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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The common British soldier is, by and large, filth; he is the scum of the earth, rather than the salt of it, as so many members of the Great British public seem to mistakenly believe. He is little more than an animal when he begins his term of enlistment. All too many of them have been lured into taking the King’s Shilling by the wiles of unscrupulous recruiting Sergeants, whose merciless (yet utterly necessary) task is to ensure a constant supply of grist for the mill. 

Some of the self-professed “social reformers,” almost all of whom tend to write their words of poison from the comfort of arm-chairs and expensively-lacquered desks within the study of their private London residences, prefer to equate the recruiting of my soldiers with the leading of lambs to the slaughterhouse. And yet, I think the analogy to be a grossly unfair one; for one cannot rightly compare the plight of the lamb, surely one of the most guileless and innocent creatures in all of creation, with that of the British redcoat. He is invariably a thief, a drunkard, and a wastrel, to name just three of his more endearing qualities. Some of the less savory occupants of our ranks are given to the entirely more heinous crimes of battery, rape and murder, and have elected (with the tacit approval of a suitably amenable magistrate) to chance their arm in the King’s service, rather than end their life dancing the hangman’s jig at the end of a sturdy rope. 

Why, then, do I love them so? 

Oh, make no mistake: we do not speak of love in the mortal sense of the word, that morass of base and juvenile emotions with which every young man becomes acquainted before he turns twenty years of age. As a vampire, even though I am one of relatively short standing, I am no longer capable of entertaining such trivialities. No, when I speak of love, I refer to a deep and abiding affection for those who march into the cannon’s mouth and the hail of musket balls when I give them the order. Moreover, they often do so cheerfully, or at least with the feigned good grace of those who know, deep down in their very souls, that it is all too possible that they shall never march out again. 

The men of the rank and file are fundamentally different to us, we of the vampiric aristocracy whom nature has, in its infinite wisdom, seen fit to install above them as both masters and predators. Their human lifetimes are so short and fragile, particularly when compared with ours, and can be snuffed out with no more effort than it takes to extinguish a candle-flame; all that it takes is the stroke of a sword, the strike of a lead ball, or even — dare I say — the teeth of a vampire, if it should suit their purpose to cull the herd.

All too brief, with few glimmers of hope, and punctuated with fleeting instances of both joy and woe: such is the life of a redcoat.

As their commanding General, I am therefore fully cognizant of the fact that I cannot, in good conscience, throw away their lives carelessly. It must be said that not all of His Majesty’s officers take the same view. I have known some (whose names I shall not mention within the pages of this memoir) who chose instead to see the men within the ranks as nothing more than a resource to be expended as they saw fit, able to be replenished on an as-needed basis by the recruiting Sergeants and depots back in England, and therefore of no more account than the stocks of musket balls and leather boots kept by the Quartermaster. 

In other words, both cannonballs and cannon fodder were of equal value. 

No. Simply no. Despite their questionable morality, I have always taken great pains to establish an appropriate bond with those who I must lead into battle. This is not to say that a friendship exists between us, or anything even remotely approximating one — the very idea of such a thing would be laughable. The same is true of the relationship between the mortal officers of the East India Company and their equally mortal men: the proprieties must be maintained, no matter what. But what I will claim, is that a mutual respect exists between us, and sometimes (I flatter myself to think) also a certain degree of affection. 

In some ways, this is a good and valuable thing. The men fight harder and march both further and faster for “Old Nosey” than they would for an imperious martinet, or so I have firmly convinced myself. This was put to the test at Assaye, when I asked the men to assault a well-prepared enemy who enjoyed the advantage of vastly superior numbers. The men obeyed without question, and performed magnificently, snatching victory from the looming jaws of defeat, and doing so with great bravado and total obedience. 

I have never been prouder of them. 

Yet there is also a darker, distinctly negative side to this particular coin. 

I feel the impact of their deaths personally. Each and every loss among their ranks hits me with the force of a silver blade, rammed to its hilt in my belly and twisted with malevolent purpose. There is always the feeling that I could have done something, should have done something, to prevent the loss. Perhaps that particular battalion could have approached the enemy by a more circuitous route, better shielding them from the fire of the enemy; or possibly my artillery batteries could have softened the enemy ranks more effectively if I had allowed them to engage their targets for longer. Such fallacies and fancies preoccupy my mind after every engagement, whether it be large or small, it matters not. 

As their commanding General, I understand with close to perfect clarity the simple, brutal arithmetic of modern warfare: that for victory to be gained (any victory) a price must be paid in blood. 

As Arthur Wellesley, former mortal man and now an undying and essentially eternal vampire, I feel the loss of each and every drop of that blood acutely…

…and it pains me beyond my power to convey.

 

— From the journal of Arthur Wellesley, 1803    

 

  

        

 

 

The plain of Assaye bled. 

As villages went, it was a fairly unremarkable settlement; the village had quietly gone about its business for hundreds of years, birthing and raising generations of men and women, and then burying they years later, only for the cycle of birth, life, and death to begin all over again with their children. From this night forward, however — September the 23rd, 1803 — history would take note of Assaye, marking it in the pages of its books and on the contours of its maps for so long as the clashes of armies were recorded and analyzed with the luxury of hindsight. 

 Major General Arthur Wellesley was not a commander who was known for his timidity. Leading his small British army — one of two in the region — from the front, as was his habit, Wellesley had reconnoitered in advance of his main force the evening before, when he suddenly received the shock of his life. Reining his mount, Diomed, to a halt on the bank of the river Kailna, the vampire General was amazed to see a horde of the enemy drawn up for battle on the far side, in front of a fortified village around which battery after battery of heavy artillery was massed. 

Wellesley was caught between two minds. On the one hand, he had ridden hard in pursuit of the Maratha main force for night after night these past few weeks, driving his force hard after the heat of the day had passed and pushing them until the first rays of sunlight emerged above the horizon. The men were weary, Wellesley knew, but they certainly didn’t lack for fighting spirit; despite their being totally exhausted, the redcoats would fight like lions just as they always did. But as he extended the brass tube of his telescope out to its maximum extension and swept its glass across the face of the enemy horde, Arthur’s trained soldier’s eye began to reveal just how outnumbered his men were — at least ten to one, by his hasty count, if not more.

A lesser officer might have wavered, torn by indecision. Colonel Stevenson, commanding the second half of the combined British army, was at least two or three days’ march away. Even if Wellesley sent a vampire messenger by flight, and did so that very instant, Stevenson could not possibly be here in time to influence the outcome of any battle. Arthur could retreat, of course, though that was hardly his style…but if the Marathas took the time to organize themselves properly and then crossed the river in force, Wellesley’s comparatively tiny formation could easily find itself overwhelmed and chopped up piecemeal. At best, if they managed that most difficult of all military maneuvers, an extrication and withdrawal in the face of the enemy, the redcoats would have to suffer the constant harassment of the Maratha cavalry snapping at their heels by day and night. 

No, it hardly bore thinking about. There had been only one choice, and therefore no choice at all. He must attack. Now. With everything at his disposal. 

In practically no time at all, Wellesley had returned to camp and galvanized his troops into immediate action. Pohlmann, the Hanoverian commander of the Maratha forces, had tried to be too clever by half, positioning heavy concentrations of his troops in front of every known ford across the Kailna. There was absolutely no way, the enemy vampire had convinced himself, that an attacking British force could cross the river without being subjected to a hail of withering, murderous fire from his defending troops. All of which would have been true, except for one small detail: Pohlmann had missed one ford, far out to the east. 

And Wellesley hadn’t.

Swinging his army far out to the right, the British general had begun feeding his infantry and cavalry formations across the unguarded ford under the cover of darkness. By the time that the first Maratha units finally caught on to the fact that their defensive line was halfway to being flanked, it was too late. The redcoats and their native allies were fully across and formed up on their left flank, advancing forward with bayonets fixed and sabers unsheathed. 

Like a door swinging slowly shut on rusted and creaking hinges, the startled Maratha commanders began to pivot their line to face the oncoming British attack. After an all too brief exchange of musketry, the smaller force drove itself hard into the guts of the larger, with hundreds of steel points leading the way. With all things being equal, the Maratha army should have swallowed the arrogant invaders up whole: and yet, all things were not equal, for Pohlmann had not counted upon the element of surprise, the superb discipline and leadership displayed by the vampire officers…or the sheer bloody-mindedness of the line infantrymen that they led, the cavalrymen tasked with protecting their flanks, and the artillerymen who served the galloper guns in support of the main attack.

When all was said and done, the British had prevailed — but at a terrible cost. Although the full extent of the butcher’s bill wasn’t known yet (nor would it be for quite some time) the victors had lost somewhere in the region of half their army, most of it in the bitter and brutal hand-to-hand fighting around the enemy’s heavily-defended center and northern end of the line. The Highlanders of the 74th had been decimated, their ranks blasted to bloody shreds by the Maratha artillery emplaced outside Assaye. 

For their part, the Maratha army had been reduced to something more akin to a panicked horde than an organized fighting force. Their back was utterly broken by the determined British assault, and one by one, the battered units had fled to the north, streaming away from the field of battle in shame and ignominy. By the time that the sun’s first telltale glow began to lighten the eastern sky, the last of the vanquished Maratha troops had gone, leaving the British alone on the field except for the wounded…and the dead.

And the dead were beginning to walk.

 

  

       

       

    

 

His wounds burned, an ice-cold fire that pulsed and throbbed inside Arthur Wellesley’s body with an intensity that defied words.

You’re a damnable fool, Arthur Wellesley, and it may well be the end of you this time. You were so wrapped up with the tigress, lost in a blind rage over what she done to Campbell and poor old Diomed…

 The enemy officer had taken him by surprise, rising up from below the intertwined pair of furiously-struggling combatants, and the vampire General would still have been angry with himself if there had been time for such luxuries. As things stood now, there was not; the chill waters of the River Kailna had quenched his ire when he had hit them with the force of a falling cannonball, his flank pierced by the silver blade of that opportunistic Hanoverian weasel. 

Jamelia’s claws had gouged the flesh of both thighs, raking the flesh and laying it open to the bone. The wounds would ultimately heal, he knew (or at least, they would not end him) but the scars would remain forever, a pointed reminder of his opponent’s supernatural nature. They, too, burned and froze him, just like the puncture wound inflicted by Pohlmann’s silver blade. 

But for a vampire, there were worse burnings than those caused by the slice of a silver-edged weapon or the claws of a were-creature. 

There was the sun. Already, the shimmering darkness that surrounded him was becoming more grey than black, a sure sign that dawn was almost here…and when it finally arrived, every single vampire not entombed in the cool, protective soil of the Deccan would find themselves burned beyond all salvation by those merciless scorching rays.

Wellesley lay drifting along the riverbed, wrapped in a blanket of rock and shale. The Kailna flowed over and around him, and he was so tired — so damnably weary — that just for a moment, he was tempted to let go…to let go of everything, allowing himself to simply fall backward into the comforting arms of the river. Every fiber of his being hurt, even those parts which had not been traumatized by his enemies on the battlefield above. His body burned, and yet the water soothed, and he wanted nothing more than to simply lay back and drift away, both figuratively and literally; let the river take him where it would, for he lacked the drive to fight it any longer. 

Yes, that would be so much easier. Let go of your pain, whispered a voice inside his mind, soft and seductive, yet decidedly alien. Give up all of your worries, your fears and your fancies, and simply be. 

His eyes snapped open, glowing an angry, luminous red. 

That was not his voice, Arthur knew; not the quiet, reasoning voice of inner calmness with which he always consulted, his internal monologue. No, this was an intruder. An invader. This was…he recognized it at last. 

Kali. 

Kali the seductress. Kali the deceiver. Kali, the goddess of the dead, whose grand design, he suspected, was the reason why the bodies of the newly-slain had begun to rise once more to walk the earth and feed upon the flesh and blood of the living. 

The demented cackle that threatened to tear his skull apart from the inside out told him that Kali knew she had been discovered. That silky voice inside his mind which sounded oh so very reasonable could only have been hers, and none other, for who else but a goddess could have gotten past the innate psychic shields possessed by all vampires? 

“Oh, very well done indeed, Major General.” Kali’s words bypassed his hyper-acute hearing and spoke directly into his mind, placing a mocking emphasis on his rank, as though such things were too inconsequential for her to care about. “You can hardly blame me for trying, wouldn’t you agree?” 

“I would agree that trickery and deceit seem to be your usual modus operandi,” Arthur projected back, gathering his strength and attempting to shove the invasive presence from his thoughts. It was like trying to push against a cliff-face.  

“All is fair in love and war, my dear, and who is to say which one this is?” The voice sounded more playful now, bordering on the coy. 

“If you expect me to fall for your wiles—” 

“Wiles? Such arrogance! Far greater men than you have fallen to their knees in the face of my charms, vampire.” Kali’s disembodied tone had changed just like that, shifting to one that was shot through with rage. Wellesley imagined her face, which he had to admit had been the very model of flawless complexion and unparalleled beauty, flushed purple in the wake of her new-found anger. “I have been the wife and consort of gods, and the lover of emperors and kings. Do not think for a moment that I would stoop to sully myself with a mere General, whether he be a Major one or not.”    

“Bless me,” Arthur shot back slyly. “I do appear to have touched a nerve.” 

“Be careful, Irishman. You are playing with fire.” 

“Irishman? That is true enough. I have been called that before, though not by you.” It had been something that the Tipu Sultan had like to call him during many of the dream-visitations that the two had shared since the potentate’s death at Wellesley’s hand. The vampire General had still not determined to his own satisfaction whether the corpulent little man’s spirit had truly returned from beyond the veil of death, or whether his own subconsciousness had created him as a means of processing its worries and concerns during the idleness of the dream-state; perhaps now he would never know, for on the Sultan’s last visit, he had been about to allude to Kali’s grand plans, only for the goddess herself to banish him with a casual wave of her hand. Wellesley had been preoccupied with the pursuit of the Maratha army ever since, but if the truth be told, he rather missed those visits, and had hoped that the goddess was not punishing the Sultan for his loquaciousness. 

He feared that he was becoming something akin to fond of his old adversary, and the vampire hadn’t realized just how much he would miss the were-tiger’s visits until they had been cut off so abruptly. 

“Your army is dying, vampire. Up there, on the plain above.” The anger of the goddess seemed to have abated as quickly as it had arrived, and her voice now carried a distinct undertone of gloating. “One at a time, your fragile little toy soldiers are being picked off and gobbled up.” 

“You lie. It is your army that has been defeated.” Arthur’s glowing red eyes narrowed. “The forces of Scindia and Berar have been utterly broken. They are fleeing the field even as we…speak, for want of a better term. Do not waste your time with such empty deceptions.” 

Kali laughed, long and loud, the sound pealing around inside the vampire’s aching brain like a church bell being rung by a lunatic. “That may be so, my dear Wellesley, but it seems that you have missed the point entirely. For you see, that is not the army of which I speak…”

Then it dawned on him. The bodies of the fallen would be rising. In their thousands, if he was any judge.

And they would be hungry.

“Every one of your oh-so-precious red-coated little darlings that has been slain this night shall return, his attention fixed on just one thing…”

“Feeding,” Arthur thought flatly. 

“On the flesh of his former comrades,” the goddess agreed gaily. “Every man that falls, no matter whether he be Maratha or foreigner, shall soon enough join the ranks of my army. As your force is depleted, so mine shall swell. This can only end in one way: your inevitable defeat. Poor, poor little vampire. You have really but one choice left open to you.”

“And that is?”

“Burn or starve.” And there it was. Even before Kali continued, Wellesley knew that she was right. “Soon enough, there shall be none left alive for you and your kind to feed upon, vampire…and who shall stand watch over your graves then, when the sun overhead renders you impotent and vulnerable? Already it rises above the horizon. As you British like to say, you have no cards left to play. So I repeat: burn or starve. Which shall it be, I wonder?”

Kali’s goading had an entirely different effect on Arthur than she had meant it to. Rather than be driven to despair — something to which he not been given, even during his mortal lifetime — her taunting served instead as a spur, prodding him to action. 

So be it. If I am to be ended this day, let it at least be said that I met that end while standing before my troops, leading them against His Majesty’s enemies! 

Testing muscles that hadn’t been used since his body had slammed into the bed of the fast-flowing Kailna, Arthur put his arms out on either side, using his elbows as leverage to allow him to sit up. Getting his booted feet underneath him, the vampire worked himself into a squat, slowly gathering both his wits and his strength about him. 

Then he sprang.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The vampire General exploded from beneath the surface of the river like the Kraken of ancient mythology, flying twenty feet into the air and splashing gallons of displaced water about him in all directions. 

“Sweet Lord Jesus,” said Sergeant David Pace, shaking his head in disbelief at the sudden, unexpected apparition of his senior commander. The diminutive, stocky NCO’s attention was immediately dragged back to the matter at hand, which in this case was a cluster of seven or eight dead men, all of whom were clawing and groaning for his personal flesh and blood. 

Bracing his feet firmly a shoulder-width apart, Pace swung the butt of his trusty Brown Bess musket around in an arc, driving the thick wood hard into the face of the closest reanimated corpse. From the facings on the man’s threadbare red jacket, Pace could tell that he was a fellow Highlander of the King’s 78th, and yet the dark-haired Sergeant knew that he no longer dared think of the man — no, the thing — in that way, at least, not if he wanted to live. These were no longer former comrades that he was squaring off against, in a desperate struggle for his own survival: he had to think of them as enemies, no matter whose uniform still hung from their lurching, staggering frames. 

 The butt of the musket hit with full force, smashing the dead man’s nose flat against his face in a surge of sticky black blood; at least, Pace assumed it was blood, for this fluid looked both darker and more viscous, a liquid come straight from the bowels of Hell itself. Temporarily stunned by the blow, the creature tottered backward, its arms windmilling drunkenly as it fought for balance. That had to be an instinct, a tiny part of Pace’s still-rational mind realized, because the creatures showed no signs of purposeful thought or action other than the direct attack. One of the dead redcoat’s new pals, a white-jacketed native who was dressed in the uniform of a Maratha infantry regular, hissed at the NCO and stepped forward into the gap that had just been created. 

Pace risked a look to either side. The creatures were closing in on him, and he was well and truly trapped. The Kailna was at its back, and if he jumped into that, he’d either drown or be forced to cast off his one slim chance of survival, the Brown Bess and its cartridge-box, which hung on a leather strap around his neck and still contained a good twenty or so rounds, by his reckoning. Giving up that would amount to a self-inflicted death sentence. 

Besides, there was Mr. Campbell to think about. 

Pace looked down at his feet, where his former Lieutenant — since newly-promoted to the rank of Captain, and Major General Wellesley’s personal adjutant, to boot — writhed and moaned weakly. Then he looked back up. The clutch of foul creatures was closing in, drooling and slavering between snapping yellow teeth. 

There was no time to reload, Pace knew, for the ravening things were too close. All he had left were the point of his bayonet, the few extra feet worth of reach that the Brown Bess provided, and some good old British muscle to stick behind them both. It wasn’t much of an advantage, but it was better than nothing, he supposed. 

A wave of calmness suddenly suffused him, coming out of nowhere, as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped over his head. Pace had heard drunken stories from other veterans, sitting around the cooking fires at sunrise after a long night’s march, of how a man’s entire life would flash before his eyes in the last few seconds before his death finally came calling. Time had no meaning when your life had run its course, the old sweats would say with all the confidence of the true expert. This was the condemned man’s last opportunity to review the choices he had made over the years, before it was time to stand before Saint Peter and give a full accounting of themselves and their actions. 

“You get as calm as a cow, and your blood turns to ice water,” Pace remembered fat Jimmy Anderson insisting, jabbing at each word with his cup for added emphasis. Arrack had slopped over the rim, making the older man curse and lick the side of the cup to try and salvage some of the spillage. “Everything slows down, if you follow me, and you live your whole life over again, but slowly, so that each minute takes an age.” 

“And you know this how?” Pace had asked skeptically. 

“Got it from Billy Flanagan. You remember ‘im? Got clipped by a cannon-ball when we was storming Seringapatam. Lost his leg.” 

“Lost his leg,” another redcoat chimed in, “and lived to tell the tale, the lucky bastard.”

“So how does he know what happens before you die?” Pace scoffed. “The last time I saw Billy Flanagan, he was boarding a transport ship and on his way back to England. Not exactly at death’s door, you’ll have to admit.”        

Every redcoat gathered around the fire had laughed, slapping Jimmy on the back and good-naturedly accusing him of talking bollocks. But after sunrise, when the weary and half-pissed soldiers made their way to their bedrolls to snatch some well-earned rest, Dave had found that the sleep he craved just would not come. Jimmy’s words kept echoing backward and forward through his restless brain. Could the superstitious old bastard be telling the truth, he wondered, laying awake as the sun climbed higher in the sky and the dusty air grew hot and close — was that really how it would play out in his last moments? 

Ever since he had been a young boy growing up on the streets of Inverness, David Pace had been cursed with the double-edged sword of a highly active imagination. Although it had come in handy at times, such as when he needed to come up with a quick excuse to throw a senior NCO or an officer off the scent of some misdeed or dodge, the shoe sometimes ended up on the other foot: he craved sleep before the forced march that the coming nightfall would inevitably bring, and yet his fevered imagination kept conjuring up unwelcome images and sensations behind his closed eyelids. 

What would a musket ball feel like when it entered his body, perhaps shattering a rib or a thigh bone into a thousand pieces as it went? Or how about the edge of a sword, or maybe the tip of a bayonet, slicing him open like a side of beef and spilling his guts out in a bloody mess for him to trip on? Every conceivable manner of death or injury trotted through his thoughts, fueled by that damnably fertile story-teller which lived in the back of his brain and haunted him whenever it felt like it. Pace imagined an enemy cannon-ball whizzing through the air, tearing off both of his legs from the knees down and shredding the remaining tissue into bloody rags. That was the kind of injury that a man sometimes survived, if one of his comrades could get a leather strap or belt tied firmly around the stumps before he bled to death, but the sheer agony of it was nothing short of terrifying.

As he had thought about it more over the following days, Pace had finally come to the conclusion that these fantasies were actually nothing more than his mind’s way of coping with the risks of an uncertain future and a likely violent demise. Somehow, anticipating the many and varied methods of his death beforehand and replaying them over and over again was helping to not only make the possibility bearable, but also seemed to be removing a little of the sting that came along with them too.  

And so he had prepared himself mentally for the bullet, the ball, and the blade…yet somehow, getting his throat and innards torn out by the teeth of an undead mob hadn’t been something that even his imagination had seen coming. Returning to the here and now, Pace was amazed to find that he was no longer half-way to panic and despair; wherever this feeling of perfect calm had come from, he welcomed it with all of his soon-to-be-eaten heart. When your back was well and truly up against the wall (or in this case, he thought with a sardonic smirk, the river) and there was no longer any hope left, then this was the place that you traveled to — one of total calm and clarity. Time wasn’t slowing, not one whit — hadn’t he always known that Jimmy Anderson was full of shit? — but if this was to be his end, then he felt surprisingly content about it.

Down at his feet, Campbell moaned, his fingertips twitching weakly as they tried to clutch at the hilt of his sword. His face was a mask of blood, and bubbles came from his mouth every time his chest spasmed out a breath. Pace knew that there was nothing more that he could do for his Captain now, other than to stand his ground over his body until the very last and go forward with him into the next life.

“Come on then, you motherless sons of whores…let’s be having you!” 

Planting his feet firmly on the riverbank and giving the musket a half-hearted swing in order to loosen up his shoulders, Sergeant Pace locked eyes with the nearest creature and prepared to sell his life dearly.        

 

 

 

 

 

If Neptune himself had risen from the depths and had thrust himself into the skies of the world above, with trident in hand and vengeance in his heart, he could hardly have looked more spectacular than the vampire General did when he erupted from beneath the surface of the Kailna.  

Rising high above the battlefield, Wellesley’s preternatural senses were able to do for real that which Jimmy Andersen could only dream about: time itself slowed down as the vampire’s perceptions shifted into an altered state, one more refined and less coarse than that in which he normally lived. Time slowed, and while it still moved forward, it now seemed to do so at an almost glacial rate. Reaching the top of his arc, Wellesley looked all about him and took in the state of the battlefield, aided considerably by the vampire’s innate ability to see the world shrouded in the darkness as most creatures saw it under the light of the noon-day sun. 

The overall formation of his army was fractured, broken up into knots and clusters of men ranging in size from a handful here and there to one or two company-sized pockets whose commanders had formed them into square and were efficiently pouring volley after volley into the ragged waves of undead attackers every time they lurched within musket range. The field of Assaye was literally crawling with the undead, for even those men who had bled to death from shattered or roughly-amputated legs were returning to a state of grotesque animation and pulling themselves slowly but surely in the direction of the closest living redcoats. A good number of those corpses wore red themselves, but it did not seem to deter them one jot from seeing their former comrades as a ready source of food.  

Wellesley’s eye darted across the battlefield, taking in the overall disposition of his men — they were holding, barely — and no small satisfaction in the fact that the Maratha force had fled the field entirely, their last few stragglers making their way to what they hoped was freedom in the north. 

If Scindia and Berar believe that they shall find sanctuary there, then they are bigger fools than I have given them credit for. But that is for another day. First things first…we must survive the dawn. 

But where to start? That, at least, was a relatively simple question to answer. His vampiric hearing, sensitive beyond that of any other being, could hear thousands of heartbeats across the length and breadth of the battlefield. The undead monstrosities had none, of course, whereas those of his redcoats were pounding ten to the dozen. Contrary to the popular belief held by the ignorant masses at home in Britain, his fellow vampires did in fact possess a heartbeat, though they were fast, faint, and difficult to detect, even for another of their kind. To a vampire, a man’s heartbeat was as unique as his written signature…even when he was dying.

Campbell. 

The Captain’s heartbeat was racing, fast and thready, and Arthur could tell that he had lost much blood. Although he knew little of medical matters, it was obvious even to him that the torn and bleeding young Scot would exsanguinate unless he could be gotten to Doctor Caldwell…and soon. 

Wellesley landed hard, and intentionally so, slamming into the dirt between Sergeant Pace’s stricken charge and the creatures that were attacking them both. The hammer of impact would have broken the legs of a mortal man, so great was the force. Shockwaves rippled outward, sending Pace staggering backward until his heels hung out in the empty air over the Kailna’s fast-rushing bank. He flailed awkwardly, unwilling to let go of the musket. Quick as lightning, a hand shot out and grabbed the front of his jacket, jerking him forward onto firmer ground. 

For his part, Wellesley hadn’t even looked back, simply snatching at the NCO on instinct without taking his eyes off the blood-crazed undead monsters before him. They too were badly off-balance, knocked backward five or six steps by the sheer force of his landing. The vampire General drew his blade in the flickering space between two heartbeats, the movement almost too fast for the mortal eye to see, and yet happening with a reassuring lassitude to Wellesley’s eye. He took two quick steps and pivoted to the left, turning toward the creature at his nine o’clock and decapitating it with a single, powerful stroke. The head flew high into the air, spinning end over end as it went. Although the thing’s mouth still worked, gnashing and snarling, it now did so soundlessly, for it had been separated from its vocal cords by the swift and violent cut. 

The decapitated creature’s body veered drunkenly sideways, caroming into the next in line and taking it to the ground in a tangle of groping and flailing arms and legs. Wellesley ignored it, and had already turned his attention to a third creature. The thing had turned to face him, grasping hungrily with outstretched arms and fingers hooked into claws. The General felt a slight twinge of remorse, seeing that the monster wore the uniform of the 78th, yet it slowed his response not one whit; his left hand lashed out in a precisely-delivered strike, with the fingers curled above the palm and the arm itself acting like a ramrod. The heel of his hand struck the creature squarely on the tip of its already-squat nose, bursting it across its face like an overly-ripe tomato, and kept on going, driving backward into the soft, delicate brain tissue behind and slightly above it. Its brain now liquefied beyond all hope of repair, the thing dropped lifeless to the plain as though pole-axed.

“Sir, look out!” 

Pace lunged with his bayonet, intercepting yet another of the creatures before it could reach his General. For his part, Wellesley appreciated the gesture (and fully approved of such displays of initiative from his NCOs) but knew that it was hardly necessary. Like a chess grand master, he was thinking seven or eight moves ahead. The thing would never have laid hands on him, not for the merest instant. But why spoil the man’s sense of accomplishment, Arthur reflected, the corner of his mouth quirking upward in a slight gesture of approval as the razor-sharp bayonet opened the beast’s throat from its chin to its Adam’s apple. The wound bled heavily, dumping out a deluge of thick black ichor, but the wound was far from decisive, for the thing kept on coming; if anything, it looked both angrier and hungrier than it had done before.

Wellesley settled the matter with a backhand swing that chopped the creature’s skull off just above the ears, taking most of the brain matter along with it. Watching agog, Pace was reminded of nothing so much as a weary soldier taking off his shako, and let out a barked laugh that sounded uncomfortably hysterical even to his own ears. Ever-courteous, the General simply affected not to notice, instead going on to make short work of the remaining monsters in a flurry of nimble footwork and sword-strokes that were much too fast for his eye to follow; they appeared as little more than a blur, punctuated by splashes of dark black blood and amputated body parts, until the plain around the three British soldiers looked something akin to the inside of an abattoir. 

“Sweet Lord Jesus Christ,” Pace whispered, crossing himself in the manner of the lapsed Catholic that he was. “Will you look at that?” 

“There is no time to lose, Sergeant,” Wellesley countered briskly, squatting beside the body of Captain Campbell. “He is fading rapidly.”

“He seems to have stopped bleeding, at least, sir.” The NCO sounded optimistic, but the vampire General shook his head. 

“No, he has not. Oh, he may no longer be bleeding on the outside — look there, and see how pale he is beneath that mask of drying blood. His blood loss is internal.” 

“Whatever you say, sir,” the NCO said dutifully, not wanting to gainsay his General but sounding somewhat less than convinced. 

“I do say so, Sergeant, for I can hear him bleeding, deep inside. That is something that you and I cannot stop. Only Doctor Caldwell can do that.” 

Pace was moving mechanically, entirely on instinct. The musket’s butt was resting in the dirt between his feet, while his hands went through the motions of reloading it, carefully avoiding the sharp edge of the triangular bayonet. “You go on ahead and take him, sir. I can fend for myself.” 

Wellesley looked about them, covering the arc on either side of the three men that terminated with the River Kailna. The dawn was well and truly here, and the vampire could feel the sun’s hot kiss burning the nape of his neck like a particularly angry lover. Before long, that capricious lover would unman him just as Delilah had unmanned Samson, only far more violently and permanently. 

Clusters and knots of redcoats stood together in close order, sometimes back to back, fighting hard to find off the undead assault. Wellesley inclined his head toward one of the nearer groups, where some twenty men had formed a rough square and were racking up quite the tally of the undead. Their bodies, some still twitching and spasming as though suffering a case of the fits, lay in a series of almost concentric rings around the square, testament to the disciplined volley fire of the soldiers within.

“Attach yourself to one of that formation, Sergeant.” Sliding his still-slick silver blade back into its scabbard, the vampire General scooped Campbell up gently into his arms, cradling the wounded man against his chest in the manner of a parent cradling a young child. It worried both of them that the wounded man did not so much as groan. “You may depend upon me to take care of your Captain, have no fear.” 

“Sir.” With a respectful salute that the General couldn’t return, Pace hefted his musket and took off at a steady run toward the safety of the British square. He was professional enough not to look back.

Arthur took a brief moment to orient himself, striving to locate the last known position of the regimental surgery. Listening carefully, he could pick out the tell-tale sound of Doctor Reed Caldwell’s heartbeat, thumping hard beneath his breastbone just like that of the men around him. Turning in that direction, the vampire adjusted the composition of his body to become less dense, allowing himself to rise slowly and gracefully into the purple sky of dawn. He could feel his hair beginning to burn, as if an invisible torch flame was being held to it, and yet he dare not move too quickly, for he feared the consequences of jostling Campbell’s body any more than it already had been. Millions of tiny clots were already starting to form, but Wellesley could still hear the faint sound of occult blood loss, leaking from the vessels and ruined tissue within the Captain’s abdomen, chest, and pelvis. So frail, so delicate…

And so he took the burning for what it was, little more than a painful irritant at this point in time, but given just a few minutes more, Arthur knew that it would be something else entirely. 

Pray God that he was not too late, for both their sakes.     

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Despite his being in possession of one of the finest medical minds to ever have served in the army of King George, Doctor Reed Caldwell was (although it pained him almost beyond measure to admit it) utterly flummoxed. His knowledge of the biological life-sciences was practically unparalleled, the result of a first rate education and a lifelong passion for and fascination with all things medical…and yet, try as he might, he was unable to unlock the answer to the mystery which plagued his every waking moment — how, and perhaps more importantly why, were the dead rising up and walking again? 

At least, that much had been true until sunrise this very morning, when a new (and entirely more urgent) concern had taken priority in his mind, rudely shoving aside his original preoccupation. Because now, for he and his comrades staffing the regimental surgical post, it was now all about one simple thing: survival. 

Theoretically, the surgical post was supposed to be located a comfortable distance behind the front line — close enough for the wounded redcoats and their native allies to be transported there to receive aid before they bled to death, and yet not so close that the non-combatant medical staff would be exposed to enemy fire, or threatened by his cavalry. Typically this did indeed turn out to be the case, particularly under the auspices of Major General Wellesley, for he was a canny officer with a meticulous eye for detail; when Wellesley sited the various parts of his army, whether combatants or non, it was done with a larger picture in mind. The supporting train had to be within arm’s reach, it was true, but also out of harm’s way, even though a contingent of troops was always detached from the main body and detailed to protect it. 

That was all well and good on an ordinary day, when the army marched under cover of darkness and camped under the baleful eye of the Indian sun; and yet, today was no ordinary day, not by a long chalk. If the camp gossips were to be believed (and they were usually exceptionally accurate) then the General had been taken unawares this time. He had expected the Maratha army to be farther away than it actually was, for reasons unknown to the good doctor, and his vanguard had all but blundered into its heavily-fortified position along the banks of the River Kailna. 

There had been but two choices open to him: attack or retreat. Unsurprisingly, Wellesley had chosen the former. 

Unfortunately, the army’s baggage train had been  halfway up the arse of the main force during last night’s march, its officers distracted by what seemed like a constant trickle of undead attacks from all sides. Such attacks were growing more frequent, and they often picked off one or two camp followers, whose hungry body would soon rise again, its sole fixation being to feast on the flesh and blood of its former cam-mates. 

When the General had cast his die, riding to lead the fighting men of the army into battle against the Maratha position in what all saw to be a do-or-die gamble, the train had been left to fend for itself with little more than a handful of foot-soldiers remaining behind to guard it. For his part, Caldwell had elected to set up camp on the spot, barely half a mile away from the Kailna. 

It was a decision that he would soon come to regret.  

The results had been predictable: the once-sporadic undead attacks had intensified. It was as though the vile creatures could smell weakness and vulnerability. Perhaps they actually could, Caldwell thought to himself with a harsh snort born of both fatigue and despair. One would think that the creatures would be drawn to the sounds of cannon-fire and musketry that echoed across the surface of the water, he mused, but that hadn’t turned out to be the case at all. The monsters of nightmare would lumber upon the British field hospital out of the darkness, and had now succeeded in snatching away more than one of the terrified sentries, who then switched sides and joined the ranks of the damned, turning on their former comrades with a ferocity born of abject hunger. 

Once battle was well and truly joined, a fresh source of meat was added to the mix. The first of this new wave of walking corpses straggled back from the battle-front in ones and twos. Some splashed across the fords, whereas others simply plowed into the cold running waters and made their way along the bottom of the riverbed, emerging up to a quarter of a mile further downstream. It mattered not a jot, for the creatures always simply reoriented themselves, turning to stumble and drag themselves unerringly toward the British camp, now enticingly stripped bare of its defenders.    

Like the rest of his staff, Caldwell was running on a diet of hot tea and precious little sleep. He was no longer a young man, having not yet turned forty, but kept himself in decent fighting trim, and perhaps more importantly, eschewed the vile arrack with which so many Britons drowned their Indian sorrows. He had spent every waking moment that the army was not marching, working upon one of the three hissing, growling cadavers that were even now strapped to operating tables inside the large hospital tent, often pushing himself to stay awake until the noonday heat and sheer physical exhaustion contrived to make him snatch a few hours of precious, sweat-drenched sleep, laying on a cot in a shadowy corner of the tent. Even then, his dreams were demon-haunted and fitful, doubtless caused by the constant moans of his test subjects, who seemed to never, ever sleep themselves. 

With scalpel in hand, he had worked frenziedly on the creatures, dissecting skillfully and expertly with a speed that was born of desperation. For the sturdier portions of their anatomy, Reed had reached for a bone saw, or other equally heavy implement. The process was not pretty, not even when the hacking, chopping, and the back-and-forth sawing-up of the larger structures had given way to finer, more precise cuts; it had even turned the stomach of Caldwell’s orderlies, men who were proud of their strong stomachs, inured as they were after dealing with so many lopped-off limbs and other battlefield trauma. 

The first creature, known only as specimen one (the orderlies had wanted to give them all nicknames, but Caldwell had forbade it) had been saved until last, and Reed was currently hard at work on trying to uncover its secrets. After placing a heavy leather strap in its mouth and securing it tightly behind the thing’s head, in order to offer some protection against his being bitten, the doctor had incised the chest with a large Y-shaped cut, slicing the flesh from each clavicle toward the diaphragm in order to form both arms of the Y, and then bringing the edge of the blade down to circumscribe the navel. Caldwell had noticed that incredibly, the thing seemed completely immune to the pain that such a procedure should be expected to cause: its thrashings and gnawings upon the leather strap continued unabated. Black-tinged drool leaked around the yellowing teeth of what had once been Private Michael Tombs, late of the King’s 74th, as they tried in vain to chew through the coarse brown leather.

“Stop bloody struggling,” Caldwell muttered irritably, more to relieve the built-up tension than from any genuine expectation of the reanimated corpse actually understanding him. 

Once the chest was opened up from clavicles to genitals, the doctor had grasped each flap of skin and peeled it back, exposing the ribs. With the help of an orderly and a little grunting and straining, Caldwell was able to crack the ribs on each side, getting the thoracic shield out of the way and granting him access to the heart, lungs, and the great vessels of the chest. 

“Just the same as all the others…” 

Taking a pair of iron forceps, Caldwell prodded and probed at the pericardial sac, the rubbery bag of tissue that enclosed the heart. Try as he might, he could not stimulate any sort of movement. The creature’s heart was simply not beating. 

How in the Good Lord’s name was it maintaining any sort of blood pressure? 

Caldwell set down the forceps and took up the scalpel. Selecting a portion of the aortic arch, he placed the tip of the blade against the rigid vessel and applied pressure, pushing gently at first, until he finally felt a distinct pop: the scalpel had broken through the thick vessel wall and punched into its inner lumen. He was rewarded with a small dribble of black viscous fluid, which elicited a frown. The aorta was the body’s largest, high-pressure artery. Caldwell had seen soldiers shot in the chest whose aorta had been merely nicked by the intruding ball — such men would hemorrhage to death before he could even get the chest open and attempt to staunch the wound. 

Then again, if the pump wasn’t beating, the blood wouldn’t move through the aorta at all, would it? It would simply sit there, pooling, rather than flowing throughout the vasculature as it ought in an ordinary, living human. Widening the incision, the doctor placed the tip of his finger and thumb inside and parted the aortic wall with a shlurp. 

“Bring the candle closer, if you please.” Caldwell beckoned with his free hand to the closest orderly, who was holding the flickering light up above the creature’s chest. The man duly obliged, lowering the candlestick until it was hovering just above the gaping chest cavity.

Reflecting back the vessel walls, Reed found his suspicions instantly confirmed. The sticky black sludge that passed for blood in all of the creatures he had examined so far was present here, and had solidified to something that had the consistency of slightly runny treacle or blackcurrant jam. It coated the vessel walls, but wasn’t moving forward, no matter how much its owner thrashed and fought. 

If only it smelled like jam, he thought, wrinkling his nose in disgust. The foul substance smelled disgusting, almost fecal, and he resisted the urge to gag. Not in front of the men, Caldwell: you’re made of sterner stuff than that. 

Next, he turned his attention to the lungs. Neither of the two bellows was inflating or deflating significantly — and yet, the thing was obviously moving some air, else how would it continue to make that incessant growling noise that grated on the nerves so? No matter how many specimens he looked at (Caldwell couldn’t quite bring himself to think of them as cadavers, so long as they were still moving around) he could never get over the anatomic and physiologic lunacy displayed by each reanimated corpse. None of this made any damned sense; it flew in the face of every last scrap of his medical training, all of it. Devoid of both breath and heartbeat, these foul creatures should be incapable of generating any kind of movement at all, let alone something as coordinated as biting and shambling.

Dark, thick blood was already pooling at the base of the creature’s chest when Reed cut into the lung hilum. Completely severing its connection with the right bronchi, the doctor carefully The removed the lung and slopped it into a metal bowl that he had placed there for just such a purpose. He ignored the thing’s frenzied attempts to snap its head closer to his arm, sensing the hot pulsing blood and warm flesh, so maddeningly close but yet so out of reach at the same time. Angling the candlestick carefully, the orderly strove to provide the surgeon with as much light as possible, given the circumstances. A single drop of hot wax spattered onto the creature’s forehead, sizzling when it made contact with the waxen skin. If the creature was capable of registering pain any longer, it gave no obvious sign. 

“The supernatural is at work here,” Reed spoke his thoughts aloud, having turned the problem about to exam its every possible facet and realizing that he could come to no other conclusion. “Some vile bloody…sorcery, for lack of a better word.”

“What does that mean, sir?” the orderly asked, plainly at a loss. 

“What it means, young man, is that we are unlikely to find a medical solution to this plague…curse…call it whatever you will.” Being careful not to get blood on his forehead, he wiped sweat from his brow with the back of one sleeve. “General Wellesley might as well ask me to find a cure for vampirism itself.” 

 

   

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Wellesley made the transition from rapid horizontal flight into a graceful landing look almost effortless. Ignoring the insistent burning of those harsh first rays of sunlight as they struck the exposed flesh of his face and hands, he rapidly sized up the terrain below him with an expert eye. There. There was the surgeon’s tent, no larger than a single page torn from a book when seen from this altitude. 

A ring of undead that wore the uniforms of both sides was closing in on the tent. Dr. Caldwell and his orderlies were putting up a vigorous defense, Arthur observed, engaging the enemy with musket and pistol. The early-morning gloom was the limiting factor, rather than the range of the weapons themselves, particularly as none of the medical staff possessed the distinct advantage of enhanced vampiric eyesight. To mortal eyes, the shambling corpses would not even stand out from the background until they had closed to within thirty, sometimes even twenty feet. Even at those ranges, the firearms could be grossly inaccurate – particularly when they were being fired by men who were utterly exhausted. Fatigued and wavering arms meant that some of the heavy lead balls went astray, slamming harmlessly into limbs and torsos. 

“The head, my boys!” Arthur called out, projecting his voice above the dull roar of the battlefield. “Aim for the head. That’s the style!” 

All British heads – those that still drew breath, at least – turned to look upward. The sight of their commanding General, who some had thought dead in the course of the night’s battle, descending from the skies like some ancient god of war, heartened them immensely. 

“Old Nosey’s ‘ere!” chucked one of the orderlies to himself, his shaking hands working to reload his Brown Bess just that little bit faster. “Soon put the buggers to running now!” 

Altering the density of his body without giving it much in the way of conscious thought, the vampire leaned backward, bringing himself up into the vertical plane as he rapidly lost height. He still clutched the now-limp form of Colin Campbell to his chest. Blood from the Scotsman’s wounds had soaked into the right sleeve of his jacket, darkening the scarlet dye in patches. 

The ground rose up to meet him. His boots hit first, kicking up two plumes of dust on impact. Arthur’s legs absorbed the bulk of the shock, so much so that the wounded man he carried was barely even jostled. Arthur had picked a spot close to where Dr. Caldwell stood; the embattled physician stood in a duelist’s stance, with one arm bracing his abdomen and the other extended full-length in the direction of a lumbering former Maratha cavalryman, pointing a heavy brass-filigreed pistol at its head. As the creature closed to within twenty paces, Caldwell closed one eye and calmly squeezed the trigger. The frizzen flashed, kicking the muzzle high and causing the doctor to blink in a vain attempt to preserve his night vision. 

“A fine shot, Doctor,” Wellesley nodded in approval as the ball struck the creature just below the left eye, removing a goodly portion of its brains as it exited through the back of its skull. “My compliments.”

“Thank you, sir.” Not bothering to watch his target crumple to the ground, Caldwell had already begun the process of reloading. “It is good to see that you are safe and well. Although it would appear that Captain Campbell is rather less so…” 

“No truer word. Where shall I put him?” 

“Come with me, if you please.” Caldwell led the General deep into the dark interior of the tent. Wellesley fought the urge to sigh in relief, now that he was free of the hated sunlight. The physician gestured to one of the few empty cots. “Set him down here. Gently, if you please.”

Wellesley obliged, stooping to lay the Captain’s mangled body down. Campbell groaned, wincing in pain, but failed to regain consciousness. 

“These are no ordinary battlefield injuries, Doctor. The good Captain was mauled by a were-tiger.” 

Caldwell, who was already cutting away the wounded man’s jacket and undershirt, looked up sharply. “Then it is a miracle that he still breathes at all.”

“Can you help him?” Arthur pressed. 

“It is too early to say,” Caldwell hedged, “but I tell you freely that his chances do not look good. These are grievous wounds, among the worst I have ever seen.” 

Although he was by no means a medical man himself, Wellesley knew that his physician spoke the truth; simply looking at the red and glistening ruin of the patient’s shredded and lacerated chest told him that. 

“I know that you shall do your very best, Doctor.” Wellesley spun on his heel and strode away, drawing the sword at his hip. “Now if you will excuse me, I have an army to salvage…” 

 

 

Amongst the many tenets of command that were instilled into the gentlemen officers of the British Army from the very first day of their education, perhaps none was more highly-regarded than this: command shall never hurry. 

Obviously, that particular dictum was no absolute, Wellesley thought to himself as he sprinted toward the officer’s mess tent, located in the very center of the army’s hastily-made camp; vampire officers led from the front, and were frequently known to move as fast as lightning, cutting a bloody swathe through the ranks of the enemy faster than the mortal eye could see. 

No, he mused, cutting to the right of a brace of snarling undead redcoats who were closing in on a lone female camp follower, a good officer must cultivate an air of laconic insouciance…and a commander, doubly so. 

A precisely-timed stroke of his blade completely decapitated the first creature, and lopped the crown of the skull from the second, spilling the contents of its brain pan down the front of its suddenly-slack face. All that the still-screaming woman saw was a human-shaped blur that left behind two properly-dead corpses in its wake, each one oozing black bile from a perfectly clean sword cut. 

Arthur wore a scowl, for the sun’s disk was halfway above the horizon by now, and the pain that it caused his pallid flesh was excruciating. He held up an arm to shield his eyes, using the other to slash and spear at targets of opportunity as his path crossed with theirs. His course did not deviate, never once taking his squinting, watery eyes from their ultimate goal: the sanctuary of the officers’ mess. 

Seven of the creatures had fallen to his blade by the time Major General Wellesley ducked beneath the tent’s entrance awning. The cool shadowy interior felt like a soothing balm upon his skin, which he could feel was burned an angry red on the left side. His fingertips gently traced the curvature of his left cheek, confirming his suspicions when they felt the bumpy welts beneath the eye socket. 

Thrice-cursed sun. 

He was delighted to see that the command tent was by no means empty. Fearing the rising of the sun, his cadre of vampire officers had each reluctantly left their regiments behind and congregated here, beneath the thick canvas roof. Ten soldiers of the Shadow Company were hard at work, shovels in hand, digging holes in the earth. Those holes may not have been deep – Arthur put them at barely half of the six feet that British Army tradition dictated – but they would be enough, he judged: enough to keep the worst of the day’s heat from incinerating each and every one of them while they slept.

As the ten shirtless men worked, sweat-soaked and stripped to the waist, five more Shadows stood in the entryway and picked off any approaching threats. This was not the volley fire used by most groupings of British soldiers on the battlefield, but rather, a series of individually-aimed shots. The five were doing a superb job of keeping the tent clear, but Arthur wondered just how long it would last. 

Then again, he realized with a jolt, maybe we’re going about this all wrong…

It took an effort of will for the vampire general to keep from smacking himself on the forehead, so foolish did he suddenly feel. It had suddenly dawned on Arthur that he had been missing something…something fundamental. And it was all down to that tired old and faithful old chestnut known as “because we’ve always done it that way.” 

The Shadow Company’s raison d’etre was twofold: to act as a specially-trained counter-force for supernatural threats on the battlefield, and to serve as a private security force for the army’s vampire officers during their only vulnerable hours: when they were resting in their coffins. With that being the case, whenever the army made camp for the day, everything was based around protecting the officers’ mess tent, which provided shade and a screen against the lethal sun overhead. Although there were mortal officers serving at the lower levels of the rank structure, anybody who was anybody in terms of importance had accepted the Dark Gift. The army was therefore effectively hamstrung, tied to one central location by the need to defend its officer corps.

But – and here was the crucial point that had eluded him until now – the horde of slavering undead which roamed the British lines at will, was no threat to a vampire in his coffin. For starters, they lacked not only the intelligence to dig, but also the muscular coordination to do so. Oh, they might stumble and swipe with their arms, but actually digging required a degree of bodily finesse that had left them at their first death, never to return. 

Nor did the vampires provide an attractive prospect for sating the creatures’ blood-lust and hunger. Arthur had noticed this time and time again over the past few days, but had failed to consider the ramifications – more fool him. Although the vampires required fresh blood for sustenance, it did not seem to perfuse their cells as it did those of a living human, for reasons that still eluded even the best medical minds of the age. The vampiric heart still beat, yes, but not in the same manner as that of a mortal, and the vampire’s skin was ice-cold and had exceptional healing properties.       

Arthur’s brain thought quickly, running through the possible permutations that the new day might bring. Scindia and Berar’s combined army had been roundly beaten, thanks to his well-considered gamble of the night before. Beaten? Actually, routed might be a better term, and a routed army rarely regained cohesion within a day or even two, particularly with an enemy force constantly at their backs. No, he would have bet a year’s pay that the Marathas would keep on running, perhaps all the way back to their fastness at Gawilghur. 

Perfect. Let it be so. 

Now it was time to consider the greater and more immediate threat: the undead creatures. Arthur knew that the Maratha army had been badly mauled on the plain of Assaye, and that his own force had paid a substantial price in doing the mauling. Each and every dead man from either side (unless he had taken a grievous wound to the head or spine) would become a threat, further swelling the ranks of the undead swarm and harrying the redcoats. 

The good news, however, was that Colonel Stephenson’s army had remained separate from Wellesley’s own, shadowing the main force on a parallel track. Their absence had made things harder for Arthur’s men during last night’s assault, but now they presented him with a relatively fresh reserve force; with them, he could maintain constant pressure on the fleeing Maratha troops, snapping at their heels overnight, dogging their every step and preventing them from re-forming into anything that even remotely resembled a threat to Wellesley’s now-smaller British army. 

If they could only survive until nightfall…

And therein lay the genesis of Arthur’s sudden epiphany. The Marathas were no longer an imminent threat. The undead creatures were a very real threat to the mortal redcoats, but the same could not be said for the vampire officers: they would be safe and sound three feet beneath the ground. It would be a little hotter than they were accustomed to, granted – but as the old soldier’s saying went, nobody ever died of discomfort. Let the foul creatures roam the plain above until darkness fell, and then there would be a reckoning. The first of many…

“You. Corporal Solomon.” 

“Me, sir?” asked the only Shadow whose sleeve bore stripes, turning away from the entryway to face him. 

“Yes, sir. You, sir.” Arthur was almost smiling now, his famously-dry sense of humor starting to return. “I presume that you are in charge here?”

Solomon nodded vigorously. “I am, sir. Least, there ain’t nobody more senior here. Don’t know where any of the Sarn’ts are, sir, or CSM Nichols, sir.”    

“They shall have to look out for themselves.” Wellesley’s manner became suddenly grave once more. “Here are your orders, Corporal. I want you to detail three of these four private soldiers to assist the burial party in securing the officers” – with a nod of his head, he indicated the Shadows who were digging for all that they were worth, just behind him – “while you and one another continue to secure the door.

“Once the last officer is in the ground – and make no mistake about it, the last officer to be buried shall be me, Corporal – you shall then lead all fifteen of you to locate the most senior officer still remaining on the battlefield; doubtless it shall be a Captain, perhaps even a Lieutenant, but it matters not either way.”

Arthur removed a small bundle of paper from the inner pocket of his jacket, along with a small nub of a pencil. The paper had been folded four or five times until it was compressed into suitably tiny squares. It seemed to have survived immersion rather well, though it was a little damp and soggy in places. 

“Turn around.” Obediently, Corporal Solomon did so, and Arthur used the man’s broad back as a makeshift writing desk, spreading the paper out between his shoulder blades and scribbling rapidly across one of the unfolded sheets. 

 

To whom it may concern, 

You are hereby ordered to round up every surviving British and allied soldier, camp follower, and attached supernumerary. Our goal this day is not to attrite the foul horde which assails us, but rather to ensure the survival of our army as an effective fighting force. You are therefore directed to lead such survivors as you can find to a rendezvous with Colonel Stephenson’s army, which should be encamped on a plain somewhere to the southwest of our current position. 

Save such personnel as you possibly can. Abandon supplies, materiel, and any artifact of war that is not imminently necessary to effect your rendezvous. This also includes the vampire officer corps. Once night has fallen, you are to return to Assaye in force. You will then dispatch or drive off such undead as may still be found upon the field, and exhume us from our graves. 

A.W. 

 

“You will hand this to whichever officer you have located,” Arthur instructed, re-folding the paper as neatly as possible and pressing it into the Corporal’s hands. Solomon nodded vigorously. 

“Yes, General. I understand, sir.” 

“Good man. Now, best be about it. The enemy is upon us.” 

Solomon looked up to follow the General’s gaze. A trio of Maratha infantrymen, one of whom was trailing purple ropes of gizzard from a rent in his belly, was shuffling toward the tent opening. With practiced ease, one of the four Shadows that were serving as doorkeepers brought his primed musket into the ‘present’ position. He waited until the closest creature, who from the grand feather in his turban must have been an officer or NCO of some sort, had gotten close enough for him to see the whites of its eyes, and then let loose. The Brown Bess discharged with a percussive thump, slamming it back hard into the Shadow Private’s shoulder. He was rewarded with gobs of sticky black ichor exploding from the ragged new hole, square in the middle of the thing’s face, where its nose and upper lip had once been. The thing dropped like a stone sinking beneath the surface of a pond. 

The remaining three kept coming. 

Satisfied that the men set to guarding the entrance would keep up the fine work, Wellesley walked back toward the Shadows who were digging, dumping shovelfuls of earth on top of the last few coffins. Colonel Harness stood patiently in the shadows, his red eyes glowing as he watched Wellesley in silence. Whatever his thoughts were, he was keeping them to himself. 

“Colonel,” Arthur acknowledged, inclining his head. 

“General Wellesley.” There was silence between the two men for a moment. There was little to be done now but wait for his grave to be completed. Before it had stretched out into awkwardness, Harness broke it. “A difficult night.”

“Indeed it was. But also a successful one, I think.” 

“I would concur, General. We’ll not see the Marathas stand and fight for a good few days yet.” The Colonel spoke calmly, with just the trace of a faint Scottish burr. “I could not help but overhear your orders to Corporal Solomon.” 

“Let me guess. You are curious as to the nature of the orders that he is to convey to whichever mortal officer he finds?” Wellesley cocked a quizzical eyebrow. 

“More than a little curious,” Harness admitted, the ghost of a smile playing across his lips. 

“Then pray let me enlighten you.”  Arthur went on to outline his strategy, pausing here and there to fill in a detail or two.  While he was not accustomed to seeking the approval of his subordinates before issuing instructions,  as a professional soldier,  he was also not averse to soliciting the feedback of his officers when the mood took him.

“A fine plan, if I may make so bold.” 

“You do not feel that it places our senior officers at excessive risk?” Arthur glanced down meaningfully at the two remaining graves, where his own coffin and that of Colonel Harness were now being lowered by the grunting and straining Shadows.

Harness shook his head. “I do not, sir. We have little to fear from these mindless creatures” – as if to prove his point, two muskets barked in quick succession from the entryway, followed by the heavy thud of two bodies collapsing to the ground – “and with the Marathas turning tail for, I presume, Gawilghur?” Wellesley nodded, confirming the Colonel’s suspicion. “With their ragtag little band making for Gawilghur, I feel confident that we shall survive this day and emerge as a stronger, unified fighting force when the moon rises.” 

“Agreed.” Arthur clapped the other vampire approvingly on the shoulder. “And then neither Scindia nor Berar shall know what has hit them…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

She should have died down there. Jamelia felt it in her bones, the sure and certain knowledge being sensed on a visceral, almost primal level deep within. 

Wellesley had wounded her grievously. True, she had given as good as she had gotten, raking the vampire with her claws and tearing at his flesh with her teeth, and he had been so engrossed in the fight that he had failed to notice her commanding officer, the Hanoverian named Pohlmann, swoop in to attack him with a silver blade. 

They had both fallen then, she and Wellesley. Jamelia had no idea what had become of him, for she had been far too focused on trying to save herself. She remained ambivalent toward his fate. A large part of her hoped that Pohlmann’s strike had ended the vampire’s existence outright, snuffing him out as he had snuffed out the life of her beloved father, the Tipu Sultan, in the water gate tunnel at Seringapatam; but then there was another part, every bit as vengeful and fervent as the first, that hoped for his survival, so that she might have the pleasure of tearing him limb from limb with her own claws and jaws, one piece at a time. 

Falling from such a great height, Jamelia had been traveling breathtakingly fast when her feline body slammed into the surface of the Kailna. As the breath left her lungs, she imagined that this must be what it felt like in the instant in which a cannonball struck, violently blasting your body into thousands upon thousands of fragments.  She opened her mouth to roar, a combination of defiance and raw agony. Cold water rushed in, making her choke. 

The moments after that were all gone from her memory, nothing more than an incoherent blur of pain and disorientation. The great tigress had sunk to the bottom of the river, stunned by the brute force of impact and the wounds that she had sustained during her struggle with Wellesley. She dimly recalled sinking into the shale of the riverbed, rolling to lay on her back with all four paws in the air above her. 

Dimly, Jamelia could sense the life leaving her body for the last time…and found that she really didn’t care. Not one whit. 

Let it be over. Let it be done. 

She could not say how long she had lain there, her battered and tortured body buffeted by the passing current. Water filled her lungs. She was drowning, and it felt almost pleasant, the overwhelming urge to simply drift away from this life and never come back. 

Jamelia wasn’t precisely sure what secrets lay beyond the veil of this life, but she knew that there had to be something. She was an instrument of the goddess Kali, and knew for certain that there were greater things in the world than this painful and undignified existence. Jamelia’s deity had offered her tantalizing glimpses of the afterlife, visions that flashed past almost as quickly as they arrived; they usually came when she was acting as a vessel for the goddess, when the Dark Mother Kali would infuse Jamelia with her divine essence, speaking through her mouth and seeing through her eyes. Each time that Kali came forcibly to the forefront of her mind, Jamelia’s own personality was forced to the back, feeling as though she was being repeatedly punched in the head. Lights flashed before her eyes and she would suddenly perceive another place, or perhaps more accurately, she felt, another state of being; one in which she could be free of the shackles of the body, and all the limitations of her physical incarnation.

Then it was gone, snatched away when Kali left, leaving Jamelia with a pounding headache and more questions than she had answers.

Jamelia had the same pounding headache now, but as her consciousness began to fade, she realized that it was for an entirely different reason: her lungs were full of fluid, and her brain was no longer getting enough oxygen. 

She was dying.

Perhaps she would be reunited with her father. 

O mighty Kali, please let it be so.    

The thought pleased her, for it was not an unpleasant prospect with which to be faced at the end of one’s life. Jamelia’s heart, which until now had been pounding in her chest to the beat of some deranged drummer, began to slow and weaken. 

That’s it, she soothed herself, just drift away. Just let go…

The glow took her by surprise at first, but Jamelia quickly reasoned that it must be the doorway opening between worlds: it would be her means of passing between this life and the next. Her body was surrounded by it, suffused with it, a pale golden aura that lit up the water as though it were somehow on fire.  

A face began to form in the murky darkness in front of her eyes.

“Father,” she gasped, releasing a final few precious air bubbles from her lungs.

It was a face that she knew well, yet it was not the one she had been hoping for…not that of her father. This was a feminine face, breathtakingly beautiful and possessed of a cruel, somewhat mocking affect. 

Kali, Goddess of the Dead. 

“Not yet, my little tigress.” Kali smiled, though it contained little in the way of warmth or compassion. “Your work here is not yet done, I am afraid.”

The face wavered with the current, yet floated directly in front of Jamelia’s eyes, which were heavy-lidded and tired. 

“Cannot…go on…” the tigress sighed, swishing her long tail lazily. “Please…it is…so hard…”

“Oh, but you can,” Kali disagreed. “But first, it is necessary for you to die.” 

Jamelia smiled, relieved to have the permission of her goddess to lay down this heavy burden of life once and for all. Closing her eyes for what she knew must surely be the final time, the tigress let out one last shuddering breath, and then went completely still, all life leaving her body. All that remained was the cold water of the Kailna washing over her corpse, causing her limp limbs to waft back and forth in the current. 

Kali’s face slowly faded away, leaving behind nothing other than the self-satisfied laughter of a plan moving perfectly toward its desired outcome. 

 

 

What was the expression so favored by the English?  

No rest for the wicked. 

Jamelia was utterly shocked to find herself not only alive and conscious, but also back in her powerful feline body once more.  

The sun was riding high in the noonday sky above the plain of Assaye, illuminating the cool, clear waters of the River Kailna below. She opened her eyes, then squinted at the harsh glare refracting from the surface into countless rays and shafts that highlighted most of the riverbed in the most minute detail. Here, a rock; there a strand of leafy green weed. The sunlight dappled across her striped fur, and Jamelia could pick out the wounds inflicted during her melee with the vampire General. 

They were severe enough to be fatal, Jamelia knew. She ought to be dead; in fact, she had been dead. And then her Goddess had intervened. 

Like all were-tigers, Jamelia possessed the advantage of hyper-acute senses. Although her sense of smell did not function underwater, her keen sense of hearing did. Straining to hear for all she was worth, it took only seconds to confirm what she had first begun to suspect with dawning horror when she had first opened her eyes: her heart was no longer beating. 

I am dead, then.

So be it. 

“If you are to lead my army of the dead, little tigress, then you must first join them.” Kali’s voice resonated directly inside her mind, answering her last unspoken thought. “I have bestowed upon you such powers as you could only ever have dreamed of before now…powers that your father would have killed thousands to attain.” 

My father? 

“Trust me on this. He watches over you even now.” 

A wave of – what? Relief? Happiness? Something of that nature, at any rate, washed over her at those words. Her father was with her still. If the vampire Wellesley was still alive, he might yet witness her revenge.

“Oh, yes. Wellesley lives. If lives is indeed the right term.” The voice in Jamelia’s mind snorted derisively. “And you, my dear one, shall be the instrument of his final demise.”

Joy burned hotly in her breast at the mere thought of crushing and humiliating Wellesley. Moreover, Jamelia could sense Kali’s approbation, knew that her goddess was fully aware of the hatred she possessed toward the vampire and fully approved of it. She chose her next thought carefully. 

What must I do, O mighty and magnificent Kali? 

“Return to the field of battle. You will find that most of the British and their lickspittle allies are marching away to unify with their secondary army, but not all.” 

It is daylight. What of the vampire officers? 

“Safely beneath the ground,” Kali explained, “and relatively unguarded.” 

Then I shall finish every single one of them, saving Wellesley for last!

“Hold, Jamelia. There are limits to even my powers. I could only bestow upon you so much at a time. Your body is now undead, like those whom you shall soon lead. It is not possessed of the same level of strength that it once had. Today, your best stratagem is to run and to hide – not to fight”

Then how am I to face the vampire and defeat him? she thought plaintively.

“As I have said already, you shall be given an army. An army of the dead. Do not think yourself weak, Jamelia, for you are nothing of the sort; however, your newly-resurrected body will begin to decay and deteriorate over time, until it finally falls apart completely. Only then shall you gain peace and be reunited with your father…after having the revenge that you so desperately crave.”

How long will I have to defeat him, before my body fails, my mistress? 

“Long enough,” Kali replied evasively. “You will still be able to shift form, and your undead body now possesses the ability to absorb tremendous damage. But that is not the power of which I speak. For a demonstration of that, you must return to the surface.” 

Immediately, mistress. 

Obediently, Jamelia arched her back and used her paws in order to roll over awkwardly onto her belly. She was pleasantly surprised to find that her muscles still retained something of her old strength, although they felt stiffer and less limber. The resistance offered by the river water might explain some of that. She also no longer found it necessary to breathe; the sensation was odd and somewhat unpleasant at first, but soon she suspected that she would grow accustomed to it soon enough.

Bunching her leg muscles beneath her, Jamelia pushed upward as hard as she could. Her sleek feline body rose through the water, her eyes blinking as the daylight grew brighter with every passing second. Breaking the surface, she paddled the fifteen feet toward the closest bank, finally slinking out of the water behind three redcoats who were desperately attempting to fend off a group of attacking creatures. The hunting cat was amazed to see all three of the mens’ bayonets fall from the end of their musket muzzles at the same instant, as though pushed by some unseen force. 

“Think of it as my final gift to you,” Kali laughed from inside her brain. “And do be sure to have fun discovering the others. I shall be watching.” 

One of the redcoats screamed. As if a spell had been broken, the flesh-eating creatures surged forward, burying the trio in a mass of biting, clawing deadness. Jamelia stood silently and watched in horrified fascination as the British soldiers were quite literally torn limb from limb. The undead seemed to favor the soft, vulnerable flesh of the neck, she noted with almost clinical detachment; hot arterial blood jetted from the ragged puncture wounds made by the creatures’ teeth, many of which were even more rotten than the rest of their bodies were starting to become.  

They are strong, and feel no pain, Jamelia thought as she watched the feeding frenzy impassively. She had been one of the originators of the undead plague, helping to introduce blood that had been blessed by the Dark Mother to enemy soldiers after the assault on Ahmednuggur. They had impressed her then, just as they impressed her now, and revolted her all the same. These creatures simply cannot be stopped—

And yet they did, every one of them. At the same time. It was downright uncanny, the way all eight of the flesh-eaters stopped what they were doing at precisely the same instant and stood up straight, even going so far as to drop whatever body part they were chewing or tearing up in the process. 

Then they turned to face her. 

Jamelia let out a low, throaty growl, exposing her wickedly-curved teeth and preparing to fight. But the creatures just stood there, dumbly staring back at her as though they were expecting her to do…what? 

Step back, she thought to herself. 

Amazingly, the creatures obliged. Each stumbled backward exactly one step. A couple of them tottered unsteadily, but all of them obeyed her command. 

Obeyed…

Overcome by a sudden suspicion, Jamelia decided to test it out. Narrowing her eyes, she took a moment to gather her thoughts, drawing all of the threads of her focus together into one carefully directed thought.

Turn. 

In unison, once again, they obeyed. 

The tigress grinned wolfishly. This must be one of the gifts of which the Dark Mother had spoken. Time and time again, Kali had referred to an army of the dead, which would drive the hated British from Maratha lands once and for all. One could not have an army without there being a commander, after all, or it would be nothing more than a mob.

Throwing back her head, Jamelia roared her exultation at the skies. The creatures didn’t respond, instead simply standing there, waiting for their next command. 

Follow me. 

Jamelia broke into a confident stride, not bothering to look back and see whether they were obeying her mental instructions or not. 

These would be the first recruits of many to the cause of her goddess. 

 

 

As the sun rose ever higher toward its zenith, the line of stragglers stretched from horizon to horizon. The remnants of the Maratha army were still plentiful – in fact, more than adequate to smash the inferior British force, reflected Daulat Rao Scindia with a sneer – but not this day. Probably not tomorrow either. 

An army was more than physical strength, manpower, and numbers, he knew. Morale was a key factor, arguably the key factor, and the morale of his men had been sorely tested this past night…and found wanting.

Scindia was no military man, preferring to play the role of potentate and politician, rather than general. He had, as the saying went, people for that: principle among them was the vampire officer Pohlmann, architect of their campaign. Thus far, his performance had been exemplary…but that had all ended on the plain of Assaye last night, when the accursed Wellesley and his red-coated battalions had launched their suicidal assault and broken the Maratha forces, sending them running from the field and into the cold grey light of dawn. 

“I simply cannot believe it,” said his companion, riding alongside on a grand chestnut gelding. “How could this have happen to us? How?” 

“Be at peace, Berar.” Scindia spoke calmly, the measured honey in his voice meant to soothe his fellow potentate. Between them, Scindia and Berar were capable of amassing more than a hundred thousand fighting men. Word of their alliance, although uneasy and fragile at times, had soon reached the ears of the British high command; afraid of the implications that it held regarding the balance of power in the region, the senior British representative in India  (Richard Wellesley, Lord Mornington) had dispatched a force under the auspices of his younger brother with the obvious intent of shattering that alliance into pieces once and for all. 

“Peace?” Berar’s head snapped round to face him, making the gold-crusted feather in his turban flap madly to and fro. “What is there to be at peace about? The British have beaten us!” 

The two potentates rode together at the center of a phalanx made up of their personal guard, some five hundred elite fighting men dressed in cream-colored tunics and trousers. Each wore a pale yellow sash over the right shoulder that was belted at the hip, and a scarlet turban that seemed almost to mock the uniform of their most hated enemy: the British redcoat. The men did not quite march in step, for the terrain was too uneven to allow it, but their ordered, leisurely pace was something that Scindia found rather reassuring. They marched confidently, kicking up a small cloud of dust about their sandals with every step. Their commander, a subadar by the name of Romesh, had practically begged Scindia for the opportunity to join the battle last night, to take their scimitars and muskets against the vile British. For his part, Scindia had actually been tempted: it seemed to him that the presence of five hundred superbly-disciplined men might sway the battle in their favor once more. But he had been overruled by Berar, who had vehemently dismissed the idea with a chop of one richly-bejeweled hand. 

“Absolutely not! I forbid it. Our safety is of paramount importance. All else is secondary!” 

These men were lions, and one did not keep a lion on the leash for too long…not without irretrievably blunting its spirit, at any rate. Romesh had obeyed, just as Scindia had known he would, for the man was a professional fighting soldier. But that look in his eyes…it plainly rankled. What manner of true fighting man would willingly stand by and watch his brothers in arms be slaughtered, in order to protect a fat, perfumed prince? Even Scindia’s lip had curled at the refusal to let them help. 

It was at that moment that Scindia had first known, with an utterly cold-blooded certainty, that Berar would have to die. 

What was left of their army now marched to Gawilghur, Berar’s fortress, located high up in the mountains to the north-east. It was said to be impregnable, and in all the generations since it had first been hewn out of the rock, it had never once been taken by either siege or by storm. 

He and Berar were counting on that impregnability now.   

As a strongpoint, Gawilghur was of almost incalculable strategic importance, its sphere of control encompassing all of the plains and roads for miles around, in every direction. Wellesley would not – no, could not – bypass the fortress. He simply dared not, for the Maratha forces entrenched there would act as a dagger at his back, ever-vigilant and ready to cut his supply lines if he chose to do anything other than retreat. Half-drunk on blood one night, Pohlmann had insisted that he knew precisely how Wellesley thought and planned. Gawilghur had to be taken, the Hanoverian went on. There was simply no other way. And now that the first engagement at Assaye had proven indecisive, Gawilghur is where the Marathas would finally break the British. 

“The British have most assuredly not beaten us,” Scindia retorted mildly, his attention drifting back to the here and now. “And while we have most assuredly not beaten them either, we still hold the upper hand.” 

“The upper hand?” Berar sounded scornful. “Our army is broken. We are in retreat. Please explain to me how we hold the ‘upper hand.’”

Leeting out a long sigh, Scindia said, “The breaking of our army is temporary. To borrow a metaphor: We have been mauled, yes, but the bleeding as stopped and we shall soon heal. Remember, the British have been weakened also.” He dropped his voice to a confidential whisper. “And unlike us, they do not have the men to spare.”

Berar considered that for a moment, and seemed slightly mollified. “There were a great many red jackets among the fallen,” he ultimately conceded. 

“Indeed there were. Our losses can be made up, given a little time. Whereas the British are far from home, and at the far end of a very long chain of supply. Every redcoat that falls is a redcoat not easily replaced…not to mention a recruit for Kali’s special army.” 

The army of the dead had occupied much of Scindia’s thoughts of late. Speaking to them through the mediumship of Jamelia’s possessed body, Kali the Dark Mother had promised them that the horde of resurrected corpses would somehow be led to victory against their mutual enemy, the British. If this is what victory looks like…had been his first thought, but he squashed it quickly. The Dark Mother had a proven ability to eavesdrop on the thoughts of mortal beings, and she was not known to be a merciful deity. 

No, he had little choice but to take Kali at her word, and trust that everything would ultimately turn out for the best. She wanted the British ousted from the Maratha lands every bit as much as he and Berar did, and while Scindia recognized that he and his fellow potentates were little more than pawns in a much larger game in which she was one of the players, he still felt genuinely confident that he had fallen in with the winning side. 

There was a sudden commotion at the edge of the column, out on the far right. Scindia looked over in that direction, and was surprised to see a woman – at least, based upon the dark-colored sari that the figure wore, he thought that it must be a woman, but it was hard to tell at this distance – staggering toward them. Her hands were both outstretched, grasping for the closest soldier. She tottered drunkenly on uncertain, stick-thin legs. From the way in which she moved, Scindia knew that they had encountered yet another victim of Kali’s enchanted blood-plague. 

A keening wail carried to his ears over the baking late-morning air. Without prompting, one of the white-garbed guards broke ranks. Drawing his curved sword from its scabbard in a single fluid motion, he raised it above his right shoulder, paused for a second as though sizing the creature up, and then brought it down again in a smooth and graceful stroke. Scindia squinted to make out more detail, admiring the swordsman’s economy of movement. The keenly-honed blade split the creature’s head in two, slicing it along a diagonal that ran from the left temple down through the right corner of the mouth. As soon as the weapon bit deep, its wielder turned away, shielding his eyes and mouth from the inevitable splatter of black liquid, just as he had been trained. Viscous drops spattered against the side of his face and darkened the scarlet turban.

It was difficult not to be impressed by the guardsman’s professionalism. The thing’s mostly-headless body took two more halting steps, operating primarily on momentum, before sinking to the ground without ever reaching the column of marching troops. Seemingly satisfied, the swordsman ducked down into a crouch and cleaned his blade front and back on the dead woman’s sari, before returning it to its sheath and running to resume his place back in the order of march once more. 

“They continue to attack us, and yet they are supposed to be on our side,” Berar hissed, jerking his head toward the fallen body.

Fool, thought Scindia, though he said nothing of the sort. Pray that the Dark Mother is not reading your thoughts at this very moment. “The Dark Mother has a plan,” he said instead, “and it is not for such lowly creatures as we to know its every intricacy and connotation.” 

“I suppose that you are correct,” Berar said haughtily, finally catching on to the very real danger of criticizing Kali, whether out loud or in the supposed privacy of one’s own thoughts. “The Dark Mother knows what is best, of course.” He cast a surreptitious glance skyward, as though expecting to be struck down by a bolt of lightning flung from the heavens. The sky remained resolutely clear and blue, broken only by the occasional opportunistic carrion bird in search of its next meal.

Scindia clapped him on the shoulder and said, “It is but a few days’ march to Gawilghur, my friend. You will feel much happier when we arrive.” 

“I shall make it my sole purpose in life to turn the fortress into a death trap for the British,” Berar promised, as much to himself as to Scindia. “I have already formulated plans, Scindia – and such plans, if you could only see…” 

“I believe you, my friend.” 

“Gawilghur shall be the graveyard of the British Army. Mark my words.” Berar clenched a fist. His eyes stared off into the far distance, Scindia noticed, no doubt envisioning wave upon wave of redcoats being slaughtered in a vain attempt to climb the fortress walls. “Death shall follow their every footstep.” 

Scindia shot him a sideways glance. 

And so, my “friend,” shall it follow yours…

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

A blight and a pestilence unlike any other within living memory has befallen India. 

This is not the first time that we have witnessed the newly-dead rising to prey upon the living. The annals of civilized history record multiple instances in which thousands of such hungry corpses have plagued humanity, perhaps most infamously when the remnants of the Imperial legions serving under Caesar fought tooth and nail to withstand the brutal onslaught of the undead horde at the very gates of Rome itself. 

These disturbing occurrences appear to be cyclical in nature, and seem to occur (on average) once or twice every hundred years. They have been reported on all continents, and have threatened the United Kingdom itself several times. Despite the best efforts of the finest scientific minds of each generation, no satisfactory explanation for these unholy resurrections has ever been discovered; whether it is a disease of the physical variety, or a supernatural malady, remains to be seen — and indeed, the answer to this most vexing of questions may never be known at all.

We must hope, however, that such pessimism turns out to be ill-founded. Driven purely by a ceaseless thirst for the blood and flesh of the living, these nightmarish creatures first emerged during the early stages of this campaign that we now wage against the Marathas, shambling forth from the streets and hovels of Ahmednuggur in the aftermath of our assault and escalade upon that fortified town. They were few in number at first, but their burgeoning ranks were soon swelled by the bodies of both the British and Indian dead who had laid down their lives on that night of blood and fire. The fiends pursued both British armies — both mine, and that of Colonel Stevenson — as we, in turn, pursued the enemy forces of Scindia and the Raja of Berar, slowly but inexorably whittling away the ranks of my redcoats and the camp followers who came along in their wake. For every living, breathing human being who fell victim to those relentlessly-snapping jaws, another shambling foot-soldier was soon added to the tally of the risen dead. 

Finally, on the outskirts of a little remarked-upon township named Assaye, matters came to a head. Probing forward aggressively (perhaps a little too aggressively, if I am to be completely frank about it) my leading elements unexpectedly encountered the entire Maratha army, taking up a battle line along the banks of the River Kailna. Riding at the vanguard, I soon realized that few viable options remained open to me. 

Simple mathematics alone dictates that this situation cannot continue for long.    

 

From the journal of Arthur Wellesley, 1803. 

 

Colin Campbell screamed. 

“Well,” said Doctor Reed Caldwell, leaning over his patient and placing the palm of one hand against his fevered brow, “that’s an improvement.” 

The orderly who was assisting him looked aghast at the doctor’s sheer callousness. Caldwell paid him no mind. Campbell’s scream was loud, clear, and piercing, born in a place of almost indescribable agony. So far as the doctor was concerned, however, it meant only that he had an intact airway, and was moving a sufficient volume of air into his lungs that he could spare it on a verbal expression of that great pain. Air meant oxygen, and oxygen meant life. 

It was usually the quiet patients who caused him to worry.

The doctor and his orderly were tending to their patient as best they could, given the circumstances: bouncing along in the back of an ox-drawn wagon flatbed, one whose rudimentary shock absorbers seemed to be several thousand miles past their prime. 

“Oh all right,” the doctor tutted, noting the look of discomfort still written across the orderly’s face. “Give him a bite strap, if you please. Carefully does it, now.” 

Caldwell trusted the orderly (a corporal who went by the name of Wedding) to keep his fingertips well clear of the man’s gnashing teeth as he worked the tough leather strap into his mouth. Campbell’s screams became grunts, his teeth clamping down on the bite strap for dear life. He was covered from head to toe in sweat, positively drenched in the stuff, Caldwell noted; the man’s skin was burning up underneath the palm of the doctor’s hand, and he wiped his hand absently against the linen of his dirty white shirt. 

By rights, he ought to be dead already. 

That Campbell had survived this long was nothing short of a miracle, Caldwell mused. He removed the ornate fob watch on a chain that he kept in his pocket and flipped the lid open. It was a beautiful timepiece, a gift from his father upon his graduation from university, and remained scrupulously accurate to this very day. 

A quarter past three. Remarkable. 

If the truth were told, Caldwell had expected the Scotsman to die on his table before lunchtime came around. His wounds were nothing short of horrific, inflicted by the claws and jaws of a supernatural feline beast early this morning, and the man had lost a considerable amount of blood. Reed was a surgeon of fine repute, and had sewn up the brutal gashes with his typical efficiency and expertise; the injuries had swollen and turned an angry red in color, their puckered mouths leaking a slow ooze of rancid yellow and green pus from between each set of stitches.

The wounds were obviously infected; even a first-year medical student would have spotted that. Campbell was burning up, feverishly straining against the heavy leather straps buckled to his wrists and ankles. Coupled with the blood loss, Caldwell knew that the physiological insult to his patient’s system could end in only one way: defeat. 

A musket shot rang out from one of the native cavalrymen riding on the left flank. Caldwell glanced up in irritation. The defense of the British column seemed to be going well; things looked much less hopeless than they had at daybreak earlier that morning. Once the last vampire officer was in the ground (Major General Wellesley, leading from the front as he always did) a mortal captain named Rice had taken command. Receiving an order written by the General and delivered by an NCO, Rice had wasted no time in organizing a hasty defense – in this case, a loose infantry square some half a mile on each side – and then set about striking the camp in preparation for travel. 

Whenever smaller groups of the undead had come within musket range of the square, the closest two or three weapons had barked out, ending the threat quickly. Some clusters were larger, and those were dealt with by using that old stalwart, massed volley fire. The redcoats that formed the threatened stretch of line closed up until they were shoulder to shoulder, then on the count of three leveled their weapons and fired. The men on either side closed up ranks even further and handed their own loaded muskets to the men who had just fired, exchanging the discharged Brown Besses for fresh ones. While their comrades took their next shot, they patiently reloaded, and so on, and so on, until the threat was vanquished.

The Marathas did indeed seem to be long gone, and General Wellesley had not ordered his remaining cavalry to pursue them. There was, however, a definite method to his madness. While the camp was being struck, Rice had dispatched as many cavalry patrols as he could spare. A few – and they really were too few, Rice knew, but what choice did he really have? – formed a thin screen between the camp and the retreating enemy. The remainder had an equally important job, done at Caldwell’s urging: that of keeping the dead from walking once more. 

“Look old chap,” Caldwell had said reasonably, lighting one of his precious few remaining cigars and blowing out a long stream of smoke in the captain’s general direction, “try to think of it like this: would you rather deal with the buggers now, while they’re still at their most vulnerable, or deal with them later, when they’re back on their feet again and hungry for blood?” 

It had to be said that Rice hadn’t taken much persuading. Collecting up what precious few combat-effective horsemen could still be found, a mixture of both native and British cavalrymen, the captain had directed them to make sure that each and every corpse that lay sprawled across the battlefield stayed well and truly dead this time. This basically entailed the horsemen riding from body to body, and then employing a saber or lance point to pierce the brain or spinal cord. 

Unfortunately, the soldiers had ridden hard and then fought for everything they were worth for most of the night before. All were tired, with most of them being pushed to the very edge of exhaustion. Tired men make mistakes, and the more tired the man is, the more serious the mistakes tend to be. Today was to be no exception.  

The mens’ backs ached, along with their arms, legs, and pretty much everything else. Fatigued muscles screamed in protest when even the smallest exertion was demanded of them, and so their owners inevitably began to rein themselves in. Where at first the horsemen had leaned gracefully down to skewer a skull and sever a spine, their aches, pains, and stiffness had soon gotten the better of them, and so now each cut and thrust was pulled just a little here, softened just a little there, as body mechanics triumphed over duty. 

To say that the job was done in a quick and dirty fashion would be something of an understatement, yet Captain Rice made no comment when the cavalrymen reported back in just half an hour later, stating that their assigned task had been completed. He too had fought all night, and was struggling simply to keep his eyes open long enough to get the huge British column moving. 

“Good job,” Rice nodded curtly to the commander of his native cavalry, intending the compliment as a dismissal. “Now take your men out one half mile to either side of the main body and screen our flanks, if you please.” 

Rice rode at the head of the long column of march. Turning in his saddle, he shielded his eyes from the sun’s merciless glare with the flat of a hand and looked back along the length of the slightly crooked red snake that stretched from horizon to horizon. Half of the infantry marched first – they looked fit to drop after their exertions of the night before – followed by the camp followers and the artillery train, with the remainder of the foot bringing up the rear. As their temporary commander, Captain Rice had but one goal: to join up with Colonel Stevenson’s column, and thereby unify the army. 

To that end, he had sent a handful of his precious light dragoons on ahead, with orders to make contact with Colonel Stevenson’s force and to convey his intentions to its commander. The chances were good that Stevenson was already marching their way, for the sounds of ferocious combat at Assaye would have been heard for miles around last night; Stevenson would be all too aware that Major General Wellesley’s force had engaged the enemy, and would most likely have begun marching to the sound of the guns as soon as he heard them. 

The hours and the miles ground slowly by in an interminably tedious haze of heat, sweat, and exhaustion. Although he was ashamed to admit it, Rice actually fell asleep in the saddle on more than one occasion, lulled into a fitful, dreamless sleep by the rhythmic plodding of his mount. Jolted awake after one such episode, the captain looked about him guiltily, hoping that nobody had heard him snoring, as he felt sure he must have done. If anybody had, they showed no sign of it. Each infantryman’s tanned face was slack and lifeless, and much like the captain who commanded them, many were marching like automata with their eyes closed, lost in a world of half-sleep. 

It was just after a quarter past four when the light dragoons returned, four tiny dots that suddenly appeared on the western horizon. Replacing the fob watch in his pocket, Rice pulled out a brass telescope and extended it fully. Bringing it up to his eye, he swung the glass impatiently toward the specks. Even before they resolved into the discernible figures of British horsemen, the captain knew that they were friendlies: after all, they galloped through the outermost screen of native horse scouts without any attempt being made to stop them. 

“Beg leave to report, sir.” The sergeant in command of the small party reined his horse to a halt alongside Rice’s. The captain simply nodded, his eyes full of unspoken questions. “We found Colonel Stevenson’s column, sir – about three miles nor-nor’east of here.” He jabbed a finger in that direction for added emphasis. Rice’s eyes followed it, tracked out to the far horizon. There was a slight dust cloud there, nothing that one would have spotted without knowing of its presence. 

“Excellent, Sergeant. You have informed the outliers?” Rice jerked his head to indicate the outermost cavalry screen. 

“Yes sir. They’re making straight for it, sir.” 

“Jolly good. Thank you. Fall into the column, Sergeant. I should say that you have earned your pay for today.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

A salute was exchanged between officer and NCO. Dismissed, the latter wheeled his mount away and trotted off to rejoin his comrades, with the other three falling into line behind him. For his part, Rice let out a sigh of quiet relief. Well, that was that. The two British columns should be able to link up before nightfall. Then it was just a question of establishing a safe harbor for the night – he seriously doubted that General Wellesley would want to march the men far, if at all, after the events of the past thirty-six hours – and settling in to get some desperately-needed rest. 

Perhaps they had a chance after all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“So tell me, Irishman…have you missed me?” 

Arthur felt as if he had only just pulled the coffin lid in place over his head when the familiar voice began speaking to him from out of the darkness. His eyelids fluttered open. Just as he had expected, he was surrounded by nothing but darkness on all sides, completely immersed in it. 

This was how their conversations always started. As much as he hated to admit it, he had rather begun to miss them. These dream-world discussions helped him keep his verbal skills honed to a fine point. 

“Yes,” Arthur admitted frankly, “I have.” 

The figure of the Tipu Sultan stepped forward out of the shadows. His frame was short and squat, but carried as much muscle as it did fat. The potentate wore his traditional garb of baggy green pantaloons, a golden vest that was belted at the waist with a knotted red sash, and a turban of sky blue silk which was fronted with an enormous red ruby. Appraising him, Arthur thought that the smile he wore was genuine. The Sultan seemed truly pleased to be back. 

“As have I.” The smile widened into a broad grin. He stepped forward, so that the two of them were a mere arm’s length apart, and folded his arms across his stout chest.  

“Your goddess has permitted you to return, then?” As glad as he was to see the Sultan once more, Arthur simply couldn’t resist that little opening salvo. Was it just his imagination, or did Tipu momentarily wince? 

“The Dark Mother is not my goddess. It would seem that she is no longer…displeased with me.” Tipu’s gaze shifted from left to right and back again, as though he were searching the shadows for any unseen listeners that might be lurking there. Apparently satisfied that there were no eavesdroppers, the potentate seemed to relax just a fraction.

“Of course. Forgive me. I had forgotten that you are a Muslim.” Wellesley had genuinely intended no offence. The last time that he had seen the Sultan, Kali had appeared in person and dismissed Tipu in a rage, flinging him violently away as an angry child might discard a stuffed doll. He may believe in a different deity, but it hadn’t saved him from the wrath of the Dark Mother, as her followers liked to call her. It had fascinated Wellesley at the time that Tipu’s own god had not intervened, and he wondered whether it was because they were in Kali’s lands now, and therefore subject to her whims no matter which deities they personally followed. 

“I would expect nothing less from an infidel.” Tipu’s smile and the gleam in his eye robbed the words of some of their sting. He seemed to be quite over the whole unpleasant business. 

“Touche.” 

A moment of companionable silence passed between them. Finally, the vampire said, “I must confess that I am still not entirely sure whether you are real or not.” 

“What else might I be?” The Sultan seemed interested in Wellesley’s response. 

“A figment of my imagination. A dream. A shadow. Nothing more than a memory.”

“Ah. And what does your gut instinct tell you?” 

“I am a general. I try to think with me head, not my gut.” 

“Are you claiming that instinct has no role to play in generalship?” Tipu cocked his head to one side. 

“That is not what I am saying at all. However, it should never be allowed to supplant reason.”

“I tend to agree, Irishman. As with so many other things in life, instinct makes for a good servant and yet a very poor master.” 

Wellesley inclined his head, conceding the point. “When one considers the fact that arguing with a figment of one’s own imagination would be tantamount to lunacy, I am therefore forced to give you the benefit of the doubt so far as your objective realness is concerned.” 

Tipu let out an explosive, braying laugh. Even Arthur smiled, the corner of one mouth quirking slightly at the audacity of his reasoning. Then the potentate’s expression grew more somber. 

“I am given to understand, General, that you encountered my daughter on the battlefield yesterday.” 

“I did.” Arthur let it hang there, saw no reason to deny the truth of it, and wondered where Tipu was going with this particular conversational thread.

“If you believe that you have killed her, General Wellesley, then you are quite correct.” 

Arthur raised an eyebrow, surprised at the Sultan’s apparent lack of displeasure where this fact was concerned. “I would tell you that I am sorry for your loss, my dear Sultan, but we both know that would be a falsehood.” 

“Quite alright, my dear vampire. For you see, if you think that Jamelia has given up on her quest for vengeance against you, you are hopelessly deluded.” 

“But how – oh, I see.” Just like that, realization dawned on Arthur. “I had thought for a moment that you were speaking in riddles…it would not be the first time, after all. Should I then take it to mean that your daughter has recently joined the ranks of the risen dead?” 

“I would not say joined, although the description is accurate, as far as it goes.” A thin, sardonic smile spread across the Sultan’s lips. He let the words hang between them for a moment. Finally, Wellesley took the bet. 

“And what would you say?” 

“She has not joined their ranks, my dear Arthur. No, my dearest daughter has been chosen to lead them.” 

Arthur’s eyes widened just a fraction at that. “Chosen? By whom?” 

Tipu did not answer, at least not verbally: instead, he simply looked upward, in the universal signal for something that was quite literally in the lap of the gods. 

“I see. That would be Kali, I presume.” There was just the slightest trace of a wince when Arthur named the goddess, and the vampire knew that he had hit the mark on his very first attempt. “She may frighten you, Tipu, but the so-called ‘Dark Mother’ holds no fear for me.” 

“And I had thought you so much wiser than that, vampire.” Tipu had suddenly turned somber. “You underestimate the goddess of the dead at your own peril. She has powers that you cannot possibly comprehend, and has favored my daughter with some of them.”

“Such as…?”

“Jamelia came close to death, thanks to the wounds that you inflicted, Wellesley. Very close. But Jamelia is instrumental to her plans, and is therefore not a piece that the Dark Mother would permit to be removed from the game board so easily.” 

“You are saying that she is a queen, rather than a knight or a bishop.”

“Precisely.” 

Arthur rather appreciated the comparison of their current situation to the game of chess. It was a game that he loved to play, finding it a very useful analog to the art of strategic thinking that was his stock in trade during everyday life.

“Which would make Berar and Scindia the king,” the vampire observed.

“You have precious little chance of checkmating that particular king. They have a near-limitless supply of pawns, Irishman, whereas your precious red-coated minions are fast running out. Mathematics alone tells us that this game can end in only one way.” 

Arthur regarded him stonily for a moment, choosing his words with great care. “That would be correct, were this simply a war of attrition. But this is not such a war, Tipu. I would have thought that the outcome of Assaye should have made that abundantly clear.” The Sultan opened his mouth to respond, but Wellesley talked right over him. “War is about far more than the numbers, Tipu. Far more. Data is important, yes, I shall grant you that. I am something of an obsessive on that particular point, if the truth be told. But the wise man places his money on the better general, even if he is burdened with inferior numbers and resources, over the bloated and over-confident blusterer. 

“The living dead may outnumber my living redcoats and our allies, my dear Sultan, but you may rest assured of one thing: the king who finally prevails on this particular chess board shall be named George, and none other.” 

Arthur’s voice burned with the fires of conviction, never once wavering or displaying even the slightest trace of doubt. He knew that he was going to win, for no other outcome was conceivable. The vampire general was supremely self-confident – many thought him self-absorbed and arrogant – but it was backed up with hours of painstaking preparation and research: he knew the movement capabilities of his prime fighting men, for example, because upon first arriving in India he had carefully weighed them and then marched them over specific distances with full fighting kit, diligently recording the times in a log book that he carried with him to this day.    

Other than one incident several years prior – an ill-conceived attack on a stand of tope, during the Seringapatam campaign which had ended in the Sultan’s demise – Wellesley’s record of skirmishes and battles, though not yet particularly long, was a list composed entirely of victories. He knew with utter certainty, down in his very marrow, that despite all the odds that were so heavily stacked against him, this campaign against the Marathas would be no different. 

“Confidence is a valuable trait in a general,” Tipu said, his gaze locking with Wellesley’s own. Neither man looked away. “Arrogance less so.” 

Arthur regarded him impassively. “You have not yet told me how you escaped from wherever it was that Kali sent you. Escaped…or did she allow you to leave?”

The momentary downcast flicker of Tipu’s eyes gave him all the answer he needed. The Sultan had been permitted to return and visit with him once more. The question was: why? 

“I am the bearer of a message,” Tipu said at last. He seemed fidgety, as befit the bearer of ill tidings. 

“Well? Out with it, man!” Arthur could feel his sudden annoyance already giving way to the first kindlings of anger. His tone was harsher than he would have liked, for he felt no personal enmity toward the Sultan. His daughter, on the other hand…

Taking a deep breath, the potentate closed his eyes for a moment, seeming to center himself, and then began, “The most mighty and munificent goddess Kali, the Dark Mother, sends this message to Major General Arthur Wellesley, the vampire who leads the illegal incursion into Maratha territory…” 

“Illegal? Ha!” Wellesley snorted, a harsh bray that put the Sultan off his stroke. “My brother is the appointed crown representative of all India. Do not speak to me of legality, if you please.” 

“…illegal incursion into Maratha territory,” Tipu went on, ignoring the vampire’s interruption. “The message is as follows: the vampire general shall immediately turn around, and return with his troops to the island-citadel of Mysore, never to return.” It may have been Arthur’s imagination, but he could have sworn that Tipu’s voice wavered ever so slightly as he mentioned his former seat of power. Tipu’s body still lay entombed in a mausoleum there, next to those of his parents and others of his line. 

“And if I do not?” Arthur asked, genuinely curious. 

“Should he fail to do so, then the forces of the Maratha Confederacy will meet the British invader once more upon the field of battle.” 

“I heartily encourage them to try. It has not turned out well for them so far.” 

“The tigress Jamelia, chosen instrument of the Dark Mother, has been bestowed with the power to command the risen dead, no matter how great their number. Under her direction, the army of the dead shall hound the British at every turn, eroding the ranks of the invader while swelling their own.” Wellesley’s face hardened at this, for his imagination was already conjuring up unbidden images of the shuffling, wailing bodies of the dead, clad in bright red jackets and howling for the flesh of the living. Blasphemy. An abomination in the eyes of God. Every single one of his fallen redcoats who came back to an obscene parody of the life they had once known was one too many – an insult, and one that Arthur took very personally indeed. “Kali is not entirely without mercy, my Irish friend, and so she offers you this one last chance: leave these lands, now and for all time. Otherwise, I fear that it shall not go well for you, or for those red-coated cattle you so blithely lead to the slaughter.

“Heed my warning, Wellesley, for I have grown really quite fond of you since my death.” Tipu smiled again, though there was little warmth behind it. “The Deccan plain shall become your burial ground if you insist on pursuing this imperialistic venture. Nor shall it be a quiet burial ground, for though you and your vampire cohort shall meet your ends, no such eternal peace will be granted to your men…their hungry corpses will roam the wilderness for many years to come, feasting upon the flesh of animals and what few stragglers they can catch unawares. There is no dignity in such a living death.

“Please, my dear vampire – leave now. While you still can.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

It would have been possible, Colonel Stevenson supposed, to send a strong detachment of cavalry to the plain of Assaye in order to recover Major General Wellesley and his fellow vampire officers; yet such a course of action came with a number of drawbacks. 

For starters, he could use only his own limited supply of cavalry; the bulk of the army’s horse had been attached to the main body, and had fought themselves to the point of exhaustion during the previous evening’s battle. When the column commanded by Captain Rice had finally intercepted Stevenson’s own, it was already dusk; the colonel and his senior officers were being awoken from their daytime slumber, their coffins stowed neatly beneath canvas sheets by redcoats. Unlike the commanding general, Colonel Stevenson had no personal guard force dedicated to caring for the needs of himself and his vampire comrades. The rank and file soldiers took care of burying and exhuming them each morning and evening. This duty was always fulfilled by redcoats, however. Native soldiers, no matter how well-regarded, were never entrusted with such a…delicate task. Certain proprieties had to be maintained, after all. 

It didn’t take an experienced soldier’s eye to notice that the incoming mounts were tired. Still screening the main body of marching troops, the horses and their riders alike had fatigue written in every motion. They trudged rather than trotted, grinding out step after weary step, heads down and hanging limply from their necks, bouncing in rhythm to the rolling motion of their hooves.

Standing up straight and smoothing his uniform jacket absently, Stevenson exchanged a salute with Rice and accepted the man’s report. The vampire officer listened patiently, not interrupting his mortal subordinate as he poured out the tale of blood and fire that had engulfed the plain of Assaye one night before. 

The general has won a great victory…at a terrible price. Stevenson watched as the first ground troops began to come in. They were tired, it was apparent, yet they still marched proudly with straight backs and heads held high, their muskets carried vertically like a forest of ancient Greek spears. A part of him wished fervently that the general had waited one more night, that he had sent a messenger to have Stevenson undertake a forced march in order to join him before attacking the much larger Maratha army; a unified British force would almost certainly have sustained fewer casualties. But then, Wellesley had essentially stumbled upon the Maratha position by chance. Had he held his ground, even retreated – essentially done anything other than go directly into the attack – the consequences for he and his men could have been disastrous. 

The sun was already beneath the western horizon and a slight chill was creeping into the air. Stevenson dismissed Captain Rice, leaving him with a hearty “well done!” and instructions to bivouac his people down for a few precious hours of much-needed sleep. The army usually rested during the daylight hours and marched through the night, but in the aftermath of Assaye, the usual way of doing things had fallen by the wayside. The men and camp followers of Rice’s column had been on their feet for more than twenty-four hours, maneuvering and fighting since before sunset the day before, and every one of them looked fit to drop. 

There were two pressing tasks at hand now. One was to recover Major General Wellesley and his officers, for though they would be able to break out of their graves without assistance if need be, their precious coffins would be destroyed in the process. Much good that would do them tomorrow morning, when it was time to return to the safety of the earth once more. The second critical task was to establish a defensive perimeter, in case the Marathas suddenly found themselves in possession of their faculties once more, executed an about-face, and decided to counter-attack the British force before it was fully rested and combat effective once more. 

Thinking with a speed born of years of soldiering experience as both mortal officer and as a vampire, Stevenson gathered his staff officers to him and began to rattle off orders. Fully a third of his cavalry was already deployed to the north and east, serving as a screen against a surprise attack. He ordered that screen to be bolstered by thirty percent, keeping the remainder in reserve to replace them later on that coming night. 

“There’ll be no march tonight,” Stevenson told his assembled officer cadre, drawing murmurs of surprise from quite a few. To a man, they had expected to march east in order to link up with the main body and then take the fight directly to the enemy. The colonel briefly outlined the events of last night’s battle, turning the expressions of surprise to grunts and nods of quiet satisfaction. “Major General Wellesley’s men will need this night to rest and recuperate, and we must be their shield. A strong guard force is being put into place, and shall be rotated throughout the night and again tomorrow morning.” 

“What of Major General Wellesley and his men, sir?” asked Captain John Cadderly, one of his mortal officers. The tousle-haired young officer somehow contrived to look both concerned and eager at the same time.

“A mission to rescue them shall be launched the instant that this meeting is adjourned. Which is now, by my reckoning, unless there are further questions?” Looking around at the sea of expectant faces, Stevenson could see that there were none. “Very well, let us be about it then. Officers – fall out to your duties, if you please.” 

 

 

 

 

Flying at five hundred feet above the ground, fifteen vampire officers cut their way silently through the early evening sky. Each held a shovel clutched loosely in their left hand, leaving their dominant arm free to draw a sword should necessity dictate it. Adhering to the principles of discipline that were so highly prized by the British Army, they flew in a tight arrowhead formation with Colonel Stevenson in the van. In this, as in all things, the colonel believed in leading from the front. 

Night had fallen properly, leaving little but the moon and stars to light their way. It mattered not one whit to the vampires, whose preternaturally-enhanced vision enabled them to see as clearly at night as most creatures saw during the daytime. Stevenson assumed the role of navigator, steering them unerringly in an east-nor’-eastward direction. The other fourteen used him as their marker, a fixed reference point for their phalanx formation, and maintained a heightened sense of alertness; all knew only too well that the enemy had a number of European vampire officers in his employ – nothing but mere mercenaries, serving for pay rather than honor, they sniffed haughtily whenever the subject arose – and none wanted to be ambushed this night. 

As things turned out, they need not have worried. The enemy must have better things to do, because their flight reached the plains of Assaye unmolested by anything more than a light breeze. Rather than leap immediately onto the field, the officers took their lead from their Colonel, who circled three times in a descending spiral, surveying the terrain carefully before setting down in an open space some five hundred yards from the river. 

The plain was liberally littered with pockets of scattered undead, roaming aimlessly about. Stevenson put their number at somewhere around three hundred, by rough estimation. No sooner had the aerial formation of vampires touched down lightly on the hard-packed ground, than the closest clutches of the creatures began to turn their way and shamble toward them. Drawing swords from scabbards with a throaty rasp of silvered steel, the vampire officers formed a ring of blades about their leader.

For his part, Stevenson tilted his head back and called out in a loud, clear voice, “General Wellesley! It is I – Colonel Stevenson.” 

In response, there came three sharp raps, as of knuckles upon thick wood. A human being would never have heard them, but to the augmented hearing of a vampire, they rang out as clearly as church bells on a Sunday morning. 

“Over there.” Stevenson set off to his right, moving some hundred paces before coming to a halt and tapping his foot three times, as though impatient to be done with this night’s first task. Three raps answered him smartly, seeming to come from directly beneath his feet. Nodding in satisfaction, Stevenson said simply, “Here.” He moved backward a few steps, indicating the place where he had just stood with a nod of the head.

Breaking out of the circle, three of the officers sheathed their swords and began to attack the hard-packed ground with their shovels. The vampires worked silently but with great gusto, their hands moving so quickly that a mortal man would have seen only a blur of motion and a dirt fountain composed of soil clods. It took only seconds for them to reach the thick wooden lid of a coffin. 

It bore the seal of Major General Arthur Wellesley. 

“Carefully, now!” Stevenson said, as two of his majors worked to widen their excavation on either side of the coffin. He knew that there would be hell to pay if one of them inadvertently scratched the almost-priceless lacquered wood. Once ample room had been cleared, the majors dropped down to stand abreast the coffin, and with a single deliberate nod, lifted it up and out of the temporary grave, placing it gently on the ground beside it.  

Stevenson removed the lid himself, setting it down to the right of the coffin. There, laying in apparent repose, was the immaculately-dressed figure of Major General Wellesley himself. As soon as the cooling night air touched his face, Arthur’s eyelids flickered open, the red orbs beneath them roving until they finally settled upon his rescuer’s face. 

“Why Colonel Stevenson,” Arthur said with just the merest hint of a smile, “how truly good of you to have come.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

His nerves were on fire. 

No, scratch that. Not just his nerves: those were simply the conduits through which the agony was transmitted. Every cell in his body, from the tips of his toes to the follicles on his scalp, felt as though it was ablaze. 

Jamming the knuckles of one hand into his mouth in an effort to stifle the cry that he knew must come, Colin Campbell bit down into the meaty flesh hard enough to draw blood. Despite his best efforts, a low moan somehow worked its way out past his clenched jaws.

“He’s burning up, the poor bugger,” said the medical orderly as he leaned over Campbell’s squirming form, carefully restrained with thick leather straps on each extremity. The orderly’s voice wasn’t entirely devoid of sympathy, something that Dr. Caldwell picked up on and heartily approved of. Compassion seemed to be in short supply these days. 

“A fringe benefit of his not being dead,” the physician snapped back archly. The response was harsher than he had intended, and so he leavened it with an awkward pat on the man’s arm. Not his fault. Not mine either, really. We’re all just so damnably tired. 

It was fully dark outside the newly-erected hospital tent. The last time that Caldwell had stepped outside for a breath of fresh air some twenty minutes ago, a glorious canopy of stars stretched overhead, a speckled band running from horizon to horizon. He was reminded of the fact that, with the exception of a few precious nodding minutes snatched here and there, he and most of his staff had not slept since the previous afternoon, some thirty-six hours ago. Tempers were starting to fray. They would have to watch that. If they turned upon each other, then they would all be well and truly done for. 

“He might not be dead, sir, but he looks like he’s halfway there.” 

Caldwell couldn’t help but agree. The worst of the internal bleeding seemed to have stopped (how could it not, he reasoned, for otherwise the captain would already be dead) and until perhaps a quarter of an hour ago, his patient’s skin had been as cold as ice. The wounded Scotsman had begun to tremble and shiver, his body wracked with great spasms that rippled beneath his skin. Feeling utterly powerless and searching for something to do, Caldwell had covered him with several blankets, working on the premise that there was little more that he could do in the way of treatment than watch and wait for Campbell to ride out whatever it was that ravaged his body. 

He had exchanged a grim look with the orderly. Both of them were thinking the same thing: Campbell had been bitten or clawed by one of the creatures, and was now turning into one of them. But upon reflection, the doctor was beginning to change his mind about that. Campbell’s skin temperature had suddenly turned from freezing cold to boiling hot, breaking out in a wash of sweat that coated his entire body. Placing the flat of one hand on his brow, the orderly had declared that he could probably fry an egg there. 

The fever had sparked and taken hold so very quickly, it had taken him totally by surprise. Campbell wasn’t trying to bite anybody that came within range, something that every single one of the turned had done. Caldwell placed two fingers at his wrist and found a strong, bounding pulse that galloped like the hooves of a cavalry mount – a far cry from the almost imperceptibly weak, thready pulse that it had apparently just replaced. 

“He appears to be perfusing once more,” Caldwell said, for the first time sounding cautiously optimistic. Then he qualified it with, “But he’s not out of the woods quite yet.”     

Straining against his bonds, Campbell threw back his head and screamed. The candle-light threw a sinister shadow against the far canvas wall of the tent, looking for all the world as though he was more beast than man. There was something feral about the man as he arched his back and strove to get his wrists and ankles free of the straps that bit remorselessly into his flesh, chafing so badly that blood was drawn. 

A shadow appeared suddenly in the doorway that was formed from the tent’s tied-back entry flap. It was guarded by two highlanders of the 84th, both of whom stepped smartly aside to allow the newcomer to enter. The figure stepped forward into the candle-light. Dr. Reed Caldwell had never felt so glad to see his commanding general in his entire life. 

“A very good evening to you, Dr. Caldwell,” Wellesley said politely, almost deferentially. His usually dark eyes glowed a pale red, lighting up the shadows like twin suns at daybreak. 

“Good evening, sir.” Caldwell didn’t salute, as was traditional with most army doctors, but straightened his bearing nonetheless and offered Wellesley a courteous nod.

“How fares Captain Campbell?” 

Was it Caldwell’s imagination, or was that a note of genuine concern in the general’s voice? “Had you asked me that same question just an hour ago, sir, or even half an hour ago for that matter, I would have told you that his prognosis was grim. But as it stands now…” He hesitated, struggling to force his groggy brain into organizing his thoughts. 

“Yes?” Wellesley asked impatiently, unwilling to brook the delay. 

“As it stands now, I feel that Captain Campbell may have just turned the corner. His pulse has regained its former strength, and more besides…” Caldwell gestured with one hand, and Wellesley followed it, taking in the captain’s whipcord-taught muscles as they strained hard to break out of their leather bonds. The Scotsman threw back his head once more and howled, the veins standing out like thick ropes on either side of his neck. At his temple, an S-shaped vein throbbed angrily. 

“He is in considerable pain, Doctor. Have you given anything to help with that – morphia, perhaps?” 

Caldwell dismissed that notion with an angry shake of the head, thought (but did not say) I do not tell you how to do your job, sir, so pray extend to me the same courtesy. Wellesley’s eyes narrowed fractionally, and it was only then that Caldwell recalled with some trepidation the vampire’s ability of reading mortal minds, when they so choose. Had Wellesley perceived his disobedient thought? If he had, then he seemed unwilling to act on it, which came as a great relief. 

“No, sir, I have not. Until very recently, the strength of Captain Campbell’s pulse has been extremely poor – caused, no doubt, by the great volume of blood that he lost during his struggle with the undead. Morphine has the effect of slowing the respiratory rate and weakening the pulse even further, which could have been extremely dangerous – if not fatal – for Captain Campbell. I therefore had no choice but to withhold analgesia from him, as dismaying a prospect as that may be.” 

“Captain Campbell’s wounds were not caused by the risen dead, Doctor.” Arthur regarded him levelly. “They were inflicted by a were-tiger. The creature who is named Jamelia, daughter of the Tipu Sultan.”   

Caldwell’s eyes narrowed. “Then his physiologic sea change suddenly makes a great deal more sense to me.” The doctor place a hand firmly on top of Campbell’s skull, clamping it in place as best he could, and with the fingers of the other hand slowly prised open one sweat-slicked eyelid. The iris underneath was now a pale yellow in color. Of greater concern was the fact that the ink-black pupil was no longer round: instead, it had taken on the shape of a thin, almond-like vertical slash. 

Like that of a cat. 

As though triggered by the sensation of light falling on his exposed eyeball, the captain’s muscles gave an almighty spasm. The buckle on the strap that secured his right wrist gave way, unable to withstand the sudden spastic jerk. Caldwell and his orderly took a step back. Wellesley held his ground, silent and immobile. The left wrist strap went next. Rather than bend at the waist to free himself from the ankle straps, Campbell instead clutched at his temples, howling as though his skull was about to burst. 

Which apparently, it was. 

Something was taking place behind the tortured Scotsman’s face. His yellow eyes screwed tightly shut again, but Caldwell and Wellesley could see them bulging out of their sockets, as though pushed from behind. His nose came next, slowly beginning to protrude forward until it began to look like more of a snout than anything else. The sound of cracking cartilage which accompanied the warping of Campbell’s facial features made even the seasoned doctor wince, although the vampire general remained impassive, simply watching the grotesque events play out on top of the makeshift operating table. 

Campbell opened his mouth to scream, only for several of his teeth to elongate, sinking downward and rising up to meet one another. With an almighty crunch, his jaw dislocated, pushed and stretched out to the limit of its tolerance. Still the face elongated, the brow straightening and becoming somehow flatter. More catlike. 

Fingernails became sharp black talons, extending outward from the quick and slicing a series of bloody parallel grooves in the captain’s face. He barely seemed to notice, so great was his overall sense of pain, as trails of blood ran down the side of each cheek in rivulets, oozing from the twin sets of new lacerations. Barely had the first drop of blood reached his chin than it was absorbed, matting the orange and black tufts of hair that were sprouting from Campbell’s pores with unbelievable speed. The same hair was emerging all over the captain’s body. The doctor and his assistants had already cut away his shirt prior to treating his wounds, but his grey trousers remained in place – to afford him a little dignity, if nothing else. Now they began to tear, splitting down the inseams with a slow but steady ripping sound. 

Caldwell made to move toward his patient, but was stopped by the casual yet incredibly firm grip of Wellesley’s hand. He looked his general in the face, and received an almost imperceptible shake of the head. It went against all his innate instincts as a healer, to simply stand back and do nothing while one of his charges suffered, but Caldwell knew that the general was right: there was nothing left to do now but let nature – or in this case, supernature – take its course. 

There was another violent thrash. The wooden table broke, splitting in half down its long axis. Campbell was dumped unceremoniously onto the dirt floor. Not that he seemed to care, or to find it anything more than a minor distraction. Now Wellesley did step back, three deft steps, guiding Caldwell backward along with him. Campbell’s back arched, flopping onto his left side in something close to the fetal position and drawing his knees in tight toward his chest. His spine began to curve, causing the accompanying cracking and popping noises to reach something close to fever pitch. Caldwell watched with frank astonishment as several bony prominences along his spinal ridge began to stretch and elongate, pushing his legs outward. 

“The hips must be dislocating and re-fusing. See, look there.” 

Trying to figure out what exactly was going on anatomically was proving to be an almost impossible challenge, yet despite the horror of the situation, the doctor was fascinated nonetheless. He had never seen anything remotely like this before, not even during his academic training. Oh, shape-shifters – weres – existed, everybody knew that. So did many other types of supernatural creatures. Yet the weres were notoriously elusive, bordering on the hermetic, in the British Isles. They lacked the societal clout that the vampires took for granted, tending to live in isolated villages in familial clans; The less social of their number really did roam the moors and valleys, preying on wildlife for the most part…and on occasion, or so the hushed whispers said, upon the unwary traveler. Some were truly feral, and in some rare instances had required the army to hunt them down and destroy them, using volleys of silver-flinging musketry. 

It was one thing to know of their existence, on an intellectual level, at least; To have read about them in books and periodicals. It was quite another to find oneself face to face with one, watching as it was…well, Caldwell supposed that born was as good a word for it as any, right before his own two disbelieving eyes. 

And yet, a small part of his brain wondered, why was this so unusual, when one got right down to it? He had grown accustomed to the ways of the vampire, for he could hardly have served in His Majesty’s army without becoming so. The outbreak of the hungry dead had taken him by surprise, he would freely admit that; and yet he was coping with it admirably, shoving aside the utterly blasphemous nature of the sins being inflicted upon the newly-risen human corpses, and giving his scientific curiosity free reign. 

Part of him wanted to flee; a mean part, the part that lurked beneath the civilized veneer in all men. But Reed Caldwell would not give in to it. He would not. He was a doctor, after all, and not just any doctor: he was a military doctor in the service of King George, and that bound him with an iron sense of unshakable duty. If there was any way in the world that he could help the suffering, then he was honor-bound to do so. 

And Colin Campbell was most assuredly suffering. 

His arms and legs, thrashing frenziedly, were warping into some new shape. The hands and feet were becoming paws, complete with pads and wickedly curving black claws. Campbell flopped onto his belly, face down amid an ocean of wooden shards and fragments, all that remained of the trellised operating table to which he had been secured since nightfall. His appearance was far more that of a tiger than of a man now. Somehow, a tail had sprouted from just above his buttocks, long and as sinuous as a whip. The tiger breathed rapidly, its chest rising and falling in the manner of a blacksmith’s bellows, pumping air in and out of the muscular orange and black-striped chest.

Finally, rising up onto all four legs, the great cat threw back its head and roared. 

“That will be quite enough of that, Captain Campbell.” 

The were-tiger growled, turning in the direction of the vampire’s voice. Wellesley seemed unruffled, his voice carrying the easy air of natural authority and command that the officers and men of the army had grown so used to hearing. Had he wanted, the general could have interjected a little enhanced “persuasion” into his voice; it was one of the many advantages that vampires enjoyed over the mortal race. But Caldwell had heard the general employ such suggestibility before, had learned to recognize the slightly lilting edge that came into his voice. There was no trace of it now, just Wellesley’s own inbred air of natural authority – one that Caldwell suspected he had possessed long before he had accepted the Dark Gift. 

If he had been asked before this moment whether he thought that a giant tiger would be capable of looking uncertain, Caldwell would have scoffed at the very notion: but here it was, in the flesh, so to speak. The beast’s brow furrowed slightly, as though it were deep in thought, attempting to comprehend the situation. Surely every feline hunter’s instinct was telling the great cat to pounce, to lash out at himself and the general? 

“Captain Campbell...you will stand to attention, sir.” Wellesley enunciated every word carefully and clearly, his voice losing not an ounce of either authority or calmness. 

Slowly, the tiger obeyed. It sat on its hind legs, straightening its back until it was about as upright as a hunting cat could possibly be. Was it his imagination, Caldwell wondered, or was that a newly-found sense of clarity in the creature’s yellow eyes? They fixed upon Wellesley, and then the powerful jaws opened. Not to bite, but rather to say, “I am…sorry, sir.” 

“Well, bugger me.” Caldwell couldn’t help it. The words just leaked out. Hardly proper decorum for an officer, and he hope that none of the medical orderlies still working inside the tent or any of their living patients had heard the imprecation. And yet, surely such a lapse was forgivable, when one considered…well, that. 

If Wellesley was irritated at the remark, he didn’t show it. Instead, he remained resolutely focused on the feline. 

“You are looking…better, Captain Campbell.” 

The tiger blinked, as though considering the validity of the statement. “I am feeling better, sir. Now that the pain is gone.” There were scars running through his tufts of fur, where the original tooth and claw wounds had been inflicted on his skin. If what Caldwell recalled from his studies was true, then those scars would never go away, for they had been supernaturally inflicted. But when Campbell said the word pain, the doctor thought that it had perhaps been imbued with a double meaning, for the process of transformation itself had looked to be sheer agony. 

“Are you in full possession of your faculties, Captain? Your sense of…control?” Wellesley asked cautiously, and Caldwell resisted the urge to laugh at the notion of a vampire not wishing to cause offense to a were-tiger. What he truly meant, of course, was: “Are you sure that you aren’t going to go berserk and attack every last one of us in this field hospital?” 

“I am, sir.” 

The doctor found it strange to hear a human voice emerge from between such powerful jaws – jaws which could tear out a frail human throat with a single bite. And as for the eyes…they held a queer preternatural intelligence, despite their catlike appearance. It was going to take some adjustment, Caldwell knew, for him to accept the fact that behind those twin yellow pools, flecked with reddish-brown, was the mind of a man. 

“Very good.” The general was suddenly all business, seemingly taking the captain at his word. “Then on to the business of the night. We shall have an officer’s meeting in fifteen minutes. Captain Campbell, you are still my adjutant, I do believe?” 

The tiger looked up at him blankly, as though he had not even considered the fact. He finally said, “Of course, sir.” 

“Excellent. I do believe that it will be somewhat difficult for you to carry out your duties in your current form.” Wellesley shot him a look that was full of meaning. “Is it at all possible for you to change, as it were?” 

“I believe so, General. Requesting permission to repair to my tent, in order to change into…more appropriate attire, sir.” 

Wellesley’s eyes sparkled. He was enjoying the double meaning, it was quite plain to see. Caldwell also knew that the general favored Campbell for his soldiering abilities, and had done so ever since his almost reckless bravery in the escalade of Ahmednuggur. He was about as fond of the young Scot as a vampire could be of a mortal man, at any rate. 

	

 

 

Changing back into human form wasn’t half as painful as becoming the tiger had been, and yet the pain and sheer wrongness of it still brought tears to Colin Campbell’s eyes. There was something fundamentally disconcerting about the sensation of one’s bones disarticulating, popping out of their joints, and undergoing the frankly brutal metamorphosis from human to feline and back again. 

When it was over and done with, Colin lay on his back atop a rug that had been spread out on the dirt floor of his tent. Completely naked and drenched in sweat, the officer simply allowed his muscles to go limp and slack, panting with the exertion of it all. The tent interior was dark, illuminated only by the ambient light bleeding through the canvas walls, and yet somehow he seemed able to see without any real difficulty.

After a few moments had passed, Colin raised his head and took an appraising look along the length of his body. There were scars, long gouges where Jamelia had raked him with her claws during the final stages of the battle at Assaye; that must have been how she had transformed him into…whatever it was that he had now become. 

Colin really hadn’t given that much thought. Until just a few short moments ago, his brain – half-crazed and terrified – had thought that it was dying. He had made his peace with God when he had been struck down on the battlefield, had known that the sheer extent of the vicious wounds were almost certainly not survivable. It had felt as if his insides had been hollowed out, cored like an apple being eaten by some fastidious diner with a paring knife. Yet he had not died; instead, his body had begun to burn, rapidly spreading until a firestorm was spreading throughout his belly and chest. The burning made its way throughout its entire body, bringing with it pain the likes of which he had never even imagined until now. Then he truly had been convinced that he was at death’s door, for what living thing could sustain pain like this for any length of time? 

But now…

Was it just his imagination, or were the muscles of his arms more pronounced? He flexed his right arm, saw them bunching just beneath the skin. He had always been in prime physical condition – had made it a point of pride to remain so, whether in barracks or on campaign – but this was something different, something new. There was a fluidity and suppleness to the way in which his tendons and ligaments moved that hadn’t been there before. He felt as though he was reborn into a new body, stronger and faster than the old. 

There was only one way to find out. Tensing his abdominal muscles, Colin suddenly flipped himself upward like a gymnast, coming to land gracefully on the balls of both feet, in the manner of a pugilist squaring off against an opponent in the ring. The movement had happened in the blink of an eye, and had taken almost no effort to perform. He frowned. Normally, performing such a dexterous feat would have drawn at least a grunt of exertion from him.

He laughed, and was surprised to hear that it was more growl than human laughter. 

I appear to have inherited the grace and strength of the feline, even in my natural form. 

The prospect pleased him. After all, how could this fail to make him a better warrior? His sword belt had been left on the field, but he kept a spare in one of the private chests that were stacked against the far wall of the tent. Padding over toward it, Colin flipped the lid back. The claymore was partially hidden underneath one of his spare uniforms. He reached beneath the thick red jacket and grasped the weapon by its hilt, and then, in a single fluid motion, drew it from its leather scabbard. 

Colin flourished the weapon adroitly, slashing it through a figure of eight in the air, being mindful not to over-extend his reach and cut the canvas into ribbons. The claymore was a heavy weapon, countered somewhat by the sturdily-basketed hilt, and yet it felt perfectly balanced in his right hand. He felt as though he could have wielded it with ease all night, cutting down enemy after enemy without real exertion.

Then he remembered his orders. He was to convene an officers’ meeting, and sharpish. Returning the claymore to its scabbard, Colin cast around until he set eyes on the bucket full of lukewarm water that he kept handy for ablutions and suchlike. It wasn’t drinkable by any means, but somebody had changed it out for him, and it looked clean enough for the purposes of washing. Scooping out two palms full, he splashed the water on his face and the nape of his neck, then followed it up by doing the same to his armpits and groin. The water felt refreshing on his skin, sluicing away some of the sweat, grime, and filth of the last few hours. Finally, he crossed the tent until he was as far away from the rug as possible, and upended the bucket over his head. This time, the water hit him with a jolt, leaving him feeling invigorated and alert in its wake. Not quite his old self…no, this was something better. Better by far. 

Colin toweled off, and then dressed hurriedly in a spare uniform. He couldn’t be entirely certain, but it seemed as though the shirt and jacket fit a little more snugly across his chest, particularly when he extended his arms out to either side experimentally. The same was true of his thighs, where the trousers seemed to cling tightly, in a manner that they had never done before. 

You appear to have gained some muscle, he thought ruefully, hoping that he would not split the inseams of those trousers when he was seated at the dinner table. He would just have to be careful about how quickly he sat down.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

The little village of Talwada was no different to any of the thousand other tiny little hamlets which lay scattered throughout the Maratha territories. Since time immemorial, the villagers had worked their fingers near to the bone in trying to eke out a living from the sun-bleached, desolate land…and to keep out of history’s way. 

For the most part, they had achieved both objectives successfully. A small stream ran nearby, bubbling along behind the village and providing the farmers with a means of irrigating the ground to the point where a respectable yield of crops could be cultivated. Harvests were consistently good, if not spectacular, and none could remember the last time that any villager had been forced to go hungry, let alone starve. As to the second point, armies had marched and counter-marched the plains and foothills surrounding Talwada many times, shattering the peaceful air with the sound of blade upon blade, the throaty belch of the cannon, and more recently, the crack of the long arm and pistol. Yet always the village had survived such skirmishes, with little more damage than the careless trampling of its fields and pastures by the passing soldiers; when the opportunity presented itself, the villagers thought nothing of sneaking out at night, making their way to the scene of battle, and then stealthily looting the corpses of the fallen. Rich pickings were sometimes had, and what did the dead care for their possessions? 

Vinkesh liked to think of himself as a simple man: simple, and also practical. He had lived in Talwada for every one of his forty years, growing from boy to man as he tilled its fields and tended its animal livestock. He had married his wife, Bhavika, there and raised two children: Elina, now full-grown and married with children of her own, and little Kranti, who had seen only ten summers and yet grew faster than he could ever have believed possible. 

It was a good life, comprised of hard work and equally hard laughter. He and his family wanted for little, and Vinkesh knew full well that he ought to be happy with his lot. And yet…

Only the night before, the villagers had been gathered around their communal fires, laughing, telling stories, and sharing a meal. Children scampered around the edges of the firelight, making the most of every sweet second before being put down to sleep for the night. It had been a calm evening, with a clear sky and nary a gust of wind to offset the hot, dry air. 

The fireside chatter had concerned the big find of the day, and little else. The very first thing that morning, just as the villagers were rising to greet the first rays of sun, a shout had gone up from a farmer named Nayan: it was not a shout of alarm, but rather one of excitement — Vinkesh had recognized that even from the confines of his tiny kitchen. Hurriedly pulling on his sandals, Vinkesh had rushed outside, curious despite himself to learn the nature of Nayan’s discovery. Vinkesh found him at the eastern edge of the village, shielding his eyes with the flat of one hand and pointing animatedly toward the rising sun with the other. 

Toward the dust cloud. 

This was no small company of horsemen, scouting the lands on behalf of some brigand master or other; that much was apparent straight away. The plume stretched all the way across the eastern horizon, as far as the eye could see.Vinkesh knew that for a body of men to generate such an enormous cloud, it had to be big: thousands, perhaps even tens of thousands of men and beasts, moving across the plain in one big mass. 

In other words, an army. 

The cloud was far away — many miles, in Nayan’s estimation, and Vinkesh agreed with him — and had dissipated long before noon. The army must have made camp for the day, he reasoned, and indeed, that was precisely what Colonel Stevenson’s army had just done. Had Vinkesh possessed a mount and ridden out to investigate further, he would have seen that the British commander had posted guards in a perimeter around his encampment, protecting the vampire officers as they slept through the heat of the day. 

Shrugging, the men and boys went out into the fields as usual, while the females went about the business of everyday life, such as mending clothing and preparing food. When the day’s work stopped at dusk, the returning workers noticed that the dust cloud had returned once more. The menfolk stopped on the outskirts of Talwada and watched as it disappeared slowly, appearing to move away toward the north-east.  

Once the fireside talk had died down, the villagers said their goodnights to one another and headed off to bed. Following Bhavika into their home, Vinkesh disrobed and lay down upon the stuffed bedding that they shared. The day had been a hard one, even for a man accustomed to toiling in the fields from sunrise to sunset, for Vinkesh was all too aware that he was no longer as young and limber as he once had been. Closing his eyes and wrapping his beloved wife up in a comforting embrace, he fell almost instantly asleep. 

The thunder woke him in the dark of the night. He lay there, still cradling Bhavika and listening to the sound of her soft, rhythmic snoring upon his chest, along with the hollow rumble now coming from far off in the distance. He frowned. This was no ordinary thunder; it simply did not sound right. No, this had to be something else…and given the disappearance of the army to their northeast earlier that same evening, Vinkesh was confident that he was hearing the sounds of his first pitched battle. 

He did not feel threatened by the clash of giants. After all, why would the invading British care about such a hamlet as Talwada? Theirs were the concerns of potentates and nations, not of farmers and villagers. In fact, Vinkesh thought idly as he slowly drifted off to sleep once more, the coming sunrise may bring opportunity for the villagers; battlefields sometimes usually provided rich pickings, for both vultures and human scavengers alike.

 

          

 

 

 

 It was still dark when Vinkesh awoke, his body clock long accustomed to such pre-dawn starts after many years of working the land. The entire world was quiet. No sounds of violence carried on the early morning air, which could only mean one thing: the battle was over. One side had almost certainly won, and was probably even now in pursuit of the loser. 

Which meant that there was plunder to be had.

“What will you do?” Bhavika asked softly, from the warmth and comfort of their bed. He knew precisely what she meant, and suspected that she knew the answer to her question already.

“I will visit the battlefield,” he said, dressing quietly in the shadows, “and see what pickings are to be had.” 

“You will not go alone?” She was concerned for his safety, and perhaps rightly so. No matter who had won and who had lost the battle, there would be survivors on both sides. It was possible that they would not be well-disposed toward opportunists who sought to rob the bodies of their dead and wounded. As her husband stooped to pick up four rough burlap sacks, he pondered her question. 

“There will be others,” he reassured her finally, rummaging around for a little food to tide him over on the coming day’s journey. “None of the elders, but those who still have the stomach for it will want to examine the leavings.” 

Vinkesh was not a bad man, and certainly did not consider himself to be a thief. Yet there were certain harsh realities of life out here in the wilderness, and after all was said and done, what did the dead and dying need with the trappings of their former life? Surely it was far better, fairer even, for them to benefit those who still drew breath? Besides, he told himself as he belted the sword at his waist (a family heirloom some four generations old) and bade his wife farewell and closed the door quietly behind him, if he found wounded men who still clung to life, he could offer them water, a little respite from their torment, perhaps…and failing that, he could at least administer the final blessed relief. He patted the sword hilt absently, finding its solidity reassuring. He still remembered the day that his father had bestowed it upon him, recalled the quiet pride and solemnity of the occasion. Vinkesh had known on that day that he had truly attained manhood. 

“Good morning.” Nayan was waiting for him, along with the shadowy forms of five other men. All were holding cloth sacks, just as Vinkesh was, and he saw that some had also filled communal waterskins from one of the village wells; these were the younger men, and it was implicitly understood that because of their relatively low position in the social hierarchy, they would haul the extra weight on behalf of the older men. Such was the way of the world. 

“Good morning, my friend,” Vinkesh replied with genuine warmth. He liked Nayan, and always had.  

“A fine day for it.” 

The eastern horizon was little more than a purple band, barely brighter than the blackness of the starry sky above, and yet Vinkesh did not think that his friend was joking. It really did have the feel of a fine day, though he could not have said why if pressed. 

Vinkesh merely grunted. “This is everyone?” he asked, gesturing at Nayan’s five companions. 

“Yes. All the more for us, hey?” Nayan clapped Vinkesh on the arm, and the two men exchanged a laugh.  

“I could not agree more, my friend. Shall we?” 

The party of seven fell into a loose sort of order, mingling and chatting with one another as the mood took them. They kept the pace to nothing more than a stroll, but the men were used to hard work and were unencumbered, and so they made good time. As the sun rose, it would get hotter; it made sense to cover the majority of the ground now, in the coolness of the early morning. Chatting amiably, the men passed the time with idle gossip, which somehow seemed to make the miles flow more smoothly beneath their feet. The laughter and jokes ran freely, and by the time that the sun was halfway to the zenith, they had put many miles between themselves and Talwada. Stopping briefly for a few sips of water and a little dry food, they continued to bear eastward; all of them knew this region like the back of their hands, having been born and raised here. 

It was perhaps two hours afterward that they first saw the dust cloud. 

“Not nearly as big as last night,” observed Nayan, shielding his eyes with the flat of one hand. 

“No, not even close,” agreed Hital, one of the water carriers. 

“What we saw last night was an army on the march. Tens of thousands of men and animals.” Vinkesh frowned, squinting at the far horizon in puzzlement. “This…much smaller. Perhaps a detachment?” 

“Perhaps.” Nayan’s mouth was set in a thin line. He didn’t seem to like what his instincts were telling him. 

“Do you want to turn back?” asked Vinkesh. He was quite happy to defer to Nayan, what with his being a little older and therefore unofficially his senior. 

“We are lions, not sheep,” the older farmer said at last, though clearly unhappy with this turn of events. 

Vinkesh knew just how he felt. In his mind, the seven of them would simply walk up to the battlefield, hopefully deserted now that the nasty business of fighting was over and done with, and begin to pick it clean. But now, the dust cloud stood between them and their objective. It was also getting larger, which could mean only one thing: a party of men, heading straight for the band from Talwada. 

He sidled up next to Nayan and asked quietly, “Are you sure about this, my friend?” 

“Even if we turned back now,” Nayan whispered back, “whoever that is, they are heading directly for Talwada. Better to meet them here on the plain and determine their intentions first, wouldn’t you say?” 

No, I really wouldn’t say. If they truly are coming for our village, then I would prefer to face them there, with every man at my back. 

Yet Vinkesh said nothing. There seemed little point in arguing with his friend, particularly because there was no way to know whether the force heading their way marched under the colors of the British or of the Marathas…or how either faction would treat them when they first made contact.

 

 

     

 

 

	

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

There were hundreds of walkers, Vinkesh saw a little over an hour later. Well, perhaps walkers wasn’t quite the right word; these men shambled, rather than walked, with many dragging one leg along behind them as they came. 

“They are British,” Hital observed confidently, referring to the sea of bright red uniforms that were coming toward the band of men from Talwada. The group of seven had stopped and were saving their energy, waiting for the mass of humanity to come to them. “Red coats. Redcoats.” 

“Not entirely. Look.” Nayan pointed, picking out hundreds — no, more like thousands — of tunics in different colors, including white, yellow, blue, and green, with turbans to match. “Those are not British soldiers.” 

“Allies, perhaps?” reasoned Vinkesh. “Purchased with British coin?” 

“Perhaps.” Nayan did not sound convinced. Something about the horde was off, somehow. Perhaps it was the fact that every one of them seemed to be wounded, or at least to be moving in such a manner that suggested that they were. Surely even defeated soldiers ought to be marching more professionally than this? Yet they were in some semblance of order, shuffling along in what looked – if one was willing to be generous – a bit like ranks and files. 

The seven passed around a water-skin between them, taking conservative sips and watching the army come closer. It soon became apparent that they had a leader of sorts; one figure, walking with an assured confidence that the others lacked, was out in front of the main body. The man must have seen them, because he was making directly for them. 

Except that it wasn’t a man at all, Vinkesh realized with a frown: it was a she. The body was too lithe and slender. Not to mention the fact that this woman, whoever she was, appeared to be totally naked. His six companions picked up on this at about the same time, and the younger men began to jabber excitedly, nudging one another with their elbows and offering up toothy grins. 

Vinkesh, for his part, remained silent. Leaving aside the fact that he felt no desire whatsoever for any woman other than his beloved Bhavika, there was something about this woman who came striding so brazenly out of the distance with an army of thousands at her back. Something almost indefinable, and yet...Vinkesh tried to put his finger on exactly what it might be. There was something in the way that she walked, dominant and assertive, as though she had been born to command such a vast collection of fighting men. Her head was held high and proud, and even from two hundred feet away, he felt as though the woman was sizing up both himself and his rag-tag bunch of friends. 

 “What is that sound?” Hital asked, referring to the low-pitched moaning that seemed to follow along with the massive body of men. 

“It is them,” Nayan said, sweat breaking out on his brow as he indicated the shambling mass of rank and file in front of them. “They are moaning.” 

Moaning? What manner of army moans? Vinkesh found himself wandering. But then again, what manner of army is led by a woman, of all things? 

The woman walked with a grace that was almost catlike, the very opposite of the men at her back. She came to a halt a few paces in front of their small group. Despite the leers and lascivious smirks of just a few moments ago, now all seven of them – even the younger men, Vinkesh was surprised to note – maintained a respectful silence. Perhaps even more remarkably, their eyes remained above her shoulders at all times, never straying downward for even a quick, furtive look at her dark-skinned nakedness. There was simply something about her presence and bearing that commanded respect, a quiet dignity that was almost impossible to ignore.

She was not completely naked, however. A leather belt looped about her hips, from which hung a scabbard. Vinkesh risked a quick look, and guessed that from the length and curvature of the scabbard’s tip, this was a shortened version of the tulwar, a very popular style of blade in this vicinity since time immemorial. The woman stood comfortably, seeming totally at ease for someone who was practically nude in front of seven strangers. One hand rested lightly on the round pommel of the sword; the other gave a languid wave, which was all it took to bring the thousands of men who marched some two hundred feet behind her to come to a ragged halt. 

“Good afternoon, gentlemen.” A tight smile danced across her lips, here one moment, gone the next.

“Good afternoon…lady,” Nayan answered on behalf of them all. The emphasized placed upon the last word was such that its validity seemed questionable, yet at the same time, Nayan bobbed his head deferentially toward her. It was almost as if he could not help it. 

“It is a hot day to be out for a walk,” she observed, her eyes flicking from villager to villager. She seemed to be reading them like an open book, her gaze sweeping each from head to toe, quietly assessing and judging them – though for what, Vinkesh had no idea. “May I ask where it is that you are bound?”

All eyes turned to Nayan, who admitted without any reservation, “We heard the sounds of a mighty battle coming from beyond the eastern horizon last night.”

The woman laughed, high-pitched and melodic. “And so you thought to plunder the spoils that were left behind?” 

“The dead have no need of material things.” Nayan dropped his gaze, more out of embarrassment than an attempt to ogle the beauty now standing in front of him. “We would have done no harm.” 

“My men died on that field,” the woman said casually. The fire burning behind her green eyes did not match the false levity of her tone. “Many of my men. I have little time for grave robbers.” 

“We meant no harm,” Nayan said again, as if repeating their lack of ill intent would somehow make her believe him. 

Suddenly, her demeanor changed; just as the sun comes out from behind the clouds to brighten a gloomy day, her face assumed an expression of friendliness. “And no harm was done. Tell me, gentlemen, where is it that you came from, and how long have you been traveling?”

“From our village. It is some two days travel,” Vinkesh lied, before Nayan had the chance to speak. He gestured toward the south with a nod. “That way.”

The woman sized him up once more with her eyes, scrutinizing him carefully. After a moment’s pause for consideration, she said, “You do not look as if you have been walking for two days, and spent a night beneath the stars.”

What could he really say to that? Vinkesh simply stood mute, levelly meeting the gaze of those green eyes and trying to appear as casual and innocent as possible. 

“What is the name of your village?” the woman enquired sweetly, turning her attention toward Hital. He looked toward Nayan, who steadfastly refused to meet his gaze. 

“It is called Talwada,” Hital said at last.

“Talwada.” The woman rolled the words around on her tongue, as though tasting every syllable. “Talwada. And how many villagers live there, at Talwada?” 

“Ssss!” Nayan hissed from the corner of his mouth, trying to push Hital to be silent. 

The curved blade was clear of its scabbard before any of them could so much as blink. With a single stroke, it was slashed across the older man’s throat, leaving a neat red line in its wake. Nayan’s eyes bulged in disbelief, looking downward as his hands came up of their own accord to probe at the wound. During the space of the next heartbeat, hot arterial blood began to gush from the wound, spurting out to the time of his racing pulse. The blade was back in its scabbard before the first crimson drop had hit the ground. 

Nayan pressed both hands to his throat in a futile attempt to stem the red tide, but it simply jetted from between his interlaced fingers. The woman had taken three graceful steps to her left, which was just as well; had she stayed where she was, the pressurized fountain of life would have painted her face and neck. 

After the space of five or six heartbeats, the older man fell to his knees. The impact sent a shudder rippling through his body. Both hands dropped limply to his sides, like a child’s puppet whose strings had been cut. 

Staring at the slashed throat with both horrified fascination and steadily mounting horror, Vinkesh could see tiny little bubbles forming around the fleshy lips of the wound. 

His windpipe has been cut. There is no hope of saving him now. Vinkesh knew a lost cause when he saw one. He watched helplessly as the light of life withdrew from his friend’s eyes, and his limp body slammed face-first into the dirt. Blood pooled around its head and neck, pulsing much more weakly now. After a few more heartbeats, the once-mighty pump stopped, and the blood began to slowly drain rather than spurt. Nayan’s corpse gave one final all-over spasm, and then lay still. 

“Excellent,” the woman said, clapping her hands and rubbing the palms together briskly. Then she turned her attention back to Vinkesh. “Now, I shall ask you again, one final time: How many villagers live at Talwada? I recommend that this time, you choose your words with greater care.”

“Perhaps two hundred, give or take,” Vinkesh said sullenly. He had the strangest feeling that if he lied, then the naked woman would somehow know it. 

“And how many homes? Structures?”

He thought about it for a moment, wracking his brains for an accurate count. “No more than forty,” he concluded at last. 

“Forty,” she repeated, smiling once more. “That shall more than suffice.” 

“Suffice for what?” Vinkesh asked suspiciously. 

“Are you a good actor?” the woman wondered aloud, completely ignoring his question. When he stared back at her dumbfounded, she sounded annoyed: “Can you act? It’s a simply enough question, I should have thought.” 

“I…have never tried.” Where was she going with this? 

“Then let us hope, for your sake, that you have a natural talent…or can learn very quickly.” She stepped forward, wrapping an arm around his neck in the manner of a lover taking him into her warm embrace. Yet strangely, despite the uncomfortable proximity of her naked body to his chest and thighs, Vinkesh did not feel even the slightest sexual urge in return. He was too focused upon the woman’s free hand, which she held up in the air before his eyes. She snapped her fingers. 

The horde of soldiers broke ranks as one, surging forward with all the force and enthusiasm of a fast-flowing river. The men from Talwada had brought weapons with them, mostly swords with varying degrees of quality in the forging, and all five drew them now, one last gesture of defiance in the face of certain death. Hital voided his bladder in fear, dampening the sun-baked dirt with a steady stream of hot, steaming piss; yet despite the fact that his hands were shaking, one still clutched a half-rusted straight blade tightly, holding it at arm’s length between himself and the mob of flesh-hungry creatures that came for him now. 

“What are they?” Vinkesh demanded, incredulous. “They are not…what are they?!?”

“They are the army of the Dark Mother, Kali,” she whispered into his ear, her lips curving back into a malevolent smile. “And they are mine to command. I, Jamelia.” 

The small group of men from Talwada didn’t stand a chance. The undead swarm enveloped them, swallowing their tiny band whole. The living men went down in a welter of gnashing teeth and clawing hands, their puny blades no match for the sheer momentum of their foes. Vinkesh could only watch with wide eyes and racing heart as the friends and acquaintances with whom he had set out from the village earlier that morning were torn limb from limb.

Except…they were not. Jamelia closed her eyes. The horde backed away instantly, as though they had been made to do so by some command that could neither be seen nor heard. All five of the victims were intact, at least grossly so; yet each was drenched in blood, which oozed from a hundred open bite wounds. 

Vinkesh got his first good look at the men who formed Jamelia’s army then. To a man, every face was distorted and repellant, the skin a sickly hue that he had only ever seen before on the bodies of the dead, particularly those who had been left in the sun and heat for too long before burial. Now he knew why Jamelia’s men — no, he corrected himself, her dead men — had shambled and stumbled their way across the plain. 

The creatures made their way back into the makeshift ranks once more, shuffling to form crude files. Apparently satisfied, Jamelia opened her eyes. Her face bore an expression of quiet satisfaction. 

A snarling sound from behind him caused Vinkesh to turn, pivoting with Jamelia still clinging to his neck. She released him with a soft chuckle, stepping back to rejoin her unholy army. Vinkesh screamed. Deathly pale but suddenly animated again, Nayan had clambered drunkenly to his feet, and was staggering toward him with outstretched hands.      

 

Jamelia suspected that once he located the British army and made contact with them, Vinkesh would soon be giving the performance of his life: hardly surprising when one considered that the lives of everyone he held dear were at stake. 

The only thing which had horrified the farmer more than seeing his traveling companions halfway devoured by soldiers from her undead army, was watching the dead men slowly return to some grisly semblance of life once more, clambering to their feet and howling for the succor which could only be provided by warm and living flesh.

“Fear not,” the tigress had whispered playfully in his ear. “These are my men. They obey my commands. I shall protect you, so long as you do what I say.” 

True to her word, the groaning, gnashing horde reached out for him with clutching fingers, as though beseeching him to come forward and sate their unholy hunger with an offering of his own body. Yet Jamelia held them at bay, with some kind of power that Vinkesh neither perceived nor understood. If he did not know better, he would have sworn that some kind of invisible barrier stood in place between the creatures and himself, preventing those desperate teeth from sinking into his flesh and gnawing on his bones. 

Jamelia took his face in both of her hands, turning it toward her own and shutting out the clamor for a brief moment. “Pay no attention to them. Simply follow my instructions, and all will be well.” 

“I…” Vinkesh realized that he had no choice in the matter, not really. He had seen Nayan be brutally killed and then resurrected, turned from a living, breathing, jolly man into a soulless husk that pleaded for meat. He fought to regain his thoughts, but they were elusive, nebulous, like wisps of smoke that scudded away when he tried to concentrate on them. At last he said, “Your…men…what are they?” 

“They were living men once,” she agreed, speaking softly. “Then they died, and have returned to serve the Dark Mother once more. Their existence serves a far greater purpose now, in undeath, than they ever did in life.”

“But you control them…”

“At the pleasure of the goddess.” Jamelia waved a hand airily, in the manner of one fast growing bored with such talk. “And do you know what the will of the goddess is?” 

Vinkesh shook his head dumbly. 

“Then I shall tell you. The Dark Mother wants the accursed English gone from her lands.” Jamelia favored him with her most penetrating glare. “What is it that you want?” 

The farmer’s jaw flopped slackly open for a moment as he searched for an answer to the question. “To live,” he answered finally, with total and utter candor. “To go home to my wife, children, and my village…and to live.” 

Jamelia smiled. “That can be arranged. It is certainly a far better fate than to join the ranks of my army.” 

Vinkesh looked back over her shoulder, seeing once more the thousands of slavering, decaying faces. Some distant part of his mind wondered idly what it must feel like to return from the dead as a reanimated corpse. From the look of it, it was not a pleasant process – it looked very much as though it hurt. Hurt a great deal.

No, he realized with a sigh that was part exasperation, part resignation, I really do not have a choice in this.  

“What must I do?”

“Firstly, you will direct me to your village.” She wagged a cautionary finger at him.  “Do not even think of lying to me about its location: at best, you will delay my army for a few  hours more, perhaps a day at most. At which point, when I do finally locate Talwada, every last man, woman, and child shall pay for your feeble attempt at misdirection with their life. Is that understood?” 

Her tone was pure steel. Vinkesh nodded miserably. She had already broken him, and from the  expression upon her face, she knew it. 

“Good. Then any unpleasantness can be avoided. So much the better for all of us.” 

“What do you want with my village?” 

“It shall be the bait in my trap,” Jamelia told him frankly. “One that will lure the British general in to his final defeat.”

Eyes widening, Vinkesh exclaimed, “You are going to make a battlefield of Talwada? It will be destroyed!”

“Hovels can be rebuilt!” Her green eyes flashed violently, and such was their vehemence that the farmer practically recoiled. Then the tigress calmed herself, allowing her voice to drop back into the comforting, reassuring cadence that it had been using before. She began again, “Once the British have been repulsed, I will personally see to it that your village wants for nothing. Anything that is lost shall be replaced.” 

“And what of the people?” Vinkesh implored.

“They shall be quite safe. All I require is the village. We shall allow the inhabitants to gather such food and water as they can carry, and to take refuge in the hills. There they shall stay until long after the trap has been sprung.” 

“You will allow them to take shelter in safety before the British arrive?” Vinkesh pleaded, suspicion written across every line of his face. It sounded too good to be true. 

“But of course,” Jamelia lied smoothly. “I have no need of them. Only the buildings.” 

“Alright then.” The farmer squared his shoulders. He pointed toward the far horizon. “Talwada lies less than a day’s foot-journey in that direction.”   

 She signified her understanding with a nod. “That is good. You have made the right choice.” 

“What am I to do while you and your army go to Talwada?” 

“Your task is the most important. You are to find the British army. It should not be too difficult.” She gestured from the north to the east with a sweep of her hand. “Ask to be taken to their commanding general, the vampire Wellesley—”

“Vampire!” Vinkesh had heard of the blood-leeching supernatural creatures, but had never truly thought that he would ever meet one. 

“Have no fear. You are in no danger. You must simply tell Wellesley the following story…”

Jamelia went on to outline the tale of a great hunting cat – a were-tiger – that had suddenly taken up residence in the barren lands outside Talwada, coming out at leisure to prey on the innocent villagers whenever it felt the urge. She knew that with just enough detail, Wellesley would conclude that his old nemesis had survived their duel at Assaye and was even yet within arm’s reach. 

The vampire general would come for her himself, to settle matters personally: Jamelia simply knew it. He was simply that type of man, obstinate and crusty. Once he learned that Jamelia had survived their mutual tumble into the Kailna, he would see it as a personal failure – one that must be rectified at all costs. 

And she would be lying in wait for him, with sharpened claws and thousands of undead foot-soldiers to make the welcome every bit as warm as it was unexpected.

Perfect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

It was a perfect night for a hanging. 

The air way dry and not yet too cold, the sparse and desolate Deccan Plateau was usually devoid of all but the hardiest wildlife. Tonight, however, things were different: the mostly featureless landscape was thronged with hundreds of bright red jackets, the occupants of which had been carefully formed up into three sides of an open square by their officers and NCOs, while the fourth side was comprised of a handful of senior officers, most of whom were mounted on horseback. 

The center of the square was marked by a crooked albizia tree, whose gnarled and twisted branches still bore a few leaves despite the lateness of the season, though they would most likely be entirely bare by the end of November.  

A rope had been thrown over the top of one of the stronger-looking branches some twenty feet high, and its far end had been fashioned into a noose that now drifted lazily back and forth in the light early-evening breeze. Beneath it, standing in the long shadow of the tree, was a hastily-constructed wooden scaffold. 

A tea chest would have done, Company Sergeant-Major Dan Nichols thought sourly, or even a couple of ammunition crates stacked just so. But the General likes things to be done properly. 

Nichols glanced over toward the tall, slender aristocratic figure who sat silently and unmoving on top of a large gelding. General Wellesley was immaculately turned out, his pristine red frock-coat seemingly immune to the dirt and dust that others cursed and brushed away with impatient swipes of the palm. Although they were now losing the light, Dan would have recognized Wellesley’s silhouette even if the vampire general hadn’t chosen to position himself directly front and center before his troops, for his prominent aquiline nose was easily recognizable as the source of the nickname bestowed upon him by the men: ‘Old Nosey.’ 

“Look out, lads, Old Nosey’s on the prowl,” was often heard around the cooking fires within the British camp just before an evening’s march was to begin. On more than one occasion, Dan had caught the General fighting to hide a wry smile: few of the men realized that his slightly-pointed, swept-back ears possessed a much keener sense of hearing than those of a living, breathing man. 

Even though the slender figure on horseback barely seemed to move, Dan knew better. You didn’t serve an officer for as long as he had served Major-General Wellesley without getting to know their every foible and idiosyncrasy. The general probably didn’t even realize it himself, but every time that he brooded or stressed over something (no matter how large or small) he had a habit of stroking his chin absently with the fingers of one hand, while the other crossed his chest and cupped his opposite elbow. He was doing it now, Dan saw, sitting ramrod-straight in the saddle and affecting an air of studied insouciance. 

Despite the fact that one of his men was about to swing. 

As the Sun finally disappeared below the western horizon, four soldiers — especially detailed for the task — stepped out of their ranks and made their way along the line, lighting torches that had been embedded in the earth on long sticks several hours ago. Each torch flared to life like an enormous candle, illuminating the faces of those men in the first two ranks. Every expression without exception was stony and dispassionate, fixed with a distant, almost glazed stare that every British soldier had mastered before every leaving his recruit depot: an expression carefully calculated to avoid incurring the ire of any passing officer. 

The mood among the ranks might best be described as…odd. Nichols pondered it for a while, trying to come up with a better word — and failing miserably. The men weren’t exactly sullen, but there was a definite lack of their usual good cheer to be found. Only a week before, these men were the undisputed victors upon the field of Assaye. Despite having incurred some truly horrendous losses, they had broken the back of a vastly superior Maratha army, crushed its regular and its irregular compoos, and set the broken remnants to flight. 

Maybe Wellesley should have pursued them then, the CSM mused, but quickly discarded the notion as being foolish. The redcoats had been battered and exhausted, having given their all in the assault — and that wasn’t even taking into account the horde of reanimated corpses that had risen from among the mounds of dead of both sides, who wanted nothing more than to sink their teeth into the flesh of the closest living redcoat or Maratha soldier.

 The second British army, under the command of Colonel Stevenson, had been set nipping at the heels of the fleeing enemy, but by the time his force came within range of the Maratha stragglers, the main body of its retreating troops had escaped to the north-east. Neither Stevenson nor Wellesley had been able to force a decisive battle out of the enemy ever since. 

Of course, the fact that Wellesley had even survived that night of blood and fire at all was nothing short of miraculous. He had been locked in mortal hand-to-hand combat with his arch-enemy, the shape-shifting tigress named Jamelia, who commanded one of the enemy compoos. Dan shuddered, his mind going backward in time to that terrible night, but was almost immediately jolted out of its reverie by the rat-tat-tat-tat-ing of a drum. 

It was time, then. 

As the beating of the drum grew louder, four figures appeared slowly out of the gathering darkness. The first was a drummer boy, a twelve year-old lad from Yorkshire who would double as a stretcher bearer when the army went into battle. Tonight, his only task was to beat out a steady cadence, marking the timing for the two guards who were escorting the prisoner, one standing on either side of the pathetic-looking figure. Where they marched smartly in near-perfect step with one another, the prisoner hobbled along weakly, with all the enthusiasm of a man walking to his own execution...which, of course, he was. His hands were bound behind his back with rope, and every time he slipped or stumbled, one of his escorts had to reach out and grab his arm in order to prevent him falling flat on his face in the dirt. 

 The prisoner had already been stripped of his red jacket, and along with it, every trace of his identity as a Corporal in the 33rd. The General had to be taking that particularly hard, Dan mused, watching the shuffling convict come closer; for although a senior officer was never supposed to play favorites, he had commanded the 33rd personally during his tenure as a Colonel, and still maintained a soft spot for them in whatever passed for a heart with a vampire. It was something of an open secret among the army’s officers and senior NCOs that General Wellesley took the death of every man personally, even those who had done something as heinous (and quite frankly, bloody stupid) as Corporal Wilkins had done. 

Flanked on either side by a Corporal from his own regiment, Wilkins was escorted into the center of the square. The the guards climbed the wooden gallows alongside him, halting him at the top just in front of the dangling noose. In the orange glow cast by the burning torches, Dan could see the terrified look on the man’s face as he stared directly at the means of his execution. 

A figure emerged from the shadows at the firelight, walking laconically across to stand at the foot of the gallows. Dan recognized Colonel Connolly, commanding officer of the 33rd. No human officer ever managed to look that relaxed; even simply standing there, Connolly practically oozed the superiority and uber-confidence of one who knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that his position in life was at the very top of the food chain. He wasn’t alone in that. Most of the army’s vampire officers had adopted the same manner, and the CSM had long since given up trying to figure out whether it was genuine self-assurance or simply an affectation. 

Connolly was in full dress uniform, as befit the solemnity of the occasion. His short dark hair, streaked with grey that would never change no matter how many more years or centuries he lived, was combed straight backward and powdered, which made it less of a nuisance to manage. Every part of his uniform, from the boots that were polished until they gleamed, to his spotlessly turned-out red jacket and white breeches, was utterly immaculate. 

“Corporal Wilkins,” the Colonel began. “Or should I say, deserter Wilkins — for you no longer deserve the courtesy of the rank which you once held — you have been been found guilty of the crime of desertion by court martial, and sentenced to hang by the neck until you are dead. Do you have anything to say before the sentence is carried out?” 

Wellesley turned to regard the condemned man quietly, his eyes glowing a bright red in the darkness of the night. That was the only outward sign of the anger and turmoil that Dan knew he had to be feeling. Wilkins didn’t dare meet his General’s gaze, choosing instead to look down at his feet and stand mute. A good choice, the CSM nodded to himself. After all, there were some fates worse than simply dying where vampires were concerned. 

“Very well.” Connolly turned and nodded curtly. “Sergeant Pace, carry on, if you please.” 

A dependable old salt and a solid NCO, David Pace had been Corporal Wilkins’ Sergeant, and was therefore taking the man’s desertion even more personally than the General was, if such a thing were possible. Short and stocky, Pace marched forward out of the ranks with a clockwork precision that would not have been out of place on a parade square back in England. He climbed the six wooden steps up to the platform without breaking stride, his boots thudding to a halt just inches behind Wilkins’ own bare feet. The prisoner trembled, closing his eyes as though by doing so, he could shut out the pain and indignity of what was about to happen. 

A vampire officer would never dirty his hands with something as menial as executing one of his own men, Dan thought, his upper lip curling with distaste. That’s what we have NCOs for. 

Pace reached an arm out over the condemned man’s right shoulder, reaching for the rope. He slipped the noose underneath Wilkins’ chin, making him flinch. Pace ignored him, tightening the knot at the back in a position calculated to achieve the desired effect. With a nod from him, both Corporals of the escort marched down the steps and returned to the ranks. Pace was right behind them, and took up position on the right-hand side of the gallows. He braced to the position of attention.

“Ready to carry out the sentence, sah!” 

Connolly shot a questioning look at Wellesley, who simply nodded. 

“You may proceed, Sarn’t Pace.” 

“Very good, sah!” 

The gallows scaffold may not have been elegantly constructed, but it was good enough for the job at hand. Pace slammed the lever forward, causing the trapdoor beneath him to fall away. Wilkins suddenly found his bare feet standing on empty air. Every muscle in the condemned man’s body tensed as gravity took hold. The drop was quick, the rope reaching maximum extension in less than a second, and Wilkins’ body jerked. In the case of most hangings, this was the point at which the victim’s neck would be broken. 

This wasn’t most hangings. 

The condemned man’s body bounced, but the snap-crack, that tell-tale sign of a fracturing neck, never came. Instead, the noose bit deeply into the soft flesh beneath Wilkins’ chin. He gagged explosively, flecks of spittle flying out of his grimacing mouth. Pace stood to attention at the man’s side, watching impassively as he jerked and spasmed, dancing at the end of the hangman’s rope. Wilkins was struggling, but his hand were bound tightly, and try as he might, he couldn’t reach up with already-trembling fingertips to relieve the pressure on his neck. 

It took the former Corporal Wilkins a long time to die. The assembled redcoats and their officers watched in silence. Dan knew that the man’s death was close when his bladder and his bowels gave out, sending a torrent of yellow-brown filth splashing down one trouser leg. Clenched teeth bit down on the soft tissue of his tongue, making it bleed. Eyes bulged from their sockets, the whites filling with thousands of tiny red spots as the tiny capillaries that fed them ruptured, and Wilkins’ face had turned from maroon to a deep purplish-crimson. His back arched, and then with one last spastic jerk, his body went limp. 

Nobody among the assembled ranks moved, or even seemed to breathe. Then Sergeant Pace hawked up the contents of his throat and spat them casually at the dead man. A gob of spittle landed on his shoulder, then began to dribbled down the front of his shirt.

“Scum,” the spitter cursed under his breath. 

Wellesley spurred his horse slowly forward, halting it alongside the still-braced NCO. The General’s eyes glow redly in the darkness. 

“You did that deliberately, Sergeant.” Wellesley’s tone wasn’t in the least bit accusatory; it was matter-of-fact, bordering on the conversational. 

“Sir,” Pace acknowledged flatly, maintaining the position of attention and keeping his gaze dead ahead. 

“At least you do not bother to deny it. Might I ask why you wanted the man to suffer a slow, excruciating death?” 

“All due respect, sir, I don’t hold with being merciful to deserters.” Now he did look up: not insolently, for he knew that such a reaction on his part would be hazardous in the extreme, but Wellesley saw that the man was standing his ground, albeit in a respectful way. “They’re scum, sir, and an example needed to be set.” 

“An example was set,” Wellesley countered harshly. “Wilkins paid for his crime with his life. That should have been an end to it.” 

“Sir.” 

From the sound of his voice, Pace wasn’t remotely convinced. Wellesley leaned down from his mount and lowered his own voice to a whisper. “If we cast aside the virtue of mercy, Sergeant, then we become little better than the creatures against which we must fight. Do I make myself clear?” 

The Sergeant opened his mouth to speak — Wellesley knew that his answer would almost certainly be another monotone ‘sir’ — but he would never know for sure, because he was interrupted by the crackle of musketry from somewhere on the edge of camp. Flashes of orange and white light lit up the night for an instant, far off to their left.

Ah yes — the obligatory evening assault, courtesy of our undead friends…Nichols had been quite blatantly watching the exchange between Wellesley and Pace, found the sergeant’s almost pathological coolness in the face of his commanding general fascinating to watch. Most mortal men would have wilted beneath that cold, haughty glare, but not Pace, it seemed. The musketry hadn’t made him so much as flinch. The more that the CSM thought about it, the more it seemed that Pace had undergone some sort of fundamental sea change since the battle at Assaye; studying him now, it was all too clear that the man’s affect seemed totally unconcerned with what was going on all around him. He simply did not seem to care any more. Pace would have to watch that, because it was a dangerous place to be so far as the army’s vampire officers were concerned. 

There was no second volley of musket fire. Must have been just one or two of ‘em, Dan reflected. It happened more and more often these days, as the army chased the retreating Marathas through the foothills in what had so far been a vain attempt to bring them to battle, and hopefully to end this bloody mess once an for all.       

General Wellesley turned his head sharply to peer into the darkness, his eyes glowing a pale red. Obviously his enhanced vampiric hearing had picked something up. Less than a minute later, two redcoats — a private and a corporal, both of the King’s 84th — emerged from the gloom, escorting a disheveled native man. Bill Norris, who was acting as sergeant of the guard tonight, brought up he rear, keeping a watchful eye on proceedings. Now that was interesting. If old Bill had gotten himself involved, there had to be something more to this than first met the eye.  

The man’s age was hard to pin down, as was so often true with the natives of this land. Many lived a hard and difficult life, eking whatever existence they could out of the sparse wilderness that they called home. If pushed, Dan would have put his age somewhere between thirty-five and fifty; the sun-baked leathery skin made if impossible to tell for sure. His brow was wrinkled, and long crow’s feet extended outward from the corner of each eye. He was thin of frame and appeared exhausted, the rags that clothed him heavily sweat-stained, but as Dan watched the three redcoats escort him toward the commanding general, he thought he saw a strength in the man’s stride that lay just beneath the surface; a grim, dogged determination, perhaps. Whatever this man’s story was, the NCO doubted that weakness played any part in it. 

For his part, Major General Wellesley watched the small party approach with an air of studied insouciance. He’s giving Pace a good run for his money, Dan thought, suppressing a chuckle.

As though reading his mind, Wellesley said, “Dismissed, Sergeant Pace. You may return to your duties.”

“Sir.” Pace snapped his heels together in a manner that was just this side of insolent, performed a parade square-perfect about face, and marched off into the darkness. The ranks parted to let him through. 

The native and his three escorts came to a halt some six paces away from the general’s mount. Wellesley cocked a quizzical eyebrow at the man, seeming to read him and form judgment with a single sweep of his eyes, and then transferred his gaze to Sergeant Norris. 

“Beggin’ your pardon, sir,” Norris started out, bracing up to the position of attention. “Caught this fellow coming in through our lines just now.” 

“This was the nature of the brief altercation we just heard, I presume?” Wellesley sounded faintly amused. The sergeant nodded.

“That it was, sir. That it was. He had a pair of them dead devils coming after him. The lads here soon put paid to that.” He gestured proudly toward the corporal and the private, both of whom looked rather more discomfited than pleased at being singled out for praise in front of their general. 

“Capital.” Wellesley inclined his head toward each man in approval, then returned his gaze to the native. “And who, sir, might you be?” 

Much as the sergeant had, the native straightened, tilting his head up to look the general in the eye. There was no insolence there, just a quiet strength and dignity that Nichols found impressive. 

“My name is Vinkesh,” the man began, speaking slowly with broken and halting English. “I am come seek great general Wel-les-lee.” 

“I should say that you have found him.” Arthur dismounted, handing off the reins of his mount to a junior officer. “And now that you have, what is it that you wish of him?” 

Vinkesh drew in a deep breath, paused as if trying to frame his words properly. 

“I wish of him that he save my village.”    

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

“You wish me to save your village?” Wellesley repeated curiously. “Save it how – and from who?” 

“Not…who…what,” Vinkesh corrected, struggling to find the words. He was one of the most proficient speakers of English in his village, having learned the language at his father’s knee when the older man had dealt with East India Company traders, but that had been decades ago, and his ability to communicate in that language was now extremely rusty.

“Captain Campbell, fetch an interpreter, if you please.” Arthur was impatient to hear what this man had to say. He had obviously walked a long way in order to track down the British force, and Arthur wanted to know why. 

“Of course, General.” 

“And please have suitable refreshments brought for our guest as well.” 

“I shall attend to it immediately, sir.” With a salute that Wellesley returned, his adjutant headed off to carry out his orders. 

To nobody’s surprise (least of all Wellesley’s) Colin Campbell had turned out to be a remarkably efficient adjutant ever since his appointment. It took no more than five minutes for him to locate one of the many hired natives who were paid well for their fluency in English, and only five more for a plate of food and small jug of water to be placed in the hands of a delighted Vinkesh, who gulped down half of the water straight away and then began to devour the sliced fruit with all the gusto of a man who had not seen real food for days. 

The British officers waited patiently for him to finish, doubtless thinking of tonight’s supper – human blood, freshly bled and carefully warmed to body temperature. 

Once the last morsel was gone and washed down with the final swallow of water, Vinkesh offered the general a low bow of gratitude. 

“Thank you, great General Wellesley,” he said via the translator, “for your kind and generous hospitality.” 

“You are most welcome,” Arthur replied with a gracious nod. “Now please, tell me how we might be of service to you and your village. What I have heard thus far intrigues me, I must confess.” 

Vinkesh cleared this throat and began to tell his tale, sometimes pausing to allow the translator to finish a sentence. 

“I am a simple man, sir. A farmer. I live in the village of Talwada, some four days march south from here, by my guess.” 

“By your guess?” Arthur repeated. “How is it that you are not sure?”

“Because I have spent the past three days seeking your army, sir, and while the lands to the south are well known to me, this region is not.” 

“And yet you seem to have found us anyway,” Wellesley observed with a single upraised eyebrow. “Coincidence?” 

Vinkesh shook his head. “No coincidence, sir. You see, my people heard the sounds of distant battle several nights ago, and knew that there had been a clash of armies far to our east.” 

“Indeed there had. At Assaye.”

“It was two days after the battle that we found the first bodies, sir. Children. Two boys, five and seven years old. They were not doing any harm, General Wellesley, they were simply…” Vinkesh seemed overcome with emotion for a moment, placed a hand over his eyes as though to stifle an uncontrollable sob which leaked through anyway. The translator, a middle-aged man of no small girth, laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. Vinkesh thanked him with a grateful nod. “They were simply playing, General. They did not deserve the evil that was done to them.”

Wellesley leaned forward, fixing the man with his gimlet stare. “What, precisely, was done to them? This ‘evil’ of which you speak?”

“They were savaged, General. Torn apart by some great beast.” 

Two of Wellesley’s vampire colonels exchanged a meaningful glance at that. ‘Great beast’ sounded devilishly familiar. The phrase was obviously piquing Wellesley’s fascination too, because he was gazing at Vinkesh without blinking, his eyes boring into the back of the man’s skull and trying to read what was written there.

Vinkesh did not drop his eyes, but rather continued to meet the vampire’s gaze levelly. He has a strong will, this one, Wellesley realized, frowning slightly. Exceptionally strong psychic defenses. I could force my way through, but not without breaking his mind…perhaps irreparably…  

“What manner of beast?” 

“A great tiger, sir. Much bigger than normal.”

“A tiger?” Wellesley grunted. “A tiger, indeed…”

“Yes, General,” Vinkesh continued, his voice breaking as he told his story. “When the boys did not return for their supper, their older brother was sent to look for them. He found their bodies…they were torn apart, ripped and shredded like dolls…” Vinkesh covered his face again, ostensibly to stifle the tears that should be welling up in his eyes – yet all that he could feel was a gut-wrenching sense of dread about what might even now be happening to his family. He knew that if he did not make this look good, did not make it sound good, and the vampire general was not convinced, then his family was as good as dead. 

Or worse. 

“There was nothing left of them,” he went on, relieved that his left eye at least was willing to obey him, splashing a single fat tear along the length of his cheek. Vinkesh wiped it away with the back of a hand. “Not only had they been ripped to pieces, but they had been eaten. Devoured.” 

“My sympathies,” Arthur said, and truly meant it. It was always a tragedy when the young and innocent came to a bloody and violent end. For soldiers, it was one thing – almost expected, in fact. But a five year old and a seven year old…

Simply abhorrent. 

“Thank you, General,” Vinkesh nodded gratefully. The tears were flowing freely now, his eyes already growing red and swollen. It was not hard for him to fake the sense of fear and anxiety that would be such a crucial part of selling this performance to the half-circle of senior vampire officers that were surrounding him now. “I will…forgive me, it is difficult.” He stifled another sob.

“Of course. I quite understand,” Arthur said, hoping that the translator would convey the sincerity of his words. “Please continue when you are ready.”

“I am ready, sir. The men of my village…we armed ourselves. Our weaponry is not that of an army, by any means, but it is more than sufficient to kill a tiger. Ten men went out that afternoon, ready to trap the beast, shoot it dead, and deliver its head to the mother and father of the two dead boys.”

“I take it that this hunting party was unsuccessful?” 

“Ten men should have been more than enough. We heard shooting, General, coming from the outskirts of the village. And then screaming.  Everybody cheered. We expected them to come back with the beast’s head. Instead…nothing. For three hours. Finally, another party – larger this time, over twenty men including myself – went to find them.”

“I do believe that I see where this is going,” Arthur mused. “The ten men were also torn to pieces, were they not?” 

“Yes, sir. The screams we heard were not cries of victory; they were shrieks of pain. When we arrived at the location of the first hunting party, we found the remains of seven men. All had been ripped apart.” Although he could not show it, Vinkesh was particularly proud of this next flourish to his tale. It was the little things that impressed, not the broad strokes. “Their severed heads had been placed upon their bellies, and their hands folded around as though holding them in place. We knew then that whatever had done this, it was no mere tiger.” 

“Quite so,” Wellesley agreed. His officers also murmured their agreement. Tigers lacked the dexterity to do such a thing, not to mention the inclination. Such calculated cruelty required intelligence, which meant humans, for the most part...or worse.

“Three of the men were missing. We found trails of blood that led into the stand of trees. Blood was splashed on some of the undergrowth too, but the trail disappeared a few steps in. The tope was very dark and shadowy. Some of the men made an argument for going inside after the tiger, but…”

“That would have been suicide,” Arthur said flatly, with a chopping gesture for added emphasis. “The creature that killed those children and the hunting party was no mere tiger. It was something far, far more dangerous.” 

“I could not agree with you more, General. That stand of trees has long had a reputation for being haunted” – another lie, but one that Vinkesh was sure that he sold well to those assembled – “and we take such concerns very seriously. It was no wonder that the great beast chose to make its lair in there. It has been known as a place to avoid for as long as any in Talwada can remember. My grandfather called it a foul and cursed place, and would never set foot in there, even during the light of the day.” 

“There was no sign of the tiger?” asked Captain Campbell. “None at all?”

Vinkesh turned to face him. “Oh, yes sir – we found the tiger. We could just make it out, lurking in the shadows amongst the trees. And it...it spoke to us.” 

“Spoke to you?” Wellesley sounded a little more insistent this time, even going so far as to reach out and grasp the villager by his upper arm. “What did she…it say?”

“It roared as us, sir, and then spoke to us in a woman’s voice. It said that if we wished to be left in peace, then a person from the village – a young person from the village – must be offered up as a sacrifice each week. Otherwise the tigress would come down from her lair one night when all were asleep and do to our village what she had done to our hunting party.” 

Arthur watched the man closely, engaging the entirety of his hyper-acute vampiric senses. Vinkesh was bathed in a cold sweat; beads of it stood out on his forehead and formed damp circles beneath his arms and the inside of his thighs. His pupils were dilated, and his heart was racing. Arthur listened to the staccato lub-dub, lub-dub of its drumbeat. 

The villager swallowed. He had a dry mouth, Arthur observed, consistent with a fear response. Part of that could simply be his close proximity to the vampires, something which he may never have been exposed to before in what had to have been a relatively sheltered life, but it also lent credence to his tale. Looking down at his hands, Arthur could see that he had a slight tremor in each of them. 

This man is quite terrified.

While one part of his mind focused upon observing the villager, another part was turning the story over and examining it from multiple angles; that particular section of his brain was rapidly coming to an inescapable conclusion.

A tigress suddenly appears the day after our battle. A talking tigress. Who else could this be but Jamelia? 

The Sultan had already told him that Jamelia had returned, having survived their struggle to the death and subsequent plunge into the River Kailna. True, the way in which he had worded it – so sly and threatening – had implied that Jamelia was now one of the walking dead, yet did that necessarily mean that she was incapable of transforming into her feline form? 

I have you now. 

He would have to move fast and strike while the iron was hot. Already plans were forming in his brain, thoughts whirring and clicking into place like the cogs of an ornate grandfather clock. As far as his main army went, he had no choice but to keep pressure on the retreating Maratha army, maintaining the relentless pursuit until they were cornered in their one remaining bolt-hole: Gawilghur. 

But a smaller force could perhaps be spared, one that would move swiftly, retaining the element of surprise right up until the last minute. He returned his attention to Vinkesh once more.

“How far from here is your village…Talwada, wasn’t it?” 

“I set out from Talwada some four…” He thought for a moment. “…no, five days ago. At sunrise. But I spent three days looking for your army, sir.” 

“I see. And how was it that you finally found us – blind luck?” 

“I knew that the British had to have come from the south, General Wellesley, and that if you had won the battle, then your opponents would have fled to the north.” Vinkesh shrugged. “ I simply kept walking until I saw the dust cloud on the far horizon. It was big enough that only an army could have made it.”     

Wellesley thought for a moment. If the man had spent a couple of days wandering around in the wilderness, drifting roughly north and south, then his village couldn’t be much more than  three days away as the crow flew. 

“Captain Campbell.”    

“Sir?” Campbell stepped forward expectantly. 

“A map, if you please.” 

The were-tiger disappeared into the shadows, returning just a moment later with a large map that measured two feet on a side when it was unrolled on the nearest table. It was extremely accurate, having been drawn from the first-hand observations of Arthur’s very own exploring officers, men who rode out into enemy territory in full uniform (if caught by the enemy wearing anything else, they could be shot or hanged as spies) and sketched the terrain. Campbell weighted the four corners down with four leather-bound ledgers that he pulled from a stack. 

Arthur went over to the map and beckoned for Vinkesh to join him. He traced the sharpened tip of one fingernail along a wavy line which represented the River Kailna, then brought it to a halt just above the section of map that bore the word ‘Assaye.’ 

“This is Assaye,” he explained, assuming quite rightly that if the villager spoke only a little English, then he was highly unlikely to be able to either read or write it. “Where does your village lie in relation to it?”

Vinkesh reached out and hesitantly indicated a spot some few inches to the left of Arthur’s. “A day and one half day’s march away to the west,” he answered via the translator. “Perhaps two, on foot.” 

Two days march – backward, away from the Marathas— then let us say a day to hunt and trap her…by which point, we shall have to make up those two days of lost ground again…and all the while, Scindia and Berar shall be that much closer to Gawilghur, re-forming their army and preparing to fight once more. 

No, I cannot turn away from them now. I dare not. 

And just like that, the choice was made. 

“Gentlemen,” Arthur said, addressing the expectantly-waiting cadre of senior officers who surrounded him. “We are, I suspect, all thinking the same thing: That this talking tigress is none other than Jamelia, the woman who has caused us no small headache of late.” 

Nods and a low murmur of assent passed through the gathering. 

“We cannot turn back now in order to deal with her. To ease up the pressure on the Maratha army just now, when they are in full retreat, would fly in the face of everything that we have accomplished thus far. It would be madness. Our army will continue to march on Gawilghur, for it is there, gentlemen, that the final hammer-blow shall be struck.” 

“But surely we cannot just let her go!” Wellesley looked to see who had spoken. It was Harness, who until now had stood calmly and quietly at the back, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. “She’s spilled a little too much fine British blood to be let off so easily.” 

“Quite so,” Wellesley agreed, “and nor shall I allow it. Note that I said our army will continue to march on Gawilghur. I did not say that all of it would. I am proposing that a smaller force be detached and sent south-west to skin this troublesome cat, once and for all.”

“I shall be delighted to lead it,” Colonel Stevenson said with relish, his eagerness for the mission very evident in his tone. 

“No,” Arthur said flatly, shaking his head. “I need you here, Colonel. Dividing the army up in order to move them more efficiently across the landscape was, I think, a wise move when first we made it. But now, with a decisive battle on the near horizon, it would behoove us to concentrate our force for the remainder of the campaign.

“I envision a small, hand-picked force of men – no more than half a company, at most – for this particular mission. Remember, we have a specially- trained cadre of men for just such occasions as this.”

“You refer to the Shadows, sir?” Campbell said.

“I do. The neutralization of supernatural threats is their very reason for existing. Thirty or at most forty men of the Shadow Company should be more than sufficient to flush this creature out, hunt her down, and put an end to her once and for all.” 

They were hard words for Arthur to speak. Anger was burning deep within him. He wanted nothing more than to take flight this very minute, leaving his army behind in the capable hands of Stevenson, and fly to Talwada, deal with Jamelia in person. That was how it should be, he knew; the two of them dueling one another to the death, the were-tiger and the vampire in a final hand-to-claw melee that would decide things once and for all. 

But he was the commanding general, damn it! He had larger responsibilities to fulfill. He must look to the army, and every man in it, not to mention its allies and the goals set by his brother, Lord Mornington. Duty was everything. Everything! And so he had little option but to force the anger down, allow it to simmer and burn deep in his gut, and delegate this nasty little side-step to his subordinates. 

Oh, how it rankled. 

“General, I say this with the greatest respect.” It was Harness, breaking his introspection. 

“Yes, Colonel?” Arthur enquired politely. There was a slight edge of frostiness to his civility. In the army, when a man prefaced a sentence with ‘the greatest respect,’ it usually meant that what followed would be insubordinate at best. 

“This woman…this creature has proven itself to be extremely powerful. She has killed many of our soldiers in battle—”  

“And came close to defeating me, let us not forget.” Wellesley threw back his head and laughed, a loud, nasal bray. He always wanted his subordinates to be at liberty to speak freely (within the bounds of propriety and proper respect, at least) when it came to matters of military import.  “Do not be afraid to say it, Colonel, for we all know that you speak the truth. I still bear the scars of our last encounter.” 

“I do not mean to question your martial prowess, sir.” Harness was being suitably respectful, but was there the slightest undercurrent of teasing in his tone? If so, Arthur was more than happy to take it in the spirit with which it was intended. He liked and respected the man, and the colonel of Highlanders was helping the mood by injecting a little light relief into the proceedings.

“My martial prowess was given a damned close run for its money, Colonel,” Arthur shot back, earning a laugh from  all assembled, with the exception of Vinkesh and the translator. “You raise an excellent point. I made the mistake of underestimating our enemy the last time we fought. It is not a mistake that I shall make again.” 

“If I may, sir,” CSM Nichols raised a hand. “Thirty-odd of our lads are more than capable of skinning this particular cat, General. And if I may also make so bold, it’d be our pleasure to take care of it on your behalf, sir. A few silver blades and musket balls should do the job a treat.” 

“Your enthusiasm is duly noted and greatly appreciated, CSM,” the vampire general favored him with just the hint of a smile, “but Colonel Harness is quite right. Jamelia is a force to be reckoned with. Besides, who is to say that she has not retained command of some of her troops? This whole thing – and you will not translate this—” he favored the translator with a wide smile that revealed the tips of his incisor fangs “could be a trap, designed to lure us into an ambush. I would not put it past her.” 

“Nor I,” Harness snorted.

“Which means that all due caution must be exercised,” Arthur continued smoothly, ignoring the interruption. “So far as we know, the rest of the Sultan’s Tiger Guard were killed on the night that Seringapatam fell. Be that as it may, we would be fools not to assume that she has something up her sleeve.” 

Nichols knew that he was right, but he was obstinate enough to want to press on regardless. 

“We’re going to stack the deck in your favor, CSM. Just in case.” 

“Very good sir. May I ask how?” 

The general cleared his throat expectantly. “CSM, you have done a remarkable job in running the Shadow Company since its inception. I would even go so far as to use the word ‘exemplary.’”

“Thank you, sir.” Dan appreciated the compliment, but wondered just where exactly the general was heading with this. He was starting to get a bad feeling about this. 

And then it came.

“I believe that the time has come to appoint an officer to take overall command of the company. One who has not only demonstrated unparalleled leadership ability while under fire, but who also brings a few additional abilities to the table.

“It is for this reason that I am appointing Captain Campbell to command the Shadow Company.”

There were nods of approval from almost every officer gathered there. The only holdout was Campbell himself, whose face was frozen in an expression somewhere close to shock. 

“Well, Campbell – have you nothing to say for yourself, man?” Harness clapped him warmly on the shoulder, an uncharacteristically warm gesture for a vampire. He had been a jocular man before accepting the Dark Gift, however, and a certain degree of that had survived the transformation intact.

“I, um…thank you, sir?” Campbell sounded a little flustered, Wellesley thought as he struggled to contain a smile. The fellow had done an admirable job as his adjutant, with an eye for detail that almost rivaled his own, and yet Arthur knew that the command of fighting men was where Campbell’s heart truly lay. 

“What better to hunt down a tigress than a tiger?” Arthur asked rhetorically. Colin shot him a sharp glance that the general didn’t seem to catch. Was Wellesley aware that for the first time since his turning, he had referred to Colin as a ‘what’, rather than as a ‘who?’ 

If so, the vampire made no mention of it; he simply continued to talk, not making eye contact with the young were. He was speaking to the entire assembly, but his eyes kept returning to meet those of CSM Nichols. “Frankly, running a company without an officer in overall command is damned irregular, and I have only gotten away with it thus far because I am the commanding general of this army. Be that as it may, there is no excuse for flouting the rules. Sooner or later, an officer would have to be appointed to command the Shadow Company. It just so happens that it is taking place sooner.

“Are there any questions?” 

Nobody spoke up. The officers seemed more than satisfied with the progression of events. Dan Nichols and Colin Campbell looked at one another, uncertain of what to say. Both men knew that would have adjustment to make, both large and small, in the days to come. But for now, there was little else to be said. 

There was a job to be done, and a cat to be killed. 

Not to mention a Maratha army to destroy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Whether dining out in public, attending some social function or other, or even simply enjoying the company of my fellow officers in the mess, I am quite often asked the following question, or some variant thereof: “General Wellesley, what is the most important quality of a prime soldier?” 

The questioner usually goes on to tentatively venture a few possible answers of his or her own, such as courage, fortitude, honor, integrity, the ability to withstand pain and discomfort, and many other virtues which are, in truth, to be greatly prized in a fighting man. 

I do not mean to devalue such fine characteristics, because without these and others like them, no army will maintain its cohesion in the field, let alone stand and defeat an enemy force of equal or, as often seems to be the case, superior numbers in a pitched battle. And yet, the questioner always seems to miss the mark, for to my mind, the cardinal virtue of the prime fighting man — particularly that of an officer, whether commissioned or non — is the ability to carry out simple tasks well, often while operating under the most extreme pressure. 

When I supply this particular answer, the questioner is typically taken aback. I see their expression change to one of disbelief. Their eyes search mine for as long as they can stand it (never an easy thing for the flesh and blood mortal to do) in order to determine whether I am making sport of them. In truth, I never am, even when the conversation is being conducted in the intimacy of the officers’ mess over luncheon or dinner, surrounded by comrades and confidantes.

More often than not, once the person who has posed the question realizes that I have responded with the utmost sincerity, the result is one of disappointment on their part. Then it is my turn to search their eyes, and read the truth behind them. Surely, they are almost always thinking, there has to be more to it than that…some secret, mystical quality possessed by the finest of soldiers that this vampire General is unwilling to speak of. They believe that I am hiding the magical secret of successful soldiering from them for some nefarious purpose of my own.     

Yet I am never jesting when I give such a reply. 

Let us first consider generalship, which is the profession of soldiering elevation to its highest level. This is an equal mix of art and science, requiring many years of experience in barracks and on campaign before one is worthy to function in the capacity of a General. I flatter myself that I have personally attained some degree of proficiency in this role,  and have spent no little time in contemplating its nature. 

What have I concluded, you ask? Have I some complex explanation for what makes a man a good General, or more importantly, a truly great one…a Caesar, perhaps, or an Alexander of Macedon? 

I have not. 

By which I mean: I do indeed have an answer, but it is an exceedingly clear and simple one. 

Simply put, it is this: all the business of war, and indeed all the business of life, is to endeavor to find out what you don’t know by what you do; that’s what I call guessing what’s on the other side of the hill. 

On the battlefield, the vampire officer has a distinct advantage over his mortal counterparts, for more often than not he has the opportunity to quite literally see what’s on the other side of the hill, thanks to his inherent capacity for flight. This advantage can, of course, be nullified if the opposing army also employs vampiric combatants, who may act as skirmishers and form a screen in order to hide their own forces from the prying eyes of the enemy.

In such instances, the General must fall back upon deductive reasoning in order to determine just what, in all likelihood, does lie on the other side of the hill. A thousand factors, both large and small, must be weighed and judged in order to make such a determination accurately, and all in such a very short space of time — for no matter how good one’s logistical situation may be, if there is one thing that is found in terribly short supply on every battlefield, is it that most elusive of all commodities: Time. 

And yet once the judgment has been made, the easy part — relatively speaking, at least — is over. What remains is all implementation, and implementation is indeed all. Maneuvering this body of troops to such and such a place, by such and such a time; deploying that body of cannons to watch over them, having covering fire in place to soften up the enemy before the infantry must go in with the ball and the cold steel; having the skirmishers positioned in their front, whittling down the enemy officers and other targets of opportunity; and sending the cavalry out to screen the flanks, lest our battle lines and columns be humbugged, sliced to ribbons by the eager sabers of the enemy horse. 

Implementation. Implementation. Implementation. 

All else is secondary. 

If one link fails, the entire chain breaks apart…and the enemy triumphs. 

But what, I fancy that you are asking, of the ordinary man? What of the rank and file, that red-coated stalwart who marches under the King’s colors from one end of the empire to the other. What of him? 

It may seem hard to believe, but intelligence and foresight are not necessary qualities for the infantryman, cavalryman, gunner or dragoon. In fact, more than one officer in my service has remarked that such characteristics as initiative and forethought, while invaluable attributes among the officer class, are transformed into a veritable curse when held by a ranker. I need the redcoat to march, to stand, to present his weapon, and to fire and then charge with leveled bayonet when my officers so order it. For this, independent thought is not required.

When standing face-to-face with the enemy, I need those noble British boys to do the small things, do them well, and do them under great pressure. I need them to pour the powder and spit the ball down the barrel, to ram the bullet and prime the pan, to present and fire, and then to do it all over again, three times each minute (four under exceptional circumstances, for the best-drilled regiments in my army) and all of it while the men on either side are screaming and dying, struck down by the enemy’s return fire.

Small things. Done well. Under pressure. 

Upon this, all depends.   

 

From the journal of Arthur Wellesley, 1803.     

 

“At ease, CSM,” Colin waved protocol away dismissively. “Enjoy your pipe in whatever passes for peace and quiet inside the lines.” 

“Thank you, sir.” The pipe settled down to a steady amber glow, lighting up the underside of Dan’s chin. He nodded appreciatively in Campbell’s direction. If the truth be told, he had been half-expecting this conversation to happen before the night was out. 

“I’m sorry to disturb, but I wonder if I might have a word?” Campbell’s warm and ever so slightly worried-sounding courtesy marked him apart from the vampire breed of officer, most of whom were coldly polite, sometimes bordering on the frosty, toward the mortal NCOs. Becoming a were-tiger didn’t seem to have changed the man all that much, the CSM reflected idly. Yet. 

“Of course, sir.” Because despite the fact that he was  tired and really didn’t feel like anything more than a quick smoke and then crawling into his bedroll, there was no other acceptable response to such a question. 

Campbell came to stand alongside him, casually staring outward into the darkness that shrouded the plains. The two men passed a few moments in companionable silence, which the Captain finally broke. “You have done an exceptional job in commanding the company, CSM.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Truly. I happen to know that the general is very impressed. As, I should tell you, am I.” 

“I appreciate hearing that, sir.” 

“I…”Colin searched for the right words, not wanting this conversation to be any more stunted and awkward than it already was. He started again. “I hope that you don’t take my appointment as a slight, CSM.” 

“A slight. sir?” Nichols turned to look at him, and even in the low light, Colin could see the quizzical tilt of his head that betrayed the man’s confusion. “How do you mean, sir, if I may make so bold?” 

The captain sighed. Was the CSM being deliberately pig-headed, or was he truly that naïve? “What I mean, CSM, is that some men in your position – some men – might not like it if an officer were suddenly to be appointed above them. Especially if they had been running the company practically single-handed for the past God knows how many months.” 

“Oh, I see, sir.” 

“Good.” 

“You’re right, sir. Some men might resent it. I’m not one of ‘em.” 

Colin tried not to let the relief he felt at hearing those words show. “Very glad to hear it, CSM. I wouldn’t want there to be any lingering resentment, you know…that sort of thing.”

That earned him a smile from Nichols, flashing dull grey teeth in the dark. “We’re an officered army, sir. Oh, granted, it’s run by us NCOs” – they shared a snort and a chuckle at that – “but the officers command. I have no heartburn over that, sir. Never have, never will.” 

Those words came as a genuine relief to Campbell, who had feared that Nichols had grown to think of the Shadow Company as being his and his alone. The truth was that the Major General really had let the company remain officerless for far too long, allowing it to tick along under the auspices of its senior NCO. Nichols had done a fine job, none could gainsay that, but a company needed an officer – a lieutenant, at the very least, but more properly a captain. That was doubly so for a specialist unit such as the Shadows. 

“Permission to speak freely, sir.” Nichols interrupted his rumination. 

“Granted.” 

“About what happened at Assaye,sir…” Now it was Dan’s turn to search for the right words. 

“The battle?” Campbell asked. “Which part of it, CSM?” 

“The end, sir. When you…when you got stuck in there with that nasty little tiger bitch, begging your pardon.” 

“Oh…that.” Seeing his general on the brink of being torn apart by the supernatural tigress, Colin had not thought – he had acted. More accurately, perhaps, he had reacted, hurling himself into the fray without a thought for his own safety. That act had arguably saved Wellesley’s life…and had almost cost Colin his own. The wounds he had sustained under Jamelia’s claws had turned him somehow, taken him to the very brink of death and then dragged him back again, but had also changed him irrevocably.

“I just wanted to say, sir, that what you did there was in the finest traditions of the Shadow Company. Getting between the general and a nasty great beast like that. That’s usually our job, you see. Taking on the monsters, like. And it’s one reason why we’re very proud to have you as our new captain, sir.”

Colin was glad that the enlisted man couldn’t see his face. He was deeply moved, more so than he would ever let on publically. Ever since Major General Wellesley’s announcement earlier that night, his mind had been conjuring up an endless parade of scenarios, all of which had one thing in common: the Shadows, and especially the senior NCO who had led them through fire and death, would resent his appointment to the post of company commander. Not that they would openly rebel or do anything so blatant, he knew, but there were a thousand small ways in which a body of enlisted men could make their new officer’s life miserable, if they so chose…particularly if led, or at the very least encouraged, by a senior man such as Nichols. 

He felt an immense surge of relief, the opening of the emotional floodgates and the subsequent outpouring of emotion when he realized that it wasn’t going to be the case at all. Nichols and the men were proud of him, had said as much, and that was all that Colin needed to hear. 

“Thank you, CSM,” he responded quietly, hoping that his voice would not crack. “That means a great deal to me.” 

“You’re welcome, sir.” Unless Colin missed his guess, the Company Sergeant Major was smiling. “And on that note, sir, we should probably talk about how you’re going to run things. You know, your expectations of us, and so forth.” 

Glad of the subject change, Campbell said, “Certainly, CSM. That should actually be rather simple.” 

“How so, sir?” 

“Because you’ve already been doing a damned fine job, and I’m not inclined to make changes simply for the sake of making changes.” 

Now it was Dan’s turned to feel relief. He had been watching Lieutenant (as was) Campbell for a while now, and liked the cut of the younger man’s jib. He’d shown real guts at Ahmednuggur, one of the very first to climb the ladders during the escalade, with that Sergeant – what was his name? Pace? – at his side. Storming a defended bastion was no small thing, and officers that led from the front in such situations were all right in Dan’s book. 

Then there was that business with the tigress the other night. If the truth be told, Dan still felt a bit of shame at that. Protecting the general was the primary job of the Shadow Company, but they’d failed miserably at that on the plain outside Assaye. The cunning little cow had come out of nowhere, flinging herself at Major General Wellesley before any of the Shadows had time to react. Most of them were so heavily engaged in the fighting, which had gotten down to the hand-to-hand level of melee by that point, that they couldn’t have broken off to come to Wellesley’s aid even if they had known about it.

No, Campbell had done a damned fine thing so far as Dan Nichols was concerned, and had earned that battlefield promotion to captain, no question about it. But deep down inside, there had been the lurking fear, the nagging little doubt, that perhaps the incoming captain was the sort of man that would want to make some fairly major changes. Dan had seen it before, when an officer who was new to his post in charge of a company (and often newly-gazetted to the rank as well) felt the need to make his mark, disrupting what was usually a body of men that functioned to the same standard as a precisely-calibrated watch, simply for the sake of doing so. 

That had been Dan’s biggest fear, and he was relieved beyond words to discover that it was unfounded. Tamping down the end of his pipe and being careful not to burn his callused fingertips, he told Campbell as much. 

“Our roles and responsibilities haven’t changed,” the Scot thought out loud. “We protect General Wellesley at all times, whether on the battlefield or off. We safeguard the burial place of the senior officers during the hours of daylight, and serve their meals in the officers’ mess.” By ‘we’ he meant ‘the enlisted ranks,’ of course. “And last, but by no means least, we must always be prepared to deal with any supernatural threats that might be encountered on the battlefield.” 

“Vampires and suchlike,” Nichols nodded quietly, and then added, “Were-tigers.” 

“Quite so. Were-tigers.” 

“Which brings us to our mission, sir.” 

“Yes. In theory, it sounds rather straightforward. If the villager is to be believed, then Jamelia has taken up residence in the vicinity of Talwada. Probably to lick her wounds and regain her strength, unless I miss my guess.” 

“Makes sense to me, sir.” Dan looked at his pipe regretfully, realizing from the now barely perceptible amber glow that he was down to the last dregs of tobacco. He glanced sidelong at the captain. “But what if it’s a trap?” 

“Then we’ll do what we always do, CSM.” His wry smile showed just a hint of gleaming teeth. “We’ll fix bayonets and have at the bastards.” 

“Amen to that sir,” Nichols chuckled. “Amen to that.” 

 

 

The entire Shadow Company mustered on parade a half hour before dawn the following morning. Dan paced slowly along their ranks, checking each man’s general turnout but giving added emphasis to their fighting kit. It was one thing to know that their leather boots had been blacked and their crossbelts whitened, for such things spoke to the company’s overall standard of discipline; but of for more importance, at least in their CSM’s mind, was to make sure that each musket was lovingly maintained, kept clean of as much dirt and dust as was humanly possible under such austere conditions. 

Dan’s expert eye missed nothing, lingering on the lugs onto which a bayonet would be attached, fitting it securely to the end of the barrel. He was pleased to say that every man had tied a strip of cloth tightly over the firing pan, ensuring that it would stay at least somewhat clean during the long march that lay before them. This wasn’t a parade square in England, after all. Sometimes Dan realized that the 33rd had been away for so long, he’d practically forgotten what a rainy British day actually felt like. No, this was half a world removed from that green and pleasant land. The men’s boots were in good repair, though already collecting a thin film of dust that dulled their sheen in the pre-dawn light.  

Finally satisfied, the CSM gave a grunt of approval. From their ranks, some of the Shadows responded with a small sigh of relief. A happy Company Sergeant Major usually meant a happy officer, and that in turn usually made for a happier company all round. 

“Cmp’nee! Cmp’nee. Will. Stand at. EASE!” the CSM bellowed. Eighty-four sets of boots slammed into the dirt with a thud. 

“Cmp’nee! Cmp’nee. Will. Fall. OUT!”

Obediently, the men pivoted on their heels and fell out of their ranks.

“Don’t you go nowhere, you bleeding great shower…half of you are going to get issued with special munitions.” Even in the soft gloom that presaged the rising of the sun, Dan could see toothy grins forming on the faces of those men who were going to accompany Captain Campbell on the mission to Talwada. Special munitions was a phrase calculated to make any soldier of the Shadow Company ecstatic. They were kept under lock and key most of the time, in a pair of heavy wooden chests to which only Major General Wellesley and CSM Nichols had been entrusted with the keys…and with damned good reason, Dan thought ruefully, because the contents of each one consisted of an absolute fortune in silver. 

He detailed off two pairs of men to go and fetch the chests from the quartermaster’s tent, where they were kept under the watchful eye of an armed guard both night and day. The four private soldiers returned some ten minutes later, huffing and puffing at the weight of the precious metals they carried between them at the double-time. Each chest was braced with a pair of black iron bands which reinforced the wood all the way up and across the curved lid. The soldiers set both chests down on the ground in front of Dan, releasing the iron handles gratefully. One of the Shadows – the largest of the four, a former poacher from Northumberland named Smart – massaged the palm of his right hand, where the sturdy black handle had bitten into the callused flesh. 

A single key, plain and ordinary in appearance, hung on a thin chain around Dan’s neck for just such occasions as these. He did not even take it off in order to sleep. Yet he removed it now, slipping the row of small links up and over his head. Stooping, Dan fitted the key into the lock on the front of the chest and turned it. He was pleased to see that the quartermaster had been keeping the tumblers nicely lubricated, for the moved with ease. After flipping back the lid on hinges that also moved smoothly, he repeated the same process for the second chest. 

“Alright lads, form an orderly queue.” Dan always supervised the distribution of special munitions himself. Delegating the job out to a subordinate just seemed wrong, somehow. He had thought about it for all of a few seconds, but simply couldn’t bring himself to turn the task over to a corporal or even a sergeant. Major General Wellesley had assigned the key to him personally, and to him alone. So that was that. 

By now, the company’s ranks had been cut in half: Forty-four of their number had gone to undertake their regular duty of interring the army’s vampire officers in the ground, before the morning sun rose any higher in the sky above them. The remainder had formed a line, exactly as they had been instructed, and were now waiting patiently but with an air of almost palpable excitement for Dan to dole out the contents of the two chests. 

The CSM enlisted the help of Corporal Weston, assigning him the task of recording each award in the company ledger. A Shadow would step up, and Dan issued him with a silver-plated bayonet, twenty rounds of silver ammunition, and the most prized possession of all, a heavy grenade. Once the pre-cut fuse was lit on this deadly sphere, all that the wielder had to do was fling it toward the enemy and then take cover. Apart from the explosive core, the interior of the grenade was filled with silver fragments and filings; when the thing went off, any vampires or weres that were unfortunate enough to find themselves caught in the blast radius would soon be very, very sorry indeed. 

“Name.” 

“Collins, sir.” 

“Bayonet, silver, one. Rounds, silver, twenty. Grenade, silver, one. Sign here.” Weston offered up the open ledger, indicating the proper line with the tip of one grubby finger.

“Can’t read or write, Corporal,” said Collins resolutely. 

“Then make your bloody mark,” the exasperated NCO sighed, tapping his fingertip impatiently on the paper. When he was finished stuffing the items into his backpack, Private Collins took the proffered quill in one hand, dipped the nib lightly in the open pot of black ink that rested on the ground between the two chests, and awkwardly scratched out an ‘X’. 

“Move on, lad.” The CSM chivvied him along, wanting to keep the line moving as quickly as possible. Before they had both turned in for the night, the captain had mentioned that he wanted to be underway as soon after first light as possible. While the bulk of the main army could march only at night, the small force of Shadows found themselves under no such restriction. It had no vampires to take into consideration, and so the only limits would be those imposed by how tired the men were.

“Name.” 

“Kelly, sir.” 

“Bayonet, silver, one. Rounds, silver, twenty. Grenade, silver, one. Sign here.”

The line was shrinking fast. Dan fell into an easy rhythm, doling out the silver while Weston took the signatures. He failed to hear the stealthy footfalls coming up from behind him until both Wellesley and Campbell stepped directly into his line of sight. 

“A very good morning to you, CSM,” the general said with what was, for him at least, something approaching good cheer. 

“And the same to you, sir. Captain.” He acknowledged Campbell with a nod. 

“All ready for the off?” Wellesley enquired. 

“Just as soon as the last of the silver gets signed out, sir. Shouldn’t be too much longer,” he promised. 

“I should say not.” The general noted that only seven more men remained in the line. “Captain Campbell, do you require anything further before I retire for the day?”   

“Not at all, sir. I’ll bid you a pleasant day’s rest, and shall commend you into the care of the CSM.” 

Wellesley seemed puzzled at the remark. “Whatever do you mean, Captain?” 

“My detail of forty Shadows is almost ready to march, sir,” explained Campbell, equally puzzled at having been made to state the obvious. “Those who remain behind to watch over yourself and the senior officers shall be ably commanded by CSM Nichols.” 

“Ah, I see. That shan’t be necessary.”

“Not necessary?” Colin had a hard time crediting what he was hearing. “General, with respect, the Maratha army may have been mauled and be pulling back, but they still possess a number of European vampire officers—”

“Which our own officers have been more than capable of countering up until now,” Wellesley answered, cutting him off with a good-natured wave of the hand. “We shall have our half-company of Shadows to protect us while we sleep. They can perform that task perfectly well under the guidance of a more junior non-commissioned officer. 

“Whereas you, Captain Campbell, are hunting a true beast. No offence intended, of course,” Arthur added, as the implications of what he had said suddenly hit him. He was sending a were-tiger to kill a were-tigress, after all. Campbell was a British officer through and through, and although Wellesley had up until now felt no doubts whatsoever about where his loyalties might lie… he suddenly could not help but wonder whether some kind of connection, maybe even a bond, might possibly form between the newly-born tiger and the female who had sired him. 

Was it possible that Jamelia might somehow be able to seduce Campbell and bring him over to her own side, turn him against the king and country that he had served so faithfully ever since he was a mere boy?

Better safe than sorry. 

He would give Colin Campbell the benefit of the doubt, as befit his standing as an officer and a gentleman, but just in case Jamelia was successful in working her wiles on him, some kind of countermeasure was needed. 

And that countermeasure was Daniel Nichols.   

Arthur knew that Nichols was as straight and trusty as a battered old ramrod. The CSM seemed pleased at Campbell’s appointment, only too happy to turn the reins of the Shadow Company over to a more senior man. Arthur got the impression that the two men would work together extremely well, and he prayed that this new niggling doubt would turn out to be unfounded. However, should that turn out to not be the case, then he was confident that the CSM would handle the matter in his typical efficient manner. 

Should young Campbell show any signs of treasonous behavior, then the CSM would have his captain killed on the spot. It would be done with a twinge of regret, the vampire knew, but without even a moment’s hesitation. Daniel Nichols hadn’t risen through the ranks to become the senior non-commissioned officer of the 33rd’s foremost company without displaying a ruthless streak when circumstances required it. 

Arthur hoped that they wouldn’t require it in this case, but one never knew…

“If you’re sure that you can spare him,” Campbell said doubtfully, “then I’d only be too glad to have the CSM aboard.” 

“Happy to serve, sir, in whatever capacity the General sees fit,” Dan replied, his eyes flicking back and forth between the two men. He was trying to read whatever subtext seemed to be passing between the vampire and the were, but gave up when he realized that while Wellesley was playing his cards close to his chest (no surprise there), Campbell just seemed to be genuinely confused.

“Splendid.” Wellesley offered them both a thin smile. “I expect that you’ll be leaving, what…within the hour?” 

“That was my intent, sir,” Campbell said, looking across to where the majority of his small force had clustered, and were talking excitedly in low voices about the mission that lay ahead of them. The general suddenly became aware of the seven men who were still waiting to check out their special munitions, realized that he was holding things up. 

“Then nothing remains other than for me to say this: good hunting, Captain Campbell.” Colin was on the verge of offering him a salute, but Wellesley uncharacteristically offered him his hand instead. Colin accepted and shook it. It never failed to surprise him, the coolness of a vampire’s flesh. It was also perfectly dry. 

“Thank you, sir.” 

With a nod to Nichols (and what was the meaning of the look which passed between the two men, Colin wondered) the general stalked off in the direction of his command tent, both hands clasped serenely behind his back. Campbell turned back to face Nichols, a question forming on his lips, but the CSM and Weston were already back at work.   

“Name.” 

“Hopkins, sir.” 

“All right, Hopkins. Bayonet, silver, one. Rounds, silver, twenty. Grenade, silver, one. Sign here...”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

 

Like two disenchanted would-be lovers breaking off their engagement, the small detachment of Shadows and the main body of fighting men both went their separate ways. The Shadows left first, shrugging packs onto their backs and shouldering their weapons easily. It was a quarter past eight by Captain Campbell’s watch, which still left them with a full day’s worth of marching time. 

The army itself would remain encamped until nightfall, resting and taking care of the thousand and one administrative tasks that were necessary to keep a large body of men on campaign for any length of time. When the sun went down, the forty-four remaining Shadows that now stood a rotating watch over the graves of its vampire officers, would reverently exhume their coffins from the ground. They knew that Major General Wellesley would want the army to have struck camp and on the march before the last slivers of sunlight were gone from the evening sky. 

“A fine day for it, CSM.” Campbell took in the clear blue sky above their heads, with only a handful of scudding white clouds to mar its perfection. 

“That it is, sir, but I’ll bet it gets bleeding hot later on.” 

“I wouldn’t take that bet, no matter how generous the terms.” Both men had spent long enough in India to know that by noon, each of them would be sweltering. 

The half-company moved entirely on foot. Some officers would have taken a mount, riding along in comfort while the men slogged it out step by step; some of the little perfumed princes that Nichols had served under in the past would even have gone so far as to bring a pack mule, so that they could bring along a couple of bags of personal items. He was pleased to see that Captain Campbell wasn’t such an officer, and  neither had he pegged him as one from the outset. That sort of “gentleman” would never be seen at the head of his troops, leading them on an escalade against a fortified town. 

Fortunately, their new Captain was made of sterner stuff. 

Without breaking stride, Nichols turned about and walked backwards for a few steps. He did this periodically, casting a weather eye over the men. It was good for them to know that their Company Sergeant Major wasn’t sleeping on his feet; the thought made him grin ruefully, but he forced his face back to a suitably dour expression straight away. 

Any other unit in the British Army would be marching in step, organized into some sort of formation by their Corporals. Not so the Shadow Company – or not today, at least. Although the Shadows could move like clockwork on the parade square when the circumstances demanded it, circumstances had not demanded it in quite some time. They were irregular troops, skirmishers and individuals by nature. Shadows like to rely on their wits and instincts, and on the battlefield they would be seen darting from one patch of cover to another, taking careful, aimed shots at whatever they considered to be the best target of opportunity. 

General Wellesley had given them that latitude. Indeed, he had positively encouraged it. He trusted his CSM to hand-pick the best candidates possible to fill the ranks of his beloved personal company, and Nichols took the job with extreme seriousness. When considering a potential recruit (and he considered each one with great care) he selected for a variety of characteristic, but the one trait that he valued above all others was usually the least common: initiative. 

The men were divided up into three irregular columns of roughly thirteen apiece, although given just how strung out each column was, it was difficult to say how many were in them at any given time. Shadows moved from the middle column out to those on either side, and then drifted back again. To the untrained eye, it might have looked sloppy; on closer inspection, however, the keen observer would note that every man’s head was on a swivel, their eyes constantly scanning from the middle distance out to the far horizon and back again. 

Every weapon was loaded, but not yet primed, for the strips of cloth still bound each pan. It would only take a few seconds for an experienced soldier to untie the cloth and apply the appropriate amount of powder, and in flat terrain such as this, where the Shadows had visibility out for a couple of miles in all directions, even the fastest unit of cavalry would be pressed to charge the half-company before they could form square and get a volley off. 

“Not a sign of man nor beast,” Dan mused to himself, not realizing at first that he had spoken out loud. Campbell looked up sharply from his own inner thoughts, and Dan wondered if it had been his use of the word beast. 

“I wouldn’t expect there to be much in the way of life out here, CSM.” The Captain rested a hand lightly on the hilt of his saber, despite what he had just said. “The Marathas should all be off to the north-east, buggering about and trying to get to Gawilghur before the General catches up with them and tans their arses.” 

The two officers had positioned themselves out in front of the formation, not that it placed them in much danger. Both shared a similar philosophy of leadership: that you couldn’t lead from the middle or, God forbid, the rear. You to be out in front, a constant presence, and always within sight of the men. 

“I’ve heard bad things about Gawilghur.” Dan dropped his voice so that only his Captain would be able to hear it. “They say that its walls are impregnable. That it can’t be taken.” 

“There’s no such thing as an impregnable fortress,” Campbell scoffed. “Besides, CSM, you should know better than to listen to them.” He smiled to take the sting out of the mild rebuke. 

For his part, Dan knew that the Captain had a point. Most of the horror stories concerning the Maratha fortress had been told by redcoats, who in turn had heard them from the camp followers and allied native troops. As rumor-mongering went, maybe that wasn’t the most credible source for him to be listening to. 

“The fortress hasn’t been built that can’t be taken, either by siege or by storm,” the Captain went on, obviously warming to his theme. “One look back at the history books tells us that hiding behind walls, no matter how big or thick they are, usually ends badly for the defender.” 

“I haven’t read a lot of books in my time, sir,” Nichols admitted without shame. “But I have heard a lot of officers talk about strategy and tactics.”

“And what have you learned, CSM?” Although his eyes were scanning the plain in front of them, Campbell’s voice sounded genuinely interested. From any other officer, it would have sounded condescending, but there was just something about the newly-promoted Scotsman that reeked of sincerity and earnestness. 

“Mainly that it takes at least three attackers for every defender, if you’re trying to take a fort by storm.” 

Campbell nodded. “Three to one is the commonly accepted minimum, yes,	 but the more the merrier as I always say.” 

“Even with a lot of men on your side, storming can be a damned bloody business,” the CSM said gloomily. 

“True enough, but not always. You were at Seringapatam, were you not?” 

That startled Dan. He had been in the first waves through the defended breach at Seringapatam, charging up that rubble-strewn slope alongside the then-Colonel Arthur Wellesley. It had been an intense, violent, and yet surprisingly bloodless affair, with a butcher’s bill that was far lower than even the most optimistic estimates had predicted. 

“You make a good point, sir,” Nichols replied at last, having thought the matter over. “Seringapatam should have been a death trap. Cannons on every wall. Rocket batteries. You name it, the Tipu had it, ready to chuck at us when we came to depose him, the vicious little bastard.”

“Then why did more men not die?” 

“I think the vampire officers were a large part of it, sir. But I put it down to speed and aggression of attack.” 

“Go on.” 

“Once the artillery had blasted a hole in the outer wall, both sides knew that that was where we were going to have to go in. Stood to reason. The Sultan’s men defended that breach with everything they had, but Colonel Wellesley and his, er, brother officers, if you take my meaning, flew right on up there and played merry hell with the heathen buggers. 

“Then, when the breach was clear, that was pretty much that. We sent men around the walls on either side, as you already know, sir, until we had the whole place ringed. Then it all came down to flushing them out a yard at a time.” 

“So much for the invulnerable fortress,” Campbell laughed easily. “And Seringapatam was built on an island in the middle of the river. Not that it helped much in the end.” 

“What would you have done, Captain, in the Tipu’s shoes, like?” Nichols was genuinely curious. Personally, he confined his thinking to the tactical level – for him, it was all about getting things done with the minimum amount of fuss and bloodshed among his men. He left the actual orders themselves (and the thinking behind them) to the commissioned officers, and as far as he was concerned, they were bloody well welcome to that particular headache. Nevertheless, he found himself growing ever so slightly fascinated with the bigger picture that was emerging here, and wanted to know how differently things might have gone if a better command had been in charge of the fortified city. 

Captain Campbell didn’t answer for a while, and Nichols wondered whether the senior man hadn’t heard his question. The two men walked another hundred or so paces before he finally spoke. “If I were in the Tipu’s shoes, I like to think that I’d have met our army outside the city, perhaps on the plain instead. Take the fight to them rather than let them besiege Seringapatam. Hindsight is a wonderful thing, CSM, but foresight is a crucial part of any General’s job.

“There were at least one or two missed opportunities. For starters, in order to encircle the city, we had to split our army in two. That would have been a good time to launch an attack. And what about Colonel Wellesley’s night attack on the stand of tope, across the waterway? A counterattack there might have swung things in the Sultan’s favor.” 

The reminder of that night’s engagement sent an involuntary shudder running down the length of Dan’s spine. It had been brutal. Commanding the 33rd, Colonel Wellesley had been determined to clear the enemy out from within the cover of those thick trees, from where they had been pouring harassing fire into the British formation during the hours of daylight.   

After the first opening shots, it had gotten very ugly very quickly for the attacking redcoats. The Maratha soldiers had put down a lot of fire, and the British had had no real choice other than to charge, closing the gap as quickly as possible despite their having to run forward into the teeth of heavy musketry. Once they were into the trees and vegetation, it all came down to the bayonet; hot, sweaty, and grunting work at close range. 

And then there came the were-tigers. Dan shook his head to clear it, not wanting to relive the nightmare of tooth and claw that had befallen the redcoats that night, accompanied by triumphant growls and the high-pitched shrieks of those who would soon become meat for the beasts.  

 

 

 

The villagers of Talwada never knew what hit them. 

Jamelia waited until that period just before the dawn when the shadows were longest and the sleeping human brain least wakeful. To her surprise, with every passing day, she was finding it easier to control the undead creatures, no matter how large the horde had become. They had picked up no stragglers during their journey across the barren plains, none which could be added to the ranks of the undead army since the unfortunate passel of men who had accompanied Vinkesh. 

She idly wondered how the sole survivor was getting on. Had he found the British army yet? Had he gained access to Wellesley’s inner circle of officers? And perhaps most importantly of all, had he spun the tale that they had concocted between them with sufficient sincerity for Wellesley to believe it? 

Only time would tell. 

Closing her eyes, she slowly reached out with her senses. It felt like casting a wide net over the thousands of undead soldiers that had been entrusted into her care by the Dark Mother. The past few days, although mind-numbingly boring in their lack of stimulation, had provided her with the perfect opportunity to hone her command and control techniques. Although the process of mentally instructing the creatures to do what she wanted was extremely complex, it was also bizarrely easy. 

Each creature stood out in her mind’s eye like a beacon. The more recently dead they were, the more brightly their particular beacon burned; the one called Nayan, for example, blazed a brilliant and luminous white-yellow when she focused her psychic attention upon him. Nayan looked up and cocked his head to one side, in the manner of a dog whose name has been called out by its master.

Tell me…which home was yours? Jamelia projected the message from her mind directly into what remained of his. It wasn’t the words themselves that were being sent out, but rather the concept itself that she wished to convey. Somewhere, her will was being translated into terms that the creatures could comprehend. Jamelia hoped that there was enough of what had once been a man still trapped within that ruin of grey matter inside Nayan’s skull to process her instruction and respond to it.   

Apparently there was, because the creature slowly raised one arm – mottled purple and suffering from death-bloat – and pointed in the general direction of the village. Jamelia got the impression that he was indicating one of the specific hovels, although she couldn’t be certain. 

Very well. You may go home. 

Nayan began to shamble forward, picking up the pace until he was stumbling at a speed more akin to a trot than a walk. Two of his new comrades somehow found themselves in his way. With a growl of animalistic rage, Nayan shoved them both aside, seeming not to care about the big flap of yellowing skin that sloughed off his right arm in the process. The avulsed flesh hung, dangling, from its root, bouncing obscenely with each step that the walking corpse took. 

Commanding the rest of her army now, she thought: Follow. And then: Feed. 

They needed no further urging. Now that the leash had been let slip, the creatures surged forward in a great tide, one that howled and moaned in an audible expression of their insatiable lust for flesh and blood. 

On the outskirts of the village, Jamelia stood back and watched events unfold. In her feline form, the tigress knew that she could have killed every last man, woman, and child in Talwada had she chosen to. The same was probably true even of her human form. How did the old saying go? A thousand throats may be cut in a single night by a running man. She smiled wanly. Or woman. 

The first of the creatures were flooding into the dark and dingy streets. She kept her eye on Nayan, watching with fascination as the villager staggered up to what she presumed was the front door to his former home. It was a squat single-storied affair, as were all of the buildings in Talwada. Most were built primarily of mud brick and wood. At first, Nayan simply pushed on the door with the flat of his hands, not seeming to realize that it was latched. After a few seconds of frustration, he let out a moan, high and keening. One that was fit to wake the dead. 

Doors began to open, just one or two first, but each time a door was so much as cracked, a cluster of the undead saw their opportunity and pounced. The occupants, still cotton-brained and halfway asleep, never stood a chance; all that they had done was to get to their feet, throw on something to offer a little modesty, and then come to their front doors to try and ascertain what all of the commotion was about.

They found out all too soon. 

The first screams were those of the living, shrill and panicked, caused by the sensation of undead teeth sinking into soft flesh. It was not long before the entire village was stirring. At least one villager possessed enough of a survival instinct to reach for his firearm, because an orange flash could be seen through one of the square-cut windows, accompanied by a loud boom. 

Closing her eyes for a moment, Jamelia sent her psychic sense probing and questing in that direction. Sure enough, one of the beacons in her mind’s eye had gone out; where before she had been aware that six of her soldiers were inside that particular home, now she saw only five. 

No matter. One creature is hardly a loss in the greater scheme of things. She dismissed the thought and moved on. With a flash of insight, Jamelia realized that she had made an error, albeit one of omission. She needed the village in order to set her trap. A few flesh and blood villagers would serve as excellent bait. If the British arrived to find the place completely deserted, they might well be put on their guard. That wouldn’t do at all. 

Hastily, she issued orders for the undead army to leave at least a handful of the villagers alive, and also to do as little damage to the outside of the homes and buildings as possible. Most were probably a little on the dilapidated side anyway (she couldn’t tell for sure in the low light) but there was no point in making Wellesley and his men unduly suspicious, was there?           

It had been a bizarre few days. During the long and dusty journey, a multitude of windows offering both insight and perception had opened up into Jamelia’s new condition. She knew that being…whatever it was that she had become, was going to require a great deal of adjustment on her part. 

Every once in a while, there would come a moment in which the bizarre nature of her new reality rose up and smacked her squarely in the face. A case in point: it had taken her two days after rising from what should have been a watery grave for her to realize – to truly realize – that her once-mighty heart no longer beat inside her chest. In the past, Jamelia had exulted in the pounding of blood through her veins, reveled in the mad song that it sung directly into her ears. Nothing had energized her more during the heat of battle than feeling the thud thud thud of that organ pumping away inside her chest: Yet now, it seemed to have been replaced with a cold, dead, lifeless sack of meat, which felt as though it did little more than sit behind her breastbone and occasionally swing to and fro whenever she moved quickly enough. 

She had been surprised to find that, despite her first impressions upon seeing the undead rise once more, being dead did not actually seem to hurt. At least, it did not hurt her; there was no lingering agony in her bones or the muscles and nerves which surrounded them, which came as something of a relief. Yet the reverse was also true. Jamelia had found herself idly stroking the palm of her hand with the fingertips of the other. She had been disturbed, if not shocked, to realize that she could no longer feel the light stroking sensation which the tender self-caressing action should have induced.

Jamelia felt…nothing.

She wondered whether she would ever feel anything again, other than the ever-present thirst which covered her mind like a red blanket. When she had held Vinkesh close, it had taken every scrap of her not-inconsiderable willpower and self-discipline to keep from sinking her teeth into him, surrendering to that ravening urge which threatened to constantly overwhelm her. Jamelia had felt bloodlust before. It was practically a given for any were-tiger or tigress, a product of their predatory nature. She had always controlled it before without much in the way of difficulty. Like any other excess – alcohol, food, sexual congress – one simply controlled it, so that it did not control you. 

Yet this hunger was an order of magnitude greater than its predecessor. This hunger had to be kept on a much tighter leash, lest it slip just once and wreak havoc. 

Her newly-undead state was not without its benefits, however. The inability to feel pain was only the first. With just a small amount of additional focus and effort on her part, Jamelia had learned that it was possible for her to quite literally see through the eyes of any one of her soldiers. 

Giving in to a somewhat morbid fascination, she exercised that power now, using it to get inside the head of Nayan. For a moment, it was disorienting; Nayan’s vision was whited out, and it seemed almost as though she were peering out at the world from behind a veil or a cotton sheet. Dead eyes, Jamelia thought to herself, unblinking and as dry as bleached bones in the desert. 

A dark, rectangular smudge must have been the front door of the creature’s old home. He lurched forward through it, and as he did so, Jamelia felt the unsteady yet still resolute plod of his gait. 

Screams now, shrill and terrified. Nayan whipped his head around with a snarl, hunting for the source. Jamelia could not quite make out details upon the small, grey form that suddenly filled the dead man’s field of vision, but from the sound of things, guessed that it was a young girl. The man’s daughter, she assumed with a lack of compassion that surprised her. 

Nayan’s daughter stood rooted to the spot, able to do nothing more than scream at the appearance of the monstrous apparition which had once been her father. The lumbering undead thing snatched the child up and, completely ignoring the panicked cries, sunk its teeth into the junction of her neck and shoulder. Still piggy-backing upon Nayan’s seat of consciousness, Jamelia shared the sensation of hot, coppery blood spurting into their shared mouth, felt the tenderness of the young flesh, still supple and not even remotely tough, yielding easily beneath their teeth.

As she passively witnessed the father tearing out his daughter’s throat and devouring the strips of flesh around it, Jamelia underwent something of an epiphany. The tigress knew that the old Jamelia, the one who had despised the vampire Wellesley and all of his underlings with an almost pathological hatred, was dead and gone, perhaps forever. That woman had died on the bed of the River Kailna. She had been replaced by someone both new and very, very different, somebody who could bear witness to the brutal death of a child – and perhaps even worse, its subsequent resurrection as a flesh-hungry walking corpse – with total composure and equanimity.

Jamelia knew that she had become something that was both more than human, and yet at the same time much, much less. 

Worst of all, she couldn’t bring herself to give a damn.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

“It’s no bloody good. The heathen bastards won’t stop running until the gates of Gawilghur are slammed shut behind them.” Colonel Stevenson was in an uncharacteristically foul mood, Wellesley noted, and it seemed to be growing worse with every passing mile. 

“You’re eager for battle?” Arthur asked with just the faintest hint of a smile. 

“Eager, sir? I thirst for it. The sooner we teach these impudent wretches just who it is that runs this bloody country, the better for all of us, I should say.” 

There it was: Impudent wretches. And that, thought Arthur, is where we differ. He thinks the natives inferior to us; lesser beings, somehow. Poppycock. 

Wellesley sighed, another habit left over from his lifetime as a living, breathing human. Whether one wanted to believe it or not, the truth was that Stevenson was far from alone in perceiving the native Indians as a lower form of life. Many of the British officers, both the living and the undead, looked down their noses at any man with a brown skin. 

Bigotry was simply the way of the world. Back in England, a large proportion of the vampires that Arthur knew shared similar beliefs concerning all mortals, no matter what the color of their skin. His own brother Richard, the supreme authority throughout all of India, was one such vampire, according the mortal men who served under his command with no more regard than he would a slice of roast beef; after all, they served much the same purpose. 

The British column marched north-eastwards beneath a breathtaking canopy of stars. Although he and his senior officers were positioned at the front, they were untroubled at the prospect of danger; ahead of them ranged a screen of cavalry, a mixture of British and native horse that roamed ahead of the main body in a wide semi-circle. 

In addition to the cavalry, a handful of Arthur’s precious exploring officers – all vampires, usually of relatively junior ranks such as captain or major – made periodic reconnaissance flights. Such sorties were risky, however; Major Williams, one of Wellesley’s most experienced vampire scouts, had been lost immediately prior to their last battle, ambushed and ended by one of the European vampires who took mercenary pay to serve in the Maratha army. It was a score that Wellesley was determined to even when the opportunity presented itself.  

“The bastards got a day’s head start on us,” Stevenson grumbled, expertly maneuvering his mount around the remains of a dead tree before bringing it to walk alongside Wellesley’s once more. “We’ll never be able to make it up now, I’ll warrant.” 

“You think me wrong to have rested the army?” The question sounded innocuous enough, but Stevenson detected an undercurrent of danger in Wellesley’s question. The colonel was no fool. He knew that the general, while sometimes tolerant of his decisions being questioned and debated among his staff, was in two minds about having not pursued the Marathas through the morning after the battle at Assaye. 

“No sir, I do not,” Stevenson admitted reluctantly after a long pause. “Your army had given its all on the field, and paid a steep price in blood for the victory. Allowing them a night’s rest and unifying into one force once more was the only way to guarantee that they…that we would not be annihilated.” 

“Such was my thinking also,” Wellesley agreed, apparently mollified. 

The two rode in silence for a while, listening to the steady, rhythmic thumping of horses’ hooves and the infantrymen’s boots on the hard-packed ground. Far behind them in the distance, both vampires could just make out the squeak of cartwheels coming from the baggage train. 

Finally, Wellesley said, “Patience, Colonel. Patience is key. I seem to remember your having been considerably more optimistic last night.” 

Stevenson merely nodded, content to let his general speak. The colonel knew from long experience that Wellesley did much of his best thinking aloud, using those around him as a sounding board. Besides, he truly had felt cheered last night. Wellesley had come up with quite the audacious masterstroke of a plan, and he wondered why his optimism seemed to have dissipated just a day later.

“They have a good twenty miles on us, by all accounts, it is true,” Wellesley went on. By all accounts referred to last night’s reconnaissance mission, when Major Lewis had ventured out under the cover of darkness and had personally laid eyes on the much larger enemy force. Wherever the opposing vampire officers were, Lewis had seen neither hide nor hair of them, and had made it safely back to deliver his report to an eager Wellesley. 

“Yes, General, a good twenty miles,” Lewis had confirmed, when asked for his best estimate. “Perhaps a little more, but no greater than twenty-five.” Even for an experienced officer such as he, it was notoriously difficult to judge the distance one traveled by air – especially as they flew by night, when the darkened terrain flashed by beneath one in a blur.

Arthur leaned forward in his chair, his tone betraying the eagerness he clearly felt. “What can you tell me of their disposition, Major? Are they in good order, or still dispersed?” 

“Somewhere in between. I noted lone stragglers, dawdling behind the main body of men. In fact, I stopped to feed upon one during my return visit.” Lewis gave Wellesley a look that seemed to seek his approval. For his part, Wellesley simply nodded. Despite the fact that it appeared to be effortless and graceful, taking flight was an arduous business, and he had absolutely no quarrel with an officer who picked off one of the enemy in order to sustain his energy levels. 

One less for us to deal with at Gawilghur. 

“The cavalry still guard the rear and flanks, just as one would expect,” Lewis continued, relieved to have obtained his general’s tacit approval, “and behind them is a small force of infantry. They are maintaining formation, but show little of the discipline displayed by our own troops.” 

“Few can,” Stevenson had interjected. 

“Next came the baggage and supply train—”

“A total bloody shambles, I’ll be bound,” Stevenson cut in again. 

Lewis went on as though the interruption had never happened. “—in some disarray, it must be said. Their artillery, considerably fewer in number, and then the main body of infantry.” 

“No cavalry in front?” Arthur frowned. Lewis shook his head. 

“None that I could see, sir.” 

“They believe themselves safe, heading into friendly territory,” Wellesley mused, stroking his chin absently with the tip of one pointed fingernail. “Why waste their horse anywhere other than along our expected axis of advance?” 

Arthur had stood and walked across to the map, which was spread out on the wooden table against the far wall of the tent. Stevenson and Lewis followed him, each leaning over to follow their general’s finger as it traced along the contour of a stream. 

“The enemy is fast approaching this point,” Arthur observed, indicating a village named Argaum with the point of his fingernail. Based upon what they could glean from the map, it was little more than a hamlet, of no real strategic import. Stevenson had said as much. “The same could easily be said of Assaye,” Arthur had shot back, “and I suspect that men shall be speaking of that ‘place of no strategic import’ for the next thousand years.” 

“You have a point, General,” Stevenson conceded. Lewis maintained a politic silence.

“Argaum appears to be the last viable choke point along the path to Gawilghur.” Arthur fixed Stevenson with a meaningful look. “If you, Colonel Stevenson, were Scindia, or Berar, then pray tell me this: Can you see a more suitable place at which to turn around and face your pursuer? Or at the very least, to mount a rearguard action and attempt to buy more time?”

Stevenson scrutinized the map carefully, his gaze darting to every nook and cranny. Finally he had concluded with no small amount of reluctance that he could not. 

The Colonel took out his fob watch and opened its lid. Even under the starlight, his keen eyes could pick out the hands easily. It was going on for four o’clock in the morning. Another hour’s march remained to them, he reasoned, maybe an hour and a half, but no more than that. He sneaked a sideways look at Wellesley. The General seemed lost in his own universe, probably trying to anticipate the events of the coming days. That was all well and good, in Stevenson’s eyes at any rate. After all, seeing the future should be a general’s primary focus. 

He just hoped that in this case, Wellesley saw it clearly. Otherwise there would be a lot of British blood on his hands.   

 

 

It wasn’t a battle. 

It was a slaughter. 

The people of Talwada never stood a chance. Before the village was awake and ready to farm the fields, the undead were at their doors. Hundreds of the creatures thronged the narrow streets, pushing past one another, shoving one other aside in their haste to get at the warm, succulent flesh that awaited them inside each of the houses.  

Thousands more of the creatures waited on the outskirts, equally hungry but nonetheless obedient to the mental commands issued by their mistress. Admittedly, it took a little sustained effort in order for her to retain her concentration in order to keep them in check, she had found, but Jamelia was becoming increasingly skilled at doing so with every passing hour. 

While the majority of the horde thronged the village perimeter and simply waited, the chosen few who were fortunate enough to have been allowed entry into Talwada went about their assigned purpose with gusto. A few weapons were raised here and there – swords, mostly, along with the occasional knife or kitchen implement – and one or two injuries were inflicted on the invaders by their panicking victims, but by and large the slaughter was one-sided. 

Jamelia forced the creatures to exercise restraint, or at least what passed for it among their kind. Blood was shed and flesh devoured, true, but none of the villagers were torn apart. After all, the tigress reasoned, they would make a useful supplement to the ranks of her army. 

When the killing was finally over and the dust had settled, Jamelia wandered down into the streets to see things for herself. Some of the first villagers to be attacked were already beginning to rise again, staggering drunkenly out of their doorways and gazing upon the new day with looks of confusion on their faces. 

The buildings were all still mostly intact. A door had been broken in here, a curtain torn down there, but no damage had been done which she could not personally repair over the space of an hour or two. 

Perfect. 

As she had ordered, her ragtag band of ‘soldiers’ had left a few of the villagers alive. Scared almost halfway out of their wits, ten of them were herded into a walled-off garden, watched over by a bunch of slavering former redcoats. Every time one of the living took so much as a step in any direction, the hungry undead countered it with a threatening growl. 

All that remained now was to bait the trap. Closing her eyes and falling into a state of deep concentration, she called out to the mass of creatures on the outskirts of the village, bidding them to come and join her inside the dusty streets.  

“You are afraid,” Jamelia croaked, through vocal chords that were dead and beginning to hurt. She paced in front of the ten people, each of whom was an adult, and all that remained of the population of Talwada…at least, all that still lived and breathed. “That is understandable. Already the bodies of your loved ones are rising up from death and taking their place among the ranks of my army. An army which serves the most munificent goddess, Kali.” 

Frightened murmurs passed between them at the mention of her name. The Dark Mother was both feared and respected throughout the entire region. 

“The Dark Mother’s army has one purpose: To drive the most hated English from our lands for all time…or failing that, to exterminate them on the field of battle, to the last man. You and your fellow villagers will play a pivotal role in this most glorious of causes.” 

The villagers seemed less than convinced, which really wasn’t surprising when one considered the fact that the bodies of people they had known and cared for were now eyeing them hungrily, as though sizing them up for their next meal. Jamelia decided to take a different tack. 

“The British are coming here. They are on their way to us now.” She eyed an older man who wore a grey robe. The man was fat and had a long grey beard. A mane of grey hair ran down the length of his back, disheveled and unruly. He seemed to possess an air of leadership, slight and dented though it might have been. “We shall meet them here, in the center of the village. 

“Once the battle is over, the goddess will return all of your loved ones to their former condition, warm and breathing once more.” Jamelia was lying through her teeth. The Dark Mother had given her no such undertaking. She wasn’t even sure if such a thing was possible, even for a deity as powerful as the goddess. But Jamelia needed the villagers to be motivated, and there was no greater motivator than hope – it even defeated fear. The survivors were afraid now, terrified of being eaten alive by the ravenous beasts surrounding them. She had just offered them a way out, and she suspected that they would be only too willing to clutch at that last desperate straw.

In fact, she was counting on it. And based upon the sudden change of expression she saw on the villagers’ faces, they were already buying into it..    

Of one thing, there was no doubt in her mind whatsoever: Talwada hadn’t seen its last bout of slaughter. Not by a very long shot.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The Shadows kept up a brisk, yet still sustainable pace throughout their long trek. Their new captain was sensible enough to let the CSM set their speed of march. Colin was still getting accustomed to the fact that he was developing astounding new levels of strength, speed, and agility. He could feel the increasing potential already, surging through his veins and arteries with every beat of his heart. Left to his own devices, the were-tiger could quite comfortably have run all the way to Talwada and fought an infantry battalion all by himself when he got there; at least, that was how his new body now felt.

“Reckon we’re covering about four, maybe five miles an hour,” Nichols remarked, taking one of his canteens out and drinking a mouthful of the precious water. It was a quarter past noon, and the heat was beginning to bake everything on the barren plain. “We should be there by nightfall at this rate, or not long after, if what that villager said was true.” 

The men had kept up easily, and both the officer and the NCO were pleased to see that none had fallen out, a casualty of either heat exhaustion or too much arrack. The latter plagued Wellesley’s army – as it did the entire British contingent throughout India – and a combination of both drunkenness and dehydration could incapacitate a soldier far more effectively than an enemy musket ball. Despite the commanding general’s propensity for dealing harshly (sometimes fatally) with such offenders, the ranks were still thinned by a steady stream of drunkards who sought to escape the drudgery and discomfort of life under the Indian sun. 

“Something’s been bothering me, CSM,” Campbell said after a moment. “All morning, I’ve been unable to shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right. And now I’ve just realized what it is.” 

“Sir?” 

“The undead. We haven’t run into any. Not a single one since we broke away from the main force.” 

Thinking about it for a moment, Nichols realized that the captain was right. On their long march from Ahmednuggur to Assaye, the army had fought off attacks by the hungry dead on a daily (and also nightly) basis. They had ranged in size from individual creatures, small packets of twos and threes, all the way up to gaggles of ten or more. No wonder every man, woman, and child in the column had been perpetually on edge.

The small half-company had run into no such resistance, at least not so far. It may be that this part of the Deccan was so desolate. They had passed no villages, settlements, not even the occasional nomad. No life at all, except for the ever-present vultures riding the thermals above them.   

“You’re right, sir. It is a bit peculiar.” 

“Damned peculiar, if you ask me.” Campbell agreed, sounding perturbed. “We’d do well to keep a sharp eye out.” 

They trekked on for the better part of the day. True to CSM Nichols’ prediction, the sun was barely below the western horizon when the point man, a soldier by the name of Wedding, stopped in his tracks and held up a hand in warning. 

The half-company halted. On either flank, the men dropped to one knee and turned to face outward, cradling their muskets loosely but ready to bring them into the ready position upon command. Five men formed the rearguard. They about-faced, and did the same thing, each man scanning the desolate landscape out to the far horizon. 

Nothing stirred. 

Each man welcomed the onset of nightfall, coming as it did to provide relief from the daytime’s brutal heat. Every collar was sweat-soaked, and the Shadows gave silent thanks that their captain was enough of a non-traditionalist to allow them to dispense with the stiff leather stocks that regulation specified British soldiers wear around their necks. The devices were intended to force a man to keep his head up, front, and facing the enemy. Every redcoat hated them, for the rough material bit into the underside of his chin, chafing the jawline until it bled. 

Nichols had been canny enough to collect every one of the damned things when he was promoted to Company Sergeant Major, and although he had been tempted to dump the lot of them into the closest river, knew the army well enough to suspect that one day, some overly zealous cock of a quartermaster would scrutinize the company ledger and demand to know exactly what had become of them…at which point, he would be financially liable for their loss. 

Compromising, Nichols had stuffed the lot of them inside a pair of unused grain sacks and stuck them with the baggage train. Let the bullocks haul the bastards, he had thought to himself smugly. 

He saw that the Captain was making his way forward to join Wedding. The way that he moved had changed ever since his transformation, Nichols noted: the man stalked rather than walked, every step he took a predatory one. The CSM went over to join them on the low rise, squatting alongside them.

“There we are,” Campbell said, sotto voce. He pointed into the distance. “Talwada.”

Although it was difficult to judge accurately in the dark, Nichols thought that the small group of dark shapes was about a mile away, perhaps a mile and a half. Several points of dancing orange light had to be cooking fires, the CSM reasoned, which made a lot of sense. Dusk was suppertime, after all. He couldn’t make out a great deal apart from that. The Captain, on the other hand, had enhanced night vision, and could see a lot more. 

“A few clustered buildings, all of them just a single floor. Five small fires.” Campbell squinted into the darkness. His nose twitched. “They’re roasting meat for their dinner. Goat, by the smell of it.” 

Nichols and Wedding exchanged a look. Neither of them could smell a thing on the arid early evening air. Just how sensitive was the Captain’s sense of smell now?

“There are a few people sitting around the fires,” Campbell went on. “I can’t be entirely sure at this distance, but I’d say that there are at least seven, maybe eight.” 

“That isn’t a lot,” Nichols frowned.

“No, it isn’t,” the Captain agreed, “and it’s a little early for everybody to have gone to bed, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would, sir. Do you think it’s a trap?” 

“Anything is possible, but I fail to see quite how. Unless there’s an enemy force hidden somewhere in the surrounding area.” Campbell rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“What about inside the village?” 

“Doubtful, CSM. For starters, it looks to be pretty small. Not that many buildings, and they’re not all that big. Of course, I’d like a closer look before making any decisions.” 

“Sounds good to me, sir.” Nichols let out a long breath. “So what happens next?” 

“Nothing tonight. At least, nothing from you lot.” The Captain unbuckled his sword belt, setting it carefully beside him on the ground, and began to unbutton his red tunic. “Put the men into a defensive position for the night, CSM. Let’s say a fifty/fifty split; half of them sleep and eat while the other half are on guard.” 

“Very good sir,” Nichols nodded. “I assume no fires of any kind?” 

“You assume correctly. No fires at all. The lads can drink water only – no bloody arrack, understood? – and eat cold rations. One night won’t kill them, and tomorrow we can go back to cooking fires.” 

“I’ll see to it, sir.” 

“I have no doubt of that, CSM.” Campbell slipped off the jacket and started working on his white linen shirt. “I don’t think that I’ll be gone for very long – certainly not for more than a few hours – but keep a sharp eye out, just in case it is a trap.” 

“What are you up to, sir, if I may ask?” Nichols grinned. “Off for a little jaunt?” 

“Precisely.” Campbell’s smile was almost feral. He lowered his voice. “I’ll take a tour of the area first. See if there’s anybody hiding anywhere within a good few miles. See if I can find that stand of trees the villager talked about, where Jamelia is supposed to be lurking.”

“If she’s there, sir, don’t take her on all by yourself. Please. Come back and get us, eh?” 

“I shall, CSM. Have no fear. No heroics.” 

“Very wise, sir, if I make so bold. Want me to take them clothes for you?” Nichols gestured at the rapidly growing pile of uniform articles at his Captain’s feet.    

“Obliged to you, CSM.” Campbell stood with his hands on his hips, as naked as the day that he was born and totally unabashed. Even at rest, Nichols couldn’t help but notice that the Captain appeared every bit as lean as a great hunting cat, every muscle defined. It was almost as if he was carved out of wood. “Right, I’ll be off. I’ll leave things in your capable hands.” 

“You can depend on me, sir.” 

“Of course I can.” 

And with that, Colin Campbell took off, striding purposefully into the still-falling night. 

 

 

The naked man put a good half mile between himself and his soldiers before allowing the change to begin. Once he was completely satisfied that there were no prying eyes around to see him, Campbell closed his eyes, let go of his conscious mind, and simply let the change happen. 

At first it was like falling backward into a pool of warm water. Then the pool steadily began to heat up, degree by uncomfortable degree, until it finally felt blisteringly hot. His nerve endings transmitted the pain impulses all too efficiently, letting him know beyond a shadow of a doubt that his body was undergoing a transformation for which it was ill-prepared.

And Lord, was it going to hurt.

He didn’t know how long it took – there was no real sense of time during the change – but when it was over, Campbell felt as if he had been reborn. The night came alive for him in a way that it never had, could never have, when he was walking upright on two legs.

Far off to his right, a bird soared on the thermals, no doubt scanning the ground in search of its supper. A little closer, maybe a hundred feet away, a pair of tiny rodents skittered from one patch of scrub to another, hoping perhaps to conceal themselves from the hungry eyes in the sky. Then there were the insects, who were normally little more than background noise during a night march; their chorus was now a cacophony to his enhanced feline hearing, and Campbell had to tune out the racket so that he could hear everything else. He did this in the manner of a man who, when he finds himself standing in the center of a boisterous party, is forced to focus his attention on the words of the person speaking directly to him, to the exclusion of everything else. 

Then there were the smells. This is going to take a little getting used to, he thought, flashing what was, for a tiger at least, a truly sardonic grin. By far the strongest odor within range was the half company of Shadows, none of whom had truly washed their bodies in…well, quite some time. To one another, the stink of stale sweat, dirty skin, and matted hair was something they simply got used to during a long march, until after a few days they hardly noticed it at all. 

To a were-tiger, on the other hand, the stench was nauseatingly pungent. Campbell flattened his ears back against his skull in irritation, and then began to walk. He kept the pace slow and careful, for with caution came concealment. The plain was far from the uniform, billiard table flatness that first met the eye; on the contrary, there were bushes, natural depressions, and even the odd stand of trees scattered everywhere. Campbell slunk from cover to cover, keeping his senses heightened to their maximum state of alertness. He was making his way in a huge anticlockwise circle, making a broad sweep around the village of Talwada.

The temptation to lope, to run, was almost irresistible. Yet he did resist it. The will of the army officer overcame the will of the animal. Every few paces, the great cat threw back his head and sniffed at the night air, while also stopping to listen. Short of the typical background sounds and smells, nothing else seemed to be stirring out there on the plain. Campbell was keeping a careful eye out for trouble, but he completed the loop without ever finding any. The animalistic part of him found that frustrating; it wanted to rip, rend, tear, and bite whatever might be unfortunate enough to cross its path. 

Fortunately, the soldier knew better. Despite the transformation, Campbell had been pleasantly surprised to find out that he had still retained the iron clad self-discipline that was characteristic of the British Army officer. 

For the most part...

It wasn’t long before he came to a densely packed stand of thick trees. The tiger paused to sniff the air carefully. Yes, there was spoor there…tigress spoor. He could smell it, and quite distinctly too.

But it wasn’t current. This was old. At least a day, maybe even two. Jamelia had been here, but she wasn’t here any longer. Campbell knew that she couldn’t have gotten all that far.   

Just to make sure, he padded cautiously into the undergrowth. It was dark beneath the overhanging canopy of the trees, but that made no difference to Colin. He could see almost as well in the dark as most people could in the noonday sunlight. Searching the stand of tope quite thoroughly, Campbell knew that he would find nothing. Sure enough, he was right. 

Picking up Jamelia’s trail wasn’t remotely difficult. It was as simple as following a rope from one end to the other. 

It left the stand of tope on the west side, then cut around and angled toward Talwada. He followed it until he closed to within five hundred yards of the village. Then, satisfied, the tiger turned and slunk back to finish his reconnaissance patrol.

Campbell estimated that it had taken him the better part of an hour to complete the loop. Now that he was finally satisfied that there was no hidden battalion of enemy soldiers lurking out there in ambush, the real work of the evening could begin. 

He turned his attention back to the village once more, working his way in closer from the eastern side, simply because the terrain there afforded him more opportunities for natural cover – and because it put him upwind, which ought to make it harder for Jamelia to sniff out his approach. The fires were still burning, but there were no pots of food cooking over them. Several villagers were still gathered around them, just as they had before, warming their outstretched hands. 

Now isn’t that strange…none of them are talking. 

Rather than chatting easily over the remnants of their evening meal, the villagers simply sat there, gazing silently into the flames. At first, Campbell thought that they might be dead; but then he saw it for the ridiculous notion that it truly was, for each one breathed and made small movements, occasionally shifting weight from one side of the body to the other. 

Just what on Earth is going on here?

Slowly, the great cat eased himself forward, keeping his body as low to the ground as possible. The firelight glinted from the sclera of his slitted yellow eyes. He could smell the villagers, smell the reek of their sweat and…something else.

Fear. 

Total and utter abject fear. 

The smell of tigress was getting stronger with every passing yard of ground. They were afraid of Jamelia, he realized. She must be hiding in the village somewhere, lurking just out of sight…

But something just wasn’t adding up. Campbell lay there in the dark, his great striped form blending into the darkest shadows. Just what exactly is going on here? An ambush consisting of just one single tigress, perhaps? It was not inconceivable, granted; in her feline form,Jamelia had the strength, speed, and most importantly the sheer physical power to cut a bloody swath through a hundred men, if she had a mind to do so. He knew that for a fact, not only because he had seen her fight on the battlefield, but also because he had those same abilities too. 

Where are the rest of the villagers? I can’t smell them, which means they have gone somewhere…but where? He pondered the situation for a moment. If Jamelia had simply killed them all, he ought to be able to smell them…the guts, the viscera…something. And now that he paid close attention to it, there was a hint of blood in the air; not a great deal, but enough to give him pause. Could it be from the villagers themselves, he wondered, or from an animal that had been butchered for food? And where were all the bodies? 

Experimentally, he sniffed the air once more. There was little more than the expected smells of everyday village life; old food, stale sweat, burning wood, domesticated animals, and a thousand other tiny olfactory cues. 

This makes no sense. An entire village cannot simply disappear, all bar a few, at any rate…  

Something was wrong here. He didn’t know precisely what, but he felt it, deep down in his gut on a primal level. The cat’s spoor trail terminated here, or somewhere hereabouts, to be more precise. The few villagers that he could see seemed catatonic, unaware of their surroundings. It was, for want of a better word, damnably unnatural. 

Well, old boy, there’s no sense in going it alone. Not when you have a half company of His Majesty’s most elite troops sitting idle just a few hundred yards away. 

Moving with painstaking care, Campbell retracted his steps, slinking back into the night as silently as a ghost. Within twenty minutes, he was back with the men. He was still in his tiger form, for what was the point in reverting to walking upright on two legs when he was about to lead the troops into action? 

Approaching the British position, the captain found himself staring down the barrel of a musket. 

“Halt,” said a soft, calm voice. “Who goes there?”

“It is I, Campbell, Sergeant Pace,” he responded. The human words still felt a little odd coming from his feline throat. He was slowly getting used to it, but it was a strange sensation nonetheless. 

Ever since his secondment to the Shadows Company in the aftermath of Assaye, David Pace had discovered a number of things that would take a bit of getting used to…such as the NCOs standing watch alongside the private soldiers. From his current position, crouching behind a medium-sized boulder, Pace had spent the last God knew how long squinting into the inky blackness.  Now he saw the silhouette of the tiger coming toward him out of the night. Satisfied that there couldn’t be that many male tigers on the prowl who could not only speak, but speak English, and happened to know the name of his commanding officer, Pace put his musket up smartly. 

“Pass, friend. Sir.” 

Campbell made his way into the center of the makeshift position, tracking down Nichols purely by scent. 

“Glad to see you’re back in one piece, sir,” Nichols said, sounding greatly relieved. 

“Nothing in the village but that handful of people. And the scent of a tigress.” 

“Jamelia.” It was phrased as a statement, not as a question. The tiger nodded. 

“Jamelia. I wasn’t able to pinpoint her location, but it’s somewhere close to the center of the village. If I had gotten any nearer, I would have run the risk of her catching wind of my scent.” 

“Sounds like the right move to me, sir. So, now we go in and get her, right?” 

“Right. You’ll lead half the men in from the west, CSM. I’ll take the remainder in from the north. Best be careful…I can’t quite put my finger on it—” never mind the fact that you currently have no fingers “—but something smells rotten about this whole affair.” 

“What do you mean, sir?” 

Campbell explained about the mysterious disappearance of the bulk of the villagers, even down to their scents. 

“That is odd, sir. Bloody peculiar, in fact. Do you think she killed them all?” 

“It’s possible, but why leave a few alive?” 

“Bait,” the CSM said darkly. “Makes some kind of sense. Kill the majority and then use the rest to lure us in. That villager could easily have been stringing the general along.”

“Well, we’re not going to find out sitting on our arses, CSM.” Campbell headed off to round up his portion of the men. “We’ll just have to be careful, that’s all.” 

“Aye, sir,” Nichols agreed quietly. “Bloody careful.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The Shadows were accomplished skirmishers, each and every one. They were trained to fight in pairs, one aiming and firing, covering his partner while he reloaded. The Brown Besses weren't particularly accurate at longer ranges, but with the amount of time they spent on target practice, each member of the Shadow Company became used to wringing the maximum amount of possible precision from the firearm.

Whereas all British soldiers were used to fighting in the dark (as befit an army that was led by vampire generals) the Shadows positively reveled in it, wearing the night like a protective cloak. The two-pronged attacked moved forward into the village with all of the precision and efficiency of a well-oiled machine, flowing from one patch of cover to the next without a single word being uttered; none were needed, for they had done this countless times before, both in training exercises and real-world engagements. 

Each man had fixed his bayonet, which was part silver and part steel, prior to making the advance. The blades glowed balefully in the starlight, yet so far, nobody in the village seemed to have noticed the weapons moving slowly and deliberately toward their home. They still sat around their fires, staring wordlessly into the flames and contemplating heaven knew what.

Dan Nichols was the only man in his part of the attack that lacked a partner, which was by design rather than by chance. He wanted to hang back, not through any lack of courage (no man who knew him could ever accuse him of cowardice) but rather because his place was to observe and direct, keeping a weather eye on the bigger picture. 

For his part, Captain Campbell did the same. However, the tiger knew that the moment Jamelia's whereabouts were uncovered, he would spring into the attack. There was simply no other option; the tigress was more than capable of cutting a bloody swathe of carnage through the ranks of his men -- his men -- in the space of just a few heartbeats.

He wasn't prepared to let that happen. 

The leading pairs had made it past the outskirts of the village now, and began working their way to the first buildings they came across. Darkened alleyways and gardens were cleared with maximum efficiency. 

Then it was time to kick in the first door. 

The wood was flimsy, offering next to no resistance to the redcoat's boot. Nichols had trained them to kick faster rather than harder, whether putting the boot into a door or sticking it in the balls of an enemy. Private Gareth Gregson had learned his lesson well. The door splintered, smashed into smithereens. Gregson stepped backward smartly from the ruined mess, allowing his partner to charge through the open door with the point of his bayonet leading the way.

"Clear!" 

Gregson and his partner regrouped and then peeled off to clear the next hovel. All around them, their brothers in arms were engaged in exactly the same thing. From his vantage point at the top end of what looked to be the Main Street, their CSM was more than a little confused. He could see the bayonets going forward, questing from house to house, and hear the shouts of the redcoats as they went about their work. 

Where the devil was she? 

At the first sounds of breaking and entry, the villagers began to look up, their reverie broken. Seeing the redcoats swarming into the streets and houses, they broke and ran: Not for cover, Nichols noted, but for the edge of the village. 

They know that things are about to get bad. 

He fingered his own musket absently, holding it in a loose grip. He wasn't one for nervousness, generally speaking, but there was something about this whole setup that made him think it was...well, a setup. Surely the tigress hadn't taken up residence in Talwada all on her own, had she? 

In the firelight up ahead, he could just about make out the shadowy outlines of more men; the captain's men, the second pincer moving in to join their own. So far there had been no musket shots; in fact, there had been little more disturbance than the sound of breaking doors and of men calling out: "Clear!" 

Nichols made his way forward, rendezvousing with the friendlier of the two tigers that he expected to encounter this night. 

"Still haven't found her, sir," he said, stating the obvious. 

If Campbell was annoyed at the remark, he did not seem to show it. Then again, Dan wondered how exactly a tiger could show annoyance, short of baring it's fangs and growling; flicking its tail, perhaps? The captain's nose twitched. "She's here, CSM. I can smell her. We simply have to keep looking." 

Which is exactly what the men did. The two pincers had merged into one know, which actually made Nichols feel a little better. The men were in a more favorable position to provide mutually supporting fire, to back one another up if things got out of hand. 

"There's only the center of the village left," the CSM pointed out, nodding toward a big boxy shape looming out of the darkness. Some sort of communal hall, perhaps? 

"Then let's go ahead and see what we shall see," Campbell agreed, leading the way. "Her stink is getting stronger with every yard."

The great cat padded toward the large structure, and now he did growl, a low, throaty rumble of challenge. Nichols wondered if the captain even knew that he was doing it, or whether it was slipping out purely by instinct. 

When they arrived at the ramshackle hall, the two leaders walked all the way around it in a clockwise fashion, looking it over as best they could in the dark. One walked on two legs, the other on four, yet they both maintained the same slow, almost leisurely pace. More detail was visible to the captain's enhanced vision than to the CSM's. There was only one entrance and exit: A set of large wooden doors that looked a little heavier than those that had barred their way into the private residences. 

"The trail leads here," Campbell confirmed, before the CSM had time to ask. "She's inside. She has to be." 

"Take it by storm, sir?" Nichols sounded hopeful, but he half-expected his captain to jump in with both feet and want to take the tigress on all by himself, a one-on-one between the two great beasts. 

For his part, Campbell was seriously considering doing exactly that. But he quickly discarded the notion. This wasn't a gentlemanly matter of officer facing off against officer in a duel; rather, it was about bringing a fugitive enemy combatant to heel. Why else had he brought half of his entire company along with him? 

Odds of nearly fifty against one may not exactly be sporting, but all's fair in love and war. Besides, after what this cunning little bitch did the last time she went into action, I have no desire to let her out of my sight ever again. 

"No," he said at last. Nichols regarded him with surprise. "We don't know what manner of traps may be laying in wait for us beyond those doors." The senior NCO gave a sharp intake of breath. "And before you say it, CSM, no...I am not going in after her alone, either."

"Surely you're not planning on waiting around for her to come out of her own accord, sir. I don't know how long one of your...er, one of her kind could go without food and water." 

"Too long for our purposes. No, CSM, I have a better idea by far." Campbell looked toward the closest cooking fire, now abandoned by the two villagers who had been sitting there when the British entered the village. He gave a low growl and then sniffed at the air. "Have the men establish a cordon around the building. Doesn't smell as though there's anybody else inside, apart from Jamelia. Which means that anything which comes out of that building earns itself a silver bullet and a bayonet."

"Very good, sir." A broad grin began to spread slowly across Dan's face. He was starting to see where the captain was going with this. 

"Then send six of the men to fetch some wood and stack it around the outer walls. As soon as we have a decent enough pile, we'll burn the place to the bloody ground." 

 

 

Deep within the bowels of the village meeting hall, Jamelia lay comfortably on a bed made out of old rags and linens. She had gotten a decent amount of sleep today, which was surprising, considering just how hot and close the air was inside the sealed-off wooden structure. No matter what the temperature was, since her death and subsequent resurrection, she seemed to feel permanently cold. 

How else should one expect death to feel? 

She was still growing accustomed to this new state of being. Some of the things that had characterized her old life were no longer concerns for her; for example, she no longer needed to draw breath. And yet she still drew breath in when necessary, for how else was she to roar, growl, and speak? 

Parts of her were beginning to rot. Her once-lustrous coat was beginning to shed, it's hair falling out in clumps, exposing bare patches of grey flesh. Some of those were also rotting away; beneath one such section of her right foreleg, she could see the gleam of bone between a gap in the striated muscle. 

Her body still craved food, the same warm flesh that it had demanded before, but this time the hunger was a constant compulsion that drove her to distraction, gnawing away at her. She hadn't eaten for two days now, and had been meticulous about not feeding on the villagers. Her reasons for this were in no way altruistic; she simply wished to spill the minimum amount of blood possible, in case Wellesley (or one of his fellow vampires) smelled it when they arrived, as they inevitably must. 

She had commanded the creatures in her army to feed sparingly, an order against which they had tried vainly to disobey. Her will was iron, and despite the mindless bloodlust that drove each and every one of them to feed upon living humans, they had all ultimately fallen into line. Each villager had provided a single bite, no more than two, to the ravening horde that had fallen upon their home. Then they had risen again, to join the ranks of their attackers beneath the banner of the Dark Mother. 

And now the English were here. She had heard them approach, the soft tread of many pairs of leather boots upon the ground. No matter how lightly they stepped and how silent they tried to be, there was no hiding from the heightened senses of one such as she...unless a vampire approached, or another of her own kind, which she acknowledged was a very real danger. The vampire officers had no odor for her to pick up on, but it was safe to assume that they would come along with the men they led. 

Fortunately, the British have none such as I among their ranks. The snobbery and elitism of the vampires precludes it. 

Her sense of smell was severely handicapped in this place. There was very little air movement, and what little there was had to sneak in between cracks and small openings such as those around the doorframe. She had barricaded the door with wooden tables and other sturdy items that had been there for the taking when she entered. It wouldn't withstand a serious assault, but then again, it wasn't meant to; its sole purpose was to hold the British up, keep them occupied while she did what needed to be done. 

And the time for that was now. 

Jamelia closed her eyes, shutting out the world around her and sending out psychic feelers in all directions. She touched each and every one of her thousands of soldiers, and sent them all the same command: 

Rise. 

And as one, her army obeyed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

The redcoats eyed the building warily, bayoneted muskets at the ready. Nichols had tried the double doors, gingerly at first, and then with a little more force. They opened no more than half an inch inward before meeting resistance. 

"Barricaded," he spat in disgust. 

"Shouldn't be a problem, CSM." Campbell watched a pair of his Shadows walked up, each bearing a load of firewood cradled in their arms. They each dumped their burden up against the base of the outer wall, each faggot making a harsh clatter that seemed obtrusive in the otherwise still night. Then they went back to fetch another round. 

The firewood was beginning to stack up nicely, Campbell noted with approval. Without knowing that he was doing it, the great cat kept unsheathing and retracting his claws, eager to be at Jamelia's throat. 

Then another sound caught his ear. Something...something was not right. He half-turned, cocking his head to the right. The sound had come from perhaps twenty feet away, along the street of hard-packed dirt that the two wood-bearers had just taken. 

It sounded like...crumbling, something breaking apart. 

There came another sound, similar to the first, from somewhere off to their left, around the corner of the hall. Then a third, behind them. 

In half a minute, the noises were everywhere. 

"Sir?" Nichols gave him a quizzical look. "Something wrong?" 

He didn't answer for a moment. There was no denying it: There was something wrong. The noise was now a cacophony, hundreds — no, thousands — of the strange sounds, all of them coming from ground level. 

Or lower. 

And suddenly, with a flash of intuition, he finally realized what was happening.

We've been humbugged. They were in the ground. They have been all along. No wonder the homes were all empty...

Dark shapes were emerging from the ground all around the astonished British soldiers. The human eye couldn't make out any more than shapes and outlines at first, but Campbell's preternatural night vision saw them for what they truly were. 

Hands. 

Arms.

Heads. 

Bodies.

"Light the fire," Campbell ordered, trying to ignore the sinking feeling that was now taking hold deep within his gut. "Light the bloody fire. Now."

The first moans and wails were simply the capstone on what Colin Campbell now knew, with steadily mounting horror, to be true. 

Talwada was a village of the dead. 

 And now they were rising. 

 

 

The redcoats looked around them, momentarily stunned into silence by the sight of thousands of hungry corpses, all scraping their way out of hastily-dug shallow graves. In the flickering firelight, the disbelieving Shadows caught glimpses of the hungry dead emerging, their fingertips scraped bloody, often worn down to the bone by the process of burrowing into the earth like animals. 

They had worked together, in absolute silence, kneeling in the dirt and scraping out their own temporary graves one scoop at a time. Those graves weren't particularly deep: After all, they hadn't needed to be. Just deep enough to fit a human body, with enough dirt on top to cover it from all but a careful inspection...but not so much that it would take more than a minute to crawl out of it again.

Jamelia had issued her psychic commands and then watched each of her soldiers go to work, breaking into small groups and excavating a grave for each of them. Then one corpse had obediently climbed into the hole and allowed the others to push the dirt back on top of it, tamping it down with their bony feet. This process was repeated over and over again, until finally the last corpse had been interred. Their commander had sealed its grave personally, and had then wandered around the village, assessing the handiwork of her men.

If the enemy should come in daylight, the ruse will be uncovered in a heartbeat. But this was a deliberate tactic, and no tactic was without its inherent risks. A good commander was unafraid of taking those risks, but always made sure that they were calculated, and were never taken lightly. 

Jamelia was a very good commander. 

She was gambling on the British force being led by a vampire. Hopefully the vile Wellesley himself, but at the very least one of his senior underlings, one whose loss would prick at his pride and perhaps goad him into acting rashly during the decisive battle that she knew must soon be fought. Vampires meant a night attack, and a night attack meant that the accursed British were hardly likely to spot the disturbed patches of earth that dotted the landscape both in and around the village. 

So far, it seemed as if her gamble had paid off. From her hiding place inside the village hall, she had heard the far-off crunch of splintering wood on the outskirts of Talwada, followed by the cries of the redcoats as they cleared each home. 

The heavy thud of boots had gradually worked its way closer toward the center of the village. The vampire commander must know where it was that she was hiding, Jamelia reasoned, and that was why she could hear the redcoats fanning out to encircle this place. Then she had heard  two men that she took to be the most senior officers conferring, right outside the barred doorway. 

They were going to burn her out, it seemed. The tigress gave a grudging smile at that, thought, Sound tactics. 

The enemy soldiers had taken the bait. Now it was time for the trap to be sprung. 

And so she had, impelling her underlings to exhume themselves. She didn't know how many men the British had sent — at least a battalion, she fervently hoped — but it mattered little either way. She had spent her entire adult life training as a warrior, in the singular at first, but ultimately rising to the level of supreme commander of the Tipu Sultan’s entire army. She knew that the main strength of the British was their superlative discipline when fighting in close-knit ranks, pouring volley after volley of massed musketry into the enemy formations until they were broken and butchered. 

None of which would help them here, in the death trap that she had so cleverly and painstakingly engineered.

 

 

Nichols broke the spell that seemed to hold the half company, stunned, in its thrall.

"To arms, lads!" Grasping the musket fore and aft, the CSM buried the bayonet’s point in the throat of the closest creature, an aged woman dressed in a light sari. Her head and torso was uncovered, and with her arms she worked on levering herself out of the makeshift grave. She hissed when the blade punctured her neck, and when Nichols yanked the weapon out again, it was accompanied by the sound of air escaping from the new hole in her trachea.

With a grimace, Nichols reversed his grip on the Brown Bess and used three vicious strokes of the weapon's butt to batter the creature insensible. He did not stop until brain matter was visibly leaking from the crushed and ruined cranium. Gasping for breath, the CSM allowed himself a moment to look around and take stock of the situation.

The dead rose from their hiding places with a laconic insouciance that was almost mocking: We have no need to hurry, it seemed to say, because we are so many and you are so few, and in the end you shall all join us anyway. 

In the darkness, Nichols didn't know exactly how many of the damned things there were...but this whole thing smelt like an ambush. The creatures had been lying in wait under the ground ever since they had entered the village — and also during the Captain's lone reconnaissance run — which implied that they were being controlled somehow, for want of a better word. He didn't know how that would even be possible, but what other explanation was there? 

And he was willing to bet that Jamelia was the culprit. Dan's mind raced, thinking ahead. If the tigress was able to direct the walking corpses somehow, then she would have brought as many as she possibly could along with her. 

They had walked headlong into a trap after all, damn it. Well, no sense crying over spilled milk now. 

"Get into the bastards, Shadows! Get 'em while they're still coming out of the ground!" 

Answering cries went up, from many different directions out in the darkness. The shlurping noises that accompanied them suggested that the bayonets were getting plenty of elbow grease. Sickening thuds were followed by the cracking of bones. As Dan had already proved, the stock of the Brown Bess made for an excellent bludgeon. 

Dan ran off in the direction of the closest cooking fire, banking on the idea that the firelight would help him at least see his adversaries better. He could see flames in the near distance, somewhere ahead of him toward the end of the long, straight street or lane on which he stood. Making a bee-line for it, he had gone no further than twenty or thirty feet when his left foot caught itself on something solid. 

Unable to help himself, the CSM tripped, and found himself falling. His right hand maintained a death grip on the musket; he released the barrel with his left, and threw it out in front of him, groping blindly in the inky blackness for a way to break his fall. It didn't much matter. He hit the ground hard, scraping layers of skin from the surface of his palm. Unable to brace that arm in time, he slammed hard into the ground. The air rushed out of his lungs with a whoosh. 

"Christ!" Nichols swore. His right knee was screaming at him. It had taken the initial brunt of impact, and it was making no bones about the fact. 

Then he felt the fingers close around his right ankle. 

The grip was strong; almost impossibly strong, like a steel trap closing about his lower limb and squeezing mercilessly. A strangled cry told him just exactly what it was that had grabbed him and made him stumble. 

"Get your mucky fingers off of me, you unholy bastard!" Dan lashed out with his left boot, flinging the sole of his boot in the creature's vague direction. His first attempt missed, but when he drew it back in and kicked out again, the foot slammed hard into something soft and squishy. Whatever it was (Dan assumed it was the thing's face) cracked open like an egg. 

The grip didn't slacken even fractionally. Strong jaws closed around his ankle, trying to push their way through the tough leather boot. Gritting his teeth, Nichols took a firm grip on the musket once more and jabbed the bayoneted muzzle between his feet. 

Slam. Slam. Slam.

The third time turned out to be the charm. Dan felt the unholy creature's head come apart; felt bone crumple, crack, and shatter; felt something hot, soft and fluid splash the underside of his sweat-slick jaw, before dribbling down his neck and underneath his collar. 

The grip instantly slackened.

Still clutching the musket, the CSM used it as a crutch to lever himself up and onto his feet once more. His knee throbbed like the very devil, but a quick test told him that it was still load-bearing. Satisfied, Nichols progressed from a hobble to walking gingerly, determined to reach the cooking fire as quickly as he could. Glimpses of shadowy figures kept on occulting the flames. Some were patently his own men, the long, straight outlines of their muskets plainly visible. 

Others were patently not.

Thirty feet to go. Twenty. The thing almost took him by surprise, lurching at him out of a side alley between two houses. Something warned him, some primal instinct or soldier's sense, and as he passed the mouth of the alley he brought the Brown Bess up and across his body, shielding it from whatever monstrosity lurked there.

It was a redcoat, or at least it had been once. For exactly how long it had been dead, he really couldn't say. The jacket was ragged and torn, he could tell from its silhouette. The thing's head was cocked almost ninety degrees to the right, as though it's neck had been snapped and it simply didn't care. When the thing extended its arms out toward him, Dan could see the gleam of bone poking through the rotted flesh at the fingertips. 

The senior NCO was overcome with a wave of sudden revulsion, which he managed to divert into becoming a source of anger instead. Growling like a cornered animal, Nichols took two steps back and drew the musket along with him, then swung it forward again, stepping off from his right foot and turning the swing into a thrust. The thrust was fueled by raw adrenaline, and didn't miss its mark. The bayonet buried itself all the way up to the lugs in the creature's belly. 

The reanimated corpse refused to take the hint. Wailing and groaning plaintively, the thing swatted and swiped at Nichols with its hands, trying desperately to grab hold of the hot, fresh meat that was being dangled ever so tantalizingly out of its reach. 

Dan struggled not to gag as the waves of rancid breath rolled over him. He turned his face to the side, feeling his gorge rising with every passing second. The reeking excrement of London's sewer system, festering in the still air of a hot July day, didn't smell nearly as bad as that. 

"Bastard," he hissed, grasping the Brown Bess so hard that his fingers blanched white. Ignoring the agonized wails of desperate hunger, the CSM planted his feet firmly, bent his knees just a little for balance, and then twisted the musket like a corkscrew, first one way and then the other. If it felt any physical pain, the corpse gave no sign; it continued to struggle, but couldn't get any closer because the dripping ruin of its abdomen and lower ribs were pushing up hard against the weapon's muzzle. 

"Bastard," Dan repeated. "Bastard. Bastard. Bastard! Why won't you just lay down and bloody well die!" 

With that, he put his chin to his chest, closed his eyes tightly, held his breath, and then pulled the trigger. 

It was, he would think to himself much later, when he finally found the time to reflect on the events of this night, a damned good thing that he had taken those crucial steps to protect himself. A barrage of viscous black fluid splattered across his face, peppering it with gobs of clotted old blood and rubbery chunks of viscera. 

The muzzle flare lit up the world beyond Dan's eyelids, accompanied a split second later by the shriek of expanding gasses exiting the muzzle.The creature was blown off its feet and blasted backward, flying through the air to slam hard against the mud brick wall on the opposite side of the street. Nichols' ears were ringing in the aftermath of the controlled explosion, and so he did not hear the crack-crunch of the monster's ribs shattering with the force of impact. 

Dan ran one hand across his face, wiping away the worst of the mess. He gingerly opened his eyes again, blinked two or three times, and peered into then semi-darkness at what looked like a heap of abandoned rags. He took four or five hesitant steps forward, saw that the creature, incredibly, was still moving. All of its innards were gone from the lower chest down, and were glistening in the cold starlight like the leavings from a butcher's shop at the end of the day. The jaws still snapped and bit, though not quite as vigorously as they had before, he fancied. 

Time to end this.

One thrust with the bayonet was all that it took. The blow was perfectly placed, driving the point of the bayonet through the creature's gaping lips. There was a scraping sound, somewhat akin to the screech of chalk on a blackboard, as the tempered steel grazed the edges of its teeth. Ignoring it, Nichols kept going, extending the thrust out as far forward as his arms could reach. 

Once the sharpened point entered its brain pan, the thing finally stopped struggling. 

Planting a foot on top of its chest for a little leverage, Dan jerked the bayonet out again. It took a couple of attempts, but came free soon enough. The CSM couldn't pinpoint exactly when he had stopped breathing, but now that the immediate crisis had past, he began to gulp down the sweet, sweet air with racking gasps. 

Now that was a little too close. He laughed, more as a means of relieving the tension than because anything was funny. It was a nervous reaction, Dan knew, his body's response to the immediacy of a grotesque and violent death: One that he had dodged only by the slimmest of margins. 

More gunshots sounded, coming from all across the village. 

The men were fighting for their lives. 

Favoring his tender knee, the CSM took off once more in the direction of the closest cooking fire. There was work to be done this night. Bayonet work, for the most part, and if the Shadows were going to breakfast in Hell tomorrow, then it wouldn't do to keep the Devil waiting...

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

The building's north-east corner was fully engulfed in flames. Despite there being little in the way of wind, the flames were spreading briskly along the northern and eastern frontages of the structure. A column of smoke rose up into the clear night sky, blotting out the stars above Talwada.

With her orders now given, Jamelia took as much of a run-up as the confines of the building allowed. The tigress bounded into the air at the last possible moment, springing from her back legs and propelling herself through the most intense part of the flames. 

All things being equal, she should have gotten burned, or at the very least singed. Although flaps of matted fur and dead flesh did peel away, she felt no pain whatsoever. 

One of the benefits of my new state.

Landing on splayed paws with something less than her usual feline grace, Jamelia's throat rumbled softly. She looked around for something to hunt, something to kill. Her undead soldiers were rising in their droves, punching their way up through the ground, whether it was from beneath the dirt floor inside the houses or that of the unpaved streets. 

There would be no escape for the feckless British. 

Closing her eyes for a moment, she attuned herself once more to the ebb and flow of the skirmish that was going on all around her. The British were fighting back, which was just as she had expected. As much as she hated them, she could not deny that these were tough, professional fighting men, capable and motivated. They were hardly going to curl up and die. 

But her troops were already gaining the upper hand. They were swarming the British, and while that would never have worked on a proper battlefield, where the volleys of musketry would have taken a fearsome toll, it was an entirely different story in the cramped confines of a village such as this. The narrow streets, close-packed and claustrophobic, resembled nothing so much as a rabbit warren in the darkness, full of dead ends and choke points. 

The British fought back to back in small packets, a pair here, a trio there, but no more than that. There simply wasn't the room. Their strategy seemed to be a simple and, to Jamelia, a logical one: Fight their way to the cooking fires, where there was more room for them to congregate. 

It wasn't working.

As she stalked from shadow to shadow, protected by the greater shroud of the night itself, the tigress paused twice to watch small dramas play out. The first time involved a pair of redcoats who had rather unwisely allowed themselves to be backed into a dead end, the rear of a house which had a waist-high mud brick wall enclosing it. 

Normally, the two redcoats would vault over the wall and make their escape. It was not high enough to be insurmountable, even taking into account their packs and muskets. But the dead had them penned in. Almost fifty of her foot soldiers filled the small patch of land, and had fanned out in a semicircle, keeping the hapless redcoats' backs pressed up against the wall. The world in front of them had shrunk down into nothing more than a collage of snapping teeth and flexing claws. 

In sheer desperation, one of the redcoats discharged his musket into the face of the closest enemy. At a range of barely five feet, there was no way he could have missed. The heavy lead ball entered its eye socket, then blasted out the back of the creature's skull before burying itself in the neck of another. The thing dropped immediately, and took down three of its cohorts in a tangle of arms and legs. 

Four down. Forty-six to go. And three of the four are already struggling to get back onto their feet again.

Closing her eyes, Jamelia touched the minds of those forty-nine minions and pulsed out a single command: Attack. 

The mob surged suddenly forward, heedless of the redcoats' frantically-swung bayonets; one of the blades went into the shoulder of a corpse that wore the dress of a villager. So recently dead was he that blood, actual blood (as opposed to the sticky black ichor that usually bled from the creatures' bodies) wept from the wound. The dead villager himself obviously felt nothing, because he lunged for his attacker, forcing the man to drop the musket and try desperately to fend his attacker off with his bare hands. 

Predictably, the attempt failed. Teeth sank into the British soldier's neck, just below the jawbone on the right side. The man gave a high-pitched squeal as blood spurted from the ragged hole, most of it going into the creature's mouth, but some gushing around the edges of the corpse's face as it worried at the wound like a wolf savaging its fresh kill. 

The smell of blood drove the remaining creatures berserk. They surged forward like a tidal wave of death, snatching at their victims and beginning the savage process of tearing them apart. 

Satisfied, Jamelia moved on, releasing her psychic hold over the cluster of corpses. 

Let them feed. They have most certainly earned it. 

Her second encounter proved to be more intimate than the first. She came upon a lone redcoat, making his way slowly along the length of a darkened alleyway between two houses. He moved with creditable stealth, in a crouch with knees bent and on the balls of his feet. His bayonet led the way, constantly probing the darkness high and low in front of him. 

There was no way he could have known that the house to his left concealed the graves of ten undead. She smelled his fear, the cold sweat pungent on the still night air. 

This one knows that the hunters are now the prey.

The British soldier had no idea what hit him. As he passed the entrance to the house, a pair of rotted arms emerged and grabbed him. 

Startled, the Shadow jerked hard on the trigger of his musket. The ball went high and wide of its mark, punching a pock mark in the wall to the left of the doorway and then ricocheting off into the night. 

Triumphant, the creature latched on to the man's face with its teeth. The grip was tighter than that of the strongest vice, and the redcoat tried to scream into the corpse's mouth. It looked to Jamelia like some horrific kiss, shared between the living and the dead. The obscenity only ended when the attacker sheared off the tip of its victim's nose, and then went to work on his left ear instead. 

Disinterested, Jamelia slunk off in search of further prey. She knew how that particular engagement would end: The noseless soldier would join her ranks in no time at all. 

She moved on past other small skirmishes, knowing without a shadow of a doubt that their outcomes would all be the same. It was simply a matter of time and sheer weight of numbers. Coming to the edge of flickering light cast by one of the cooking fires, Jamelia suddenly stopped in her tracks. She threw back her head and sniffed the air.

What was that smell? 

No. It can't be. 

But it was. 

The tiger pounced at her from out of the shadows, barreling into her with the force of a cavalry charge. She was slammed to the ground underneath its crushing weight. Sharp claws raked her side and flank. Taken totally off guard, Jamelia roared in outrage, snapping at her attacker with her teeth. Yet the tiger was too powerful, weighed too much, and her own body was pinned, at a very real disadvantage. 

A pair of yellow eyes glared down at her, twinkling in the firelight. 

"Call them off," the tiger said. "Now. If you want to live." 

Far too late for that, she told herself, and bucked with every ounce of strength in her body. The tiger bellowed in surprise, digging in his claws in an attempt to maintain his purchase. He failed. Extending her own claws, Jamelia swatted at him.Parallel lines slashed across his face, bright red blood welling up from each one. 

That began to draw her soldiers. 

The two great hunting cats were locked in a feral embrace, snapping and slashing at each other with every weapon at their disposal. The pair rolled end over end across the ground, heedless of the world around them, cognizant of only one thing: The opponent before them. 

Hot sparks and embers shot up into the night sky when the pair rolled into the fire. For her part, Jamelia felt nothing; her opponent screamed, for even a were-tiger could be hurt by flame — a living one, at any rate. In a flash, she changed her entire strategy. Rather than trying to drive him off, she now pulled her attacker in close. So close that one might almost mistake them for lovers, if anybody was around to take notice. 

Now it was the tiger's turn to buck and writhe frantically. He could smell his own fur burning, the flesh charring and bubbling beneath it. Their entire world was hot and orange, the only sound that of crackling flame and the two of them roaring at one another. 

Driven berserk by the excruciating pain, her male opponent summoned up the strength for one final explosive burst of speed and power. Growling in victory, he propelled himself backward and away from the cooking fire, twisting in mid-air to land somewhat less than gracefully on his four paws. 

The male tiger dropped into a defensive crouch, snarling and ready for her assault. Yet if the tiger expected her to come straight after him, then he was very much mistaken. She found this newcomer fascinating. Not just the fact that he was a were, for there were many such tigers in the service of her father...though sadly, almost all had died with him in the fall of Seringapatam. 

No, she was intrigued by the voice of this particular one. Its accent, unless she was very much mistaken, had been distinctly English; this puzzled her, because she had studied the British military hierarchy in great detail, and knew that their officer corps was entirely vampiric in nature. What, then, was a were doing among British troops? They had deployed none at Seringapatam, nor more recently at Assaye. Weres would make for excellent shock troops, and Wellesley could have greatly benefited from their services on that particular battlefield. 

"What are you?" She advanced slowly, cautiously, ready to fend off any counterattack that he might make. His back and both of his sides were badly burned, the fur gone in big patches. Beneath it, the skin was an angry crimson. In some places, it had bubbled and blistered. 

"You should know," the tiger spat back, his voice full of venom and hatred. "You made me." 

Suddenly it all became clear. 

"You were Wellesley's bodyguard," she reasoned. "You stood between us at Assaye." 

"I did." 

"That was not wise." 

"And yet I seem to be doing alright," he growled. 

"Are you? Are you really? Look around." Jamelia nodded meaningfully. The tiger didn't move his head, but she saw his gaze dart to the left and then to the right. A handful of redcoats had made it to the edge of the fire, no more than ten or so. The warm and glowing promise of safety was proving to be illusory. The dead were falling upon them in scores, a feeding frenzy that would not be denied. "You see what I see. Your men are being cut down, Englishman. I have thousands of my warriors here. Thousands."

Her adversary laughed, his tone as harsh and strident as a tiger's throat could manage to convey. "Warriors! Please. These...things are abominations. Nothing more." 

"Call them what you will. They are soldiers, Englishman. Soldiers in the grand army of the Goddess Kali. They obey my will. Even those who still wear the uniform of your vampire king."

"You have made them a perversion of everything that is decent. I shall see you swing for it." 

Jamelia laughed, the sound almost baritone. "The hangman shan't have me, for I am already dead." 

"The blade, then, or the silver ball. The method makes no difference to me. Only the end result." 

The two great cats continued to circle warily, ignoring the screams and guttural moans coming from all around them. Neither took their eye from the other for even a heartbeat. 

"It does not have to end like this," Jamelia purred softly, teasingly. "You and your men do not have to die for nothing." 

"What do you mean?" 

"There is another way. A better way." 

"What way?" The tiger suddenly sounded conflicted. Was that interest she heard in his voice? She had guessed shrewdly. This was indeed an officer, or a non-commissioned officer at the very least. Potentially a sergeant of some seniority. 

It would not be his own death that he fears. That would bother him little, if at all. The death of his men, on the other hand...

"Surrender. Order your men to lay down their arms."

Now it was the tiger's turn to laugh. "That is not much of an offer. My men are Shadows. They serve in the Company of Shadows, woman. You may not know what that means..."

"The personal guard of General Arthur Wellesley," she interrupted. That obviously took him aback. He had not expected her to be so well versed in the ways of his army. "Yes, I accept that you are all more than willing to fight to the death. But I do wonder whether you, their commander, are willing to allow them to fight into undeath." 

The tiger did not answer her. She saw his eyes flicker, just once, taking in the sight of his precious Shadows, fighting desperately to stave off the slavering horde of the undead. He must know that it was only a matter of time before they were overcome, and then...

She decided to try a different tack. 

"What is your name?"

"Captain Colin Campbell." It was given grudgingly, she thought, but honestly. 

"And I assume that you already know who I am? That you were sent here with the express intent of killing me?" 

"You are Jamelia. Daughter of the Tipu Sultan, and now a General of the Maratha Confederacy."   She noted that he let the second part of her question pass by unanswered. Which meant that it was true. 

"Yes, I am. Well, Captain Campbell, consider this: You have but a handful of men left alive. Those who have fallen to my soldiers will soon rise again and take their place in the ranks of my army. This is a fact, completely unavoidable. All who die at the hands of a walking corpse suffer the same fate.

"But I have absolute control over them. All of them. Give me your word, Captain Campbell, and this can end now. With no further bloodshed, and without your survivors suffering the same fate." 

"Why should I trust you?" Campbell asked, distrust dripping from every syllable. 

Which means that you want to. 

"Because much like yourself, Captain, I am a soldier by profession. I give you my word that, if you order your men to surrender now, they shall be taken captive and treated as prisoners of war."

"They will not be abused or molested in any way?" 

"They will not." 

Both great cats fell silent while the Englishman digested this. Although she could not actually read his mind per se, Jamelia felt confident that she could predict exactly what he was thinking. After all, were they not both commanders of men? 

He is thinking that if he trusts me, and has his men lay down their arms, then my soldiers may turn on he and his men anyway. Which is an entirely reasonable suspicion...On the other hand, he knows that if he remains obstinate and fights on to the bitter end, then the best possible outcome is a few more of my soldiers removed from the field of battle, and his entire company wiped out. And he will die in the knowledge that each and every one of them will be resurrected to serve in my army… 

He is caught in an inescapable trap, and he knows it. 

"Are you a follower of the nailed God?"

Campbell seemed confused at her question. 

"A Christian," she clarified. 

"Aye," he answered cautiously, as though suspecting a trap. "I am." 

"I have read your holy book, Captain. Most amusing." That earned her a low growl. Be careful. Watch your mouth. He wants to grasp at this last chance at...what do they call it...salvation. "Do you truly believe that your God will return on the Judgment Day, and that when the last trumpet is blown, the faithful dead shall rise from their graves and be resurrected once more." 

"Aye. I do. What of it?" 

"Simply this: What type of body do you wish to stand up in, once this day of judgment comes? The one you now wear; its human counterpart; or..." She gestured with her head toward the rotting, desiccated corpses that were even now tearing another of his Shadows limb from limb. "...one of those."

Checkmate.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Colin knew that he had no option. This mission had gone from adventure to nightmare in seemingly no time at all. His command was in ruins. He had failed his men utterly, and his General far worse. 

He cared nothing for his own life, but if even a handful of the Shadows could be saved, spared a fate so much worse than death...

"I agree to your terms." 

The surrender brought with it a torrent of both shame and relief, as though a great iron weight had been both lifted from his shoulders and dropped on him from a great height, simultaneously. 

Jamelia closed her eyes. It would have been an ideal opportunity to pounce, but that was no longer an option either. He had given his word. Now all that remained was to see whether she would be true to hers. 

Looking around the fringes of the fire-lit circle, Colin saw with no small amount of surprise that she appeared to be doing so. The undead creatures were actually retreating, backing off and stumbling away from the few redcoats who were still standing. 

"Lay down your weapons," he commanded, his supernaturally enhanced voice carrying for a much greater distance than that of an ordinary man. "I have offered our surrender, and it has been accepted."

 

 

Dan Nichols' first reaction upon seeing the wall of flesh-hungry blasphemies start to back away from him was one of disbelief. It was followed straight away by a sudden surge of hope: Hope that perhaps the impossible had somehow been accomplished, and that whoever or whatever was controlling these creatures had been killed. 

The truth, when he heard it, brought him right back to disbelief once more. 

Like the tide going out at Plymouth, the horde disappeared slowly back into the darkness from where it had come. They did not turn their backs, which would have been quicker, but simply melted into the blackness with a series of backwards-shuffling steps. 

He couldn't believe the Captain's order when he heard it. Surely this had to be some kind of mistake...or perhaps a ruse, a ruse de guerre as the Frogs liked to say. 

The CSM looked across to the opposite side of the cooking fire, where the two great cats faced off against one another. The Captain looked a little the worse for wear, he noted, with burns and bleeding gashes all over his body, rendering his stripes more of a patchwork collage of trauma. But he was nothing compared to his opponent. Dan reasoned that it had to be Jamelia. If that was the case, she had to have died at the bottom of that river in the fight with the General. Even from twenty feet away, the tigress looked as if she had been trampled over by a squadron of heavy dragoons. Repeatedly. 

He could see the glint of exposed bone in several places, and what had to be muscle and tendon flexing inside ragged holes in her coat. 

By rights, she shouldn't even be alive, let alone upright and walking around. 

Then he realized that perhaps she wasn't, in the same way that those creatures she seemed capable of controlling weren't. 

The mighty tiger looked directly at him and beckoned with a nod of the head. Obediently, Nichols limped over to join his captain, skirting the perimeter of the cooking fire.

"You're still holding your musket, CSM. You must lay it down." When Dan hesitated, he added, "Now, if you please." 

The Company Sergeant Major prided himself on having never disobeyed an order in his entire life. It was one of the reasons why he currently held the coveted rank that he did.

Nonetheless, he was seriously contemplating it now. 

"Sir..." He spoke diplomatically, in a small, quiet voice which he knew that Jamelia would be able to hear anyway, thanks to her enhanced sense of hearing. "We can't do this. Surrender to her...to that." 

Campbell locked gazes with him. There was something dangerous in those eyes, Nichols realized, fighting the urge to recoil. Something feral. Those were the eyes of a man who had been pushed to the very brink, and then, perhaps, right over the edge into insanity.

Nevertheless, he's still your captain. Still your commanding officer. 

But then General Wellesley's instructions came back to haunt him. One of the main reasons that Wellesley had wanted Dan to go along on the mission. Just in case the Captain's transformation had also rendered him a little...queer. Untrustworthy. 

Unconsciously, Dan tightened his grip on the musket. His hands trembled ever so slightly, causing the bayonet to quiver. Campbell noticed, his eyes flicking to the blade and then back again to Nichols' own. 

"I told you to put it down, CSM." There was steel in his tone now, his inflection colder and sharper than the bayonet's edge. "I will not give the order again." 

Silence, other than the crackling of the cooking fire. The handful of Shadows that had survived the night's onslaught had obeyed their Captain, laying their Brown Besses down gently in the dirt at their feet. 

Until only the CSM remained. 

The silence now seemed like a living thing, awkward and tangible between them both. Dan looked at his captain. Campbell looked back. Both knew that it couldn't go on for much longer without being considered rank insubordination. 

From the corner of his eye, Dan became aware of the blurry outline of his silver bayonet. 

If you're going to do it, now would be the time. 

Perhaps the only time. He may never get another opportunity to strike. 

Silence. 

Slowly, painfully, with a grimace caused by his battered knee, Dan lowered himself into a crouch and set the musket down carefully in the dirt. Then he stood up again, just as stiffly. 

"Thank you, CSM." 

"Sir." 

Dan's tone was carefully neutral. Too neutral, in fact. Both men knew it, recognized it for what it really was. It was the special kind of bland obedience that soldiers offered a superior whom they either feared or no longer respected. 

The bond which had grown between them over the past few days was now broken. Perhaps just for now. Perhaps for ever. 

 

 

"He will never give up. Never."

Daulat Rao Scindia eyed the Raja of Berar with no small amount of annoyance. Berar's whining was made doubly annoying by the fact that he happened to be right: Wellesley never would give up. Giving the Maratha army a bloody nose at Assaye wasn't enough for the vampire general, plainly. He was bent upon conquest, and on their utter destruction.

The Maratha force had been on the march for days, retreating ever eastward and to the north. They were making for Gawilghur, the impregnable sky fortress that would finally break Wellesley and his army like waves upon a rocky shore. Scindia and Berar were traveling in comfort, borne on shaded palanquins as befit their status. 

"We need a rearguard," Scindia said at last. "A force of men that is big enough to offer the British some resistance, but also small enough to be sacrificed without causing undue hardship." 

"How many men?" Berar asked moodily. "Five thousand? Ten? We can ill afford to fritter more lives away." 

"Twenty would be better. If Wellesley catches up to us and brings us to battle before we can reach Gawilghur, then we shall have thrown everything away. The officers are preparing Gawilghur even as we speak. The loss of a few thousand men is of little consequence in the long run, if it brings victory to our cause." 

The Maratha army still had a few vampire officers left in its employ. None were British, for most had deserted their Indian employers when the British had invaded; none had wanted to risk the wrath of the vampire king, George. But the French, Dutch, Spanish, and Italian vampires had stayed, for the Confederacy paid handsomely and there was no love lost between them and the British. 

Against Berar's objections, Scindia had dispatched all of the vampire officers ahead to the fastness. 

"But that will leave us at a dangerous disadvantage!" the Raja had practically spluttered. "How are we supposed to protect ourselves against their vampires?" 

"The British vampires are employed to command infantry battalions, not to attack directly," Scindia had reassured him. He had adopted a soothing voice that made him want to vomit, as indeed did most of his dealings with Berar these days. Still, so long as he had forces and fortress at his disposal, the man was a necessary evil...for now. "The British are creatures of tradition. They are bound by it. Everybody knows this." 

"And what if they decide to break with tradition?" Berar demanded. "Even a handful could do great damage!" 

"Even then, they would be overwhelmed by sheer weight of numbers. Do not fret, my friend. Trust me on this. Besides, the British are forced to march by night and camp by day, so that their blood-drinkers can sleep in some measure of safety. With our own vampires gone, we are under no such restriction. We can march by day and by night. If we maintain that pace, they shall never catch us." 

"If. If." Berar's tone was almost mocking, so much so that Scindia briefly considered drawing the blade from his hip and opening up his throat with it. He quickly suppressed the urge. As attractive and satisfying as it sounded, such an act would destroy their alliance. "The men are getting tired. They are already beginning to slow down." 

"Nature is working to best effect."

"And what is that supposed to mean?" 

"It is supposed to mean that the weakest will fall behind. Those who struggle shall be our rearguard. They are disposable. Such men are beneath contempt." Scindia waved a bejeweled hand dismissively. "We shall issue each man a lump sum, and promise them even greater riches once the engagement is over."

"But the treasury—"

"Is more than sufficient." Scindia took a long draught of arrack from an ornate cup. It was tepid, but still refreshing nonetheless. "They will be told that their mission is to offer a demonstration, nothing more. Give the British a bloody nose and then withdraw. Simply slow them down a little." 

"It could work." Berar stroked his chin thoughtfully, gazing off into the far distance. "And that would give us a few thousand mouths less to feed. Or to pay." 

"Then we are in agreement." It was phrased as a statement, rather than as a question, and deliberately so. Scindia knew that the fat fool was easily led if he thought that there was something in it for him. 

"We are," the Raja said at last. "Would you mind seeing to the details?" 

A thin smile spread across Scindia's lips. "I should be only too happy to, my friend. Leave it all to me. And have another goblet of arrack."

He had the perfect commander in mind for this regard. Berar, however, must not be allowed to find out until they had already marched. After all, even one as callous as he would balk at sending his own brother to his death…

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

"Well," Arthur said, pressing his telescope a little more firmly against his right eye, "It appears that the Marathas actually have decided to stand and fight. What say you, Wallace?" 

The gruff Scotsman accepted the telescope from Wellesley and began to espy the enemy position. From their vantage point, floating some two hundred feet up in the air, the two officers had an excellent view of the enemy position. 

"That would be Argaum," Wallace said, referring to the small village in front of which the Maratha troops had deployed. Under the light of the half moon, the place looked unremarkable, like a thousand other native villages and townships: A scattering of mud brick homes and a few larger buildings that were almost certainly grain stores and the equivalent of meeting halls and animal pens. To the south of it was a second, smaller village, which was named Sirsoli, if he recalled correctly. 

"It would," Wellesley confirmed. "As good a place to make a stand as any, I suppose. But there aren't nearly enough men, horse, and guns there to put up a real fight. They barely outnumber us two to one, for heaven's sake!" 

The Colonel's lip curled at that, a rare smile from a man who was renowned throughout the army for his no-nonsense soldierly demeanor. 

"Those crop fields could give us a bit of a headache, if their commander knows what he's doing," Wallace observed. 

Wellesley nodded in silent agreement. The crop (was it millet?  Something else? Tough to tell at night, even with vampiric eyesight, but it was much too big to be wheat) grew tall; taller than a man, in fact. If the Maratha commander had deployed some men into those fields to the south of the town along the most obvious approach route, they could do a lot of damage before they were cleared out at the point of a bayonet.

"Which makes me think that he doesn't. Look, there. Even the best-disciplined troops would have disturbed the stalks somewhat, no matter how careful they were getting into position." 

"Aye, now that you come to mention it..." Wallace swung the telescope's business end around to scrutinize the fields carefully. An irregular watercourse wound its way between them. "Nothing in the way of broken or damaged stalks that I can see. No bodies lying in wait for our lads." 

"Good," Wellesley said briskly. "I concur. How many men do you estimate?"

There was a pause. Wallace was too seasoned a campaigner to give a reflexive answer. The two vampires bobbed silently as the light breeze aloft ruffled their hair and clothing. Finally Wallace said, "No more than ten thousand infantry. Twenty guns deployed back there. Perhaps ten thousand horse deployed on each of the flanks." 

"Which makes this a rearguard action," the General concluded. "Not a serious attempt to put up a fight. Not that we should underestimate them, of course, but if they meant business, we'd be facing five times that number." 

Wallace cleared his throat. "General, may I request the honor of leading this attack?" 

Now it was Wellesley's turn to smile. "Indeed you may. But we must be swift." He removed the fob watch from its chain in his pocket, tilting it slightly to get a better view of the hands beneath the moonlight. It is a quarter til one. We must move swiftly, else dawn shall be upon us before we know it.” 

“The men are very tired, General, after the night’s forced march. But I know that they shall give it their all.” 

“They were tired at Assaye too,” Wellesley countered tartly, “and yet they broke the back of an army many times their size.” 

Wallace nodded in silent assent, conceding the point. 

Acknowledging the fact that there was no time to lose, the two senior officers flew back to Wellesley’s command tent, where the remaining officers of the army awaited their return expectantly. 

“You will forgive me, General Wellesley, for my impetuousness,” Colonel Stevenson began, with just the faintest twinkle of humor in his eye. “But in anticipation of a possible action this night, I have taken the liberty of assembling the men into four formations. Two blocks of cavalry, and two of infantry.” 

“Why Colonel, it is almost as if you had read my mind,” Wellesley smiled. The assembled officer corps laughed. “And I would go so far as to say that your bet was well-placed: Damned well-placed, at that.” 

“What are we facing?” Stevenson enquired.

“The enemy infantry and artillery are drawn up in two parallel lines, running from east to west, just to the south of Argaum. On either flank, there are large, irregular formations  of cavalry.” 

“Ah. Those. The ones who broke and ran at Assaye.” This time, Stevenson’s comment caused a burst of raucous laughter to erupt from the officers, though Wellesley suspected that it was as much a release of nervous energy as a true appreciation of the joke. Nonetheless, his hat went off to Stevenson, who had judged the mood of the room perfectly. 

“The very same,” Wellesley continued smoothly, once the laughter had abated. “Although this time, I am afraid to say that they only outnumber us perhaps two to one.” 

“Then this cannot be the entirety of their force,” frowned a captain named Fry, one of the 78th’s company commanders. 

“Indeed not. This is a blocking force, hoping to fight a rearguard action…albeit a fairly large one.” Wellesley’s gaze roamed the room, meeting each eye in turn. “Scindia and Berar will be thinking that if their force can defeat us here, then all’s well and good. But I suspect that their real aim is to delay us, just long enough for their main force to reach the safety of Gawilghur.” 

Colonel Stevenson pondered this for a moment and then said, “As strategies go, it’s not a bad one. Unfortunately, it throws our plans for a flanking attack straight onto the dungheap.” 

“Yes it does, but that cannot be helped. Remember the most basic of military axioms, gentlemen.” Wellesley repeatedly tapped a fingertip on the tabletop three times for emphasis. “Divide. And. Conquer. The enemy has presented us with an opportunity to destroy a goodly-sized portion of his army in open battle. We cannot — nay, we dare not — refuse that battle, now that it has been offered.” 

There was a general consensus of nods and mutterings in the affirmative. All assembled took Wellesley’s point for the truth that it was. Veering off and attempting to maneuver around them would only leave the enemy force at their back, which was tactically unacceptable under almost any circumstances. A retreat was unthinkable: Not only would it gain them nothing in the grand scheme of things, but it would also allow the Maratha main force that much longer to entrench themselves at Gawilghur. 

No, the only option was to attack. 

“I know that the men are tired,” Wellesley went on, his voice softening just a tad. “They have been marching hard since sundown. They have been marching hard for many nights now. There has been precious little respite since Assaye. But, the end is now in sight. If — no, when we break the Marathas here, on the field of Argaum, then all that paves the way for the final confrontation. Time enough for them to rest when we besiege Gawilghur, gentlemen. 

“Now, to business. Colonel Stevenson, you have assembled four columns, did I hear you say?” 

“You did, sir. Two each on either side of the nullah,” he acknowledged, referring to the watercourse. “It is extremely shallow, little more than ankle-deep.”  

“Excellent. I shall command the columns on the right. You shall take those on the left.” Stevenson nodded his understanding. “The 1/8 and 2/7 Madras shall remain behind to guard the baggage train and establish a fortified base camp should the unthinkable happen.”

He means retreat, Stevenson thought to himself grimly, but I’ll be damned if that will happen this night. 

“The cavalry are deployed on the left and right flanks, I hope,” Wellesley asked. Stevenson nodded serenely. “Then we shall simply go straight up the middle, gentlemen. There shall be little in the way of tactical finesse or graceful maneuvering this night. We simply do not have the time. Our columns shall be little more than blunt instruments, used to smash the Maratha line like a hammer breaking glass.” 

“Very good, sir,” Stevenson said equably. “The King’s 33rd under Colonel Connolly shall be my vanguard regiment, followed by the five native Madras battalions. Your column is spearheaded by the 78th under Colonel Wallace, with seven native battalions.” 

“Skirmishers?” Connolly chimed in.

“The pickets of the day shall lead us off,” Stevenson replied. Connolly nodded his thanks. The skirmishers would be the ones who made first contact with the enemy, after all. It was good to know that the 33rd and the 78th would not be forced to blunder blindly into the tall fields of crops, where pretty much anything could lie in wait for them. 

“Very well then.” The General stood, signifying an end to the conversation. “We are racing against the rising of the sun, gentlemen, and I for one do not intend to come second. Let us be about it.”  

 

 

No more than twenty minutes later, the British army was on the march. 

The little hamlet of Sirsoli soon appeared out of the darkness. Deployed perhaps two thousand feet in front of the main body, the British skirmishers cleared the village with a swiftness and efficiency born of long practice and hard-won experience. The villagers, seemingly aware of the fact that the sword of war had been unsheathed and now hung over their home, had wisely made themselves scarce. Based upon the state of things in each of the houses that they had cleared, the skirmishers believed that the people of Sirsoli had left with little more than the clothes upon their backs, and hopefully a few days’ worth of vittles. 

 Mounted upon horseback, Wellesley watched with satisfaction as his leading battalion closed upon the village. The nullah veered to the northeast just beyond the edge of the hamlet, and would break up the orderliness of his formation if he let it. The pickets had quite wisely shifted to a more northeasterly track, turning to move parallel to the watercourse itself, and now he was pleased to see that Wallace, without being prompted, was giving the same instruction to the men of the 78th: Their leading half-companies turned to the right, keeping the nullah ever at their left flank.

Suddenly Wallace steepened the turn a little, pivoting his men so that they were moving in a more easterly direction than before. Not only would this buy the 78th a little more breathing room, but Arthur was forced to admit that it was as good a place as any for him to form the British line of battle. All seven battalions began to peel off, slowly but surely turning the column of march into a long line. When the maneuver was complete, every redcoat and native soldier stood shoulder to shoulder with his comrades, facing the enemy position off to the north. 

At which point the Maratha artillery opened fire. 

Their guns were heavy 18-pounders, capable of flinging solid shot for thousands of feet. The Maratha gunners were well-trained and experienced, and absolutely itching for vengeance after their defeat on the field of Assaye. Weighty cannonballs screamed through the air between the two armies. Some plowed into the mud or bounced, whickering through the tall millet, snapping off stalks as they went. 

Others hit home. The heavy solid rounds blasted bloody holes in the British line, with some well-angled shots punching three, four, even five men out of the files, reducing them to little more than bloody smears on the dark earth. 

Here and there, screams began to go up as men lost legs to low-flying shots that skimmed the ground at knee-height, or bounced up after an initially fruitless strike and smashed their way through the British lines. 

Wellesley glanced off to his left. Stevenson’s column was getting the same treatment, and his men were still in the process of converting their formation from column into line. As he watched, a native soldier was blown at least thirty feet into the air, losing both of his legs from below the knee in the process. 

His own artillery was much smaller — mostly mere 6-pounders, but there was a scattering of larger-bore heavy cannon too. He had left most of the heavier guns behind at the fortified camps, reasoning that it would be more of an encumbrance than a benefit during an engagement such as this, but now he was beginning to second-guess that decision. If nothing else, the friendly artillery fire would give the men heart and help to stiffen their resolve.  

Too late now, Arthur. The die is well and truly cast.    

The 6-pounders that he did have were going to be spaced between his infantry battalions. Drawn by bullock teams, he could see their drivers maneuvering them into place now. Galloper guns were also attached to the cavalry squadrons out on either flank to lend a little bit of support to the far left and right of Wellesley’s line. 

He spurred his horse over to where Colonel Wallace marched on foot at the head of his men, the kilted Highlanders of the 78th.“Sound the advance, Colonel, if you please.” 

“It shall be my pleasure, sir.” There was a certain roguish twinkle in the old campaigner’s eye, Wellesley saw, and it was one that he was more than familiar with. It popped up whenever Wallace knew that his beloved bagpipes were about to play. 

And there they go now, he thought, hearing the first pipers begin to play. The bagpipes, while something of an anachronism on the modern battlefield according to some, put an undeniable spring in the step of every Scotsman who heard them. The reverse was also true of the enemy, for whenever opposing troops came under the spell of this ancient musical weapon of war, the skirling, braying groans and wheezes would often turn their bowels to water. 

Satisfied that all was progressing as it should with the infantry, Wellesley broke his horse into a canter and made for the cavalry squadrons who were screening his flanks to the east. The cavalry had taken a particularly brutal beating at Assaye, and their officers had paid an extremely heavy toll — so much so that they were now commanded by a mere major, who went by the name of Geoffrey Owen. Owen was a proficient enough officer, Wellesley was forced to admit, but he was stepping into some rather large boots, and if there was any weak link in his current chain of battle, the General feared that his easternmost cavalry was going to be it. 

“Major Owen.” 

“General Wellesley.” The two men exchanged salutes. Owen sat atop a large chestnut mount, and seemed completely at ease with the way things were progressing. The Major nodded toward the long Maratha battle line, which stretched as far as the eye could see along the northern horizon. “There seem to be a great many of them, sir.” 

“That there are,” Wellesley agreed affably, his eyes glowing crimson in the darkness, “but that just makes for more glory all round, eh?” 

“Quite right, sir. Quite right.” Owen lowered his voice a few octaves and whispered, “If they enfold us, sir, I will do all that is within my power to hold this flank. You may depend upon it. But I cannot answer for how well the native cavalry will hold up if we are encircled.” 

It was a very real threat, Wellesley knew. The Maratha cavalry was mostly irregular, which meant that there was more of the amateur than the hardened professional about them, and yet even the most seasoned professional soldier had been known to panic when surrounded by a swarm of enemy horsemen that were many times his number. 

“If all goes according to plan, then the infantry shall have lanced this particular boil long before the sun is up, Major. Hold fast, if you please.” 

Owen touched two fingers to the brim of his hat, part salute, part acknowledgment of the General’s words.    

Wellesley eyed the galloper gun teams. “Deploy your cavalry into line and have them dismount, Owen. Then let’s get the artillery into action, as quickly possible. Have them advance to around a thousand yards from the enemy line. They may then open fire when they are ready and proceed to fire at will.” 

Acknowledging this order, Owen beckoned for a subaltern. After a hurried conversation, the junior officer galloped off to relay Wellesley’s orders to the gun captains.

In just a few minutes, the first six pounders had closed to within range and were laying down fire upon the Maratha position. A cheer went up from the leading British infantry lines, and at least one cry of “Let’s see how you like that, you heathen bastards!” which was rapidly quieted by a sergeant.    

The Maratha gunners were getting tired, or so it seemed to Wellesley, at least. Just as the British gunners were hitting their stride, sending a steady stream of lead into the enemy positions, their return fire began to slacken and ebb, becoming lazier and more scattered with every incoming round. 

From his mounted position in the center of the British line, Wellesley could easily see above the fields of tall millet. The redcoats were only just entering it, their shakoes and bayonets gleaming in the moonlight. The blindness factor would unnerve even the hardiest of troops, he knew, but on the other hand, the millet would screen them from the enemy. While the crop wouldn’t stop musket balls, the enemy would at least be reduced to firing blindly. 

The 33rd marched directly in front of him, with the 74th and 78th on either side. He had launched his prime troops straight into the center of the enemy position, plunging them like a dagger into its very heart.

A sudden thunder drew his attention to the right. His cavalry commander on that wing had decided to launch into a charge; not bad decision with only a few hundred yards separating them from the enemy. The line of horse slammed into their enemy counterparts without a single shot being fired from either side. This contest would be decided by the blade, not by the bullet; the British cavalrymen and their allies began to lay about them with their sabers, hacking, slashing, and spearing on all sides. For their part, the Maratha horsemen were no pushovers, and they outnumbered the British rather heavily. 

And yet ours are better trained, Wellesley reflected with quiet confidence. Give me training over numbers any day of the week, and twice on Sunday. 

He glanced to the left, sitting tall in the saddle. Stevenson’s cavalry, far out on that flank, were launching into their own charge. The enemy horse on that wing sat quietly, their commander apparently indecisive. And yet suddenly, a large formation of them broke into their own gallop. At first Wellesley took it for a counter-charge, but it did not take long for him to realize that he was mistaken: the charging mass broke off, angling away from the oncoming British cavalry and wheeling to the left, bearing down upon the left wing of his infantry formation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

Manoo Bappoo could be called many things, but coward was not among them. 

Ever since he had received his orders in a secret audience with Scindia, Bappoo had been under no illusions about the role that he and his force were intended to play in this particular game of military brinksmanship: at best, they had perhaps a fifty-fifty chance of beating the British and their lickspittle allies on the field of battle. At worst, their lives had already been sacrificed, written off by their shrewd and calculating ruler. 

Bappoo’s brother, the Raja of Berar, had been conspicuously absent from the meeting, forcing Bappoo to wonder whether Scindia was operating behind his back, or if he was simply allowing himself the thin comfort of plausible deniability. 

It really didn’t matter in the end.

As he surveyed the oncoming British line with his finely-crafted telescope, Bappoo squinted, trying to count numbers and make out greater detail. He hated fighting battles at night — yet against the vampire-led army of the British, what other choice did they have? With hindsight, he knew, he should have kept marching south, until the two villages were far behind them, and hit the invading army’s camp under the light of the noonday sun. 

Except that you wanted to fight on ground of your own choosing, Bappoo chastised himself mentally, stifling a curse. The handful of precious European vampires that remained in the service of the Maratha princes had been kept with the main force, hoarded by the likes of his brother and that treacherous cur Scindia. The daylight would have been a far more valuable ally than the ground, he admitted ruefully, but it is too late to worry about that now. 

He watched impassively as the British cavalry struck hard at his left flank. They appeared to be about to try the same thing on his right. And there were the infantry, so damnably confident, strutting like peacocks in their bright red coats and those ridiculously tall hats. The vaunted Scotsmen. Well, I’ll be damned if I simply stand here and wait. 

Bappoo beckoned to a pair of aides, two staff officers who were tasked with relaying his orders. “Have the arabs advance to meet the British infantry when it emerges from the millet,” he told the first. To the second he said, “Instruct Bamiya that one third of his cavalry on our right wing is to engage the British infantry formations on their far left flank. Let us cut these Highlanders and their lackeys down to size.”  

Suspecting that the British would try to break his center with their best troops, he had countered by placing his own elite battalions directly opposite them. The arabs were tough and disciplined fighters, and he had almost two thousand of them, the cream of his army. His aide had done his job well, Bappoo saw, because the white-robed troops were already moving, marching forward to close the distance between themselves and their foe. He watched the rows of millet wavering in response to the British soldiers shoving their way through. His artillery continued to pepper the field with case shot, smashing paths through the crop and occasionally earning a scream from within, but the British counter-battery fire was taking a heavy toll upon the Maratha gunners. Their fire was slackening badly, a product of both fatigue and loss of men. 

And then there they were, the first of the red-coated soldiers emerging from concealment. The first ranks checked for a moment, apparently shocked to find the arab battalions bearing down on them, but as their officers began to appear and took charge, the redcoats were soon moving forward again, stepping off smartly. When no more than two hundred yards separated the two front ranks, the British halted and at a shout from one of their leaders, brought their weapons up into the aim position. 

Halt the men. Halt. The. Men! Bappoo’s teeth were clenched. If the British got in the first volley…

The arabs advanced bravely, directly into a thousand yawning muzzles of the British muskets. He realized that they were not going to stop, that their commander did not intend to trade volleys with the redcoats, but rather wanted to close the range and take the tulwar to them. It was a brave plan, to be sure, but one that failed to take into account the lethality of the vaunted British volley fire. 

A thousand muskets barked in unison, unleashing a storm of leaden hatred upon the arab formation. The front ranks simply disintegrated, many of the men blown apart. Others fell, writhing and howling, only to trip those who came on in the ranks behind them. Now the arabs halted, unsure of what to do next, but equally unwilling to simply push on over the dead and wounded bodies of their comrades. 

The British were reloading; he could see the glint of light on their ramrods. Now it was the turn of the surviving arabs to level their weapons and discharge them. The volley was a little more ragged, probably due to the shock that they had sustained just seconds before, but it still stung. Redcoats fell both left and right, dropping out of line and leaving gaps. The British sergeants wasted no time in closing the files, swiftly reorganizing the battle line — at the point of their boots, where necessary. They ignored the moans and screams of the wounded and dying, which would have struck the civilian observer as being callous, but in actuality was the only viable option.  

Not thirty seconds after their first volley had obliterated the arab front ranks, the King’s regiments sent a second one to chase it down. More screams rose from the white-robed ranks, which had begun to shuffle forward toward the British once more. Many had simply discarded their firearms and were drawing blades, tulwars and scimitars for the most part. The redcoats lowered their muskets to waist height and began to advance, their bayonets leading the way.

Less than a minute later, the two opposing forces clashed. Steel rang upon steel, sometimes lighting the darkness with sparks. Blades cut, thrust, and jabbed at one another. What had been a mass exchange of muskets had now become a melee, with every man looking out for himself. The arabs were lusty and hardy combatants, yet the Scots were renowned for their propensity to go berserk when the combat became hand to hand. 

Bappoo glanced to his right. His cavalry were galloping hard toward the East India Company infantry battalions on the western side of the watercourse, the left of their line. Their cavalry were moving forward in an attempt to counter, but it was obvious that they would never reach the charging Maratha horse in time. Besides, two-thirds of the Maratha horsemen were now advancing at the trot to engage them, tying them up before they could break the charge upon the infantry. 

Good. These are not redcoats. They are mere mercenaries, bribed in coin to serve the British cause. Let us see how well they can stand against my cavalry.

Unfortunately, the answer turned out to be that they would stand surprisingly well. The native battalions checked their step, halted, turned, and leveled their muskets at the onrushing horsemen. Rather than rush to form a hasty square, which would have eaten up precious time, they simply held their lines and waited, letting the cavalry close to within a hundred yards of them. Then they fired. 

Horsemen were snatched from their saddles by the fusillade, then dumped unceremoniously on the ground, only to be run over by the hooves of those behind them. A surprising number of them had gone down, and the survivors peeled off to the left and right, executing a looping turn and riding off in the direction from which they had come. 

What is happening? Bappoo fumed. Have they lost their nerve? Or did that idiot of a commander simply order a demonstration rather than a charge? 

Whichever turned out to be the case, the irregular horse formation was now streaming back towards their own lines, completely ignoring the new battle going on to their left, where their comrades had engaged the British cavalry head to head. Sabers flashed and mounts wheeled as the two factions met, merged, and each rider fought for advantage against his opponents.

Bappoo returned his attention to the melee in the center. He was dismayed by what he saw. His men were losing the battle, if he was any judge. The redcoats were crushing them, bayonets rising and falling in an orgy of blood-letting. The skirl of the bagpipes lent a surreal air to the slaughter, and was sometimes drowned out by the agonized cries of the fallen combatants. 

He wondered idly whether he should have supported the arabs by sending in more line infantry on either side, but quickly discounted the notion. He had chosen the position of his infantry formations with great care, and he had no desire to reinforce a bad position at this late stage. Advancing the arabs had been a gamble, he realized, and it had transpired that the odds were not in his favor. 

Such were the fortunes of war.

A scream close to his right ear gave him pause. Something blasted through the air in its wake — something heavy and fast. The cannonball plowed into the line of infantry behind him. Bappoo turned just in time to see it remove the head of a man some ten feet away, pulverizing it in a cloud of red vapor. He had some twelve thousand men positioned in two blocks, and now the British gunners turned their attention toward them. More holes were punched in the Maratha ranks as the storm of shot intensified, plucking men from their ranks and leaving them in bloody smears upon the earth. 

The Maratha foot-soldiers watched with mounting discomfort as the red-coated battalions shredded the arab formation to tatters, and then marched on toward them. Bappoo saw that the vampire general must have sounded a general advance, because now the entire British line was moving forward, straddling the watercourse on both sides. They plodded slowly but inexorably toward the Maratha line, bayonets standing proudly at the vertical. Their colors fluttered in the light breeze, and even to a warrior as brave and experienced as Bappoo, it seemed as if nothing in all the world could stop them.

And so the Maratha infantry did the only thing that seemed reasonable in the face of such a mighty killing machine: They turned and fled.

 

   

            

 

Wellesley’s bold advance had crushed the Maratha center, the three red-coated battalions smashing through the force of men that had been sent out to meet them, and was now pushing forward toward the outskirts of Argaum. On either flank, his cavalry had broken and routed the Maratha irregular horse, who were fleeing the field of battle in droves. 

Which leaves my counterpart in quite the pickle: if he does not withdraw his infantry and what little remains of his artillery now, then he must surely know that my cavalry can outflank them and attack them from the rear at their leisure. 

Before he had time to prepare and issue orders to that effect, Wellesley was rather surprised to watch the main line of enemy infantry turn tail and retreat. It was like watching a stone fall into a millpond, he thought, with tremors rippling outward in all directions. Once those men in the center of the line had turned and ran, their comrades to the left and right adopted the same approach themselves. 

Now the entire Maratha line took flight, moving northward at a speed that could only be explained by a state of near-panic. 

All except for one man. 

The lone figure walked calmly forward toward the oncoming front line of the King’s 33rd. When he was perhaps three hundred yards away, he halted, drawing a curved sword and resting its blade lightly against his right shoulder. He planted his legs in the classic swordsman’s stance and simply waited for the redcoats to come to him.

The general acted without thinking. Slipping his boots out from the stirrups, he rose quickly into the air, propelling himself forward and upward in a great arc that deposited him gracefully on the ground some twenty feet in front of the man. Wellesley cast an appraising eye over him. The man had a thick black beard and was both trim and heavily muscled. Based upon the richness of the silk in which he was garbed, obviously an officer and a man of some importance. 

“I am Manoo Bappoo,” the man said, tapping the edge of his blade impatiently against one collar-bone. “The former commander of this…” He seemed at a loss for words, and finally settled for, “Rabble.” 

“Major General Arthur Wellesley. Your men have fought bravely, sir. It is no great shame for them to retreat now.” Which was not strictly true in Wellesley’s eyes, but he wanted to offer the man an out, some shred of dignity here at the finish. He held up a hand. Colonel Connolly saw it without difficulty, and barked an order that brought the 33rd crashing to a halt before they ran their general over.

“They are sheep,” Bappoo spat, stiffening with anger. He gestured expansively with his arms, flinging them out to either side. “Cowards. The brave ones lie dead all around us. They—” he gestured with the tulwar in the direction of Argaum, now full of fleeing Maratha soldiers, “are not fit to lick the dust from their feet.” 

“As you say.” Wellesley paused, choosing his next words with great care. Finally he said, “You have fought with honor and courage this night, Manoo Bappoo. It is not necessary for you to die here in order to sharpen that point even further.” 

As if he did not hear those words, Bappoo instead said, “Do you know where our army is heading, vampire?” 

“To Gawilghur,” replied the general, taking no real umbrage to the term vampire, which had been spoken in the manner of an epithet. 

“To Gawilghur,” Bappoo nodded somberly. He looked directly into Wellesley’s eyes, which were glowing redly in the darkness. Looking back at him, the vampire saw no fear in his opponent’s gaze. 

This is a man who has made his peace with death. 

Suddenly, Manoo Bappoo began to shudder. At first, Wellesley thought it might be a seizure, for the man’s eyes had rolled up into his head, leaving only the whites upon display. Then he coughed, and the cough was bloody. The vampire winced ever so slightly, for he had not yet fed properly this night, having been too caught up in the preparations for the attack to drain more than a few mouthfuls of blood from one of the army’s human cattle. He fought down the urge to spring forward and sink his fangs into one of the man’s carotid arteries.  

As quickly as it had begun, the shuddering stopped. When the Indian spoke next, it was with the voice of a woman. 

A voice that Wellesley recognized. 

Kali.

“Gawilghur shall be your grave, Englishman. The fortress in the sky has never been taken by force. It cannot be. And so I make you this final offer: Turn back now. Leave this place forever. March back to Seringapatam, and thence to the coast. Take ship for England, and never return.”

“And if I do not?”     

Kali-Bappoo spat, a thick gobbet of bloody sputum that landed mere inches from Wellesley’s immaculately polished boots. 

“Then the sun-bleached bones of every last redcoat shall decorate the plain of Gawilghur as a warning to all future invaders.” 

Kali-Bappoo moved with lightning speed, very nearly catching Wellesley off-guard. The tulwar sliced through the air across the diagonal plane. Wellesley danced aside, drawing his own slim blade with a smooth, fluid motion. Rather than try to match blade against blade, the vampire instead chose to allow his opponent’s momentum to do all the work. The tulwar was heavy,  and as it reached waist height, its speed intensified, slamming into the plain below and throwing up a cloud of dust. 

Wellesley’s blade flashed out, threatening to take Kali-Bappoo’s head from his shoulders, but the possessed Maratha was a superb swordsman. He ducked, letting the blade whistle through the air above him, and then launched a backswing that came close to removing the general’s aquiline nose from his face. 

“I have given it some thought,” Wellesley said, spinning his silver-laced blade through a series of intricate concentric circles in front of him. He seemed to be almost daring the Maratha commander to try and break through his guard. Instead, the possessed man circled to the left, causing Wellesley to follow suit. “I am afraid that I must reject your most generous offer.” 

“So be it.” Kali-Bappoo launched a series of powerful slashes, low, high, and then at the waist. Wellesley parried expertly, matching his enemy’s blade at every level. The goddess-man was getting frustrated, the vampire saw, because each successive slash became a little sloppier, a little less tightly-controlled. He could use that to his advantage…particularly if he stoked the fires of that frustration a little more. 

“Unless you would care to accept my terms and surrender,” he taunted, raising his voice to project above the constant clang of blade upon blade. “I must admit, I have never bested a goddess before. I find the idea to be very compelling.” 

Kali-Bappoo snarled, gritting his teeth angrily. “You dare—!” 

And there it was, just like that: the tiniest window, hiding almost out of sight in between a high and a mid-level slash of the tulwar.

An opening. 

Wellesley lunged, lightning-fast, ducking low and simultaneously stepping inside his opponent’s guard. The point of his sword slid past the curved edge of Kali-Bappoo’s weapon and entered the skull directly above the bridge of his nose. With all of the vampire’s preternatural strength behind it, the meticulously-honed point punched its way through his enemy’s skull, spearing through the cranial vault and out the other side. Moving faster than a musket ball, the blade induced a barometric shock wave that helped reduce Manoo Bappoo’s brain to liquefied mush. Surprisingly little blood, Wellesley thought as he withdrew the sword and assumed the standard en garde position. The defensive stance was meaningless, for Bappoo was plainly no longer a threat: the man’s body collapsed, his fingers slackening around the hilt of the tulwar and allowing it to slide free of his once-firm grip. The vampire watched impassively as what remained of Bappoo’s brains dribbled out through the puncture wounds at the front and back of his skull, finally congealing in a puddle around the base of his skull. 

Still, Wellesley held the stance for a few more heartbeats, half-convinced that the will of the goddess would somehow reanimate the man’s corpse and cause it to rise, as he had seen happen so many times over the past few weeks. Finally convinced that even Kali could do precious little with such traumatized materials, he cleaned the blade carefully upon his opponent’s robe before returning it to its scabbard at his waist.

Almost as if he had spoken too soon, the body began to glow. It began as a dull lavender, but rapidly intensified until it was a blazing, blistering purple that hurt the eyes. Night turned into day on the field outside Argaum, an eerie purple day that forced the gathered British to avert their gazes and shield their eyes to protect them. 

When the light had dissipated just a few seconds later, a woman stood there. She was naked, her most intricate parts exposed for all the world to see, and yet Wellesley sensed that most of his soldiers were reacting with fear, rather than arousal. 

“You should not have done that, vampire.” Now that it was freed of the physical body, Kali’s voice had taken on a mellifluous quality that he remembered all too clearly from his dream encounter with the goddess some months ago. 

“Might I ask why?” he asked, summoning a politeness that he did not feel.

“Come to Gawilghur,” Kali taunted. “My former offer is rescinded, Wellesley. There shall be no mercy for you, and none for those who follow you. If you try to flee now, my followers will hound you to the very ends of the earth. There is nowhere that you can hide from me. Nowhere.” 

“How very fortunate that we are in agreement, madam,” Wellesley shot back, baring his fangs in an obvious challenge, “because there is nowhere in all the world that I would rather be.” He bowed formally, yet managed to add just the right amount of calculated mockery into the gesture. 

“So be it!” 

The goddess of the dead disappeared in a blinding flash that seared an afterimage of Kali into the retinas of every man on the battlefield. 

“What now, sir?” Connolly asked, stepping out of the darkness behind him. 

Wellesley looked up to the sky, saw the tell-tale danger signs of light beginning to appear in the east. He watched ruefully as the final remnants of the once-proud Maratha rearguard disappeared over the far horizon. For a moment, he was tempted to send the cavalry after them, to try to destroy them in detail, but then thought better of it. That was an excellent way to over-extend his reach, tactically speaking, and his precious cavalry were too few for him to run the risk of losing them in the pursuit of an already-broken enemy. 

Besides, the dawn was coming, the men were tired, and a siege beckoned. A siege that heralded the arrival of the endgame, when the final cards would be played, and the Maratha war would be settled once and for all. 

“Now we put a blade through the skull of every dead man on this battlefield, Colonel, whether ours or theirs, it matters not. We must make sure that they are incapable of rising again.” 

“Yes, sir. I’ll see to it. My lads have a little fight left in them yet.” Connolly looked proudly at his red-jacketed men of the 33rd, once Wellesley’s own regiment, and still very much the apple of their commanding general’s eye, although he would never dare to admit it publicly. 

“Very good, Colonel. Please also consult the roster and see who is the designated mortal captain of the day. Have him supervise the making of our camp, if you please, and the employment of adequate security screens.” 

“Sir,” Connolly nodded, idly wondering which human officer would be assigned the task of resting the army and, more importantly, seeing to the defense of the vampire officers while they slept. 

“Tomorrow night, we march for Gawilghur. I would see an end to this damned business, Connolly, once and for all.” Wellesley looked down at the corpse now laying limply at his feet. “Apart from the courage of the British soldier and his East India Company allies, we have proven one other thing this night. Something that I have long suspected, but did not know for sure until this instant.” 

“And what might that be, sir?” The vampire colonel sounded genuinely interested. 

“Why, simply this…” Wellesley paused, then amplified his voice subtly so that the ranks of the 33rd could all hear him. “Even a goddess can be made to bleed.”

A ragged cheer went up from those ranks. Normally Wellesley would have stopped them in their tracks. “Let them cheer you one instant and they’ll be booing you the next,” he had once remarked casually. But he was feeling expansive, and allowed the men to express their good morale. 

It would disappear soon enough when they laid eyes upon the nightmare that was Gawilghur.             

 

The army marched all through the night and on into the harsh light of day. It never stopped. It never tired. For this was an army of the dead. 

For the handful of captured mortals and the single were-tiger that it held prisoner, bone-weary exhaustion was a constant companion. They were not bound or gagged, for where could they run to, here in the midst of thousands upon thousands of shambling corpses? When a man finally dropped, unable to take even a single step, Jamelia would simply close her eyes and psychically command a pair of the creatures to bend down and pick him up, dragging him by the arms until he regained his senses. 

She did not want them to die, for then they would be of no value to her. Jamelia steered the army with unerring accuracy to rivers, streams, and pools of standing water, where the Shadows were permitted to slake their thirst while the horde waited patiently. Then it was time to move again. The army was constantly in motion. It passed a number of villages, and on these the corpses fell with a savage, almost gleeful abandon, each time adding new members to swell their ranks. 

A huge dust cloud rose into the sky behind them, so great was their number now. 

Still they marched, into the rising sun at dawn, marching ever onward as it passed high above them at mid-day, before settling down behind their backs at the onset of night. 

They moved with a singular purpose, bound by the iron will of the were-tigress that controlled them. 

To death. To slaughter. To revenge. 

To Gawilghur.   

 

 

 

THE END

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

As this series progresses, so does the timeline and nature of the events in the Wellington Undead universe diverge ever further from historical fact. 

The Battle of Argaum happened much as described in the book, however. Wellesley’s forces (and also those of Bappoo) advanced in a very similar fashion. Colonel Stevenson was considerably more sickly than his vampire counterpart, and is said to have directed the left wing of the British army from a platform atop his elephant. 

When the dust had settled at Argaum, the Maratha army had been handily beaten, and at relatively little cost to the British. All that remained for the Maratha leadership now was to retreat to their stronghold, the vaunted impregnable fortress of Gawilghur, and hope that the mighty walls would prove stronger than the will of Major General Arthur Wellesley. 

Of course, “Old Nosey” did not have to contend with a plague of zombies or the enmity of the goddess of death, Kali. In our fictional universe, his die has well and truly been cast. We shall see the outcome in the forthcoming fourth book of this series, Fortress of the Damned. 

It is my fervent hope that you have enjoyed this book. If so, please consider rating the book on Amazon.com.  Doing so will help to ensure that there will be future books in the Wellington Undead series. 

Some special thanks are due to Kevin Wolf of Devious Wolf Photography, and Nathan Ball of the 33rd Regiment of Foot (yes, they do still march today!) for generously providing some of the images for the cover. Thank you, gentlemen! 

Thanks are also due to my proof-reader, Laura Sutcliffe, for poring over the manuscript and rooting out grammatical errors. Any that remain are the fault of the author. 

And lastly but by no means least, my heartfelt appreciation goes to you, dear reader, for parting with your hard-earned money in order to read this book. On behalf of the vampire general and myself — thank you! Please drop me a line over at www.richardestep.net and let me know what you thought of it. 

 

— Richard Estep

     August 2016

     Longmont, Colorado
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