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In memory of Minh Thai, who brought so much joy to the world, and for his loving wife, Stephanie. 

 

“You don’t choose the day you enter the world, and you don’t choose the day you leave it. It’s what you do in-between that makes all the difference.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

 

From the private memoirs of Colonel Arthur Wellesley, 

Inscribed February 27th, 1799.

 

He has been called many things. To some, he is “The Beast of Mysore;” to others,“Tipu Sahib.” His own subjects have conferred upon him the singularly grandiose title of “the Lord of the Tiger Domain.” Naturally, it goes without saying that a man of true breeding puts little stock in such fripperies of language. For those of us upon whom it falls to deal with this man, he is simply referred to as “the Tipu Sultan,” or merely “Tipu.” 

     The province of Mysore in Southern India remains almost entirely the Tipu’s fiefdom, and he fervently believes that he has been chosen by his god (Allah, as the Sultan is a Muslim, or at least claims to be) to cast out the invading forces of his Britannic Majesty King George, along with all representatives of the Honorable British East India Company, from his lands for all time. 

     Such is the delusion under which he labors. It is a delusion from which we will soon release him.

     The man loathes us, as did his father, Hyder Ali, before him.

     We know that he has sought foreign support for his endeavors, and has approached the French in particular to beg not only military aid, but also for assistance of both a material and of a financial nature. If I know the French at all – and I flatter myself that few know them better than I – then Tipu shall find little but empty promises there, particularly after Nelson handed them such a drubbing at the Battle of the Nile last summer. However, he is an adroit player of the political game, this one, and he may still have cards that are as yet unplayed.

     Regardless, it shall avail him naught.

     My brother Richard shall have none of it, and as all of London knows, once the Earl of Mornington has made up his mind, nothing shall stand between him and the attainment of his desire. Richard has made no secret of his intention to lance this malodorous abscess once and for all, and is firmly convinced that General George Harris is the very man to apply the lancet. I for one have no doubt that he is correct, for Harris is a seasoned campaigner and a sound field general. 

     And so, while a separate army under General Stuart approaches Mysore from its eastern border, we of what has come to be termed the “Grand Army” march west. Although our core force numbers but a handful of British soldiers (some 6,000 according to the Adjutant-General), our ranks are bolstered greatly by the presence of a much larger sepoy force, generously supplied by the Honorable East India Company, and a large contingent of cavalry, courtesy of the Nizam of Hyderabad. Between all three, we can muster some 50,000 fighting men…more than enough to deal with one provincial tyrant, no matter how high his walls.

     Never again shall this upstart find himself in a position to dictate peace terms to the Crown.      

     The men of my brigade are ready and eager for the fight. I have been furnished with rather a few too many native regiments for my liking, though I do not wish to seem ungrateful. The Nizam has been most generous in that regard. With my beloved 33rd forming both the backbone and guts of this ad hoc formation, I sincerely believe that we could march to the very gates of hell itself and storm the place, if General Harris were but to command it so. 

     But then again, hell isn’t quite as bad as some would make it out to be.

     I have, after all, been there and back. 

 

WELLESLEY

 

Sunset on the plains of Mysore tended to be a calm and quiet time, but the typical peace and tranquility was broken this day by the presence of a huge military camp. Its lines were filled to capacity with bustling soldiers and their spouses, camp followers and animals of every description: camels, oxen, bullocks, mules, horses, and even a fair number of elephants could all be seen, if one observed the column from the front to its tail. 

     Men in jackets of bright red stood guard around the camp perimeter, muskets at the ready in case any trouble should come, though none really expected that it would. 

     The British had arrived. 

     Despite the fact there there was nothing moving on the desolate plains, there was in fact no shortage of life out there, burrowing beneath the ground or nesting in the tops of what trees there were. Not a soul within the British camp had even the slightest idea that their every move was being watched by a woman - a naked woman. 

     Jamelia was hidden in the deepest shadows within a stand of those trees. Such jungle-like growths could be found dotted almost everywhere throughout this part of southern India, and were known by the common name of tope. Tall, rangy, and possessed of lithe and graceful limbs which spoke of hard physical conditioning, Jamelia was currently squatting with her back resting lightly up against the bark of a baobab tree. She absently reached up and brushed a strand of long, dark hair away from where it had fallen across her eyes, before once more returning her attention to the object of her ire: the invaders of her homeland. 

     She and her scouts had been shadowing the British column for the past few days, ever since it had entered the territory of Mysore. Evading the clumsy cavalry patrols had been child’s play.    

     These British have quite the nerve, Jamelia thought in disgust. They take all that we have, and yet still want more. And when the Sultan refuses to bend the knee to them, what do they do? They manufacture the most trivial of excuses to make war upon him, upon all of us; and all so that men with fat purses, in London and Calcutta, Madras and Bombay, can make those purses even fatter – can swell them further, and all at our expense. She spat, not averting her eyes from the hated redcoats. 

     The British would live to regret their greed, Jamelia promised herself, though they would not necessarily do so for very long. 

    

 

 

 

The column of soldiers had barely begun to break camp for that evening’s march when Private Thomas Gilman saw his opportunity, and decided on the spur of the moment to run. As soon as the officers had dismissed them, the red-coated men of the 33rd Regiment of Foot set about their well-established routine of rounding up their wives, children, camp followers and animals. The colonel would doubtless want them to be moving before the moon had risen above the horizon. 

     Sergeant Belton was being his usual efficient self, personally overseeing the process of loading the regiment’s property back onto the carts and wagons. Ever the opportunist, the nineteen year-old Gilman saw his chance, and seized it. He didn’t actually run, as that would have drawn far too much attention; no, Thomas simply shouldered his pack, rolled blanket and musket, and then strode nonchalantly towards the rear of the camp lines, where the wives and other camp followers would tag along in the wake of the main body of fighting men. Slipping out of the ranks had been no problem – he’d told Corporal Higgins that he was nipping away for a quick piss, which excuse had been accepted with a distracted nod from the senior man. 

     Thomas was sick to his back teeth of the bloody army, an attitude that had not been helped in the slightest by his having spent most of the afternoon on guard duty, watching little more than the wind blowing across the desolate, dusty plains. The 33rd was the finest King’s regiment on the continent (and in the whole damned army, if you asked Thomas), which was why General Harris had chosen it specifically to spearhead his assault into the territory of the Tipu Sultan; and what did this crack regiment do? March all night, and stand guard most of the day, while the officers slept. 

     Thomas didn’t pretend to understand much about the big picture. He was just a foot-soldier, which was exactly how he liked it. He was aware that the British force in which the 33rd marched was one of three armies that had been dispatched on the orders of Lord Mornington, the Governor-General of all India, to oust the Sultan from his heavily fortified palace at Seringapatam. One British army, under the command of General Stuart, was coming eastwards from the west coast, while the second, a force of native troops supplied by the Nizam of Hydrabad, marched down towards Seringapatam from their lands in the north. 

     Having marched westward from their point of assembly at Vellore, General Harris’s Grand Army had now left friendly territory and had entered the land of Mysore. They were now well and truly in the enemy’s back yard, Thomas knew, which was the only reason he had kept a sharp eye out during his turn on watch this afternoon.

     Not that General Harris hadn’t taken other precautions; a cavalry screen had been deployed directly in front of the column’s line of march, along the anticipated axis of attack by any enemy forces which might be lurking in ambush out there. So far, the outriders had reported little more than some very minor skirmishes, which amounted to posturing by the horsemen on both sides and perhaps the odd carbine being discharged. On Colonel Wellesley’s orders, a sizable force of the Nizam’s native cavalry had been posted to watch the column’s northern and southern flanks, with still more deployed to guard the column’s rear.  

     Wellesley. Thomas almost spat his distaste for the man as he walked. That perfumed little prince ought not to be in charge of so many men. He was just a boy, that one, and a boy born with a silver spoon shoved right up his arse to boot, the precious little bastard. 

     Thomas was far from alone in his distaste for Arthur Wellesley. Having gained a colonelcy before he had even turned thirty had enamored him of no-one, and the fact that a mere colonel had achieved such a prominent position in the army of General Harris had not helped matters in the slightest. Whispers of nepotism followed young Wellesley wherever he went, fueled no doubt by the unfortunate truth that his brother, Richard Wellesley, happened to be the Governor-General. 

     Mornington had to have pulled some bleeding strings. How else would his baby brother have ended up in charge of a plum regiment like ours, not to mention a horde of bloody black soldiers into the bargain? 

    That bastard Nosey – Thomas preferred to use the soldiers’ nickname for their colonel, which had come about because of the man’s prominently hooked nose – was one of the reasons he was running from the army. Truth be told, he was the main reason. The man was a flogger, one of that breed of hated disciplinarians whom the line soldiers both feared and despised in equal measure. A lot of British officers were cut from that same cloth. They’d as soon hang a man as listen to his side of the story. 

     And yet a flogging, or even a relatively quick death by hanging, was almost a blessing when you compared it to what the officers would do to you when they caught you doing something wrong, whether you were actually guilty or not. Thomas shuddered involuntarily. What they do to you was downright unholy. He’d seen it happen to others members of the regiment, good lads like himself who had been hungry and stolen a little food from the local populace. If they were lucky, they only ended up with a striped back, their flesh cut to bloody ribbons by the lash. For infractions deemed more serious…

     Best not to think about it. Thomas refocused his attention on the here and now, on making good his escape and leaving all of that behind. Army regulations laid the regimental lines out in a very specific way. The infantry went first by order of half-companies, capable of shaking out quickly into line of battle or forming square, depending on whether they had run into enemy infantry or cavalry. Next came the artillery, both the lighter horse-drawn galloper guns and the heavier cannon and siege guns, which had to be drawn by teams of oxen and bullocks. The gunners were the filling in an infantry sandwich, as the remaining battalions of foot-soldiers marched behind them, also by order of half-companies. 

     All of this was followed by the immense logistical tail of human beings and beasts of burden that trudged along behind every modern army when it took to the field. This was the biggest gaggle of hangers-on that Thomas had ever seen, though. One of the lads from the Fifth Company had told him that there were over 100,000 bullocks, oxen, mules, and other animals accompanying the Grand Army, dragging along everything you could possibly think of, from cannon-balls to barley, spare boots to bottles of brandy. Each and every bit of it had to be driven across the plains, including enough forage to feed the massive herd of animals which were used to carry it all.  

     Ahead of them, the sun was slowly descending towards the western horizon. The column would soon begin their evening march, once the officers had been roused from their daytime slumber. Throughout the long, hot Indian day, the British redcoats remained in camp, sleeping, eating, and resting. Some of the more unfortunate soldiers such as Thomas drew the short straw and ended up pulling a stretch of guard duty. When darkness fell, the army resumed its march, which was something of a boon as the air usually began to cool off significantly in the later part of the day, reaching almost tolerable levels by late evening. 

     Theirs was an army led mostly by vampires, as were those of most of their enemies in this modern day and age. The soldiers pushed on beneath the light of the moon and stars, always moving steadily westward towards their ultimate destination: the fortified island-city of Seringapatam.

     After yet another in what seemed like countless interminable nights spent marching across the dusty plains, broken only at sporadic intervals by the green, leafy tope, the army had halted earlier that morning on an expanse of flat and almost completely open plain. It afforded clear lines of sight in all directions, and therefore a beautifully clear field of fire in the event that it should be needed. Although the army was now well within the Sultan’s territory, he had thus far shown little inclination towards challenging the invasion, seeming content instead to sit, fat and comfortable, behind the strong walls of Seringapatam, and allow the British to come to him.

     By happenstance, Thomas’s company had been marching at the very rear of the infantry portion of the column. As soon as he had casually put two hundred paces between himself and Sergeant Belton without raising any sort of uproar, the cocky young private simply ducked behind a canvas-covered ammunition wagon, and then merged with the carts and pack animals of the greater baggage train. Despite there being so many civilian camp followers and hangers-on, there were enough red jackets to be found back here that he didn’t stand out from the crowd in the slightest. 

     Holding the slung musket loosely in the crook of one arm, Thomas moved deeper into the crowded expanse of the baggage train. Looking back the way he had come, when he could no longer see the indistinct figures of the men of his own company off in the distance, Thomas felt safe enough cut across the camp and to strike out onto the open plain. So involved were the men,women, and children surrounding him in the business of breaking down the camp, that he drew little in the way of curiosity, this lone redcoat who was trudging away into the sun-bleached wilderness. 

     His plan was simple: evade the laughably-inefficient native cavalry patrols, hunker down during the hottest hours of the day, traveling only under the cover of darkness. Rumor had spread like wildfire among the British troops that the Tipu Sultan was willing to pay top coin for any foreign mercenaries that were willing and eager to join his private army, and that went double for any deserters who could bring him useful information concerning the disposition of his enemies. 

     Thomas was not a greedy man, but neither was he a stupid one. This was something which he had thought about at great length. Even assuming for a moment that he should survive the coming battle with the Tipu Sultan’s forces, could survive storming the walls of his bastion, which every man in India believed to be nigh impregnable…then the most that he could reasonably expect as a reward was a soul-crushing seven more years of Indian service, all the time risking death from disease, an aggrieved native, or one of the many animal predators which were so prevalent throughout this harsh and barren land. 

     Even if he did survive all that, and did not fall victim to the crazed blood-lust of Arthur bloody Wellesley and his fellow officers, the most he could expect in the long run was to attain the rank of Sergeant, and the meager increase in pay which came along with getting three stripes up.  

     Bugger that, Thomas thought emphatically. King George can find some other bleeding mug to die in his name, because Thomas Gilman is no man’s fool.

     The twilight sky was starting to turn a darker shade of purple, with an pale moon riding high above the desolate landscape. Thomas kept walking, his only guide being to keep the British camp roughly at his back. He increased his stride to one typical of the marching  infantryman, leather boots beating out a rhythmic cadence as they crunched on the sun-baked ground. The dry, dusty air was beginning to freshen and to grow cooler, at least as much as ever it did out here on the plains. Above him, the first stars were coming out. He continued to march, but allowed himself the luxury of a couple of swigs from his canteen, letting the brackish water at least moisten his parched mouth and throat a little.

     Thomas estimated that he had gone no more than a couple of miles further before it was fully dark. The light of the full moon cast a cold, pale glow over the landscape, rendering long black shadows in stark contrast to the surrounding terrain. Peering into the distance ahead of him, he could dimly make out what appeared to be a jumble of low huts and similarly crude structures that could only be some kind of village or settlement. 

     Maybe I can get some help here, Thomas thought eagerly, subconsciously picking up his pace. They probably hate the English. Everybody hates the English here. Might be able to get some more food and drinkable water for the journey west, if I’m really lucky.

     Coming to the first building in his path, Thomas worked his way around to what must have been the front door, a rickety wooden affair that rattled in its frame when he knocked gently upon it. 

     A low voice from inside hissed something in what he assumed was the native dialect. He knew only a handful of words, and whatever was being said wasn’t among them. 

     “English…er, English deserter,” he tried desperately, raising his voice as though the increased volume alone would help the inhabitant better understand his plight.  “I just want some water…you know, water, and perhaps a bit of food—“

     This time, the reply sounded not only angry, but also more than a little bit desperate, infused with an urgency the cause of which Thomas did not understand. The meaning was plain, however, even if the words were not. They wanted him gone, and quickly.

     Thomas opened his mouth to ask again, but the next sound which came from behind the door was quite unmistakable; it was the distinctive sound of the hammer being dragged back on a musket or some similar large firing piece, locking into place with an audible click. He gulped, imagining the yawning black muzzle pointing at his chest from just feet away, the only barrier between the killing ball and his soft flesh being one flimsy wooden door. There was no way they could miss at this range, even firing blind.

     “Easy, mate. Easy does it.” He tried to inject a note of reassurance into his voice, stupidly raising his hands up slowly to show that he meant no harm. What the bloody hell are you doing that for? It’s not like they can see you, is it?

     “Alright…alright. I’m going, I’m going, alright?” Thomas always repeated himself when he was nervous. It was an old childhood habit that he had picked up in the foundlings’ home, and he had never been able to break it. His imagination was working overtime now, picturing the God-almighty flash that he would probably never even see, when the nervous local pulled the musket’s trigger. He could already feel the agony as the heavy lead ball tore through his chest and snatched the life from him, in what he hoped would be a mercifully quick end to his existence. 

     Incredibly, the fatal shot never came. Although the villager continued to jabber at him in a low voice that bordered almost on the frantic, Thomas was able to back slowly away and then dart sideways, out of the direct line of fire. He collapsed into a shadowy corner formed where the side of the dwelling nestled against a low mud-brick wall. Taking the tall black shako from his head, Thomas ran a trembling hand through his lank, greasy brown hair, which he had just powdered and greased first thing yesterday morning. His hand came away slick with sweat, not all of it due to the Indian heat. 

     Then came the growl. 

     It was more of a low rumble at first, much like that of a feral dog protecting its territory; but Thomas had heard dogs growling before, and no canine throat that he could ever imagine was capable of generating a noise like that. It sparked another jolt of fear in him, something so deeply primal that Thomas was instantly sweating once more, this time from every single pore of his body; the cold, clammy sort of sweat that only accompanied real terror. He could feel his heartbeat thud-thud-thudding away deep inside his chest.

     Whatever it was, it now growled again. The animal was much closer than before, somewhere off to his left if his ears were to be believed. It was hidden from sight by the rising dark shape of the dwelling, and Thomas was sure that he could hear the owner’s voice rising plaintively now, though whether it was imploring Thomas or the animal itself to leave, he could not rightly say.

     Get a hold of yourself, lad, Thomas told himself sternly. It’s likely just a bloody jackal, or something like that. It’s not like it’s going to be a man-eating—

     As if on cue, the lithe tiger-shaped silhouette plodded slowly into view. The beast was huge, Thomas saw in amazement; at least eight feet long if it was an inch, and practically rippling with lean muscle and sinew. Long, curved teeth gleamed menacingly in the moonlight, and it was to those that his gaze was drawn first, taking in every detail of the powerful jaws and wickedly sharp enamel blades in horrified fascination. 

     It was the eyes which seized his attention next. Thomas frowned. In spite of his fear, he could see that there was a definite intelligence there, hiding somewhere in the depths of those twin yellow orbs. The eyes twinkled with an amused malevolence, seeming to regard the young British deserter as though he was there purely for the beast’s own entertainment, nothing more than an object of sport or a toy to be played with. There was something about those eyes, something strangely…human wasn’t quite the proper word, because it implied the capacity for compassion, and those eyes were utterly devoid of that; but they were most certainly self-aware. 

     Thomas could clearly read the murderous intent written there, and saw his own death staring right back at him. 

     Slowly, he unslung the unloaded musket from his right shoulder and brought it to lay across his lap. There was no time to load the damned thing now, he knew. It would take just one wrong move, or maybe even no move at all, and the tiger would be upon him. He dare not risk beginning the laborious process of dropping a ball into the muzzle, thrusting it down with the ramrod, biting the powder container open and priming the pan with the contents. No, any of those things might spook the beast and cause it to pounce. There was just one chance left to him, and a desperate one at that. 

     With trembling fingers, Thomas eased out his bayonet. If you look away, it’s going to have you. Don’t look away, son. Don’t. Look. Away. Without breaking eye contact with the tiger for even an instant, he fumbled the bayonet into place at the end of the barrel, snapping it home with a wince-inducing click. 

     The tiger growled menacingly and took another step towards him. It’s smiling at me. I swear it’s bloody smiling at me. The bayonet was shaking in front of his face, and Thomas realized that in fact his hands were shaking like those of a drunk who had been made to go without for too long. He let out a tiny sob without even realizing it.

     Yet another step forward. The beast’s tail swished languidly from side to side. 

     Something told him that it was now or never. Thomas’s left hand flew up to the barrel of the musket, his right to its usual resting place just above the stock. Letting out a scream that was born half in triumph and half in terror, Thomas lunged at the tiger, thrusting the bayonet out ahead of him for all that he was worth. 

     The tiger swatted at the barrel of the musket with one enormous paw, batting the weapon aside with almost contemptuous ease. The great cat roared in his face, deafening the terrified private, drenching him with spittle and pouring waves of hot, rancid breath straight up his nose.   

     Thomas suddenly felt an unexpected warmth spread across his crotch, realized that he must have just soiled himself in fear. Bugger this. He dropped the musket and bolted. Arms pumping hard, legs working like pistons, Thomas ran as though all the hounds of hell were at his back, fueled by the sure and certain knowledge that each passing moment could easily be his last. His heartbeat was pounding so loudly in his ears that he could barely hear the sound of the tiger pursuing him, but he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the beast was back there, that it had to be back there. 

     Cutting left into a darkened alleyway that ran between two more dwellings, Thomas reached the end and vaulted over a waist-high mud-brick wall. There was no grace in the move, but at least he had cleared the top of the wall with ease. Landing as lightly as a man burdened with a soldier’s pack and uniform possibly could, he ran on, ducking beneath what he assumed was a low-hanging clothes-line before darting towards the rear of the house. 

     He never saw just what it was that finally tripped him, but Thomas felt his right foot strike something hard and solid.  Before he could find out exactly what had happened, he was suddenly sprawled face-down in the dirt, with skinned knees and palms to show for where he had tried instinctively to break his unexpected fall. 

     Scrambling over onto his back, Thomas looked up and saw that the striped predator was stalking towards him from no more than ten feet away. It was advancing slowly, its every movement reeking of a terrifying, calculated deliberation. The deserter’s breaths came in fast, gasping sobs, but the tiger did not appear to even be breathing hard. The great cat gave another low growl, whiskers spreading as the creature bared its teeth once more.  

     Working his way frantically backwards by shuffling on elbows and feet, Thomas suddenly felt something firm and unyielding press up against his back. 

     A wall. 

     Still the tiger kept coming. Eight feet. Seven feet. Six.

     And then, unbelievably, it spoke. 

     “Enough of this game, Englishman,” the animal growled. Its voice was low and menacing, and Thomas could have sworn that the heavily-accented tone also contained an undercurrent of the feminine. You must be dreaming, he thought. What other answer could there be? Vampires he could believe in, had seen them with his own eyes; his uncle Norman had even seen a werewolf once - but talking tigers? It was beyond surreal for him to hear human words coming from such an inhuman throat. “You should never have come here, and I am afraid that it is time for you to pay the price.” 

     With its claws unsheathed and fully extended before it, the great beast pounced upon its thrashing, screaming prey. 

 

Excerpt from the private correspondence of Arthur Wellesley: 

 

Draft of the Description of our March.

 

The British grand army and the Nizam’s army had joined previous to our entering Mysore, and marched together. The former consisted of about 3000 excellent cavalry, five strong regiments of European infantry, all good, and eleven battalions of sepoys, with about fifty pieces of cannon.

The Nizam’s army, under my command, consisted of the 33rd, six excellent battalions of the Company’s sepoys, four rapscallion battalions of the Nizam’s, which, however, behaved well, and really about 10,000 (which they called 25,000) cavalry of all nations, some good and some bad, and twenty-six pieces of cannon. 

The British cavalry generally led the British column, about 500 of the best of the Nizam’s led that of the Nizam; these two generally closed towards each other.

We brought forward from Madras to Seringapatam a battering train, and in fact a moving arsenal. The former consisted of 50 pieces of iron cannon, for each gun of which were brought forward 1200 rounds of shot and immense quantities of powder, and every kind of small stores which are used in our arsenal. 

You may have some idea of the thing when I tell you that when all were together, there was a multitude in motion which covered about eighteen square miles.

Our march was usually as long as those made by large armies in Europe, from ten to twelve miles; we always started at six, and we arrived at our ground about twelve, sometimes later if there were difficulties on the road. We encamped in two lines fronting different ways, and this heap of baggage between us. 

 

WELLESLEY  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

 

Twilight was fading rapidly into night. Two red-jacketed guards stood stiffly at attention outside the large, sun-bleached tent which formed the centerpiece of the British camp. Their muskets were shouldered smartly, but were both primed and loaded, just in case the situation were to require it.

     It took a train-within-a-train of some twenty assorted beasts of burden in order to furnish the structure and contents of this particular marquee, which served not only as the officers’ mess for General George Harris and his command staff, but also as the main headquarters for his Grand Army. 

     Candles which had been placed at strategic locations throughout the tent interior created overlapping pools of golden radiance, chasing away most of the gloom. In what was something akin to a well-rehearsed dance, the mess-servants bustled swiftly and efficiently around the large wooden table which occupied the center of the mess, laying out an expansive array of ornate silver plates, dining-ware, and cutlery in a manner that was both painfully precise and in exact accordance with the current conventions of British high society. 

     The fact that the vampire officers even dared to use the silver tableware said something of their eccentric (some said bizarre) mindset. During regimental dinners and functions, mortal officers would use the silver utensils without giving them a second thought. The undead had no need to eat, of course, but custom dictated that each vampire officer be afforded his own personal set of silverware at the table regardless of the lack of utility involved. Blood was drunk from silver cups to no ill-effect, but even the smallest stroke of a silver knife would scar the vampire permanently, if the blade happened to break the skin. To the vampires, the officers’ dining table was an antiquated but still highly-respected regimental tradition,  which served the purpose of providing a regular and much-needed reminder that they were not, in fact, truly immortal. All that it would take to prove such a point to everyone’s satisfaction would be one mutinous soldier snatching up a knife.   

     Much like the two soldiers standing solemn guard outside, the mess servants wore the standard British Army uniform of red coat, white cross-belt, and gray trousers. A closer inspection, however, would reveal subtle differences to the trained eye. Upon each man’s black shako, a small skull motif was placed squarely in the center of the King’s regimental insignia. A single horizontal black stripe bisected each man’s right sleeve at about the level of his bicep, signifying that the wearer was a special man, one who had been hand-selected for a set of additional duties which were, to say the least, quite above and beyond those required of the average British redcoat. 

     Unlike most regiments of the line, the 33rd did not have a light company, composed of skirmishers and sharpshooters who were highly adept at reconnaissance and picking off the enemy officers during an engagement. This particular oddity of organization was entirely due to the preference of their colonel, Arthur Wellesley. It was he who had taken the decision to establish an elite fighting force within the ranks of what many already considered to be an elite regiment of the line. Colonel Wellesley’s special force was informally known as the ‘Shadow Company’ when spoken of in the collective sense, and its individual members were more simply referred to as Shadows. 

     Wellesley’s rationale for his creation of Shadow Company actually made a great deal of sense to some of the more progressive officers serving on this campaign, and had been a subject of much debate around the mess tables of other regiments. 

     The British Army faced a wide array of threats on the modern battlefield, and each had to be countered in an appropriate manner, at least where possible. Enemy cavalry were best dealt with by a screen of friendly cavalry, for example; but failing that, the correct response was for the infantry to form square and either fight them off or wait them out. There was precious little that an infantry battalion could do in the face of an enemy artillery battery, other than to withdraw, or if circumstances did not permit withdrawal, they had little choice but to stand there and simply suffer the pummeling. 

     And then there were the vampires. 

     Although the origins of vampirism were still a point of heated debate among historians to this very day, what was known was that the vampire was at least as old as humanity itself. Ever since humans had first walked the face of the earth, the undead had walked alongside them; or perhaps more accurately, had stalked them from the darkness and preyed upon them whenever it took their fancy.  

     Physically superior to their flesh-and-blood counterparts, and with relatively little in the way of an Achilles’ heel to be exploited, it is hardly surprising that the vampire species soon found itself at the top of the natural food chain; which was why vampires of both sexes now formed the social and cultural elites of most civilized nations. This also included the command of their armies and navies, which – although it caused a number of difficulties to have officers who would burst into flame if they were inadvertently exposed to concentrated sunlight – was seen as one of the few occupations outside of either government or the monarchy, that might be worthy of a vampire’s time.    

     Usually content to exert control over their companies, battalions, regiments, and armies from horseback, the modern breed of vampire officer could still be an absolute terror upon the battlefield if the situation required it. Anecdotal reports were commonplace of just a single, well-trained vampire officer having cut down hundreds of mortal soldiers, if the circumstances turned out to be right.

     Colonel Wellesley had found it most disagreeable that his own regiment had no better response to the threat of an enemy vampire officer than to counter it with a friendly vampire officer, and therein lay the genesis of the Shadow Company. Handpicking only the very best men from within the ranks of the 33rd, Wellesley had instituted a specialized training regimen that he had developed personally. It was most definitely a work-in-progress, but had undeniably turned out some of the most disciplined and motivated soldiers ever to step foot on the battlefield. This special company also famously had no captain to command it; that honor had been claimed exclusively by Wellesley himself, making them something of a dedicated personal guard.

     During a battle, the Shadows were issued with both silver bayonets and silver-coated ammunition. Such equipment was ruinously expensive, and therefore in very limited supply, but Wellesley considered the financial cost to be more than offset by the tactical flexibility that he had gained through their use. Vampires shrugged off ordinary musket balls without so much as flinching, unless they happened to be shot in the head or heart, in which case there would perhaps be some minor inconvenience involved; but the enemy officer who was taken unawares by a Shadow was going to find himself suddenly having a very, very miserable time indeed. Silver was one of the few utterly certain methods of permanently destroying a vampire, of ending them for all time. It had to hit home centrally - between the head and the middle of the chest - but when silver weapons were properly targeted, their effects were devastating.   

     While some of the Shadow Company mess-servants worked painstakingly in order to set the dining table for their vampire masters, a second team went about the task of rousing those same masters from their long day’s sleep. At the tent’s easternmost inner edge, they had already broken ground with the tips of their long-handled shovels. The men worked diligently and methodically, seemingly mindless of the early-evening heat, heaping shovelfuls of earth one atop the other until several small mounds had accumulated at their feet. The Shadows maintained a respectful silence as their work progressed. Having finally reached a depth of some five or six feet, they unearthed the first in a row of elaborately-carved wooden coffins.

     As with everything else in the British Army, rank hath its privileges, reflected Company Sergeant-Major Daniel Nichols as he labored and sweated in silence along with the rest of his men. You didn’t chatter while you were waking the officers; they didn’t much care for it, and anything that the officers didn’t care for usually ended up in tears for the poor bastards involved if they weren’t very, very careful. 

     Each officer reposed in a coffin whose appearance and gaudiness befitted his rank, and the first to be carefully extricated from the depths of the dry Indian ground was that of General Harris himself. Four golden ropes were coiled up on top of each coffin lid. The far end of each rope had been tied securely to a brass handle, which was in turn screwed securely into the coffin’s side wall. A Shadow took up a firm grip on one rope apiece. These men were no milquetoasts; each had been selected for his physical robustness and outstanding soldiering skills, in addition to his capacity to be trained in the social arts and graces. Although they were not (nor ever were likely to be) commissioned officers, their colonel liked to think of them as something along the lines of apprentice warrior-gentlemen, and therefore set high standards of behavior to match his lofty expectations.  

     Once the lid of General Harris’s coffin had been removed, Dan quickly slipped across to the mess table and poured out a goblet of human blood from an etched silver decanter. The blood was still warm. The army’s quartermaster had come to an arrangement with the local merchants and traders to exchange human blood for either coin or trade goods. A not-insignificant portion of the army’s baggage train was comprised of somewhere around a hundred living, breathing, walking blood supplies, typically poor young men who were deliberately kept in as healthy and well-nourished a condition as possible by their handlers. 

     General George Harris sat up carefully and opened his eyes, blinking several times as they adjusted to the candlelight. He reached out and accepted the proffered goblet from Dan without the slightest suggestion of gratitude, just a simple nod of acknowledgment. The general drained the contents in a single draught, and handed the empty goblet back to him with a curt “CSM Nichols.”  

     One by one, each coffin was hoisted slowly and carefully out of its hole. They were then laid aside in descending order of rank, and Dan set about helping his men remove the lids from the coffins of the 33rd’s colonel, Arthur Wellesley, and his second-in-command, Major John Shee.     

     Now there was an interesting one, our Colonel Wellesley, Nichols reflected. He watched the young officer climb gracefully out of his coffin, his long limbs seeming to naturally unfold as he did so. The colonel was impeccably dressed, despite having lain in a closed wooden box below ground for the greater part of the day. His close-cropped dark hair remained neatly in place, with not a rogue strand to be seen anywhere. Wellesley’s hair had not grown one iota since the night he had been turned as a younger man, and besides, it would soon be replaced with the white wig that he favored. The tips of his ears were slightly pointed, as were those of all vampires. Beneath finely-arched dark eyebrows, a pair of calculating, steely cold eyes gazed out at the world. The source of Wellesley’s nickname, “Nosey,” came from the prominently aquiline nose, which somehow managed to appear more distinguished than ridiculous. Were it not for his deathly pale marble skin and the tracery of blue veins which appeared just barely visible underneath its surface, one might find it easy to forget for a moment that the man was in fact not a man after all. 

     “Company Sergeant-Major Nichols,” Wellesley said, affecting an air of warmth and conviviality that he did not really feel. He accepted a goblet from the Shadow private and took a single sip. The cooks had warmed it, he noted with approval. Cold blood was tolerable to a vampire, in much the same way that cold tea was tolerable to a mortal human. One could live on it, but why would one ever want to? 

     “Did you sleep well, Colonel Wellesley?” enquired the irascible Major Shee, as he stretched his back and massaged the lumbar spine. 

     “Tolerably well, thank you, John.” Wellesley looked down the line of holes that had been dug in the earth by his men. The Shadows had already finished excavating the coffins containing those who held the intermediate ranks of colonel, major, and captain, and had now moved on to freeing the lieutenants, of which there were just a few. Only the most senior and politically-connected lieutenants would be offered the Dark Gift. After all, somebody has to stay awake during the daytime to oversee the business of the army, Wellesley thought drily. That was the main purpose of the flesh-and-blood officers; to a vampire, they were barely one step above the rest of the cannon fodder. 

     In order to actually get anywhere within the British Army, one had to purchase a commission and the multitude of expensive extras that came along with it. Deep pockets and a certain degree of good breeding were therefore a given when it came to the process of officer selection. Only a true gentleman would be permitted to hold the King’s commission, with the exception of those few rankers who managed to gain a field commission on the back of some suicidally-brave exploit. Such men were few and far between, and tended not to rise much higher than the rank of captain. 

    The vampire had invaded the British aristocracy countless hundreds, if not thousands of years ago. Good King George and practically every significant member of the royal household were also vampires (though there were a few notable holdouts and exceptions), along with most of the lords, ladies, and the otherwise high-born gentry throughout the British Isles. 

     Many came to the army having already been turned, and such men held a distinct advantage over their warm-blooded competitors; but for those families who, while being admittedly well-to-do, were not quite to the point at which they were considered a suitable proposition for receiving the Dark Gift, their sons had little option but to seek the commission of an ensign or a midshipman in the army or the navy, and then go on to prove themselves as a proficient “daylight officer” before they would ever be permitted to take the next step: accepting the Dark Gift of immortality.  

     Such a system may not be fair, but one could not argue the fact that it not only worked, but actually worked rather well. Arthur Wellesley himself had come from an old and noble Irish family, but their lineage had not been quite elevated enough to have drawn them into the same social circles which the vampires frequented. It had taken the ambitious young officer several years of hard and often tedious work in order to climb the army ladder, beginning with a commission purchased in the 73rd Regiment of Foot. He had since served in several other infantry regiments, and had even spent a brief spell as a dragoon, before being entrusted with the much-coveted colonelcy of the 33rd. 

     Having seen the face of battle in Flanders can’t have hurt my prospects either, Arthur mused, taking another sip of blood from the goblet, though I would sooner forget that particular experience. Flanders had taught him how not to lead troops, which in itself was a valuable lesson, but had been sorely earned at the cost of many British lives. 

     He had been only a humble major back then, and had learned the hard way of the perils that might befall good soldiers who were entrusted into the care of a bad general. Arthur Wellesley had vowed never to make the same mistakes when it became his turn to command an army, a day which would not be long in coming, or so it seemed to him now. 

     The sickly-sweet warmth of the blood burned his throat on the way down, and he fought the briefest of urges to close his eyes and utter a small sigh of contentment. Such fancies did not befit an officer of good breeding, after all.

     As it was, he had the command of a full brigade of infantry, one that was firmly anchored to the stone foundation of his precious 33rd. John Shee was something of a weak point, Wellesley thought ruefully, but there was little to be done about that now. The man had liked his drink far too much during his natural lifetime, and while he no longer ran the risk of alcohol intoxication as a vampire, Shee had carried over that rash, impetuous nature which was common to so many drunkards when he had been blessed with the Dark Gift. Nonetheless, seniority was seniority, and Wellesley had no real choice but to permit Shee to retain at least partial command of the 33rd, while he himself oversaw the larger formation in person. He would just have to do his best to keep Shee on the straight and narrow. 

     A darkly-tanned young officer ducked in through the tent doorway, tucking a cocked hat beneath his left arm as he came. Arthur recognized him as Lieutenant Clarence Blythe, who had been designated trainee officer of the watch during the daylight hours today. Under the tutelage of a more experienced man (usually a captain) he would be expected to learn the ins and outs of commanding an army encampment while its senior officers slept. Blythe could have been no more than seventeen years old, if he was a day.  

     “My compliments, and I beg your leave to report, General Harris, sir.” Blythe delivered a parade ground-quality salute, braced stiffly to attention before the senior commanding officer. The young officer’s heavily-powdered salt-and-pepper hair was straggly, matted with a mixture of sweat, sand, and dust from the heat of the day.  

     General Harris, by contrast, was impeccably turned out. He swept Blythe with a discerning, inquisitive gaze that seemed to imply some unspecified criticism of his appearance, although this was achieved without actually saying a word. A single upraised eyebrow conveyed Harris’s point perfectly: next time, smarten yourself up before you report to your betters, young man.

     “Mister Blythe.” Harris returned the salute. “What word of the day’s events, sir? Come, I pray you, tell us all.” 

     The General indicated one of the high-backed wooden chairs that he had insisted accompany the officers’ mess on campaign. Blythe gratefully sat down and interlaced his hands nervously on the tabletop before him. They were trembling slightly.

     The poor young fellow must be parched, Wellesley thought sympathetically. He snapped his fingers, indicating the young officer with an outstretched hand. One of the mess-servants immediately brought over some heavily watered wine, which he poured into a goblet and served to Blythe. The lieutenant drank it slowly, obviously thirsty but mindful of the company in which he now sat. 

     Needing no prompting, the cluster of senior officers that had all been freed from their graves, crowded in to hear the news for themselves. Each took a chair around the long table, upon which Lieutenant Blythe had now unrolled a hand-drawn map of the local terrain. The corners were variously weighted down with an inkwell, a ledger, and a brace of unloaded pistols. 

     “It has been a fairly unremarkable day, sir.” Blythe addressed himself specifically to General Harris, who nodded at the young man to continue. “Captain Ponsonby sends his respects, sir, and begs leave to report that there have been no significant enemy sightings entered into the daily log. One or two minor skirmishes between our outlying screen and small bands of the Tipu’s horsemen occurred throughout the day, but we took no losses, sir.” 

     Wellesley felt his lip curl back in irritation. Ponsonby commanded his Seventh Company, and Arthur had never liked the man. Old for the rank of captain, Arthur had soon discovered the reason why shortly after he had first assumed command of the 33rd, for rarely had he seen a more lazy, indolent excuse for an officer, whether in the British Army or any of its allies. It was unfortunate indeed that this was the man who had been appointed to educate young Blythe in the arts of officering today, Arthur mused bleakly. He would have to see what he could do about that. Doubtless the man had his feet up already, and had sent the lieutenant to make his report to General Harris under the guise of ‘field training.’

     “There is just one item of note, sir,” Blythe continued, clearing his throat. “Our scouts did observe quite a large cloud of dust, somewhere to the north of this village.” He indicated a spot on the map that turned out on closer inspection to be a small, finely-scripted marking. Harris leaned closer and read its name aloud. 

     “Mallavelly.” 

     “Quite so, sir. A relatively small and unremarkable place, from what we can see. It is of no real strategic value, except perhaps as a source of fresh water.” 

     “This cloud of dust – it was sighted when?” Wellesley wanted to know. Blythe turned to face him, trying hard not to betray his unease. 

     “Perhaps half an hour ago, sir.” 

     “And this was seen by…?”

     “Native scouts, sir. A troop of the Nizam’s cavalry.” Blythe licked his dry lips, thought to take another sip from his goblet. 

     “Why did they not investigate further?” Wellesley probed, his irritation beginning to show. Was the boy merely inept, or simply being deliberately obtuse? 

     “A band of the Sultan’s horsemen intercepted our scouts before they could reach the village, sir. Our cavalry exchanged fire with the enemy, but neither side wished to press the engagement, what with the daylight starting to go.” 

     What he really means is that our men – the Nizam’s men, Arthur corrected himself silently – allowed themselves to be chased off by a bunch of bloody ragamuffins. So much for the quality of our native ‘allies.’ 

     Wellesley was only too aware that there were precious few natural causes of significant dust clouds out on the open plains. Assuming for a moment that the scouts hadn’t simply observed a sizable dust storm, only a large body of troops on the move made any sense as an explanation to him. Has the Tipu just shown his hand, I wonder?

     When it finally went into battle, the flags streaming above the heads of General Harris’s army would be those of Great Britain; but in truth, there were very few white faces amongst the ranks of that great military machine. Although there was a respectable mix of British artillery, cavalry, and line infantry units, the vast bulk of it was comprised of native Indian regiments supplied by both the Nizam of Hyderabad, with whom the British had struck up an alliance of mutual interest, and the Honorable East India Company, a private commercial enterprise which nonetheless held most of the wealth of India within its increasingly greedy hands. 

     The army that had been placed under the command of General Harris required such an outrageous amount of pack animals in order to move from one place to another that they often ate the already sparse Indian landscape bare of whatever plant-based nourishment grew there.  

     “What other news from our cavalry screen?” Major Shee leaned forward, hands resting casually on the tabletop. He gestured for another cup of blood. “You said, ‘one or two minor skirmishes.’ Please elaborate, if you would be so kind.” 

     “The Sultan appears determined to impede our advance, sir, but without directly challenging us.” Blythe pointed to a spot on the plains located to the west of Mallavelly. “Our cavalry patrols investigated several smaller columns of smoke in this area, no more than two or three hours ago. Somebody – we can only assume that the Tipu’s men are to blame – has begun firing what appears to be every last tree and shrub along our anticipated route of march.”

     “Bugger wants to starve us out,” growled the huge figure seated at Harris’ right hand. All eyes turned towards Major-General David Baird, who bared his prominent fangs in disgust. The tall, muscular Scot had no love for the Tipu Sultan, or indeed for most of the ‘bloody foreigners’ that he had encountered during his years in India. “He’s too much the bloody coward to face us in open battle, so he seeks instead to grind our advance to a halt by striking at our bellies.” 

     “Too cowardly, or too canny?” Wellesley wondered softly. 

     “Hmmm?” Baird demanded. No fan of Wellesley’s, he sounded irritated at the younger man having intruded on the conversation. “Speak up there, Wellesley. What have you to say?” 

     Arthur narrowed his eyes in annoyance, glanced crosswise at the towering Scotsman. Baird is an excellent fighting man, that much I cannot deny. A true soldier’s soldier…but if only his talents in the social graces and the realm of politics were but the slightest fraction of those he has for soldiering, the man would be leading this campaign instead of Harris. Wellesley had precious little time for fools and the ignorant, a trait which he and Baird both shared, but Baird was his superior at the end of the day. At the end of the day…how ironic. I have not seen the end of a day these past few years, and yet still the turn of phrase has remained with me. 

     “Forgive me, General Baird. I was merely thinking aloud.” Arthur gathered his thoughts once more. He cleared his throat with a slight cough. “Say what you will of Tipu, gentlemen, but he is neither a coward nor a fool, if all accounts are to be believed.” Wellesley began to tick off his reasons on the fingers of one hand. “Firstly, he knows that we outnumber him, his 30,000 to our 50,000. Tipu’s soldiers are in part a mercenary army, but their reputation for fierceness and proficiency is well-earned. He has beaten British forces in the field before.” There was general muttering and dissent around the table at this remark. None wanted to remember the humiliating defeats dealt to the British forces twenty years before, during the Second Anglo-Mysore War. Tipu had actually gotten away with the unthinkable, dictating terms of surrender to the British commander, who had had little alternative but to agree and return to London in shame. His shame was not to last long, however, as the Minister of War ordered the luckless General Sir Hector Munro be tied to a gun carriage at Horse Guards Parade just prior to the sunrise. When dawn broke that following morning, honor was publicly satisfied when Munro was immolated in a blazing column of fire which could be seen from clear across the river. 

     His Majesty, King George of England, was a famously unforgiving man. 

     “Aye, that may be so,” Baird rumbled. “But Cornwallis handed him his arse a few years later, didn’t he?” The big General crossed his arms smugly.

     “True,” Wellesley conceded, “but it was a damned close-run thing. When Cornwallis knocked him back on his heels, Tipu used the same method of denying him his lifeline. Crops burned. Cattle put to the sword. Wells poisoned.”

     “Bloody heathen Hindu,” Baird spat. “It’s no way for civilized men to wage a war.”  

     “As a matter of fact, he is a Muslim,” corrected Wellesley, ignoring Baird’s eye-roll and give me strength expression. The Major-General had lost none of his legendary irascibility when he had received the Dark Gift. Perhaps a different tack was needed. 

     “It may seem as though I am splitting hairs,” Arthur conceded, his tone now somewhat conciliatory, “but the key to victory lies in knowing everything possible about one’s adversary. Tipu is a Muslim who has somehow managed to maintain control of a predominately Hindu region, without the populace rising up against him. This is by no means a small achievement, and we would do well not to underestimate him.”

     “You admire him, Colonel Wellesley?” This from Major Shee, who sounded genuinely curious rather than judgmental. 

     “I respect him,” Arthur corrected. “There is a difference.” 

     “Quite so.” Harris nodded his approval. “One does not have to hate an adversary in order to destroy him; and destroy him we shall, make no mistake about that, gentlemen.” The vampire general stood, indicating the fortress of Seringapatam with the pointed nail of one pale, bony finger.  “Seringapatam remains his base of power, and our strategy remains the same. We shall advance upon him in his den, crushing any resistance that we may meet upon the way, then encircle it and lay siege.” 

      “Those walls are rated formidable, General,” cautioned Shee. 

     “Indeed they are. I have seen them with my own eyes,” confirmed Baird. “Formidable, but not invincible. Nothing that the siege guns cannot handle, at any rate.” 

     The siege guns to which he referred were the prize of Harris’ artillery train, two gigantic cannons capable of hurling a 24-pound shot. Most of the other guns could handle 18-, 12-, or 9-pound cannonballs, and were intended to either duel the enemy cannon or blast bloody swathes through his lines of infantry. Not so the siege guns, the sole purpose of which was to reduce the fortified walls of Seringapatam to rubble – or at the very least, to create enough of a breach that the redcoats could enter and then assault the city. 

     “How long do we estimate that it will take to make a practicable breach?” asked Harris. “Days? Weeks?” 

     “No more than a couple of days, General,” Baird responded confidently. “It’s just a matter of picking the right spot to site the artillery, or so Colonel Gent tells me, and then simply keeping the enemy from harassing the gunners while they go about the business of tearing the Tipu a second arsehole.”

     Had he still been flesh and blood, Harris might actually have blushed at the profanity. Save it for the troops, Baird, thought Wellesley disapprovingly. Baird glanced up sharply, flashing his fangs in a toothy grin that was also part challenge. Now it was Arthur’s turn to curse, though only inwardly. He had forgotten that the older and more powerful another vampire was, the more capable they were of reading one’s mind. He bolstered his psychic defenses with a conscious effort of will, erecting a stronger mental barrier against intrusion. 

     “If this is indeed the Sultan moving against us, then we would do well to meet him on the open plain, where our forces have the advantage.” Harris referred to the redcoats’ vaunted ability to fire volley after volley of aimed musket-fire into the ranks of an enemy, an ability that had broken opponent after opponent. “The baggage train shall remain encamped tonight. We shall send out more cavalry scouts to ascertain Tipu’s position in greater detail - General Baird, please see to it.” 

     A rustling sound indicated that the tent flap had just been opened once more. Heads turned to see that Ensign Brigham had been admitted by the sentries. The lanky boy – at fourteen, he truly was little more than a boy – looked to be scared half to death at being in the presence of so many of his superiors at the same time. 

     “Mr. Brigham, pray come closer and give us your news.” Harris’s tone was jovial, a blatant attempt to put the boy at his ease. All those present knew that ice water ran through the general’s long-dead veins. 

     Flushed and sweating, Brigham approached the table with palpable reluctance. 

     “Your hat, Mr. Brigham,” Wellesley reminded him gently. 

     “My…uh, my…”

     “Your hat, sir. Pray remove it.”

     The ensign’s face turned crimson. Eyes shooting straight upwards, he frantically snatched at the front corner of his bicorn hat and tore it from his head, stammering, “my…my…my apologies, sir.”

     “A pardonable offense,” Baird said good-naturedly, but could not resist adding, “this time.” The Major-General flashed the boy the same type of grin with which a cat might favor a mouse, the tips of his white fangs appearing from behind the upper lip. Much to his credit, Brigham did not immediately soil his britches then and there, although all of the blood did immediately drain from his face until it was practically as pale as that of the other officers in the room.

     “I must beg to report, sirs, that word has come in from the main column. Captain Ponsonby’s compliments, sirs, and he reports that one of the men has deserted, sirs.” 

     “One of the men?” asked Baird. “D’ye mean one of our men, or one of the…native men?” The word native was infused with venom and bile. He really does not like them, Wellesley thought guardedly to himself, and that may well be our undoing, if we do not take care. 

     “One of ours, sir,” Brigham nodded. The ensign clutched his hat wretchedly between his fingertips, nervously twisting and turning it without any actual awareness of what he was doing. “A private, sir. From the 33rd.” 

     Baird was on his feet in an instant, slapping the table so hard that a great crack appeared in the thick wood. “A bally redcoat - and one of yours, Wellesley? Good God, sir, this shall not do, d’ye hear?” 

     Arthur’s face remained frozen, impassive and utterly expressionless. Inside, however, his rage was already beginning to build. He stood slowly and said with great deliberation, “I most definitely do hear, General Baird. And I shall attend to the matter. Immediately.”  

     “Best take care of it, Wellesley.” Harris locked eyes with his and the two officers exchanged a meaningful look, one which brooked no misunderstanding. “Make an example. Quickly - before the rot spreads.”

     “You may depend upon it, General. Please excuse me.” 

     In a swirling cloud of dark black smoke, Wellesley was suddenly gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

		

Private Thomas Gilman, late of His Majesty’s 33rd Regiment of Foot, opened his eyes slowly, and wished with every single fiber of his being to be back on parade, even under the all-seeing and sadistic gaze of Sergeant Belton.

     He was lying on a hard tile floor that was composed of hundreds, perhaps thousands of tiny little squares of all shapes, sizes, and colors. Exactly what image the mosaic formed in totality was still up for question.

     When the tiger pounced, Thomas had been prepared to die, or at least as prepared as any man could have been on such short notice. Screwing his eyes tightly shut and taking one last breath of sweet, sweet evening air, he had mentally prepared himself to scream all the way to the imminent meeting with his maker. His mind was already standing on its tiptoes, ready to describe to him in excruciating detail every sensation of those razor-sharp claws and teeth tearing his flesh and muscle into bloody strips and chunks. 

     Then, it had all gone black. 

     Thomas didn’t have the faintest idea how much time had passed, but during his blackout, he had somehow been transported to a grand reception hall or someplace similar in scale and purpose. It was palatial in both size and ornamentation. Brightly-colored silk curtains and draperies bedecked every side of the room, vying for the eye’s attention with tapestries and painted murals that depicted legendary Indian heroes in the process of conducting heroic deeds. The vast majority of those deeds seemed to involve tigers. 

     In fact, tigers appeared to be the dominant theme here, Thomas realized, because everywhere he looked there were tigers. Golden-encrusted tiger statues with precious gems for eyes; tiger-skin rugs and wall-hangings; even the two muscle-bound guardsmen who stood either side of the huge wooden doors wore tiger-striped shirts. 

     With a sudden, sickening jolt, Thomas realized exactly where it was that he must be. 

     The Tipu’s palace. Oh, shit. 

     Sensation was returning through abused and battered nerves, and along with it came a nagging prickle across the length of his right shoulder. Thomas raised a hand and felt something warm and sticky. Blood, he saw. Most of it was congealed now, but he had somehow received a gaping wound just above his right collarbone; when he looked down, the edges appeared ragged and torn, but strangely enough were not actively bleeding any more. Had he been a little less confused, Thomas might have asked himself exactly how it could be that such a nasty wound – the whitely-glistening bone of the clavicle itself was visible through the torn flaps of muscle and connective tissue – was causing him such a small amount of pain. 

      “You are an admirer of my tiger motifs, private?” The voice came from behind him. Its tone was imperious, a voice that brooked no dissent. Its owner was patently a man who was used to being obeyed.

      “Sit up, please. Juldi. Juldi!” There was a double hand-clap, the sound as loud as thunder in Thomas’s still-sensitive ears. Nevertheless, he obligingly struggled up into a sitting position, bringing his knees in close to his chest and twisting his body around to face the speaker. The possibility of not doing precisely as commanded did not even cross his mind. 

     Thomas hadn’t given much thought to the matter, but if he had ever tried to imagine just what the infamous Tipu Sultan might have looked like, the reality now standing before him would have turned out to be very different. 

     The Beast of Mysore was a short, squat, and rather fat little man. A bright orange turban was wounded around his skull, fronted by a tiger-faced brooch which held a large green feather in place between the tiger’s jaws. A turquoise silk jacket, embroidered with several leaping tiger motifs, was belted at the Sultan’s ample waist by a length of golden cord, which itself was crossed with a scarlet sash, the end of which was thrown casually over the Sultan’s right shoulder.

     What really drew Thomas’s eye was the curved sword which dangled casually on a loop of finely-embroidered rope from the Sultan’s right wrist. The blade gleamed, doubtless polished to a perfect shine by some minion. Its pommel was wrought in the shape of a snarling tiger’s head. Remembering his encounter in the village, Thomas could not help but shudder.

     The Sultan paced slowly back and forth in front of him, taking ten or twelve steps at a time before performing a graceful about-face. Each turn was punctuated by an idle swing of the blade, such as a child might do when playing at soldiers. His eyes were intelligent, Thomas noticed – this was not a stupid man, by any stretch of the imagination. Beneath a set of thin, arched eyebrows that met one another in the middle, those dark, piercing eyes were constantly in motion. Those were not eyes that you would want to try and lie to. They had a feral quality that reminded him of…  

     Thomas sat bolt upright. Tipu smiled, white teeth gleaming beneath a prominent mustache.  

     “I can see that you know who I am.” Swish, slash. Pivot. Ten more steps. Twelve. Turn. Slash. “I am right, am I not…Private?” The rank was put as a question, rather than a statement. Thomas nodded nervously. 

     “Yes…sir.” He was unsure of which honorific to use on the man who held his life at the end of a blade, and so fell back on the one that he knew best. “You are the Tipu Sultan, sir.” Then, because it couldn’t possibly hurt to flatter, he added, “The Tiger of Mysore.”

     Tipu seemed pleased with this response; at least, his smile broadened into a wide grin. “You are quite right, Private. Quite right. Perhaps more than you realize.” Stride. Swish. Slash. Turn. “And what, may I ask, is your name?”

     Don’t even think about lying, an inner voice warned. “Gilman, sir. Private Thomas Gilman.” Tipu raised his eyebrows expectantly. “Of the 33rd, sir. His Majesty’s 33rd Regiment of Foot.”

     “The 33rd. I have not heard of this regiment.” The Sultan waved dismissively. “It is of no matter. But tell me, Private… who is your commanding officer?”

     “Sergeant Belton, sir,” Thomas said without hesitation. It wasn’t quite a lie – Sergeant Belton was, after all, a non-commissioned officer – but it was the closest to evasion that he could muster under the circumstances. Surprisingly, the Tipu chuckled. 

     “Yes, yes. I imagine that your answer is correct, technically speaking.” He wagged a finger at Tom in seemingly good-natured chastisement. Like the other nine, it bore a jeweled ring, the centerpiece of which looked rather like a ruby. “But we both know that is not what I really meant.” The Sultan’s face suddenly grew sober. “It would be unwise to test me, Private Gilman. Most unwise indeed.” 

     Thomas somehow knew that the Tipu was speaking the truth. Beneath the facade of bonhomie, a thinly-veiled threat lurked. “Colonel Wellesley, sir,” he blurted. The words went straight to his mouth and out, without stopping anywhere else along the way. “Colonel Arthur Wellesley. But we calls him Nosey, sir. On account of his big, hooky nose, see?”

     “Nosey.” Tipu rolled the word around on his tongue, as though tasting it. “Nosey. Very well. And what manner of man is he, this…Nosey?” 

     Thomas shifted his weight on the floor, trying to work the pins and needles out of his feet. “A hard one, sir. Proper bastard. He’s a flogger.” When the Sultan looked confused, Thomas mimed whipping the air. “You know, sir. A flogger. For anything, big or small, doesn’t matter none to him. If he thinks you did wrong, you’ve had it.” Thomas’s own back was striped. He had been given twenty lashes for looking the wrong way at his sergeant, calling him a bastard under his breath one night when he thought that he couldn’t possibly hear it. But Colonel Wellesley happened to have been passing, and the colonel had heard it, and had sent Thomas to the punishment detail for it. 

     The entire regiment had been paraded, forming three sides of a hollow square. A triangular wooden frame had been put up in the center, and at midnight Thomas had been tied to it by three of the Shadows, who then cut off his shirt, leaving him spread-eagled and naked from the waist up.

     He could still remember the shock of that first lash, the leather biting angrily into the flesh of his back. Never before or since had Thomas experienced that level of agony, had never even conceived of it being possible, but he had gritted his teeth and refused to scream. Never show weakness. Take it like a soldier.

     Shutters came down over his vision, narrowing the entire world down to the patch of dirt in front of the whipping frame. He dimly heard the duty sergeant calling out, “One!” It felt utterly surreal, as though the bastard was calling from the end of a very long tunnel. 

     “Two!” The second stroke of the lash flayed opened the flesh of his back down to the very bone, spilling hot, sticky blood down the length of Thomas’s spine. This time, the scream did come, would not allow itself to be held back, escaping around the leather gag that had been provided by the Shadows not as any sort of kindness, but rather to prevent him from biting off his own tongue while in the throes of agony. 

     Thomas had blacked out somewhere around lash six or seven, which wasn’t all that unusual. A more popular man might have had good mates to smuggle him a bottle of arrack, or something stronger, before the flogging had taken place. Those who went to the whipping post soused often died of the copious bleeding which resulted from it, but they felt a lot less pain than Thomas had been forced to cope with. 

     When he’d been released from the battalion surgeon’s care days later and returned to his tent party, the lads had wasted no time in telling him about what had happened while he hung there like a limp rag doll, lolling weakly against the sturdy wooden frame. 

     “One of them Shadows came up to you with a bowl,” said Flanagan, the big Irishman who was frightened of snakes. “Started to collect the blood from your back, he did. He got a fair old bit of it, too, didn’t he boys?” Collective nods all round. “He started pushing on your shoulders when the whipping was over and done with; looked like maybe he was trying to milk you or something. Bloody disgusting, it was, if you ask me.”    

     Wellesley. Wellesley had ordered it. Wellesley, with his fancy vampire hearing. Bastard. Filthy, blood-drinking bastard. 

     Thomas blinked, was back in the present again. Where had that come from? Being flogged was an experience that he’d worked hard to forget, tried never to think about if he could help it; but looking into the Tipu’s eyes had seemed to draw the memories out of him once more.

     Tipu was smiling once again, and this time it seemed genuinely welcoming rather than forced. “You have no love for this Colonel Wellesley, I am thinking, Private.” 

     Thomas looked him squarely in the eyes once, forced himself to not look away this time. “I ‘ates the bastard, sir.” He shivered again, not fear this time…something else. 

     “Something troubles you?” The Sultan was playing games again, that secretive little smile was back. Thomas frowned. He was sweating, but it was a cold sweat. Both of his hands had begun to tremble. They didn’t normally get like that unless he hadn’t had a drink in a day or two, but this was a little early for the shakes to be kicking in. 

     Thomas suddenly felt nauseous, fought the gorge that was rising up into his throat. His shoulder was beginning to burn now, but just like the sweat, it was an icy cold burning, the likes of which he had never felt before. What in God’s name was wrong with him? 

     “It is nothing to do with God, Private.” Again came the smile. All pretense at charm was gone this time. Thomas hadn’t spoken the words aloud, knew that he had not, and yet somehow the Tipu had known…

    “But it has everything to do with me,” the Sultan finished. Thomas squinted up at him, blinking away the sweat from his eyes. He suddenly felt as weak as a newborn baby, and had to support himself with both hands on the cold tile beneath him. 

     The Sultan’s eyes were glowing a pale yellow, the irises black slits like those of a cat. His teeth had begun to elongate, stretching down from above and up from below. His pug-like nose was starting to broaden and flatten out. Weakly, Thomas attempted to back away, shuffling pathetically as he slid perhaps two or three feet backwards. 

     “You…” he pointed a trembling, accusatory finger. “You’re one of them. A drinker of blood! You’re a v…” Thomas was sobbing openly now, and yet the Sultan simply continued to smile as his face slowly changed. 

“Oh no, Private Gilman. You are absolutely wrong in that regard. There are no vampires, as you call them, in Mysore, other than those which have led you here.” Tipu spread his arms out wide, the sword now dangling from his wrist, forgotten. He was standing directly in front of Thomas, and slowly leaned forwards until those feline eyes were mere inches away from those of the terrified private. “I am something far, far worse.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

It took mere seconds for Wellesley’s insubstantial gaseous form to travel the five hundred yards or so to where he knew Ponsonby’s tent had been pitched. His body now held about the same physical consistency as a column of smoke, and yet somehow always managed to remain coherent when he took to the skies. Air currents did not buffet the vampire body, and it could be steered almost effortlessly by the use of pure willpower.

     The analytical portion of Wellesley’s mind found it extremely interesting that he now found himself thinking of his non-corporeal form as a type of conveyance, regarding it as a means of travel in the same way that a horse or carriage was a means of travel, rather than being his body. Flight was a fast process. He’d tested it once, and had been able to cover the better part of twenty miles in what his fob watch maintained was only a quarter of an hour. It was also a physically draining process, however, even over relatively small distances and durations; being in the air, even if he was simply levitating at altitude rather than moving quickly across country caused Arthur’s blood thirst to swell and surge within him like few other things ever could.

     It was fully dark by now, and the nebulous, swirling dark cloud that was Colonel Arthur Wellesley became substantial once more, his trim red-jacketed form materializing directly in front of two startled sentries. Both men immediately jumped to attention and presented their muskets at the salute. 

     “C-Colonel Wellesley, sir!” The men were stiff-backed and ramrod straight in an instant. Were he in less of a foul mood, they might perhaps have gotten a compliment. 

     “As you were,” Wellesley snapped irritably. Turning to one of the men, he asked: “Where might I find the officer of the day, Private?”

     “That’s Captain Ponsonby, Colonel, sir...’e’s over by the-“

     “Thank you, Private,” Arthur cut him off. For some reason, his telepathic abilities were every bit as stimulated as his anger was this evening. Without making a conscious choice to do so, he plucked the  captain’s location from the upper strata of the nervous guard’s mind. “Carry on.” 

     Sensing Wellesley’s anger, both guards immediately took a single step sideways, allowing their Colonel to pass through into the battalion lines. Wellesley stalked off into the darkness, his temper simmering at the boiling point, ready to flash over at the slightest provocation.  

     It was actually rather rare for Arthur to grow angry any more. In fact, since his turning to vampirism, the intensity level of all of his emotions – whether good or bad - had been muted to something more on the order of a dull background whisper - ever present but usually little more than a distraction for most of the time.

     And yet the capacity for cold, white hot fury was not entirely lost to him, and one of the triggers for that fury was gross incompetence on the part of a subordinate. Even when he had been alive in the commonly accepted sense of the term, Wellesley had never been able to stomach ineptitude. It was one of the few human traits that his acceptance of the Dark Gift had not blunted one iota.

     Vampire hearing was several orders of magnitude more sensitive than that of a dog, when the vampire desired it to be so. Arthur so desired at the present moment, and so his keen ears methodically sifted through the multitude of different background noise patterns that emerged from an army still engaged in breaking up camp for the night.

     Too slow, he thought angrily, far too damnably slow. We ought to be on the march by now…

     Idle chatter and muttered complaints vied with the scrape of utensils upon pots, pans, and plates. Fires still crackled, not yet having been doused, and men rubbed their hands together vigorously before them in order to fend off the rapidly cooling Indian night. Dogs, horses, oxen, and a horde of other animals competed vocally with one another for ownership of the night air. And finally, there – just there, the sound of Captain Ronald Ponsonby’s unmistakably nasal voice, speaking plaintively to one of his juniors…Lieutenant Landridge, was it? Yes, Landridge. 

     “Damn it, Landridge, this is all that bally Sergeant’s fault, do you see?” The captain was at full steam, and Arthur could hear a definite slur to his voice. “General Harris will have my bloody guts for garters for this, you see if he doesn’t. If that bloody imbecile Belton had only stayed alert, blast his eyes-” 

     For his part, young Landridge was barely getting a word in edgewise, and so restricted himself to offering periodic grunts and nods of affirmation.

     The man is making excuses already, I see.  Well, we shall just have to see about that. Had he still been among the living, Wellesley’s face would have been flushed with anger. He strode determinedly in the direction of the two officers’ voices. He found the pair standing outside Ponsonby’s personal tent, which his manservant had not yet struck in advance of the night’s march - another strike against the man. 

     Ponsonby himself was a cadaverously thin rake – and a rake he truly was, if the rumors of his card-playing habits which circulated throughout the battalion lines held any substance. Ponsonby stood in stark contrast to the ruddy, red-faced Landridge, whose shorter and stockier frame plainly hadn’t missed many meals of late.  

     “—job for a sergeant or a corporal. I can hardly be held responsible for every last man in the blasted regiment, can I?”

     Before Landridge could answer, Wellesley stepped from the shadows into the circle of firelight. Neither of the warm-bloods had seen him standing there, their night vision spoiled by the dancing orange flames. 

     “Captain Ponsonby. Lieutenant Landridge.” The two men both gave a start, heads whipping round to face the newcomer.

     “Colonel W-Wellesley!” Ponsonby stammered. Wellesley raised an eyebrow. He might reasonably expect an ensign or a very junior lieutenant to react in such a way, but it was hardly appropriate for an experienced captain. Then again, it had long been his personal belief that in matters of guilt and deception, the culpable party tended to speak first, to speak fastest, and to speak the loudest.

     “Colonel, sir.” Landridge braced smartly to attention. His tone was respectful enough, but contained an undertone of distinct unease. 

     “You may stand at ease, Lieutenant.” At Wellesley’s gesture, Landridge relaxed gratefully. Ponsonby, who had never stood to attention in the first place, now appeared even more awkward. Ignoring his discomfiture completely, Wellesley simply said: “Captain, I believe that you have some explaining to do.” 

     “W-Well, sir, if you are enquiring as to the events surrounding Private Gilman’s desertion—“

     “That is precisely the subject of my enquiry,” Wellesley replied coldly. His blacker-than-black eyes glimmered in the firelight, seeking and holding Ponsonby’s red-rimmed gaze. The guilty man’s eyes darted nervously from side to side in quick, involuntary movements. He is already planning to shift the blame, Wellesley realized. The captain was the one who attempted to drop his gaze first, but Wellesley was now using a subtle glamor upon the mortal man, taking hold of Ponsonby’s mind with his own and steering it gently but firmly towards the direction in which he, Wellesley, wanted it to go: that of the truth. “Do not even think of lying to me,” the senior officer hissed vehemently, baring his fangs threateningly. 

     Ponsonby’s first instinct was to recoil sharply backwards, but he suddenly found himself utterly unable to move. It was as though his body would no longer obey the conscious commands that his brain was desperately trying to send out. Nor would his mouth speak the carefully fabricated words of defense that he had hastily constructed in preparation for this inevitable confrontation. Instead, the captain’s sharply-boned face went completely slack, the eyes glazing over. Ponsonby watched from inside the confines of his own skull in horrified fascination as his own mouth started to move independently of his will.

     “Sergeant Belton is responsible for the men of Private Gilman’s company, sir. I can’t really be bothered to keep an eye on them myself. Such work is for underlings with stripes on their sleeves, not for a King’s officer like me. I had better things to do with my mind, Colonel.” Shut up, shut up, shut UP you blithering idiot! What the hell are you doing? Ponsonby’s brain screamed at him, but his mouth refused to go along with it. 

     “Of course you did, Captain Ponsonby. Of course you did.” Wellesley’s voice was completely different now, as smooth as silk that was wrapped around a razor-blade. “Pray remind me of what those…better things were, if you would be so kind.”  

     “I should be happy to, Colonel Wellesley. Happy to.” I was plotting our column’s route of march for tomorrow, Colonel, I swear it on my very life! At least, this was what Ponsonby wanted to say; but what actually came out of his mouth was: “I was getting drunk as lord, Colonel. On arrack. The stuff’s basically the worst kind of dog’s piss, I know, but there’s more than enough alcohol in it to get the job done. I’d never get through the day without it, to be quite honest with you. Steadies the nerves, you see.” 

     Wellesley nodded, seemingly deep in thought. Details, he thought. The Devil is always in the details. How many times did you notice the odor of arrack on this man’s breath, and simply write it off as nothing more than an occasional tipple taken to grease the Captain’s way through a long, hot day on the march – officers’ privilege? 

     “Lieutenant…Landridge, isn’t it?” Wellesley knew full well that it was, but he took the extra few seconds while the stocky young man nodded in affirmation to reach out and influence his equally vulnerable mind. At the same time, he still kept the Captain’s within his thrall. “I should like to know, Lieutenant, approximately how much in the way of arrack – and other alcohol, for that matter – Captain Ponsonby consumes on a daily basis.” 

     “At least several bottles of spirits, sir,” Landridge answered immediately. “He starts first thing in the morning and usually drinks three or sometimes four bottles before camp is set up.”

     “A wonder, then, that he is still standing on his own two feet.” It was said lightly, but Wellesley’s eyes narrowed and showed that for the lie that it truly was. It had taken a little mental effort on his part to wring the truth from Ponsonby, but practically no effort at all to get Landridge to speak the truth without hesitation. Perhaps the rot has not yet set in with this one, Arthur thought. He did not even attempt to cover up for his Captain, which means one of two things. Either Landridge is possessed of that rarest of gifts, a sense of duty, or there is absolutely no love lost at all between these two men. 

     The vampire released both officers from his glamor at the same time, turning it off as one might casually snuff out a candle. 

     “Colonel, I, I…what I meant to say was—“Wellesley held up a hand with one finger extended to forestall Ponsonby’s desperate attempt at damage control. The fingernail curved to a sharp point.

     “Lieutenant Landridge, you will fetch both the corporal and sergeant who had supervisory responsibility for the deserter.” It was stated as a command, not a request, and Landridge hurried to obey, leaving just Wellesley and Ponsonby standing alone in the circle of firelight. 

     A silence stretched between the man and the vampire. Wellesley intentionally allowed it to reach an uncomfortable length. He could hear the man’s heart beating ten to the dozen, pounding in his chest so hard that it must surely rupture; at least, it sounded that way to his augmented hearing. Beads of sweat burst forth from every pore, dampening the skin beneath Ponsonby’s shirt and heavy wool jacket. It was not the healthy sweat of physical exertion, an odor to which Arthur had been no stranger during the short span of his mortal lifetime, but rather that sickly stink of fear-tinged sweat that also had the mark of the victim about it. 

     Unbidden, Arthur felt his wickedly sharp incisor teeth begin to descend from their sockets, a naturally predatory response to the stench of fear with which he was now confronted. It was rolling off Ponsonby’s body in waves that competed with the ripe smell of the arrack for the vampire’s disgust.        

     “You, Captain Ponsonby,” the word “captain” was positively dripping with disdain and loathing, “are a disgrace to the King’s uniform. Further to that, sir, you are utterly unfit to hold the King’s Commission, least of all in as regiment as fine as the 33rd, sir. Fortunately, this is a situation which is quite easily remedied.” 

     Arthur circled the terrified man now. Seeing the glint of firelight upon the points of his colonel’s teeth, Ponsonby began to blubber. I have no time for this pathetic creature, Arthur thought disdainfully. He clamped his glamor down over Ponsonby’s mind again, but this time with significantly more force, perhaps even a little more than he had intended if the truth be told, but Arthur was angry – angry at Ponsonby for letting his drinking problem get so far out of hand, but every bit as angry with himself for not catching it before now. He prided himself upon having a meticulous eye for detail, was the same officer who had painstakingly weighed his men with fully loaded packs and then timed them over route marches at varying distances, in order to calculate exactly how far he should be able to move battalions and regiments over rough terrain on any given day. 

     The vampire walked around his intended prey in a circle, moving slowly and gracefully in a counterclockwise fashion. Its effect bordered upon the hypnotic, which was the entire point.

     You have been a fool, Arthur Wellesley. This is quite the mistake. Mistakes must be paid for - and payment begins with this…he wanted to think of Ponsonby as a man, but was quite unable to reconcile the shivering, silently trembling creature in front of him with that particular word. 

     The bitter smell of fresh urine assaulted his nostrils. Looking down, he saw that Ponsonby had soiled his britches. His nose wrinkled disdainfully. The glamor still held, though. Ponsonby wanted to bolt and run, his mind was pleading with his body to do just that, but it was as though he were caught in a steel trap, transfixed and utterly unable to move.  

     “A King’s officer, unable to contain himself.” Wellesley made no effort to keep the emotion from his voice now. “One wonders how you were even commissioned in the first place—“

     The vampire struck with the speed of a cobra lashing out. The fingers of one hand snatched a handful of hair and jerked the astonished Ponsonby’s head backwards and to the side. Although his eyes bulged from their sockets, the still-glamored man’s facial expression did not change one whit. Wellesley sank his teeth into the exposed plane of his neck, just above the point at which the trimmed collar of the uniform jacket ended. Bright red arterial blood gushed from the two puncture wounds, spurting into Arthur’s open mouth. 

     It was as though a wave of sweet, fiery intoxication was sweeping through his body, working its way down from his head towards his feet. It burned as it traveled, this familiar, ecstatic wave; the life-giving essence working its way from cell to cell within the vampire’s body, cleansing, rejuvenating, exhilarating. Arthur was suddenly lost in a haze of delirium, staggered backwards two steps as he temporarily lost the  steadfast iron grip that he usually maintained over himself. 

     With the vampire’s mind now elsewhere, the glamor released itself. Ponsonby’s body began to twitch and jerk spasmodically. Arthur clutched the dying captain’s lanky frame tightly to his own, almost crushing it with newly-invigorated muscles. 

     The men, he thought drunkenly. The men…must not see me like this, unmanned and devoid of control. Yet he could not tear himself away from the rich supply of that coppery sustenance; a thousand wild horses could not have done so. He waved one hand, and with a whoosh the fire went out in a shower of sparks, casting them both into a darkness lit only by the small pile of glowing embers which remained. 

     When he finally opened them, Wellesley’s eyes both glowed with a pale red light, two perfectly luminous circles piercing the dark wherever he looked. Coming back to his senses, he suddenly became aware of the barely-twitching lump of dead meat that was still pressed to his chest in a death grip. A subtle crunching told him that he had broken not only the man’s ribs, but also most of the other major bones in his body. 

     A low moan came from Ponsonby’s tortured throat. I have crushed his windpipe, Arthur realized with distaste. He has been more than sufficiently punished for his failings. There is no sense in prolonging this further. Moving more quickly than the human eye could see, he grasped the brutalized captain’s head firmly with both hands and twisted it in a complete half-circle, all in one swiftly fluid motion. It was accompanied by a sickening crunch as the cervical spine snapped. 

     Arthur heard the once-mighty gallop of the man’s heart suddenly stop beating. His dead weight sagged lifelessly against his own rigid body, and he allowed the corpse to fall limply to the ground, where iIt lay sprawled in a heap, fractured arms and legs splayed at unnatural angles. 

     Wellesley was suddenly aware of another heartbeat—no, two. Both raced along at great speed, just as Ponsonby’s had done mere seconds earlier. 

     “Lieutenant Landridge, Sergeant Belton.” These men know their place, and more importantly, they know yours. You owe them neither explanation nor apology. Nonetheless, he said, “It appears that Captain Ponsonby’s affection for alcohol has finally caught up with him.” Which is true enough, from a certain point of view. “I am afraid that his neck appears to be broken. Mr. Landridge, please arrange for his body to be taken to the regimental surgeon so that it may be dealt with appropriately. You shall then report immediately back to me.”

     “At once, Colonel.” The lieutenant hurried to obey. 

     “Sergeant Belton, you and I have much to discuss. Walk with me.” 

 

 

 

Wellesley did much of his best thinking while he was walking. He much preferred to stroll in the company of those with whom he had any form of business, for the simple reason that it did not become a British officer to pace back and forth – such behavior might be misinterpreted as nervousness by the rank and file, and that would never do. 

     The two men walked at a fairly comfortable pace. There was a distinct spring in Arthur’s step now that he had just fed, and it was such that he had to work actively to suppress the urge to break into a faster clip. Belton matched him without effort, but his nervousness was betrayed by the manner in which he walked, hesitantly trailing a half-step behind his regimental commanding officer. 

     “One of your men appears to have run,” Wellesley said at length. He appeared calm once more, his bloodlust sated and anger diminishing with every passing step. Mercifully, equilibrium was returning.

     “Yes, sir. Private Gilman. Ran at sunset, sir, when we were starting to break down the camp.” 

     “Do you usually maintain such a loose hold on the men under your charge, Sergeant?” Wellesley chided. The two men were wandering through the British lines without any apparent destination. Although   officers possessed their own personal tents (or coffins, whichever the case may be) most of the redcoats had no such luxury, sleeping rough on the hard ground in whatever patches of shade they could find during the daylight hours, and huddling up in their greatcoats for warmth and shelter on those rare occasions when the army remained in camp overnight, as this night looked to be. Soldiers stood and saluted their colonel as he passed their newly-established cooking fires. He returned every one, had never been one of those officers to marginalize the customs and traditions of the army. 

     “Why did the man run, Sergeant?” The question was asked without anger or accusation. It simply sounded curious. 

     “Well, I, er…permission to speak frankly, sir?” 

     “Permission granted.” Wellesley’s tone implied that frankly had better not be too frank.

     “It’s like this, Colonel. Gilman wasn’t a bad lad at heart, or so it seemed to me, leastways. Oh, he had a bit of trouble when he first took the King’s shilling, but nothing too horrible, like. But then he…he…changed.” 

     Wellesley raised an eyebrow, suddenly had the sneaking suspicion that he knew the direction in which the conversation was now heading. Nonetheless, he asked, “What do you believe caused this change, Belton?”

     The man seemed almost embarrassed to reply. “He called me a bastard, sir. Under his breath, like, so as I couldn’t hear him.”

     A flash of understanding. Now that he had been prompted, Wellesley could recall the incident as though it had taken place only yesterday. “But I did hear him. Yes, I remember the incident clearly now. I had the man placed on report for it.”

     “Yes, sir. Gilman got twenty lashes for that, and he was never quite the same after that, begging your pardon sir. I had him in mind for his own set of stripes, Colonel, but his manner had changed. He developed a bit of a rebellious streak, if you follow my meaning. I think that ever since then, he was just looking for his chance to run. ”

     “And tonight, he found it.” 

     “Just so, sir.” Belton nodded. “Told Higgins that he was going for a p—, I mean, that he was going to relieve himself. Higgins thought nothing of it, didn’t get suspicious until the lad had gotten a good twenty minute head start in, and by then it was too late. Nobody admitted to seeing the boy go, which is probably the truth; it’s a big camp, after all, and them in the baggage train had their minds on breaking down the camp, not watching out for a redcoat out and about on his own.” 

     Any eyewitnesses would probably have simply assumed that Gilman had a permission slip signed by an officer, Wellesley mused. Who would have paid attention to just one more redcoat in a whole sea of them?   

     Wellesley stopped suddenly, forcing Belton to backtrack a couple of steps. 

     “Do you think that Private Gilman was treated unfairly, Sergeant?” 

     Those red eyes locked with Belton’s own and refused to let go. No glamor was being employed, but it was very, very difficult to lie to the owner of eyes like that. Instead, Sergeant Belton braced up as though on a parade square and chose the safer option. “Not for me to say, sir.” His tone was neutral, while at the same time managing to speak volumes.  

     Spoken like a true sergeant. Wellesley sighed, looked away. “A politic answer, Sergeant, and as it transpires, it also happens to be the correct one. Personally, I take no joy in flogging a man, but discipline must be maintained, lest our army fall apart.”

     “Yes sir.” 

     “It is of disciplinary matters that I wish to speak now, Belton. We cannot allow a deserter to evade British Army justice. It would set a precedent of the most dangerous sort.”

     “Agreed, sir.” With growing unease, Belton suddenly realized where the conversation was now heading.

     “Good, Sergeant. Very good. The closest settlement appears to be this village to the north named Mallavelly. It would seem to be the most reasonable first destination for our deserter, a place where he might try to obtain food and perhaps some clean drinking water. You will therefore take a detachment of six men to the village this evening. Search it thoroughly, but with all due courtesy and respect to the inhabitants – we are not here to make enemies of the local population, after all. But locate Gilman and bring him back here so that a more…permanent form of justice may be served.”

     “Six men, sir? What if there’s enemy about?” 

     Wellesley drummed his fingertips of one hand impatiently on the hilt of his sword. “A strong detachment of cavalry scouts is preparing to sweep the area to the north of us, even as we speak. If the Tipu’s forces are abroad, it shouldn’t be too long before we know about it; in which case, we’ll all have bigger things to worry about than a single deserter.”

     “You may depend upon me, sir.” Which was the only answer that Belton could give, under the circumstances. He had caught the tail end of Nosey bleeding that jumped-up, drunken little bastard Ponsonby to death. There was no way he was going to get on the Colonel’s bad side. No way in hell.  

     “Good. Carry on, Sergeant.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The tiger lay stretched atop the form of the prostrate British redcoat. Its jaws were pressed firmly to the man’s exposed throat. At regular intervals, the great beast growled unconvincingly, and its victim countered with equally artificial cries of distress and pain, one hand moving weakly in a repetitive up-and-down motion. 

     Tipu watched with feigned interest for a few more minutes as the tiger savaged the Englishman over and over and over again. 

     “Enough, Raju.” With a wave of his hand, he signaled for the guard who was operating the crank handle to cease. Obediently, the man stepped backwards from the wooden figures and bowed respectfully to his master.

     Tipu had spared no expense in the crafting of this automata, an almost life-sized wooden representation of that most revered of all animals, the tiger, which was in turn goring that most hated of all enemies, an Englishman. It was to their enemies that he had gone first, to a visiting French major of engineers, in order to help design the intricate and yet remarkably robust pipe organ that was cunningly concealed within the tiger’s body. Once built, “Tipu’s Tiger” as it soon became to be known, was given pride of place behind his gigantic tiger throne, where it was used by turns to amuse and intimidate visitors to the fortified palace at Seringapatam, depending upon the Sultan’s fancy at the time. A member of his personal guard would crank the tiger’s handle at increasingly fast speeds, until the sounds emitted from within the internal network of pipes achieved the desired effect.

     This normally amused Tipu, raising his spirits up out of the doldrums, but for some reason it was failing to do so this evening. 

      “May I ask what troubles you, Your Majesty?” 

     Surprised, Tipu turned to face the newcomer. He had not heard Jamelia approach, so focused had he been upon his own thoughts. 

     At first glance, it would have been easy to mistake Jamelia for a concubine of some sort. Barely into her twenties, she had the prominent cheekbones and the proud, haughty face which typified the nobility, along with the sort of unblemished dark brown skin that demanded constant care and attention when one lived in the harsh climate of a place such as Mysore. 

     Look more closely, however, and the keen eye would reveal that the toned and muscular body of a trained warrior was expertly concealed beneath that brightly colored orange and black tiger-striped sari. Those rangy arms and legs had seen far greater exertions than that which might have been demanded in the Sultan’s bed chamber, a room in which she had in truth never stepped foot; they were the sort of limbs that had performed countless forceful thrusts, strikes, and kicks, all delivered with the intent to cripple or kill an opponent. 

     A sash of light blue silk encircled her waist, picked out with golden braids. A jewel-encrusted dagger was also belted there, curved and wickedly sharp inside its tiger-ornamented scabbard. Its hilt also formed the roaring head of a tiger. Still more gold ran through her lustrous black hair in the form of an elegant tiara, the centerpiece of which was a large green emerald that had been carefully set to sit in the precise middle of her forehead. 

     Rather than walk in the submissive manner so favored by the other females of Tipu’s court, Jamelia moved with that fluidly confident grace which was more typical of the born warrior. She appeared to be ever alert, constantly appraising her environment for any threats which might arise. 

     Jamelia was one of the very few truly remarkable women who had successfully passed the stringent testing process to become a member of the Sultan’s elite personal Tiger Guard since its inception. The tests required such strength, speed, and innate ruthlessness that only the most aggressive, powerful, and cold-blooded candidates were admitted to the Guard. The others were simply buried in unmarked graves beyond the walls of Seringapatam, their names erased from memory, and were never spoken of again.

     She had risen swiftly through the ranks of the Tiger Guard until she had become the first among equals, not by laying on her back – as some malcontents dared to whisper, though never within her earshot – but based purely upon her sheer competence, ruthlessness, and innate strength. One might choose to underestimate Jamelia, and indeed many had done so over the years, but it was generally a mistake that one only ever got to make the once.    

     “Troubled, my dear? Not a bit of it,” Tipu replied. “Preoccupied, perhaps. Yes, preoccupied with our friends, the English. And I must confess to more than a little surprise at seeing you returned here so soon. It has been no more than, what, three days since I dispatched you with our army. Has something gone wrong?”

     “Nothing of the sort. Our cavalry under Tamar Singh have carried out a little slash and burn, as you directed.” She spread her hands expansively. “We have not engaged the British. Our horsemen are firing everything in their path. We shall leave them precious little with which to feed their livestock, Your Majesty.”

     “What of the main force?” 

     “Undetected, when I left two hours ago. We are camped behind a series of hills, not far from the village of Mallavelly. Picquets have been deployed, along with a number of our…special scouts to reinforce them.”

     “Perfect, Jamelia. You have done well.” She nodded in acceptance of the Sultan’s approbation. “Now, all that remains is for the British general – Harris, I believe – to take the next step into our trap, which I suspect he will do tomorrow.”     

     Jamelia adopted a casual stance, arms crossed. “This General Harris – what do you know of him?”

     “Precious little. The man is no fool; the British are not in the habit of promoting imbeciles to high command, for the most part – although there are exceptions.” They both smiled at that. “He has, as the British say, whipped their army into the proper shape, sometimes quite literally. We would do well not to underestimate them.” 

     “I do not fear these red-coated men,” Jamelia sneered. “Nor am I afraid of their traitorous lackeys from Hyderabad. I have bested them in battle before, and I shall best them again.” 

     “I truly believe that you shall, my little tigress.” Tipu extended a hand and caressed her cheek with affection. Jamelia smiled, though it never quite reached her eyes. This was the one man in all of India who could get away with condescending to her so. Any other man would have lost his eyes or his manhood. “Come. Let us talk of how we shall crush these dogs on the plains of Mysore.”

     Behind the huge throne – elaborately carved, like so much else in this room, in the shape of a rearing tiger – was a table, on which was spread a detailed map of the region. Mallavelly was too small to rate inclusion, but Tipu pointed to its approximate location, knew the area quite well. “The British are currently encamped here, I have been told. Just here is the village in which we picked up our guest. Their intent is obvious.”  

     “They mean to drive directly on to Seringapatam and dethrone you.”

     “Just so,” Tipu nodded. “March, besiege, and storm. Such is the British way of war, and Harris is almost certainly a general of the old school.”

     “Our walls are strong, Your Majesty. As are our soldiers and our cannon,” Jamelia said passionately. Her confidence in the army of Mysore was matched only by her disdain for the British, Tipu knew. “The British Army is large, and with size comes bloat. You have established food stores and other supplies aplenty here in the city. Let the British encircle us. We can simply wait them out. The weather shall soon turn to monsoon, and their army will wither and die on the vine.” Jamelia was one of the few Indians who had received a classical British education, and it showed sometimes in her manner of speaking.     

     “Yes, our walls are strong,” the Sultan agreed. “But they are not impregnable, for that wall has never been built - nor shall it ever be. Our enemy possesses a number of heavy cannon, and their artillery officers are masters in the employment of such weapons. True, we have reinforced our inner and outer walls, and we also have a few other unpleasant surprises in store for the British, but it is inevitable that they shall make a breach, sooner or later. Unless, of course, we thin out the herd before they arrive.” 

     “Which is precisely why you dispatched the army three days ago,” she smirked. Tipu matched her grin with a toothier one. 

     “Just so, my dear. These are the hills of which you speak?” He indicated a patch of high ground just beyond the village to its north and west, and Jamelia nodded. The British were only a stone’s throw away, he saw. This was too good an opportunity to pass up. Tipu tapped the area around Mallavelly repeatedly for emphasis. “Then it is here that we shall bait our trap.”

     “Before leaving, I had left orders for my commanders to deploy the field guns and infantry here on the high ground, where they will have the greatest advantage,” Jamelia said. Her expression seemed almost vacant, however. She was seeing the battlefield in her mind’s eye, focusing on every wrinkle of terrain, the village of Mallavelly, and the slope leading up to the high ground beyond it. “Tease the British with a prize – something valuable enough to be worth biting off, yet not so tough that it cannot be easily chewed.”

     “Cavalry.”

     “Yes, Your Majesty - cavalry,” she agreed. A demonstration before the British, nothing more than that. The point is not to engage them; that will come later, all being well. Our goal shall be strictly to entice them to follow us. Once they are fully committed and their soldiers’ blood is up, our cavalry will withdraw. The British will follow, and if all is as Allah wills it, the trap shall be sprung.” Jamelia was not a Muslim herself, but had no hesitation in invoking the Prophet’s name if it would get her what she wanted from the Sultan. 

     “The British will follow our cavalry right into the mouth of our field guns and infantry,” Jamelia went on. 

     Tipu nodded. “It shall be an utter rout, my dear. Once our cannon have pounded their infantry into submission, I shall direct our own infantry to conduct a direct assault; and if any should survive that, our cavalry are more than capable of flanking whatever remains of the British force and slicing it to ribbons.”

     Tactically speaking, it was a sound plan, Jamelia knew. But so much depended upon Harris and his field commanders doing exactly what the Sultan wanted them to do. She was sure that she could make it work, or at least some variation of the overall plan, but if the British did something unexpected, her own battle plans were going to have to remain flexible. But then, flexibility was what the Sultan paid her so handsomely for…just not in the way that most people thought. 

     Her lord was energized once again, reinvigorated now that battle strategies were starting to take shape. In his mind’s eye, he could already see Harris’s army, broken and bleeding on the sun-baked plain. 

     “What are my orders, Your Majesty?” 

     Tipu did not hesitate. “It is not even midnight. You and I shall return with all speed to the army – it should take no longer than two hours at the outside, if we run fast. If all preparations can be made in time, we will attack with the rising of the morning sun. Just as their…gentlemen officers are returning to their burrows for the coming day.

“Let us see how well the British fight without their vampire generals.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Sergeant Nathaniel Belton was a large man, probably larger than was good for him, if the truth be told. His love of food and copious amounts of alcohol saw to that. Unlike the late and unlamented Captain Ponsonby however, Nathaniel never let the drink interrupt the performance of his duty. Pissed as a newt on his own time, but never a drop on the army’s - that was his philosophy. 

     Despite the slowly but steadily expanding waistline that required him to take his trousers to a seamstress every few months in order to have them widened, Nathaniel saw himself as a decent sweat of an NCO, a son of the old school; the type of soldier who had spent a lot of nights outdoors over the years, huddled with his mates around campfires, or standing guard duty when his turn came. He had also stood in more than his fair share of battle lines, loading and firing, trading musket balls (and sometimes even bayonets) with whichever enemy of the King his officers told him was the target that day. 

     Yes, Nathaniel had been around. He knew how the army game was played, knew how to get the job done – and had a reputation to match. It was, he suspected, the main reason why the Colonel had allowed him to live, or at least given him the opportunity to set things straight. 

     He checked his fob watch again. A quarter ‘til midnight. Let’s get this over with, he thought. If we can find the little bugger’s hiding place, we might still make it back to camp before dawn and get a bit of shut-eye.

     Nathaniel collected his musket and fighting gear from the pile in which his company stored it, though he doubted that he would need even one of the sixty musket balls. Standards and appearances must be maintained, as the colonel himself liked to say. What’s the point in having a musket if you can’t fire it? 

     Morale was high among the men. The 33rd had found itself right in the center of a division comprised mostly of native sepoy soldiers. Nathaniel had watched them perform at drill. Some weren’t half bad, especially those backed by the coin and training of the East India Company; but others were downright awful, and he knew those battalions would fold when the first shots were fired, unless he missed his guess. Not so the King’s troops, however. Colonel Wellesley might be a stickler for the rules, but he knew how to run a fighting regiment, that was for sure. Under his watchful eye, the 33rd trained daily, whether in quarters or campaigning, in which case they trained on the march. It had reached the point where their formation close-order drill and musketry went like clockwork, meeting even the Colonel’s most demanding expectations. The 33rd had proved itself capable of being able to fire three volleys of well-aimed musket fire every minute, sometimes four when the conditions were right. Nathaniel had seen regiments who could barely fire two rounds a minute, toy soldiers such as the local yeomanry and militia units that “guarded” England’s shores from invasion – while the proper soldiers were off overseas, taking care of the real business of soldiering.  

     The men of Nathaniel’s company had already eaten, and were stretched out around their fires, fast asleep and snoring.  Some were still awake and enjoying a crafty drink or two. Nobody was going to get drunk tonight, the corporals and sergeants would make sure of it - for if the Tipu’s men turned out to be nearby, they redcoats would need to be able to march hard and to shoot straight. Many had already bedded down for a nap, enjoying this unexpected opportunity to snatch a little extra sleep. 

     A handful of those married men whose wives were on the official compliment and who had accompanied the regiment on the voyage out to India when it had first deployed, were off in dark corners of the lines, enjoying their spousal benefits. 

     Nathaniel sighed. Perhaps it was time for him to marry again. It had been months since his Maggie had died of the fever. Hadn’t he mourned long enough? With a conscious effort, he pushed the question aside. Time enough for that later. 

     “Higgins. Teague. O’Donnell. Hogan.  Let me see…Barnes. Miller. On your feet.” He applied his boot judiciously to a number of indistinct forms who slumbering beneath thick grey blankets, receiving groans and imprecations by way of reply. “Up, up, you shower of bastards. On your feet. Full fighting kit. We’ve got extra duty.”

     He had chosen these six men with great care, not only because they were six of the biggest, beefiest soldiers in the company, but also because none of them had seemed to be particularly close friends with Thomas Gilman. That should mean that there would be less chance of them letting him slip the net, which in turn would allow Nathaniel’s own neck to slip the noose, as it were, if they caught up with him in the village.

     Despite the grumbling, all six had rolled up their blankets, secured them with their packs, and stood smartly in a line before their Sergeant. Each had a musket slung on one shoulder, and Nathaniel was pleased to see that each also carried his cartridge box and bayonet. Don’t reckon we’ll need those pig-stickers, but you can never be too careful. 

     “Alright, my lads,” Nathaniel said loudly, injecting a note of cheer into his voice that he most assuredly did not feel. “Here’s what’s up. I know it’s late. I know it’s cold. I know you’re bleeding tired.” Nods and muttered assent came from the gathering of soldiers. “But we’ve been given a job to do – a special job it is – by the Colonel himself. And we ain’t going to let him down, are we?” 

     The silhouettes of six heads shaking in agreement were just about visible to him in the gathering darkness. You did not let Colonel Wellesley down. Not unless you wanted your back striped, or worse.

     “Good lads. Here’s what we’re going to do. You all know that Private Gilman took leave of ‘is senses earlier tonight and ran, stupid bastard that he is. The colonel doesn’t take kindly to desertion, lads, and an example has to be made. Private Gilman has already been flogged, but now he’s really gone and done it.

     “He can’t have gotten far. Unless he went out into the open plains, in which case he’ll be dead inside of a couple of days, he has to have gone to ground in that village. There ain’t many other sources of water for miles and miles, unless he wants to drink that muck from the fields. You mark my words, lads, we’ll find him cowering in one of them huts. If he puts up a fight, we’ll give him a bit of a slapping about, but nothing too rough, understand?” More nods. “The colonel wants him back alive and in one piece, and I’m not about to disappoint him. Any questions? Good. Alright, boys. Off we go then.” 

  

   

 

 

The small party of redcoats marched out of the British lines after arranging a password with the sergeant in charge of the night guard. “Tiger” would be the challenge, and “slayers” the response. Might as well think big, Nathaniel thought to himself. 

     Making their way northward under a crystal clear night sky, the soldiers had covered barely a mile when dark outline of the village  came into sight on the horizon up ahead of them. There were no cooking fires or any other sources of light out there that he could see. 

     Foraging parties would be sent here after daybreak, with order to fill skins and barrels of water from the village well before the day’s march – unless the Tipu had ordered it poisoned, which was a distinct possibility.  

     “Here we go, lads,” said Belton quietly when they were about two hundred yards from the first building. “Load.” The soldiers had marched with unloaded and unprimed muskets, to prevent an accidental discharge from occurring if one of them happened to trip or stumble. Now all seven made their weapons ready, but did not cock them. Hopefully it would not be necessary to fire a shot. 

     “Fix bayonets.” 

     The men worked at the half-time, sliding out the wickedly sharp triangular blades and affixing them to the end of their musket barrels. 

     “Advance.” 

     Seven red-coated figures slunk into the streets of the shadowy village. All was peaceful and quiet, just as one would expect at this ungodly hour of the morning. 

     “Teague. O’Donnell. Take that building there.” Belton gestured towards one of the huts with the point of his bayonet. “Hogan, Higgins…that one there. You two, with me.” Surprisingly nimble for a man of his size and age, the big sergeant took a three step run-up, planted his right foot firmly on the ground, and drove his left boot hard into the front door of the closest home. Once, twice, and then his foot was through, the door splintering under the force of his assault.

     The three soldiers piled inside. A woman’s scream answered their intrusion, high and shrill. What seemed to be the mother of the family placed her arms protectively about three small children. 

     “Let’s see what we’ve got here then…” Private Barnes began to rifle through the family’s belongings. 

     “Oi! We’re not here for that!” Belton thumped him on the shoulder. “If Nosey catches you looting, you’ll wish you’d never been bloody well born.”

     A tall, long-haired figure lurched at them from the darkest recesses of the hut. Nathaniel caught the gleam of a blade in its upraised hand. This will be daddy, then. Without bothering to shout a warning, the Sergeant simply reacted, bringing the butt of his musket up and swinging it forcefully into the figure’s chest. The man hissed explosively, crumpling to the floor. His knife skittered away to rest at the feet of the woman of the house. 

     “English! English!” Davey Miller, a kind-faced young lad from West Yorkshire, spread his hands in what he hoped to be a reassuring manner. “We just want the Englishman, we’re not here to hurt you or your family.” From the look of puzzlement on the cowering woman’s face, she hadn’t got the faintest idea of what he was talking about. Her gaze shifted anxiously to the man who was spread-eagled on his face, mewling piteously in pain. 

     “He’ll be alright love,” said Belton soothingly. “Private Barnes, what have you got back there?” The private had disappeared into the shadows at the back of the room. Nathaniel could hear him rummaging around back there, could hear the rustle of blankets and of other fabric being turned over and pushed aside. 

     “Nothing, Sergeant. Place looks clean.” Barnes emerged empty-handed, though what goodies he might have secreted in his pockets was anybody’s guess. Rather you than me, son. If Wellesley catches you, you’ll wish you’d never been born.

     “Okay then, on we go. On to the next house.” Nathaniel stepped out into the street. He could hear a similar disturbance coming from other huts now, as the villagers began to wake up. Oddly, nobody was coming out into the street to see what was going on yet. Hopefully that musket butt to the chest was as much violence as they would have to use tonight.  

     Rounding a corner, Nathaniel just happened to look up for a moment, and what he saw made him frown. Off to the west of the village, up there on the crest of that low line of hills, something shiny was glinting in the darkness. He frowned. There shouldn’t be anything up there, those hills were supposed to be barren and empty. The column had planned to pass around them that evening when it moved out. He thought that perhaps it was one of the cavalry patrols that the colonel had spoken of, off to sniff out the enemy. 

     He squinted. There was something else shiny, off to the right of the first object. Its shape was unnatural, the silhouette low, square, boxy. And another, to the left of that. 

     Nathaniel opened his mouth to speak. It was then that he heard the gunshot. 

     Privates John Teague and Robert O’Donnell both came backwards out of the doorway to their assigned domicile. The men were moving at the double-step, and he saw that the barrel of O’Donnell’s musket was smoking. 

     “What the bloody hell are you two playing at?” Belton demanded. “We said minimal force—“

     A second shot rang out, this time from inside the hut itself. The doorway was briefly lit up with a brilliant orange flash, followed by the sickening thump of metal meeting flesh. Teague groaned, dropping to the floor with both hands clamped to his right thigh. Inky dark blood was gushing from between his tightly-pressed fingers, already forming a puddle on the ground below.

     “The filthy Hindu bastard shot me, sergeant,” Teague hissed through gritted teeth. 

     Both musket shots had been deafeningly loud, shattering the still night air for miles around. 

     Still nobody emerged into the street. 

     “Miller, Barnes, get in there and have the bastard.” Belton’s dander was up now. Nobody shot one of his men, orders be damned. “O’Donnell, bind that wound up for him. We—“ He was interrupted by the sound of a distant drumming, far away at first but seeming to grow louder by the second. He looked towards the western edge of the village, the general direction from which it seemed to be coming. Nothing. 

     Nathaniel continued to look upwards, into the dark hills beyond Mallavelly’s western edge. Then he saw it. 

     “Oh Christ,” the sergeant murmured under his breath. “Now look at what you’ve gone and done.”

     For up there, coming down the mountainside at a swift trot, was what appeared to be a massive force of enemy cavalry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Colonel Arthur Wellesley was deep in consultation with Generals Baird and Harris, leaning across the big regional map and poring over the terrain with an eye towards the next stage of the Grand Army’s march. 

     “It is approximately twenty-five miles to Seringapatam, at least, if we were to march directly there,” Harris mused aloud. “But with Tipu burning out everything in our path, it may be wiser for us to take a more…circuitous approach.” 

     “Aye, General,” Baird agreed. “We’ll not bring the oily little weasel to battle in a fair fight, out in the field. He’ll wait for us behind his walls and claim the defender’s advantage. But if we approach Seringapatam along a different axis than that which he anticipates, we just might be able to grab some more forage for the livestock.”

     “That could make all the difference once the monsoons arrive, and our supplies are running out,” Harris said. 

     “Another possibility might be to—“All three suddenly stood bolt upright. 

     “That’s gunfire,” said Wellesley, beating the others to the punch.

     “Aye,” agreed Baird. “It’s faint, right enough, but that’s one of ours…that’s a Brown Bess musket, if I’m any judge.” 

     “But that most certainly was not,” Arthur said a few heartbeats later. Blessed with heightened vampire senses, they had each heard the musket shots, though just barely. The latter was something coarser than a British weapon, probably something local, and using a different quality of powder. He frowned “It will doubtless be the party which I dispatched to Mallavelly in order to retrieve Private Gilman. With your leave, General, I shall go and investigate.” 

     “By all means,” answered Harris, returning to the map once more in an attempt to refocus his thoughts. “By all means. Now, as I was saying, General Baird…” 

     Turning away from the table, Wellesley took flight. 

 

 

 

 

After a swift flight in his nebulous form, what awaited him in the streets of Mallavelly was a distinct surprise. 

     Arthur was drawn almost immediately to the smell of coppery blood, which turned out to be leaking from the thigh of Private Teague. When the Colonel found him lying on his side in the shadow of a low mud wall in one of the village side streets, the enlisted man was pale, as pale as Wellesley was, in fact. One of his companions had tied a strip of rag tightly around his upper thigh in an attempt to control the bleeding, but the heavy lead ball with which he had been shot must have severed a major artery. Much of the crotch and right thigh of his trouser leg was saturated with blood, which continued to leak through the thick cloth. 

     Private Teague’s plight would have to wait, Wellesley realized. He had assumed his physical form in a sheltered spot close to where the smell of blood was heaviest. Sergeant Belton and his five healthy soldiers formed a protective semi-circle around the wounded man, bayonets fixed and pointing towards the wider street in which the body of a local inhabitant lay lifeless in the dust. A cheap and weather-beaten pistol was held limply in the dead man’s hand. 

     “Colonel Wellesley, sir—am I glad to see you!” The relief was almost palpable in Belton’s voice. Arthur could practically smell the fear on his body and that of his men. 

     “What is happening, Sergeant?” 

     “Cavalry, sir. Bloody Indian cavalry!” He pointed towards the western end of the village for emphasis. Seeing nothing, Wellesley took several steps out onto the broader dirt lane which ran through the center of the village. There, too dark for the human eye to make out in any detail but presenting no challenge at all for a vampire’s sight, he could plainly see a single file of horsemen moving slowly towards their position. The horsemen wore turbans, marking them out as native cavalry, and even without the tiger-striped vests which marked them as a part of Tipu’s army, Wellesley knew with absolute certainty that none of the Nizam’s cavalry had yet gone out on patrol this night, as they were still saddling up back at the camp. 

     “They are the Sultan’s cavalry, surely enough.” 

     “What are we to do, sir?” Sergeant Belton called out beseechingly. 

     Wellesley’s cold, red eyes flashed in his direction. “Stay here.  I shall be back, and I shall bring the army. If the enemy should reach you before I do…be sure to give a good account of yourselves.” He knew that the horsemen would capture the small party long before he could make it to the lines and back, but what else could he offer them? 

     Raising both arms out to his sides, Arthur closed his eyes for a moment and began to gather the energies necessary to levitate. He did not change form completely; rather, he simply reduced the solidity of his body just enough that he was able to ascend smoothly straight up into the air. Continuing to rise vertically, he reached a height of perhaps two hundred yards, and then stopped, hanging motionless in mid-air. To those men on the ground, whether British or Indian, he was all but invisible, a dark shape against a dark background. 

     He saw that Tipu’s cavalry were numbered in the hundreds, and more were entering the village with every passing moment. 

     This is no mere patrol that has been sent out to investigate the musketry in the village, Arthur realized. For one thing, it has arrived too soon after the shots, and for another, there are far too many of them. He counted over two hundred horsemen already coming downslope towards the village, with plenty more behind then. Some had sabers drawn, whereas others held aloft a long spear or lance.

     Simply by willing himself to move forward, he glided towards the sloping north-western rise that lay just beyond the village itself. A gentle breeze ruffled his hair. The enemy cavalrymen remained oblivious, focusing their attention entirely upon the village to their front. As he gained a little more height and achieved a better vantage point, Arthur’s eyes widened in something very close to shock.

     How had what appeared to be the entire enemy army gotten this close to them without General Floyd’s cavalry patrols finding out? 

     For the Sultan’s men had been busy. A number of artillery batteries were being manhandled into place on the low ridgeline that ran to the west and north of Mallavelly, including a couple of the monstrously heavy 24-pounders. Between the guns were scattered companies of infantry, a horde of which were also congregating in a large depression in the ground directly behind the low hills. There, they would be perfectly sheltered from any artillery fire that the British could possibly put down on them.   

     “This is a trap,” Arthur whispered, somewhat incredulously. “We have been humbugged, by God.”    

 

 

 

 

 

“Tipu is on the march!” 

     The dark, swirling cloud of Arthur Wellesley’s traveling form suddenly coalesced and solidified in the very center of General Harris’s tent. The tone of his voice demanded the attention of both generals, and immediately received it.

     Harris cut straight to the point. “Where, and how many?” 

     “I did not have the time to make an accurate count, but they number in the thousands. Their main force is concentrated upon the hills to the west and northwest of the village, sir. Tipu is leading with his cavalry, but I also saw infantry and artillery emplaced along the ridgeline. There were even a number of war elephants, of all things…” 

     “Bloody elephants?” Baird sounded incredulous, but knew better than to doubt Wellesley’s report. Despite his personal distaste for the man, the brawny Scot knew that he was a reputable soldier. There were elephants in the British baggage train too, but they had no place in the actual order of battle itself. “It’s barbarism, plain and simple,” he muttered to himself.

     “Then there is no time to waste.” Harris strode to the tent opening, and called out in a loud, clear voice, “Adjutant. Adjutant! Gather the officers and assemble the men! All ranks are to form up immediately and prepare to march.” Under his breath, he said, “So the Tipu means to bloody our nose, does he? We shall see who comes out of this with the cleaner snout, by God.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Before leaving the great palace at Seringapatam for the front lines, Tipu had dressed in his grandest finery for what he just knew, without a shadow of a doubt, was to be his day of great victory over the British invaders. 

     He had reached the position of his army, behind a line of hills just to the north and west of Malavelly in a little over an hour, for he and Jamelia had run themselves hard; Jamelia had stuck to him like glue throughout the entire journey, never falling back, never seeming to tire. They found the army making a cold camp, with heating and cooking fires strictly forbidden to avoid tipping off the enemy to their presence.

     Tamar Singh, the respected commander of the Sultan’s cavalry, welcomed them both upon their arrival. Despite his fifty years of age, Singh was as lean as a whip and every bit as deadly. A Hindu by faith, he was a spiritual man at heart, yet more than willing to raise sword and lance against those who would invade his homeland with the intent of despoiling it. 

     “Your Majesty, it is a pleasure to see you here.” Tamar Singh bowed low, sweeping his tiger-skin pelisse back over his left shoulder as he did so. Tipu despised the pelisse, a fundamentally useless fashion accessory that was modeled after the affectation so beloved by the French cavalry. It was theoretically supposed to guard the wearer’s shoulder against the swipe of his enemy’s sword, or so his cavalrymen liked to claim. Tipu suspected it was rather more about cutting a dash, as the English liked to say, but it was good for the morale of his horsemen, cost him little, and so he tolerated it without complaint. 

     “Tamar Singh, what news of the British?” the Sultan asked eagerly. 

     “They remain blissfully oblivious of our presence,” the horseman replied with a wolfish grin. “One can see their campfires, if one climbs to the top of this ridge. In fact, Your Majesty…?” Tipu nodded eagerly, allowed his cavalry commander to escort him to the top of the hill that they had all been standing behind. Jamelia followed several steps behind them both, one hand resting lightly on the hilt of her sword, vigilantly scanning the darkness for threats. Tamar Singh was careful to climb only high enough to allow the Sultan’s head and shoulders to clear the crest; even in this darkness, he did not want to run the risk of a glinting piece of the man’s flamboyant jewelry to betray their position to the enemy.

     The British camp was visible in the far distance from his vantage point just below the top of the ridgeline. As Tipu gazed out to the south, he saw a mass of tents and a large number of scattered campfires spread out across the plain. He then looked to either side of him and saw a line of field guns deployed along the edge of the crest. The crew of each gun dozed fitfully around the wheels, and Tipu noted with satisfaction that buckets of water, spikes, rammers, sacks of powder, and baskets of shot had all been laid out within easy reach of the gunners, in readiness for when the shooting started.

     “These guns command all of the ground around the village,” the Sultan observed, immensely pleased with their siting. From here, he felt like a demi-god, ready to unleash fire and lightning upon his enemies in the world below. 

     “We will move the infantry into position upon your word, Your Majesty,” Jamelia explained. “They will take position on top of the ridge, exactly where we are standing now, but only after the British have committed themselves to assaulting our artillery batteries.”

     Tipu nodded. Bait the trap with something juicy, draw them in, and then crush them. “Then all that remains is for us to give them a rude awakening, and to lure them out into the open.”

     “The British columns generally march at night,” she told him, a note of uncharacteristic concern entering her voice. “I had expected them to have broken camp by now, and already be marching in this direction.”

     “The British have gotten lazy and complacent,” Tipu said dismissively. “They think that we mean to simply sit behind the walls of Seringapatam and let them travel through our lands without impediment. We shall disabuse them of that notion soon enough.”

     “What are your orders, Your Majesty?” asked Tamar Singh. Tipu could tell from his posture and tone that the man was itching for a fight, a quality which he found much to his liking in his field commanders. 

     “Once you are satisfied with our defensive position here, allow the men a few hours more rest. You have cavalry screens out, in case the British are out reconnoitering?” Tamar Singh nodded. “Then we attack at dawn,” Tipu said simply. 

     That decision did not appear to sit well with the commander of his cavalry. “Your majesty, please forgive my impertinence, but why not simply attack them now?” Tamar Singh pleaded. “My horsemen can fall upon the British camp like the tiger upon a lamb. Before they know what has hit them, we shall have killed thousands, and perhaps put the others to rout.” 

     “Jamelia?” Tipu deferred the question. That this was a test of her abilities of generalship was evident in his tone. As ever, she did not disappoint him.

     “Were this any ordinary army, I would agree with you,” Jamelia explained carefully. “But this is not an ordinary army. Consider their officers – the vampires, as the British like to call them. In the darkness, they have the advantage over our men - perhaps not our Tiger Guard, but certainly over everybody else. Their officers are supernaturally strong and fast, and it is said that they have the ability to fly through the air and turn their bodies into smoke.”

     “I have heard such things also,” Tamar Singh conceded. “But these beings are few and far between are they not – in positions of leadership only? Their foot soldiers are mortal men, and those we can kill with ease.” 

     “Even a handful of their vampire officers may turn the tide of battle, if used in the right way,” interjected the Sultan. “The ability to observe our positions from the air; to coordinate their forces with mental powers which we do not yet understand; even employing a handful of the more powerful vampires in the role of champions upon the field, could all be potentially devastating to our army. To my army,” he corrected himself.

     Jamelia elaborated upon the key points of her strategy. Her intent was to bait the British out into the field in the early hours just before dawn, when their generals would be faced with a genuine dilemma: to deploy with their troops and run the risk of being caught out in the open when the sun rose, leaving them vulnerable to its rays, or to retire to their earthen holes and let the far less experienced junior officers lead the fight. Either way, the tiger-soldiers of Mysore would be at a distinct advantage over their heathen opponents.

     Or so it seemed, until the sounds of gunfire began in the village below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Mounted on his favorite stallion, a robust charger by the name of Diomed, Wellesley spurred briskly forwards at the head of a large column of troops. 

     It had taken an amazingly short amount of time to get the men stood to and formed up into ranks, and although the undead no longer had functioning pores, Arthur had almost broken into a cold sweat that entire time. If they fall upon us now, we are doomed, he thought. Those horsemen would cut through this camp like a knife through wet canvas. The picquets would be overwhelmed almost instantly, Arthur knew, smacking a fist angrily into the palm of his other hand. 

     We have allowed ourselves to grow complacent, and now it may have cost us dear. 

     Yet incredibly, the cavalry attack had not come. As the minutes ticked by, the 33rd were fully formed up into their ranks and joined on either flank by not only by men from the native cavalry regiments (who should have been out scouting the enemy positions, Arthur thought irritably) but also the better-trained and equipped British Dragoons, whose presence reassured the men considerably. There were even galloper guns, light cannon attached to horse limbers that could keep pace with the marching infantry and provide some up-close artillery support. 

     Floyd has the cavalry, Arthur reminded himself. The Major-General has a cool head and a steady hand. We shall be well-supported there, at least. Of the Nizam’s men, I am not so sure. 

     Harris had divided them into two separate columns. Colonel Wellesley commanded the first, while General Baird had been given the second. “Attack,” Harris stated bluntly. “Attack, and attack with all that you have. Maintain a small reserve as necessary, of course - I shall leave the details up to you. But hold nothing back. If we can defeat Tipu’s army in detail, then we can end this here, and save ourselves the bloodbath of hurling men at the walls of Seringapatam.” 

     “Did ye see the damned Sultan up on that ridge when ye were out there, Wellesley?” Baird demanded. The man was practically salivating at the prospect of a fight, Arthur saw. It was well-known that Baird’s accent thickened when his blood was up. 

     “I am not sure,” he was forced to admit. “I made only a swift estimate of their numbers and composition, and returned immediately to make my report.” 

     “You did right, Colonel Wellesley,” Harris reassured him.  “You did right. Time is of the essence now.”

     “Aye, you did right sure enough,” Baird agreed reluctantly, shoving his distaste for the whippersnapper colonel to one side now that they were going into battle alongside one another. “Because if he’s up there, then we’ve got the rum little bastard cornered.” 

     “If their numbers are anything to go by, a significant proportion of the Sultan’s army awaits us along that line of hills,” Arthur said. “Based upon his reputation, I find it difficult to believe that he would not accompany them into the field.” 

     “Then that may be his final mistake,” the Scottish general hissed. The enormous claymore sword scabbarded at his belt would see to that, Baird had decided.  

     “Indeed it may. Off with you, gentlemen.” Harris narrowed his eyes, the only change in a face that was otherwise an expressionless mask. “Go and skin yourselves a tiger.”  

 

 

 

Baird superseded Wellesley in both rank and seniority, and was therefore well within his rights to dictate strategy, Arthur was only too aware. But the old vampire was no fool, and had not achieved his position without merit. 

     “My boys will be on the right. We’ll take the enemy head on, and push those buggers out of the village,” the general stated without preamble. “Colonel Wellesley, you shall have the leftmost of our two divisions. How many men d’ye have?” 

     “Seven hundred steady redcoats, give or take, from my own regiment, and five battalions of sepoy troops, General. Somewhere on the order of 6,000 men.” 

     “That should more than suffice. I shall be obliged if you would flank the enemy position to their extreme right, Wellesley, there on the western end. See if you can get into their rear and wreak some havoc back there, do as much mischief as possible, d’ye see?” 

     Wellesley nodded, seeing the wisdom of this approach. One column of troops to fix and hold the enemy, one to hook around the back and beat them decisively. He and Baird would maintain a necessary degree of separation and move their columns independently, but would not be so far apart that they could not offer mutual support to one another if the situation called for it. 

     “And how might my men be of service, General Baird?” Commanding not only the 19th and 25th Light Dragoons, but also four regiments of native Indian cavalry, Major-General Floyd had a mighty punch at his disposal, thousands of horsemen, although the quality varied from regiment to regiment. That should keep Tipu’s cavalry from our backs for a while, Arthur thought. 

     “Pray have them screen our advance, General Floyd,” Baird answered earnestly. “Above all, keep the Sultan’s horse from our flanks. Do that – secure my back – and Wellesley and I shall between us skin a cat before daybreak. Eh, Wellesley?” He let out a bray of laughter, wide-eyed and flashing teeth, their former enmity now forgotten in the hours before battle.

     Arthur smiled drily, not quite matching Baird’s exuberance, but agreeing with the sentiment nonetheless. He was pleased to see Baird at least attempting to make common ground with him, determined to accept the olive branch. 

     “Yes indeed, sir. We shall have him, General Baird. We shall have him.” 

 

 

 

Sitting high in his saddle, Tamar Singh gripped the pommel tightly with one hand and stared intently at the approaching columns of enemy soldiers. His mount stood at the south-eastern edge of the village, where the outskirts of Mallavelly merged with the sparse plains to the south. That’s it, English. Take the bait. Come and push us back out of the village. We are just a poor band of horsemen, no match for your precious redcoats. Come on…that’s it…

     A scuffle off to one side broke him from his reverie. He looked across to his left and saw a pair of dismounted cavalrymen half-leading and half-dragging what appeared to be a British prisoner through the darkness towards him. The man wore a red jacket, Tamar Singh noted with sudden interest, and on its sleeve were the three white chevrons of a sergeant. 

     “And what have we here?” the cavalry commander asked rhetorically. 

     “We captured this Englishman a few moments ago, General,” said the smaller of the two, bobbing his head respectfully. He was holding a curved dagger to the underside of the prisoner’s jaw. “The dog was cowering behind a wall, along with others of his kind.”   

     “How many others?” 

     “Six others, General. One was wounded. We put him out of his misery.” It was said completely without emotion. The group of cavalry that had discovered the small gaggle of British soldiers in the village had offered them one opportunity to surrender; recognizing that they were hopelessly outnumbered, Sergeant Belton had complied, ordering his men to place their muskets on the floor beside them. The Sultan’s troops had moved in swiftly and bound the able-bodied redcoats’ wrists and, with the exception of their sergeant, gagged them with strips of dirty cloth. It was only then that the Sultan’s troops had used their curved sabers to hack the luckless Private Teague to death. 

     “Bloody heathen bastards!” Nathaniel had roared, earning himself a vigorous smack on the back of his head from the stock of a cavalry carbine. He had stayed quiet after that. 

     This man may have useful intelligence, Tamar Singh pondered. Even if he does not, the Sultan may have…other uses for the prisoners. Besides, after a brief but hopefully convincing show of force, he would be pulling his cavalry back up the western slope, daring the British to follow. 

     “Secure the prisoners to your mounts,” he decided at last. “When the retreat from the village begins, be sure that you are among the first to leave. Take them directly to the Sultan.” 

     “It shall be done, General.” The man offered a salute, which Tamar Singh returned, and then the two captors turned to drag the sergeant away towards their horses.

     Tamar Singh directed his attention back towards the advancing British. They were closer now, perhaps four hundred yards away. He could see the white cross-belts of each man, steadily brightening as the column drew nearer. A second column was peeling off to his right. They are trying to outflank us, Tamar Singh realized. They must think that we are fools.

     Two hundred of his dismounted cavalrymen stood brazenly in plain sight of the British at the south-eastern edge of the village, where a number of low mud-brick walls offered at least some small amount of cover. Their horses were being looked after by their comrades, and were waiting for them back in the village. 

     Their carbines were smooth-bored weapons, shorter than the long-barreled muskets of the infantry, but with the great benefit that they could be conveniently fired and reloaded while on horseback. A skilled rider could even do it while his mount was still on the move.   

     “Make ready!” Tamar Singh called, his voice carrying afar on the quiet night air. The two hundred carbines came up to the men’s shoulders. There was no point aiming at this range, the balls would scatter to the four winds over such a distance; nonetheless, Tamar Singh wanted to at least try to make it look convincing. He waited for the British to get close. 

     Two hundred yards.“Aim!” The men tightened their grip, steadying their weapons and sighting on the center of those approaching white crosses. 

     One hundred yards. 

     “FIRE!” 

     Two hundred balls exploded from the muzzles of the cavalry carbines. Each ball was subject to the vagaries of air temperature, the lightly gusting breeze, any deformities that had been cast into the cold iron barrels during manufacture or nicks that had worked their way in with repeated use, and a host of other factors that would rob them of any real accuracy.

     Many of the balls went either high, low, or wide, kicking up puffs of dirt and dust as they hit the ground. Not all, though – a handful struck  enemy soldiers, usually in the thighs, shins, or feet. One unlucky private was wounded in the groin, squealing and yelping like a kicked animal as he sank to the ground with his hands cupping the bleeding ruin now hanging between his legs. 

     “Keep bloody moving!” one of the sergeants growled. “Close those ranks there. Close ‘em up.”

     The British kept coming, as Tamar Singh had known they would. With that one single volley of fire, his demonstration attack was done. He had challenged the redcoats to a fight. As proud as he was of his tiger-striped horsemen, he was also a professional soldier, and not ashamed to admit that his dismounted cavalry wouldn’t last for long against the disciplined volley fire of veteran British redcoats. 

     “Withdraw!” he bellowed. Without any semblance of order, his soldiers simply turned and ran, bolting for their mounts. Had he cut it too close? Would the British break into a charge? 

     Apparently not. The column continued its implacable march towards the village, but Tamar Singh’s cavalrymen were well-practiced in leaping onto the backs of their mounts and making a fast getaway. Just before their commander turned his own horse to join the withdrawal himself, he caught sight of a large man riding alone on horseback off to one side of the British advance. The figure caught his eye not only because of its solitary position, but also due to the kilt that he wore instead of the more traditional long trousers. The man waved what looked to Tamar Singh like a very heavy sword which had a basketed hilt, high above his head, alternately circling the blade and bringing it down to point the tip in the direction of Mallavelly. 

I shall have to look out for this one, Tamar Singh decided. He has the look of the true warrior about him. 

 

 

 

 

Baird preferred a weapon with a bit of a heft to it, which is why (like a number of Scottish officers) he favored the claymore over the more traditional slimmer blades favored by British officers. This particular sword had been in his family for generations, and it rarely left his side nowadays, even going with him into his coffin when he retired there for the day. 

     In the days before he had accepted the Dark Gift of immortality, the young David Baird had relished the cleaving power of the weightier sword now sitting comfortably in his right hand; even today, when his strength was now supernaturally multiplied many times over from what it had been in the prime of his youth, he still maintained that affection for the sword. There was simply something that felt fundamentally right about a Scottish officer being kitted out with both kilt and claymore. 

     Baird’s charger walked slowly but surely forwards, easily keeping pace with his proud lads of the 74th. The ground had turned from solid plains into mushy swamp, which kept the formation’s marching speed down. His vampire eyes swept the landscape ahead, seeing through the darkness as easily as if it were broad daylight. The General was easily able to pick out the skirmish line of enemy cavalrymen that was strung out across their present line of advance, and he wondered whether the Sultan’s men would actually stand and make a fight of it. He certainly hoped so.  His mood grew even more ebullient when the first volley crashed from the barrels of their carbines, causing little more than minor irritation to the advancing columns of British infantry. 

     Perhaps they are going to stand after all, he thought brightly. If so, it would be over in short order. Baird’s preference was for his men to fire just a single volley of musketry into the ranks of the enemy, then lower their bayonets and charge. Reloading a bayoneted musket could be a bit of a bastard even for experience troops in the face of the enemy, and one volley was usually sufficient to soften up the enemy formations – when followed up with a spot of liberally-applied cold steel, the enemy lines tended to shatter.

     Suddenly, the Tipu’s horsemen turned tail and ran, pouring cold water all over Baird’s good mood.

     Barry Close, who was Harris’s deputy adjutant-general, galloped up to General Baird’s side and fell into step with him. “They’re running, sir!” he said cheerfully. Close was a seasoned old campaigner too, a man who had made the army both his life and his undeath, and showed no signs of leaving it for anything else. He was that rarest of animals in the British army, a master in the art of getting things done. Baird rather liked him.

     “Thank you for pointing out the obvious,” Baird responded drily. 

     “Are we to pursue at the charge, General?” 

     Baird seriously considered it for a moment, finally decided against it. Extending a brass telescope, he had just taken his first proper look at the sheer amount of artillery that the Sultan had deployed on the ridgeline behind the town. “No,” he finally decided. “The enemy is arrayed in force at the top of that ridge, and at any moment now we shall be within range of his heavy guns. I suspect that the pathetic excuse for a volley that ye saw us receive just now was nothing more than an attempt to draw us into that killing ground.” Baird gestured towards the village with his claymore. 

     Leading the men on a wild goose chase in pursuit of the cavalry would be a bloody stupid thing to do, Baird knew. It would serve only to take the wind from his soldiers, and their ordered ranks would be almost impossible to maintain if they actually passed through the village itself. True, the buildings of Mallavelly should provide some limited form of shelter (or at the very least, concealment) from the Sultan’s artillery fire, but it just would not be worth it in the long run. 

     “We shall wheel to the right,” Baird decided, seemingly on impulse. “My compliments to the regimental commanders, and they are to swing their companies around the eastern edge of the village. Once clear of the outskirts, the division is to pivot back to the left, turning westwards once more to approach the enemy’s position from its left flank.  Would you please arrange for the orders to be given, Close?”

     “You may depend upon me,” the vampire adjutant replied equably.  Touching his spurs lightly to his horse’s flanks, he galloped off towards the closest regiment, in search of its commanding officer.  

     The battle plan had changed on the spur of the moment, but Baird simply did not feel comfortable with leading his men directly into the mouths of that many guns. If the bastards load cannister, they’ll wipe the floor with us, he thought to himself, seeing in his mind’s eye the carnage that just one single cannon could wreak when firing the dreaded storm of metal balls into the enemy ranks at close range.  

     No, Baird decided, he and his men would mirror Wellesley’s attack but on the opposite flank, and hopefully buy the young colonel and his division enough time to stick a poker right up the Sultan’s heathen arse. 

     This is a gamble, Baird acknowledged silently, but a reasonable one. Let us hope that the butcher’s bill which we must pay does not turn out to be too devilish expensive. 

     He sighed, balefully eying the commanding heights which buttressed the village to its rear. 

     Now it’s up to you, Wellesley. Show me that you’re more than the perfumed prince I have always taken you for. Give them hell and prove me wrong about you, my boy. Give them bloody hell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

“The 33rd will form line! Smartly, now.” 

     Arthur Wellesley had no need to employ any of the preternatural trickery granted to him by the Dark Gift in order to command his men. Even before his transition, the young officer was fortunate enough to have been blessed with that natural air of authority which was required of any good King’s officer.

     The redcoats, advancing steadily in column of march, began to peel off in their half-companies. It was a maneuver that they had practiced over and over again on the parade square back in England, and still more when they had arrived in India. Despite the rough, uneven ground beneath their feet, the line of battle took shape with a degree of smoothness that bore testament to the many hours of drilling which lay behind it. 

     Seven hundred men had quickly and efficiently fanned out into two long lines, the bayonets tipping their still-shouldered muskets gleaming in the cold starlight.   

     Some regiments sang or cheered their way across the battlefield, but not the 33rd. Although their Colonel approved of the fifes and drums which beat out a steady, reassuring cadence that bolstered the nerve of his men, he would allow no voice to arise from within the ranks. “It is too near an expression of opinion,” Wellesley had pointedly remarked once, when asked about the practice at the dinner table late one evening. “Allow them to cheer one minute, and you open the door for them to boo you the next, do you see?” 

     Shee and Wellesley trotted alongside one another in companionable silence, looking for all the world as though they were doing no more than taking in the night air, rather than advancing upon a heavily-defended enemy position. Baird’s division had at first been making good time out there on their right flank, marching directly upon Mallavelly itself, where a host of the Sultan’s cavalry waited to greet them; but now his infantry were beginning to slow, the British line growing slightly uneven with each passing moment. 

     “It would appear that General Baird’s men are getting bogged down in front of the village,” Wellesley observed with just a touch of concern in his voice.  

     There came a volley of massed fire. Both officers recognized the distinct sound of carbines discharging, rather than the heavier muskets that were carried by the infantry.

     “They’ll never hit anything with carbines at that range,” Shee observed cheerfully.

     “Quite so,” Arthur agreed, his tone contemplative. “Which means one of two things. Either the commander of the Sultan’s cavalry is an incompetent—“

     “That’s not what the reports say.”

     Wellesley glanced sideways at Shee, the only outward expression of his annoyance at being interrupted. “—or, as seems more likely, he does not have the slightest intention of trying to hold the village at all. This is probably nothing more than a ruse, intended to try and draw our men into the village…and straight into the mouth of their artillery.”

     Major Shee opened his mouth to reply, and then stopped himself as the truth of Wellesley’s words became apparent. Their volley spent, the Sultan’s cavalrymen were fleeing for their mounts. “It appears that you are right sir,” he conceded at last. “They’re running, blast their eyes.” 

     The paths of the two British formations were starting to seriously diverge, with Baird’s division swinging around to the east of Mallavelly and Wellesley’s hooking across to the west. That hadn’t been the plan that he and Baird had agreed upon, but Arthur was confident that he could already read the general’s reasoning for having deviated from it. Facing that many emplaced cannon head-on would be suicide for unsupported infantry, which had doubtless been the Tipu’s hope.    

     There came a distant bang, only a dull thump to the men of the rank and file, but heard quite clearly by their vampire officers. Then there came another, almost directly on the heels of the first. Although the smoke wasn’t visible in the darkness, it began to wreathe the far ridgeline, pushing out in a plume from the barrels of the larger-bore cannon. 

     “That’s a long shot for artillery,” Shee observed critically. “What did you see up there when you reconnoitered, sir?”  

     “Mostly eighteen pounders, some twelves, a few nines, and a pair of twenty-fours. I would hazard a guess that those are what we are now hearing.” 

     It was sometimes possible to actually see a cannonball mid-flight, at least during the daytime, and assuming that the ballistic arc was such that the projectile was silhouetted against the clear blue sky. Some optimistic soldiers tried to dodge them, with varying degrees of success. The same wasn’t true at night, and so there was nothing to be done but receive the incoming fire. 

     The first round fell well short of Baird’s formation, slamming into the ground some fifty feet ahead of the front rank of the 74th Regiment of Foot. Muddy water fountained into the air as the heavy ball plowed a furrow through the swampy ground, finally coming to a halt off to the left of the British line. 

     The crew of the second 24-pounder appeared to have a much better eye for the range. Their ball blasted through the ranks of one of the few outlying sepoy companies which had not yet formed into line from their column of march, tossing three of the unfortunate native soldiers into the air, their packs and muskets cartwheeling away. So brutal was this sudden mauling that none of the dead men even had time to scream, although the same could not be said for their comrades in the ranks below, who began to yell in revulsion when they were caught beneath a sudden rain of blood, viscera, and dismembered body parts.

      One soldier was knocked unconscious by a falling severed leg, the boot of which landed squarely on the crown of his turbaned head. Although the muddy ground started to rob the cannonball of its power, two more sepoys lost their lower legs to the projectile as it skittered its way out through the rear of their ranks. Both men lay dying on the cold ground, squealing with unbridled agony and hemorrhaging blood from the jagged, ruined stumps of flesh that had once been their shins and feet.     

     “Close it up. Close it up there!” It was a British sergeant’s voice, all business and professionalism despite the sudden welter of gore that now splattered almost forty of his men. The sepoys knew better than to drop out and try to tend to the two wounded men. At best, they would be flogged or perhaps even tied to a wooden post and shot by a firing squad for dereliction of duty. At worst, they might be given over to the British officers...

     “We must pick up the pace,” Wellesley declared, having witnessed the entire bloody spectacle at first hand. “Tipu’s gunners have chosen General Baird’s division as the recipients of their special attention.” He raised his voice. “Press on, 33rd. Press on! The enemy awaits us at the top of that hill, and we are not going to disappoint them.” 

     Impatiently, the young Colonel spurred Diomed into a faster trot. His company commanders and NCOs, sensing that their commanding officer was champing at the bit, dutifully obliged and began to move at a faster clip themselves. The ground beneath their feet was beginning to steepen, slowly at first, but after a few moments it began to show itself in the form of hoarse, rasping breath on the part of some of the less fit soldiers. 

     Ahead of them, Wellesley could now see the low, boxy outline of cannons on the ridge, their silhouettes standing out clearly against the night sky beyond. Formations of enemy infantry were interspersed between cannons, providing some measure of security against a direct assault. 

     The bulk of their infantry must still be behind the ridge, he thought quickly. Not to mention the war elephants, of all things, and who knows quite what else forms their reserve? 

     The 18-pounders were opening up now, the first few shots failing to hit their targets due to the copper barrels still being cold. As the barrels warmed up, their accuracy would steadily improve, which should only take three or four rounds. Fortunately for the British, Baird’s division was crossing their sights at an oblique angle, and would have presented a much fatter target had they stayed in column rather than line. The redcoats soaked up the cannon fire as they came on, losing handfuls of men to each one of the remorseless missiles, but still they kept going, straightening their axis of advance when they had made it past the eastern edge of the village, and then cutting left onto a more westerly facing. They left a steadily increasing trail of dead and maimed soldiers in their wake. 

     Wellesley turned in the saddle to look behind him, saw that the friendly artillery was being drawn forwards on its limbers and caissons, but that it much too far behind them. 

     They cannot possibly be in a suitable position to support our attack by the time we close with the enemy. This will be over by the time they get a single shot off. No, his division would have to go in without artillery behind him, trusting to Floyd’s cavalry to provide support…though he had not the faintest idea where they had got to. 

     The enemy-held ridge drew ever closer, and as Arthur fixed his eyes once more upon that prize, he saw that out there standing on the extreme right wing was a portly figure, dressed in such a great amount of jeweled finery that he stood out from the rest of the defensive line like a beacon. 

Well, well. The Colonel smiled what was his first genuine smile of the night, exposing the tips of his incisor teeth. Good morning, my dear Sultan.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Tipu’s face was split wide with a grin that ran from the lobe of gold-hooped ear to gold-hooped ear. Every time that a cannon fired from either his left or from his right, the pressure wave of the explosive gasses leaving the barrel slammed into his chest and made him feel so utterly alive. 

     As the wheeled artillery pieces slammed backwards, only to be hauled back into position by their sweat-drenched gun crews, the Sultan got a visceral reminder of his ability to hurt the English invaders of his homeland. It was an ability that he intended to keep on using.

     Each and every ball that reduced a red-jacketed enemy to a bloody ruin elicited a growl of approval. Those shots which missed – which were becoming fewer and fewer as the British drew closer and closer – earned their crews a disappointed hiss, though none could hear over the torrent of fire that the gunners were laying down. 

     Unable to contain his energy for a moment longer, Tipu prowled the length of his defensive line. Jamelia was an ever-present shadow at his side, easily matching her master’s pace with her own long and graceful stride. 

     “Keep at them!” Tipu was ever-present, popping up at one gun carriage after another. “Lay into them! Spill the blood of the invader with every last ball. Show them what it means to step one foot in the territory of Mysore!” 

     His presence on the battlefield is easily worth a thousand men, Jamelia reflected as she watched Tipu work his charms upon the men who served him. Just look at their faces…that look of almost rapturous adoration. They really would die for him, without hesitation, if he so much as asked it of them. They love him; and why shouldn’t they? 

    The cannonade was almost constant by now, a barrage of rolling thunder that rippled across the ridgeline in no particular order. Perfectly-synchronized batteries would have fired from left to right or vice versa, but each gun captain had been given the Sultan’s permission to fire at will, just as soon as they had reloaded, and so those better-trained crews which were slightly faster at ramming, sponging out, and loading were slinging lead more quickly than their neighbors. In Jamelia’s imagination it sounded like an angry, irregular heartbeat, but a heartbeat whose sole purpose was to slaughter as many British soldiers as it possibly could. 

     It was a heartbeat of which she fully approved.

     Jamelia’s roving gaze wandered outward over the slope that descended from the front of their position, following it down into the now-empty village and then further out onto the plains below. Tamar Singh had done his job beautifully; at first taunting the British general into closing the range, and then withdrawing from the village, falling back in good order towards the main defensive position on top of the ridge…and the British had followed, fools that they were, determined to take the hill at the point of their bayonets, without the faintest idea of the massed force that awaited them on the reverse slope. They had not come directly on, more was the pity, but even their attempt to swing wide of the village had not been enough to save them from being targeted by a significant portion of the enemy artillery batteries. 

     It is going to be a massacre. Mysore shall become the graveyard of the British. 

     A smile spread slowly across her lips at the thought. 

     The first returning horse-soldiers were streaming towards her, passing easily through the gaps between cannon emplacements. So superbly trained were the cavalry mounts that they did little more than whinny at the close-range roar of the cannon, never bucking or throwing their riders. 

     She was intrigued to see that several of the horsemen were double-mounted, and it took a moment for Jamelia to recognize that their passengers were captive British redcoats, their hands bound tightly behind their backs with torn strips of cloth. There were a total of six, and all were now being driven at the point of a blade to stand before the Sultan. Surprisingly, he broke into a fit of braying, snorting laughter.

     “Just look at the gift that my Tiger Horse have set before me!” he crowed, arms spread wide as if to address the entire world. “Six red lambs, lost in my lands and all alone. Where is your shepherd, little lambs?” 

     The redcoats stared sullenly at their boots, hatred for the Sultan and his army self-evident in their body language. But there seem to be no fools amongst them, Jamelia thought with a sly smirk, because they are all clever enough to look none of us in the eye. They know that to challenge the Tiger of Mysore means death, and not a swift or pleasant one at that. 

     “I will show you where your shepherd is, lost little lambs. Come.” Tipu was clearly warming to his theme now. He was a man who loved the sound of his own voice, and beckoned to the man with three white chevrons sewn onto the sleeve of his red jacket. When the man muttered something under his breath, the Sultan wrapped the fingers of one ring-covered fist around one of his white cross-belts, tightening his grip with almost insolent slowness, and then dragged the sergeant to the crest of the hill. 

     Jerked off balance, the man moved unsteadily, his center of gravity thrown off by having both wrists bound behind his back. Instead of falling, he took three quick steps in succession, managing to just about right himself. The Sultan pretended not to notice. 

     “What is your name?” the Sultan demanded. His was still grinning, but no joy reached those cold, dead eyes. 

     “Belton. Nathaniel…Sergeant,” the Redcoat corrected himself quickly, mustering what little dignity he could from the deeply humiliating situation. A coldly rational voice in the back of the sergeant’s mind kept reminding him that the Sultan was not a man who was known to be merciful to his captives. Around the campfires, Nathaniel had heard stories of the Sultan feeding them to his pet tigers, or using one of his specially-trained strongmen – known as jetis – to break the prisoners’ necks, twisting each head completely around until the spine snapped. Another favored method of execution that was carried out by the jetis in Tipu’s dungeons, or so the rumors went, was that of a nail being driven into the skull of the condemned man using only the bare palm of one hand. 

     You just keep your bloody mouth shut, Nathaniel. Don’t you say nothing, my boy, and you might just make it out of this pickle alive. There’s a good lad. 

     “Well, Nathaniel Sergeant, do you see your comrades on the plain below us?” He used the tip of the silver-plated blade that he was carrying to point out the two wide lines of infantry who were approaching their position from the east, losing men to enemy cannon fire at a worrisome rate. The constant flares of light from the cannon barrels had rendered his night vision effectively useless, but he decided to play along, and so nodded mutely.

     Tipu looked at him sideways, finally eliciting a resentful “yes…sir…” from the man. Satisfied, the Sultan went on. “Here comes your General Harris, Nathaniel Sergeant. One cannot fault his bravery, it is true, but he is leading your fellow soldiers to their deaths. For if you look down there, directly behind us,” Tipu gestured towards the rear slope of the hill on which they stood, “stands the instrument of their destruction.”

     Nathaniel knew that there was no way Harris was going to do his own dirty work. It would be one of the general’s lesser commanders leading this particular attack, or maybe even Colonel Wellesley, but he did not bother to tell the Sultan that.

     When the captive sergeant turned to look in the direction pointed out by the Tipu, he could scarcely credit his eyes; for at the foot of the reverse slope, completely hidden from the view of the approaching British column –  was a natural bowl in the ground, and that depression was crammed to bursting with a mass of enemy infantry. Infantry and…bloody hell, are those elephants?

     Two conflicting imperatives warred within Nathaniel Belton at that moment. One was the fierce pride and sense of duty that was instilled in almost every decent British soldier, particularly those who had attained any sort of rank or responsibility; that one was telling him to run, to make a break for it, the risks be damned. Somebody had to let the officers know what was waiting for them back there. Realistically, he knew that he wouldn’t get very far before one of the tiger-soldiers put a musket ball in his back, but it was his duty to at least try. 

    Then, on the other hand, there was the entirely human instinct towards self-preservation, the silkily smooth-voiced little demon that sat on his shoulder and whispered into his ear: Give up. You’re out of this battle, caught and captured fair and square. It’s not your fight any more. Resist, and this mad, fat little bastard will either have you killed outright, or turn you over to his bloody torturers. It’s not like you owe the bigwigs anything, is it? You’ve done your duty. Let somebody else run the risks now. 

     But then a very queer thing happened. For just a moment, Nathaniel Belton had managed to shut out all of the world surrounding him, having become entirely focused on the tug o’ war between those two conflicting urges: try to escape from captivity and warn his comrades that they were marching into a trap, or to sit quietly, shut up, do what he was told, and hope to somehow get out of this mess alive. But then a third voice intruded, and it was one that, try as he might, he could not ignore, because it was accompanied by the stare of two mercilessly cold red eyes.

     “If the enemy should reach you before I do…be sure to give a good account of yourselves.”       

     Shit. 

     The colonel. 

     You’d be better off dead than a disappointment to Wellesley.

     Looking desperately about him, Nathaniel tried to catch his bearings. The Sultan seemed entranced by the advancing line of redcoats, no doubt gleefully contemplating the damage his soldiers were about to inflict on them. Forgotten in his reverie, the Tipu held the gleaming blade loosely at his side, its tip lightly brushing the dirt. An 18-pounder battery stood some twenty yards to their left, its crew entirely focused on serving the guns and laying fire on the enemy below. And to his right…    

     At first, Nathaniel wasn’t sure whether or not to believe what his eyes were screaming at him. Still more members of the Mysore horse were straggling in through the gap, and beyond them was a breathtakingly beautiful Indian woman. Her affect was one of constantly watchful readiness, and he noticed that her gaze never stopped roaming for even an instant, though her gaze seemed to be ever on the Sultan. But as beautiful as this tigress was, she wasn’t the cause of Nathaniel’s sudden start. 

     Because off in the near distance, our there in front of the enemy army’s right flank, was a second line of redcoats, advancing at the quick march. They were on a collision course, climbing the western slope and angling directly towards the right flank of the Sultan’s defensive position.

     Nathaniel had no problem recognizing the aristocratic figure sitting proudly astride the grey Arabian stallion. This was the second time this night that the sergeant had been on the receiving end of those burning red eyes. For just an instant, he could have sworn that Wellesley was looking straight at him, was seeing into the very depths of his soul, measuring that which he found there...and was finding him wanting.

     “If the enemy should reach you before I do…be sure to give a good account of yourselves.”       

     The 18-pounder thundered again, and a cloud of dirty smoke enveloped not only himself and the Sultan, but also his female watchdog. For just this one fleeting moment, the full extent of his world was a fog of grey and white. 

     You’ll not find Nathaniel Belton wanting.

     He suddenly pivoted to the right on the balls of both feet, lining himself up as best he could with where he thought the line of Wellesley’s Redcoats was.

     Then he bolted.     

 

 

 

Engulfed in the smoke from an 18-pounder, Tipu coughed and spluttered. That had been a particularly forceful blast, plenty of powder behind that ball. He approved. The more powder, the more force to hurl chunks of metal death at the face of his enemies.

     Moving a little further down the line to his right, he absently brandished the beautifully-crafted tulwar, whose curved blade was inlaid heavily with flecks of silver. Behind him, Jamelia shivered. Just the mere thought of that blade accidentally brushing against her skin made her blood run cold. Its merest touch could be fatal to one such as she.   

     It was then that she saw them. 

     “Your Majesty.” The Sultan was standing with arms folded, engrossed once more by the actions of the 18-pounder’s gun crew. His eyes eagerly followed every motion they made, watching with rapt attention as the barrel was sponged out with filthy cold water, making the heated copper sizzle angrily. The spiking of a powder bag and the ramming of the cannon’s payload down into the barrel, performed as a dance by the team of shirtless artillerymen who had all repeated these same actions time and time again. Muscles flexed beneath their gleaming brown skin as the men primed the cannon with its next payload. “Your Majesty!” 

     “Mmm?” His reverie broken, Tipu turned to see what was so urgent as to demand his immediate attention. He followed Jamelia’s outstretched arm to where it pointed out across the ridgeline and towards the extreme right-hand side of their defensive line. It took a moment for him to see what she was getting at, and then suddenly a breeze gusted across the position, clearing a temporary hole in the foul-smelling smoke, and he saw them: two wide lines of the unmistakable figures in bright red jackets overlaid with white cross-belts, their muskets held at the carry and tipped with wicked-looking blades. 

     That was not all. Running towards them like some sort of crazed dervish was the captive English sergeant. Having his hands bound behind his back meant that the Englishman was forced to bend forwards at the waist, but the man’s desperation was giving him some real momentum, Tipu saw. The sergeant’s legs pumped hard, fueled by a sudden burst of adrenaline. His boots kicked up dust and loose stones as they pounded the rough and uneven ground.  

     Tipu uttered a curse that was vaguely blasphemous, but then quickly realized his error and immediately asked forgiveness of The Prophet for his momentary indiscretion. “The British are moving to flank us on both sides,” the Sultan hissed, his sense of smug invincibility suddenly displaced by a nagging but nonetheless very real feeling of doubt. “Infantry. Infantry! On your feet, you dogs, and prepare to advance. Harris seeks to turn our right flank! We shall attack them first, sweep them from this hill as we would sweep a pile of fallen leaves.”

     Down in the bowl at the base of the hill, the tiger-striped foot soldiers began to shoulder their packs and clamber to their feet. The remaining British prisoners cowered mutely where he had left them, heads down. Well, there would be no more escapes from amongst this lot. 

     “Jamelia, attend to the prisoners,” Tipu snapped. “Have them escorted to the rear - and if any of them resist…”He gave them his best glare from beneath a stern brow, and then slowly drew one outstretched finger across his throat and grinned wolfishly. The message was unmistakable.   

     Jamelia narrowed her eyes. She could see the Sultan’s infantry mustering below her. There was no need to worry, she reasoned. Some of Tipu’s prime troops were posted at this end of the line. They would give the redcoats a fight to remember.  

     Twenty feet away on the back side of the slope, four members of the Sultan’s personal Tiger Guard were lurking in the shadow of a tree, watching their master’s back just as she had trained them to do. Jamelia snapped her fingers, summoning them to her side. All four carried loaded muskets, one of which she took with an outstretched hand. A quick inspection revealed exactly what she had expected: the musket was well-maintained, loaded, and primed. Bringing the stock up and pulling it tightly into her right shoulder, she swung the barrel up as well and took careful aim at the fleeing English sergeant. 

     The man was at extreme range for a musket shot, even one fired by as proficient a sharpshooter as Jamelia was. It would be a difficult shot. 

     Difficult, but not impossible. 

     Jamelia waited for the redcoat’s broad back to pop up in just the right location once again. When it did, she led the target slightly, correcting for the light breeze that she felt caressing her left cheek and the anticipated drop of the ball over distance, and started to track the man with the weapon’s primitive sights. Taking one final breath, she let half of it out. Her index finger squeezed the trigger, rather than snatching at it as a novice would. The musket bucked in her firm grip, the muzzle going up in the air just a few inches as Jamelia absorbed the recoil.

     Tipu shook his head, already halfway-convinced that the shot had been futile. But then his jaw dropped in amazement. Jamelia answered him with a silent, coldly satisfied smile. 

     The body of the British sergeant was sprawled out, flat on its face. He did not move a muscle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Backed by five battalions of sepoy foot-soldiers, Colonel Arthur Wellesley and the men of the 33rd pushed on hard towards their enemy’s right flank. It was nothing less than miraculous that the Sultan’s artillery had not opened fire on them yet, he knew. The brief feeling of good fortune that accompanied that particular thought was quickly washed away when he reminded himself sternly that Baird’s men were paying the price for his own lack of harassment.   

     Almost as if the enemy had read his mind, one of the figures who was standing proudly on the Mysore defensive line gave a shout and gestured in Arthur’s direction. Arthur was surprised to see the figure of a running man – a man wearing a British Army jacket, no less – haring across the broken ground that separated the two armies. At a glance, he took in the fact that the man’s hands were bound behind his back, and also noted the three white chevrons sewn onto his sleeve. 

     At least now we know what became of Sergeant Belton. 

     He had made it to no more than two hundred feet from the front rank of the 33rd when a single musket shot sounded. Sergeant Belton’s head was slammed viciously forward in a welter of blood. His legs ran on for just a few more steps before his body collapsed limply to the ground and lay there, unmoving.

     Wellesley blinked in surprise at the incredible accuracy of the shot. Just who was this marksman, that he could hit a moving target, in the dark, with a smooth-bore musket, a weapon notorious for its inaccuracy at anything beyond short ranges? His eyes quickly settled upon the man who was holding the smoking musket, was even more surprise to find that he was in fact a she. 

    The incline was getting steeper and the ground rockier. Diomed was handling it well, however, and Arthur steered the horse gently using a combination of pressure from his knees and the occasional light touch on the reins. Major Shee had taken up position on the left side of the line. Vampires or not, it would not do for the regiment’s two senior officers to be within striking distance of the same cannonball while anywhere on the battlefield. The undead were practically immortal, yes. But practically was profoundly different to absolutely.  

     The 33rd was now at about the extreme range at which muskets would be lethal. Arthur dismounted gracefully, and still holding Diomed by the reins, placed the tips of two long fingers lightly at a spot just two inches above the horse’s nose.

     “Diomed: stay.” 

     With the light holding glamor now conferred, Arthur took his customary place on foot, just to the right of the battle line. He could smell Sergeant Belton’s freshly-spilled blood, could smell it quite keenly in fact, an unmistakably coppery undertone carried upon the night air. 

     The sergeant still hadn’t stirred, continuing to lie motionless just two hundred feet away.  His heart is still beating, Arthur realized, although his breathing is strangely irregular and shallow. Perhaps the musket ball had only clipped his head rather than actually penetrating the skull, although he was convinced that he had heard bone fracture and shatter when the projectile had struck home.  He debated sending a handful of men to go and retrieve the man; he was, after all, a member of the 33rd and by extension a part of Arthur’s responsibility as its colonel; but Arthur also knew that the welfare of no one man could be placed before that of the regiment achieving its objectives. Belton would have to wait. 

     Something was emerging from within the haze of smoke that perpetually wreathed the enemy-held ridge up ahead of them, and whatever the something was, it appeared to be very big. 

     It turned out to be a column of the Sultan’s infantry, every man clad in a tiger-striped tunic and marching in close step with one another. Regarding them down the length of his aquiline nose, it was easy for Arthur to believe that the enemy column was aimed directly at him, and at him alone. 

     Putting all thoughts of the wounded sergeant from his mind for the moment, Arthur gripped his sword firmly and began to issue orders. 

     “33rd! 33rd…halt.” 

     Seven hundred pairs of boots crashed to a half on the same step. 

     Smartly done. Damned smartly done. It was though the regiment were parading on the drill-ground, so smooth and precise were their movements.

     “The 33rd will prepare to receive the enemy.” 

     Wellesley had briefed his officers carefully on the march out from camp, making sure that even the lowliest ensign was aware of their commanding officer’s overall intent. The men would march with muskets loaded and primed. Once they came within reach of the enemy position, there would be no benefit to the regiment simply standing there and trading volleys with the Sultan’s troops. The soldiers of Mysore held the advantage of a defensive position, and Wellesley hadn’t been at all sure that they had not spent even more time hastily fortifying it prior to the British attack. No, this was going to be all about the bayonet work. One volley would be fired to soften the enemy up, and then the Redcoats were going to have to charge them. 

     “We shall get stuck in with bayonet and blade,” he had told the officers firmly. “One volley, and then in we go. Is that absolutely clear?”

     Apparently it had been clear, because the men of the 33rd smoothly brought their muskets up into the aim position when he ordered it and prepared to receive the enemy as instructed. The enemy infantry continued to close, but this time it was the British who would deliver the first volley. It was only when his entire forward arc of his view was filled with tiger stripes that Arthur gave the order to fire. 

     Seven hundred fingers pulled back seven hundred triggers at almost the same instant. The resulting roar was thunderous, practically deafening the two long lines of redcoats who had caused it. Their colonel had waited until the range had narrowed so much that there was simply no way the British muskets could possibly have missed. The musket-balls had created utter carnage amongst their intended targets, scything cruelly through the first few ranks in a maelstrom of blood and soft tissue damage that turned the top of the crest into an abattoir. 

     Hundreds of the enemy soldiers had gone down with that initial volley. The lucky ones had been killed outright, taking shots directly to the head and chest. Those who were less fortunate had been gut-shot, left alive with the promise of a slow and excruciating fever-wracked death from the infection that would almost surely follow, or hit in the pelvis and had to be left bleed to death.  

     No matter how well-drilled they may be, some soldiers would always fire low, particularly if they were anxious, and so there were more than a few wounds to the legs and hips of those in the front ranks. Blood gushed from open thigh wounds, where the jagged ends of shattered femur bones poked out from underneath the torn skin. Even those shots which had failed to damage a major blood vessel were perfectly capable of shattering bones, breaking the legs and hurling the victim to the ground. 

     A collective howl of agony went up from the front ranks of the enemy column, an expression of agony and anguish which was nauseating to hear. Yet still the Sultan’s soldiers came on, driven almost entirely by adrenaline and a very real fear of what their master would do to them if they should fail this night. Those soldiers who had been fortunate enough to have been shielded by the meat shields in the front ranks counted their lucky stars, and offered up both thanks and prayers to their gods that it had been somebody else this time, those poor bastards up in front, that had been forced to bear the brunt of the British volley; and still they kept coming, continued to march towards the waiting redcoats, even though it was necessary for them to trample over the corpses of their own dead comrades and over the writhing, shrieking bodies of their wounded in order to get at their enemy. 

     Then, upon Wellesley’s order, the men of the 33rd lowered their bayonets and charged. 

     “Now,” he said to the men, “you may cheer.” 

     And cheer they did. The redcoats also howled, whooped, hollered, and roared, determined to make the most of their colonel’s newfound laxness. Whatever it took to get their blood up, to keep it pounding in each man’s ears and to drown out the soft voice of fear that wanted to paralyze them, was entirely acceptable to him. Some men soiled themselves in battle, Arthur knew, and indeed one or two had, for he could smell it now, coming from at least one of his own men in the Seventh Company. It was of no great import. Just so long as they charged when he ordered it and fought as though the very Devil himself were behind them when they got there, then all else was inconsequential to him.  

     Some of the Tipu’s men were drunk. To be fair, some of Wellesley’s were also under the influence of the cheap arrack that got passed around in the ranks, and he suspected that one or two of the officers had taken aboard a little more brandy or rum from their hip flasks than was strictly proper during the march up here, when they’d saw that he wasn’t paying attention. His keen vampire nose could smell it. The truth was that Arthur didn’t mind strong drink so long as it did not unduly impair the drinker, and if the sort of courage that motivated a man to charge an enemy battle line was of the liquid variety, then that was mostly acceptable in his book. It was only when the drinker became a drunkard like Ponsonby that it became a problem. 

     The tiger-striped warriors of Mysore made a valiant effort to counter-charge the onrushing redcoats. Far too many of them tripped over their own dead and wounded, falling flat on their faces and providing fresh obstacles for those coming up in the column behind them. Without having had time to fire a disciplined volley, the Sultan’s men instead loosed off individual shots at their red-coated adversaries. In the heat of close-quarter battle, many of these musket balls missed their mark, although a handful did take British soldiers to the ground.

     With a disjointed clash of steel ringing upon steel, the blades of the 33rd clashed with those of the Tipu’s soldiers. The fighting quickly deteriorated from being a clash of two discrete armies, into a desperate hand-to-hand melee that owed more to a brawl in a public house than to an organized battlefield engagement.    

     No quarter was either given or asked, by either side. Arthur came forward with his sword held at the ready. Out of the corner of one eye, he watched as a private of the 33rd slammed the point of his bayonet into the belly of an enemy soldier, expanding the gored wound by twisting the musket expertly, just as he had been taught. Bracing his legs firmly, the private wrenched the steel-tipped weapon once to the left, then once to the right, before finally jerking the bayonet point out of his opponent’s abdomen. Thick ropes of bloody intestine followed the blade out, dragged along by one sharp edge. The pulsing, eviscerated lengths of bowel began to steam gently in the cool night air. Their owner collapsed to the ground, drew his knees in to his chest, and began to squirm.  

     The colonel nodded his approval. 

     One aspect of the Dark Gift which Wellesley truly relished was that of supernatural speed. A fully-rested vampire who had recently fed was capable of feats of great strength and of great speed. When employed on the battlefield, such gifts could be utterly devastating to the enemy. 

     Arthur moved with a grace and agility that no living man could possibly come close. He danced lightly on feet that were moving so quickly that they were almost a blur, and yet there was an economy of motion to this particular dance, with not even a fraction of energy being wasted. Arthur lunged at a ferocious-looking tiger-warrior, thrusting the point of his blade past the charging enemy’s musket and in between the second and third ribs on his left side. The man had scarcely begun to fall before Arthur pivoted, took eight nimble steps in rapid succession, and speared the tip into the side of another enemy who was in turn preparing to stick a fallen redcoat with his own scimitar. The sword blow took him completely unawares, slicing through skin, muscle, and finally kidney. When the blade was effortlessly withdrawn in a single fluid motion, it unleashed a spray of bright crimson blood. 

     All of Arthur’s senses were attuned to a hyper-acute level now. Being surrounded by so much freshly spilled blood tended to do that to a vampire, and he could not help it. His teeth had fully extended, like two stalactites descending from the roof of a cave. Although he had already fed earlier that night, the blood fever struck him again like a physical blow. The sudden onslaught of bloodlust caught him unawares, the craving for it coursing through his entire body all in the span of a single moment. 

     He had been in the presence of freshly-spilled blood many times before, of course, but never in such copious amounts. This was his first major engagement that was truly worth the name. He wondered how the others were feeling, how they dealt with the inner burning that threatened to tear apart the body out of sheer need; how did Shee, Baird, even Harris cope?

     You are a King’s officer, Arthur remonstrated with himself. Moreover, you are a Wellesley, a creature of breeding and culture. With that terse reminder, some of his usual self-control began to return. Not all of it, not by any means, but enough at least for him to regain a degree of self-mastery. Arthur was able to distance himself from his physical body, seeing it from the outside in the manner of a dispassionate observer watching a play being performed upon a stage.

     Arthur went into a graceful pirouette, but with the sword extended at arm’s length; the blade took off the heads of three of the Sultan’s men, slicing through their thick, bullish necks with ease; he then dropped smoothly into a crouch, launched himself into a sideways leap which covered almost twenty yards, and dropped once again, this time plumb in the middle of a cluster of enemy soldiers. Their faces barely had time to register surprise before Wellesley’s blade swept through a flurry of thrusts, cuts, and slashes – six in all, one stroke of the blade for each man. Six corpses obliged him by falling to the ground, each one sporting a skillfully-administered lethal wound. 

     An insect crawled along a branch somewhere just behind him and to his right, the noise of its legs as loud as the enemy cannon fire in his ears. Arthur could not name the insect, but knew that it had eighteen legs, so acute had his hearing and focus become. He made a conscious choice to tune the distraction out, refocusing his attention on the black-bearded giant of a man who was now aiming a musket in his direction and slowly taking up pressure on its trigger. 

     To a vampire, the mere pull of a trigger could seem to last for days. Arthur slipped sideways to escape the musket’s line of fire, and then sprang forwards with his sword arm outstretched. He was coming at the Hindu soldier from an entirely different angle now, and the man’s eyes widened beneath their brushy black brows as he realized that his musket had discharged itself not at the British officer, but rather into the space behind him in which another of the Sultan’s infantry soldiers happened to be standing. The ball took the oblivious victim high in the back, entering to the left of his thoracic spine between the shoulder blades. It hit a rib, angled downwards even as it continued to travel forwards, and blasted his heart to pulp. 

     His mortified killer gaped at the musket held in his hands as if he had never seen it before, let alone used it to inadvertently kill a comrade The gape widened for an instant, and then the man’s face went completely slack. Wellesley’s sword had entered his mouth, expertly inserted between the two rows of gleaming white teeth, and exploded from the back of his skull in a spray of blood. He sank to his knees, and then fell silently to the ground. Wellesley kept a grip on the hilt of his sword, and withdrew it with a single, fluid shrug of his wrist. 

     Another threat was coming his way, he sensed, this time a lighter projectile, a pistol ball. Arthur rocked casually backward at the waist, allowing the ball to pass just inches by his face before going on to bury itself in the trunk of a nearby tree, throwing out a tiny shower of bark and sap. The man who had fired it was obviously an officer, judging by the gold hooped earrings and the multitude of necklaces that he wore around his neck. In his hand was a still-smoking pistol, but he quickly dropped it and drew a curved scimitar from a sheath that was tied to his waist by a pale blue sash. He was massively muscled, with corded arms that were thicker about the wrists than Arthur’s thighs. 

     An officer? Arthur smiled, which had the bonus effect of turning his opponent’s blood to ice water. The fangs tended to do that. Let’s see what you are made of, old chap. He brought his sword up and into the guard position, expecting the Indian officer to do the same. Instead, the man began to work the ungainly blade through a series of sweeps and dips. The pattern repeated itself, as the scimitar slashed from high to low, then climbed upwards to waist height before continuing on up to reach the high position once more. 

     For the briefest of instants, Wellesley toyed with the idea of using one of the brace of pistols which he carried, to end the contest before it had even begun. He swiftly dismissed the idea. A gentleman should match steel with steel, he firmly believed, and while his opponent may not meet the true definition of “gentleman,” he was at least an officer. Shooting him in order to end the challenge would simply be vulgar.

     Arthur stepped in to meet him blade to blade. The two weapons clanged against one another, then separated with a shower of sparks. The brief contact seemed not to have thrown his enemy off in the slightest. The Indian warrior continued to work his scimitar aggressively and with no little skill, slicing and carving the air in a series of increasingly intricate patterns. This was plainly an attempt to intimidate, Arthur knew. To an inexperienced swordsman, the whirlwind of steel would appear impenetrable, but to one possessed of vampire reflexes, it was little more than child’s play. 

     Judging his moment to perfection, Arthur lunged. Timing his thrust to the split-second, he plunged the point of his blade into his enemy’s abdomen, angled upwards to slip underneath the breastbone. His thrust ran both smooth and true, slicing his opponent’s heart neatly in two. Propelled by superhuman force, the blade kept traveling, shearing through muscle, bone, and connective tissue until finally it poked through the skin of his enemy’s back. Arthur saw a look of horrified fascination freeze on his opponent’s face. He looked slowly downward, seemed unable to believe that his guard had been penetrated by this  British officer with the cold, cruel smile. His jaw dropped slackly, releasing a single gobbet of drool which was already beginning to turn red. 

     The two men eyed one another silently for what seemed to take an age, but which was in reality less than a second. Arthur dipped his head in salute, silently acknowledging his opponent’s courage. The scimitar fell from suddenly nerveless fingers. He withdrew his own blade cleanly, was surprised at how little blood accompanied it. 

     “Colonel!” 

     Arthur turned, his enemy already forgotten. “Corporal…McElvaney, isn’t it?” 

     A toothy white grin and two wide eyes stared back at him from a face that had been heavily darkened by the Indian sun. The little Scotsman from the First Company had apparently been hard at work, at least if the state of his hands and bayonet were any indication. Both were streaked heavily with blood.  

     “Yes, sir!” the corporal answered cheerfully. He nodded at the fallen corpse of Wellesley’s opponent, which lay in a crumpled heap on the ground. One of its legs gave the occasional twitch. “Smashing work with the sword there, Colonel, if I might make so bold.”  

     The mark of respect, from one man of war to another. I shall allow it, just this once. “Indeed you may, McElvaney. This time, at least.” Wellesley softened his words with just the slightest of smiles. “Now, get along with you. Don’t you have tigers to hunt?”

     “I’ll bag you a nice big one to put over the fireplace, sir. You mark my words, sir!” 

     The enthusiastic little corporal disappeared into the darkness, in search of someone else to kill. 

     Wellesley looked around him, trying to get a grasp of the bigger situation. All around him, the redcoats were locked in furious hand-to-hand combat with the Sultan’s infantry soldiers. Almost all of the combatants were human, and found themselves in the unenviable position of having to fight in the semi-darkness. Were it not for the full moon, even the little coordination that our forces do have would be utterly impossible, Arthur thought to himself.

     He realized that he had allowed himself to get lost in the bloodlust of the melee for a few moments, and silently remonstrated with himself. That wasn’t the role of an officer. His responsibility was the grander scheme of things, greater in scope than even that the affairs of the entire 33rd itself, which Major Shee was mostly capable of handling. Arthur’s responsibility was to his entire division.   

     Shutting out the clash of weapons and the screams of the combatants, Arthur closed his eyes and gathered a part of those dark energies which flowed through him and every other vampire. He had applied the same practice and dedication to mastering the vampiric arts as he did to all other endeavors in his life, both professional and personal, and had therefore become quite skillful at manipulating the composition of his body in order to suit the needs of the moment. Arthur began to levitate skyward, soaring up into the night air until he was floating high above the struggling throng below. 

     He saw that Major Shee appeared to have had the same idea. The major hovered silently in the air, some three hundred yards to Arthur’s eight o’clock position and perhaps fifty feet lower down. Scanning the skies for Baird or any of the other senior officers, he spotted two additional red-jacketed uniforms floating in the far distance, where they were shepherding the easternmost division as it pressed hard against the Sultan’s left wing. 

     Baird’s division had suffered the greater number of casualties up to this point, having drawn the full ire of the enemy gunners during their approach, but now they were getting their revenge, Arthur noted; for the redcoats and sepoys were fast closing on the far left end of the enemy’s line, threatening to roll it up and collapse the entire defensive position, which was anchored on that side by perhaps half a company of tiger soldiers. 

     Baird was not above taking a little revenge either, it seemed, for every so often one of the flying officers would swoop down low in the manner of a hawk snatching up a mouse; but this particular hawk was hacking off turbaned heads with single sweeps of a huge claymore, before shooting back up to his position of command once more.

     As Wellesley watched, the British troops slammed home the first and only volley that they would fire into the packed ranks of that enemy half-company, which withered under the impact of hundreds of musket balls striking all at the same time.

     The Sultan’s artillerymen were all struggling to bring their cannon around to bear upon Baird’s men, but the redcoats were having none of it. Their officers must have given the order to charge, Arthur realized, though even he had not heard it over the cacophony of the fray; for the men lowered their bayonets and let out a tremendous whoop. The smoke from the barrels of their muskets had barely even cleared before the British soldiers were storming out of it like a horde of howling banshees, eager to get stuck into their enemy. 

     Yet if the redcoats had believed that the soldiers of Mysore would be a pushover, they were to be sorely disappointed. Tipu’s men fought back valiantly, meeting their charge head-on and making their enemy pay in blood and sweat for every yard gained. Arthur could not help but admire their valor, even if their tactical acumen did leave much to be desired. Slowly but surely, the tiger-soldiers were driven backwards, step by step. Each time a man fell to a redcoat’s bayonet, the fragile half-company line came that much closer to buckling. 

     When buckle it finally did, no more than five minutes had passed by the Colonel’s reckoning. Every single one of the Sultan’s flank half-company were either dead or injured, some carrying more than one wound – and all of them to the fronts of their bodies. 

     With an exultant roar, Baird’s men pushed through the shattered remnants of the enemy company. Passing the wounded enemy soldiers, some of the redcoats paused to bayonet them and pilfer any articles about their person that looked to be even remotely valuable. Wellesley’s mood darkened to see this, but he realized that there was precious little he could do about it until the engagement was over. Besides, he reflected, this is hardly the same thing as looting a captured city or town. Baird’s boys have met the enemy face-to-face, have suffered quite the pasting from their cannon in order to get there. Who am I to deny them the spoils of war? To the victor go the spoils.

     The sacrifice of the half-company had bought their comrades time to re-orient the defensive line against the attack that was coming from the east. Entire companies of Tipu’s men were swinging around to face the men of Baird’s division. Rotating gracefully in the air, Arthur returned his attention to the attack of his own 33rd, whose men were still making good headway. Both the redcoats and the sepoy battalions which marched in support of them were driving hard into the enemy’s right flank. It was slow going, but the British soldiers would not be stopped, simultaneously grinding the enemy line down from both ends. Each division had now formed one of a pair of giant pincers, and they were closing inexorably upon one another.

     In the middle of that steadily-shrinking defensive line, the Sultan screamed his outrage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

“Reinforce the flanks with all that we have…everything in the reserve, Jamelia – send it forward, now!” Flecks of spittle flew from Tipu’s lips as he bellowed orders in all directions. “Where is Tamar Singh? Where are the damned cavalry?” 

     The British were closing in on both flanks now, Jamelia saw. She had counted upon them taking the more direct approach, coming up through the village and straight into the path of her heavy guns, but the fates had not been kind in that regard. Although the artillery had softened up the British formation that was attacking from the east, nobody had seen its companion division until the last possible moment.

     It did not help that Tamar Singh and his horsemen were nowhere to be found. The cavalry had performed flawlessly at the outset of the battle, luring the British general forward onto the boggy ground immediately before Mallavelly. Their single scattered volley and subsequent retreat upslope, passing back through the main defensive position on the ridgeline, had been almost perfectly executed, but now that the horse had disappeared to the bottom of the hill at the rear of their lines, she hadn’t the slightest idea of where they had gone next. 

     Ironic that Tamar Singh may also find himself being perfectly executed, once this day is over. She stifled a snort of inappropriate laughter at the play on words. Time enough for humor when we have broken the back of the British assault. 

     Fortunately, she had kept a healthy reserve of men on hand for just such an eventuality as this. Clustered at the back of the low line of hills on which they stood were thousands of fresh tiger-soldiers, bolstered by a small herd of six war elephants. These beasts, though largely reduced to a ceremonial role on the modern battlefield, had the most useful effect of scaring enemy soldiers half to death. Something about the thudding, pounding tramping of those massive legs, each one of which was as solid as a tree trunk, gave the impression that these animals were utterly unstoppable. 

     The British were about to find that out for themselves. 

     Jamelia sent runners to the officers who were in charge of those units still being held in reserve, splitting them roughly into two halves; one group was dispatched to each flank, with orders to launch a  counter-attack that would break the British line and hurl it back in ignominious defeat.

     Standing tall, Jamelia looked out across the ridge towards the eastern end of the defensive line. Although the unit that had been charged with holding the left flank had been obliterated, she noted with immense satisfaction that multiple columns of her tiger-infantry were already starting to stream towards the broken portion of the line; thousands of men, beneath banners of colorfully-embroidered silk which fluttered in the low breeze. One such banner caught her eye despite the gloom and shadow that blanketed the hill. It was that of a giant snarling tiger, leaping from left to right across a bright red background with fangs bared and claws outstretched. 

     Apropos of nothing, the oddity of the moment suddenly struck her. How was it that she could actually see the tiger in this darkness? Her eyes kept tracking upwards, above the line of redcoats which were tramping resolutely across the hilltop with their bayonets lowered. She saw one of the accursed British officers floating high in the air above the formation. A second flying man suddenly popped into existence next to him, and the two fell into deep conversation.

     Then a slow smile crept across Jamelia’s face. 

     For there behind the levitating British officer, just beginning to peek across the face of the eastern horizon, were the first glowing fingers of the oncoming dawn. 

     It was then that Tamar Singh’s cavalry struck. 

 

 

 

 

 

General Baird was the second officer to see them coming. He had assumed a commanding view of the entire British right wing, able to see all of the units that were under his control (and a fair few of young Wellesley’s) from what he judged was a hundred feet in air. 

     His boys were earning their pay today, to be sure, but he’d be damned if it wasn’t a magnificent sight. Clusters of torn and bleeding bodies lay in their wake, some of them admittedly redcoats, but most were clad in the tiger-skinned tunics and sashes of Mysore. Even fewer were still moving, and he had turned a blind eye to the bayoneting of the wounded enemy survivors and the swift, efficient looting of their corpses. 

     Like a boxer punching hard with his dominant fist, Baird had led his attack with that steady old regiment, the 12th. Their commanding officer, Colonel Shawe, was a damned good field officer in Baird’s estimation, and ideally suited to lead this attack.

    The general had kept a watchful eye on proceedings, pausing only briefly to flit down onto the battlefield a few times and divest some heathen bastard of his head. Once the British line had passed him, he covertly landed some hundred yards behind their advance in order to drink blood from body of a fallen redcoat. It was the work of only a few minutes for Baird to sink his teeth into the dead corporal’s external jugular vein and extract the sustenance which he so desperately craved.  Proper British blood, Baird thought approvingly as he drew the coppery liquid patiently from twin puncture wounds in the slackly lolling neck. None of that foreign filth. Baird was unapologetically anti-Indian, and would sooner starve than sully his own pure bloodstream with pollutants from an enemy body. 

     The corporal’s body was still warm, and the blood therefore as fresh as fresh could be, when one considered that the heart had stopped pumping only moments before. It took time for the blood to sink through the walls of a dead body’s vessels, at which time it became at best unusable and at worst dangerously poisonous for a vampire to consume. 

     Sated, he had wiped the bloodstains from his lips with the back of one hand and looked around hastily to see whether he had been observed. Fortunately, the only eyes staring in his direction were fixed and glazed over in the eternal sleep of death.  

     Reinvigorated, Baird concentrated his energies once more and returned to his aerial perch. The 12th and their comrades had just overrun one of the Sultan’s 18-pounder gun batteries; although the artillerymen had been brave enough to fight back with swords, muskets, and even the spikes, rammers, and buckets which were the main tools of their profession, they had died just the same, spitted mercilessly on the points of the redcoats’ bayonets. 

     General Harris suddenly appeared without warning, blinking into existence at Baird’s side. 

     “General,” Harris nodded amiably. 

     “General,” Baird returned, pleased that his superior officer was here to witness his moment of triumph, rather than standing by Wellesley’s side and allowing the young popinjay to reap even more credit and glory than he had already. 

     Neither general saw the Sultan’s cavalry until they were close, within just a few hundred yards of the soldiers from the 12th. Hundreds of enemy horsemen were formed up into a tight wedge formation, the point of which was bearing down directly upon the right flank of the British line.  

     “Baird – cavalry!” Harris had finally caught the first flashes of movement caused by the long spears that each horseman carried being lowered towards their intended targets. Baird’s head whipped around to follow Harris’s frantically gesticulating arm. 

     Fighting on foot with his troops rather than directing them from above, Colonel Shawe only became aware of the onrushing menace when Baird landed next to him in a cloud of dust. “Cavalry to your right. Form square, man. Quickly!” In a flash, the general was airborne again, once more hovering one hundred feet above the ground next to General Harris. 

     “Form square! Form square!” The cry went along the British line in a ripple, spreading like wildfire. It was taken up by each man in the ranks, passed on to his neighbor with a sense of genuine urgency. There was no need to say anything else. Those two simple words conveyed the same sickening message to every British infantryman: enemy cavalry are on their way. 

     For the infantryman who happened to be formed in either line or column, enemy cavalry meant nothing less than imminent death. After the initial shock of the charge, their spears, lances, and sabers were capable of tearing an unprepared infantry regiment to ribbons in the space of mere moments. 

     The only possible defense for infantry caught in open country was the square, and the men of the 12th rushed to form one now. As their commanding generals watched in consternation from above, the regimental non-commissioned officers rushed to divide their men up into a square with four roughly equal sides. The entire affair was centered upon the Regimental Color and the King’s Color, the two huge flags which served as the spiritual heart of any line regiment in the British Army. Regiments had been known to fight until the last man rather than surrender their colors to the enemy. The colors of the 12th had every battle honor ever earned by the regiment sewn onto its gently-fluttering cloth, and the color-bearers who carried the two flags were surrounded by a guard of color sergeants, highly experienced men who carried long, spiked halberds instead of muskets. They were charged to defend the colors to their dying breath, and accepted that duty with the utmost seriousness, gripping the shafts of their halberds grimly. 

     “Steady, Twelfth!” Harris was now floating directly above the rapidly-forming square, watching the three ranks of Redcoats hurriedly dress their lines. It wasn’t going to be pretty, the general realized, but it just might serve. The wedge of horsemen was less than one hundred yards away from the scrambling British soldiers now, and the riders kicked their heels back in the stirrups, goading their mounts on into the charge. 

      But the seasoned and highly-disciplined men of the 12th had miraculously pulled together a rough square of three ranks on a side. The front rank knelt down and grounded the stocks of their muskets firmly into the earth, tilting the barrel to an angle of forty-five degrees. The men of the second and third ranks held their loaded muskets straight outward in the firing position, with those in the innermost rank resting the barrel of their weapon on the shoulders of those men in the middle. In this way, the oncoming cavalrymen were now charging straight towards a sea of red that bristled menacingly with bayonets on all four sides. 

     Riding at the very apex of the wedge, Tamar Singh felt his guts churn at the sight. The British should never have made it in time, he knew. How was it that they had formed the square so damnably fast? 

      Once his force of horsemen had cleared the defensive lines, their commander had gathered up as many as he could find in the near-darkness and had led them on a wide sweep all the way around the left flank of the Sultan’s army. Some had inevitably gotten lost along the way, losing touch with the main body of horsemen, but Tamar Singh was still able to assemble a formation of around eight hundred horsemen on the plains just north of the British right wing. He had been utterly convinced that the cover of night would now work in the favor of he and his men, that their flanking charge would take the British completely by surprise and be almost impossible for them to defend against in time.

     He had neglected to take the accursed vampires into account. 

     No matter how well-trained it was, no horse would willingly charge a wall of bayonets. Spears and lances suddenly forgotten, Tamar Singh’s riders jerked their reins in a futile attempt to get their mounts to turn away in time. 

     It was too late. 

     Captain Christopher O’Brien, an experienced human officer with over fifteen years of service in the 12th, had suddenly found himself keeping a watchful eye on the square’s northern side. The wedge of horsemen emerged from the gloom as a single amorphous gray mass at first, shaking the very ground as they came on. With each passing fall of their hooves, more and more detail emerged: the silk pennants fluttering from the shaft of each spear; the tiger-striped tunics, turbans and spiked helmets worn by each rider; and finally, the very whites of their eyes, wide with fear and adrenaline, became clearly visible.     

     At thirty yards range, Captain O’Brien gave his face of the square the order to fire in a loud, clear voice.

     “Middle rank – fire!”  

     The middle rank obeyed. Fifty-plus muskets roared in unison, blanketing the northern face in foul-smelling smoke. The effects upon the first few rows of the Sultan’s cavalry were devastating. Lead balls scythed through the flesh of man and horse alike. Riders were punched from their saddles, only to be trampled by the hooves of the mounts behind them. A mass of horses went down with that first volley, the wounded animals and their riders whimpering and squealing as the second wave tried to ride over them. 

      “Rear rank – fire!” 

     While the middle rank reloaded, it was the turn of those men standing tall at the back to unleash their fury upon the enemy. Whereas the first volley had gone low, the second blasted musket-balls into the horses’ heads and necks, and the bellies and chests of the cavalrymen riding them. 

     Tamar Singh himself was down, trapped on his back beneath a desperately flailing mount. The poor beast had been shot in the chest. He could feel a warm, sticky wetness spreading across his right thigh and over his lower abdomen; of his left leg, he could feel nothing at all. His spear was gone, lost somewhere in the collapse of horse and rider, and he was becoming increasingly aware of a nagging pain that was beginning to gnaw at the pit of his stomach.

     Although he did not know it yet, one musket ball had entered his right leg just beneath the hip, ricocheted off the pelvic bone, and then had spalled upwards into his abdominal cavity; the second had been aimed slightly higher, and had entered his abdomen above the first, lacerating his liver as it passed and causing a significant internal hemorrhage. That was the ball which was fated to kill him.

     At least fifty riders were cut down in the first attack, creating a writhing, screaming carpet along the northern side of the 12th’s square. The redcoats held their muskets resolutely in place, standing firm against their onrushing foes. Shying away from the sharp triangular blades, the Sultan’s cavalry mounts instead broke, streaming to the left and right sides of the square like a fast-flowing river surging against a stubborn rock. The braver ones struck at the outstretched bayonets with the tips of their own blades, but none penetrated the hedgehog of steel and iron.     

      “Steady, Twelfth!” roared Harris approvingly. “Steady, old Twelfth!” 

     It was now the turn of the east and west faces to get their licks in. The officers commanding those two sides waited until the ground in front of them was completely filled with the galloping hooves of their enemies. Only then did they give the order to fire. The western face launched its volley just a few seconds sooner than the eastern face did, but the effects were equally devastating on both sides. Many more horsemen were punched from their saddles by the  musketry of the superbly-drilled British troops. One luckless rider was thrown from his bucking mount onto the points of the outstretched bayonets, his gored and thrashing body threatening to collapse a portion of the square on the western side; but a quick-thinking sergeant simply ordered the men involved to drop their muskets, allowing the still-struggling cavalryman to fall to the ground outside their ranks. Three muskets were lost, but the integrity of the square remained intact.     

     “They’re standing, Baird!” Harris clapped his subordinate on the shoulder gleefully. “They’re bally well standing, man!”                  

     “That they are, sir.” Baird grinned, fangs flashing. “And frankly, I’m no’ surprised!”

     Frustrated and leaderless, the surviving cavalrymen crested the low rise and surged away down the hill into the village. Baird suspected that they would lick their wounds for a while, but not for too long. The British guns were coming up, and the air in Mallavelly would soon be full of flying shot. 

     Frowning suddenly as a thought struck him, Harris said, “The question is, where the devil are Floyd’s cavalry?”      

     “I really have not the slightest bloody idea, sir. Would you like me to go and take a wee look?” 

     “Obliged if you did, David. I’ll keep an eye on things here.” 

     Moving quickly northward through the night sky, Baird soon disappeared beyond sight. Harris glanced over towards his left wing. Wellesley’s men appeared to be doing rather well. True, they were locked in hand-to-hand combat, but the native sepoys were doing a magnificent job of supporting the 33rd as the British regiment pushed forwards through all opposition. There were remarkably few red-coated bodies lying on the ground, especially when compared to those of the Sultan’s men, which numbered in the hundreds already. 

     Baird suddenly blinked into existence at his side again. The man was in a state of considerable agitation. 

     “What is it, Baird – you were only gone for a moment. Have you found our cavalry?” 

     “No, General.” Two glowing red eyes flashed in his direction, then looked away towards the north-west. “No, I have not. Quickly, there is no time to lose - we must warn Wellesley and his men that they are in the most terrible danger…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Arthur was doing a much better job of keeping himself out of the melee this time. He maintained a consistent height of perhaps thirty feet, high enough that he had a decent field of view, but not so high that the orders he issued to the men under his command could not be heard above the roar of battle. 

     “Wheel to the right, there!” he instructed the sepoy company which was directly supporting the 33rd’s right flank. Their officers took up the call, swinging the battle line about and interposing them between their British allies and a fast-approaching column of the Sultan’s men. The two rival units faced off and began to exchange volleys of musket fire, whittling one another’s numbers down with every bloody exchange.

     He and Major Shee had spoken with the captains who were in command of each company, forewarning them of the existence of the Sultan’s infantry reserve, which he knew was lurking at the base of those low hills. The 33rd pushed on, with two of its leading companies marching up and over the crest of the hill and beginning to drop downward towards the natural basin below. Wellesley kept pace with them, and began to implement the battle plan that he had taken such pains to construct during the march towards Mallavelly.  

     The horde of tiger-soldiers was within plain sight now that the redcoats had crested the rise, marching their way uphill towards the encroaching British line. The 33rd were outnumbered by five to one, but rather than take panicked flight as the Tipu had counted on them doing in the face of such overwhelming numbers, the redcoats instead eschewed the odds and made their stand then and there.

     Although their battle line had gotten a little ragged over the past few minutes, there were still two distinct ranks of men formed up and spoiling for the fight. Wellesley gave orders for the two leading companies to stand fast just below the far crest of the hill. They would form the center of his line. Prompted by their officers, sergeants and corporals hastily dressed the line until both ranks and files were as neatly aligned as the circumstances allowed. 

     My right flank is now secure, Wellesley thought quickly. We hold the high ground, and thus the advantage. Now it simply remains to reinforce that success. 

     While Major Shee swiftly directed the following companies of the 33rd into place on either side of the two which were holding the center, Wellesley flew several hundred feet to the rear and began to drive the supporting sepoy regiments forward to join their comrades on the ridge ahead. The Indian troops moved smartly, keeping their formation tight and marching in lines of echelon left and right. The sepoys lacked the noise discipline of Wellesley’s redcoats, whooping and hollering despite the remonstrations of their officers, but what they lacked in quietness was more than made up for in fighting spirit. 

     Arthur cast a critical eye across his entire division and found himself to be extremely pleased with what he found. The 33rd was now fully formed into line, two long ranks that stretched across the entire western end of the hilltop, just below the reverse crest. He saw that they had taken remarkably few casualties, no more than forty by his rapid count. The Tipu’s men were climbing the slope slowly, and Arthur could tell that even the vaunted tiger-soldiers of Mysore were apprehensive when they looked up and saw the battle-hardened redcoats staring triumphantly down upon them. 

     Even better, Shee had made the men reload, which they had done with a laconic, one might even say insolent ease. Excepting the officers and members of the color party, each man now held the barrel of a loaded musket in his grip, the butt resting lightly on the ground. 

     Major Shee had posted himself at ground level, off to the left of the 33rd’s line. “Ready,” he called out, as casually as if this was a cricket pitch rather than a battlefield. “Take aim.” The muskets all swept up smoothly into the mens’ shoulders. “Wait for it…”

     The tiger-soldiers advanced with relative slowness, hampered by the grade of the hill. Despite his being gifted with preternatural vision, Wellesley could only see the shapes and outlines of the Sultan’s men, could not yet see the expressions upon their faces; but based upon the language spoken by each man’s body, he could tell that hesitation and doubt was already beginning to plague some of them. 

     And who could blame them? They are staring up into the muzzles and bayonets of over six hundred muskets, wielded by the world’s finest soldiers. 

     “Wait for it…” 

     Shee is letting them get close, Arthur realized. He approved of the tactic. That first volley would be the only one that the redcoats got to fire, so it would be wise to make it count. Then it would be boots and bayonets once more, but this time it would be the Sultan’s men fighting at a disadvantage, the British who held the high ground, and with more sepoy battalions marching up from the rear to reinforce them.         

     “Wait for it…” Even the most disciplined of the redcoats must be getting itchy trigger fingers now, but still they held their fire, waiting on the major’s word of command with bated breath. 

     Surprisingly, what came next was not a command to fire. It was, rather, a strange sort of trumpeting sound, and was answered an instant later by several others. All of them came from the dark plains to the north. At first seeing nothing in that general direction, Arthur allowed himself to levitate higher into the air, nearly doubling his altitude in order to gain a better perspective.

     Harris and Baird were suddenly beside him, and he instantly picked up on their concern. Before either general could speak, he saw precisely why that should be the case. 

     Looming out of the distant northern darkness, the six monstrous war elephants were a truly impressive sight to behold. Perhaps fifteen feet high, each of the creatures possessed a pair of wicked-looking tusks which curved elegantly towards sharpened a point. Four-poster roofed platforms were strapped and belted onto the backs of each elephant, from which the creatures’ handlers were able to steer them in the direction of the British line. Two of the Sultan’s soldiers accompanied each handler, and all were loading and priming muskets in preparation for a few sporting rounds of picking off redcoats from their elevated firing positions.

     The closest column of tiger-soldiers had closed the gap between themselves and the 33rd to just fifty yards now. The war elephants lumbered up behind them. There came a crackle of musketry from the front ranks of the Sultan’s men, perhaps eighty muskets discharging at the hated British. Redcoats dropped to the ground, but no more than ten of them. The Tipu’s men were firing uphill while on the move, two notoriously difficult complicating factors when trying to hit one’s intended target. Being in column of march meant that only the men in the first few ranks and some of those at the sides were able to bring their weapons to bear. The British sergeants quickly closed the files, and soon it was as though the dead and wounded men had never existed in the first place.

     A second braying trumpet-call came from within the formation of war elephants. They were still several hundred feet away, but were rapidly gaining ground on the British line. Simply by looking at them, Wellesley knew that these leviathans would break that line like a hammer smashing through a glass window pane.    

     “Jesus Christ,” came a voice from somewhere in the British line, effectively summing up what the men were all feeling. Only the vampire officers could actually see them yet, but that would soon change as they were rapidly gaining ground. The mens’ imagination was already painting a picture straight out of nightmare.

     “Sergeant,” Major Shee drawled icily. “Take that man’s name for punishment, if you please.” He did not even deign to look into the ranks, his face a study in tranquility for the benefit of his men.  

     “Name taken for punishment, sir!” 

     The tiger-soldiers were close, so close. Forty yards. Wellesley found himself thinking: here it comes…

     “Very good.”

     Thirty-five yards.

     Thirty.

    “Fire!” 

     The release of tension which accompanied the opening volley came as a blessed relief to the redcoats, all of whom had been waiting with increasingly nervous anticipation. Just moments ago they had been cocksure of themselves, but the sudden appearance of the war elephants had robbed them of that. Now, they just wanted it to be over. 

     Hundreds of muskets bucked in the hands of Arthur’s men, gouting flame towards the men from Mysore, and filling the ridgeline with new clouds of drifting smoke. At just thirty yards, the results of the massed and concentrated fire were nothing less than cruel. Tipu’s front rank practically disappeared in a hail of blood and viscera, the wall of musket-balls blowing most of the unfortunate foot-soldiers off their feet, and propelling them violently backwards into the men who marched directly behind them. The projectiles tore ragged holes in the bodies of their victims, most of who went down in a thrashing tangle of arms and legs, never to rise again. 

     “Step high!” the Indian NCOs roared. “Step high!” But try as they might, many of the tiger-soldiers still found themselves tripping over the bodies of their dead comrades that were now forming a highly effective barrier to further advancement.   

     If we retreat now, if we allow them to chase us from this ridge – our only position of real strength – then not only shall we fall prey to the elephants, but those infantrymen will smell weakness. No, better to end this now, Wellesley realized, better to go down fighting like British soldiers than to be taken in the back like bally Frenchmen. 

     Leaving Generals Harris and Baird to command the entire field from their god-like position, Arthur floated down to take his place in the very center of the Shadow Company’s front rank, ten places down from CSM Nichols, who looked immensely relieved to have him join. Two startled private soldiers stared disbelievingly at their colonel as he gestured for them to make room, causing the right-hand side of the line to dress down three steps to accommodate him. 

     “Thank you for making room for me, gentlemen,” Arthur called, injecting just enough supernatural enhancement into his voice that the entire regiment was able to hear him. “I must apologize for inconveniencing you, but then again, rank does have its privileges, does it not?” 

     As humor went, it was a fairly poor effort, but the attempt was appreciated nonetheless. A nervous chuckle rippled along the British line, seeming strange when taken in comparison to the screams and sobs that were pouring up from the wounded tiger-soldiers who lay directly to their front. 

     The tiger-soldiers were trampling over the bodies of their dead and wounded, stepping awkwardly up and over the crush of still-squirming, thrashing humanity. Wellesley swept his sword up from his side, holding it out until it was perpendicular to the rest of his body. Dead lungs filled with air. “33rd…charge!”

     There was no time for reloading; there was time only for the bayonet, with some solid British guts behind it. The men of the 33rd bellowed as one voice, screaming out a war cry in challenge to their approaching enemy. Their blood was up; Arthur could hear the collective pounding of over six hundred hearts, charged with fear and hatred of the foe, six hundred pairs of boots thudding rhythmically into the hillside. 

     Those of the Sultan’s men who had fired at the British had not had time to reload their own muskets either, but many of them were down and bleeding. The men in the next ranks of the column let loose with their own ragged volley, uncoordinated and much smaller than that of the 33rd. A few more redcoats fell, but the greater mass charged on.

     Those tiger-soldiers who had them had already fixed bayonets. Others simply slung their firearm over the shoulder by its leather strap and drew one of the curved swords which were popular among the men of Mysore. 

     In absolute silence, Arthur kept pace with the men of the front rank. Sweeping the fast-approaching enemy line with the eye of a professional soldier, he focused upon what appeared to be an officer, if his bearing and demeanor was any true indicator. The man was in the front rank himself, and wore a scarlet turban which was fronted by a large ruby. The hilt and pommel of his scimitar were inset with precious stones of all varieties. This was not the Tipu himself, Arthur knew, for he had heard the Sultan described as being something of a short, fat man, whereas this fellow was tall and lean of stature; but his posture and garb told Arthur that he was a leader of some import nonetheless. That sword certainly did not come cheap, and neither did that ruby. 

     Putting on a sudden burst of speed, Wellesley broke out ahead of the British ranks and angled sharply towards his right. The enemy officer saw him coming out of the corner of his eye, turned quickly to face this new opponent. It was only then that Arthur realized that he had missed something; the man held a sword in his right hand, but the left came up first as his adversary pivoted towards him. It was clutching a pistol. A scant ten feet separated the two men now, and Arthur could easily make out the tiger-themed design worked into the wood and metal of the pistol. The yawning black muzzle swung towards him, pointing directly at his face, and the Indian officer snatched the trigger triumphantly. 

     It was only Arthur’s vampire reflexes that saved him. The powder sparked and flashed, thrusting the mini-ball out of the barrel at lightning speed. Arthur was already beginning to swerve, tilting his upper body farther to the right in a desperate effort to avoid it. Even so, it was damned close. The ball flensed his left cheek open to the bone. 

     It is a strange truth that vampires do not bleed, no matter how grievous the physical trauma which they may have sustained. They could be injured and indeed killed (although killed is not strictly the right word - they tend to prefer the term ended) most certainly; direct sunlight, intense heat and flame, water that has been blessed by a priest or some other holy man, and most particularly the bite of silver could all inflict varying degrees of damage upon even the strongest vampiric frame. 

     The wound burned for a moment, causing Arthur to wince, but within seconds he could feel the flesh and musculature of his face beginning to knit itself back together. He heard the ball sink into the chest of a redcoat that was running along behind him, could hear the crack of a rib breaking and the soft slurp of the now-deformed missile embedding itself into one of his lungs. The man collapsed with a hiss of sharply expelled air. Arthur refused to turn his head to look, needed to stay focused on his opponent; the enemy officer’s expression had changed from one of triumph to one of disbelief, but to his credit he recovered well, slashing his scimitar at the British colonel in a vicious shoulder-level cut. Arthur ducked smoothly under the wild swing, and rather than stab the man, he thrust his left hand forcefully outward, striking him squarely in the chest. 

     Coming from an ordinary human being, the blow would at best have fractured the officer’s breastbone; but with all the supernatural strength of a vampire behind it, the open-palmed strike not only shattered the man’s beating heart right there within his chest, it also propelled his body sixty feet backwards through the air, cutting a swathe of devastation through the file like a human cannonball, bowling over all those that it touched. One ranker went down with blood gushing from his nose, clipped in the face by the officer’s boot as it flew past. A second was knocked unconscious by a head-butt, and a third dislocated the fingers of one hand, bent backwards at an untenable angle by the officer’s hurtling body. The corpse plowed a furrow in the earth some ten feet long when it landed at the rear of the column, where it lay unmoving – the officer had died as soon as Wellesley’s hand had struck him. 

     With a sickening crunch, the two sides came together. Bayonets and swords rose and fell, blade clashing with blade. Some fought dirty, having learned to fight in the gutter. They were not averse to gouging out an eye with hooked fingers or planting a knee firmly in their opponent’s crotch before cutting his throat. Wellesley caught a glimpse of Major Shee, anchoring the far left end of the 33rd’s line. The man was little more than a red-jacketed blur, cutting, thrusting, and hacking at the tiger-soldiers, only to dart nimbly out of range before the counter-strokes could land. 

     The 33rd had a well-deserved reputation for hard fighting. They wasted no time in getting stuck into the Sultan’s men with boots, blades, and musket butts. The junior officers, all mortal humans, did not shirk from their bloody duty, but the true force multipliers were the handful of vampire officers. In terms of pure shock factor, each one was worth a company of trained troops, even one as elite as the Shadow Company. Most vampires that held the King’s commission had trained hard, some of them for years and even decades, in order to master the twin arts of maneuvering a body of soldiers on the battlefield, and of close-order combat with edged weapons. 

     At the edge of his peripheral vision, Arthur saw a slew of tiger-soldiers fall dead in the wake of three spinning red whirlwinds. One could track the path of his captains and Major Shee simply by focusing upon the gouges that they tore through the enemy ranks. Here a decapitated head flew high into the air; there an arm, still clutching a sword in a death grip, was tossed carelessly aside, having been ripped bodily from its socket and flung away. 

     The two bodies of fighting men had been engaged for less than a minute, and yet already the Butcher’s Bill numbered in the hundreds. Secure in the euphoric realization that the very devil himself was on their side today, the 33rd were spurred on to fight even harder. 

     They’re breaking, Arthur realized as he quickly glanced to his left and then to his right. I’ll be damned if they aren’t breaking! He disemboweled a charging tiger-soldier with the edge of his blade, and then decapitated a second on the backswing. Blood gouted lustily from the stump of the corpse’s neck. As it took six more shambling steps, the spurting of the arterial fountain grew lower with each passing heartbeat, until finally the headless body toppled sideways into the dust. 

     “Push harder my lads!” he cried, laying about him with the sword on all sides. Not once did Wellesley stand still for more than a heartbeat, staying one step ahead of the vicious enemy counter-strokes that tried to put him down. “They’re ready for cracking, I tell you!”

     No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the Sultan’s men proved him right. As though some form of wordless signal had been sent, the troops that the Tipu had sent to save the right flank of his army suddenly broke and ran. Most had the presence of mind to at least hold on to their weapons, but not all did. The vampire captains stabbed several of them in their backs as they passed, but were disciplined enough not to pursue the fleeing enemy without first obtaining permission from their colonel. 

     Wellesley took to the sky, and circled his sword three times clockwise around his head in the pre-arranged signal for “officers shall repair to my location.” Major Shee and the cadre of regimental vampire captains immediately streaked to his position, and an impromptu conference was held some two hundred feet in the air above the Mallavelly plain. Generals Baird and Harris rushed to join them. 

     “My men are still holding in square,” Baird offered without preamble. “The Tipu’s cavalry may have caught us by surprise, but we gave them a proper bloody nose to be going along with.” 

     “Will they stand?” Arthur asked, instantly concerned for the security of his right flank. 

     “Of course they’ll bloody well stand, Wellesley,” Baird snapped. “The men of the 12th would rather die to the last man than give up to this mob of bloody heathens.” 

     “Easy now, Baird.” Harris laid a gentle hand upon his fellow general’s shoulder. “Colonel Wellesley makes a valid point. He was casting no aspersions upon the quality of your men. Is that not so, Wellesley?” 

     “Indeed it is, sir. No offense was intended, I can assure you.” 

     Mollified, Baird flashed his fangs in a conciliatory smile. “None taken, Wellesley. The blood’s up, you understand.”

     Arthur nodded. He did indeed understand, could feel the lust for it burning in every part of his body. Baird was prone to rash words and sometimes rasher deeds on any given day, but how much more so when the plain about him ran red with the blood of both friend and enemy alike?

     “At any rate, the bastards are breaking,” Harris stated matter-of-factly. “Their cavalry probably won’t be back in a hurry.” He looked meaningfully towards the village, where the Sultan’s much-reduced band of horsemen was listlessly attempting to reform. They appeared to have no real leader, and were doing little more than milling around in small groups. Some were applying dressings to their own wounds or to those of their comrades. Several were forced to put wounded horses out of their misery. 

     Out beyond the village to the south, a growing haze signaled the approach of the British artillery, accompanied by several battalions of native infantry to act as an escort. These men, supplied by the Nizam of Hyderabad, were British-trained and therefore more than capable of forming square against the cavalry if they decided to chance an attack. 

     “General Floyd, if I may ask – just where are your cavalry?” Arthur attempted to keep the peevishness out of his tone, but didn’t entirely succeed. 

     Baird, on the other hand, didn’t even make the attempt. “Aye, Floyd. You were supposed to be screening our flanks from those bastards. I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of your bloody dragoons or the native cavalry all morning. It’s a damned disgrace!” 

     The usually affable Floyd visibly stiffened. “You must understand, General Baird, that I am in the habit of entrusting those officers under my command with a certain degree of autonomy. That is the cavalryman’s way. I have issued orders to the effect that—“ 

     “Yes, yes, yes,” Baird interrupted, balling up a fist in frustration and smacking it into his open palm. “There is no time for that now! We may have broken their line, but those war elephants still have to be answered.” 

     All looked up and saw that the war elephants were now perhaps three hundred yards from the line of redcoats. 

     “I’m confident that we can still stand fast against them, sir,” Arthur interjected earnestly. “By my count, there are only six. There’s no beast yet born that can stand against the massed volley fire of a British regiment. So long as the men hold their nerve, that is.” 

     “These men are British redcoats,” Baird growled, pointing at the line of battle formed by the 33rd directly below them. “Of course they’ll hold their nerve.” 

     “Quite. And look there, it isn’t as if they will have to do it unsupported, what?” Harris’s officers all turned to regard the top of the ridgeline, where the companies of sepoy troops were cresting the apex and marching down the back side of the hill to take their place on either side of their British allies. 

     “We can only hope,” Shee muttered grimly.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“Our line is collapsing, Your Highness.” Jamelia fingered the hilt of her scimitar absently, the only outward sign of the inner nervousness she was beginning to feel gnawing at her gut.

     “I…” Tipu was rarely lost for words, but standing in the midst of his shattered and broken defensive position, he could think of literally nothing to say. 

     Flanked by the thrice-cursed British! Our counter-attack repelled, the cavalry mauled…He looked to Jamelia, his supposed general of generals, flabbergasted and reaching desperately for a lifeline. 

     “We must withdraw.” Her tone brooked no argument, and nor did it receive any. “This was a bold move on our part, Your Majesty, but the fates were not with us this day.”

     “It was the soldiers,” Tipu snarled, his fists clenched at his side like a child throwing a tantrum. “The ones sent by Harris to find the deserter. Were it not for them, the first that the British knew of our attack would have been the blades of Tamar Singh’s cavalry at their throats.” 

     “Where is the general?” Jamelia asked sharply. “Has there been word?” She could see that the Sultan’s cavalry, bloodied and battered, had re-formed in the village below and to their front. The body of horsemen was considerably thinned when she considered how many had ridden out from Seringapatam, but they were still a force to be reckoned with.    

     Tipu shook his head sadly. “None yet. Tamar Singh believed in leading from the front. You know his character.” He shrugged, watching the surviving horsemen start of move out of the village to northwest, hopefully to threaten the British left flank this time. “It would be nothing short of a miracle for him to have survived the attack on the British square.” He suddenly feeling a chill run up his spine.

     They both fell silent for a moment, lost in thoughts of their mutual comrade and one of the Tipu’s oldest friends. The consequences of his loss to the cause of Mysore would be incalculable.

     Muskets suddenly crackled from both ends of their defensive position. Tipu looked towards his left flank, where the British right wing was still standing immobile in square. That, at least, is encouraging; they shall be afraid to move until they are sure that my cavalry will not return. To his right, however, things looked rather less hopeful. The redcoats had formed in line on the reverse slope of the hill, and with every passing moment more battalions of Indians troops were moving up to join them. 

     Peering more closely, Tipu could make out a huddle of red-coated figures floating in the air above the British line. Their vampire generals. He spat distastefully. These men…creatures…were in conference, pointing about them in all directions, obviously debating their tactics and plotting their next move. They could not fail to be aware of the six war elephants that were bearing down on their still-fragile line, surely. That thought at least brought the smallest hint of a smile to his face. Let the vampires face down my elephants. They shall not enjoy the special surprise that I have prepared for them…no, not one little bit. 

     He turned, snapping back to reality. He had an army to save, and after that, a city. 

     “Have the trumpeters sound the withdrawal. I shall take the survivors of our army back to Seringapatam,” he decided. Jamelia nodded her approval. “We shall break the British army on the mighty stone walls, pulverize them with our cannon and rockets while they try desperately to find a way in.” 

     “This is wisdom,” she agreed. The walls of Seringapatam were indeed strong, and protected by the flow of mighty rivers. Numerous batteries of heavy artillery ringed the fortress, ready at a moment’s notice to rain death and destruction down upon an invading army, no matter which side they approached from.  “What would you like me to do, Your Majesty?” She thought that perhaps he would order her to form a rear guard, muster a battalion of troops or two to delay the British while the rest of his army made their escape; but what the Sultan actually had in mind was something very different indeed, and as he outlined his plan for her and the rest of his personal Tiger Guard, she could not at first believe her ears; but as he carried on, she was won over by the sheer audacity of the strategy he now proposed. 

     “Jamelia, my dearest one, will you do this for me?” 

     “I shall, Your Majesty,” she answered without hesitation. “The British will never know what hit them.”

 

 

 

 

Thomas Gilman was on fire. He knew that he was on fire, for how could he not be when his skin felt like this? 

     He had always considered himself a lucky man, at least where matters of health were concerned. Since coming out to India with the regiment, other men had dropped like flies from all kinds of exotic maladies. Thomas had seen some of his mates in the battalion literally shitting themselves to death, drenched in the sweat of a fever that would abate only when the man himself died. 

     But not lucky old Thomas; no, he was damned near untouchable. Never so much as a cold when he was back in England, and never a spike in temperature out here in India. 

     Until now. 

     The pain in his head was now so great that it had actually reduced him to tears. Thomas would have been ashamed of that, if he had been back in the battalion with all of his mates around him. But he wasn’t back in the battalion; after their madman of a master had attacked him – had bitten him, right on the neck wound that had barely begun to heal - two of the Sultan’s men had taken Thomas by the armpits, and half-carried, half-dragged his body down to the dungeons.

     That experience alone would have reduced many a sane man to tears. They told stories about the dungeons of Seringapatam, and the horrors that went on in that god-awful place, around the campfires after dark. Never once had Thomas believed that he would find out for himself at first hand.

     When the two guards had tossed him face-first onto the floor of his cell, which was covered with old straw and the bodily secretions of its last occupant, he had missed the knowing look that had passed between them. Thomas had been far too busy attempting to stem the flow of blood from the freshly-weeping wound in his neck, though much to his surprise, it seem to have completely clotted within the space of just a few minutes. Angry red streaks of dry blood trailed down the length of his back, layered on top of the ingrained dirt and the old scars left by his flogging.    

     Curled in the fetal position, Thomas suddenly felt his gorge rise. He retched violently, and was dimly aware that not only had he just vomited up the meager contents of his mostly empty stomach, but also that he had soiled himself once more. 

     Christ Almighty, but the pain was intolerable! Reaching up to clear the sick from his mouth with feeble fingers, Thomas wondered just exactly why it was that his luck had changed so drastically for the worst. He had hoped that the Sultan would let him join his private army, let him stick two fingers up at that perfumed ponce Wellesley from the high walls of Seringapatam, but now it was looking like he was going to die here, alone and forgotten, lying in a pool of his own filth in the middle of the Sultan’s deepest, darkest dungeon.

     His head hurt, his spine hurt, his belly hurt. Everything bloody hurt. Thomas began to dry-heave, his body wanting to vomit something up despite a total lack of anything for it to expel. 

    Flashes of agony began to shoot out from a spot between his shoulder blades, streaking their way down the length of his left arm. Suddenly, the pain localized itself, seeming to settle in the nerves and tendons of his left hand. Thomas raised it to his face, blinking fast and trying to squint through the tears of pain. After a moment, he was able to focus on the source of his agony. 

     His fingertips were stretching. 

     No, Thomas realized incredulously, the whole bloody hand is stretching! 

    His nails were sharpening and turning dark, curving at the tips and steadily becoming a shade of black. He could hear the sickening popping sound of joints dislocating, watched in horror as the hand began to elongate to twice its normal size. It felt as though his hand were being held in the fire of a blacksmith’s forge, so agonizing was the intense burning now. 

     The hand didn’t stop there, but just kept growing, the fingers flexing as they began to take on the form of a claw. He could feel his teeth beginning to grow, filling his mouth, which was also starting to stretch and distort. With an audible click, his jaw dislocated itself. 

He tossed his head back and uttered a cry that was more animal than man, howling up towards the unseen sky above his head; but this time, Thomas’s howl was caused by something entirely different than pain.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

The first of the elephants was practically upon them now, could not have been more than forty yards away from the front ranks of the 33rd. Its companions were charging along behind it at staggered intervals, and that, Wellesley realized, was the problem. Those intervals weren’t very big, with no more than fifty or sixty yards between elephants. Once the first volley was fired at the leading elephant, there would be precious little time to reload before the remaining five beasts struck the British line.

     It will be carnage. Utter carnage.    

     Baird was obviously thinking the same thing. The Scotsman’s claymore cleared its scabbard with an ominous rasp. “We can’t expect the infantry to see them off all by themselves. Gentlemen, what say you we offer the rank a file a little helping hand?” 

     Shee eyed the steadily-brightening eastern horizon with concern, but there was not the slightest tremor in his voice when he said, “You may count on me, General Baird.” 

     “And I, of course,” Arthur added. The company commanders also drew their swords in silent support. They were King’s officers, and nothing more needed to be said.  

     “I may be a little rusty, but I believe that I can still face down an elephant with the best of them.” All heads turned to face General Harris, who had unsheathed his own slim blade and now held it defiantly at his side. “Well, don’t look so surprised, gentlemen.” He flashed them a predatory smile, the points of his sharpened teeth just visible beneath the top lip. “This campaign is, after all, entirely my responsibility. So let us put paid to Tipu’s last feeble hope, and then chase the bugger down and end this once for all. Shall we?” He gestured inquisitively with his head towards the attacking elephants. 

     Before any of them could say a word, the redcoats in just the front rank unleashed their volley. The leading elephant suddenly became a pincushion of red holes, and the beast collapsed to the ground just ten feet away from the British line. It lay there, mewling piteously, until a well-meaning sergeant from the rear rank took pity upon it and put a musket-ball through the top of its skull. 

     The team of three who had been riding on the animal’s back had been thrown clear when it hit the ground, the jolt of impact snapping the buckle on the leather harness which secured the firing platform to it. There were a couple of broken bones sustained during the fall, but this didn’t matter in the slightest because three Shadows promptly broke ranks for a second and ended their lives with a swift thrust of the bayonet, before darting back to their assigned places again just in time to receive the second elephant’s charge. This time, the men of the rear rank fired over the shoulders of their comrades, putting hundreds of musket balls onto their target at almost point-blank range. 

     Now they were down to four, and the 33rd had nothing else to face them down with other than their bayonets. 

     Moving faster than the human eye could see, the British officers suddenly appeared to materialize directly in the path of the charging war elephants. The redcoats gave a ragged cheer – let the colonel be angry with them afterwards! – as the vampires began to dart between the creatures’ legs, slicing at them deftly and then dancing out of the way before moving in for another strike. It was pure poetry in motion, and simply knowing that these creatures of darkness were on their side buoyed the morale of the British soldiers immensely.  Encouraged by their NCOs, they began to reload frantically, keeping one eye on their muskets and the other on the fight taking place directly in front of them. 

     Time itself seemed to slow down around Arthur as he entered that vampiric fugue state which had served him so well during moments of crisis. His senses were heightened once more, hyper-alert to all that was going on around him. He was aware of the positions of each of his fellow officers and their relationship in space and time to the enemy war elephants and the battalions of soldiers all around them. 

     Baird and Shee were working together to hamstring one of the beasts, and making a great job of it by all appearances. Arthur had just slashed the edge of his blade against the back of one of his elephant’s knees, and then threw himself into a backwards somersault that afforded him the opportunity of grabbing a tusk for leverage with his left hand and driving himself upwards in front of the creature’s face. 

     A genuine shame to have to do this to such a magnificent beast, he thought with just the slightest pang of remorse; Arthur plunged the point of his blade deep into the elephant’s right eye. The creature howled as blood and a torrent of clear, viscous fluid gushed from the ruined organ. Unfortunately, the blow had not been deep enough to penetrate the skull and pierce into the brain. Arthur continued to fling himself across the wounded creature’s face, slamming both boots down hard on a spot located just between its eyes and using the thick, bony skull as a place from which to launch himself up onto the canopied platform atop the elephant’s back.

     Three of the Sultan’ men gaped at him in surprise, none more so than the gunner who had been in the process of swinging around the flared barrel of a firing piece towards the animal’s head, obviously planning to blast him to smithereens with it. Arthur recognized it to be a blunderbuss; such guns fired a fan of shot outward in an ever-expanding cone, tearing apart anything that was unfortunate enough to find itself in the weapon’s arc. This particular weapon was pointed directly at him, and even with the relative slowness of passing time and the incredible speed of his vampiric reflexes, Arthur knew with utter certainty that he would not be able to avoid this particular blast.

     You will almost certainly survive this, yes—but it is going to hurt like the very devil. 

     His hyper-acute senses slowed the flow of time down even more, forced him to take in everything going on around him in minute detail. He felt the rolling motion of the wounded animal swaying beneath his feet, stomping irregularly in the aftermath of the damage he had done to its legs, tossing its head violently from side to side in its agony and terror at being partially blinded. The man who was steering the beast was now reaching for a pistol that he had tucked into the bright yellow sash at his waist. The second gunner did not seem to be aware of Arthur’s presence at all, focusing all his attention down the barrel of a musket that he was aiming towards the figure of General Harris, himself fighting his way to the top of a neighboring elephant’s firing platform. Lastly, there was the man who was about to turn Arthur’s world into one of nothing but pain and thunder; his shock-widened eyes were already changing their shape, eyebrows squinting as they focused on this newer, more immediate threat. The cruel, thin-lipped mouth was changing from an incredulous ‘O’ into a broad smile. Arthur tried to dodge anyway, but he was moving far too slowly even in vampire time; he seemed to be moving about as quickly as a fly caught in amber. He saw the gunner’s finger tightening upon the trigger, applying incremental force to it,  heard the slow, drawn-out click of the mechanism beginning to fire, and recognized the futility of his attempt to avoid the blast that was surely coming. 

     Arthur’s gaze continued to sweep downward, past the man’s tiger-striped tunic, frayed green silk trousers, and rough leather boots, somehow drawn to a humble clay pot that was being used to store ammunition for the gunners.

     For the first time on this entire campaign, Colonel Arthur Wellesley finally knew the sting of fear. By the Dark Gift, he thought, suddenly horrified at the realization of just precisely what those shining little balls were. The devils are using silver.

     He was going to be ended. 

     The trigger finally clicked back into place, causing a spark and subsequent flash in the frizzen. Arthur watched with a detached sense of fatalism as the fluted barrel exploded with light, noise, and sound, began to spit silver pellets at him, saw the agent of his doom coming straight towards him and knew that there was nothing whatsoever that he could possibly do about it. 

     I shall not close my eyes, Arthur thought resolutely. If die I must, then I shall die on my feet with a blade in my hand, facing my adversary with my eyes wide op—

     “Wellesley!” cried a familiar voice.

     The impact was hard, harder than that of being struck by a charging elephant; but it did not come from his front, as Arthur had expected. Whatever it was had blindsided him, slamming into his right shoulder and propelling him sideways through the air. Arthur pivoted in mid-flight, turning to look backwards towards his savior. 

     Baird! 

     The Scottish general had witnessed Arthur’s peril, and had reacted with a speed and aggressiveness of which only the undead were capable - and now he paid the price. After shoving Wellesley clear, Baird took the full brunt of the weapon’s discharge from less than five feet away. There was no possible way that the shot could miss. Packed silver pellets fountained outward from the muzzle, hundreds of them peppering the vampire general from his head all the way down to his knees. 

     There was no blood, not a drop of it, Wellesley saw as he continued to fall along his sideways trajectory, now beginning to sink towards the earth as well. Absently, he realigned his energies in order to lighten his body mass and slow the fall, until finally he was floating in mid-air. He gave this no thought, for all of his conscious attention was riveted to the fate of General Baird, whose body had instantly become a burning pillar of flame that added its light to that of the slowly emerging dawn. 

     Wherever the silver touched, it burned with a flame brighter than anything he had ever seen. This was far from the ordinary, comforting flame of a camp fire, or even the violent blast of a cannon’s mouth; this was an eldritch blue-green fire, burning with a blinding white-hot intensity at its core, then tapering off into darker colors on its flickering, dancing periphery. The blaze spread across the general’s body in mere seconds, turning the once bluff and vibrant Scot into a screeching, thrashing torch.

     Even his killer seemed shocked by the sheer intensity of Baird’s death, was knocked back onto his rump by the pressure wave of the pellets’ impact. The man dropped his oversized gun as though it too were burning hot, and kick-shuffled himself backwards until he reached the rear wall of the shooting platform. 

     General Baird was already fully engulfed, his shrieking body stumbling drunkenly forward into the midst of the elephant’s human crew, and yet strangely the preternatural flames were not setting any of the surroundings ablaze, nor leaving even the slightest scorch mark. 

     Summoning up all of his courage, the beast’s driver hacked desperately at Baird, landing an awkward blow with the flat of his blade and knocking him over the side of the platform. Arthur saw the blazing body go underneath the elephant’s feet and get trampled. When the great beast had passed over him, what had once been the body of one of the most senior British generals in Mysore had been reduced to just a few charred and crumbling rags of red and white cloth. The fire had gone out as quickly as it had ignited, although the general’s remains gave off wisps of either smoke or steam.

     Arthur was unable to speak, shocked at the sudden and unexpected loss of such a fine and honorable soldier. For a moment he simply floated there, wordlessly ignoring his surroundings.  

     Could Baird have known the weapon was loaded with silver?  Arthur wondered. Impossible to say. What he most certainly did know was that one of his officers was imperiled, and rather than think of his own safety, jumped into the breech himself in order to save him…to save me. 

     Arthur had not shed a single tear since the night of his turning. Like all vampires, he was physically incapable of such a reaction any more. But that was not to say that he was devoid of the emotions which would lead a mortal man to cry. Already, the sight of the pathetic lump of rags, all that now remained of a man that he had respected enormously despite their personal differences, was stirring up intense feelings and energies within his breast.   

     Then came the rage. 

 

  

 

 

Arthur remembered little of the events which took place over the next few minutes. The bloodlust descended upon more, this time fueled by the seemingly bottomless anger which the death of General Baird had ignited within him. 

     The men of the 33rd looked on in varying degrees of amazement, fascination and in some cases outright fear as their Colonel appeared to go insane. Wellesley suddenly seemed to be everywhere. One instant he was hacking out the legs from under a war elephant that had gotten a little too close to the British line for comfort, allowing the redcoats and sepoys to finish the job with ball and bayonet; the next he was atop the firing platform of another, skewering its driver on the point of his blade while simultaneously tearing out the throat of a gunner with his teeth.

     No longer was there room for nicety or refinement in his actions, simply the primal expression of raw anger and the need for vengeance upon those who had killed Baird before his very eyes. Even the rest of the officer corps stood by and watched him butcher the Sultan’s men, seeing that he no longer had need of their help. Although more silver pellets and musket balls were fired at him, none of the marksmen were able to get a bead on Wellesley’s speeding form.   

     Not one of the three remaining war elephants made it to within musket range of the British line. When Arthur regained his senses, he was standing in the middle of a rough diamond composed of not only their big gray corpses, but also the lifeless remains of their crews.

     Blood from both human and elephant plastered his uniform jacket and breeches, yet he felt not the slightest hint of craving for it. Instead, he felt tired, in a way that a vampire rarely ever did. Even his hair ached, if such a thing were possible. 

     “Sir! Colonel! Sir!” Wellesley recognized the voice of Sergeant Roderick, followed the sound with his eyes until he could pick out the big man’s form in the gray gloom of the early dawn. The sergeant was gesturing urgently towards the west, where it was still mostly dark. “Cavalry, sir!”

     Sure enough, a line of the Sultan’s horsemen was slowly plodding towards them across the plain. Arthur drew breath in preparation to give the 33rd the order to form square, but then something extraordinary happened.  

     The British Dragoons, accompanied by several squadrons of native cavalry and with Major Dallas at riding at their head, struck them like a lightning bolt coming out of the north. What followed could most accurately be described less as a military engagement and more as sheer bloody murder. So intently focused had the horsemen of Mysore been upon the left flank of the British line that they had failed to see their counterparts arrive on the field.

     Dallas and his men had ridden all the way around the enemy army, circling back upon the plains far to the north; too far to the north, as it would turn out, which is why they were so late in joining the fight. There shall have to be words about that, Arthur thought wearily, but later. Much later. For now, the British cavalry and their native allies had returned to the field as saviors, hammering their way into the enemy line at the charge. Their sabers rose and fell with brutal efficiency, and although the Sultan’s men gamely tried to give as good as they got, they never really recovered from the shock of being jumped. Cutting their losses, Tipu’s surviving cavalry broke and ran for the final time, fleeing in all directions except that of the British line in their desire to escape. 

     Once more, the line of Redcoats gave a ragged cheer, some going so far as to doff their shakoes and wave them back and forth in the air above their heads. Their Indian allies took up the cheer themselves, and before long the entire British line was in uproar. 

     “SILENCE!” 

     Supernaturally enhanced, Wellesley’s voice had a similar effect to that of a pistol being fired in a crowded room. The men instantly fell silent. Even before what historians would later come to call the Battle of Mallavelly, the men of the 33rd Regiment of Foot had known that their Colonel was a stickler for the rules, and that it was an unwise soldier indeed who found himself on Arthur Wellesley’s bad side. After the performance he had just put on in taking down the quartet of elephants single-handedly, the rankers were even less willing to incur his displeasure.

     “Orders, sir?” asked Major Shee quietly, suddenly standing at his side. 

     “Have the men collect up our dead and wounded, John. Let’s also see what supplies may have been left by the enemy that may be of use to us. Oh, and John…” Arthur paused as something came back to him. “Sergeant Belton and his men were evidently taken prisoner by the Tipu’s men. Belton was a brave man; he made a break for it, and one of the enemy’s sharpshooters shot him. He was still alive before our first bayonet charge. Do you see there, up on that ridge?” 

     Arthur pointed back in the direction from which their division arrived on the battlefield, in what now seemed like a lifetime ago. A single red-jacketed body lay apart from all the others on the field. 

     “I do, sir. Have no fear, I shall send some men to check on him.” Shee moved away, seeking out the closest NCOs.

     “I should be most obliged to you,” Arthur whispered softly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The early-morning sun was just beginning to encroach upon the eastern horizon, casting long, stark shadows from every rock, boulder, and patch of tope. Hidden in one such stand of trees that overlooked the British camp, just as other members of their company had been hidden each morning for the past few days, twenty men of the Sultan’s personal Tiger Guard were going about the business of stripping themselves down until they were totally and utterly naked. 

     Each carried a leather pouch, into which went any rings, jewelry, and small personal effects that they carried. The pouches were drawn closed using a leather thong threaded through the neck, and then bundled up with their owner’s clothes; the clothes themselves were, in turn, laid out alongside each guard’s personal weapons, which were always some combination of a long and short-bladed weapon, a brace of pistols, and a long-arm; most of these were richly-ornamented muskets, the styling of which reflected one of the Sultan’s beloved tiger motifs.

     The twenty-first member of their party also happened to be its leader. Jamelia, as naked as the day she was born, was standing in a relaxed pose, leaning one forearm against a sturdy tree branch. For the past five minutes, she had been watching the morning routine of the British encampment. This was not the first time that she had done so. The Tiger Guard not only assured the safety of their master the Sultan, but also performed other duties as required. When General Harris and his men had invaded his territory, the Sultan had required them to watch the enemy soldiers from afar, gleaning whatever useful information they could. 

     Now, the time for watching was over. 

     Once breakfast was eaten, the cooking fires were doused with dirt. It looked to Jamelia as though the British had taken virtually all of their fighting strength to challenge the Tipu’s army on the outskirts of Mallavelly, leaving just a token force behind to guard their camp and the army’s baggage train. 

     That was a mistake, and one that will cost them dearly, Jamelia thought to herself as she slipped quietly back into the shadowy interior of the stand of trees. 

     “Ready?” was all she had to say. Twenty nods of assent answered her. “Then we shall begin.” She looked around, locking eyes with each naked man individually. They all did her the courtesy of maintaining eye contact, not once glancing down at her equally exposed body. This was done not only out of respect, a virtue which was of paramount importance among the elite Tiger Guard, but also out of self-preservation – they had seen what had happened to the last man who had ogled Jamelia, and none of them wanted to lose those body parts by making the same mistake. 

     She held up a finger in warning. “Remember – we hit hard, and we run. There is no time for plunder, and precious little for sport. Are we clear?” Again came the nods. 

     A bolt of pain suddenly slammed its way up the length of her spine, exploding like lightning behind her eyes. The change was coming. Jamelia saw stars for a moment, dancing colors in front of her eyes. She arched her back; once, twice, and then a third time, the bony ridge of her spine becoming more prominent with each jerking motion that she made. Her limbs began to spasm, twitching uncontrollably as though she were in the grip of some dreadful tetany, and then her forearms and lower legs began to suddenly elongate. Muscles rippled beneath the rapidly-stretching flesh, and thick hair started to emerge all over her body. The hair came in various shades of black, orange, white, and tan; most of all, however, it came in stripes.  

     The men around her were all undergoing the same bestial transformation. Hands, feet, and nailbeds pushed outward to become claws. Thick, rough pads grew from the palms of the hands and soles of the feet. At what had once been the sacral region of each person’s spine, a prehensile tail was starting to emerge. Noses and mouths were fast assuming the aspect of a snout, with thick black lips coating a host of wicked-looking teeth. 

     Jamelia and her tiger-kin were now unrecognizable as their former selves; they were now a pride of terrible predators, enormous sentient jungle cats whose jaws could engulf the head of a man in a single bite. 

     And these particular cats were more than ready for the hunt. 

 

 

 

 

 

Captain Robert Kaplan hated the honorable British East India Company, hated India, and hated the British bloody army. He hated them all with a passion for which, despite a passably second-rate education, he lacked the adequate language to convey. Short in height and lean in stature, Kaplan’s tanned skin and sandy-colored hair had faired remarkably well in comparison to those of the many other Englishmen who had been garrisoned out here alongside him. 

     The same could not be said of his career. Kaplan had been born with that least desirable of qualities, an instinctual desire to tell the truth, come what may. It had gotten him in hot water on several occasions throughout his life, but perhaps none more so than the time he had first assumed command of his battalion of East India Company soldiers when he had first set foot ashore in India. It was not at all unusual for East India Company lieutenants to find themselves in command of companies, and for captains to find themselves in command of battalions, so he had thought little of it at the time; but a closer inspection of the company’s ledgers had revealed that the record books, which had been kept by the outgoing commanding officer, one Captain Harding, belong more in the realm of fiction than that of fact.

     Harding had been hurriedly recalled to England after a hushed-up scandal involving several pints of arrack, another officer’s native consort (or bibi) and a duel that had been carried out with pistols at dawn; although Harding hadn’t killed his man, he had divested him of a testicle with one singularly lucky shot. 

     Going over the ledgers by candlelight in his tent on the first evening, Kaplan had been horrified to find that the contents of the ledgers were at least fifty percent imaginary. He conducted an immediate inspection of the company stores and paraded each man, looking over their personal effects and whatever kit they had been issued by the Company. Vast tracts of equipment were either entirely absent or at best existed in significantly smaller quantities than Harding claimed in the records. Shovels, blankets, tents, picks, axes, lanterns, flints, screws, even muskets and bayonets; many of them could be found on paper, and nowhere else. 

     Reading between the lines, it wasn’t difficult to see what had happened. The surplus kit had been sold on the local black market, probably at a fraction of its true value, but making the crooked Captain Harding a pretty penny nonetheless. Kaplan suspected that a search of the local markets and bazaars would reveal that most of it was being sold at a hefty mark-up by some merchant or another. 

     Harding had been that worst sort of officer, not only lazy and incompetent, but also cruel when he was sufficiently bored and the mood had struck him. The men of the company had been delighted to see the back of him, and had warmed to Kaplan almost immediately – no surprise there, he thought, given their last point of comparison – but Kaplan had inherited a colossal headache along with the blackguard’s departure. He was, strictly speaking, on the hook financially for the missing equipment. It was his responsibility. Another man – a richer man – might simply have sighed, dug into his pockets, and stumped up for the missing kit. Robert did not have that luxury. He had bills to be paid, and certain long-standing debts to go along with them. Although he lived in relative comfort, his was by no means a life of ease and refinement. He simply could not afford it. 

     Neither was simply burying his head in the sand and hoping for the best a viable option. The Company was known to conduct audits of its many and varied accounts and interests, seemingly at random. If he were found to be covering up these discrepancies, not only would his career as an officer in the East India Company be over for good, he would find himself utterly ruined in both Indian and British social circles. He would simply have to kill himself if that happened, or desert and join that rogue, the Tipu Sultan. Neither prospect appealed, and so on a blindingly-bright Monday morning (after a weekend spent feverishly sifting and weighing his options, and finding none other to be satisfactory) Kaplan had gone to the regional headquarters of the honorable East India Company.       

     Respectfully taking off his hat and tucking it under the crook of one arm, Kaplan had found himself  being shown through to the office of a considerably senior officer, where he had been offered a seat across from the great bear of a man’s huge mahogany desk and given a glass of wine that was heavily cut with water. Placing the first of several ledgers on the desktop, the earnest Captain had begun to walk his sweating superior officer through the tale of corruption and petty larceny that he had uncovered in the company’s books. 

     Incredibly, the man would have none of it. No, no, no – he knew Captain Harding personally, and more importantly, had gone to school with his father, who now happened to hold high office at Horse Guards. The duel had been…unfortunate, he had to admit, particularly as it had been fought over a bloody bibi of all things; they were ten to the penny, and Harding would have been well advised to simply get one of his own, rather than try and snag one from a fellow officer. But it could all be put down to the indiscretions of youth, and Harding was now out of the picture, probably bound for the family estates in England, and who knew what thereafter? But there was to be no more scandal, Kaplan was told; of that, he could be sure! The matter was over and done with, Robert would simply have to make good on his company’s inventory out of his own funds, and that was to be an end to it.

     Unless, the man had said with just the vaguest hint of menace, Kaplan would care to take this higher? 

     Captain Kaplan would indeed care to do so. 

     That, perhaps above all else, had been his single biggest mistake. The muckety-mucks in the upper ranks all stick together, he reminded himself bitterly as he looked out across the bleak plains of Mallavelly. I never stood a bloody chance. 

     Which was how such a competent – many would have said skilled – officer now happened to find himself in charge of the dregs of the British East India Company’s contribution to the Grand Army. Although no actual demotion had taken place, Kaplan had swiftly found himself in receipt of new orders, laterally transferring him to a position of command over what had to be the most awkward company on the continent. Composed primarily of the fat, feeble, and unfit castoffs from other companies, Kaplan’s new command was assigned the plum job of guarding the British wagon train. 

     While all of the real soldiers are off fighting the Sultan. Proper soldiering, that. Not this guarding cooks, blanket-stackers, and bottle-washers. 

     Kaplan walked out to the edge of the camp, passing a native man and a younger boy whom he took to be the man’s son, who were leading a goat on a length a rope tied loosely about its neck. The army had gone to battle late last night, and marched out of the camp as if its collective arse was on fire. He had carried out his due diligence, doubling the size of the perimeter guard, but all had remained quiet in and around the camp. The rumble of distant cannon-fire had been followed shortly thereafter by the even fainter sound of massed musketry. 

     Harris is a damned fine general, by all accounts. He’ll have given the Hindus a right proper hiding by now. 

     The growl took him by surprise. At first, he thought that his ears might be playing tricks on him. Then it occurred to him that the throaty rumble could have been yet another round of artillery fire, echoing from the far-off distance. Sound carried further at night and sounded different somehow, as every soldier who had ever stood his night watch could tell you. 

     But then it came again, seemed much closer than before, and this time the noise was unmistakable. It was an animal – had to be. Kaplan frowned, looking out into the greyness of the pre-dawn plains as he tried to pin down the source. 

     Then there came another, and another, and a fourth after that. The growls were both longer and more frequent now, and seemed to be coming from all around him. This wasn’t just one animal out there; no, this was a bloody pack. His hand went instinctively to the hilt of his sword, found its solidity reassuring. Kaplan hadn’t drawn his blade in anger since he had arrived in India. Now, he slid it slowly out of its scabbard, testing the weight in his right hand. Like a fool, he hadn’t brought a pistol with him when he had made the rounds of the camp this morning. He had told himself, and quite reasonably, he thought, that if the Sultan’s army were to beat General Harris and then descend upon the British camp afterward, the presence of a single musket ball was hardly going to make much of a difference. 

     He was beginning to regret that line of thinking now.

     He regretted it even more when the mass of glowing yellow eyes appeared out of the murk of the gathering dawn. The tigers were huge, much larger than normal ones, or so it seemed to him. Perhaps his eyes and his mind were playing tricks, what with the tiredness and the gloom? 

     Kaplan raised his blade defensively in front of him, and was more than a little dismayed to see that his sword arm was shaking; well, trembling really. This was fear, not fatigue. He began to back slowly away, re-tracing his footsteps in reverse, heading back towards the camp.

     The tigers followed. There must have been – what, fifteen? Perhaps even twenty? He shook his head in disbelief. Why hadn’t they heard about packs of beasts like this, hunting the plains around them? Surely the cavalry should have said something, or the general’s exploring officers…

     Something was strange about those eyes – about all of them. The bizarre glow was part of it, though Kaplan attributed that to the first rays of sunlight which were beginning to stream across the lightening sky. No, this was something else. There was a cold fury visible in those eyes, not simply the primal, animalistic stare that one might expect to see in the eyes of any beast, particularly those of a hunter. He frowned, tried to figure out what it was. Then it came to him. 

     There was an intelligence to be found there, behind those black-flecked eyes. It was the queerest thing, and he had never encountered anything quite like it before, had—

     In a flash, they were upon him. He was so stunned by the tigers’ pounce that he did not have time to even utter a scream. As the sharpened claws and powerful jaws tore chunks from his body and ripped him limb from bloody limb, the last thought that crossed Captain Robert Kaplan’s mind was a simple one: 

At least I’ll never have to worry about those God-damned books again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

When he first felt the skin beginning to redden and scald on the side of his neck and face, Wellesley knew that it was time to leave. He felt cold inside, cold and dead, ironically enough – even more so than usual. 

     I should have ended; would have ended, had it not been for Baird. 

     And there it was, in a nutshell. Baird had not liked him, Arthur was well aware of that. The Scottish general had made known to practically anybody who would listen, his beliefs that the young Colonel had been promoted far beyond his station, and far beyond his years, and all because his brother Richard Wellesley, Lord Mornington as he was perhaps better known, had pulled the necessary strings for him.    

     Ever since his arrival in India, Arthur had never been entirely able to shake off the faint whiff of nepotism. Always there were the whispers, uttered when they thought that his back was turned. Baird had been bitter and angry, and in some ways he could almost understand the reasons why – as the fifth most senior general in the entire British Army, how else would Baird be expected to react at having to share the glory with some upstart young colonel? Arthur had always turned the other cheek, had never risen to bite back at one of the general’s sly jibes. 

     Yet when it mattered – when it truly mattered – and Arthur’s very existence was at stake, David Baird had not only recognized the danger, but he had acted without hesitation, exchanging his life for Wellesley’s in an act of such staggering bravery that it deserved to be recorded in the annals of British military history for all future generations to appreciate. Because that is what Baird had given up, Arthur knew – eternity, or a very close approximation at least.

     Although vampirism had been a constant companion to humanity since time immemorial, nobody was yet sure what happened when a vampire truly “died.” Come to think of it, nobody was entirely sure what happened after a mortal human died either. Why else did they cling to the old tribal religions and ceremonies, other than that fear of going alone into the empty darkness that lay at the end of every short, short life? But when a vampire met his end, they were giving up hundreds, if not thousands of years of a potential future. Although the elders could be extremely secretive upon such matters, credible stories were told of vampires still walking the earth today that had known life during the time of the Caesars.  

     Assuming that he or she was not killed by one of the many traditional means, a vampire might conceivably live forever; and forever is exactly what David Baird (for he could no longer think of him in terms of just his rank) had given up for Arthur Wellesley.  

     In the aftermath of the engagement, General Harris and his officers realized that they had stayed aboveground for just a little too long. “Blast,” Harris cursed when he opened up his fob watch and checked the time. “We must hurry, gentlemen. I am afraid that the dawn is now upon us.” 

     Leaving the battalions in the charge of their respective senior lieutenants, the general and his vampire staff substituted their amorphous forms for the heftier physical bodies. It took mere moments for them to return to the camp, and when they arrived, pandemonium ruled. 

     It was the screaming that struck Arthur first upon his arrival, but the aroma of freshly-spilled blood was not far behind in vying for his attention. Dead bodies were liberally scattered as far as the eye could see; a few wore the uniforms of the East India Company, which marked them out as belonging to the assigned camp guard detail, but the vast majority of the corpses wore civilian clothes. 

     “I recognize this man, or what remains of him, at least. His name is Kaplan; a captain, if I recall correctly.” Arthur turned to see General Harris kneeling at the side of what at first appeared to be a heap of blood-soaked rags. 

     “Kaplan, yes,” Shee confirmed. “He had command of the baggage train guard.”

     “Then it appears as though he has discharged his duty as an officer, even unto death,” replied Wellesley gravely.

     The large section of the camp which had housed the baggage train looked as if a typhoon had ripped through it. Shredded tents and fragments of canvas had been scattered to the four winds. Upended cooking pots were strewn everywhere. Wooden carts had been smashed into matchwood, their contents rifled through haphazardly and tossed aside. 

     Worst of all were the bodies. Everywhere the officers looked, dead eyes stared sightlessly up into the pink clouds of the early dawn sky. All bore horrific wounds, which upon closer inspection turned out to be slashes and gouges, far too deep and jagged to have been made by even the largest of blades. Nor had the beasts of burden been spared; dead pack animals lay sprawled next to the ruins of their shattered wagons. A number of elephants and camels had had their throats torn out, with huge chunks of flesh ripped from their hide. 

     “Tigers!” 

     The cry came from a sobbing woman who, by her dress and her strong Cockney accent, Wellesley assumed to be the wife of one of the English soldiers. Although convincing displays of sympathy were nothing close to the vampire’s strongest suit, Harris made a game effort, placing an awkward hand lightly upon her shoulder. “What happened, madam?”   

     The woman (who went by the name of Esme Clarke) was inconsolable, but willing to talk; in fact, once she had begun to unburden herself, the whole sorry tale spilled out in a gush. Between half-choked sobs, she told the general of how those officers who had remained behind to guard the camp had instructed the camp followers to cease breaking down their tents; the civilians had been assured that, with the bulk of the army marching upon Mallavelly in order to engage the army of the Tipu Sultan, they would almost certainly not be going anywhere further this night. With the camp populace content to await the outcome of the battle and feeling secure in the presence of the doubled perimeter guard, all had been uneventful until just before first light. The tigers had fallen upon the camp out of nowhere, she sobbed; inhumanly large beasts, they had appeared to target any man who was armed with a musket or pistol first, and even a few plucky females who had attempted to fight back. Her man Robert had been one of the first to die, his throat torn out by one of the creatures as he attempted to draw a bead on it with his Brown Bess. 

     Ignoring the painful burning sensation which the rising sun was causing upon his skin, General Harris inquired gently as to how many of the beasts there had been, to which Mrs. Clarke replied that she did not rightly know, but that the great cats had seemed to be everywhere; no matter where she turned, slashing claws were wreaking havoc upon her camp-mates. She had taken the initiative of hiding underneath a covered wagon, and it was there she had remained until the tigers had suddenly fled the camp at great speed, just moments before the officers had returned. 

     “These are no natural beasts,” the general remarked as he and his officers made their way to the shelter of the officers’ mess. It was almost blissfully cool and shaded inside. All of them had felt their skin beginning to burn. They had cut their obligatory return to the grave a little too finely, but none had been seriously harmed. Contrary to popular myth, only direct sunlight could actually end a vampire. 

     “Indeed not,” Wellesley agreed, carefully climbing his coffin and gingerly sitting down. “We are all familiar with the tales of lycanthropes,” he added, settling down into the velvet-lined interior and taking hold of the lid. “Could we perhaps be dealing with something similar…an unholy union between man and tiger?” He unbuckled his sword belt and removed it from around his waist, laying it alongside him down the long axis of the coffin. 

     All the way down the line, the vampire officers were making their way into their own graves, reaching up and pulling the lids firmly down on top of them. Although the exposed holes felt quite unnatural, each knew that Wellesley’s Shadow Company was so well-drilled that their first action upon returning to the camp would be to shovel the piles of cooling, protective dirt on top of each officer’s coffin; just so long as the undead were in the ground before the rising of the sun – that was the critical thing. All else was simply ritual.     

     It was just moments after the lid had slotted firmly into place above him that Arthur Wellesley fell fast asleep. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Still smarting from the pummeling inflicted upon his army by the forces of General Harris, Tipu was good to his word and wasted no time in retreating directly back to Seringapatam. He half-expected the British to pursue him, but it appeared that the vampire general, Harris, had no further stomach for fighting. Although their cavalrymen followed at a distance, they seemed content to merely observe the Sultan’s withdrawal, and the remnants of his own cavalry checked them every time they made any move that looked even remotely threatening. 

     Their almost superhuman frames immune to the ravages of either heat or fatigue, four of his most trusted Tiger Guard carried the Sultan in a covered palanquin. He was more than capable of walking the entire distance himself – could have run all the way back, some twenty-five miles, in just an hour or so if he had wanted to – but it was important for the men to see that their leader had not abandoned them. And so it was that Tipu sat, allowing his muscular conveyance to carry him for mile after blister-inducing mile, and all the while, he brooded. 

     It was not yet noon when Jamelia and her pack of guardsmen caught up with their master. Desperate for even the smallest piece of good news, he pulled back the side-flap of dyed green canvas which kept out much of the sun’s glare and looked at her expectantly, the question already written upon his face. 

     She did not disappoint him. 

     “How many?” he asked incredulously. 

     “Several hundred, Your Highness,” she confirmed, looking for all the world like the cat that got the cream. “Their camp was completely vulnerable. We targeted the bullocks and oxen for slaughter, which should at least slow the British advance down a little – and that is to say nothing of the terror that we have sowed among their followers. We killed no small number of those, too,” she added. 

     This was good, Tipu thought. This was very good. The weak point of these impudent British invaders was their baggage train, he knew, their over-reliance upon pack animals to transport their means of making war. Strike at that, and you struck at the very heart of their ability to conduct any sort of successful siege upon Seringapatam. 

     “The monsoons are coming.” He was thinking out loud now, gazing absently upwards into a corner of the palanquin’s roof. “If we can just hold them until the River Cauvery swells, until it rises beyond the ability of their soldiers to ford it…then we shall have beaten them.” 

     Jamelia kept pace comfortably with the palanquin-bearers. “What would you have me do, Your Highness – set another ambush for them?”

     Tipu shook his head. “No. It would not succeed a second time. They will be alert to any such maneuver now. Even after the regrettable events of last night, we still have almost 20,000 men under arms. They, coupled with the stout walls of Seringapatam, shall be our salvation.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Arthur’s dreams were filled with blood and fire.

     Visions of Baird, the crusty old general, filled his mind, being both unlooked-for and unavoidable. Baird taking the fatal shots on his behalf. Baird wading into the enemy ranks, carrying a claymore that dripped with their blood. Baird meeting with Harris in the latter’s tent, spewing bile and poison concerning Wellesley’s appointment to his staff. 

     “He’s just a boy, George - nothing but a bloody boy. If it weren’t for Mornington’s patronage…his own bloody brother, for God’s sake-” Standing and facing his commanding officer across a crude wooden table, the Scot was practically bellowing, rapping an index finger repeatedly against the tabletop for emphasis.

     The dream was taking him back to a real incident, one that had taken place back in February, at the beginning of the campaign to unseat the Tipu. Neither man had known that Arthur could overhear their exchange from some fifty yards away. “Put him with those black men, if you really must give him his own brigade,” Baird continued, referring to the sepoy troops sent to aid the British cause by the Nizam of Hydrabad. “It’ll get him out of the way of the rest of the army – the proper army – and he can go and play the sepoy general to his heart’s content…” 

     “That’s quite enough of that, David.” Harris raised a hand in an act of explicit warning, his tone as cold as ice: go no further. “Wellesley’s family connections are neither here nor there, and certainly no business of yours.”

     “Oh, is that right-”

     “Yes it is!” The outburst was as sudden as it was unexpected, and highly uncharacteristic of one such as George Harris, who was accustomed to being the voice of reason where most disputes were concerned. “Without young Wellesley’s expertise” - Arthur’s lip curled in anger at Harris’s use of the term ‘young’ - “this expedition would already be a bloody failure. The man’s practically a genius when it comes to logistics and preparation, and that, General, is what will eventually win us this war. So I would be most obliged to you if you would not belittle the man who has done so much to stack the deck in our favor.” 

     “Stacking blankets and counting bullocks is hardly what I would call proper soldiering, sir,” the incensed Baird shot back angrily. “We shall see how the young prodigy performs when the muskets sing at Seringapatam. May I have your leave, sir?”

     Not trusting himself to speak further, Harris simply nodded stiffly. Baird stalked from the tent. 

     It was then that Arthur had realized just how deeply Baird’s dislike of him had run.

     “Wellesley!” 

     That same voice, which had once been raised in anger at Arthur’s appointment, but now could be heard crying out a warning even as Baird’s body slammed into his own, taking the full brunt of the Indian gunner’s attack, and so voluntarily. 

     Throughout that long, hot day on the plains of Mallevelly, Arthur dreamed fitfully within the confines of his earthen grave. In one dream, Harris’s army was drawn up before the walls of Seringapatam, having marched out from a camp at sunset. Siege guns had blasted a breach in the western walls. It was all so very vivid, and yet he knew that it must be a dream because there was Baird, alive and whole once more, standing at the forefront of his Scots battalions. No sooner had the bluff General requested and been immediately granted the honor of leading the attack, but Arthur looked more closely and saw that Baird was truly alive here, was no longer a vampire. The general now appeared older than he had the evening before, a few years older, and his lined face showed the ruddy complexion of the mortal man rather than the cold, waxy pallor of the undead.

     As Arthur watched, fascinated by this fable which had been constructed by own imagination (for what else could it possibly be?) Baird followed on the heels of the Forlorn Hope and led his kilted Highlanders across the shallow river and up the rubble-strewn slope in front of the high, forbidding walls of Seringapatam. Hundreds of tiger-striped soldiers of Mysore contested the breach, firing their muskets down into the packed mass of the attacking British, until it seemed to Arthur that the assault must surely fail, that the sheer weight of enemy fire alone would crush it utterly. Yet somehow, the British attack not only survived, but pressed on in the face of such savage opposition. 

     Time passed. Arthur floated aimlessly, his mind’s eye wandering without purpose. 

     The British flag flew above Seringapatam. 

     Harris had won, against all odds. The redcoats were in, the city had fallen, and it was all thanks to Baird…Baird, who had already been ended, screaming and burning, his life snatched away by a handful of silver shot. 

    

    

 

 

The dreams of Private Thomas Gilman were also filled with blood and fire. When at last he opened his eyes, Tom couldn’t remember any time in his past life in which he had ever felt this good. 

     He had awoken on the floor of his cell, completely naked and yet somehow not the slightest bit ashamed of the fact. The cramped confines of the blacked-out cell were warm and close, suggesting that the sun had come up outside. His fever must have broken during the night, because in stark contrast to the pain and sickness that had laid him low, he now felt like a king. 

     Thomas could feel every single muscle, every tendon and ligament, all of them now under his own voluntary control for the very first time. Experimentally, he flexed his hands, both at the same time, could feel the joints working beneath his flesh with pinpoint precision; and he was strong, that he could tell simply by tautening the muscles of his trunk and abdomen. It was almost as though he could lift a bullock and cart with his bare hands; in fact, Thomas thought he would rather like to give that a try…if he ever got out of here. 

     There was an odd smell in the room, standing out against the musty stink of long-dried piss and shit. The odor was coppery and metallic, and for a moment he thought that it must be blood, but that was a ridiculous notion. Thomas wasn’t hurting any more. He reached a hand up to his neck, felt the location of the bite mark inflicted upon him by the Sultan. The skin was smooth and soft to the touch, almost pristinely so. He frowned, wondering at how it had healed so quickly, but then thought: why look a gift horse in the mouth? The Sultan must have the very best physicians available on hand. 

     “Private Gilman?” 

     Speak of the Devil. It was the Sultan’s voice, muffled but most definitely his; it was coming through the heavy wooden door. Thomas could see the dim outline of daylight around the door’s edge, the shape of two feet beneath it. 

     “I’m here, sir.” His voice sounded almost cheerful to his own ears, a far cry from the rasping croak that had been the best he could muster yesterday. 

     “I am delighted to hear it. How are you feeling, Private?” 

     “Bloody marvelous, sir,” Thomas responded without hesitation. “I feel like a new man. Whatever it was that your doctors have done, sir, it’s fixed me up a treat.”

     “Hmmm.” The voice seemed to consider that for a moment. “That being the case, I would imagine that you are feeling quite grateful to me, Private. Is that not so?”

     Of all things, Thomas Gilman was a born survivor, and he was only too aware that sitting here in the squalid dungeons of a half-mad despot who had a penchant for biting his prisoners left him with precious few options. “Yes, sir,” he replied without hesitation. “Extremely grateful, sir.” 

     “That is excellent news.” And indeed, the voice did sound quite genuinely pleased. “May I take it, then, that you are interested in entering my service? My Tiger Guard could make good use of a man with your talents. It will be an excellent opportunity to teach your ‘flogging colonel’ a lesson…”

     If the British capture the city, they’ll hang you…or worse, Thomas thought, weighing his extremely limited number of choices. So it’s either whipping post and firing squad, whipping post and hangman’s noose, or if you’re really unlucky, whipping post and become the officers’ dinner. No, thanks. You’ve got to throw your lot in with somebody, and it looks like the Sultan’s the only game in town. 

     “Delighted to, sir.” 

     “Good, good.” There came the rattle of heavy bolts being snapped back, and then the door creaked open slowly on its hinges. Bright sunlight flooded into the dungeon, banishing the darkness into the corners and causing Thomas to blink for a moment while his eyes adjusted. The silhouette of the Sultan stood confidently in the doorway, ushering Thomas to freedom and a new life within his service. “Please come with me, Private. I believe that we need to get you a new uniform, one that more properly suits your new station, no?”

     Thomas got to his feet in one smooth, fluid motion. He was delighted to find that his muscles now obeyed his commands instantly and without the slightest complaint. The Tipu beckoned him over, and Thomas took a step towards him, and then almost recoiled as his foot squished into something warm and sticky. He looked down, gaped; looked around the cell, then wondered seriously if there had been some mistake, and the Tiger Guards had thrown him into an abattoir.  

     The walls, the ceiling, the floor, indeed every visible surface was streaked and splattered with blood. Scattered around the cell in irregular lumps were a host of human body parts; here an arm, there a leg, still partially attached to the hip and torso of what had once been a man. Some appeared to have been torn or gnawed away from their place of attachment, with strips of ragged flesh and ligaments still gleaming wetly where they had once attached. The old Tom Gilman would have retched and gagged at such a sight, but he was now a new man, felt like one going all the way from his top down to his toes. He was simply puzzled as to how these anatomical offcuts had somehow gotten into his cell.   

     “Congratulations, Private,” Tipu said approvingly. He opened his hands to encapsulate not only Thomas but also the entire meat-filled cell. “You have passed our test of admission. You are one of us now.”

From the far corner of the cell, flies buzzed eagerly around the slack-jawed, decapitated head of what had until recent been a captured British redcoat.

 

 

Excerpt from the private correspondence of Arthur Wellesley: 

 

To the Earl of Mornington.

Camp, 2 miles west of Seringapatam, 5th April 1799

My dear Mornington, 

In the action of the 27th of March, at Mallavelly, his troops behaved better than they have ever been known to behave. His infantry advanced, and almost stood the charge of bayonets of the 33rd and his cavalry rode at General Baird’s European Brigade. He did not support them as he ought, having drawn off his guns at the moment we made our attack, and even pushed forward these troops to cover the retreat of his guns. This is the cause of the total destruction of the troops he left behind him, without loss to us, and of the panic with which we have reason to believe his troops are now affected. His light cavalry, looties, and others are the best of the kind in the world. They have hung upon us night and day from the moment we have entered his country to this. Some of them have always had sight of us, and have been prepared to cut off any persons venturing out of the reach of our camp-guards. We came by a road so unfrequented that it was not possible to destroy all the forage, which would have distressed us much; but they did as much, even in that way, as could be expected from them. If Tippoo had had sense and spirit sufficient to use his cavalry and infantry as he might have done, I have no hesitation in saying that we should not now be here, and probably should not be out of the jungles near Bangalore.

Believe me, 

ARTHUR WELLESLEY

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

It took the best part of four days for General Harris’s Grand Army to reach Seringapatam. Traveling steadily westward by night, the gargantuan column made good time despite the death and destruction that had been inflicted upon it by Jamelia and her band of were-tigers. 

     Half-expecting to be met with another delaying force, General Harris took no chances and deployed heavy contingents of cavalry to range far and wide across their path; he was pleasantly surprised to find out that only small pockets of the enemy mounted looties were being used to keep an eye on the encroaching British force, and the journey went by both quickly and without any further engagements. 

     The last traces of the sun had just dipped below the western horizon on the evening of the fifth day, when Wellesley and General Harris rode out to view the lay of the land. The stars were coming out, but even without them, both men would have been able to see the city and its surroundings quite clearly with their enhanced sight. The two officers found a good vantage point on some high ground above the plains to the west of the city, and had with them a sketch map of the region upon which Wellesley would make marks and notations as their agreed-upon strategy began to develop. 

     The city of Seringapatam sat upon an island in the middle of the River Cauvery, where the main river forked into two north and south branches. Tipu’s base of power was the fortress itself, which occupied the westernmost third of that island.  Almost 150,000 people made their home either in the fortress or in domiciles located on the outskirts. Although the architecture of the Sultan’s inner palace was both colorful and ornate, the same could not be said of the rest of the city. The drab colors and ramshackle dwellings told of the true poverty that was commonplace throughout Mysore. 

     Yet it was not without its beauty, Arthur thought appreciatively as he observed it through his spyglass. Even from this distance and with the city walls forming a barrier to observation, he could see both a mosque and a Hindu temple, the construction of both of which showed superb craftsmanship. The uneasy coexistence between Hindus and Muslims was just one of the many challenges that the Tipu juggled really rather well, in Arthur’s estimation.    

     The Grand Army had approached Seringapatam on the night before, the long column winding its way in ponderously from the east. They kept the River Cauvery on their right flank in order to provide some measure of additional security.  What remained of the Sultan’s cavalry had made a couple of demonstrations, but nothing which might properly be called an attack. Certainly, no true engagement had taken place; much chastened after the events of Mallavelly, General Floyd’s cavalry and their native allies had screened the infantry and the remainder of the baggage train aggressively, riding quickly to head the enemy off each time they came just a little too close to the British force for comfort.

     A handful of cavalrymen from both sides had met their deaths beneath the night sky, but the army was able to split itself into two halves without any major incident. One went to the north of the city, while the other swung around to the south. It was an encirclement maneuver which led to the twin British pincers marching clear around the island, joining up once again on the western plain. They began to make camp, in sight of the city’s walls but not so close that the enemy artillery were within range to be a credible threat. Strangely, the Sultan seemed content to merely watch them march in and establish their camp, making no move to openly resist their approach - or so it had seemed at first.

     With the arrival of dusk, Tipu’s cavalry patrols had returned to the confines of the inner fortress, leaving Harris and Wellesley to work unhindered. The two men considered various locations on the walls as possible entry points, discussing the pros and cons of each. 

     “The western wall looks to be most practicable, sir, if I’m any judge,” Arthur said finally, concentrating on the relative thickness of the outer fortifications and the level of the Cauvery directly in front of them. “The water appears to be suitable for wading across in that region.” 

     The general nodded thoughtfully, his chin cupped in the palm of one hand. “A breach in the wall there would allow our men to penetrate the outer fortress, and then encircle the inner walls to the north and south simultaneously.”   

     “I concur, sir.” 

     “The axis of first approach is one that must be considered most carefully,” Harris mused, already seeing in his mind’s eye the red-coated columns coming under the most horrific cannon fire as they marched across the western plains towards whatever breach could be made in the walls. “But if we also put down sustained fire upon these points of the wall, here, here, and here,” he indicated sections of the northern and southern walls with the tip of a finger, “then we shall at least keep the Sultan guessing as to the precise location of our assault. We shall have to see what Colonel Gent has to say, as his shall surely be the final reckoning.” William Gent may not have been a King’s officer, but this colonel of the East India Company engineers was as well-versed in the arts of siegecraft as any many alive. If anyone could tell the commanders of artillery precisely where to hammer upon the walls of Seringapatam in order to bring them crashing down, it would be Gent. 

     Arthur could see the wisdom of Harris’s preliminary plan. Most of the British siege guns would have to be brought forwards from the western plain, and then dug in securely in order to protect them from the enemy cannon fire which was sure to follow their arrival; but there was no reason why a few guns could not be positioned to the north and south, perhaps drawing Tipu’s attention away from the real target.     

     “What of an attack on the eastern side of the island?” he asked hypothetically, but Harris simply shook his head. 

     “Possible, yes, but a poor choice.” The General pointed to where the Cauvery could be forded before the western walls, and then said, “An attack on the western aspect, assuming that it can be breached, will put our troops directly into the city itself. Yes, we shall have to overcome the defenders posted inside the breach and upon the walls on either side, but that can be done with sufficient determination.

     “But were we to choose the opposite end of the island, once our men are across the river and onto the island, there is nothing to stop Tipu from meeting them with battalions of his infantry soldiers, all lined up on the shore, just waiting for us. It would be a bloodbath, and only after fighting our way through the Sultan’s entire land army could we even begin to think about entering the city itself. No, it’s the west or it’s nothing.”   

     “I do believe—“ Arthur began to say, but he never got the chance to finish his sentence, because the stillness of the early evening was suddenly torn apart by the shriek of launching rockets.

   

 

 

 

The sky had transitioned from its daytime blue to the darker shade of early evening when the Sultan, accompanied by his ever-present Jamelia, emerged at the top of one of the staircases that served the western walls. 

     Tipu liked to inspect the city defenses on a regular basis, preferably each evening just before sundown. He found that it settled his mind and offered a great sense of reassurance to both himself and his troops, to walk along the fire-steps and ramparts of the mighty stone walls. Their solidity and thickness never failed to bring a smile to his face. 

     Despite their obvious reluctance to commit military forces to the region, the government of France had nevertheless sent Tipu a number of military advisers, primarily army officers that were charged with  advising him on how best to repel the British forces from Mysore. 

     Artillery, they had advised him almost to a man, was the thing. The French loved their heavy guns, and it had taken very little effort on their part to persuade Tipu to love them too. He had spent ruinous amounts of money in purchasing scores of cannon, howitzers, and other artillery pieces, the muzzles of which now poked threateningly out from embrasures on all four sides of Seringapatam’s walls. Many were decorated in the style of his much-loved tiger theme, with crouching, leaping, growling cats either wrought or carved into the designs of their barrels. Others were plain and unadorned, but would do the job of killing Englishmen with just as much brutal efficiency as their more ostentatious counterparts.

     An artillery battery was only as good as the crews who manned it, the French advisers had pointed out, and the Sultan had listened there too. He had not skimped on the manpower front, paying excellent wages (although his army’s pay was currently several weeks behind schedule) for skilled foreign labor. Many of the gunners were former French and German soldiers, fighting alongside those from other European countries. A fair number were even British deserters, men who had once worn the red coat of the King but had run from the army, lured by the promise of a better standard of living, higher pay, and a greatly-reduced likelihood of receiving a flogging.  

     Desertion was not without its risks, however. If the British were to capture Seringapatam, those former redcoats would be tied to a wooden post and executed by firing squad. Some of his officers and men worried about the loyalties of the British deserters, the Sultan knew, but as he saw it, what better motivation could a man have to fight like a tiger, than the sure and certain knowledge that he would be shot dead by his former comrades in the event that the city fell? 

     The gunners braced themselves to attention as their master passed by. He returned their salutes with a languid wave of the hand or a casual nod of the head. Despite the niggling presence of the British army now camped on his land beyond these walls, Tipu knew that he was the master of all that he surveyed, and that knowledge filled him with pride. 

     I am the tiger of this land, and the British will soon learn that for themselves. 

     Tipu and Jamelia continued their leisurely stroll along the western parapet, occasionally stopping to talk with a gun crew or to the sentries who were posted on lookout duty. His reversal at Mallavelly had caused something of a melancholy to set in, but this tour of his revetments and bastions had shaken that off in very little time at all. The Sultan was now in a remarkably good mood, laughing and joking with the men who would soon be expected to fight and perhaps die for him. For her part, Jamelia maintained her usual tight smile, more interested in watching the British soldiers going about their business on the other side of the rampart. 

     “Magnificent creations, are they not?” 

     “Hmmm?” She returned her attention to the Sultan, who was holding up a tall wooden stick and gazing with rapt admiration at the metal tube which adorned its top end. On his instructions, the cylinder (and the many others like it in his arsenal) had been reverently inscribed with a line taken from the Quran which described the greatness of Allah, and then fitted with a pointed cap, in an attempt to make it more aerodynamic. 

     “My rockets,” the Sultan clarified, as though she had never seen one of the projectiles before. “Are they not simply magnificent?” He sounded in awe of the flimsy device, gazing upon it with the look of a child who had been gifted with a particularly impressive toy. 

     “They are…certainly most intriguing devices, Your Majesty,” she answered warily. 

     “You do not approve?” He sounded almost teasing, but one could never be entirely sure where Tipu was concerned, and so Jamelia paused, wondering how to frame her answer in such a way that it would not drive her master into a fit of rage. The problem was, she had seen the rockets at work, and they were extremely unpredictable at best. At worst, they were an absolute liability to their own side. There was no way to guide the damnable things. One simply pointed the rocket in the direction of its target, lit the tapering fuse, and hoped for the best. Some of them flew almost straight and true, she had to concede; but others went off in any one of a thousand different directions, with one or two usually going so far as to blast straight up into the air and land in the midst of the men who had fired them, delivering an explosive payload that was no joke at all. 

     But the Sultan had fallen in love with them, as he did with most things that could create an almighty bang and which could also be pointed at his enemies. This was one of his pet projects, and Tipu was not the sort of man who liked to be associated with failure. 

     “The rockets are indeed most impressive,” she conceded at last, “at least, when they do happen to land amongst the ranks of the enemy.” 

     Tipu laughed heartily, slapping the stone parapet with delight. “They are not the most predictable of weapons, it is true, but they can be utterly deadly when properly employed - much like your lovely self, eh, my dearest Jamelia!” Guffawing at his own joke, tears sprang to the Sultan’s eyes. He held his ample belly with both hands, shaking with laughter. Jamelia smiled wanly.

     “Have you emplaced them as instructed?” he asked her at last, wiping a tear from his eye with a sleeve.

     “Yes, Your Majesty. They merely await your command.”

     “It seems churlish to disappoint them. Consider the command to be given.” 

     Jamelia was wearing an ankle-length sari made from the finest cerulean blue silk, and Tipu saw that there was an unmistakable lightness in her step as she went over to join one of the gun crews. It is good to see her happy once more, he reflected somberly. Then again, her spirits are always high after a kill. 

     The massacre at the British camp had been four days ago, but Jamelia’s good mood was still holding fast. A gunner nodded in acknowledgment of some unheard instruction, and walked out onto the fire-step to where a number of his beloved rockets were stacked. It was but the work of a moment to send the rocket screaming towards the British lines, trailing a shower of sparks behind it. 

     There was not the slightest chance of even reaching the enemy encampment at this range, let alone actually hitting anything; but then, that had never been the point in the first place. 

     The single rocket was nothing more than a prearranged signal to the commander of an ad hoc force of rocket-men and infantry that Tipu had ordered be secreted closer to the British lines earlier that day. An aqueduct bearing precious water ran in a generally north-south direction along the plains directly to the west of Seringapatam. This artificial waterway did not run entirely straight, however; it made a number of switchbacks and S-turns, in order to negotiate the surrounding terrain with the greatest of efficiency. On the inside elbow of one such switchback was a thick stand of tope, the heavy jungle-like terrain which appeared in patches throughout the Sultan’s territory. 

     Shortly after sunset the evening before, when he had eaten a hearty supper and had once again walked the ramparts – this time, the eastern walls - Tipu had watched as the head of the first British column appeared in the far distance. Taking a leather-bound telescope from the officer of the watch, he had noted with interest that the British were approaching along the south bank of River Cauvery, rather than the north. Tipu knew his land like the back of his own hand. The British would probably set up camp on the western plains, he decided, for there lay the greatest concentrations of drinkable water in the area. 

     The outskirts of Seringapatam were defended by a number of outlying strongholds, such as an old mill building and a series of temporary fortifications. Tipu fully intended to make his major stand behind the stout walls of his fortified palace, but he fancied himself quite the master tactician, and so it was that a most audacious idea happened to present itself to him. Calling Jamelia in close, he gave orders for a force of gunners armed with a healthy supply of rockets to hide themselves in the shadows of the thick tope.

     “Send along a few foot-soldiers to provide security,” he said airily, gesturing towards the western aqueduct. “They are to lay up until darkness falls this evening, and then, on our signal, they shall open fire on the British camp.” 

     “What will be the signal?” Jamelia asked with an arched eyebrow. 

     “A single rocket, what else? We shall fire it from the walls of the palace, aimed towards the British camp. That shall be the command for them to rain down fire upon the infidels.” He smirked, impressed with his own ingenuity. Just as she was about to leave, Tipu laid a hand lightly on her arm. “Oh, and Jamelia? The British are going to counter-attack. You may depend upon it; and that attack will almost certainly be led by one of their senior officers. Be sure that a small supply of the…special ammunition goes with the men.”     

     Jamelia had bowed and gone to make the arrangements. The truth be told, she actually rather liked this idea of his. The stand of tope happened to be located on the eastern bank of the aqueduct, which meant that when the British sent troops to push her soldiers out of there, they would have to cross a waist-deep body of running water in order to get at them – all under a storm of musket fire. 

     It would not be long before the aqueduct ran red with the blood of British soldiers, she reflected, and found the thought to be immensely pleasing.

    The first rockets had now begun to streak from beneath the leafy canopy to the west. Jamelia uttered a low, throaty growl. Tipu turned to her, surprise evident upon his face. “Oh, my dear – I have been most remiss!” he declared, holding a hand theatrically up to his forehead. “Would you and your Tiger Guard like to join the celebration—perhaps welcome the British properly to my lands?” 

     Jamelia’s sudden sense of delight was offset only by the torrent of pain now shooting down the length of her spine, as the transformation began to envelop her once more.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Preparations had begun as soon as the two officers had returned to camp, and Wellesley’s chosen battalion was on the march in under an hour.  He had left Major Shee in command of five companies of the 33rd, fully half of the available strength. They were positioned half a mile to the rear, in order to act as a tactical reserve, while Wellesley personally led the attack on foot with the remaining five companies. Diomed had no place in a night assault in wild country, he had reasoned, and so he had left the horse behind in the care of one of the army’s grooms.

     The redcoats moved gingerly at night, none of them (except for the company captains) being in possession of the finely-tuned vampire senses with which their colonel was gifted. He could hear every one of hundreds of boots tramping through the night, and the heartbeats of the men that wore them. The half-battalion marched eastward, with bayonets fixed and their colonel striding at their head. He had chosen a position in front of the center unit, which was once again the Shadow Company; CSM Nichols had been more than willing to cede the spot to his colonel.  

     They are nervous, but also eager, Wellesley thought, sifting through the racing, thudding beats of so many pounding hearts. He had fed earlier that evening, drinking very sparingly from the blood of a camp follower. Who could blame them? They are like greyhounds, straining at the leash, ready for the off. The men want to get stuck into the enemy before the monsoons come, else this shall all have been for naught. Monsoons would raise the level of the Cauvery to such a height that it would be unfordable, and the Sultan would be able to simply sit behind his stout walls and mock the besiegers while they slowly starved. 

     What at first appeared to be a low rise in front of them in fact turned out to be a small wall or berm made of earth, perhaps four feet in height. When it was momentarily illuminated in the aftermath of a rocket that was sent streaking over their heads and disappearing westward towards their camp, the redcoats saw that the berm in fact marked the near-side border of the aqueduct. They made straight for it, angling directly towards the silhouette of the dark trees; trees in which the enemy lay in wait for them. 

     Despite their best efforts to maintain some sort of noise discipline, Arthur was only too aware that one did not move five hundred heavily-armed men through the darkness without making a certain amount of noise. His heightened sense of hearing caught everything, magnified even the slightest scuffing of leather boots on rock or the softest, under-the-breath curse into something jarringly loud, and each time he resisted the urge to wince. 

     They know that we are coming. They must. 

     Arthur peered into the stand of trees ahead. He could just make out human-shaped blobs of light moving about within the tope, but could not discern enough detail to pick them out clearly. Trees and thick vegetation were still an effective form of concealment, even against vampire eyes. 

     The line of redcoats moved up to the berm, most of them hesitating, reluctant to step upwards and render themselves so utterly exposed. Although the aqueduct wasn’t all that wide – one could easily have thrown a stone from one side to the other – the water running through it absolutely stank. 

     “Bloody move it!” a sergeant hissed from somewhere inside the ranks of Fourth Company. Wellesley nodded in satisfaction. If the sergeant hadn’t said it, then he was going to. 

     “It’s only a bit of bloody water,” whispered a corporal from closer by. Somewhat encouraged, the first redcoats began to pick their way down the muddy embankment, boots slipping and sliding as they sought to find purchase, before splashing into the dirty knee-high water.  A good job that they cannot see it as I can, Arthur thought, else the scum and filth floating in it would be a far more effective deterrent than the Tipu’s soldiers could ever be.

     More boots splashed into the aqueduct, the men of the rearmost ranks now starting to climb the berm themselves. Suddenly, the entire treeline in front of them exploded in a storm of white-hot musket-fire. The men of the Third Company were taking the brunt of the enemy ambush. They screamed as a hail of the weighty leaden musket-balls struck home, tearing mercilessly into their ranks at almost point-blank range. The bodies of some British soldiers plunged face-first into the water, while others were blown backwards by the sheer force of the enemy musketry. 

     A strange sort of daze had hit the redcoats along with that first shocking volley. It was almost as though the entire Third Company had been struck on the head and concussed; but led by the Shadow Company, the four companies to their left and right continued to move forwards, splashing across the aqueduct and up the slope of the far bank. They even managed to maintain relatively good order while doing it, something that impressed their captains to no small degree.

     Arthur had taken three musket balls to the chest and one to his knee, which came as no great surprise when he considered the central position that he had chosen in the front of the first rank. Each wound bled a small amount of viscous black ichor, but closed itself up in the space of seconds, the flesh beneath his uniform knitting and repairing itself at a frenzied rate. The incredibly accelerated healing process worked the musket balls forwards and out of his skin, which in turn sealed itself up behind the projectiles as each one dropped into the putrid water in which he now stood. The spent balls disappeared beneath the surface without trace, already forgotten. 

     He could smell the blood now, the blood of dead and dying men; no, of dead and dying Englishmen, he corrected himself. They were his responsibility. He had led them here to this place, straight into the jaws of an enemy trap. Well, enough of that. Let’s get the bloody business over with…

     Suddenly he was bellowing, sword in hand, waving it towards the far bank. “Up and at ‘em, 33rd!” Arthur began to run towards the tope, his blade leading the way, surrounded on all sides by the warriors of his Shadow Company. Another rocket flashed up from the western end beneath the trees, highlighting for the briefest of moments a scene of devastation and utter confusion. Then it was dark again, and the afterimage of his silhouette was burned into the retinas of the men; their colonel, charging forwards with neither fear nor uncertainty, directly into the face of the enemy. He could have levitated clear of the water with relative ease, but that wasn’t the point. Arthur needed the men to see him run as they must run, hear the splashing of his boots as he led them forwards. Otherwise, why else should he expect them to follow him? 

     And follow him they did. It began with the sergeants and corporals. “You heard the colonel, lads,” roared Sergeant Johnson, one of the stalwarts of Third Company, “up and into the bastards!” True to his word, the sergeant took off for the far-side embankment at a run, gaining it at almost the same time as his colonel did. 

     “Well done, Johnson—that’s the style!” Arthur cried, for all to hear. He did not need to look backwards to know that the redcoats were once more starting to slosh their way across the aqueduct, for not only could he hear it, he could also sense their steadily-mounting anger at having been caught out in the open like that. Well, the Tipu’s men were going to pay for it, he resolved, leaping to the top of the berm and starting to run towards the stand of trees. 

     Muskets crackled from behind him now, and incredibly, not one of them hit him in the back. The men of Shadow Company were so close that they could make out his form, see the ambient light reflecting from the blade of his sword, and knew to aim around him. Screams came from the tree-line up ahead, signs that at least some of the British musketry had hit home, but then the Sultan’s men answered with a second burst, more ragged than the first had been – indeed, hardly worth of the name “volley” at all, so irregular was it – but still deadly effective. More dead soldiers dropped into the water behind him, but the remainder kept their feet and continued to push forward. 

     With just a few more steps, Wellesley was inside the tope. The closest enemy soldiers were mere feet away. He lunged, stabbing one through the throat with the point of his blade, and then used the man as a shield to absorb the shot fired at him by one of his comrades. The musket ball passed through the cloth of the man’s turban and entered his skull just above his ear, the force and cavitation of its passage blowing most of his brains out of the opposite side of his head.

     Letting the corpse fall to the ground, Arthur closed the distance between them both in the space of a single leap. The tiger soldier’s eyes bulged out of their sockets, and an expression of incredulity spread across his face. Looking down, the last thing he ever saw was the British officer’s sword buried up to the hilt in his abdomen. Mouth open and uttering something wordlessly, the man finally went slack when Arthur sawed the blade sideways, severing both the spinal column and the great blood vessels in a single stroke. 

     The thunder of muskets again shattered the night from somewhere off to his left, somewhere close. They were British, he could tell, and were answered with more screams. Screams…and then something else, something altogether different: the growl of a tiger. 

     Arthur frowned, looked about him. Off towards the eastern edge of the tope, he could just barely make out a lithe feline form, slinking cautiously through the vegetation in the middle distance. The cat’s body passed behind a particularly dense cluster of trees, but then emerged almost directly ahead of him. It were almost as though the beast was aware of his presence, but that couldn’t possibly be true, he reasoned, because vampires gave off no discernible scent or odor, and there was no way at all that the thing could see him in light conditions that were this low...at least, an ordinary tiger couldn’t, he reminded himself. These were no ordinary jungle cats. 

     The defenders fired again, punching a few more holes in the British ranks. Many of the redcoats were taking cover behind the thicker trees now, which made for quite an effective shield if one were to turn sideways-on.  Quite a few of the men who had reloaded already were kneeling, the barrels of their muskets tracking slowly back and forth in the dark as they tried in vain to find a viable enemy target. The cleverer ones waited for the flash of a musket firing to come from up ahead, and then returned fire along the same trajectory. Others simply fired blindly, loading and firing, reloading and firing, working their way steadily through the supply of musket balls that each man was required to carry. 

     With the last scattering of musket fire, Arthur realized that he had lost track of the tiger. Looking around, he saw nothing; suddenly, the beast was upon him. Its movement must have been inhumanly fast, because the great cat was pouncing from less than ten yards away, flying through the air towards his left front quarter. 

     Reflexively, Arthur swung the sword around in that direction, attempting to ward the tiger off, but he wasn’t quite able to make it in time. The beast landed hard on his chest, thrusting him backwards and slamming his body forcefully into the thick trunk of a baobab tree. Waves of hot, fetid breath washed across Arthur’s face as the tiger craned its neck and opened its maw wide. Instantly his free hand flew to the beast’s throat, pointed fingernails digging in through the tufts of fur in an attempt to find the windpipe and crush it. 

     The bulk of the tiger’s body mass pressed against him, pinning his sword arm against the side of his body. Grunting with exertion, Arthur squeezed harder, trying to exert more pressure through the layers of fur, skin, and fatty tissue. For its part, the tiger roared once more in outrage, the resultant wall of sound hitting him squarely in the face at close range with all the fury of a cannon-ball. A giant paw came up and swatted at the side of Arthur’s head, the claws leaving a series of long furrows in the flesh of his cheek and temple. Black fluid began to leak out, but the wounds quickly sealed themselves. 

     In lashing out at him, the tiger had unwittingly released just enough pressure from his sword arm to allow him a little leverage. Arthur brought his sword arm up and plunged the point desperately into the side of the tiger’s neck, thrusting it in as deeply as the awkward angle would allow. Throwing back its head in a combination of blinding pain and rage, the tiger released Arthur from its grip and turned tail, running away into the darkness at the heart of the tope.   

     That blow would have killed any natural beast. This is certainly something else, something far beyond nature. The temptation to think that this was something beyond nature in the same way that he and all of vampire-kind were beyond nature fleetingly crossed his mind, but Arthur repressed the thought savagely. We are nothing like them – we are civilized, cultured. They are savages, nothing more than mere beasts. He pushed the issue to the back of his mind, did not want to face it now, here in this place, particularly with his men still imperiled. 

     His right hand felt strangely vacant, and Arthur realized that the tiger had fled with his sword still impaled in its neck. Simply unbelievable, he thought ruefully, shaking his head with bemusement. But what now? He could still lead the attack, even without a sword. His innate speed and strength would see to that. Arthur took a moment to assess the situation. The volume of musketry emanating from the Tipu’s men was steadily increasing, and he could tell by listening carefully for a moment that his redcoats, realizing that you couldn’t hit what you couldn’t see to aim at, were firing less and less often, choosing instead to lurk behind such cover as they could find. Their morale had taken something of a beating, Arthur knew, and although he could hear the company’s officers and sergeants trying to verbally spur the men onward, the Sultan’s men were hollering and jeering too, making the whole thing sound like nothing more than a huge chaotic mess. 

     There is no order here, no real semblance of discipline. We must withdraw, reassess the tactical situation, and begin anew. The thought sickened him, the next words he spoke leaving the cold taste of ashes in his mouth; nonetheless, it must be done. 

     “33rd!” A pause. He did not want to say it, but knew that no other sane choice remained. “The 33rd will withdraw!” 

     Voices took up the order in a chorus, their owners invisible to one another in the dark; at least, invisible to all but Wellesley, who saw the palpable relief become evident on each human-shaped frame as they heard the news.

     “Fall back! Fall back!” 

     The redcoats did not simply flee – they were far too professional for that, even in the face of tonight’s sudden reversal. They backed slowly out of the tope, each man pausing occasionally to load and fire his musket if any semblance of a target presented itself. The enemy cheering had reached a fever pitch now, though Wellesley knew from the low moaning which came from within their position that the British must have hurt them in return; a few desultory musket balls came zinging out of the tope, though only a few found their intended targets. 

     As Arthur emerged from beneath the jungle canopy once more, the launch of yet another rocket lit the night up for the briefest of moments. Distinctive in the uniform of a British officer, one of the enemy infantrymen must have picked him out and taken aim, because the crack of a single musket was followed almost instantly by the sound of the ball splintering the bark of the tree just two feet to his left. There was something odd about this shot, Arthur thought, though couldn’t quite pin down the reason why. Something about the way that it had sounded, the amount of air displaced by the ball in flight, had been just a little bit…off, for want of a better word. 

     More than a little curious, Arthur shut out the sights and sounds of the retreat and peered closely at the small hole which had fractured the tree trunk. From within, there came an icily cold blue glow, at least it looked that way to his eyes. To those of an ordinary mortal, nothing would have seemed to be the slightest bit amiss; but any vampire would know this weapon for what it truly was. 

One of the Sultan’s men had almost taken his head off with a musket-ball that had been cast entirely from silver.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

It was still dark when the dejected body of troops returned to the British lines just before the break of dawn that morning, yet in truth, things had not gone quite as badly as they might have done in the grand scheme of things. Although their attack upon the tope had been bloodily repulsed, the 33rd had been the only unit to suffer a reversal. All of the territory to the north had been captured successfully by the 12th under Colonel Shawe and his supporting battalions, and with relatively minor loss of life on the British side.

     “It’s a bad business, Colonel,” Harris said flatly when Wellesley delivered his after-action report, “but hardly an unforgivable one. An attack across water into a heavily-defended position is quite the challenge.”

     “As a King’s officer, sir, it is my responsibility to rise to any challenge,” Arthur replied stiffly. Harris sighed. 

     “Look here, Wellesley. This was more than a simple infantry action. Tipu’s Tigers were about, and if what we believe concerning them is true, then you are frankly rather lucky that more of your men were not left behind on the field of battle. Prisoners were taken by the enemy?”

     “Yes, sir,” he replied miserably. “Eight men. But many more died, including an officer. Poor Fitzgerald, sir.” He had failed, knew that he had failed, and failure was utterly unacceptable to a Wellesley. For his part, Harris knew that this was a tricky moment in the relatively junior officer’s career. If his spirit was crushed now, after this one early reversal, Wellesley might be irretrievably broken as a leader forever – something which Harris could not afford, particularly while they were standing on the borders of the enemy’s stronghold. This had to be nipped in the bud. 

     “Colonel…Arthur,” Wellesley looked up sharply. The general had never called him by his Christian name before. “Mistakes were made, undoubtedly. That is the nature of command. The men of the 33rd – your men – made a valiant effort, and none can fault them for their bravery. Many paid with their lives. I am going to going to order a second attack later this morning, but this time, the troops shall be supported by cannon if necessary.” 

     Arthur opened his mouth to speak, but Harris cut him off before he could get a word out. “I know what you are going to say, so you may as well save your breath. You wish to request the opportunity to lead a second attack against the aqueduct and tope tonight, do you not?” Harris saw the truth of it in his subordinate’s face. “No. The 94th shall clear that blasted tope today. You must chalk this up to experience, Colonel. A good officer will learn from his mistakes, as well he ought to, for they are usually devilish expensive indeed – paid for in the blood of his men. But there comes a point when the lesson has been learned, and he must allow the emotional baggage which accompanies it to fade away.” 

     There was a moment of silence between the two men. General Harris regarded Wellesley appraisingly. There was no hint of reproach in either his manner or tone, Arthur saw. 

     “Well, Colonel…has the lesson been learned?”

     Arthur gave the question the serious consideration that it deserved. Once the tope was cleared later today, Colonels Montague and Saxon would begin to site their siege artillery upon the city walls. Although it was impossible to say how long even those huge guns would take to make a breach in the walls, one thing was for certain: before days (or certainly weeks) were out, somebody was going to have to lead the redcoats into that breach and storm the city. Even if things went perfectly, many more British lives were going to be lost. They called it ‘the Butcher’s Bill,’ because it was simply the price that had to be paid for assaulting a well-defended fortification. 

     “Yes sir,” Arthur said at last, and was slightly surprised to realize that he truly meant it. “It has, sir.” 

     “Good. It is a fine thing to hear.” Harris sounded satisfied.

     “I do have one request to make, sir.” 

     “Then go ahead and make it, Colonel.”

     “I hereby request permission to lead the assault upon the city, sir -when the time comes.” 

     For a moment, Arthur thought that the general would say no. His answer was only a moment in coming. “I had originally chosen another officer for that task – General Baird. David was a fierce man, who fought like a lion and could inspire the troops as none other.” 

     “I…yes, sir.” What else was there to say? Baird was the ideal candidate for the job. But Baird is gone. 

     “I think that the general would find your request a pleasing one, under the circumstances,” Harris continued. “Although the two of you were as different as chalk and cheese, I rather suspect that he would appreciate your leading the attack. Your request is approved, Colonel Wellesley,” he finished formally. 

     “Thank you, General. I am most grateful.” Arthur felt a wave of relief wash over him, saw the opportunity to regain the face that he had lost this day. 

     “Thank me if you survive. Besides, we have to batter our way inside first…”  

 

To the Earl of Mornington.

Camp before Seringapatam, 18thApril 1799.

My dear Mornington, 

On the night of the 5th we made an attack on the enemy’s outposts, which at least on my side, was not quite so successful as could have been wished. The fact was that the night was very dark, that the enemy expected us, and were strongly posted in an almost impenetrable jungle. We lost an officer killed, and others and some men wounded (of the 33rd); and at last, as I could not find out the post which it was desirable I should occupy, I was obliged to desist from the attack, the enemy also having retired from the post. In the morning they re-occupied it, and I attacked it again at daylight, and carried it with ease and little loss. In the course of the night of the 5th and the day of the 6th the General was enabled to occupy a line of posts which gave complete security to his camp until the Bombay army joined, at the same time that they enabled him to commence his operations for the siege with advantage.

I got a slight touch on the knee, from which I have felt no inconvenience, on the night of the 5th; and I have come to a determination, when in my power, never to suffer an attack to be made by night upon an enemy who is prepared and strongly posted, and whose posts have not been reconnoitered by daylight. We remained in the posts which we occupied on the 6th till the Bombay army joined on the 14th. 

Believe me, 

ARTHUR WELLESLEY  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

One of Tipu’s many favorite pastimes was that of being seen to reward bravery. Within his great hall, a handful of the men who had conducted the defense of the tope were lined up before his tiger throne in order to receive such beneficence as he deemed worthy. True, the soldiers of Mysore had been driven out of the tope later that same morning at the point of the British bayonet, but that did nothing to change the fact of them having given the upstarts a black eye the night before. 

     And so it was that six men found themselves promoted, while a further five who had distinguished themselves in the face of the enemy were rewarded financially with hefty increases in pay. All of the men received a welcome bonus in the form of a handful of precious stones each. The cost was a mere drop in the bucket when considered in purely financial terms, but the effect upon his army’s morale would be incalculable, Tipu knew. The men would fight all the harder when motivated by the image of the outrageous wealth now being dangled before them. 

     Three of the award winners were members of the Tiger Guard, which was only to be expected. Even more rewarding was the fact that one of them was the British deserter, Thomas Gilman. Tipu had grinned from ear to ear when he had heard of the Englishman having turned berserker and gone on a rampage through the ranks of the attacking redcoats. At least ten had perished under his claws and jaws. He was obviously taking well to his new tiger form, now that the pain of the initial transformation had passed. 

     There had been muttered complaints about his having elevated a foreigner, an Englishman of all things, into the prestigious ranks of his elite personal guard; but Tipu had seen the bitter hatred present in the man’s eyes. It was why he had spared him, biting to inflict change rather than to kill. The hatred was not directed towards his captor, the Sultan, but rather back towards the British from who he had run – particularly this Colonel Wellesley, who the man seemed to despise beyond all reason. 

     For his part, Thomas knelt immediately when his turn came to receive favor from the Sultan. By his reckoning, the handful of precious gems that Tipu had given him would amount to more than three years’ pay for a private soldier in the British Army. “Thank you, sir,” was all that he could think to stammer, and though his gratitude was genuine, the Sultan had already given him the greatest gift imaginable when he had bitten into his neck that night. 

     Turning tiger was a painful experience, and never got any easier according to the few blokes who could talk to him in their pidgin English. But once the initial agony was over, running in the body of a hunting beast was nothing short of exhilarating, each and every second of it. His senses were more aware and alert than ever before, particularly his sense of smell, which had opened up a whole new world of olfactory pleasure to him that he had never known existed. 

     Best of all, however, was the power. Slashing and rending his way through the ranks of the redcoats last night had been nothing short of orgasmic. Thomas had thought at first that killing men from his own side, even from his own regiment, would have made him feel guilty, so he was surprised to find that it had done no such thing. He had even known a couple of them personally. Jacob Dickes had been a friend of his, and he had known Corporal Steven Frost at least well enough to talk to. Yet when the moment had come in the darkness and confusion of the tope, he had seen them not as former friends or comrades, but rather as prey – something to be stalked and killed. 

     That was how Thomas was starting to see most people now, no matter whose side they were on. Not “people” as such, but rather, things to be hunted. He wondered how soon after the transformation he had begun to feel this way, and realized that it had been the morning that the Tipu had released him from his cell, only to find that in the night he had butchered all six of the prisoners from the 33rd that had been shoved into captivity with him. Seeing Sergeant Belton’s cold, dead eyes staring back at him had made him feel…nothing. Nothing whatsoever.  

     It was then that Thomas had known with absolute certainty: he was no longer just a man; he was far more beast now. 

     “Excellent work, Private Gilman,” Tipu smiled down at him from his seat on the tiger throne. “I can only hope that you will fight as bravely when your Colonel Wellesley is knocking upon our walls, hmm?”

     “Don’t you worry about that, sir,” Thomas replied earnestly. “I’ll have the posh bastard’s throat out meself, sir, if you’ll just give your leave.” 

     Tipu’s grin grew even broader, if such a thing were possible. “My leave is given, Private Gilman.” 

     “Yes, sir.” Thomas grinned back, in a rather more feral way. 

     The Sultan clapped his hands together twice, signifying that the audience was over. His Tiger Guard ushered the newly-rewarded soldiers out, leaving him alone with Jamelia. Tipu wondered whether her foul mood persisted. 

     “The British are emplacing their artillery even as we speak, my dear,” he said casually, testing the emotional waters. “I expect that they will begin to knock upon our door in the very near future.” 

     “We may still hold them until the monsoons come.” Jamelia stepped out into the light from where she had been lurking behind the gargantuan throne. 

     “We may.” Tipu sounded noncommittal. “Does that still hurt, my dear?” He stared meaningfully at her throat. It now bore two livid, angry scars, one on each side of her neck. Yet rather than hide them behind a tasteful scarf or some other suitably fashionable article, Jamelia wore the puckered scars proudly, as befit her warrior heritage.

      “Taking the sword out did,” she said, with a surprising lack of anger in her tone. “But you may be assured that I will return it to the English officer at the first opportunity. Point first,” she added. 

     “Do you know his name?” Tipu wondered aloud. Jamelia nodded.

     “Gilman has spoken of him. It is Wellesley, the colonel.” 

     Tipu had suspected as much, though he had been careful to say nothing out loud. His dreams had been troubled of late, and this man Wellesley had made an appearance in several. The dream was always the same. Tipu was surrounded by a close, humid darkness that clung to him in the manner of a cloak. The stench of bodily waste was all around him. When he tried to stand, his legs refused to obey, forcing him to sit with his back against some sort of barrier, though of what sort he could not say. 

     The only other thing that he could see in the darkness was a gleaming blade, too long to be a knife. It slowly came closer, growing larger with every step of the shadowy figure that wielded it. That figure was Colonel Arthur Wellesley. The vampire took long, slow steps towards him, and all the while Tipu was powerless to either fight or to flee. Finally, the creature was standing over him, twin red eyes glowing as they fixed their baleful glare upon him. 

    It was always at that particular moment that he awoke in a cold sweat, bed-linens drenched and sticking to his body. 

     Why was it always this Wellesley? Tipu could not help but wonder. Wellesley, who had crushed his right flank at Mallavelly. How had a mere colonel achieved such prominence in an army of generals? For the British had generals for everything: commanding generals, generals of cavalry, of artillery, of infantry, of engineers…Tipu had even heard that the British had a general whose sole task was to oversee the army’s supplies and pay, a meaningless proposition if ever he had heard one. Tipu’s own soldiers had not been paid for the past three months, and nothing much had come of it other than the odd grumble, and those men he fed to his tigers. 

     “I have heard of this Wellesley. I saw him from a distance at  Mallavelly. He must have fought well indeed to get a blade into you.”

     “The vampire fought well,” Jamelia conceded, absently tracing the length of the scar along the left side of her neck. “He will not find things quite so easy the next time that we meet.” 

     The Sultan locked eyes with her, and she saw that all traces of humor were now gone. 

     “See that he does not, my dear. See that he does not.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

Sieges are traditionally a long, drawn-out business, and the siege of Seringapatam was turning out to be no different, Arthur reflected as he and the senior officers accompanied General Harris on horseback to oversee the present state of affairs. Nevertheless, every man in the British fighting force had worked hard and been kept busy as the days had turned slowly into weeks. 

     The tope had easily fallen to what was now universally known as “Baird’s Scottish Brigade” the morning after the 33rd had been so bloodily repulsed, in a daylight attack led by flesh-and-blood officers. Over the course of the following week, the pioneers and engineers had begun to dig their trench lines, working their way steadily forwards, inching towards Seringapatam with every shovelful of dirt. In a stroke of good fortune, the army that was under the command of the vampire Lieutenant-General James Stuart that had been dispatched from Bombay some weeks ago arrived to join them just one week after they had secured the tope and aqueduct, guided and escorted in by a force of Harris’s cavalry. The two armies wasted no time in consolidating their supplies, pooling what resources they had brought with them and helping to make up for some of the losses incurred at Mallavelly.  

     In life, George Harris had been a methodical man, rarely given to acting on impulse. He had changed little after receiving the Dark Gift, and so the progress of the siege in its first week was at first measured in yards of trench dug towards the Sultan’s island fortress. Tipu had established a number of fortified outposts on both the north and south sides of the River Cauvery, and the British general dare not push his siege guns to within firing distance of Seringapatam with such a threat looming over their heads; and so, Harris ordered a number of aggressive infantry attacks, amply supported by cavalry and artillery fire, with the intent of clearing these enemy strongholds out for good. 

     Wellesley was only peripherally involved with these engagements, as Harris felt that his organizational talents could be put to far better use in arranging the planning and logistical elements of the siege itself. “I have plenty of competent line commanders,” Harris put it bluntly, “but few with the talent for arranging all of the pieces into place like General Close and yourself, Wellesley.” Arthur had been hard-pressed to argue the point, and so it was that as the battalions of redcoats and sepoys chased the Tipu’s men from both the northern and southern banks of the Cauvery, he found himself caught up in the minutiae of supply and demand. By the time the army had spent three weeks encamped on the Sultan’s doorstep, food supplies were beginning to run worryingly short. 

     “The situation is not yet desperate, sir,” Arthur had reported to Harris after an entire evening spent calculating the food reserves, “but the assault upon our baggage train by the Sultan’s beasts reduced our transportation capacity enough that we were forced to leave some food behind. Our consumables are beginning to run out.” 

     Fighting down a surge of annoyance and wondering why he was only hearing of this now, Harris let out his frustration in a long breath. “How much longer?” he demanded. 

     “Three more weeks, sir; the men are already on half-rations, and I should hesitate to cut them further.” 

     The two exchanged a knowing look. The last thing they wanted was to send weak and hungry men up against the walls of Seringapatam. 

     “Then we shall have to take the city within three weeks…two, if we can manage it. That’s all there is to it.”

     Harris’s plan had worked like a charm, and in no time at all the British had established dominance on both sides of the river. A smaller offshoot of the main river broke off and ran parallel to the South Cauvery, directly in front of the British lines. Showing a remarkable lack of imagination, it had been named the Little Cauvery. The general had been somewhat concerned about one particular strongpoint located along its banks, an abandoned mill that the Sultan’s men had fortified and reinforced. 

     “It looks like a tough nut to crack,” Harris had remarked grimly as he watched the 73rd fix their bayonets in preparation for their early evening attack. Yet remarkably, it had not been difficult at all. Colonel Sherbrooke had arranged for the artillery to soften the building up while his men, reinforced by native Indian troops, had made their approach. The tiger-soldiers inside had been halfway-concussed by the constant rain of cannon-balls by the time the redcoats arrived on their doorstep. It was nothing less than a slaughter. Sherbrooke himself had butchered at least fifty of the enemy, his soldiers told anybody who would listen, half with his blade and half with his incredible strength. The men of the 73rd had wet their bayonets in the blood of the tiger, and their colonel had drained it aplenty from the still-warm corpses of his vanquished foes.     

     More attacks followed. A strong concentration of the Sultan’s troops had been deployed around the stone bridge that spanned the Little Cauvery. Now that the mill had been taken, this particular boil was the next to be lanced. Arthur had been growing more than a little weary of the constant stream of planning and preparation, and went to Harris in order to request a chance to lead the assault. In truth, he expected the general to refuse him, and so was pleasantly surprised when the senior officer agreed.

     “Take a brigade across at nightfall, Wellesley, and see the buggers off,” was as detailed an instruction as Arthur was to be given. “And make sure that you take an ample supply of entrenching tools,” the general continued. “See ‘em off, and then dig in. I want to see trenches running all the way up to the South Cauvery before the sun comes up – understood?” 

     It took a conscious effort of will in order for Arthur to conceal his delight. This was his chance to atone for the tope, he realized; a chance to test his ability to lead infantry troops once more. 

     It was a test that he passed with flying colors. Riding high atop Diomed, Arthur divided his attacking force into two halves. Content to let their experienced commanding officers lead the actual assault, he simply kept pace with the rear of first one column and then trotted across to the other, keeping a watchful eye on things but seeing no reason to interfere. The tiger-soldiers put up little resistance, and shortly after making contact with the redcoats for the first time that evening, the Sultan’s men were splashing their way back to Seringapatam island. 

     The redcoats were all for pursuing them, but their enthusiasm was suddenly dampened by the sound of a cannon firing from atop the city’s western wall. The heavy shot plowed through the ranks of the 74th, making short work of three privates and a corporal. 

     “Dig in!” Wellesley ordered, as the guns and rockets of Seringapatam began to awaken. The British troops dug like men possessed, slinging muskets across their backs and attacking the very ground itself as though it were an enemy to be conquered. By the time that he returned to his coffin at sunrise, Arthur was as pleased as punch at the realization that his troops had pushed their trenches to the very shore of the Cauvery itself. 

     His reward for a job well done was somewhat less than Arthur had desired: a return to staff work.  

     In consultation with Montague and Saxton of the artillery and the ever-present engineer Colonel Gent, he worked tirelessly to ensure that an accurate estimate was made of the amount of powder and shot that would be needed to crack the walls of Seringapatam, and then arranged for the coolies and their animals to begin hauling it forward.

     Before long, heavy gun batteries were entrenched on three sides of the city. After careful deliberation, it had been agreed that the best place to breach the walls was along the western aspect. But first things first; the enemy artillery must be dealt with. Tipu had ringed his walls with cannon of every possible description, and the British gunners took a veritable delight in targeting them with their own cannon. The British artillery relentlessly hammered the enemy gun embrasures repeatedly, systematically pummeling each of the Indian gun crews in turn, and then moving on to the defensive bastions that were interspersed at various points along the walls. 

     When the low-lying haze of smoke had finally dispersed, Harris was gratified to see that not a single functioning artillery piece remained within sight on the western face of Seringapatam. The walls had been completely scoured. 

     “Now the real work can begin,” the General muttered under his breath.

     More cannon were brought up and manhandled into position. Wanting to keep the enemy guessing as to his true intentions, Harris ordered a heavy volume of fire to be poured onto the north, south, and western walls at irregular intervals. The pounding was distributed relatively evenly, and each time one of the defenders’ guns or rocket-men opened up on the British batteries, they replied with a volume of fire so intense that the enemy combatants were usually silenced forever.

     Harris let this go on for two more days, flinging shot after shot at the three different sets of walls. Finally satisfied, he instructed the gunners to target a specific point on the western walls, and to attempt to make a breach. The Sultan’s engineers had many years before constructed a glacis, or artificial slope, at the base of the city walls in order to help deflect cannon-balls, and although the glacis protected a significant portion of the outer fortifications, Colonel Gent espied with his telescope a northerly section of the western wall where the glacis had a gap, exposing a decent amount of the structure to the tender mercies of the British cannon. 

     After much deliberation, Colonel Gent had requested that the largest siege guns (the enormous 24-pounders) be set up at the mill which had been taken by storm a few days earlier. The mill’s location on the Little Cauvery was almost precisely due west of what he judged to be the weakest point of the western wall, and Gent reckoned that a constant barrage of fire striking the wall almost exactly square-on might just do the trick. 

     The crews of the 24-pound siege guns were only too willing to oblige, and relished the challenge of repeatedly striking the city walls at just the right point. It became something of a game to them. Aim the ball too low, and it would strike the ground in front of the wall, burying itself uselessly into the ground; on the other hand, aim too high and you might hit the upper wall, but the whole point of the exercise was to crack the wall at the lowest point possible and bring the whole house of cards crashing down into a nice, climbable slope that the infantry could use to fight their way into the city. 

     The British gunners were good, damned good. They plied their trade for as long as the daylight held out, precision fire being considerably more difficult to achieve after dark. More often than not, their massive projectiles struck home just above the glacis, sending shockwaves reverberating through the entire height of the wall. Lacking for targets atop the city walls, the crews of the British 18-pounders joined in the fun, adding their weight of fire to the area of the attempted breach. 

     It could only be a matter of time. 

     Arthur and his fellow vampire officers were all resting in their coffins when the wall finally came down, but even buried six feet below the earth, they could hear the thunderous roar that accompanied the crumbling of the outer wall. Having been struck by one ball too many, a twenty-foot wide section of the western wall close to the northwestern bastion had simply collapsed in on itself, falling partially backwards into the city itself and forming a rough, irregular slope of rubble that led temptingly upwards into the shadows of the interior.

     At sunset that same evening, Harris, Wellesley, and practically all of the British senior officers stood next to the besieging battery which had been emplaced at the mill, scrutinizing the breech through their brass telescopes. Unable to stand the tension a moment longer, the General collapsed his telescope with a resounding click and simply said, “Well?” 

     As was his habit in so many things, Gent would not be rushed. A full, uncomfortable minute drew itself out silently as he continued to survey the gaping wound in the outer wall. Finally, he responded with: “Practicable.” 

     The attack was on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

“Your Highness, the western wall is breached.” 

     Tipu betrayed not the slightest hint of surprise. It was the hottest part of the day, a time when he traditionally liked to sleep for an hour or two in one of the cooler rooms of his palace. Yet sleep had become more difficult for him of late, ever since an invading army had encamped outside his window, and when his dreams did come, they had been haunted by a vampire colonel named Wellesley. 

     “Show me,” he said. Jamelia led him to the western rampart. None of the defenders had been wounded or killed in the collapse, Allah be praised, but that was about as far as the good news went. Hundreds of his soldiers were clustered around the breach, ready to defend it from behind, and also from the fire-steps on the ramparts that overlooked it on either side. 

     “The British will not come while the sun is in the sky,” she said confidently. “But I have taken the liberty of ordering a doubling of the guard at this section of the wall until they finally do come.” 

     “Yes, yes,” Tipu said absently. “That is excellent thinking.” They will come tonight, he thought to himself. They shall be led by their vampire overseers, and they shall storm this breach tonight. Here is where we must meet them, and here is where they will be repulsed. He eyed the breach carefully, noted that its width was not sufficiently great for more than eight or perhaps nine men to enter abreast. The ramp of rubble climbed twenty-five, perhaps thirty feet into the air before reaching its summit, which was the top of the city’s inner defensive wall.  

     All is not lost. This breach is defensible. The redcoats will be tired, so very tired. They must cross the river, under heavy fire, and then climb this stairway of rock, also under heavy fire. We shall fire down upon them from the top of the breach, from the ramparts on either side, and those lucky few who make it inside will be met by the blades and guns of my warriors.  

     “Line every yard of ground and rampart with men,” he instructed Jamelia, who nodded impassively at each point that he made. “Every man is to have five…no, ten loaded muskets by his side. Those at the rear who cannot see the enemy must pass more muskets to those who can, and then reload the spent weapons for them. We shall rain such a volume of fire down upon the British that a not a man will reach the top alive.” 

     Jamelia turned to snap out orders. Men rushed to obey, as they usually did when Jamelia issued commands. They fear her, Tipu thought to himself as he watched her set about the organization of these new defenses. In truth, I think that I might fear her, if she had the ambition to rule. How fortunate for me that she is content to be nothing more than a hunter, because she would make a fearsome potentate.

 

 

 

 

 

Harris remained strangely reticent during his council of war that evening. Contrary to Tipu’s belief, his army would not attack that night. It would take time to coordinate the assault, and the general suspected that his army would get only one opportunity to take the city. If his men were repulsed in the first attack, their morale would take such a beating that he feared that it may never recover. No, they would either get it right the first time, or they would fail utterly, and let history be their judge. 

     The officers’ mess was crammed near to bursting. Every man with any sort of rank who would be involved in tomorrow’s assault, whether living or dead, had a place. Along with the cooks, the men of the Shadow Company had worked flat out in order to serve up a reasonable approximation of a banquet for the human officers, while keeping a ready supply of fresh, warm blood for their vampire counterparts. 

     Wellesley held court at the head of the table, surrounded on all sides by onlookers of varying rank who craned their necks to see the sketch map of Seringapatam that he had laid out on the tabletop before him. 

     “There shall be two columns, every man in them prime troops,” he began. “Colonel Dunlop shall take the first column, and my dear Sherbrooke, I would be obliged if you should take the second. After your bravura performance in taking the old mill, I should not be surprised if the very sight of you at the head of a column of redcoats did not cause the Tipu to surrender then and there.” 

     There came a chorus of “hear, hears,” and a number of the officers clinked their cutlery against their wine glasses and goblets in approval. Colonel Sherbrooke, seated immediately to Wellesley’s right, flashed his fangs in a broad grin at the compliment, and raised his goblet of blood in a salute to his peer.

     “All day tomorrow, the artillery shall maintain a constant barrage of fire upon the breach. If the Sultan plans any additional surprises there, he shall find it hot work indeed, gentlemen; that I can promise you.” Another round of cheers, this time slightly more slurred than the first. Arthur could not begrudge any man his drink tonight, for it would be the last evening that some of them would ever see. “Tipu almost certainly expects us to assault the breach, and then pour our soldiers directly into the city in an attempt to establish a foothold. I must tell you now that in this regard, at least, we are going to disappoint him.” 

     A hush fell quickly upon the mess, for that had indeed been the assumption on many of their parts. That was how it was usually done; assault the breach, flood it with soldiers, and allow sheer force of momentum to win out the day. It wasn’t pretty, and it was usually damned expensive in terms of human life, but it was at least tried and tested. What was Wellesley up to?

     “Our two columns will approach the city together, fording the river side-by-side. We are all going to share the wrath of the defenders equally, gentlemen. Once across to the island, both columns shall storm the breech simultaneously.” I make it sound so simple, Arthur could not help but think, so easy, when in reality it will be anything but. “Once the summit is gained, Colonel Dunlop and his men will turn to their left and assault the ramparts on that side, while Colonel Sherbrooke does the same on the right. The objective is to seize the battlements, gentlemen, and thereby flood the city’s walls with our soldiers.

     “Colonel Dunlop’s men will work their way around to the northern rampart, capturing each bastion as they encounter it, until they have finally ceased the entire northern wall. Each bastion shall then serve as a strongpoint, with a contingent of men left to defend it against counterattack. Colonel Sherbrooke will take the southern wall, and if all goes well, both of you shall meet one another again along some part of the eastern wall. 

     “At that point, we shall own the outer defenses of Seringapatam, in their entirety.” 

     There was a moment of silence, and then everyone began talking at once. It was an audacious plan, certainly, but it was still something of a gamble. Much depended on what awaited them on the other side of that breach.

     Arthur began to field questions as they arose. How were the assaulting troops to reach the ramparts, when the top of the breach was not that high up? We shall make scaling ladders out of wood and bamboo, and carry them across with us. What if the breach was mined, or otherwise booby-trapped? Then the Forlorn Hopes would suffer, and suffer grievously – which is what a Forlorn Hope was meant to do; but their sacrifice would hopefully clear the way for those climbing the breach behind them. 

     Where would the Tipu be – and perhaps more importantly, his Tiger Guard? 

     “An excellent question.” Arthur looked at each man around the table, all of them senior officers who would play pivotal roles in tomorrow’s attack. “Perhaps the best answer is that while we do not know exactly where they shall be, we are very likely to find the two together. According to the scant intelligence that we have obtained, the Tiger Guard plays many diverse roles, but was formed with one singular, defining task in mind: to protect their master at all costs. Therefore, I think it is safe to say that wherever we find him, we shall also find his Tiger Guard.” 

     Word of the Tiger Guards’ apparent invincibility had spread like wildfire around the army after they had savaged the camp outside Mallavelly, and their savagery and ruthlessness in what the men now referred to as ‘the Battle of the Tope’ was also fast becoming legend. Soldiers are a superstitious lot at the best of times, but in this case Wellesley knew that their fears were entirely justified. There was no record of the British Army ever encountering an enemy who could change from human form into that of a tiger before, but there was no doubting the fact that they were dealing with supernatural creatures that were every bit as powerful as the vampires were, in their own unique way. 

     They were a very special threat, which in turn required a very special response.

     It was a duty tailor-made for the Shadow Company, and what was more, every man there knew it. Wellesley’s pet project was looked upon with disdain by some, but it seemed that circumstances had now conspired to afford him a chance to prove its worth. 

     “I shall lead the assault myself,” Arthur said, “along with the 33rd’s Shadow Company. Once we are inside the city, our task shall be to hunt down Tipu and take him captive, if at all possible – and if not…” Nothing more need be said on that score, he knew. None envied him the task of cutting his way through a horde of were-tigers and their crazed master; most would rather have taken their chances assaulting a defended breach. 

     Arthur Wellesley and his men had to do both. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

“Alright you bloody shower, no talking in the ranks, or we’ll have the skin off your backs soon as look at yer. Shadow Company…Shadow Company… ‘shun!”

     Eighty-nine sets of boots crashed together in perfect unison as the members of the Shadow Company braced to attention. Chests were thrust out, shoulders back, chins angled upwards proudly. Every boot had been worked dutifully with blackball, every crossbelt whitened with pipeclay, all in order to make the men presentable for their colonel. An almost imperceptible nod of approval was the only indication that CSM Daniel Nichols found their turnout to be acceptable.

     It was a beautifully clear night, and the stars shone down brightly upon the regimental lines of the 33rd. A makeshift drill-square had been marked out by the adjutant, and it was here that the men of Shadow Company had assembled just before the stroke of midnight, to await the arrival of their colonel. Punctual as ever, Arthur Wellesley arrived just as the clocks struck midnight. It was a little flourish of theatricality that secretly pleased him to no end. 

     “Thank you, Company Sergeant-Major. Stand the men at ease, if you please.” The apparently-relaxed set of Colonel Wellesley’s elegant frame belied the tension which lay beneath the surface. It was half-past midnight, the start of a new day, and Wellesley had ordered the Shadow Company be paraded for two main reasons: to inform them of their critical duties during the coming night’s assault, and to issue them with the specialist equipment which would help them carry it out. 

     “Shadow Company…stand at…ease!” bellowed the CSM. Eighty-nine men obliged him, relaxing their posture and widening their stance ever so slightly. Colonel Wellesley paced out to stand in front of their assembled ranks. He seemed remarkably calm for a soldier on the eve of battle.

     “Tomorrow night, we will be following the Forlorn Hopes into the breach,” Wellesley said without preamble. He registered the look of confusion on some of their faces. “Yes, I did indeed say hopes, for there shall be two; one shall be leading each of the two columns of attacking infantry. The Shadow Company shall be first into the breach behind them both.” The men were far too disciplined to mutter about the implications of this last statement, but every man knew the potential consequences of being among the first into a defended breach. It would be sheer bloody murder.

     The colonel went on to outline his intended plan of attack, how the Shadows were to follow him onto whichever rampart of the outer walls proved to be most accessible, and then fight their way along the north or south wall of the city. 

     “At some point, we are going to enter the city proper, and track down the Sultan himself. Our ultimate objective is to capture him if possible, but we shall kill him if needs be.” Wellesley paused to take questions. Predictably, most were related to the Sultan’s Tigers. 

     “While information is limited at best, it seems reasonable to assume that Tipu’s personal guard is composed of soldiers who are some unholy union between man and tiger. We believe that he has between thirty and forty such creatures in total, and it is extremely likely that he is such a being himself.” 

     “How do we kill the bast…begging your pardon, Colonel, sir. How do we kill the bugger?” one of the rankers, Private James Jenkins, corrected himself mid-sentence. Colonel Wellesley did not approve of swearing among the rank-and-file, though he turned a deaf ear to it when it suited his mood. 

     “So very glad you asked, Private. C.S.M, if you please?” Arthur nodded towards Company Sergeant-Major Nichols, who raised the lid on the first of several wooden chests that were stacked neatly in a far corner of the drill-square. “We believe that the Sultan’s creatures are of a similar breeding to those of the wolf-men that are encountered not only at home in Great Britain, but also throughout the continent of Europe. These lycanthropes – you are perhaps more likely to know them by their more common name of ‘were-wolves’ – can only be killed with weapons made of silver.”   

     Reaching into the depths of the crate on cue, Nichols removed a triangular bayonet, similar in design to the standard-issue pig-sticker that was given to every British soldier. He held it up proudly as Wellesley spoke, and the blade gleamed in the starlight. “The first method is tried and tested – the solid-silver bayonet. I know that you have seen these before. You will affix them prior to our assault, and leave your ordinary bayonets behind. The silver has been shaped and hardened by the finest armorers in the land, and has been honed to a perfectly serviceable sharpness. They will serve well enough on the Tipu’s ordinary troops, with a bit of British muscle behind them; but to the were-tigers, they will be positively lethal.” He did not venture to add the caveat: or so we hope. 

     Nichols popped the lid on a second chest, this one further down the line, and scooped out a handful of gleaming spheres. “Something else that most of you have seen before: special ordnance. Musket-balls, to be precise, once again cast from silver,” Wellesley explained. “Devilish expensive, and so I am afraid we can only issue you with five rounds apiece. Before you complain, know that General Harris was forced to exhaust no small number of favors simply to get these few completed in time for our assault.” This was absolutely true, but what Arthur did not tell them was that the King’s 74th was missing more than a third of its regimental silver, purloined by a pair of cunning junior lieutenants under his command, in order to supply the necessary raw materials. If General Harris ever finds out, there shall be hell to pay, Arthur thought to himself. But then, better the 74th than the 33rd. The thought brought just the slightest trace of a smile to his lips. 

     A small iron sphere with a tapered fuse extended from its uppermost part was the last item that the CSM held up for all to see. Scratched into the casing was a crude white ‘X’.

     “Lastly, we have what is perhaps the most dangerous item of all. This is an experimental piece of equipment. Are you all familiar with these devices?” 

     “It’s an ‘and grenade, sir!” chirped up a voice from the back. 

     “Indeed it is a hand grenade, Corporal Bolton,” Wellesley replied gravely. “But do not mistake it for an ordinary hand grenade, for that it most certainly is not; for inside, in addition to the explosive powder, has been carefully poured a handful of nails. Silver nails.”

     This time there were excited mutterings from among the ranks. Wellesley and his CSM exchanged a meaningful glance, the gist of which was that they would allow it go, just this once, being mindful of the men’s morale so close to the beginning of a major attack. 

     “A word of caution, however.” He made eye contact with as many men as possible. Some refused to meet his gaze even now, mostly those who had been raised in an environment of superstition and fear of the vampire. “These grenades must be used with extreme care. While they will be deadly effective against the Sultan’s Tiger Guard, they are also every bit as dangerous to your own officers.” The consequences of a vampire being struck by silver shrapnel hardly bore thinking about; the wounds would be comparable to those of a standard explosive-propelled chunk of metal on an ordinary human body. 

     “Very well. The Company Sergeant-Major will now fall you out, and you will line up to take receipt of your equipment. CSM, if you please?” 

     

 

 

 

Arthur and his fellow senior officers dozed fitfully in their coffins throughout the heat of the following day. True to their word, the British artillerymen labored at their guns from dawn until dusk, keeping up a constant fall of shot upon the mouth of the breach. 

     The Tipu’s work parties attempted to carry out at least partial repairs upon the damaged area, but the harassing fire laid down by the besiegers made even standing up in the area of the breach completely untenable. The lesson had to be learned at the cost of five workers’ lives. 

     For the flesh and blood soldiers from the British line battalions, sleep was also somewhat elusive. Their officers generously allowed them to sleep until four o’clock in the afternoon, at which time they were roused and given a hearty meal. A few had no appetite, but most ate heartily, all too aware that tonight might be their last night on earth.

     Once the men had been fed, they were paraded by company and sorted into the order in which they would be attacking the city. Once the assault columns had been formed, the men were sent out to their mustering areas, duck-walking along the zig-zagging approach trenches. A few guns opened up on them from the walls of Seringapatam; not along the western walls, where friendly artillery had done such sterling work in scouring them clean of the enemy, but from those embrasures farther away. The fire was inaccurate, and little more than one more irritation on a day which already threatened to be miserable. 

     Having reached the closest point of approach in their trenches, the men had nothing else to do but wait. Most settled down against the trench walls and tried to snatch a few hours more of sleep. Others passed around bottles of arrack, though none dared drink so much that he could not walk in a straight line and fight when he got there. Word had got out of what Colonel Wellesley had done to Captain Ponsonby, and perhaps more importantly, the reasons why; few would have the courage to get drunk before an attack that Wellesley himself was about to lead. 

     At the very front of the lines were the two Forlorn Hopes. These units were composed of some of the finest fighting men in the army, and were led by a sergeant accompanied by twelve hand-picked soldiers, who would be the first into the breach. After them came a lieutenant, leading a larger force of twenty-five of the regiment’s toughest men. Every man in each of the Forlorn Hopes was a volunteer, because their task was considered to be almost suicidally dangerous - but it was also a way to gain instant promotion for some, and the right to wear the highly-coveted laurel wreath on the forearms of their uniform jackets, which signified that they had been among the first to storm an enemy fortress. Sometimes the men of the Forlorn Hope did indeed survive, but the casualty rates among them were always horrific.        

     After much deliberation, Colonel Wellesley had decided that he and his small force would enter the breach and then fight their way along the northern outer wall. The Tipu’s inner palace was located in the northern part of the city, and so it seemed reasonable that he and his Tiger Guard might be found there.  Colonel Dunlop had the left of the two assault columns, and so the men of the Shadow Company were now sitting in the approach trench behind those of his Forlorn Hope. 

     “Stick behind me, lads,” grinned the chirpy sergeant who was the very first man in line, “and you’ll be alright. There’ll be none of the buggers left to kill by the time I’m done in there.” 

      “He’s a damn sight happier than I would be,” Dan Nichols muttered to himself. Yet perhaps it was simply the man’s way of coping with what lay ahead. If making light of the matter was Sergeant Graham’s way of forcing himself up that slope and into the mouth of the enemy breach, good luck to him. 

     The British cannon continued to fire, and managed to widen the breach a little more during the late afternoon. At sundown, the rate of fire suddenly picked up significantly. That was the signal, Dan knew, the sign that they were about to go in. All of a sudden, a black mist appeared next to him in the trench, and quickly coalesced into the form of Colonel Wellesley. 

     “Sir.” Dan remained sitting but offered the colonel a salute, which was promptly returned. 

     “How are the men, CSM?” Wellesley appeared rested and almost eerily calm. For his part, Dan’s heart was beating ten to the dozen. 

     “Oh, you know sir,” he offered a weak smile. “About as well as can be expected. They’re ready for the fight, like, but they’d just as soon be through that breach already, if you take my meaning.” 

     Wellesley nodded, for he did indeed understand. The waiting was the worst part. It played on the idle mind, giving it leave to conjure up images of the carnage which might await them all up ahead.

     “I see you’ve found a new sword, sir,” Nichols saw, looking in admiration at the beautifully-crafted hilt that was visible above the colonel’s scabbard. “And it looks like a nice ‘un, too.”

     Arthur removed the sword slowly, held it up for Dan to inspect. He made a point of not touching the blade, and after a closer look Dan could see why. “Is it just me, or is that made of silver, sir?” 

      “It is not just you, CSM,” Wellesley replied, gingerly returning the blade to its sheath. “It is an alloy of silver and certain other metals, or so I am told. The regimental armorer has been working on it for quite some time now, purely in his spare time of course, and was kind enough to allow me to buy it. I’d best not cut myself with it, hmm?”

     “That could be rather nasty, sir. I hope you’ll be careful.” 

     Making his way to the front of the trench, Arthur returned a salute from Sergeant Graham and asked if he was ready. “Ready as I’ll ever be, sir,” he responded with a cheeky grin, but the look in the man’s eyes told a different story. He was scared, and no man in their right mind would blame him for it. “Will you start us off, sir?”

      Wellesley nodded. Turning to face the men who now crouched and squatted along the trench wall, he augmented his voice just enough to reach those at the very end of the long, winding line. “Now, my brave fellows!” he roared, standing to his full height as he began to climb out of the trench. “Follow me, and prove yourselves worthy of the name ‘British soldiers!’”

     For a moment, Wellesley stood on the western bank of the Cauvery, entirely alone. It was still dusk, not yet full dark, and he stared at the breach, mapping out every inch of the terrain between where he stood and the foot of the glacis, burning it into his brain. 

     Sergeant Graham and his men were already up and off, marching with determination towards the broken city wall. To their right, the Forlorn Hope that was leading Sherbrooke’s men forward was keeping pace alongside them. 

     The entire Shadow Company fell into their separate platoons and fell into step behind their colonel, who started to lead them forwards, keeping twenty feet back from Sergeant Graham and his volunteers. Behind them, Dunlop and Sherbrooke were ushering their own men out of the trenches, and started about the task of hastily forming them into a battle line. 

     A pair of vampire officers had made a clandestine reconnaissance of the Cauvery the night before, and had identified appropriate places for fording. Two small white rags, some fifteen feet apart, signaled the most shallow point that was still close to the breach, and Graham oriented himself on an imaginary point mid-way between the two. 

     So far, the only casualties were a lot of very wet feet, Wellesley thought to himself; but surely it couldn’t last? Looking backwards, he saw twin columns of red-jacketed soldiers stretching out behind him almost as far as the eye could see. The Shadow Company splashed straight across the thigh-high river as quickly and strode up the opposite bank.   

     All suddenly became almost deafeningly quiet. The British artillery had finally lifted its fire, afraid of hitting the men of the Forlorn Hopes who had just now reached the base of the breach. Sergeant Graham was the first to mount the slope made of rubble, and began picking his way carefully up towards the opening some thirty feet above his head. 

     And then the night exploded in noise and fury.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

As soon as the British cannonade had finally lifted, a swarm of defenders had crept slowly to the top of the breech and hid themselves just below the summit. Each man carried four muskets, two slung on each shoulder as they climbed. Others, similarly armed, were making their way swiftly to the north and south ramparts, where stacks of muskets had been prepositioned the day before. 

     The defenders opened up on the attacking British with everything they had. A torrent of musket fire began to knock redcoats backwards from the ascent to the breach, sending their bodies hurtling into the path of their comrades who were climbing the rubble behind them. Those defenders on the outer ramparts whose view of the breach was blocked instead opened up on the two oncoming British columns, the 6,000 men who were marching toward the city in order to take it by storm.

     Miraculously, Sergeant Graham was not one of those shot down in the first wave, and became the first British soldier to successfully force entry into Seringapatam. As he stumbled up towards the top of the breach, Graham saw that is was crawling with tiger-soldiers, all firing down past him onto the slope. One swung his musket around to face him, but the sergeant coolly shot him in the chest, blowing his body backwards into the city. 

     Taking one more step, Graham suddenly found himself standing all alone at the very top of the breach. Enemies surrounded him on all sides, and yet the constant fire of their muskets never seemed to touch him. A ball cut the air just past his right ear, and the sergeant started to his left, clambering onto the defended outer rampart. 

     For just a moment, he could not resist looking back, down upon the breach beneath him. Redcoats streamed up it like ants climbing a hill, and some were blasted off by the enemy’s muskets, but still they came on, bayonets at the ready, a solid press of sweating infantrymen with their eyes set firmly on the prize: Seringapatam. 

     “It’s Lieutenant Graham now!” he roared jubilantly, as the realization finally hit home that he had made it alive into a defended breach, and his life would never be the same again. 

     The newly-minted Lieutenant Graham survived for only three more seconds, and never saw the ball that killed him. It was a perfectly-aimed shot, taken from the fire-step on the opposite side of the breach. The musket ball entered at the base of his neck and emerged from the front, leaving the lieutenant’s throat a torn and bleeding ruin. He had the small good fortune of dying instantly, and therefore never felt the impact of his body slamming into the hard ground some thirty feet below. 

     

 

 

Both Forlorn Hopes were up and on top of the breach, albeit with over half of their number dead or dying, and were sticking it to the defenders in fine old style, fighting like the gutter rats most of them had once been. 

     Now it was the turn of his Shadow Company. As CSM Nichols started to mount the rocky slope, Wellesley decided to try and even the odds a little at the summit. Drawing his sword from its scabbard, the vampire colonel turned and sprang forty feet into the air, altering his density at the top of his arc in order to slam him back down onto the northern shoulder of the outer wall. 

     The outer parapet was thick with defenders, all of who were shocked at his arrival. Wellesley laid about him with blade, boots, and elbows, cutting throats and hurling tiger-soldiers to their death until the entire stretch of rampart was clear. 

     “Shadow Company!” he bellowed. “To me! To me!” 

     The musket fire which had been raining down on the open breach had suddenly slackened, partly because of Wellesley’s clearance of the northern shoulder, but also because the fighting at the breach’s summit was now purely hand-to-hand. The survivors of the Forlorn Hopes both fought like lions, and the arrival of the Shadow Company tipped the balance of power firmly in their favor. With a colossal roar, the redcoats drove forwards into their opponents with renewed force, and those who didn’t die at the end of a bayonet were physically pushed backwards down the reverse slope into the dark space between the inner and outer walls. 

     Obedient to their colonel’s order, the men of Shadow Company began clambering up onto the north shoulder of the western outer wall, following him all the way around to the northern wall proper. Men of Graham’s Forlorn Hope were intermingled with them, and the ad hoc force began to clear the outer rampart of its defenders. 

     A heavy volume of musketry was coming from the inner wall, which was manned by a large number of defenders who had also stockpiled weapons there. Others below the inner wall reloaded their empty muskets for them, passing them back up so that they could be fired at the British again. Redcoats were falling to the musket-fire left and right, but still more came, and now both Lieutenant-Colonel Dunlop and Colonel Sherbrooke were both into the fray, with the men of their assault columns directly behind them. 

     Once into the breach, Dunlop turned left and Sherbrooke right. Sherbrooke began to clear the entire western wall, digging the enemy defenders out of the two round towers and hurling them over the parapet. Dunlop first secured the northwest bastion, and then followed the trail blazed by Wellesley. The near-constant hail of fire from directly across on the inner wall was taking a steady toll, and Dunlop decided that he’d had quite enough. 

     “Follow the wall and keep on at ‘em!” he instructed the lieutenant of infantry who happened to be directly behind them. The lieutenant-colonel then sprang across the gap between the two walls, clearing the parapet of the inner wall easily and landing on the back of a defender who was laying down while attempting to reload a musket. With a crunch, the man’s thoracic spine snapped under the force of the vampire’s heels.           

     The tiger-soldiers who were manning the inner rampart’s fire-step turned all of their panicked attention towards the sudden intrusion, which reduced the pressure on the redcoats clearing the north wall immensely. Dunlop fought like a man possessed, hacking his way through the press of defenders until it seemed that there were none left to kill. 

      A single musket shot rang out, and the ball hit Dunlop in the right hand, passing straight through the palm and out the other side. Fangs bared, he hissed in agony as the neat hole turned black, the flesh around it beginning to necrose and bubble. 

     Through the river of pain now coursing up his arm, Dunlop knew that only a silver ball could have done that kind of damage. Glancing down into the courtyard behind the inner wall, he saw a harried-looking tiger-soldier hurriedly reloading a weapon with an extremely long barrel. Dunlop recognized it for one of the rifled weapons he had once expressed such disdain for, and realized that the Sultan must be employing sharpshooters with silver bullets to target the British officers. 

     With his right hand hanging uselessly at his side, Lieutenant-Colonel Dunlop swooped down upon the hapless sharpshooter like a giant bird of prey. Scabbarding his sword for the time being, Dunlop sank his teeth into the trembling soldier’s throat, instinctively finding the carotid artery and severing it. A torrent of blood propelled by extremely high pressure sprayed into Dunlop’s mouth, much of it escaping and painting the vampire’s face and neck a bright shade of crimson.

     While their colonel fed, Dunlop’s men were methodically working their way along the northern wall, clearing it of every defender they encountered. Captain Goodall, leading a company from the 12th Regiment of Foot, came upon a flimsy bridge of scaffolding that connected the outer wall with its inner counterpart, and led a platoon of redcoats across to begin clearing the interior fire-step and finish the work that Dunlop had begun.

     Behind them, more British troops swarmed into the breach, and very soon they would be into the city itself. Few of them were in a merciful mood. 

             

 

 

 

Wellesley and the Shadow Company had advanced roughly one third the length of the outer north wall, and were still taking an unhealthy amount of fire from behind the parapet of the inner wall. Whenever a head popped up above the edge of the parapet, one of the redcoats would take a shot at the target of opportunity, but with the daylight now all but gone they missed more than they struck. 

     “We need to get across,” Wellesley said, thinking for a moment. In their haste to clear the outer wall, he and the entire company had rushed right by the scaffolding linking the outer wall to the inner, never even noticing that it was there; this was unfortunate, because it could have saved them a great deal of time at this point. 

     “The pioneers will be up soon, sir. They’ve got scaling ladders,” Corporal Dodds put in helpfully.

     “No time to wait for the pioneers, Dodds,” Wellesley replied.

      Turning to Nichols, he asked which one of the men had a rope. 

     “Several,” Dan replied, having inspected their kit before the company had entered the access trenches. That seemed so long ago now, a world of anticipation and fear now replaced with one of fire and violence. “Foster, over here. Sharpish now.” 

     Private Foster trotted obediently towards the CSM, and on demand removed a coiled length of rope from the depths of his pack. 

     “What did you have in mind, sir?” Nichols asked, pausing to take a potshot at a tiger-soldier who had slowly raised his head from cover. The musket-ball flew straight and true, snapping the man’s head back with a sickening crack. 

     “Take one end and tie it to something sturdy,” Wellesley ordered, casting around him for a suitable anchor. “Look, one of these 18-pounders will do. Quickly now.” 

     The CSM tied a bowline knot around the barrel of a wrecked heavy cannon that lay in pieces in an embrasure close-by, an obvious victim of the British gunners. Sheathing his silver blade, the colonel took the working end of the rope and, after giving it a tug to verify the security of the knot (and thereby earning a look of such hurt from his CSM that he actually felt a momentary twinge of guilt) Wellesley made a standing leap out into the void, bridging the gap between inner and outer wall in one immense bound and landing lightly behind the parapet on the opposite side. 

     Twenty feet to his left, three defenders stared at him, expressions agog with mute surprise. Taking full advantage of their fear, Arthur closed the distance between them in under three seconds and dispatched them with a series of vicious blows to the body and head, resulting in one broken neck, one instant arterial brain bleed, and six shattered ribs which punctured the lung underneath. Fatal wounds all, and it was the work of mere seconds to pitch the bodies into thin air behind him, clearing this section of the inner fire-step of all life.

     Far across on the eastern side of the city, the shriek of rockets launching reminded Arthur that this night’s fight was far from over. There was unfortunately no appropriate anchor point for him to tie the rope onto, so he simply decided that he must serve that particular function itself. 

     “CSM, send the men across!” 

     Stretching the rope taut between the inner and outer walls, Arthur braced himself as the first redcoat took hold of the rope and swung himself out into space. Dangling by both hands over the gap between the inner and outer walls, Corporal Stewart Dodds worked his way hand over hand towards his colonel. 

     Part of Shadow Company training involved extensive rope work, and each man learned to haul his own body weight plus weapon and pack across obstacles of varying shapes and sizes. Dodds was a large man with powerful shoulders, so the simple hand over hand technique worked well for him, and he was across the gap in seconds, throwing one knee up over the parapet’s edge and slithering across to the fire-step. 

     For those soldiers with slighter builds, it was often easier to modify the technique by swinging the legs up and hooking the rope with one foot or ankle, and then swinging the entire body up to join it, so that the soldier was laying on top of the rope with one foot hooked over the top and a second dangling down to act as a counterweight. 

     As the redcoats began to assemble in greater force on the inner wall, they began to fan out to their left and right, working to clear the fire-step of the defenders further down. It took the better part of half an hour to get the entire company across, which did nothing for Wellesley’s already souring mood.                      

     “What now, sir?” Nichols asked, aiming his reloaded musket out into the night. 

     “We start by getting down from this damnable wall, and into the city proper. Then we find the Tipu, CSM.” Half of the company had already done just that, taking a set of wooden steps that they had found thirty feet east along the fire-step.

     “Of course, sir.” Nichols paused. “Er, any idea where we should start looking, sir?” 

     Wellesley paused, and motioned for the men to be silent. Slowly, he allowed his senses to attune to the night. He began to filter out the background noise of the siege - cannons firing in the distance, the crackle of musketry, the cries of terrified civilians…Arthur focused his attention on one area close-by which was seeing a particularly large volume of musketry, and yet there was something else, something almost as loud, but an entirely different type of loudness…his eyes suddenly opened wide.

     Got you! 

     He was hearing the roar of vengeful tigers.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

Despite the Tipu’s many and varied failings, the lack of courage was not among them. 

     Seringapatam was all but lost, he knew that now; the British had forced the breach, and swept away the defenders like so many cattle, and now a plague of red-coated locusts swarmed through his city, raping, looting, and pillaging everything within sight. 

     Beasts. 

     Standing by his side as always, his stalwart Jamelia had begged him to flee. Did he not understand that they could get him out, that he could escape and live to fight the British another day? The people would protect their Sultan, she reminded him, for he was Mysore. 

     It was the first time he had ever seen tears in his precious Jamelia’s eyes, which was almost certainly why he had felt them welling in his own.  

      “Please, Your Majesty,” she all but begged him. He knew then that she would not allow him to refuse, for if he died here in the city it would break her heart; and yet what she did not truly understand was that if she died here in the city, his heart would also be broken - and Tipu’s heart was too old to heal from such a grievous wound. 

     It was then that he set his final gambit into motion, deciding to play along with her for now in order to place the last pieces on the board. The Tipu loved chess, and had framed much of his philosophy on life in terms of the game. Now, for example, they were approaching the inevitable checkmate, and he wanted it to happen on his own terms.

     The Sultan, Jamelia, and the entire Tiger Guard had exited the inner palace and turned quickly north. Reaching the inner wall, they saw that a number of redcoats had already penetrated this far into the city, and were on top of the wall, trading gunfire with the defenders of the Sultan Battery on the outer wall, a heavily-fortified position that was located just a stone’s throw from the dungeons. The tiger-soldiers that were posted to defend the Battery were already hard-pressed by the British dogs, not to mention increasingly outnumbered. More redcoats were coming into the area with each passing moment. 

     Jamelia saw the look in his eyes, and knowing him as well as she did, knew that he could not bear to leave his men to die without offering at least some form of aid. She was right. 

     “Send ten of the Tiger Guard,” he ordered her, not knowing how long the increasingly-willful tigress would continue to obey his orders. “Have them reinforce the defenders here at the battery. It may buy us some time.” 

     Although she plainly didn’t like the idea of stripping down his personal protective force, Jamelia knew that there was little time to argue. She gave the orders, and without a single question, ten of the Guard stripped off their clothes then and there, willing themselves to undergo the change as quickly as possible. 

     The British were flooding into Seringapatam from the west. From paying close attention to the sound of the musketry, she deduced that they were fighting their way along the outer walls in addition to entering directly, probably trying to encircle the entire city in an attempt to pin the Sultan in. If she were the British commander, she might well have done the same. 

     Jamelia knew that there was one way out of the city that may yet remain viable, however, and it was to there that she led the Tipu now, along with the remaining thirty of his Tiger Guard. Following the track of the north wall, the party worked their way towards the east. From behind them at the Sultan Battery, an increase in the volume of musketry was followed immediately by the roar of multiple tigers, and then the agonized screams of dying redcoats. 

     Tipu smiled, thinking to himself that it was not such a bad day to die after all, considering the number of British infidels he would send to their deaths first. For her part, Jamelia mistook his apparent happiness for hope that he would escape the city alive, and she moved to hurry their group along. Up ahead, she saw the means of their salvation. 

     The Water Gate was not yet taken.

 

 

 

 

The enormous tiger that was still partly Thomas Gilman closed his jaws about the arm of a British lieutenant and with a singular powerful jerk, tore the limb away from the man’s torso. Blood sprayed from the wound, and yet the lieutenant did not scream, seemed too shocked to do anything but stare in mortification at the place where his arm had once been. 

     As the fighting around the Sultan Battery began to turn in the favor of the defenders once more, Thomas looked around for another Briton to kill. He and his nine brothers (for that was how he had come to think of them) had torn through the ranks of the attacking redcoats in moments, shrugging off their feeble musket balls and taking the screaming soldiers apart with tooth and claw. 

     All was quiet during what he assumed was a temporary lull in the fighting. The men of the Sultan Battery reloaded their muskets, keeping one wary eye on the tigers who prowled atop the inner wall, and also on the ground on both sides of it.

     He smelled them before he heard them, the stink of a mass of blood-stained, sweaty bodies heading their way. From the way his brothers’ noses twitched and their ears pricked up, they could sense it too. 

     When the first redcoat came out into the open, keeping close to the inner wall, Thomas roared a challenge. Excitement quickly turned to pure rage when he saw the identity of this new interloper. 

     Wellesley. 

     And there was his precious Shadow Company, guarding his back as always. All of the hatred that had festered within him since the flogging bubbled up to the surface, boiling over into a blinding, white-hot rage. His brother Jaspal acted first, however, breaking into a powerful run and springing at the vampire colonel. 

     Thomas never even saw the blade leave its scabbard, but even as the weapon cleaved into Jaspal’s neck, he knew no concern for his brother, for what could a British officer’s blade do to a beast such as he? 

     The answer became horrifically apparent when the blade cut cleanly through flesh, bone, and tissue as though it were not even there, beheading Jaspal as cleanly as if Wellesley had used a guillotine. The great cat’s decapitated body crashed to the ground in a steadily-increasing pool of blood, its black paws twitching in the throes of death.

     Were he still the cunning, calculating private soldier that had once served under Wellesley, Thomas might have stopped to ask why the seemingly impossible had happened. But the beast was in control now, driving his actions with motives that were purely feral. 

     The remaining tigers converged on Wellesley and his men at a fast trot, building their speed to a charge. Calmly, the vampire colonel gave the order to present, take aim, and then fire. He flew twenty feet up into the air in order to allow them a clear field of fire. 

     The Shadow Company, now drawn up in ranks as though on the battlefield once more, went through the motions with an economy of effort born of countless hours of practice. Their muskets barked, sending a volley of shot into the group of oncoming tigers. 

     Thomas had never known pain like it, not even when he had been turned by the Sultan. He took a musket ball in the right forepaw, a second tore off the tip of his right ear, and a third buried itself in the haunch of a back leg. The wounds began to spew steam, as though the musket-balls themselves had set the flesh aflame. As the burning continued, Thomas found himself unable to run, unable to focus on anything other than the two gaping wounds, and collapsed onto his belly, broken by the sheer intensity of the pain. 

     All around him, his brothers were mewling, clawing at the wounds inflicted by the British. Three had died instantly, hit in the head. The British soldiers did not reload, but rather moved in with their bayonets, sticking each tiger repeatedly until it finally stopped moving.  

     Thomas wondered how this was possible, and it was only when the little dark-skinned corporal raised his musket over his head in preparation to deliver the killing blow that he finally understood, saw the wicked silver edge of the man’s bayonet gleaming in the light of distant fires. 

     The tiger threw back its head and screamed its hate at Wellesley, calling him a bastard and other far less savory epithets. 

     “Hold,” Wellesley gestured to Corporal McElveney, signaling for him to lower his bayonet. Reluctantly, the little Scotsman stayed his hand, but kept the unwavering point trained upon Thomas.

     Looming over the tiger, which gave a look of such pure venom that he almost took an unconscious step back, Wellesley placed the tip of his blade just inches from the creature’s right eye. Looking into those eyes, he saw that they were wracked with agony, but could also see sentience and understanding too. 

      “You do know what this is?” he asked rhetorically, the blade unwavering. Answering his own question, he went on. “This is a blade containing a great deal of silver; and unless you tell me precisely what I wish to know, you shall feel its sting, many time over.” 

     Thomas growled, a roar which was pure tiger, but then his human aspect reasserted itself a little. “You motherless bastard, Wellesley. Is it worse than a flogging?” 

     Arthur’s eyes widened, not simply at hearing human speech come from the mouth of such a beast, but also because the pieces finally fell into place. “Well, well,” he said finally. “Private Gilman, I assume?”

     “Go ahead and kill me, you bastard. I’ll tell you nothing.”

     The blade moved almost too quickly to see, left a small nick in the flesh of the tiger’s nose that began to steam and sizzle, the odor one of roasting meat. Thomas howled, knew that only silver could cause him such pain out of all proportion to the size of the wound. 

     “Spare me the profanities, Gilman. You are a traitor to the Crown, and there can be only one penalty for such treason of yours.” There was no mercy in the colonel’s voice; it was as cold and brittle as a winter storm. “However, I shall offer you this: you will tell me the location of the Tipu Sultan, and in return, you shall receive a quick, clean death, which is certainly far more than you deserve.” Gilman opened his mouth to roar an obscenity, but Wellesley beat him to it. “If the next words from your mouth should question my parentage one more time, we shall see how many cuts of a silver blade you can withstand before your heart gives out. I do have all night, you know.” This last statement was patently untrue, but Gilman had no way of knowing that.

     The tiger bellowed once more, and all to the excruciating pain and accumulated hatred of a life spent in the ranks of an army that he had grown to hate were expelled in that roar. When the echoes had died away, even the defenders of the Sultan Battery that had been trading shots with the Shadows, were riveted to the drama taking place just beyond their walls. 

     “You’ll make it quick?” The yellow eyes contained something new, a curious mixture of hope and pleading. 

     “My word on it,” Wellesley said simply. 

     “To the east,” the tiger said. “They’re making for the Water Gate.” 

     As the point of the silver blade penetrated his brain, Thomas Gilman, a betrayer in more ways than one, at last knew a kind of peace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

Constructed of brick and reaching all the way through both north walls of the city, the Water Gate was barred at both ends by stout wooden gates. Tipu, Jamelia, and their entourage arrived to find a small force of tiger-soldiers arrayed in its defense, trying desperately to fight off at least a platoon’s strength of attacking redcoats. 

     Jamelia and roughly half of the Tiger Guard had metamorphosed into their feline forms, while the rest had elected to keep their human shapes, at least for now. Seeing the British pressing his man so sorely, the Sultan flew into a fit of rage and led a charge into their rear, howling and screaming his challenge as he ran at them with a speed which belied his fatness. Surprised at being suddenly caught between two enemy forces of roughly equal strength, the redcoats tried to fend both off at once. 

     Fighting at the very forefront of his Guard, Tipu swung his scimitar in great erratic arcs, hacking chunks out of the British invaders with pitiless ease. The sergeant who appeared to be leading them lunged at him with a bayonet, but the Sultan merely laughed and chopped the last eight inches from the barrel of his musket with a single stroke. Staring into the yellow eyes of a tiger set within a human face, the sergeant let out a cry, only for it to be silenced by the edge of the curved blade opening him up from sternum to pelvis. 

     They had invaded his lands, killed his soldiers, and broken into his home. Tipu was starting to feel a genuine hatred for these pale-skinned soldiers, and with every one which fell to his blade, his joy grew exponentially. 

     Jamelia derived no less pleasure from her killing, raking powerful claws across the faces, throats, and chests of the struggling redcoats. With a snap of her jaws, she took one corporal’s head off in a single bite. 

     In just minutes, the fight was over. Every redcoat outside the Water Gate’s inner entrance was dead. “Get that gate open!” Tipu ordered, and the tiger-soldiers hurried to obey, lifting the heavy wooden plank that barred it from the inside. 

     The stench of human and animal bodily waste assaulted their nostrils as the gate swung wide. It was pitch black inside, the tunnel receding backwards some fifty feet and bypassing both the inner and outer walls of the city, until it finally came out on the banks of the North Cauvery. 

     “Now the outer gates,” Tipu directed them, and five men disappeared into the darkness of the tunnel, their footsteps echoing heavily from the surrounding brickwork. Moments later there came the sound of a second wooden bar being removed, followed by that of the far gate creaking open. Tipu had half-expected to find British soldiers waiting outside, but so long as the Sultan Battery held out to the west, the invaders would not make it this far along the outer wall to the Water Gate’s distal opening. 

      The night was alive with the crackling of muskets and the screaming of both the innocent and the not-so-innocent alike. Rockets and cannon still roared their defiance at the British, and Tipu was pleased to know that his subjects were still putting up stiff resistance. 

     “The outer gate is open!” Jamelia said urgently, pawing at his silk sleeve and attempting to bodily push him towards the Water Gate. “We must get you out of here, to safety.” 

     At that moment, a large force of British redcoats entered the square from its far end, led by a single officer, a man that had haunted the Tipu’s nightmares for days on end now. 

     “Wellesley,” Tipu whispered.

     

 

   

 

 

Shadow Company had lost an unlucky thirteen men thus far. The remainder were in good shape, and Wellesley had made every man load silver balls into their muskets. As they entered the wide, square expanse which contained the Water Gate on its northern side, they could see a phalanx of Tiger Guard and the less-impressive tiger-soldiers forming around the figure of a plump, brightly-dressed man who could only be the Tipu Sultan. 

     Were-tigers prowled the hard-packed earth between the two bodies of men, growling at the newcomers and displaying their wickedly-sharp teeth. 

     Tipu would not suffer a man to take his place in the line of battle. He stood proudly in the front rank with his men, and fired the first musket ball at the formation of approaching redcoats. The ball missed. Unwilling to sully his hands with the messy business of reloading, Tipu simply passed the musket back to the tiger-soldier that he had designated as his own personal reloader, receiving a fresh musket in exchange. “Use silver for the next one,” he ordered. The men of his Tiger Guard all had silver loads in their firing pieces, and he wanted the same.

     For his part, Wellesley ignored the lead ball that whistled through the air some three feet to the side of his head. 

     “Am I addressing His Majesty, the Tipu Sultan?” he called, using the proper forms and respect that the situation demanded. “I am Colonel Arthur Wellesley, of His Britannic Majesty’s 33rd Regiment of Foot. It is my duty, sir, to ask for your surrender. You may rest assured that both you and your family will be well-treated.” Wellesley continued walking slowly towards the Tipu and his band of men, sword in hand, his Shadow Company forming line behind him on either side, CSM Nichols at their head.

     “I know who you are, Wellesley,” the Tipu called back. “Perhaps more to the point, I know what you are! The Tiger of Mysore shall never surrender to the likes of you.”

     “So be it,” Arthur said quietly. The proper forms had been obeyed; the Tipu had been offered the chance to surrender with dignity, and had thrown it back in his face. Now there was only one way that this could possibly end. 

     A roar of musketry came from the Tipu’s men, felling two of Arthur’s redcoats. As one of the balls passed by him in the air, the vampire could sense that it was no ordinary shot, had been made with molten silver poured into a musket-ball mould. 

     So that’s how it was to be?  

     Snarling, the were-tigers fanned out in a wide semicircle to his front. “Shadow Company…halt.” The redcoats crashed to a halt. Arthur gave the order to take aim, then took a running jump and hurled himself twenty feet in the air, landing in a crouch on top of the inner wall just as he gave the order to fire. 

     Muskets spat fiery death, and the great cats twitched and jerked as the balls hit home. Growls of defiance turned to high-pitched shrieks of pain as the silver munitions began to burn their way through tissue, blood, and bone, the wounds hissing and crackling violently. 

     “Shadow Company!” Dan Nichols took up the call. “Reload!” Drawing ramrods, the Shadows did just that, rightly assuming that a second load of silver was required. 

     From his elevated position atop the inner north wall, Wellesley surveyed the scene of carnage taking place in the square below him with no little satisfaction. Every single were-tiger was either dead or dying, struck by the massed fire of his very best troops. Some of the beasts rolled on their backs and pawed at the air, but he suspected that it was mostly just their death throes playing themselves out.

     One of the great cats was dragging itself back towards the Sultan and his bodyguard. Looking more closely, Arthur saw that it was the female tigress that he had confronted amongst the confusion of the tope. She had taken a bullet in her rear left leg and was leaving a trail of blood behind her, but she made it back to the cover of friendly lines, and Arthur felt a begrudging admiration for her pluck. 

     The men of Shadow Company had reloaded and resumed their advance, directed by the steady hand of their CSM. Some kneeling and some standing, the defenders fired another volley in their direction. Six more redcoats fell, three to wounds in the arms and legs, the remainder taking fatal hits to the head and trunk. 

     “Close ranks! Close ranks!” 

     Arthur worked his way slowly along the top of the inner wall. Just moments ago, the Sultan’s head had been on a swivel, searching the skies for him; the bulk of the inner wall had blocked his view, and the angle was too steep for him to spot the approaching vampire. Now, the Sultan seemed more worried about the tigress, stooping to assess the wound in her leg with a look of grave concern plastered across his features. Stepping backwards out of the line of fire, Tipu helped the female tiger into the comparative safety of the Water Gate. 

     “CSM Nichols, deploy the grenades!” Arthur called. The Company Sergeant-Major acknowledged with a nod, and ordered the ten makeshift grenadiers to take out and prime their deadliest of weapons. 

     Dan held the grenade in the palm of one hand, keeping a watchful eye on the tiger-soldiers as they reloaded after their last volley. Lighting the fuse was going to be the tricky part, he knew, but they had planned for that in advance. At his order, ten of the Shadows turned their muskets upside-down and allowed the precious silver munitions to roll out of the barrel, catching them in eager fingers and returning them to their cartridge-boxes. These ten muskets were no longer loaded but were still primed, and the men who wielded them worked by prior agreement with the grenadiers, placing the end of each fuse next to the frizzen of each musket. Then they pulled the trigger. The resultant flash of powder in the pan ignited the grenades’ fuses, which began to spark and hiss as they slowly burned down. 

     “Let ‘em get halfway, lads,” Nichols said calmly, still watching the enemy formation finish the process of reloading their own muskets. “Alright, prepare to throw grenades on three…one…two…three!” 

     The redcoat grenadiers pitched all ten of their charges at the Sultan’s bodyguard, who were all too focused on bringing their freshly-loaded muskets back up to the aim position. The grenades almost all fell at the feet of the Tiger Guard and their comrades, detonating split-seconds later in a hailstorm of silver shrapnel. 

     Wellesley shrank back and flattened himself against the parapet as fragments of silver whizzed just inches past his face. Once the string of irregularly-spaced detonations seemed to have ended, he peered out over the lip of the wall and assessed the scene of devastation that was playing out below him. 

     The square in front of the Water Gate had become a charnel house, a mass of bleeding, broken, and wailing men and were-beasts. The shrapnel had inflicted grievous physical damage upon many of the ordinary tiger-soldiers that had been reloading there, but by far the most horrific trauma had been reserved for the were-tigers. 

     As the silver fragments had been propelled into the flesh and muscle of each tiger’s body at incredibly high speeds, they began to sear and burn everything in their path. Several of the Tiger Guard were blinded, hands clutching desperately at sightless eyes which hemorrhaged blood down the front of their faces; others were down on the ground, trying frantically and futilely to stem the torrents of blood which were leaking out from the host of newly-inflicted wounds. 

     Sensing that now was the time, Nichols sent in the second volley of musketry, wiping out fully a third of the enemy group in the space of five seconds. Their formation was already broken, he saw; what was one a somewhat-organized group of defenders had been converted into a bloody, pulped mess of staggering individuals…and it was all thanks to that most wonderful of metals, silver.

     Time to finish this, Dan thought, as a line of sweat dripped from under the rim of his shako and ran down the side of his face. 

     Time to give ‘em the bayonet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

From their position inside the inner Water Gate, Tipu and Jamelia had been sheltered from the worst of the grenade blasts by the sturdy brick doorway. The heavy wooden door had been peppered with shrapnel during the blasts, and Tipu had taken a silver fragment in the right forearm that was burning with an agonizing coldness, but they would both live.

     “How bad is the wound, my dearest?” he asked her through gritted teeth.

     Jamelia growled softly. A jagged chunk of silver perhaps a quarter-inch on a side was sticking out of her back leg. Fighting through his own pain for a moment, Tipu removed the curved dagger that was always belted at his waist, and using the tip alone, carefully pried the fragment loose. 

     The tigress howled as the blade did its work, but once the silver had been removed, she could feel the tortured flesh already beginning to repair itself. Within the space of a few heartbeats, the limb was able to bear some weight again, although not yet its full capacity. 

     Sultan and tigress both looked towards the closer doorway, where scenes of indescribable carnage were playing out. British redcoats were making short work of the remnants of his Tiger Guard, using quick and efficient thrusts of what Tipu could now see were silver bayonets to dispatch his men. Considering the state of some of them, their deaths were better thought of as mercy than murder; but there was little mercy in the Sultan’s heart for the vampire who had led them here.

     First things first. 

     Tipu helped Jamelia limp her way to the far end of the tunnel, their heavy, panting breaths echoing from the brick walls all around them. Liquid filth which had leaked in from the nearby sewage ponds lay in pools around their feet, and the stench was almost unbearable.

     Twenty feet to go. 

     Ten. 

     Five. 

     A shot echoed loudly down the length of the tunnel, its echoes reverberating from one end to the other. Tipu felt as though he had been struck by lightning, was driven to his knees as a torrent of blistering agony swept through his thigh. He did not need to look in order to know that he had been shot with a silver ball. 

     “Father!” 

     The scream came from Jamelia, who looked on with horror as the silhouette of the British colonel emerged at the inner entrance to the Water Gate, took aim with a pistol, and fired. Despite the distance of forty feet, the shot had flown true, though slightly lower than Wellesley had intended.

     Tipu went down on one knee, huffing and gasping as his body broke out into a cold sweat. Looking back, he saw that Wellesley was advancing steadily along the length of the tunnel, his silver blade reflecting what little ambient light there was. 

     Only five feet separated them from freedom. Leaning upon his daughter’s muscular flank now, Tipu dragged himself to the very edge of the tunnel. Apparently stopping to catch his breath, he waved the tigress to go first. Once she was clear of the opening, he lunged for the door, using a final surge of strength to slam it closed behind her. 

     “Father, no!” Her voice was muffled, but the pain of betrayal it carried wounded him almost as deeply as the silver musket-ball had. He glanced towards the far end of the tunnel, saw that Wellesley’s body was blocking out most of the light from the opening. The vampire could be no more than fifteen feet away now. 

        “It is the only way, my beloved daughter.” He grimaced as a fresh round of pain flared in his thigh. “Listen to me, my dearest, most precious Jamelia…you must survive this night, and you must avenge me. Do you hear? Because you are Mysore now. The last of my bloodline. Make the British pay for their desecration of our land, beloved. Do not rest until the blood of every last Englishman has been spilled onto the plains of Mysore. Do you hear me?” 

     The reply was so quietly delivered, a human ear could not have heard it. 

     “Yes, father.” 

     “Now, you must go, daughter. The British will soon surround the city. Save yourself…and remember me fondly.”  

     There was no answer. 

     Tipu sensed the presence of the British colonel looming over him, did not turn away from the closed gate, choosing instead to press his temple against the rough wood of the door. Its coolness was wonderfully soothing. 

     “I dreamed of this moment,” he said at length. “I have dreamed of it many times. Now that it is here, I find that it is not so bad after all.” Tipu gasped as the pain took hold of him again. The icy fire had spread from his thigh up into his crotch, where it was now working its way upwards towards his soft belly. 

     “You may still surrender,” Wellesley said formally. “On my honor, you and yours will be well-treated.”

     Tipu did turn then, turned to regard the British officer with bloodshot yellow eyes. When he opened his mouth to speak again, Arthur saw that the Sultan’s teeth were beginning to elongate. Taking a deep breath, Tipu filled his lungs with air in order to fuel one last, defiant roar. 

     “I WOULD RATHER DIE!”

     Tipu lunged towards his adversary. Both men knew that he had no chance whatsoever, but this was to be a noble death; a warrior’s death, and neither of them wanted to see Tipu go into the next life steeped in shame and ignominy. Reversing his grip on the hilt of his sword, Arthur plunged his blade straight through the sternum and deep into the Sultan’s proud heart, affording the great tiger the opportunity of a clean death and most importantly, one in which the wounds were all inflicted to his front.

     “So be it.” Arthur’s voice was quiet, but the soft words still echoed in the enclosed space. Tipu convulsed, claws reaching up to clutch the silver which protruded from his chest. The convulsions lasted mere moments, and ceased as quickly as they had begun. His stubby legs spasmed for an instant, and then the Sultan’s body went completely limp as the life slowly drained out of it.

     The Tiger of Mysore was no more.           

 

 

 

 

The rape of Seringapatam did not end with the arrival of the morning’s sunrise. The invading soldiers had run riot in the streets, looting, murdering, and abusing the inhabitants despite the protestations and best effort of their officers to rein them in.

        When the vampire officers emerged from their coffins the following evening, Harris entered the city to see the devastation for himself. Had a hurricane descended upon Seringapatam, it could hardly have done more damage. Bodies lay unburied on the walls and in the streets. Although the men of the British line regiments were mostly back under the control of their commanders, the same could not be said of the sepoys and those of the East India Company. 

     “Take charge,” was all Harris had said to Wellesley; and so, he did. 

     The hangings and floggings began immediately. Stretching the necks of four of the most heinous offenders turned out to be an incredibly effective deterrent to others. He established a command post in the Sultan’s inner palace, and set about the business of restoring order by deploying platoons of the 33rd and the most reliable line regiments into the city. In less than a night, calm had descended upon the city once more. 

     Arthur had seen to the removal of the Tipu’s body from the Water Gate tunnel in person. The man had been brave, and was still much-loved by a great many of his subjects. Knowing that it would be unwise for the British to alienate the people of Mysore any more than they already had, Harris cannily arranged for the Sultan to be buried with full military honors. His body was laid to rest in the same mausoleum in which his parents had been buried, a last mark of courtesy and respect from those who had beaten him on the field of battle. 

     The Sultan’s favorite general (and, Arthur had later learned, his daughter) had escaped to fight another day. There had been no sign of her when the sun had risen the next morning, and the British cavalry patrols had found no trace of her. No doubt she would return to cross paths with him again, Arthur thought, and found to his great surprise that he actually relished the possibility. Her father had been a truly worthy opponent when all was said and done, and the apple obviously hadn’t fallen too far from the tree. 

     After the funeral, Harris had requested that Arthur join him in the quarters he had appropriated, a sumptuous set of suites within the inner palace. The general had waved him to a chair and offered him a glass of freshly-drained blood. 

      The two men drank in companionable silence for a while. Finally, Harris spoke. “I think, Colonel Wellesley, that General Baird would have been exceptionally proud of you today.” 

     Arthur hadn’t known what to say, and so settled for “Thank you, sir.” He added: “That means a great deal to me. I respected the general’s opinion enormously.” And so he had, their personal differences aside. 

     “I miss him,” Harris said softly, and Arthur was not sure whether he had intended to speak those words aloud in front of a subordinate, but they had somehow found voice anyway. 

     “I owe him everything. All that I shall ever achieve will have been made possible because of his sacrifice.” Arthur paused, then said, “It troubles me that I can never repay him.” 

     General Harris fixed him with a meaningful stare. “Can you not?” He passed a single sheet of cream-colored paper across the desk to Wellesley, who accepted it without comment and began to read its contents. “It is an order,” Harris saved him the trouble, “appointing you to the governorship of Seringapatam, Wellesley. Custom would dictate that I appoint a general to the position, but I prefer instead to appoint a man who I know is capable of performing the duty in an exemplary manner.”

     “Thank you, sir,” Arthur replied. His mind was already accelerating, turning over the difficulties, opportunities, and possibilities in his mind. “I will not let you down, sir. You have my word.” 

     “Of that, I have no doubt Wellesley. See that you do not let him down either.”

Excerpt from the private correspondence of Arthur Wellesley: 

 

To the Earl of Mornington.

Seringapatam, 8th May, 1799.

My dear Mornington, 

It was impossible to expect that after the labor which the troops had undergone in working up to the place, and the various successes they had had in six different affairs with Tippoo’s troops, in all of which they had come to the bayonet with them, they should not have looked to the plunder of this place. Nothing therefore can have exceeded what was done on the night of the 4th. Scarcely a house in the town was left unplundered, and I understand that in camp jewels of the greatest value, bars of gold, have been offered for sale in the bazaars of the army by our soldiers, sepoys, and followers. I came in to take command on the morning of the 5th, and by the greatest exertion, by hanging, flogging, in the course of that day I restored order to the troops, and I hope I have gained the confidence of the people. They are returning to their houses and beginning again to follow their occupations, but the property of every one is gone. 

Believe me, 

ARTHUR WELLESLEY 

 

Author’s Note

 

Arthur Wellesley’s adventures continue in the second volume of this series, “Goddess of the Dead.” 

If you have enjoyed this book, please consider leaving an honest review.  It will help ensure future books in the series. 

I hope that you have enjoyed this book, the first in what will be an ongoing series chronicling the vampire alter-ego of Arthur Wellesley. As such, it contains elements of the supernatural and fantastical, and is by no means intended to be an accurate historical account of the clash between the forces of Great Britain and the Tipu Sultan in 1799. 

     Although the basis of the book is rooted in historical fact, and the broad strokes parallel the events of the Fourth Anglo-Mysore War, I have taken a great number of liberties both large and small. For example, many of the British officers who appear in the narrative really did exist, many with very similar personalities to their fictional counterparts, but show up in different places, roles, or positions in the command structure when they appear in The Beast of Mysore – General Baird being a prime example, to whom I have also done a disservice by having him sacrifice his life in order to save that of Arthur Wellesley. Baird actually led the charge into the city of Seringapatam once the walls were finally breached, something which he was more than motivated to do after having been a guest in the Sultan’s dungeons himself a few years prior. 

     This book is a work of fantasy. Although a number of characters who were truly larger than life walk through its pages, it has been necessary to alter their personalities and behaviors in order to fit the narrative. It bears repeating that the versions of Wellesley, Tipu, and others are by necessity distortions of the real men themselves. Far from being seen as a villain, there are a great many who look upon the “Tiger of Mysore” with a great deal of admiration and fondness today. I have sought to craft an entertaining tale, and hope that I have succeeded in that regard. 

     Where circumstances (and the needs of plotting) have permitted, I have striven for accuracy, but mistakes will inevitably creep into even the best researched manuscript. These faults are entirely mine. Some of the letters and journal entries attributed to Arthur Wellesley are genuine, whereas others have been constructed by the author; it is left as an exercise for the reader to determine which entries are which.

     Readers seeking a more historically accurate fictional account of the Fourth Anglo-Mysore War would do well to seek out the excellent Sharpe’s Tiger by Bernard Cornwell. It is impossible to write about Wellesley’s army without being influenced by the work of Mr. Cornwell, and his personal take on the demise of (as he terms it) the Tippoo Sultan makes for a riveting, page-turning read. 

     For the historical background on the Mysore campaign itself, probably the single best source on the subject is Jac Weller’s invaluable Wellington in India. Weller is not only immensely readable (his books read like some of the very best fiction) but during his lifetime, he actually walked the ground himself, following in Wellesley’s footsteps from battlefield to battlefield and viewing them with the eye of a master tactician. Also highly recommended is Lady Elizabeth Longford’s grand overview of Wellesley’s military career, Wellington: The Years of the Sword. Arthur Wellesley’s own Dispatches of Field Marshal The Duke of Wellington have also been an invaluable source of both reference and insight.  

     Those seeking insights into Arthur Wesley (Wellesley) the man would do well to check out the first volume of Rory Muir’s biography Wellington: The Path to Victory, a superbly detailed and highly readable account of his Indian and Peninsular years. He has generously made available (for free) a detailed commentary on both volumes of his book, which can be downloaded at http://www.lifeofwellington.co.uk/. Mr. Muir has performed a very real service for present and future students of the Iron Duke. 

     He is not quite the Iron Duke yet, however – whether measured in terms of experience or by title. Arthur Wellesley has defeated the Tipu Sultan and Seringapatam has fallen to the British, but there are many more battles yet to be fought beneath the night skies of India before he can sleep beneath the soil of England once more.   

I hope that you will accompany us on that journey. 

Richard Estep
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