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Chapter 1
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The sun slowly rose and peeked into the window of a small cottage. Its rays warmed the air and a light breeze began to billow the threadbare curtains.  Lying in bed, laid Penta Ka Wa and his wife Lyra Ne Wa.  The light of the sun awoke Penta and he stirred.  Sitting up, he put his face into the morning light with a view of the fields waiting to be tilled.  He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the scent of the morning.  Next to him Lyra, his wife, was highlighted by the sun.  Her hair had come free from her nightcap and framed her face perfectly.  She awoke to find him gazing at her.

“Well, would you look at that?”  He said.

“Look at what?”  She replied.

“The sun wants to head back down.  He says he shouldn’t bother coming up if he has to compete with you all day.”  He smiled at his own wit.

“Oh, do stop it.” 

“Why don’t you sleep a little longer?  I’ll get the day started.”

“But it’s your birthday, not mine.”

“Well let me have what I ask for on my birthday, and keep the pretty woman in my bed.”

“You were always a stubborn man.” she scolded.

“'Til the day I’m in the ground, my sweet.”

“You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“I know.”

“Today is your 70th birthday.  You have sons and grandsons who can till the field, and in half the time.”

“Don’t tell me what I already know, wife.  I’ve parceled out all the land but that single field.  I’ve been tilling that field since I was a boy and the day they put me in it, is the day I stop working.”

“Well, try not to kill yourself doing it.” 

Pulling on a pair of battered boots and a tattered hat that had seen as many summers as Penta himself, he went out to the barn.  He walked past the many empty and long vacant bays, no longer home to sow and fowl.  At the last stall, he stopped and reached out to the last occupant, who was much like his owner; long past his prime, but still possessing a strength of spirit that kept the body alive and vital.  Standing proud and strong, his coat graying but still shining, was Shane, Penta’s tried and true friend.  Shane had been with Penta for almost thirty years and had come to know the old man as well as any person.   

“Good morning, Shane.  Well, it’s tilling day.  Do you think you have another day in you?”

Shane nodded and stamped his hoof in response, eager to start.  Out to the field they went, two aging warriors, going to face the beast of hard-packed earth and hot sun.  For hours, the two of them pulled and pushed at the soil, stopping only to remove large stones or roots from the perfect rows.  Sweat rolled down the sides of horse and farmer alike, to be the first drops of moisture that the field would taste of the season.  Penta worked on through breakfast and lunch as well.  On the porch, Lyra sat in her rocker watching with a mixture of admiration and wifely worry.  The lunch hour arrived as did their oldest son, Tith Ka Wa.  

“Good morning.  Where’s father?” Tith had Penta’s mischievous smile.

“Where else?  He’s plowing that gods-forsaken field again.”

“He should leave that to me, or one of my brothers.  That’s what sons are for.  He’s too old to be working so hard.”

“The day they plant him in the field, is the day he stops working it.  What’s that you have?” She pointed at what Tith was carrying.

“It’s father’s birthday gift.  I swapped a season’s worth of cocoa beans and seed for this.” He waved the parchment around dramatically.

“Well? What is it?” she said curiously.  It wasn’t often Tith had shown creativity in his gifts, usually it was something practical like a new axe head or work gloves.

“It’s Siring Rights.  This document gives Shane a trip to the Huzetes breeding pens.  Father gets the first-born foal.  They say there are no finer horses in all the land than the Huzetes.”

“Oh Tith, you shouldn’t have! Father is going to be so happy!”

“You forget mother, I was there when Shane was born.  Father cares for that horse as much as he does for any of his sons.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” she exclaimed, denying the truth.

“It’s true.  Look at them out there.  Father may work the land like a common dirt farmer, but horses have always been his passion.  I remember when the King honored him at the end of the Goblin War.”  Tith seemed to swell with pride in remembering the arrival of the royal carriage and the impromptu ceremony that followed.

“Why you were just a babe! Hardly two summers old.  How could you remember such a thing?”

“It is not every day your father is declared the greatest Horseman of the kingdom.  To this day people still seek out his advice.  But he is also the most stubborn man in the entire kingdom.  I’ll come back at sunset for Shane.  Give him the scroll and the good news, will you?”

“I will son, and say hello to my grandchildren.  I’ll see them at the spring festival at week’s end.”  She hugged Tith with the powerful strength of a loving mother and waved him good-bye.  With a look over her shoulder to her husband in the field, she went back inside to gather the wash.

With the enthusiasm of a son who’s done something good for his father, Tith made his way back to town.  By now the betting pool placed on when his father would finish the plowing would be over 200 silvers.  If he hurried he could still toss his in and place a bet on sunset.

The sun continued to rise and seemed intent on wringing every drop of seat from Penta’s brow.  The most evil of gods must be laughing as Penta discovered stone after stone blocking his plow.  The obstacles served only to strengthen his resolve; however, as Penta recalled his father’s voice.

“Son, this is the nastiest, most vile piece of land the gods have placed on all of Kinthur.  If you can plow it, if you can get blood from these stones, you’ll be able to do anything in this world, and nothing will be able to stand in your way. “

Remembering his father always brought a flood of emotions.  It was a savage stormy night when Penta’s father and he fought to save a mare during foaling.  The foal was breech and Penta’s father was up to his elbows trying to turn it.  Penta was only nine, but already had shown his potential to be a great Horseman.  That night he held the mare’s head in his lap and whispered reassuring words as his father worked.  The mare must have been in great pain.  As his father worked against time, his shirt already soaked in blood, the mare gave a sudden jerk and a kick.  She screamed in pain.  It was all Penta could do to hold her still and prevent further injury.  When she calmed, Penta looked up and saw to his amazement the foal standing up against the wall, back lit by the storm’s lighting.  He cried out in joy, but his voice was abruptly silenced when his gaze fell upon the still form of his father.  Scrambling out from underneath the mare Penta crawled, sobbing, towards his father.  The flashes of lighting all too clearly illuminated the hoof print on his temple.  Blood flowed freely, and his father’s breathing was already slow and raspy.  Another flash.  A second hoof print had broken his ribs; one peeked through his shirt, the white bone a stark contrast to the dark barn.  

“Father!”  His eyelids fluttered as he tried to focus on his son’s face.

“Did she...did she make it?” the father wheezed.

“She made it Papa.  The foal too.  It’s a boy!”  Tears were welling up in Penta’s eyes.  He knew his father was dying, but there was nothing he could do.

“Don’t cry son.  There will be many things...many things in the world worth crying for, but don’t cry for me.  Take care of the family.  Take care of the horses and land.  And take care of yourself.  Tell your mother...I...love...her.” With those last words, Penta’s father left the mortal world.  Leaving behind a son who was a little less of a boy then when the evening had begun.”

“Penta. Penta? Penta!!”  A harsh voice called out.  

Shaking himself from his long ago memories, he looked towards the voice.  It was Pestal Ru Ka, his half-brother.  He was leaning on the fencing fidgeting with his silver rings.  Pestal and he were not, by any stretch of the imagination, close or even friends.  The rivalry that Pestal pursued was tiring and juvenile.  He was ever jealous of Penta’s good fortune.  The fact that they had shared a mother did nothing to soften Pestal’s behavior.

“Are you still trying to get something out of that worthless plot of land?  I can’t believe you still work it yourself.  I have thirty strong men that tend my fields and ranch.  Why don’t you let me send some over to do that for you?”  Pestal smiled, knowing that Penta’s pride would never allow such a thing.

“That’s alright, Pestal.  I prefer to do it myself.  It makes the fruits of my labor all the sweeter.”

“And your back all the more broken, my brother.”  Pestal leered.  Penta sighed.

“Is there a reason for your visit?”

“I just came by to say happy birthday!  By the way, I managed to secure two new brood mares.  They’re of Huzete stock and ready to breed.  I’ll let you have them this season, if you’d part with that scratch of land?”  Pestal inwardly crossed his fingers, already having learned in town what Penta’s eldest had gone to great lengths to purchase for his father’s birthday.  Pestal wanted nothing more than that piece of land, if for no other reason than because Penta treasured it so dearly.  But also because it was part of the land Penta inherited when their mother divided up the farm.  He got all the best land, plus that one plot of rocky scrub grass.  Penta always treated it like gold and Pestal had always assumed there was some relationship between that parcel and Penta’s reputation and skill as a horseman.  

“No thanks, Pestal.  I think Shane and I are about done running after mares.  This year I am planting halfling grass so Shane and I can go out to pasture together.”

“Halfling grass?! You’re daft Penta!  The sun has cooked your mind.  Halfling grass is good for nothing but stepping on.  There’s no talking sense to you.”  Throwing his arms up in disgust, Pestal stomped off back towards town.

“Well Shane, at least it was a short visit this time.”  The horse responded by dropping a large deposit of manure into the hole left by stones Penta had just removed.  “My sentiments exactly,” laughed Penta.

The day wore on and dinnertime came and went.  Penta and Shane stopped for water and ten minutes of prayer to In’tak, before beginning again.  As the sun began to touch the horizon, Penta placed a lantern on the plow to see by.  It looked as if he would win the pool of silver, for his bet had been on moon rise.  As the last row was plowed, the final stone removed and the last remaining root dug out, the sun gave up its last feeble rays and left the sky to the night.  Penta’s eldest came back by with a wagon for Shane.  As he cared for Shane, cleaning the lather off and checking for stones, he murmured thanks to all the gods for a successful tilling.  Shane was blowing hard as his old lungs worked a counterpoint to Penta’s rapid breath.  This was surely going to be their last year tilling the fields.  Shane had a good rubdown and brushing before Penta could say good-bye.  By morning he’d be on caravan, destined for Huzete and a fine mare.  He would return in 15 months or so with a foal that would continue his line.  After seeing Shane off, Penta went to the well to wash the blood from his hands.  The many blisters he had were ruptured and stung from his sweat.  After cleaning himself, he stood in his field and gazed at the stars and filled his lungs with the smell of the freshly tilled earth.  He could just make out the aroma of supper, waiting for him, no doubt with a little wifely scorn for desert.  The stars were bright and he could see the constellation unicorn at zenith riding down the dragon.  The night was quiet and still, only to be pierced by a single woman’s scream.

Dashing back toward the house, his venerable bones protesting and his heart pounding in his ears, not knowing what he would be facing, he snatched the axe from the chopping block on his way past, his shoulder cracking and popping in protest.  The sound of his wife’s screams continued during that too long run back to the house.  Penta spent no time opening the door and slammed against it with all his strength.  The latch snapped like a twig and the door simply vanished into the darkened gloom of the house.  A figure stood over the limp body of his wife, back lit by the cooking fire.  It held her as if in an embrace, but when its head lifted it and showed its feral visage Penta knew what he was facing.  A vampire stood before him, a greater undead that would challenge even a seasoned warrior.  Penta did not hesitate.  Raising his woodsman’s axe and crying out he swung with all his strength, but the world blacked out as he was struck from behind.
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Chapter 2
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When Penta awoke it was to darkness and hunger, the smell of damp earth filled his nostrils and its heavy weight embraced him. Penta had been buried.  Pushing and clawing, Penta struggled within the damp earth.  Rock and stone impeding his way were crumbled.  Digging seemed to take an eternity, but through it all Penta only knew hunger.  It was like nothing he had experienced before.  It was not the hunger of food, or the thirst for water.  This felt as if it came from somewhere else and demanded something.  Dirt and soil filled Penta’s mouth; he spit them out only to feel his teeth had changed.  His incisors had lengthened, and all his teeth seemed to have sharpened. These thoughts were pushed away.  All that mattered was the hunger.  He had to get out of this grave and satisfy it, but with what?

The ground finally gave way to dark sky.  Penta clawed and crawled his way to the surface.  The red moon was full and a light rain still fell.  Around him, a circle of figures stood in the dark waiting.  Penta spit the last of the dirt from his mouth and took a deep breath.  The smells were overwhelming.  Strongest was the wet soil that still caked him, the rain trying to wash him clean.  The figures around him were next strongest, each having a different scent that was unmistakable.  On the wind was the smell of burned wood.  Looking at the sky, Penta saw more stars then he’d seen his whole life.  He had just seen this sky, and knew the constellations, all the familiar stars that had been there his entire life.  But now, a million stars shone brightly to him.  His old favorites were brightest of all, but hardly a spot in the sky didn’t have a cluster of brilliant dancing lights.  The rain seemed to be no impediment to his vision. Ah, the rain.  The sound of it shaped his body and the contours of the land.  The sounds gave way the shapes of the figures around him, and the trees further off.  Sounds all around, from insect to sliding mud, clear and unmistakable, as was the fact that he and the quiet figures, were not breathing.  Penta turned over and raised himself up on hand and knee, waiting for the familiar creaking of bone and ache of muscle.  None came.  Looking at his hands, he had no blisters and the frantic clawing of earth had not marred his skin.  As the rain washed his hands clean, he could see that his nails had darkened and lengthened.  With his tongue, Penta once again felt the sharpness of his teeth and realized what must be happening.  The moment of horrid realization was swept away when the scent of freshly spilled blood came to him and the Hunger awoke.  Penta came to his feet in a rush, faster than any human was capable.  The figures parted as a young man, barely a dozen winters walked forward, dragging a battered man by his wrist.

“Ah, I see you’re the first to awake, or at least the first to climb out.” He laughed at his wit. The young man seemed to be feared by the others.  Focusing clearly, Penta could see they too were vampires, as was this young man.  “The Hunger must be strong with you, old man.  It was with me as well.  Satisfy it now.”  A battered villager was thrown at Penta’s feet.  The Hunger came upon him and his actions were not his own.  Penta grabbed the man and raised him to his feet.  The victim’s eyes grew wide in the moonlight and Penta could see him clearly.  He was Robert Bartimus, a neighbor to Penta for forty years.  He screamed in terror at seeing Penta thus and began struggling, but the strength of even a newborn fledgling vampire is greater than that of a man and Penta was not moved.  He felt the Hunger clawing at the back of his throat; it seemed to gain strength as Robert struggled, as if enjoying his fear.  Penta’s new fangs ached to be used on this morsel of food.  

“No! Don’t kill me! Penta we’ve known each other for years.  Don’t kill me!”  Robert cried and cried.  He wept like a babe, tears and snot pouring from his face.  The smell of urine tainted the night air.  The horror that Robert felt was making the Hunger stronger, but something else was becoming stronger as well.  Penta’s own will.  The revulsion that Penta felt over what he was doing, the terror he was causing, made him exert his will against the Hunger.  He battered it, fought it and pushed it back from where it came.  The battle took every ounce of his strength.  He dropped Robert to the ground and sank to his knees.  He took the Hunger and barred its passage into him.  He imagined a great steel cage between him and this monster.  Robert scrambled to his feet and ran into the darkness.  A glance from the young man and another vampire disappeared.  The sudden sound of Robert’s corpse hitting the wet earth seemed to bring the rain to a stop.  Penta looked up at the young man as he approached.

“What a wonderfully frustrating surprise.  In over five centuries I have never seen a fledgling put off the Hunger for even a moment.  But you, old man, have stamped it down.  No matter.  The Hunger grows stronger every day.  The Hunger will get you, and you will be mine.  And then I will punish you for your willfulness.  Bring him!”  

“Wait!” cried Penta. “Who are you?  Why are you doing this?” 

With his back to Penta, the young man replied,” I am your Master, and I do this because I can.”  The young man disappeared into the darkness with a throaty laugh.  Rough hands grabbed Penta and bound his arms behind him.  He was dragged through the mud and forest for what seemed like hours.  Eventually they came to a stop upon a ridge overlooking the village of Riverford.  Penta knew this village.  He had traded and traveled back and forth from here his whole life.  He knew this town and knew its people.  Now it was a fiery ruin.  Screams pierced the night air and people ran back and forth being tormented and played with, as a cat would with a mouse.  The two vampires that were holding him smiled and laughed at the sight.  

“I love it when they run.  It makes it so much more fun.” said the one on his right.

“I like to let them think they’ve gotten away, just to the edge of town.  That’s when I take them.” He smiled at his own cruelty.  The violence lasted for hours.  When every soul had been taken, the vampires gathered near the windmill on the river.  The cellar beneath was deeper than any in town.  They climbed down and gathered inside.  The young man was there, and he held a little girl in his arms.  She was Molly May, daughter of Thom and Kate May.  Penta had sold them a plow horse ten years ago when Molly was born.  

“Don’t be scared little one,” coaxed the young man.  Molly cried silent tears as she looked at the monster that had destroyed her family and home.

“What’s your name?” asked the young man.  At first, Molly looked like she was going to spit in his face, but then she grew still and quiet.  Her eyes became glazed and her face slack.  

“Molly.  My name is Molly May.”  She whispered obediently.

“Well Molly, you’re going to enjoy it down here.  We’re going to play a game.  I want you to go sit next to that old man there.  Do you see him?”

“Yes, that’s Uncle Penta.  He sold Daddy Sugar Bear.”

“Did he now? Well that’s great.  Go over to Uncle Penta and sit in his lap.  He’s going to protect you all night long.”  Molly walked over to Penta as if in a stupor and sat upon his lap.  Almost immediately, she fell asleep in his arms.  Penta held still as only the dead can.  Inside, the Hunger beat against the mental bars that kept it from taking control.

“You’ll be safe Molly.  I’ll keep you safe.”  Penta held her that night, the morning that came next and the night that followed, surrounded by vampires that hissed during the night, and lay still as corpses during the day.  Penta did not seem capable of sleep.  The Hunger beat at him every moment urging him to take the blood and life of the child in his arms.  Penta fought it.  He fought it with every memory of his own children.  He fought it with thoughts of his dead wife and children.  He fought it with everything he had.  On the third night, Molly stopped breathing and died in his arms.  She had contracted pneumonia the night she was taken, and with the control the young man had over her, she simply stopped fighting it.  

“Well, it seems as if our new recruit’s will is even stronger than I had given him credit for.  Perhaps the fact that you knew the child helped you.  No matter.  The Hunger does not stop, it only grows stronger. It won't be long before you join our kiss of vampires.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” croaked Penta.  The young man was suddenly before him, his hand rushing up, and the impact too loud in the small cellar.  Through clenched teeth, the young man yelled at Penta.

“You will not question me!  You will call me Master soon enough and you will not question me!”

He began beating Penta, blow upon blow falling on his face and chest.  The impact jarred his teeth and made him bite his tongue, though no blood flowed from the wound.  The sound of cracked ribs and torn flesh echoed in the damp cellar.  The beating continued until he couldn’t hold himself upright.  

“Take him from my sight.”

Penta was once again bound and dragged away. Each night, they found another village or settlement. Again and again, Penta was forced to watch another innocent placed before him cut and bleeding.  The smell of blood, coppery and rich, filled his nostrils and seemed to give strength to the Hunger, and the bars of the cage in his mind would be battered and bent.  Afterwards, the young man beat Penta until he could not stand and Penta would be thrown in a cellar or basement under guard. Penta could not last forever.  Each night, the vampire in Penta grew stronger and his humanity waned like the red moon, Lunar D’Rouge. 

Ancient historians say that evil is strongest when the red moon is full and the blue moon is absent from the sky.  It was thirty days since his birthday when Penta was once again kneeling in the mud, the red moon high in the sky and a victim before him.  The young man held the elder of a village, bleeding from a dozen wounds, but still very much alive.  Pulling the elder’s head back by his hair, the young man smiled as he exposed the soft flesh of the neck.

“Here you are, Penta. Once more I offer you a chance to satisfy your Hunger.  Take it from here, at the neck.  It’ll fill your mouth and stomach in moments as his dying heart pumps you full.  You’ll feel ecstasy, and strength that you've never known.  The Hunger will plague you no more. You will know peace in the Blood Ties.  You will no longer Hunger.  Drink old man.”  The victim was a stranger to Penta, just another of many that was put before him, night after night.  The Hunger had grown over the past weeks.  The mental cage in Penta’s mind was at its breaking point.  The Hunger clawed and beat against it with a growing ferocity.  Penta watched as a bead of blood slowly trickled from a wound down the exposed chest of his victim.  He leaned forward, his teeth aching, the Hunger finally breaking a bar and reaching through.  As Penta grew closer, he raised his eyes to those of his victim and saw his reflection.  He appeared feral, a dirty monstrous thing, and in the reflection of his eyes he could see the Hunger.  It destroyed the cage and gnawed at Penta’s soul.  In the red moonlight of Lunar D’Rouge, Penta saw his reflection fade as the power of the Dark Gift took him.  This loss of self, gave Penta one last surge of willpower. That last moment of clarity and strength came from seventy years of life on his terms.  Penta reached past the elderly victim and ripped out the throat of the young man.

Pushing the village elder aside, Penta seized the vampire and held him to his mouth.  He was right.  The gush of blood filled his mouth and stomach in moments. The young man grew weak.  His feeble struggles became nothing as Penta’s grip grew tighter and stronger.  As the last drop of blood was drained from the young man, there was a snap!  The Blood Ties that the young man once held to the kiss of vampires was suddenly alive in Penta’s mind.  He knew them all as intimately as if he had made them himself.  Their thoughts, their location, even what they felt with their filthy hands and bloodied mouths was Penta’s to feel.  It was repulsive enough that, with the Hunger quieted, Penta was able to exert something of his own will.

“Stop!” yelled Penta.  He dropped the lifeless corpse of his would-be master to the ground.  The fledglings seemed to wait with a stillness that only the undead can manage. “Come to me.” ordered Penta.  They came.  Out of the shadows and from far afield, they came to their new Master.  Penta lined them up shoulder to shoulder.  They numbered far too many, and among them Penta recognized villagers and neighbors that he had known in life.  It was a gruesome a sight.  Ordering them to look up and gaze at the stars, Penta began walking the length of them.  As he stood before each one, he would try to find some spark of the person they were before, but it was an exercise in futility.  The transformation was a dark and evil thing.  Part of a person dies when they’re given the Dark Gift.  Love dies as well as the capacity to love.  It leaves a shell behind that only resembles what a person once was.

Penta was sickened by this grotesque imitation of life, and wondered if he was as they were.  Pausing at each fledgling vampire, he ripped out their throat and let them bleed dry, falling into the fallow field of the destroyed village.  At the end of that long line of undead, Penta came to a woman that met his eyes.  She said his name just before he tore out her throat.  He moved on, completely unaware Lyra lay at his feet.  The last few undead he did recognize as the bodies of those he loved in life, his children and grandchildren, but it didn’t matter.  They were just pale flawed copies made by a disease.  He dropped them to the ground as easily as the others until they were all destroyed.  All the vampires that had come to his call, lay in a heap, awaiting the morning sun.  

Penta was covered in blood, the Hunger silent.  Walking away from that pile of torn flesh, he found that breathing wasn’t necessary but still he took deep breaths until he could calm himself.  At the edge of the village, upon a ridge Penta looked to the east.  The horizon already carried a soft glow that heralded the coming morning.  His skin began to itch, and then burn.  Penta’s vampire instincts took hold suddenly and he found himself digging fast and deep.  A vampire cannot stand the light of the sun; its touch will burn and destroy it.  It was one of the first lessons Penta learned of his new existence. 

When he next arose, Penta ran into the wilderness.  He ran far and fast, without tiring for as long as the night would last.  He ran for as many nights as it took to put his old life behind him.  He ran until he could not recognize the stars above or the forest around him.  It was some far away countryside far to the north. It was here that Penta would live for many years, though it was little more than existing.

Hundreds of seasons came and went and time slowly passed.
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Chapter 3
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It was dusk in the Great Forest.  A herd of deer cautiously approaches a slow moving river to drink.  They are wary, for predators are just as likely to need the river as they.  The does and younger deer move aside, and a Great Stag steps to the bank.  He is the leader and protector of the herd, his antlers sporting a score of points upon which many predators have fallen.  He sniffs the evening air and looks to the west as the last of the sun’s rays disappear.  He bends his head to drink.  The herd moves forward as one.  If the Great Stag drinks, then it is safe for them all.  The water is clear and perfectly reflects the full red moon rising behind the treetops; as the Great Stag quenches his thirst, he senses a danger.  Raising his head from the waters, the herd scatters into the forest and the muddy embankment erupts.  

Pale gaunt hands reach out and a monster leaps towards the Stag.  The Stag rears up and strikes at the beast.  The Great Stag lands blow upon blow on the creature, but they are shrugged off though its skin appears like parchment.  The hands reach past the sharp hooves and grasp the neck of the Great Stag, and with the strength of the undead, it squeezes.  The beast is a vampire.  It is Penta Ka Wa and he Hungers.  Frantic now, the Great Stag thrashes its head back and forth attempting to gore its attacker, but the points break against the seemingly fragile skin.  The blackened nails of the vampire begin to pierce the Stag's throat and the animal screams in pain, its eyes widening in terror.  Spinning and bucking, the Stag tries to break the iron grip of the vampire, but it’s futile.  There is a moment of stillness and a crack of bone and the Great Stag is dead.  Penta falls upon the body to feed the Hunger.  With the last beat of the animal's heart, Penta gorges himself on the large animal, finally giving in to the Hunger after holding it off for weeks.  As the deer’s heart slows, Penta drinks deeply getting as much blood as he can.  Animal blood does not hold the Hunger at bay for long, perhaps a day or two, if it’s fresh and strong enough.  And then the fight begins again.  The Hunger will gnaw and claw, beat and pound upon Penta’s ability to think and reason until he knows nothing else.  In the end, the Hunger is always stronger, but Penta never gives in without fighting it.  In the hours after feeding, Penta is more himself.  He can think clearly and reason.  He can remember.  He can remember his family, his home, his Lyra.  They are gone now, just distant memories.  Penta goes to the river bed to wash clean.  By the light of Lunar D’Rouge, he cannot see himself.  He looks the part of a madman with matted, mud caked hair and tattered clothes.  After washing himself as best he could, Penta walked back into the Great Forest.  For a while he built fires and tried to cook the meat.  He tried to pretend he was still human, but it was a lie.  Cooked meat was distasteful to him now, the smell alone repugnant. When he managed to choke down a morsel or two, he would retch until his stomach was empty, of both charred flesh and blood.  The Hunger would be upon him soon after to replace the wasted blood.  He was a vampire, and he fed on blood.  

After feeding, Penta would walk the woods.  The senses of a vampire are very keen and he could perceive a great deal.  The sounds of the forest told him much, and as he had spent most of his mortal life outdoors, it was a wonder to realize how much had gone unnoticed.  Now, the sound of the wind on an owl’s wing was unmistakable, as was the scampering feet of the mouse trying to outrun it. The wind brought with it the smells of far-off places, flowers that were blooming in the next valley or a waterfall a night’s walk away.  If it had just rained, Penta was sure he could hear the sounds of the very forest around him growing.  It was a wonder for him.  And now the wind brought with it something he thought he’d never know again, a horse.  The sounds of its breathing told Penta it had been running hard.  Even before he saw it, he knew it bore no rider, yet was equipped with harness and saddle.  The oiled leather and polished brass were like beacons in the dark night.  When the horse approached the clearing that Penta stood in, he began speaking softly.

“There is a horse, in the middle of the woods.  Hello there.  Hello my friend.  I am Penta.  Penta Ka Wa.  I am your friend.  We are friends.  This is a good place to be.  Come to the clearing.  Come to me, my friend.  Come out of the darkness and into the moonlight.  You are safe.  We are friends.”

Penta repeated this over and over, as if it were a chanted mantra to some long lost cult of horses.  It may have well been.  Penta had used this greeting or something like it for decades training and teaching horses.  From the clearing’ edge, the horse came, slowly and with caution.  It was a fantastic specimen.  Standing sixteen hands tall at the withers, the animal had a proud and noble bearing.

“Now what are you doing here, my friend?”  Penta reached up and gently stroked its muzzle.  Its bay coat shone with a light lather.  “This cheek piece has been nicked by a lance.  He’s a left handed knight, your owner, eh?”  The horse did not choose to disagree or to confirm Penta’s deduction.  “And here, on the reins.  This wear, must be from a shield.  Your rider is most definitely a knight.”  Penta continued the examination.  On the military saddle, he found the coat of arms, but was not familiar with the crest.  The blood upon it did give him pause.  Penta slowly reached out and touched a single drop.  With its touch, a shiver moved up his back and Penta had to exert all his self-control to not lick it off.  “I am afraid it seems your rider did not do well in his last encounter.”  The horse wore barding of well-oiled leathers with brass studs.  The military saddle bags bulged with equipment.  Penta continued to speak to the horse while removing them.  In the bags, he found a tunic bearing the same crest as the saddle.  It made a good replacement for his shirt.  A grooming kit in the bag contained the brushes needed to clean the lather and blood from the horse’s coat.  “There now, don’t you feel better?” Penta whispered. The horse calmed beneath Penta’s touch.  It had been afraid, but now was relaxed.  It whinnied and neighed to show its pleasure.  “Now what’s your name my friend?”  Before the horse could respond, Penta grew still.  He heard something.  It was far off still, but it was someone walking through the woods.  Someone without a light, stumbling by moonlight, but someone who thought they were sneaking up on him.  Penta smiled to himself.  He could hear their heartbeat, and smell blood.  This man was covered in it, yet it was not his own. It was hours old.  Penta could tell from the smell it was the same as from the saddle. The man coming carried on him the blood of the horse’s rider.  The man was a killer.  Penta continued to groom the horse, but had to calm it when a figure stepped into the clearing behind him.

“Hey! I see you found me horse.  I got into a spot of trouble, he got away from me.  I’d like him back now, if you please.”  The man rocked on his feet while he talked, keeping his weight on the balls of his feet.  Penta could hear the man’s blood racing.  Fight or flight, the old saying goes.  His breathing was harsh and wet, he was not a true woodsman, and was not at home in the dark of night.

“What is his name?” asked Penta, over his shoulder.

“What?” drawled the man.

Speaking slowly Penta asked again, “What is the horse’s name?” 

“Eh? It’s Edgar.”

Penta spoke to the horse, and then again to the man.

“No, it's not.” Penta resumed brushing the horse.

“What do you mean it's not? It’s my horse and if’n I say his name is Edgar, then it bloody well is!”

The man pulled a blood-caked blade from the folds of his cloak and pointed it at Penta’s back.

“Now get out of me way, and gimme me horse!”  

Penta seemed to ignore the man.  Rushing forward with a killing thrust, the man tried to bury his blade into Penta’s back. He was stopped instead by the black nailed hand upon his throat.  The last thing the man knew before death took him was the sound of his own neck breaking.  Dropping the body to the ground, Penta had to step aside as Sir Narvo, for that was the horse's true name, crushed the skull of his rider’s killer.

“Think that was bit of over kill?” asked Penta.  The horse replied by stamping the corpse a second time. 

“Very well then, let us find you something to eat.”

As Penta back tracked the horse’s journey through the forest, he thought of what had just happened.  The first time another human had come in contact with him and Penta had killed him without a thought.  His death was assured the moment Penta had smelled him.  Though the Hunger inside railed against Penta’s mental cage, it was still bloated and slow from gorging upon the Great Stag.  Penta felt no remorse over the act.  No guilt burdened his mind over the taking of a life.  “This”, Penta wondered, “is not how a man thinks.  This is how a vampire thinks.”  The decades of forest solitude had eroded the memories of human contact.  Penta grew concerned that the dark forces that filled him would consume his humanity and soul as he consumed blood.  

His thoughts were interrupted, when he came upon a body.  A knight with traveler's clothing over his armor lay face down in the mud.  His possessions were scattered and discarded for being of little worth or having no value on the black market.  In the tangles of a tree’s root, a small satchel lay unharmed.  Perusing it quickly Penta discovered the knight’s quest had been over and he was returning home with deeds to lands won in tournament.  A single letter in the satchel, addressed to a King Merrill of Cord, revealed the deeds would be sold off to pay the kingdom’s great debt and that the knight would earn his place as the king’s heir. 

“A pity this.  I would wager you had great plans for your life, good sir knight.  It would be a shame to waste such wealth.”  Sir Narvo seemed to have no comment.  The horse nuzzled the corpse of his former owner and whinnied.  Penta, lost in thought, gazed upon the saddened horse and rider.  Feeding the horse a handful of grain from the discarded equipment, Penta took up the reins, mounted and pointed the horse back upon the trail.  

“You have a new master now, Sir Narvo.  We will continue on in place of your previous owner and see what unfolds.  I always wondered what it would be like to be king.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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It was the summer of the third year of the Goblin War.  Casualties were heavy and the Huzete Kingdom was losing something more valuable than its soldiers.  It was losing horses.  The Huzete breed of horse was known throughout the North as the greatest of all.  During the war it became clear that the mounted cavalry of the Huzete military would soon destroy the goblin threat.  The goblins realized this and soon began targeting the mounts rather than the riders.  Sorties of elite goblin fighters would strike at the cavalry’s camps to maim and cripple those animals that they could not easily slay.  Trainers and stable hands, thinking themselves safe far from the front lines, became the goblin’s next target.  Many were slain in their sleep with no chance to defend themselves.  It was because of this, a summons was sent out to many of the Horseman throughout the kingdom.  When Penta received his, that summer of his thirty second year, he was hesitant to answer. 

To the Horsemen of the Kingdom of Huzete,

On behalf of the Crown your presence is hereby requested at the Royal Stables on the first day of autumn, to serve the kingdom in this time of great need.  The skills of the Horsemen of Huzete are known throughout the world and it has come time for those skills to serve the Crown.  In compensation for your efforts during this crisis a stipend of three gold crowns per day will be paid to your families in your absence.  With the faith of the people, and the strength of our horses, we will be victorious.

By Royal Decree

The Royal Stable Master     

Penta read the royal summons several times before looking back at the messenger.  Standing beside him, Lyra’s lip quivered as she stroked her swollen belly.  She dared not voice an unpatriotic opinion in front of a royal messenger.  Stepping into the shadows of his home, Penta sat at his writing desk and composed a letter of his own.

––––––––
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TO THE ROYAL STABLE Master,

I, Penta Ka Wa, must hereby decline your request for my presence at the Royal Stables on the first day of autumn.  During this crisis, my skills as a Horseman of Huzete are needed here.  At the onset of autumn, I will have more than a dozen mares about to foal as well as a child of my own on its way.  My sons are not yet experienced enough to continue my work in my absence. I have many knights of the crown who depend upon me to complete the training of their mounts.  I would recommend my brother Pestal Ru Ka, who is a fine businessman and has many capable horsemen in his employ.  

Regretfully yours,

Penta Ka Wa

To ensure that the letter he penned would not be read by the messenger or anyone not of authority, Penta altered between the common tongue, elven, dwarven and a word or two in Celestial.  Lyra looked over his shoulder as he finished signing his name.

“Think a lot of yourself, with your fancy words, don’t you?”

“It is all true.  I will do the kingdom a better service training their war horses than with a pike in my hand.”  Penta placed his hand on Lyra’s belly. “Besides, I would not want to miss the birth of my daughter.”

“Your daughter?  And how do you know better than a woman the sex of her unborn child?”

“One of the horses told me,” Penta replied with a smile.  Turning to the messenger Penta handed him the letter he’d just wrote. “Return with this letter.”  A confused look passed over the messenger’s face.

“I was expecting to return with you, sir.  Autumn is only five days away.” 

“Just take back my letter. All is explained within.  Thank you.”

Taking the letter from Penta the messenger mounted upon his chestnut mare and departed.

“What do you think will happen?” asked Lyra.

“I do not know.  I have never dealt with royalty before.”

On the first day of autumn twenty nine Horsemen stood before the royal stables.  Quite obvious was the absent number thirty.  The Royal Stable master, Gordon Fenrook, stood in front counting aloud.

“Twenty eight.  Twenty nine.  I count twenty nine Horsemen.  Did we lose one?  Has he gone to the privy and fallen in?  WHERE IS NUMBER THIRTY?!”  A messenger stepped forward and handed him Penta's letter, slightly worse for wear.

“What is this?  I sent you to bring back a Horseman, not paper to wipe my ass with!”

“He gave it to me sir.” stuttered the messenger, “He said it would all be explained in the letter.”

“Well what does it say?”

“Um, I’m not supposed to read it sir.  It’s against the rules.”  The messenger smiled, glad for once that though he seldom followed them, he at least knew what the rules were.  Grunting his displeasure, Gordon tore the letter from the messenger’s grasp and opened it.  He tried several times to read it, without success.

“Well sir?” asked the messenger.

“Well what, you whore's son?”

“Does the letter explain it?”

“Of course it does,” the Stable master lied, “see that these men are barracked and given field gear.  I’ll be up in the castle.”  Stuffing the worn letter into his pocket, Gordon Fenrook made way toward the castle, hoping that someone would be able to decipher its code.

The Royal Loremaster, Ashley Boxleitner, sat at his maple desk amid stacks of precariously balanced books, the tallest of which collapsed upon the entrance of one Royal Stable Master.  The door bounced against the wall, slamming itself shut again, felling more books in its aftermath. 

“Ash, ya got a moment?”

“For you my dear Fenrook, I have two.”

“Set yer gaze upon this mystery and see if you can find me a missing Horseman.”  The Stable Master waived the soiled letter in front of him.  

After reading through the letter, Ashley translated it word for word, making a copy in common for Gordon.  Gordon’s poor reading skills were somewhat of a secret that Ashley gladly kept for him. After a painstakingly long moment, full of furrowed brow and lip movements, Gordon looked up from his copy.

“This Penta seems a bit full of himself, don’t you think?” asked Ashley.

“Well, he’s one of the best.  Otherwise he wouldn’t have been on the list.”

“Yes, but to turn down a royal summons like this, though I have to give him credit for his creative way of declining.”

“What, um, what kind of code did he write it in?”

“It wasn’t a code.  It was simply several different languages.  This must be a very special Horseman to be so educated.  What do you know of him?”

“You don’t know who Penta Ka Wa is?  How can you live in the Huzete kingdom and not know?”

“There are many things that I do know; equestrian breeding is simply a subject that has not garnered my interests.”

“Well, have you seen the king’s elite cavalry unit?”

“Yes, they parade around every morning while I take tea on the balcony.”

“Well, this Penta fellow, he trained and bred seven of them, including the mount of Sir Dandy Pants himself.  Among the other knights, those seven are sometimes called the Ka Wa Knights because of how they treat and train with their horses.”

“Gordon, I do wish you wouldn’t use derogatory names for the king’s men.  I find myself having to avoid saying one to their face.  And I don’t relish the thought of a dance at the gallows.”

“Don’t worry about Sir Walters or the others.  He’s all brass polish and loud mouth anyway.  So, think I should send some guards out to collect Penta, or let him be?  He’s right about how badly we need the horses, but the king said he wanted the best out there with him next summer.”

“Let me think on this a bit.  Perhaps I can come up with a solution as creative as Penta’s letter of rejection.”

“Sure.  You think about it till this evening, I’ll be up later as usual.”

“Until this evening then?”  At the door Gordon paused and spoke back over his shoulder. “You know I often wonder what you do with all these wretched people I bring you, the rapists, murderers, and horse thieves.  I often wonder, but I never ask.”

“And that, is the basis of our relationship, Gordon.  One often wonders, but one never asks.”

After Gordon left, the lore master poured over his vast library.  To his amazement, Penta Ka Wa came from a long line of Horsemen.  The origin of the Huzete breed was attributed to one of Penta’s ancestors and his father before him had provided the royal stables with the first herd that fathered the very horses that were used on the battlefield today.  This Penta Ka Wa must be a remarkable individual, Ashley thought, so it seemed that equestrian breeding had garnered his interest after all.

When Gordon returned to the stables, he was surprised to find a dozen men at work in one of the larger stalls. 

“And what’s the meaning of this skullduggery?”  Gordon began pushing men aside and peering around.  The walls of an extra-large stall had been lined with metal plate and beneath the floor a great slab of granite that took the strength of two half-giants to install, was sunk.  

“Sorry for the interruption Mr. Fenrook.  But I have a new prize from the campaign against the Goblins.”  Sir Walters clapped Gordon on the back and smiled as if they shared a grand joke together.  “The Goblins are getting desperate; they’ve begun bringing in mercenaries.”

“And what in the name of the seven gods does this have to do with my stables?”

“Well, you see they had this nasty bit of work hired.  He was a Black Guard and rode the most magnificent beast.  The sell-sword had slain a dozen of my comrades before I shattered his shield with my lance and took his head with it.  I’ve claimed his steed as my prize.  I’m afraid we’ll have to keep it here until something can be done with it.”  On the conclusion of Sir Walter’s tale, a shadow engulfed the stable entrance.  Three half-giants with great ropes and chains fought to contain what looked like rage incarnate. Standing taller than any of the half-giants, a beast of horse-like shape seemed to squeeze through the stable doors.  The workmen fled out through the back and side windows as this midnight black monster loomed over them.  The half-giants were dragged and pulled, and nearly knocked back as they struggled to contain the creature.  The creature’s coat was matted and black.  Woven into its mane and tail were skulls and bone.  When it reared against the restraints and rolled back its eyes, they shone bright red with blood.  Its yellowed teeth were jagged and sharp with bits of rotting flesh still between them.  A wide roan dorsal stripe disappeared beneath its saddle and merged into the tail to be woven through the skull of a smaller horse. Gordon and Sir Walters backed into a side stall and watched as the giants finally managed wedge the monster into the newly finished stall.  

“By the gods!” exclaimed Gordon.

“Yes, isn’t it magnificent? I chose to rename it, Death’s Beauty”

The giants secured the chains and ropes to the anchors and pitons sunk into the floor and walls and quickly moved back, but not before one received a vicious kick to the back of his knee.  The crack of bone and tearing of flesh seemed to excite the beast even more.  The other giants quickly took their comrade out of the stables and off to the infirmary. The horse tested each restraint, trying to kick, buck or bite its way through, but was securely held in place.  There was a moment of silence as the horse regarded Sir Walters and Gordon.

“Is that blood all over it?” asked Gordon.

“Yes.  The rider was secured into the saddle. It took four men with pikes to cut the body out while the giants tried to hold it.  Seems the saddle enchanted against magic and the spell casters had more important things to do than help me with my new prize.  I was hopin’ one of your Horsemen could tame it so I could ride it.”

“You’ll have to ask ‘em yourself.  I’ll not ask them to die in my stables for your vanity.”

With a grin covering his face, Sir Walters went out to the barracks to speak to the Horsemen.  It took only one visit from each for Sir Walters to receive twenty-nine refusals.  Twenty-nine of the greatest Horsemen of the Huzete kingdom all agreed that this was an evil creature.  This was no horse, the creature could not be tamed and they’d rather not be asked again.

Later that evening, Gordon made his weekly delivery to Ashley.  

“Thank you Gordon.  As always your attention to detail is impeccable.”  Ashley looked over the bound captive with all the interest of a naturalist with an interesting new bug.  “What was this creature’s crime that put him into the royal dungeons?”

“He was caught with a little girl.” Gordon looked away, unable to look at the man.

“Ah, he’s a rapist then, he will have a truly vile soul.”

“More than usual, the girl was already dead when he...desecrated her.”  At this bit of news, Ashley's eyes widened.

“Vile indeed.”

“Can we discuss other business?  My stomach turns in the presence of this monster.  I’ve a daughter of my own home in bed.”

“Of course, my friend.”  Ashley motioned towards his servants who took the captive into his inner library and disappeared behind hidden ebony doors.

“So what’ll we do about Penta Ka Wa?”

“I understand that Sir Walters has an unusual prize from his last battle.”  Ashely seldom asked questions, preferring instead to make statements that encouraged others to volunteer additional information.

“Aye, he does.  Sir Dandy Pants hopes to tame the beast.  One of the Horsemen said it was a Dire Horse from ancient days.  A man-eater as well, corrupted by the Black Guard that rode it.  All the Horsemen wish it dead.  I’ll sleep easier when it’s out of my stables.”

“Then Gordon, we have a solution to our problem.  I’ve penned a letter that will guarantee Penta Ka Wa will come to us.  Once here, it will be up to you to convince him to join the King’s cause.”

“You think he’ll show for the Dire Horse?”

“If it was just a Dire Horse, I’d say probably not.  But I’ve made some claims and deductions that he will find most interesting.  Did you know that he studied for five years with the dwarven clan Steppenwaller of the IronForge Kingdom?  He also spent three years with the elves of Aranoclyn learning the ways of their moon horses.  And though I’ve no confirmation, rumors persist that he studied in the City at the Temple of Krar for a summer investigating Celestial breeding and the spirit of the horse.”  Gordon did not seem impressed.  

“So he’s a book-learned traveler who has built up a reputation on outsider breeding studies.  It doesn’t take the place of real world experience.”

“Oh, he has that as well.  He learned the trade from his father, who died when he was just a boy, but left behind a legacy for him to live up to.  I wouldn’t be surprised if his entire obsession with horse breeding is to connect with his dead father.  All that aside, I’m sure he will be here within a few days.  I’m sure the king won’t notice one missing Horseman among all the others.”

Ashley was right of course.  After reading his letter, Penta immediately began packing for Huzete, the capital city. He made arrangements with his stablemen and sent a letter to his neighbors to look in on Lyra. He was ready to go.

“I thought you weren’t going?” pouted Lyra

“Three days to the capital and three back.  I will stay for a day or two.  You will hardly know that I am gone.  The men will take care of the horses; all you have to do is keep our little one safe.” he said, while patting her stomach.

“Seven or eight days?”

“Two weeks at the most.  I will send you a letter when I arrive.”

“Be careful Penta.”

He smiled at her and took her in his arms. They held each other and the unborn daughter between them.  “I will be fine.  I love you.”

“I love you too, Penta.”

In the three days that it took Penta to reach the capital city of Huzete, Gordon Fenrook learned that not all Horsemen were equal.  Of the twenty-nine men that been brought, three died while trying to break a wild stallion.  According to witnesses and stable boy gossip, they’d died from gross negligence on their own part.  Six of the Horsemen were not up to the task of even getting near a wild horse, and after an intense interview process involving a few well-placed lashes of the whip, it was revealed that they only owned ranches in name and hired others to run it.  The skills of the remaining Horsemen ran from adequate to exceptional, but left Gordon with a truly perplexing question.

“How in the name of the Seven Gods of Kinthur did Huzete get to be so famous for its horses when the best Horsemen in the kingdom aren’t worth the skin the gods stretched onto them?”

“I’m sorry sir,” stuttered his apprentice, Mike, “I don’t know.”

“That question was reet-oracal, Mike.  That means I’m asking myself and don’t expect anyone to answer, so keep your pie hole shut.”

“Yes sir.”

“Now what was you wanted?”

“You...you told me to keep shut, sir.”

“Just answer the gods-forsaken questions, you nit!” he bellowed.  Gordon was good at bellowing and relished every chance he got to do it.

“The last Horseman is here to see you, Mr. Ka Wa.” Mike pointed towards the open stable door.

Back lit by the morning sun, Penta waited to be summoned.  He didn’t strike an imposing silhouette; in fact few thought him capable of the feats of strength necessary to work with horses.  His physique; however, was misleading.  There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him, and every muscle he had was toned and tempered from his work.  His dark complexion and jet black hair were a contrast to his bright blue-gray eyes.  From the doorway, he smiled at Gordon, trying to look helpful and friendly.

“Well are you going to stand there waiting for a royal decree? Get your scrawny ass in here, Ka Wa.”  Continuing to smile, Penta went into the dark stables.  Unlike Penta’s own barn, the royal stables were only lit by the side openings to the stalls and oil lamps along the posts.  It reeked of horse manure, the sweat of men and other filth.  This was not what Penta expected of royal stables. Not for the first time, Penta wondered how Huzete got its reputation for fine stallions if this is what the king had to offer.  Standing in front of the desk, Penta took in the girth that was Gordon Fenrook.  When he took to his feet Gordon was like a great glacier, if glaciers could sweat profusely and curse the gods under their breath.  His height was such that he had to bow his head when he stood beneath a crossbeam, but his width was enough to make one believe the entire stable had been built just to contain his massive bulk.  The huge frame that was hidden inside Gordon was liberally wrapped in layers of fat that only dedicated gluttony would account for.  His weight seemed to press in on the features of his face making them seem too close together.  Unlike Penta’s well defined square jaw and chiseled features, Gordon looked soft, as if made of dough.  When Gordon shook Penta’s hand however, it was very apparent there was strength beneath the fat.
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