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Chapter 1: Profit and Punishment
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The air in the counting house was always the same: a stale cocktail of ink, dust, and the faint, sweet-metallic scent of specie. Alistair Finch preferred it to the outside. In here, the chaos was numerical, contained in ledgers. Out there, it was alive, breathing, and currently swinging from the neem trees along the avenue.

He watched his predecessor, a man named Ingram, with a kind of detached horror. Ingram’s method was impeccable. He didn’t loot; he accounted. A sack of temple gold, torn from some sanctum sanctorum upriver, was hoisted onto the brass scale. The counterweights slid with a soft click-click-click. Ingram noted the figure in a leather-bound ledger, his handwriting a model of bureaucratic neatness.

“Seven hundred and twenty-two ounces, from the Kali temple at Bishnupur,” Ingram stated, not looking up. His cuff was frayed. “Add it to the manifest for the HMS Cornwallis. See it’s crated by dusk.”

“Yes, sir,” Alistair said. His own voice sounded thin. The ledgers on the walls weren’t just ledgers; they were maps of absences. This column, the missing jewelled eye of a statue. That entry, the weight of a melted-down processional canopy. The Company was leaving, but it was taking its receipts.

A fly buzzed against the sun-hot windowpane. The sound merged with the distant, rhythmic creak of rope.

Ingram dipped his quill. The inkpot was a vulgar ceramic thing, out of place on the polished teak. He scratched the number. As he lifted the nib, a droplet, not ink but a rusty black, fell from the quill’s feather onto the page. It bloomed beside the figure. Ingram didn’t seem to notice. He shook the quill slightly and continued.

Alistair’s eyes were drawn to the window. Through the distorted glass, the world undulated. The neem trees were heavy with a strange, bitter fruit. Nine men, maybe ten, hung from the thick boughs. Their feet, bare and dusty, pointed towards the earth they’d tried to defend. One pair still moved, a faint, twitching jig that had nothing to do with life and everything to do with the new hemp and the old knot.

“Don’t stare, Finch. It’s unseemly.” Ingram blotted the page. The blood smudged. “A necessary spectacle. It speaks louder than any proclamation. Order. The paramount virtue.”

“What was their crime?”

“The crime of existing at the wrong time,” Ingram sighed, as if explaining arithmetic to a child. “They fired upon a supply column. Or they sheltered those who did. The particulars are irrelevant. The message is the thing.”

One of the twitching feet went still. Just another shape in the heat haze.

Ingram closed the ledger with a definitive thump. He stood, brushing a speck of dust from his immaculate white linen. “The subcontinent is a page, Finch. We are the authors. A messy business, authorship. But the story must be written before we depart, or everything we’ve built here descends into... into what it was before. Savagery. You’ll see.”

He left then, his boots echoing on the marble floor. The room felt heavier in his absence. The scent of ink was now undercut by something else, something copper and organic that Alistair realized was coming from the drying spot on the ledger. He walked to the window, the cool pane against his palm.

Up close, the spectacle was worse. The faces were swollen, dark. But it was the feet he kept watching. They looked so ordinary. The calluses of men who walked barefoot. A toe with a missing nail. This wasn’t order. This was butchery with a paper trail.

A clerk, a young Bengali named Jenkins, slipped in to clear the scale. He didn’t look outside.

“Jenkins.”

“Sahib?”

“Do you know them? The men out there.”

Jenkins’s gaze remained fixed on the sack of gold. He hefted it with a grunt. “The washerman’s brother is on the left. The one with the blue thread on his ankle. The others... are from the potters’ quarter, I think.” His voice was a flat monotone. “The message is received, sahib.”

“What message?”

Jenkins finally looked at him, his eyes ancient in a young face. “That the price for firing on a column is now twenty men, not ten. That the ledger always balances.” He shifted the gold in his arms. “Will there be anything else?”

Alistair shook his head. Jenkins left.

Alone, Alistair sat in Ingram’s still-warm chair. He pulled the ledger over. The page was a forest of figures, a history of calculated theft. And there, amidst the pounds, shillings, and pence, was the brownish smear. He touched it. It was dry.

He opened a fresh ledger, his own. The first page was blank, pristine. He took a clean quill, dipped it in fresh, black ink. His hand hovered.

From outside, a low, collective groan went up as the bodies were cut down. The thud they made hitting the baked earth was a sound he felt in his teeth.

He began to write, not numbers, but words. A counting house. A hot morning. Nine men, ten. Feet dancing on air. He stopped. It was inadequate. It captured nothing of the ledger’s cold weight, the fly’s buzz, the smell of the inkpot that wasn’t just ink.

He was to oversee a partition, to draw a line through lives and fields and rivers. A neat, administrative line. But lines drawn in ledgers, he understood now, were just the prelude. The real division was written in blood and rope, and it wouldn’t end when the last ship sailed. It was just beginning. He blotted his own words, a black void forming on the page. The empire wasn’t built on grand ideals or even on gold.

It was built on corpses, and his job was to sort the paperwork.

The thuds from outside had stopped. A cart creaked away. Alistair’s gaze drifted from the bloody smudge on the ledger to the map
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