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	I: Notes Written Whilst Sitting Upon a Grave

	~ 2013 ~

	 

	  ‘If you are reading this, then I am dead.’

	  I have always loved that line, from its origins as a literal statement to its modern usage as a plot device in so many tales of mystery and intrigue. For me, it is humorous because I have resisted the urge to use it at the start of every message I have written for the last eight centuries.

	 

	  I am dead. Not suffering from some strange disease that can be cured by love or science, not whiling away my days pining for my humanity. I never rue my loss of daylight, nor do I worry over the morality of what I do. I ceased to be human over twelve centuries ago and adapted well to this existence. Vampire is what you would call me, but my nature is singularly lacking in the modern dilutions of that term. You are my prey and like every predator that ever lived, I have no qualms in using every skill I possess to keep you ignorant of my presence until it is too late. My choice to exercise finesse while doing so could be regarded as a weakness. But, as I am still extant and many who derided me for said weakness are not, I regard it as a desirable edge to my nature.

	 

	  Some time in 680 CE saw my birth and in 703 I fell to the Night; that momentous event we call Ederu. It was 1120 when I fled certain redeath at the hands of fools and malcontents, thus instigating a second unlife that has been far finer than the first.

	 

	  Tonight I am lounging on a grave in a rural graveyard, somewhere in the south-west of England. It is a beautiful summer evening, the sort of English summer evening that is a thing without compare on the rare occasions that it occurs. As far as I can work out, a few days ago I passed thirteen-hundred and thirty-three years walking the soil of this planet. In a few hours I am going to kill another of my kind, but I will expand upon that topic in a while.

	 

	  I started a journal about eight centuries ago, initially as something to practice my newly-learned skill of writing in. After that, it became somewhere that I could record the few memories of my living years and first unlife; things that have become both precious and abhorrent to me as time moves on. Everything that happens, the good and the bad, is what makes a person - not just the bits you prefer to remember.

	  Everyone forgets. With nightwalkers, it is more akin to trauma victims forgetting the worst details: we do it to survive. While a body can be immortal without harm, and indeed will show substantial improvements over time, a formerly human mind is unsuited to holding an eternity of memories.

	  There is a caveat to our forgetting: a nightwalker can never forget one who has opposed him. I have concluded that it is a survival mechanism. Forgetting an enemy is not wise when said enemy could wait centuries before striking again.

	 

	  When I first read vampire fiction, it amused me intensely. But after a while, it became clear that several of my kind were indulging themselves, either via ghost-writer, by pseudonym or by trusting to the disbelief that you mortar the walls of your fragile reality with.

	  I considered it all a bit frivolous until one - whom I shall introduce later - started a daybook in the fabulous virtual world that you depend upon so much these nights. So I decided to take my writings and go a step further. I would create a book. Our ‘rivalry’ being what it is, I cannot in all honesty do aught else.

	 

	  This tome could be regarded as a warning. It is a memorial for friends who have fallen. The few nightwalkers who may be unimpressed have held me in low esteem for so long that their opinion is irrelevant. 

	 

	  You may find some of the language herein strange. If necessary I have used anglicised modern parlance to translate archaic turns of phrase, but our history predates Akkad. The scholars of that city were the first to codify our abilities and society (such as it was), so their terms remain in places where no modern words exist that encompass the nuances inherent in the original form.

	 

	  This will not become a habit. There will be no interminable series of publications to chronicle my nights in agonising detail, conferring ephemeral immortality upon my every trivial contemplation. I was not a wise man and became a nightwalker who has grown not much wiser, although a jaded familiarity with the foibles of my prey could be misinterpreted as such.

	 

	  The escapades narrated herein are, for me, the more memorable ones from my thirteen-hundred-year journey as I remember them. Like all memories, they suffer from time’s bias in my favour. I make no apology for that. History is ever written by the victor.

	 

	  I have had many names, but the one I use for myself is Rafe. I am delighted to come to your attention and make your acquaintance. With a slight bow, I bid you enter of your own free will. 

	 

	  To abuse the time-honoured words of bards down through the years: let us begin at somewhere near the beginning and see where the night takes us from there.

	 

	II: Lost in More than the Woods

	~ 1120 ~

	 

	  I awoke to the silence and sourceless lightening of pre-dawn in the forest about me. I lay on my back, my legs and left arm held immobile. Levering myself up with my right arm, I beheld a monstrous wolf with a pelt the colour of cave-dark lying across me. It was truly blacker-than-night, without reflection or the least separation of tufts, to my sight. The creature was presumably long dead, being extremely cold. I pushed it off with significant effort and then lay back to consider my situation. It was then, freed from immediate concerns, that I realised I had absolutely no recollection of any events prior to waking. Nothing, except for my name: ‘Rafe’.

	  I rolled over and stood cautiously. My body felt as if it had been battered, but the aches were not localised. I hurt all over in a strangely uniform manner.

	  My garb was a clean homespun shirt and leggings. I had a bow but no arrows and no quiver. Apart from that, I had nothing at all. My feet were bare. I did seem to be a little too clean for my surroundings. No dirt marked me and there was no ground-in grime to show that I had been trekking these woods for any period of time. It was as if I had just appeared in this clearing, under an uncanny deceased wolf.

	  There was no point in standing around, so I inspected the trail that led into the clearing from the north and exited to the south. I discovered that I had no skill or recollection of skill with tracking.  After looking at the leaves and scuff marks without deriving the slightest clue, I headed south since I had characterised the clearing’s egress to be in that direction. I walked with ease; the movement alleviating the last vestigial pains of whatever event had delivered me here and removed my memory. As I strode I examined the bow more closely: it was well made, although the string was worn as if from recent heavy use without opportunity to refresh it.

	  After that, I admired the woodland and wondered about the silence about me. It was a strange amnesia: I had no memories, but found certain facts and expectations remained. I knew that woodland should be noisy, even with me striding through it. Yet I had no idea how I knew that.

	  And so it went on. I headed roughly south-east for a while as the dawn approached, feeling a definite need to seek shelter for the day, because I suddenly knew that sunlight would harm me. I did not question it, I just obeyed. It was during my casting about for a hiding place that I found a trail. The rutted way led southwest or north. I listened intently and from the south, I heard the distant sound of tack, harness and cart. Gauging the sun’s approach, I lit out after the sounds of company at a pace that astounded me whilst simultaneously feeling good and proper.

	  A short while and some considerable distance later, I slowed my pace to listen again. It sounded like the horses and cart I was seeking to overtake had met adversity. The sounds of combat came clearly to me. As did the fact that the first hint of the sun’s light was irritating my skin. I considered the options and decided to get involved with the fracas ahead. It seemed like a good way to make friends. The unquantified threat posed by sunlight merely gave me an incentive.

	  So I rounded a bend in the track at speed and caught an armoured man in the process of reloading his crossbow. I hit him as I ran past. On hearing his jaw break and neck snap, I concluded that my body remembered skills that would be of use.

	  I arrived in the midst of a rather unequal affray, where the badly wounded cart owner and his unseen passengers were being beset by a good two-dozen armed men, all well supplied with crossbows, axes and lances. After announcing my arrival by grabbing a lance and catapulting its owner into the forest to snap his spine against a tree, I found myself beset by another warrior. My bow ended its probably illustrious career as I folded it in half and rammed it through his armour and chest. It seemed that my strength was as unusual as my speed. At that moment, the sun shone through a gap in the trees. I was more horrified by my hand and arm sizzling like a roast on a spit than those about me, although it did not sound like it.

	  “Moroi! Moroi!”

	  The shouts almost deafened me to the cry from under the covers of the cart.

	  “He’s one of ours!”

	  With that, three figures swathed in whatever came to hand leapt from the cart and set about the armoured attackers. From within the shadows of the cart, a fourth threw me a cape, only a small pale hand being briefly visible. I extinguished my arm by sticking it through a swordsman, then enfolded myself in a similar manner to the others and joined in the mayhem.

	  With four of us in combat, the numbers sent against the cart made some sense. Unfortunately, it seemed that no-one had thought to mention the fact that their targets were somewhat more than human to the troopers sent against us. I think that even if they had been warned and prepared, they would still have died. I noted my companions pausing to take opportune drinks from arteries on their victims, using their superior speed to fit swigging between melee. My mild horror at witnessing the act was overwhelmed by a savage hunger and I bowed to bloody fate, as all warriors must. I soon discovered that the fresh blood permitted me to heal rapidly, so that being gutted by an axe while engaged in quaffing a trooper merely required an act of will to remedy. My shrivelled intestines recoiled into my gut and my abdomen healed without a mark. The axeman provided my next draught, after I used his own axe to remove his arms. Meanwhile, as the melee peaked and declined, the sun crept upward and my discomfort increased. 

	  Upon the fall of the last trooper, one of my newfound comrades shouted at me: “Into the cart! We can do introductions when we wake!”

	  With that, we all scrambled into the welcoming and unusually deep shadows of the cart. I succumbed to a rush of languid unconsciousness almost as soon as I settled into the surprisingly capacious depths.

	  After an indeterminate period of time, the sun went down. Even in the chill, comfortable darkness of the cart I felt it leave the sky. I stirred, getting an elbow in the ribs and a grunted apology. We all scrambled untidily out of the depths and tumbled onto the dirt of the trail, disturbing various scavengers that had been feasting on the carcasses of the troopers. From within the forest, I could hear the nickering of their mounts. Again, my estranged memory provided a snippet: I suddenly knew that whatever happened, we would be comparatively wealthy if we could sell the captured horses.

	  I rolled over and sat up to regard my companions. Two of them were obviously fighting men, one slightly taller and more suave.

	  His companion, a stocky bruiser type, grinned at me: “First time fighting in sunlight. Not doing that again unless I have to. I’m James.”

	  The taller one just muttered: “Malik”, whilst eying me with distrust.

	  The third member of the group looked like a birch-slim monk, his pale complexion and tonsure, along with his black cassock, complementing the image. He observed me, without any discernible expression, while extending his hand for the fourth member of the group to grasp as she stepped down. A virtually white-skinned woman of unusual beauty regarded me with sky-blue eyes.

	  The tonsured one bowed fractionally: “I am Lucius. This is Kristina.”

	  “Rafe.”

	  James sat down across from me: “How did you end up out here?”

	  I smiled: “I have not the remotest clue. Whatever delivered me to a clearing nearby carelessly mislaid my memory in the process.”

	  All present exchanged glances. Kristina stared at me and two extra eyes opened at her temples. Something swift flashed through my mind and was gone without residue.

	  She nodded: “Truth.”

	  I just sat and stared as her surplus pair of eyes closed, leaving no hint of their existence.

	  Everybody relaxed except me. Four eyes? Something adrift in my amnesia did not like that one bit.

	  “She’s on our side. Kishari are just portrayed badly.”

	  I grinned at James’ comment.

	  “If I had the vaguest idea what exactly ‘Kishari’ portended, I’d agree or be sceptical. As it is, I’ll just take your words at face value.”

	  Lucius chipped in: “That could be the start of a bad habit.”

	  Kristina laughed: “No worse than the one you’re wearing.”

	  There were collective groans followed by chuckles. Just like that, we became a bitru. 

	 

	  The bitru is the nearest thing nightwalkers have to a family unit. Every nightwalker has one: the one that your creator brings you into. Most will eventually have a second: the one they form with those who become trusted friends. A few may have more: the cliques and cults of preference or need as time goes on.

	  But only if they survive the first, that is. A new scion always causes a rebalancing of the dynamics within a bitru. It is acknowledged that many scions die in their first year. What is not admitted is the number that fall to another member of their creator’s bitru. We all suffer from a lack of ability to adapt, to a greater or lesser extent. Sometimes the need to preserve the status quo at any cost is merely a nightwalker’s way of protecting his sanity.

	 

	  If a bitru is a nightwalker’s ‘family’, then his Limu is his ‘tribe’. There have been many Limu and sub-limu, but very few have stood the test of time. Each Limu has preferred Arts, but a nightwalker can use any of Night’s gifts if they are taught to him by a master.

	  Arts can be as straightforward as specific types of sorcery, but the greater Arts provide abilities that show your sciences to be the frail things they truly are. In addition, each Limu has a few rituals unique to their usage of each Art, plus a handful of minor sorcerous rituals bound to the adamatu of each.

	 

	  Adamatu is what fills a nightwalker’s arteries and veins. It is what our bodies transform the blood we drink into. We even colloquially refer to it as ‘blood’, and in young nightwalkers it even looks like blood of darker hue. Yet while it keeps us unlive, it carries nothing as simple as oxygen. It is saturated in the power that sustains us: a power we deplete by existing from moment to moment and deplete quicker when exerting ourselves or using Arts.

	 

	III: The Best of Times

	~ 1120 to 1210 ~

	 

	  From that formative moment we started out as so many bitru did, engaging in simple pack predation to ensure our survival and comforts. Quickly we sorted our roles: Lucius was our master of the environment, a thinker who saw the ramifications of our actions within the locale. His ability to communicate with the spirits of the dead in all their various forms literally let us know where the bodies were buried and, of course, the secrets they had been buried to conceal. When added to his other skills in the necromantic arts it allowed him to make graveyards and their environs very unhealthy places for any who opposed us. Kristina taught us restraint and precision, her trenchant scorn and hideous puns reining in our tendencies to indulge in sanguine excess at the least excuse. Her abilities at truth-divining and healing only added to that. It is to her I have to extend my eternal gratitude, for she, above all, prevented me from becoming naught but a brute predator. Malik was the one who never failed to surprise us with his versatility, able to turn his hand to most things and never more deadly than when the odds turned against us. His wickedly short temper and unshakeable focus upon the necessities of the moment saved us from disaster on several occasions. James became my brother, as we discovered mutual agreement in most things and a common touch with Saharnu, one of the most ancient Arts, the one that allowed us to shape flesh and bone as we desired. It was an inherited Art and thus one of the few with darker connotations, being something that a nightwalker could become addicted to using. When Lucius mentioned it, I found that I was unsurprised. Somewhere in my lost past, I had known that.

	  My main role? I discovered a knack for attracting trouble that we only occasionally made gains from.

	 

	  The only hiccup in my smooth transition from outsider to bitru member occurred at the first full moon after I joined them. Without warning the blacker-than-night wolf I had left, as a corpse, a hundred miles behind wandered into our communal haven and settled at my side with an air of what could only be termed as ‘smug satisfaction’.

	  Kristina could not be focussed on as her sorcerous defences crashed into being. Lucius made a pass in the air that crackled like thunder in the direction of the creature, then sat down with a look of puzzlement as the beast merely gave him a toothy grin.

	  “That’s a hellhound!” Kristina had reached a new level of outrage. Unfortunately it was directed at me.

	  I looked at the hellhound. No, his name was simply Hound, and having him at my side was absolutely right: “You are probably correct. However, I know the Hound belongs where he is, but as usual, that comes without provenance.”

	  James leaned forward to get a better look. The Hound rolled on his back and regarded James.

	  “I like it. How do I get one?”

	  “You don’t.” Kristina’s voice was darkly threatening.

	  I rubbed the cold fur on the Hound’s belly as I looked toward James: “I know without question that acquiring a Hound is something you do not want to do.”

	  “I don’t know. I get the feeling it confers an advantage. A big one.” James mused.

	  Knowledge came down upon me and I stared in horror at the Hound: “This is the thing that will one day take my soul. Until then, it is merely protecting its investment.”

	  My tone showed that it was deep memory rather than conscious knowledge that I spoke from.

	  James shrugged: “If your past ever catches up with you, please give me time to flee.”

	  I shook myself and grinned at him: “If I get that luxury, you’ll be the third to know.”

	  He frowned: “Third?” 

	  I pointed at my chest: “Two.” Then at the Hound: “One.”

	  Lucius leaned forward with a thin smile on his face: “Interesting sequence. Don’t suppose you got a reason with that?”

	  “Of course not. That would be far too enlightening.”

	 

	  Our raids became almost tedious in their similarity. The ones that didn’t were the messy ones, where reinforcements arrived in time to add themselves to the bodycount, or where what we had been told was a single nightwalker turned out to be a bitru.

	  The one that follows, in addition to being a fine example of the mayhem we indulged in, marked our ascension from fanged banditry to putative nobility, albeit without fief. It was also instrumental in teaching us a valuable lesson in the games of power that some elder nightwalkers played to while away their unlife.

	 

	  Those decades were a fine time to be a nightwalker as we lived near-openly, our existence acknowledged by the peasantry and rarely contested by those in power. Some humans came to us willingly, hoping to be taken by the Night. Some came to us to offer their rivals, their loved ones, even someone else’s loved ones. We were the cure for all their ills for, in those times, when one was slain by nightwalkers, any problems of retribution or recompense ended. No family feud would ensue because the victim had been taken by nightwalkers, for all that the nightwalkers had been invoked as assassins by human agents.

	  We did not like that work, but it was a tariff of our existence. Some plaintiffs we drank, others we took into service as sahtu. Some of those we ended up drinking too. A life of immortal servitude is not always as appealing after a few years of service. Unlike many of our kind, we never lied to those who petitioned us. There were no veiled hints of possible Ederu if they performed well. To serve us was to ensure your survival and the safety of your family, but it carried no promises of becoming a nightwalker.

	 

	  In truth, there were more than enough of us about. Any more would have upset the balance of power and available prey, leading to competition or conflict, both being things that could attract unwanted attention. You may be our prey but, like rats overwhelming the rat catcher, you have the numbers to succeed - if you are incensed enough to ignore the staggering numbers of fatalities that will occur while dragging us down.

	 

	  A sahtu is a stoic creation, able to grow to maturity and act as a mortal yet beholden to the nightwalker from which he or she receives adamatu at the dark of each moon. It is stronger than normal humans, able to withstand disease and injuries that would cripple non-sahtu. But it is haunted. The whispering of the adamatu within them I now understand to be that of an addiction to surpass heroin. Also, should the supply of adamatu cease or a mortal wound be sustained, the laws of nature will reapply with a vengeance: the years they have cheated crashing through their bodies in the course of minutes at most. I have seen ancient retainers wither unto dust before I can remove my claws from their chest.

	  However, in the way that humans can ignore eventual death for the pleasures of the now, sahtu are a cheerfully bluff crowd, sharing the camaraderie of the semi-damned.

	 

	  Early one morning, I started a chat with James as we sat before a roaring fireplace, after sending our sahtu and the troops they led off to their bivouacs. As the previous owners of the hall, a human noble and a minor nightwalker, were both beyond the need of a place to dwell due to us ending them and their entire retinue, we had decided to over-day there.

	  “It’s a shame we couldn’t keep the best of the retinue.”

	  James looked at me, a look of epiphany on his face: “Why don’t we? Let’s see how far your studies in Saharnu went in the time before.”

	  The ‘time before’ had become the bitru name for my previous life. Every time a skill or piece of knowledge manifested, it only deepened the mystery. I had sorcerous skills that covered manipulation of the main elements and a knowledge of necromancy that Lucius professed to be strange, being of a different lineage to his own. My Arts were many and although the physical ones could be ascribed to being subcategories of my advanced ability with Saharnu, some of my mental abilities were unusual. In the end, we just regarded my recollective void as a source of surprising advantages, because new powers and skills never manifested except in extreme circumstance.

	  “James, remember that my studies before may have been extensive but I have no recall except in the practice of said.”

	  “There is a branch of Saharnu that allows for enhancing the health and wellbeing of breeding stock, ensuring that any progeny are ‘sturdy and fey’, to use the common terms.”

	  “So you suggest we start human farming? That’s not my definition of ruling the night for all time.”

	  James laughed. Always genuine, always hollow in tone: “No, I suggest we acquire a ready breeding pool and work from there.”

	  “I am sure you have a donor in mind.”

	  “Voivode Takaros. His fortress overlooking the Tihuta Pass would give us a useful base as well.”

	  “I do not think that Kristina or the Malkus of Zalissya will approve of us storming the castle of a renowned voivode. It sets a bad precedent.”

	  Each nightwalker territory had a Malkus: a ruling council of elders. They arbitrated disputes and suchlike that nightwalkers could not, or would not, resolve discreetly. It was, and remains, a thankless duty.

	  James grinned: “What if I mentioned that Razvan has approached us no less than three times to get us to make things fatally difficult for Takaros? It seems that his lands abut Razvan’s and Razvan has a liking for Takaros’ lumber stands. As you know, Razvan has the confidence and backing of the majority of the Malkus.”

	  “So we do for Voivode Takaros, Voivode Razvan of Bistrita gets his woods; we get a castle and what, exactly?”

	  “Takaros is a strange one, even for human aristocracy. He has a thing about improving the bloodlines of people like they do with horses and cattle. Within his territory he is selectively breeding those with the best traits to each other. His fortress has whole dormitories dedicated to this task, and there are no less than six breedmasters under his banner.”

	  Breedmasters were nightwalkers that had specialised in perfecting a certain aspect of a Limu or some other species that attracted their attentions. They were perversely strange and I loathed them. (Hitler’s Menschformers were to be the last and the Allies quite rightly, in revulsion, burnt everything and made no records.)

	  I pointed at James: “So we slaughter the breedmasters and take over their work, using family and loyalty instead of rape and slavery. We will have to winnow the men. You know brutes gravitate to that sort of work.”

	  He nodded: “I was thinking of pretty well replacing them with our singletons. We have rather a lot of them now, you know.”

	  James taught me many things, most of them quite unfit to even be hinted at. But he did make me aware that minions are not lesser beings. They are the foundation upon which great things are built. 

	  I smiled: “I’ll cede to your recommendation.”

	  “So you’re in agreement.” James sounded surprised.

	  “I have been thinking that we need a permanent, fortified base and haven for some while now. We really are becoming a travelling circus-cum-barbarian horde.”

	  A chuckle from the shadows presaged Lucius leaning into the light, face stark white against the darkness that concealed the rest of him.

	  “Finally, something we agree upon, Rafe.”

	  I grinned at him: “My apologies. I shall endeavour to avoid it happening again.”

	  Kristina joined us from wherever she had been eavesdropping.

	  “I like it that you tried to show some restraint before succumbing to James’ cunning plan to have another battle.”

	  James looked up at her, an expression of patently false contrition on his face: “But I was only trying to save the poor souls under Takaros’ oppression.”

	  Kristina’s scathing look was abetted by her quirking one eyebrow upwards. James collapsed in laughter and Kristina sniffed to indicate that she considered it a victory for her.

	  “So, Kristina. What say you?”

	  She regarded me thoughtfully for a minute or so, as James’ laughter subsided to chuckles.

	  “Damnably, I actually agree with you. We need a base. I’d prefer it if we didn’t have to oust a voivode, but as the action has the tacit approval of the Malkus and it saves us having to build the damn fortress, I say let’s do it.”

	  James crowed: “War party!”

	  Kristina cuffed him round the head: “If only to keep up appearances for me, could you be slightly less obviously overjoyed at the prospect of mass slaughter?”

	  James looked at me, seeing a shine in my eyes that matched his. Kristina’s gaze travelled between both of us and the look of disapproval returned to her features: “You two are as bad as each other.”

	  Lucius leaned back into the light: “At least they are honest in their enthusiasms, Kristina. If we had three like Malik we’d never know what was afoot.”

	  “I heard that.”

	  Malik’s voice came from above. Which was a trifle disconcerting: I thought only the beams of the roof were up there. Looking up through the shadows with enhanced vision I saw that I was partially correct. Malik was hanging from a beam like some obscenely misshapen bat in armour, his feet crossed to grip one of the rafters, his cloak hanging down to cast his face in deeper shadow. With a kick, he somersaulted down to land with a crash at the edge of the firelight.

	  “I choose to keep my own counsel and to never show off my abilities. That is not scheming reticence. As to this little action, I wholeheartedly support it. I would like a place where I can be without kine trotting in, out and around without so much as a by-my-leave.”

	  James caught my eye. His eyebrows rose. Such verbosity from Malik was something I had never heard before, and it seemed to be something new for James as well.

	  Kristina showed not the slightest surprise at Malik’s arrival, former position or little speech: “Then we are agreed. Takaros is verging on history. All we have to do is provide the event that consigns him to that august state.”

	  

	  Tihuta Fortress consisted of a single keep, of the classic squat-and-square donjon design, set upon a low hill and situated at the centre of a circular bailey enclosed by walls, without towers, that ringed the base of the hill. The single entrance in those walls was protected by a pair of portcullises, the outer being of the rising type, the inner being more like a massive gate. Within the bailey an over-populated small village had sprung up, covering the narrow strip of land between the inner wall and where the rise of the hill became too steep to build on. The wall had a walkway sheltered by crenelations and Takaros’ archers had a reputation for accuracy with arrows and coarse banter.

	  After a night spent gauging the lay of the land, we decided that as the entire place had barely five hundred combatants, the attacking force would be James, Malik and I. Lucius and Kristina would stand ready to inconvenience any nightwalkers that may have been laired within, not that any had been reported or rumoured.

	  With that, James and I went searching for provender to enable us to transform into our monstrous war forms and still enter the fray fully blooded. A charcoal burner and his family were unlucky enough to be nearby and we massacred them all, as leaving the children seemed cruel after taking the parents.

	  Malik had performed some ritual unique to his Limu and his axe shimmered with a blue aura akin to St. Elmo’s fire, although it was bound to be more substantive in its effects.

	  The sentries at the rear of the fortress were lax, as was only fair, given the rocky ground with minimal cover that their posts overlooked. James and I crossed that space faster than stooping hawks and leapt onto the walkway without effort. As he tore the hapless soldiers to shreds, I extended my lower arms, grabbed Malik and hauled him up.

	  We stood upon the wall, listening to the sounds of alarm spread as the inhabitants who dwelt immediately below our arrival point decamped with more noise than speed. James’ serrated beak gaped into his monstrous equivalent of a smile. His voice was unintelligible to any save me.

	  “Are we waiting for them to rouse?”

	  My fanged snout split into a grin: “It seems only fair. We do have the advantage of numbers, after all.”

	  I manifested a mouth on my upper left arm, the one nearest Malik: “Time to knock, methinks?”

	  Malik nodded and stepped off the walkway. He crashed through the roof below, kicked his way out of the hovel and then strode up the hill to the keep. All the while he kept his axe raised and it started shedding little sparks and flashes of blue energy that kept any from coming too close. Flights of arrows he ignored; whether they penetrated his armour or not, we could never tell. Not predisposed to wasted action, was Malik. He could also be single-minded to the point of mania when he needed to be. He coupled the two with a fondness for the instant kill, preferably one that left bits rather than bodies.

	  “What did he do to his axe?” James sounded perplexed.

	  “I have no idea. I presume that it is going to make his first strike something quite spectacular.”

	  Malik strode up to the doors of the keep, set facing north, on the opposite side of the keep to the entrance in the wall. Without flourish, he swung his axe from overhead, down to his left and executed a complete turn, accelerating the axe so that it drew a crackling blue line in its wake. He pivoted on his leading foot as he turned, completing the move by stepping forward and slamming the axe into the door, across the join of the two great leaves. There was an explosion that shook the wall where we stood and Malik vanished in the ball of bluish flames, flying masonry and charred wood that obscured the entire doorway. James and I blinked to clear flash-blindness and beheld Malik standing, smoking gently, at the entrance to a blackened cavern that had replaced the door, its lintel, the murder room beyond, and a large section of the north wall of the keep. 

	  We heard distant screams and cries of: “To arms!”

	  James gestured with his taloned hand: “After you.”

	  I bowed: “Thankee kindly.” Jumping down, I struck a fearsome pose because I knew what was coming. James’ howl opened all our engagements. It declared who we were and what was to come. Those possessed of even a modicum of sense fled upon hearing it.

	  But as usual, a lot of staunch defenders believed that right and might would prevail. They resisted the urge to run engendered by the howl, and set themselves to be the ones who proved that we were not invincible.

	  James jumped down next to me: “My brother, they think that they overmatch us.”

	  I replied as I started to run toward the massing troops: “They always do, James. Let us see if these warriors are up to their defiant stance.”

	  They weren’t. In my usual war form, I stand eleven feet tall. My upper arms end in bony blades and my lower arms in taloned claws. The wings on my back are good for gliding or swooping, propelled by a run or jump, but are useless for flying. They merely provide tactical options in addition to increasing my terrifying appearance. My face is akin to that of a hairless wolf with extended jaws and a lot of teeth: all incisors.

	  James stands about nine feet tall with only one set of arms ending in clawed hands. His wings are functional but do not permit him to hover. His head is vaguely reptilian, fronted by a beak that covers three-quarters of his face. It can cut plate armour with ease.

	  Malik is over three hundred pounds of armoured doom that moves like he wears no armour at all. He can strike quicker than a mongoose with an axe that stands taller than he is. His Arts enhance his already formidable abilities in combat.

	  The three of us could be stalled by co-ordinated troops working with polearms, arbalests and weighted nets. But that took dedication, training and troops inured to the terror provoked by the monsters that assailed them. These troops brought only stubborn determination to the fray. For nearly an hour we ravaged through the infantry, the cavalry and the paltry artillery. Malik took exception to the archers and dedicated himself to ruining them, while James and I provided big targets to lure would-be heroes to their bloody ends. Of course, we overdid it. Fighting in those times was about reputation as well as winning. Not just defeating your enemy but doing it in some memorable way easily recounted by survivors or bards. Hence the howl, fighting as monsters, disembowelling and dismembering our enemies. Even their horses were not spared. The scream of a wounded horse is grim listening for me, but its pitch is keyed beautifully for unmanning human troops.

	  I saw it in his eyes as I approached: this warrior in dented armour, clutching a spear like it was going to save him. He signed on for the coin and the status, to see the big cities and lust after the paramours there while guarding his lord or his lord’s goods. Now he stood in a pockmarked field of blood, mud and human wreckage as a winged monster with four arms strode toward him, its skin glistening with the blood of his fellows.

	  He made a sign to avert evil with one hand as he lofted and hurled his spear with focus and precision. My left blade-arm bisected the spear midflight and I leapt forward, kicking out to use the spur talon on my heel to tear a bloody trench through his meagre armour and the flesh behind. He staggered back as his intestines seemed to leap into the night air, the shock making his eyes as round as his mouth. His nostrils flared, seemingly trying to suck in sufficient air to make a scream worthy of the pain that threatened to overwhelm his senses. I lunged and grasped his helmeted head in my right hand. Without visible effort I crushed helmet and skull into a single mass, dark gobbets spurting between my fingers. 

	  There was more, much more. The juices of their defiance turned the ground inside the bailey into a bloody mud that hardened by the morning and reeked until the next rains soaked it down. I saw the firelight reflected myriad times in the eyes of the flock of ravens that always accompanied us. They were perched along the wall, knowing another time of feasting would come with the dawn.

	  Takaros had no nightwalkers in residence, but his daughter was a pyromancer of considerable venom. Given that Malik had just sliced her father in twain, I can understand that. Malik had to drink her and her mother dry to heal the burns she inflicted.

	  As the sky lightened to the east, we nightwalkers left the field to our troops, the ravens and the wolves. In any battle unattended by my bitru, the scavengers would have been chased away, but my edicts then were the same as now. No-one harms a lupine or corvid and remains in my service. Or alive, for that matter.

	  The following night Lucius and Kristina sought out the burrowers and hiders that our people had missed, nightwalker senses being designed to unerringly find our primary prey. 

	 

	  Never think that you can hide from a nightwalker. A stationary human is horribly noisy. The movement of air in and out of your orifices, the blood roaring round your body, driven by the dull thumps of that great pump, the heart. Plus the roilings of your guts, the pressure adjustment noises from your joints. Even the flicking of your eyelids, the moist roll of your eyeballs.

	  That is before we factor in any wounds or conditions that let your blood touch the air. In that one thing, we are better than wolves for sensitivity of smell. No, never think that you can hide from us.

	  

	  By the time the second dawn after our attack rose over Tihuta Fortress, it was ours. I had spent the second night questioning the breedmasters, whilst feeding them into the fires of their furnace a bit at a time. They called the place a laboratory, but ‘abattoir’ was the correct term. Even James had moments of silence as he ended the broken things that had been men and women, where such determination was possible. For every one of those moments, he would return to where I worked and grow back any parts I had lopped off so I could do it again. It was a very long night for some of them.

	  With the approach of dawn James and I had a quick conversation, then - after breaking any arms and legs that remained - we threw the six breedmasters into their biggest offal pit. I drew on a little-used ritual of Saharnu as James provided some of his adamatu. Below us, the six gurgled and squeaked as their forms melted and merged with the remains in the pit. Flesh golems like this are unique to those who use Saharnu because they are not stitched together. I gave this one a quartet of tentacles for arms, and had the half-dozen pairs of eyes evenly spaced around the misshapen skull. I omitted a mouth. This was a limited thing: a ghastly construct for the purposes of excruciation alone. Deep within the eyes, I saw rage and fear, as six souls beheld the totality of their end. Did they share thoughts? I had no idea, nor did I care. After what they had done, this was fitting.

	  As pre-dawn lightened the sky, I summoned the Hound and gestured into the pit.

	  “Abuse them for the day and end them as the sun sets.”

	  A grey-toothed grin was all I got, then it leapt into the pit and the frantic thrashing commenced.

	 

	  The next night we found that we had a problem: Takaros had no woodcutters. How could a voivode with stands of lumber coveted by others not have any? The answer was embarrassingly simple. He had no such stands in his fief. We had been led by a lie and had omitted even the most rudimentary checks as to the veracity of the reasons given. Straightforward reasoning from that fact meant that the spoils of our conquest were beyond our means to retain.
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