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PROLOGUE
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THE INDIAN LEADER spoke aloud, but Alex Sheridan had heard such words before, always whispered, passed in secret from man to man—not intended for English ears.

“I tell you truly, Sheridan Sahib, the days of the Company are numbered. Is it not written that John Company will endure for only one hundred years after Plassey, due to fall next month? It is the will of Allah, that all the feringhi shall be ground into dust. None shall escape from the vengeful swords of the True Believers—men, women, even little children, all will die! In’sha Illah. …” Carried away by his own eloquence, the Moulvi talked on, his voice raised, careless of who might hear him.

“The times change,” he went on. “Now it is our turn. We shall throw off the shackles of servitude and all Hind will follow our example, religious differences forgotten. When the hour comes, we shall kill for the Faith—we shall restore our king. You British are too few to stand in our way. No man can know the exact hour of his death. But I will tell you this, Sheridan Sahib—you will be dead within a few hours of the dawn of that day!”

For a Glossary of Indian Terms see page 227, and for Historical Notes on the Mutiny,see page 230.
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CHAPTER ONE
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“SAHIB!” A hand grasped his shoulder, shaking it gently, and Alex Sheridan sat up, taut nerves jerking him to instant wakefulness. Then, remembering where he was, he let himself relax. “Is it time, Partap Singh?”

“It wants an hour to dawn, Sahib,” his Sikh orderly told him in a sibilant whisper. “There is tea, as you commanded, awaiting you and shaving water also in the ghusl-khana.”

He withdrew as silently as he had entered the bedroom and Alex rose, careful not to disturb his wife, still sleeping peacefully in the bed beside his own. Anxious to let her sleep for as long as possible and thus postpone—for her, at least—the agony of parting, he picked up the oil lamp his orderly had brought for him to dress by and carried it into the adjoining bathroom. He gulped down two cups of milkless tea as he shaved, finding the task as irksome and difficult with his left hand as he always did, yet persisting with it—again as he always did—obstinately determined to overcome the disability which had resulted from the loss of his right arm at the elbow.

He had lost the arm two and a half years ago, in the Crimea, when a Cossack sabre had all but severed it in the shambles which had followed the Light Cavalry Brigade’s charge at Balaclava. He bared his teeth in a mirthless smile, mocking his image in the mirror propped up in front of him.

Who was he to complain of the loss of an arm, when over two hundred and forty of the six hundred men who had charged the Russian guns with him had failed to return from what had since been called “The Valley of Death,” he asked himself grimly. For God’s sake, he was one of the fortunate few! In any case, he had learned to do most things with his left hand now and with reasonable efficiency—he could ride a horse, write a fair letter, fire a pistol, dress himself. Shaving was the only task that caused him the slightest trouble and Emmy, bless her, aware of his difficulty, often performed it for him. No doubt she would reproach him, when she wakened, for not having called her so that she might do so today but … Alex swore softly, feeling the blade nick his cheek.

There was a muffled sound from the room he had left and he heard Emmy call his name. Her voice held an underlying note of fear as if, glimpsing his empty bed, she sought to reassure herself that he was still there. Before he could call out to stop her, she came running to him in her bare feet, without waiting to don a dressing gown over her thin muslin nightdress.

“Oh, Alex! I thought, I was afraid—”

“That I would attempt to slip away without bidding you farewell?” he accused, setting down the bloodied razor.

She clung to him, hiding her face against his chest.

“Well, yes. To spare me the pain of watching you go.”

He caught her to him hungrily, conscious of the swelling contours of her slim body as it pressed against his own. The child they both wanted so much was not due for another two months and he wondered how long it would be before he saw his firstborn. Certainly he would not be with her when her time came; if that which he feared happened and the Bengal army rose up in open mutiny, it might well be six months or a year before he could hope to make the journey to Calcutta to join her. But it was best that she should go there; she would be safe in Calcutta with her sister and brother-in-law.

As if guessing his thoughts, Emmy raised her small, elfin face to his and asked, her tone flat and devoid of hope, “I suppose it is no use begging you to change your mind at this late hour?”

Alex shook his head. “Darling, I dare not—for your sake and the child’s. You must go. Harry’s appointment to the Bodyguard will come through in a few days and he’ll have to go … I want you to travel with him, with Anne to look after you. It’s a devilishly trying journey at the best of times, as you very well know, but at least with them, you’ll travel in more comfort than I’d be able to provide.The steamer will take you to Benares and it will only be by dak from there to the railhead. You—”

“I know, I know,” she interrupted, with weary impatience. “We’ve been through it all so many times. I know it is the sensible thing to do—but when was I ever sensible, Alex?”

“Very seldom,” he agreed, laughing. “You have never grown up, my love, and I doubt if you ever will! Not that I would have you any different.” He smiled down at her tenderly and then spun her around, sending her from him with a playful but admonitory tap on her rounded, thinly clad rump. “Back to bed with you now and let me finish shaving. It’s bad for that child of yours to stand here without a wrap or slippers. There’s tea still left in the pot—I’ll carry the tray in for you.”

Emmy did not respond to his attempt at jocularity, but she obediently went back to bed, carrying the tea-tray herself. When, booted and spurred but still in his shirtsleeves, Alex rejoined her, he saw with concern that the tea stood untouched and that she was weeping silently, her head buried in her two outstretched hands and her shoulders shaking.

“Oh, come now, darling, this isn’t like you.” He went to her, smoothing the ruffled dark hair which cascaded over her face. “You mustn’t take it so hard. We’ve been parted before and I’ve always come back to you. I shan’t stay away an instant longer than I must, believe me, dearest, because this time it will not only be you I’ll be coming back to, it will be the child—our child—as well, Emmy. Don’t you realize that I—”

She cut him short. “I think I almost hate the child,” she told him fiercely. “It is on the child’s account that I must leave you. If there had been no child you—”

“Darling, I should still have jumped at the chance of your going to Calcutta with Anne and Harry,” Alex answered gravely. “This is a serious situation and, when it comes to a head—as I fear it must—it will be dangerous. I shudder to think how dangerous for those who cannot defend themselves.”

“But you would have let me stay if you had still been in Adjodhabad,” Emmy persisted, her tear-bright eyes reproaching him.

Perhaps he would, Alex thought, because in Adjodhabad he would have been in a position to take effective action to avert the danger. As district commissioner, he would have had the power to compel even men as blind and pig-headed as old Colonel Chalmers to disarm his recalcitrant sowars before the plots they were hatching had had time to come to fruition. But it had, of course, been on this account that he had been relieved of his post; “Bay” Chalmers had influence in high places and he had used it, in order to save his beloved regiment from what he conceived to be the ultimate dishonor. Even when offered proof that his men were intriguing with the fakirs who visited them secretly, Colonel Chalmers had refused to listen … and there were others like him. There were far too many others, in the Army of Bengal, for any attempt to be made to avert disaster until it was too late. He smothered a sigh as Emmy went on, “Other women aren’t being sent away. The wives here in Cawnpore are remaining with their husbands—even those who are pregnant and it’s the same in Lucknow and most of the other stations, I’ve been told. Very few have gone or are thinking of going and, naturally, they are keeping their children with them. They’re not afraid or—”

“More’s the pity,” Alex said, with genuine regret. “Because if the sepoys rise, they may impede their husbands more than they will help them. No fighting man can give of his best when there are women and children to be considered—that has been proved, time and again.”

“Perhaps so, but”—Emmy remained unconvinced—“you cannot be sure that the sepoys will rise.”

“Every scrap of evidence points to it, Emmy.”

“I know that some of the regiments are disaffected,” she conceded. “But only a few and surely they can be disbanded and sent back to their villages, like the 19th were? And if, as they say he has, Lord Canning has ordered those wretched greased cartridges to be withdrawn, what reason can the sepoys have to mutiny?”

“Reasons for revolt are still not lacking,” Alex told her. “In any case, the cartridges were more a means to an end than a reason—an excuse to stir up trouble, their importance deliberately exaggerated by …” he broke off, reluctant to tell her too much, and reached for his jacket. “Time’s marching on, my love.”

“But, Alex …” Emmy caught at his arm. “Every officer I’ve spoken to here has assured me that his men are loyal, and General Wheeler says that it is wrong to show mistrust or to—”

“I heard what General Wheeler said,” Alex put in, an edge to his voice. “The general has a Hindu wife and a misguided trust in the friendship of the Nana Sahib. I spent most of the evening listening to his views and I can only tell you that I wish to heaven I could share his confidence. Alas, I cannot. The Nana has no love for us—he’s bitterly resentful because the Company refused him a pension when his adoptive father died.”

“Why did they refuse him?”

“Probably to save money, darling.” Alex spoke dryly. “The official reason is because Baji Rao had no legitimate son to succeed him. The Nana—his real name is Dundoo Punth—was adopted, and the Company lawyers decreed that he had no right to the pension which Baji Rao enjoyed or to the title of Peishwa.”

“But he is a maharajah, is he not?” Emmy questioned uncertainly. “They speak of him as such.”

Alex shrugged. Thinking to distract her from the grief of parting, he went into details. “Oh, he calls himself the Maharajah of Bithur but he has no legitimate claim to that title either, although he did inherit his adoptive father’s personal fortune—which was considerable—and the palace of Bithur. Rumor has it that he’s now heavily in debt and in the hands of the money-lenders. Small wonder, considering the state in which he lives, with his own army and some fifteen thousand retainers to support! And he entertains the garrison right royally, I’m told, giving dinners and hunting parties and picnics, as well as presents of silks and jewels to the officers’ ladies. The general is a frequent guest at the palace and, as I said, trusts him implicitly.”

“But surely he’s trying to be friendly,” Emmy defended. “Yet you condemn him for it. Would you rather he exhibited hostility towards the garrison?”

“Yes, in his case, I think I would. The Nana is a Mahratta, you see, and—”

“What difference does that make?”

Alex completed the buttoning of his stable-jacket and came to sit on the edge of the bed. “All the Mahrattas, as Sir Henry Lawrence once said, are adept at deceit, my love. It’s part of their character and they are most to be feared when—like the Greeks—they come bearing gifts and professing friendship. Yet General Wheeler told me, quite seriously, last night that if his native regiments do give trouble, he intends to appeal to the Nana Sahib for aid. He intends to guard the Magazine and the Treasury with men of the Nana’s bodyguard and, if he deems it necessary, to confide the British women and children to his care at Bithur! If that is not an act of madness, then I do not know what is—as well let a pack of wolves into a sheepfold as place such an opportunity in the Nana’s reach!”

“Not everyone thinks as you do, Alex,” his wife said, a catch in her voice. “You know what they called you in Adjodhabad, do you not?”

“I could hardly help knowing, when I was called a fearmonger to my face!” Alex answered harshly. “I had hoped, though, that they might have spared you their opinion of me.” Seeing the pain in Emmy’s dark eyes, he took her hand in his and asked gently, “Which of them told you?”

She looked down at their two linked hands, avoiding his gaze. “Most of the wives, at some time or other … and Colonel Chalmers lectured me once concerning your—your attitude to the tired and trusted sowars of his regiment. I suppose he hoped that I might try to change your attitude.”

“But you didn’t try, did you?”

“Since you never discussed it with me,” Emmy said, with a hint of bitterness, “I couldn’t, could I?”

“Darling, I wanted to spare you,” Alex began and was startled when she rounded on him, in a rare flash of temper.

“When did I ever ask you to spare me? We are husband and wife, Alex, and I … I love you! My place is by your side, not hundreds of miles away in Calcutta. Please, Alex, if you love me, don’t send me away. I beg you to let me stay.”

“But I cannot take you with me to Meerut,” Alex protested, dismayed. “In your condition, my love, it is out of the question. For God’s sake, it’s two hundred and fifty miles and I shall be traveling light and fast, without tents or baggage camels. You—”

She silenced his protests, a finger pressed against his mouth. “I’m not asking to go with you to Meerut; I know that isn’t possible. But it is by no means certain that you will have to go there, is it?”

Alex stared at her. “Not certain? My darling, I’ve been ordered to rejoin my regiment in Meerut—you know that. I have to go!”

“Your orders could be changed or revoked, could they not?”

“Of course they could, Emmy, if circumstances required it. You don’t need me to tell you that.”

“No,” she acknowledged. “Alex, you intend to call on Sir Henry Lawrence in Lucknow on your way, do you not?”

“I told you I did—at his invitation. I imagine he wishes me to make my report on Adjodhabad to him in person and I shall welcome the opportunity because I—”

“Because,” Emmy interrupted quickly, “you hope that he may offer to reinstate you in Adjodhabad or, failing that, perhaps, that he may give you another district in Oudh.” It was more a statement of fact than a question and Alex reddened guiltily. He had been careful to make no mention of the reason for his visit to Sir Henry, to her or to anyone else, and he wondered how she had guessed the truth.

“What makes you think so?” he evaded.

“Oh, Alex my dearest, I know you! You cannot bear to leave a task unfinished and you feel a responsibility for the people in Adjodhabad in spite of everything that happened, in spite of what they did to you. But why didn’t you tell me? Were you afraid”—her tone was accusing—“that I’d refuse to be packed off to Calcutta if I knew that there was any chance of your staying in Oudh?”

“Yes, I suppose I was,” he confessed reluctantly. “And it is only a faint chance, Emmy. Sir Henry may have no desire to avail himself of my services in Adjodhabad or anywhere else. I was not a conspicuous success in the political service, was I? Sir Henry may consider me fit only for regimental soldiering.”

“He has sent for you, has he not?” Emmy countered. “And it was Mr Jackson who had you relieved, not Sir Henry Lawrence. Oh, please, Alex”—her eyes pleaded with him, suddenly filled with hope, “if you are reinstated, won’t you take me with you?”

Alex shook his head and saw the newly kindled hope in her eyes fade into despair. “I’m sorry, darling, I dare not take the risk. If there were no alternative, I should have to but Harry has offered an alternative and—”

“And there is the child,” she finished for him, her lower lip trembling. “Well, if you will not take me with you, could I not stay here, where at least I should be nearer you?”

“Stay in Cawnpore—under the Nana Sahib’s protection?” Alex recoiled in horror. “No! In God’s name, no, Emmy—that is quite out of the question.”

“Then in Lucknow—Doctor and Mrs Fayrer would offer me hospitality, I am sure, if you asked them, or the Polehamptons. And there are British troops in Lucknow, a whole regiment of them. Alex, I beg you!”

He almost weakened—it went against the grain to refuse her anything—but finally he repeated his headshake, unable to trust himself to speak. If the nightmare fears which had haunted him for so long became reality, there would be few places in Oudh where any white woman would be safe, for Oudh, he knew, would be the center of the revolt—if, indeed, it were not the cause of the outbreak. The sepoys of Oudh, scattered throughout the length and breadth of Northern India and laboring under a bitter sense of injustice since the annexation of their ancient kingdom, were the ones from whom the spirit of sedition had sprung. It was they who plotted betrayal, they who whispered of treason to their less volatile comrades and it seemed logical, therefore, that when the blow fell, it would fall first in Oudh.

Emmy expelled her breath in a quick, unhappy sigh and Alex braced himself but, to his heartfelt relief, she did not argue. “At least,” she said tonelessly, “send me a message, after you have seen Sir Henry, so that I shall know whether or not you will be returning to Adjodhabad.”

“Of course I will, darling.” He rose, to stand looking down at her uneasily, puzzled by her unexpected capitulation. Emmy, for all her youth, had a mind of her own and more than her fair share of courage and determination; she was a dutiful and devoted wife but she did not always obey him if she considered it in his best interests not to do so. Remembering how she had braved the perils of the filthy, cholera-infested wards of the barracks hospital at Scutari—and the wrath of the formidable Dr Menzies—in order to nurse him when, more dead than alive, he had been brought back from Balaclava, he said sternly, “Emmy, I want you to promise me that, when Harry’s orders come through, you will go with him to Calcutta. There’s to be no delay, whatever may be the result of my interview with Sir Henry. Come, my love—I’ve a long ride ahead of me and it’s time I left.”

Emmy met his gaze stonily. “Don’t you trust me?”

He sighed. “Darling, I dare not … for I know you too, don’t forget. And it is for the best, believe me it is. I shall have no peace of mind until I know that you are safe in Calcutta, so please—give me your word that you’ll go.”

She bowed her head, valiantly fighting against her tears. “If it means so much to you, Alex, then you have my word. I’ll leave when Harry’s orders come. It will break my heart but if it is what you truly wish—”

“It is, dearest Emmy, although it breaks my heart too.” He bent, drawing her to him, his mouth seeking hers, and felt her arms go round his neck. “I want this parting as little as you do,” he told her huskily, freeing himself at last. “But for the sake of the child you carry, for the sake of our son, my love, we have to endure it. God bless you and keep you, Emmy, until we meet again.”

“And you, Alex, and you ...” her voice was choked with sobs. “Promise that you—that you will come back to me, darling, wherever I am and … however long it may be.”

“I promise.” Alex straightened, his throat tight. He tucked the bedclothes about her and, pausing only to take his pistol from the drawer in which he had placed it, made for the curtained doorway. “Au revoir, my love.”

“Good-bye, Alex.” Her voice was a faint whisper of sound, barely audible above the rhythmic creak of the punkah as it swung to and fro above his head. He closed the curtain behind him, willing himself not to look back. Outside, in the shadow of the pillared veranda, his small escort waited—Partap Singh, his orderly, and the two syces, squatting in the dust beside the laden baggage ponies.

His white-bearded bearer, Mohammed Bux, raised the hurricane lantern he was holding to light him on his way and salaamed respectfully. Alex laid his hand briefly on the old servant’s bowed shoulder and said, in Hindustani, “I leave the memsahib in your care. Guard her well, Mohammed Bux.”

“Ji-han, huzoor. Khuda hafiz!”

“As salaam aleikum!” Alex responded and, assisted by one of the syces, swung himself into the saddle of his powerful, seventeen-hand black Arabian mount, Sultan. The first pale light of dawn was tinging the eastern sky as he led the way out of the compound at a brisk trot and headed in the direction of the river along a road of hardbaked earth. Soon the rows of white-painted bungalows occupied by the British officers of the garrison were left behind and he glimpsed the lights of the native city in the distance, its teeming population of some sixty thousand already waking to life. A number, early risers, were like himself making for the river, most of them devout Hindus, preparing to perform their ritual ablutions in the sacred waters of the Ganges before the day’s toil began.

“Sahib—” Partap Singh offered a low-voiced warning. “See who comes!”

Alex followed the direction of his orderly’s pointing finger. There was a doolie approaching, borne at a rapid jog-trot by four bearers, and evidently coming from the native lines on the southeast side of the city. As it descended to the bridge of boats leading to the Lucknow road he saw and recognized its occupant with a swiftly suppressed gasp of dismay. So someone—heaven knew who—had released Ahmad Ullah, the Moulvi of Fyzabad, from prison, he thought and, touching Sultan with his spurs, he cantered over, just as the curtains of the doolie were hurriedly drawn across. The Moulvi was a noted troublemaker and, for several months prior to his arrest, he had traveled from city to city, preaching holy war against the infidel British and sowing sedition in the minds of those citizens and zamindars of Oudh who were followers of the Prophet.

Since Cawnpore was predominantly Hindu, it seemed logical to suppose that Ahmad Ullah’s visit had been to the lines of the 2nd Native Cavalry and Alex glanced about him for some evidence of this, finding it in the presence of half a dozen sowars, in white undress uniform, who were hovering watchfully on the edge of a crowd of Hindu bathers on the ghaut fifty yards below him.

“Salaam, Moulvi Sahib!” he greeted, reining in beside the litter. “I had not expected to see you at liberty again so soon.” His tone was deliberately curt but he used the polite Urdu form of address and the curtain was drawn back.

“Salaam O aleikum!” Ahmad Ullah responded smoothly. “And I had not expected to see you, Sheridan Sahib. Indeed, I had heard …” he coughed, as if to cover a simulated embarrassment, the dark, intelligent eyes gleaming with malice, “I had heard a rumor, no doubt false, that you had ceased to hold the reins of government in Adjodhabad.” He barked a command and the litter bearers halted to enable him to alight. He stood, a tall, commanding figure in his flowing white robes and immaculately wound green turban, fingering the tulwar at his side, his beetling dark brows raised in mute and faintly insolent question.

“You heard truly,” Alex acknowledged, hard put to it to hide the intense dislike he felt for this glib-tongued rabble-rouser, whose activities in his district the previous year had caused him so many sleepless nights and futile, wasted journeys. Ahmad Ullah was not a native of Bengal—he hailed from Arcot, in the Madras Presidency—and, until the annexation, had been one of a legion of hangers-on at the court of Wajid Ali, the corrupt old King of Oudh.

A penniless teacher of religion, dependent on the king’s erratic bounty, he had wielded little influence until the widespread resentment of landowners, soldiers and peasants alike, which had followed the annexation, had given him the opportunity to indulge his fanatical hatred of British rule and of the men who sought to enforce it in Oudh. Ironically, it had been Mr Coverley Jackson—Sir Henry Lawrence’s predecessor as chief commissioner—who had brought him to prominence. Jackson, while he had spared no effort to humiliate the deposed king and his senior officials, had given patronage and promotion to many of inferior rank, on the grounds that all who had previously held power under the king had abused it. Ahmad Ullah had been among the chosen and, for a time, Jackson had given ear to him, until even he had to realize that his confidence in his protégé was being abused. He …

“Even in prison, news reached me.” The Moulvi’s voice broke into his thoughts and Alex roused himself. “Accurate news in your case, since you confirm it. And, while I have been here in Cawnpore I heard another rumor concerning you, Sheridan Sahib. A rumor that interested me.”

“What interests me,” Alex countered, “is how you contrived to obtain your freedom, Ahmad Ullah.”

“If you have come, thinking to apprehend a fugitive from justice, you are wasting your time, Sahib.” The dark, hawk-like face lit with a triumphant smile. “No charges could be proved against me. They were, of course, absurd charges, quite without foundation. I have been guilty of no crime—unless to preach the Faith, which is my calling, can be held against me … and surely it cannot? So …” he shrugged. “Your much-vaunted British justice for once lived up to its reputation, and the magistrate ordered my immediate release.”

“I see. And where do you go now?”

The Moulvi’s smile widened into mockery. “Like yourself, I go on a journey … but humbly, not on a fine charger such as yours.” So smiling, he laid a slim, long-fingered hand on Sultan’s neck and the big horse, startled, jerked his head back, snorting and attempting to rear. The cavalry sowars moved closer, the movement protective, though prompted by curiosity. They were evidently an unofficial escort, sent to ensure that Ahmad Ullah went on his way unmolested but Alex, calming the restive Sultan, affected not to notice them. It would do no harm to find out what he could, he decided—the Moulvi’s destination, if nothing else—so that he could pass the information on to Sir Henry Lawrence. The man was clever and as cunning as a snake but he was vain and, given a little judicious encouragement, he would probably be unable to resist the temptation to boast of his achievements or even to offer a subtle insult to a British officer in front of an audience that would applaud his temerity.

“And what rumor have you heard concerning me, Moulvi Sahib?” he asked, when the sowars were within earshot.

The Moulvi eyed him speculatively. “It is said that, now you no longer govern in Adjodhabad, you will return to the rissala— to the 3rd Light Cavalry in Meerut.”

“That is also true,” Alex admitted.

“You go to command the regiment, no doubt? With honor and promotion?” The suggestion was provocative; Ahmad Ullah knew his rank and was well aware that the command of a regiment was not given to a mere captain—certainly not to one who had recently left his well-paid civil post under something of a cloud.

Alex let it pass, refusing to be provoked, and answered lightly, “No, not to command, Moulvi Sahib. And as to promotion, why … I have not yet sufficient grey hairs to merit a step in rank!”

“True,” the Moulvi agreed. He glanced at the sowars and, satisfied that they were listening avidly, went on, his tone derisive, “The Company’s regiments are all commanded by old men. Greybeards, who sleep through the heat of the day, dreaming of past glories and long forgotten battles, in ignorance of what is going on around them now. They will have a rude awakening when the Company’s raj comes to an end and the soldiers they command desert them.”

“How so?” Alex exclaimed, in well-simulated disbelief. “These are wild words, Ahmad Ullah. They have no more substance than the air a man belches when his stomach is full!” He added, fixing a stern gaze on the sowars, “The soldiers of John Company will not betray their salt. They have grievances, perhaps, and they have listened to too many words like yours but they will remain true to their oath of service, you will see.”

“I will see?” Angered, the Moulvi turned on him. “It is you who will see! I tell you truly, Sheridan Sahib, the days of the Company are numbered. Is it not written that John Company will endure only for one hundred years after Plassey and is not the hundredth anniversary of Plassey due to fall next month? It is the will of Allah that all the feringhi shall be ground into the dust. None shall escape from the vengeful swords of the true believers—men, women, even little children, all will die! In’sha Illah …” carried away by his own eloquence, he talked on, his voice raised, careless of who might hear him.

The sowars listened open mouthed. They were too well trained, too much in awe both of himself and the Moulvi to applaud openly but their approval was evident and Alex, registering the fact that Ahmad Ullah had now said more than enough to invite arrest, knew that it would be worth his life to attempt to apprehend him. Here on the tree-grown ghaut, out of sight and sound of the British cantonment, he and Partap Singh were virtually alone in a crowd which, being mainly Hindu, would endeavour to close its eyes to whatever he did or whatever was done to him, but which could be provoked into hostility against him all too easily. The two syces, of course, would fly in terror at the first hint of trouble and the sowars, although they might be reluctant to lay hands on him, for fear of the consequences, would undoubtedly do so if their Moulvi appeared to be in danger, counting on the crowd’s silence to protect them, if—days later—his body were found in the river.

He sighed, glancing at Partap Singh to see the same thoughts mirrored on his orderly’s anxious face. Only a few months ago, he reflected wryly, he would unhesitatingly have ordered any soldier in the Company’s uniform to place Ahmad Ullah under arrest for seditious utterances, confident that his order would be obeyed without a murmur from the watching crowd.

“The times change, Sahib,” Ahmad Ullah observed, as if he had spoken his thoughts aloud. “Now it is our turn. We shall throw off the shackles of servitude and all Hind will follow our example, religious differences forgotten. When the hour comes, we shall kill for the Faith—we shall restore our king and you British are too few to stand in our way, for you are not the great warriors that once you were. Too many of you left your bones in the Crimea. That was where you”—he gestured to Alex’s empty sleeve—“lost your right arm, was it not? Your sword arm!”

Alex said nothing and, emboldened by his silence, two or three of the sowars smiled behind their hands and one, a young man with a scarred face, spat in the dust, his mouth curving into an insolent grin as he started to move away. He could not let the incident pass, Alex decided, and he called them to attention, his voice cutting through the thin veneer of their complacency like a whiplash. His was the voice of an authority they were accustomed to respect and they obeyed him instantly.

“Escort the Moulvi Sahib to his doolie,” he bade them. “And see him across the bridge. He journeys to Lucknow, does he not?”

The Moulvi eyed him angrily, looking for a moment as if he intended to hold his ground. Then, evidently thinking better of it, he spun around and strode across to his waiting litter. Turning when he reached it, he raised his clasped hands to his forehead in mock obeisance and called back softly, “Yes, I too journey to Lucknow … perhaps we may meet again while you are there, Sheridan Sahib. But you would be well advised not to continue on to Meerut—hasten rather to Calcutta with your memsahib and from thence take ship to your homeland, if you value your life. Give the Lord Lawrence Sahib this advice also, when you have audience with him. He is a good man and I would not have his blood on my hands when the hour strikes.” With a contemptuous jerk of the head, he motioned the sowars to stand aside and settled himself on the cushioned seat of his doolie.

“Wait!” Alex kneed his horse across the intervening space. “When strikes the hour, Ahmad Ullah? On the anniversary of Plassey, perhaps, as I have heard—or is that also vainglorious boasting, intended only to seduce the Company’s soldiers from their duty?”

The Moulvi, his good humor apparently restored, met his gaze with an enigmatic smile, ignoring the challenge. “No man can know the exact hour of his death,” he returned. “But I will tell you this, Sheridan Sahib—you will be dead within a few hours of the dawn of that day, and any of the sahib-log who are not dead will be in mortal terror, seeking in vain for a hiding place!” He drew the curtain across, as the doolie-bearers took up their poles and, at a word from him, they set off down the slope towards the bridge of boats spanning the river.

Alex nodded to Partap Singh, put Sultan into a canter and, with his orderly and the two baggage animals at his heels, swept past the doolie to cross the bridge some fifty yards ahead of it. The sky overhead was tinged with pink by the time he reached the opposite bank. Lucknow lay just over forty miles to the northeast and he set a brisk pace along the flat, dusty road, anxious to cover as many miles as he could before the sun rose to its full height and compelled him to call a halt until the heat became once more endurable.

He thought of Emmy as he rode, the pain of their parting still fresh in his mind. She, at least, would be safe in Calcutta, he told himself, sustained by this hope—whatever happened in Oudh or elsewhere in Northern India, she and her child would surely be safe. Then, recalling the Moulvi’s threatening words, he shivered, conscious of a hideous presentiment of what was to come.

He had heard such words before, of course, but always they had been whispered, vague warnings and promises, passed in secret from man to man and not intended for his ears. He had read them in letters smuggled into the native lines, when he had sought evidence with which to convince old Colonel Chalmers of the danger of sedition among the sowars of his regiment; and he had discerned the echo of those same words in the mysterious chappaties passed from village to village under cover of darkness, with the cryptic message which had accompanied each batch but … Alex drew in his breath sharply. Never, until today, had he heard the threat of an uprising openly and fearlessly expressed, as the Moulvi of Fyzabad had expressed it, and if he had ever doubted the truth, he could no longer do so.

But how many others would believe it? How many of the grey-beards—who, as the Moulvi had mockingly claimed, commanded the Company’s regiments and garrisons—how many of them would take the threat seriously or act in time and with sufficient vigor to stave off the consequences of their own blindness? A few, no doubt, of the caliber of Sir Henry Lawrence and his brother John, chief commissioner of the Punjab, and the men they had worked with and trained—Edwardes, Chamberlain and Nicholson—and some of the younger regimental officers, whose urgent pleas for decisive action had, like his own, gone unheeded. But they would have to carry the deadweight of the others, the Chalmers and the General Wheelers, who could not bring themselves to question the loyalty of regiments they had first led into battle forty or fifty years ago. … It was there that the awful danger lay. To shake their trust in the sepoys who were, even now, plotting to murder them, would take time and there was so little time left.

Indeed, if the Moulvi of Fyzabad were to be believed, there were only a few short weeks, for had he not hinted that the signal for a general uprising might come before the anniversary of Plassey on the twenty-third of June? Had he not implied that it would all be over when that day dawned?

“Aista, Sahib,” Partap Singh warned, gesturing to where the road ahead was blocked by a long line of straggling bullock carts, most of whose drivers—after the habit of such men—had been lulled to sleep by the swaying of their slow, ponderous vehicles.

Alex drew rein, turning in his saddle to look back across the flat expanse of cultivated land to Cawnpore. The sun rose in a blaze of glory and the scene spread out before him was one of tranquil beauty, at once familiar and reassuring. Most of the city was shrouded in shadow, the labyrinth of narrow streets, the crowded dwelling places and the teeming thousands who inhabited them hidden from view, but here a tall white temple on the skyline took on the colour of the sunrise and there, above a fringe of trees, the dome of a mosque was turned to molten bronze as a ray of sunlight reached slowly out to touch it.

Sounds of returning life reached him, borne on the soft morning breeze. Temple bells set up a musical clangor, the voice of the muezzin, muted by distance, called the faithful to prayer. The clear, shrill notes of a British bugle sounded Assembly, the call taken up and echoed by others in cantonments and native lines. Alex was turning away when suddenly, almost as if the bugle call had been a signal, a great flock of vultures rose on flapping wings from walls and trees and from the burning ghauts beside the river, to hover, like harbingers of doom, above the huddled rooftops of the newly awakened city, their bodies ominous black specks against the blood-red brilliance of the eastern sky.

There were so many of them that he could not suppress an involuntary shudder.

“A-jao!” he bade Partap Singh thickly and, choking in the dust
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