels by their leather straps, raw chopped meat at the end of each buckled limb. But when the piece had fired, the vacuum created by the explosion had sucked a fine stew of blood and tissue back over the gunners. Their white, leather breeches were now pink with matter, their helmet covers a bloody smear, whilst their faces were flecked with the same gore. Each man wiped frantically at his eyes and cheeks in disgust.

But there was worse to come. As Morgan and all the others gawped, so a tousled football fell from the heavens and bounced towards the 10th Bengal Native Infantry, their ranks swerving and breaking to avoid Sepoy Guddereas bounding, blistered head. Ripped from its shoulders, the mans skull had shot straight up into the sky before falling like a bloody stone to deliver the starkest, possible message to his living comrades.

Number Three gunfire! Then Boltons command turned Drill-Havildar Din Hussain into carrion. Each face on the maidan turned upwards like a crowd at a firework party as, rising from the smoke, the black disc turned over and over, its mane of hair flailing around its scorched flesh, unseeing eyes staring wide in death. It rose to its zenith, every eye watching its plunge to earth then, with a thump and a couple of dusty bounces, Din Hussains head rolled towards his last tormentor.

Now thatll teach you not to be a naughty little mutineer, wont it? grinned Pegg at the lump of bone and blackened skin.

Morgan gagged as the hideous ball came to a halt in the dust.
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