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   Jen, who is responsible for the title,
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   I am a monster. I was not, however, born to it. I was born as so many others into a loving family who cared for me and did all they could to ensure that my upbringing be as comfortable and pleasant as possible.  I remember most keenly being told by my father, "A man who carries a sword is a man who is looking for a fight."  I sometimes wonder if I should have heeded his word with more enthusiasm. Did I ever really have the chance to listen to him?  I'm still not sure.  Life has its ways of sending us astray despite our best efforts to the contrary.


  

  As I've said before, I wasn't always a monster.  I began my adult life as an apprentice of lore at the age of 16.  I was tasked with keeping the stories and histories of my people alive, so that later generations might understand our people and the glory of our kingdom.  Fate however had other things in mind for me.  My life changed forever the day a Black-Eyed Devil walked into my place of business, the Danivil Library.  I remember the details well.  As a keeper of lore, it was my task to remember details, to recall them as accurately as possible, so that they might be preserved for our records. Though I have rarely had a chance to use it in the time since acquiring it, I will be applying that skill now in the writing of this story.  


  

  It all began in a single, terrifying moment...  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  

  

  He wasn't a tall man, but that did little to ease the imposing nature of his visage.  His skin had a vague blue tinge to it and his hair hung like long black curtains about his face, framing the gaunt stone-etched features in such a way as to make them seem even more extreme and hostile than they already were.  He was wrapped in a Lucidil Cloak, the fabric turned light in such a way that it became difficult to determine the movements and edges of the person wrapped within the shifting folds of cloth.  The cloak was strange enough, but the eyes that peered out of the hard face above the neck line of the magic fabric were stranger by far.  His eyes were solid black but for a circle of white that encircled the center and from which sprouted bolts of white that were crooked and slowly,  almost imperceptibly, moved like terrible legs on some fantastic insect trapped within the blackness of the man's eyes.  Of course I knew immediately what those eyes portended, though I had never had the displeasure of actually seeing them before.  Everyone knew of the Black-Eyed Devils, though few chanced to see them in person; there were few of them.  So few of them in fact, that they were considered by most to be mere legend.  Yet there I found myself staring into those pitch-colored eyes, terrified to the very center of my being.  Even then, before any other thought came to my mind, I knew that those eyes were something alien, something that didn't belong to my world.


  

  "Lowin Fenly?"  The mouth barely moved beneath the dark eyes, the voice little above a whisper.  Quiet though it was, my knees trembled upon hearing it.  It took me a moment to register the fact that he had said my name; it wasn't the quietness of his voice that deafened me, only the shock that he should know my name and be addressing me directly.  I nodded dumbly in reply as I didn't trust myself to voice an answer.


  

  "You are to come with me."  He said, turning his back to me and taking a few steps before stopping, obviously waiting for me to fall in behind him.  My heart pounded in my chest.  For a moment I thought it would shatter my ribs and rip through the front of my breast to escape.  I admit my reaction was one of cowardice and born of complete and pure terror.  I knew nothing of what was happening and I could see only one route of escape, and so I made a decision.  I turned and ran.  Perhaps if I had fully understood what was to become of me, I would have somehow found the strength to run faster. I do not think it would have mattered.


  

  My feet worked of their own accord, one landing in front of the other to propel my body along.  I didn't know where I was running, the library wasn't very large and the door at the back was kept locked.  As I said, though, it didn't matter.  I only managed to cover thirty steps before I slammed into what felt like a solid wall.  The blow was so hard that the air was knocked from me and I fell to the ground, momentarily stunned.  Standing above me, peering down with those hideous alien eyes was the Black-Eyed Devil.  He smiled, exposing a mouth full of razor sharp teeth.  I had not seen them before, and they did little to help the terror that was clawing away at my ability to control myself.  I couldn't understand how he had gotten in front of me so quickly or how he could stand, still and unmoving after I had hit him running at full speed.  Yet there he was, imposing, staring down at me like a predator sizing up a kill.  I made the briefest attempt to scramble to my feet but there was a blur of motion and suddenly I found the world slipping away from me with only the faint echo of the alarmed voices of other library workers present to guide me into darkness.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  

  

  When next the world cleared for me, I found myself inside a coach.  The shades were drawn, submerging the interior into near darkness; barely enough light crept in for me to see that there were two other passengers seated with me in the small space.  Both wore cloaks around their shoulders, though only one looked to be the Lucidil Cloak of the Black-Eyed Devils.  The other figure was dressed in a white garment, though once she noticed I had awoken she quickly drew her hood up to hide her features from prying eyes, leaving only delicate, feminine hands as an indication of her sex.  The other figure also had his hood pulled up and the bottom half of his face was wrapped by a scarf that might well have been part of his cloak. The effect was such that amidst the sickening churn of the Lucidil fabric only the white portion of the Devil's eyes shone through.  Upon meeting that gaze, I found myself unconsciously trying to force my way backward through the bench upon which I sat.


  

  "Be calm, Lowin."  A soft female voice came from the white cloaked figure.  "I assure you that we have not collected you with the intent of killing you."  Her words were serene and gentle, as though spoken by a girl just into her earliest years of womanhood, yet they carried a sad harmony that immediately made me wish to reach out to her.  I did no such thing, however, being far too terrified.


  

  "What is this about?"  I asked, blurting the words before giving much thought to them.  I was calmed by the girl's presence, as though she might protect me from the creature that sat at her side.  I hoped that she might at least clarify what was happening.  Her hood shifted, revealing a glimpse of her mouth and a pretty, well defined chin.  The ends of her mouth lifted in a small smile.


  

  "I could answer your question, but you don't know enough to understand all I would tell you yet.  Instead, let me tell you why you are here in this carriage with us."  


  

  I nodded, eager to learn anything I might.  My eyes momentarily met those of the shifting figure next to the woman. An involuntary shudder took me, and I forced myself to focus my gaze on the white cloaked girl.  I could feel the gaze of The Devil beside her, watching us impassively, its dark gaze never wavering.


  

  She spoke, and I listened because I knew of nothing else I could do.  Running was out of the question, even if I could manage to leave the moving carriage without breaking my legs; the rumble of its movement beneath me indicated that we were traveling very fast.  The only other options I saw were fighting, or staying and listening, and if running was a bad choice, fighting was a worse one by far.  So I sat, trying to calm myself as best I could.


  

  "On the first day of your 16th year, you were brought to a house of testing, as are all boys and girls that age.  Such is the way of passing into the days of being men and women."  I noticed, as she continued to speak that her voice, beautiful and calming though it was, carried a tonality and accent that I had never chanced upon before.  "As a boy on the threshold of manhood, you are given a crystal to hold and you must keep it locked in your fist until it changes color.  Once the color changes, the crystal is taken from you and the ceremony concludes.  This is what you experienced, like all other boys of your age, is it not?"


  

  I nodded.  Indeed, I remembered the ceremony well.  Six other boys from the city were with me as we approached the house of testing.  We were all nervous, but excited to be taking our first steps into adulthood.  I knew nothing of what the others were thinking, but I had imagined difficult challenges awaiting me in the house of testing.  I pictured myself forced to fend off attackers with my bare hands, or forced to run a grueling course that would test both my strength and endurance.  My father had only smiled when I asked him what awaited me at the house of testing, and that had only made my imagination reach further afield.  


  

  The night before I was to be tested, I lay awake in bed trying to steel my nerve against the perceived menace.  Of course, I had never heard of someone failing the test of adulthood.  This is a common fault of the young - perhaps it would be more accurate to say that this is a common fault of all human kind.  We build walls in our path that need not exist, but for our own foolish fears.  This is only a thought I've had in retrospect, however.  I was, that night, quite intent upon building myself an insurmountable wall of opposition.  


  

  The truth of the ceremony was, of course, something else entirely.  The six other boys and I were brought before a large altar within the house of testing.  The altar was a remarkably perfect slab of onyx, seamless and shining dully in the candle-lit interior of the sanctuary.  It was such an altar as every boy pictures when told stories of ancient times in which human sacrifice was practiced to appease hungry and vengeful gods.  The effect of that grandiose piece of stone was obvious as it took its hold on our psyches.  I was standing in the middle of the other boys, three to each side, and the young man two to my left was visibly shaking to the point that I thought he might collapse.  For some reason, I took a certain amount of strength in seeing him so terrified.  Watching him quake meant that I was not the only one afraid, and that I was
at least handling it better than some.  My odd reverie was broken when one of the Keepers approached the opposite side of the altar.  He was a round, balding man of middling years with a merry smile on his face that immediately put me at ease.  I could see no malice in his eyes, and his obvious good humor went far to dispel the fear that had been gripping me.  I noticed as well that the shaking of the boy two down from me had lessened to a degree at the sight of the Keeper's warm disposition.  He still fidgeted in place, but his resolve seemed to have solidified.  It was a wonder what a kind face could do to fortify the heart.


  

  With a sweep of his chubby hand he indicated the hitherto unnoticed crystals that lay in the center of stone, telling us that each of us should take one and clench it tightly in our fist.  I found the crystal in my palm before I had even realized that I had reached for it.  The others at my side seemed to have hesitated, only going to gather a stone of their own after witnessing my miraculous survival of the task.  I clenched my hand tightly around the crystal as instructed, and immediately I felt a strange surge in my chest.  I would liken it to a firm punch, though not painful.  It startled me, and I almost dropped the crystal right then and there, but I saw the others were still holding theirs and decided dropping it at that point might be a sign of failure.  I clenched it tighter in my hand, waiting for some indication that we were done.  After a short time the cheery balding man indicated that we should place our stones back on the altar.  There was a chorus of sharp, surprised gasps from all of us as we saw that each of our gems now shone a distinct color.


  

  The white cloaked woman's voice brought me back from my memories.  "What you do not know, indeed: what very few are privy to, is that some crystals, those that turn blue when held, are immediately passed on to our hands." At this I knew my eyes opened in alarm.  That day many years ago as we replaced our crystals on the onyx altar, only one had been a deep azure -- the one that came from my own hands.  The woman in white didn't clarify who "our hands" belonged to, and that raised a curiosity in me, but I was still far too frightened to chance a question.  


  

     "Once we receive the testing crystals, they undergo further testing until only a select few remain.  Very, very few.  Of the twenty or less we receive a year we are fortunate if we find one that passes the remaining tests. That is why you are here, Lowin.  Thought you were not aware, we have tested you and found that you possess characteristics of interest to us."


  

  I shook my head, confused by everything that she had told me.  "But... my name was not on that crystal in any form.  Even if the Keeper at the testing center had known me and sent the crystal to you with my name, how is it that you could find me amidst an entire city of people?  I am one man, and not even exceptionally noteworthy, at that.  Who are you?"  When I asked that last question, I had intended to imply that I wished to know the identity of the group the white cloaked girl belonged to, but she either misinterpreted my question or chose not to answer it the way I had intended.  I suspect it was the latter.


  

  "I am Kyeia," She indicated the dangerous figure in the shifting cloak at her side.  "And my bodyguard is Tempest."  She paused for a moment before continuing.  "As to how we located you, that is a little harder to explain.  Right now, I hope you will accept the simple truth that the crystal, the one that you held at your testing, told me how to find you."


  

     I couldn't be entirely certain if she was telling me the truth, for the alien nature of her voice made it difficult for me to read any intent beyond her words.  I also felt that there was a great deal she was purposefully withholding from me, a great deal that I should know.  I believe she somehow sensed the realization in me: indeed in looking back now, I am certain of it.  


  

  "It will not be long before you have all of the answers you seek.  You need only wait for us to reach our destination, and traveling at this pace we will soon arrive..." Her words trailed off, and I felt I could almost hear an unspoken "far sooner than either of us would like," the thought hung in the air, as obvious as the darkness was for lack of light  She did not speak her full meaning, yet I felt it and knew it all the clearer.  My fear, which had diminished as Kyeia spoke, inched its way back into my heart.  I found my attention drifting to the dark shape of the Black-Eyed Devil.


  

  My eyes met his unblinking black orbs, but this time I willed myself not to turn my eyes away.  It took a considerable amount of effort to keep my gaze from faltering, the cold fear stirred by his gaze gripped me.  I had to reassure myself - I knew not what the future held, but for the moment at least I was safe and unharmed.  I looked for malice in the gaze of the creature that seemed to stare right through me, and though his gaze was terrifying of itself, I did not feel any contempt on his part. Our eyes locked in a sort of silent competition, and after a long moment he nodded the slightest acquiescence and pulled his hood low, covering his eyes.  Suddenly the inside of the carriage seemed still and quiet.  The carriage continued to thunder down the road at the same steady pace, the rumble of the road beneath the steel rimmed wheels and the shudder of the vehicle across the uneven road surface was all there was to hear in the world I settled back into my seat, for the first time considering what was being left behind.  


  

  I knew nothing of where I was going, and feared to ask more.  I also had no inkling of what task or purpose I was to serve when I reached wherever it was I was being taken, but I had the sudden feeling that I might never see my family and friends again.  Every mile that passed behind us was putting my home, Danivil, and all of my life there further and further behind me.  A silent tear crept down my cheek, and I realized only when it reached my lips that I was weeping.  I stifled the sounds of my weakness as well as I could, and turned my head from the others in the carriage, as if looking out the window that was blocked by shades.  I didn't want them, these abductors who had stolen me from my entire world, to see me falter.  It was bad enough I had tried to run upon first seeing the creature in the shifting cloak.  The tears kept falling, but I let out not a sound.  A moment later I felt warmth on my leg and turned to see the hand of the white cloaked woman on my knee.  She leaned across the gap between our seats, her hooded face coming so close to mine that I thought I might see something more of what lay beneath it, but I did not.  


  

  I found myself acutely aware of her in a way I hadn't been before.  She was enchanting, even hidden as she was beneath her cloak.  The small amount of her face that I could see beneath the covering of her hood was flawless, adorned with inviting lips that were pink against her pale skin.  When her face was just scant inches from mine, she whispered softly, with the barest hint of a breath.  "Everything will be fine, my Lowin."  Like a summer breeze, cooling on the hottest day, she was gone before I'd fully registered her passing, and again we sat on our separate sides of the carriage, her head bowed as it had been since I'd woken, and I starring across at her, still feeling the tingle of her nearness.  The tears stopped then, and though I didn't forget about what I was leaving behind, I was able to accept to some extent this uncertain future.    


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  For a time I slept then, however I do not know how long: in the darkness of the cabin the passage of time was difficult to determine.  I awoke to a cataclysm of shrill animal screaming and the terrified yell of a man's voice.  There was a great heaving of the carriage car and my eyes captured only briefly the other two occupants of the carriage bracing themselves against the walls of our once calm compartment.  The shuddering continued, and a moment later I felt the entire carriage tip up onto its left side.  There was an explosive impact as the woods frame hit the ground at high speed and ground to a stop.  In the confusion and turmoil I lost sight of the Black-Eyed Devil and the lady in white.  By the time everything had finally skidded to a stop, I was laying on the remains of the left hand door, though most of its structure had been completely shredded by the long slide across the stony ground.  A piece of thin glass protruded from my right cheek and I pulled it free, ignoring the sting and the blood that dripped from the gouge.  The cut didn't feel deep, but it was jagged.  I made to right myself as quickly as possible, but it took me a moment to orient myself in the badly skewed wreckage.  As I came to my feet, nearly hitting my head on the right hand door which was now above me, I spotted Kyeia.  She lay in a crumpled pile not more than a foot from where I stood.  I bent low and reached out to touch her.


  

  "Kyeia?"  I asked, keeping my voice quiet, as though afraid to make any more noise after the loudness of the moment just passed.  My heart was racing with adrenaline from the accident.  I say "accident," because at that moment that is what I believed had happened, I didn't know any better.  Kyeia was the only pleasant aspect of my experience so far, and I was concerned for her.  As my hand touched her arm, she began to stir quietly.  I breathed a heavy sigh of relief.  "Are you alright?  Can you stand?"  I asked, offering her my hand as she started to shift her weight around to get up.  Noticing me seemingly for the first the time, she reached for her hood quickly and pulled it down about her face.  It had slipped up a little, exposing the tip of her nose and a bit of her cheek, but not much else.  For the first time I wondered if she was somehow disfigured beneath her mantle.  It didn't really matter, I realized, and there were more important concerns to address.  She reached out to take my hand and I helped her to her feet.  She seemed dazed, as though she were looking about for something, or someone.


  

  "I don't know where Tempest is, but I think I can climb out the other door and pull you out from there."  I said, not certain what else to do.  She didn't reply aloud, but nodded her head in agreement.


  

     I reached my hands above me, unfastening the locking clasp, and pushing out.  It took me two pushes to move the door.  The force of the impact had twisted the frame of the carriage and caused it to stick.  As the door screeched opened, the sound of screaming animals returned - I had not heard them since the carriage had first begun to crash.  I looked to Kyeia once more before starting my ascent through the door above me.  She seemed frightened, and that in turn struck fear into my own heart.  I thought she might be concerned for Tempest, though I felt certain the Black-Eyed Devil would not be killed so easily.


  

  The climb out of the carriage would have been easier if I'd been in better physical condition, but a life spent writing and managing books had not shaped me into a fit, agile climber.   With some effort I made my way clear of the wreckage and pulled myself on to what had once been the right side of our transport.  Without bothering to look around, I popped my head back into the carriage and extended an arm down to Kyeia.  She stepped forward and reached her hand out to grip mine without bothering to look up at me.  Again I wondered what could possibly be beneath her hood that she wished to hide from me so badly that even in an emergency she kept her hood pulled low, her eyes cast down.  I put the thought aside for the time being and lifted her through the door in the carriage.  She was lighter than I thought she would be which I was grateful for.  If I hadn't embarrassed myself enough during the climb out, I had been quite worried I would finish the job when I struggled to pull her from the overturned carriage.  I was far from vain, but I still didn't wish to appear a weakling in front of the white cloaked girl after having already shown fear and weakness previously.   Once she was pulled free, I took my first look at the carnage left by the accident.


  

  The contraption that had so comfortably housed us
throughout our trip was in terrible condition, though it was probably not beyond repair however it would never be seen as a luxurious transport again.  Having gauged our most immediate surroundings, I began to scan the roadway we had passed over for some sign of Tempest or the carriage driver.  It took only a moment for me to judge the road clear to the point at which we'd separated from the beasts of burden, nearly 200 yards away from where we now stood.  Three war-sows, giant boars each the sizes of two draft horses abreast, were laying scattered across the road.  The screams of one still filled the air, screeching in pain and fear.  The other two were conspicuously quiet.  It seemed to me that not moments before I had heard two of them.  Amidst the massive beasts a black figure was moving, but it was hard to distinguish from our vantage point on our broken conveyance.


  

  "I think Tempest is alright."  I began to say, but I only got so far as "Tempest" before Kyeia, standing at my side, interrupted me.


  

  "That is not Tempest."  Even as she spoke, the black figure walked over to the third war-sow and proceeded to rip the creature's head from its body with very little effort.  Before it had approached the giant pig, I hadn't properly judged the size of this monster I'd taken to be Tempest wrapped in his shifting cloak.  This thing was much larger than the Black-Eyed Devil we'd ridden with.  I was about to ask who- or what- it was, but Kyeia spoke before I could get the words out.  "Shao Geok - The Walking Death." 


  

  A shiver ran down my spine, colder than the one that I had felt upon first seeing Tempest.  The creature's attention turned from the dead pig and as it faced us it seemed to slump down off its legs onto all four of its limbs, shifting from bipedal movement to a swifter quadruped-like gait.  It was coming for us.  There was a terrible grace in its dash between the now dead war-sows and the place where Kyeia and I stood.  As it grew closer I could see that its whole body was covered in a mat of thick black hair and that its forelimbs, though like arms ending in viciously clawed hands, seemed specifically purposed to function as well as an extra set of legs.  The creature's great head was adorned by large, pointed ears and a protruding snout, upturned in the fashion of a pig.  It was a creature whose appearance only spoke to me of one purpose: tracking and killing.  Its eyes were wide spaced but forward facing, giving it an excellent ability to judge depth of field, an apex predator.  I had little time to notice anything else about it, because by that time it was nearly upon us.  


  

  My legs quivered and I wanted to turn and run, but some part of my being screamed that I couldn't leave my companion
behind.  I suppose I owed her nothing, but I knew that I would never forgive myself for such an act of cowardice.  It was one thing to run away when only your own life hung in the balance,
it was another entirely to do so when someone else was depending on you.  I scanned the carriage around me, looking for something to use as a weapon but there was nothing useful within easy reach.  The distance between ourselves and the Shao Geok was closing alarmingly fast.  I did the only thing I could think of:  I stepped in front of Kyeia, interposing my body between her and the charging monstrosity.  I knew that what I was doing was futile after having seen how the creature had so easily dispatched the war-sow, but I had no other choice.  It would rip through me and into her without even slowing its charge.  


  

  "Get back into the carriage!"  I yelled, the words coming at the exact same moment the thought occurred to me.  Kyeia scrambled and began to haul on the door which had closed after we exited.  It was partially stuck again and our time was up.  The gap between ourselves and certain death had been closed in a matter of seconds.  The thing was so close that I could hear its deep, thunderous breaths as it wrested them from the air.  I did something foolish then; well, at least I tried to do something foolish.  I don't know what notion overcame me, but I found myself sailing through the air, leaping towards the creature with all of my might.  I was coming closer and closer to the beast, getting so close that I could even smell the fetid odor of its coarse, dark fur.  There was a dim fire in its eyes, a malevolent intelligence burning within them that I hadn't expected to see.  It was a monster, but not simply a dumb beast.  It raised a clawed hand to strike me in what would certainly be a killing blow.  I closed my eyes, hoping that with my insane leap I might have bought Kyeia enough time to get back inside the carriage and to safety, and then I felt the hit.  


  

  It wasn't as I'd expected it to be.  The impact came from the opposite side than the creature's strike should have, and sent me flying backwards and away from my intended target.  I hit the ground hard, skidding to a stop on my right arm and side.  I felt the fabric of my clothes, never meant for such abuse, shred and peel away even as the skin on that side of my body followed suit.  My eyes opened and I sat up, dazed, looking for the wound that should have been fatally carved into my flesh but found nothing.  In fact, though my right side hurt terribly from where I'd slid along the ground, I was remarkably unscathed.  I discovered the reason why that was when I refocused my attention on where the creature now stood.  Tempest was standing in front of it, his back to me, so that I could only see the vaguely churning outline of his shape as he faced off against the monster.  The Walking Death seemed rebuked, despite outweighing the Black-Eyed Devil by nearly double.   I noticed that there were areas of gray fabric showing through Tempest's cloak, probably a result of the carriage crash, but otherwise he seemed as steady and powerful as ever.  As I watched, the Shao Geok raised a brutal clawed fist to strike its opponent down.  There was a blur of motion from Tempest and in one smooth movement the raised forepaw of the monster fell to the ground, severed cleanly at the elbow.  I hadn't even seen the flash of Tempest's weapon, his motion was so swift. Had my teeth not been clenched in fear, my jaw would have dropped open in shock.  The now maimed monster turned and began to run away, moving much more slowly with its missing fore-limb.  I felt certain that Tempest would chase it down and kill it with his inhuman speed, but he simply turned away from the creature and walked over to me, looking down at me with his impassive black eyes.   This was the first time I'd ever seen Tempest up close, in good light, and strangely my eyes were drawn to the feet beneath the bottom ruffle of his cloak.  I expected leather boots, maybe the flash of steel armor, but what I saw shocked me: the paws of an exceedingly large wolf.  I blinked, clearing my eyes of the dust from the road, but when I opened them again I was still seeing the same thing.  Tempest wasn't human.  He wasn't even remotely close to human.  


  

  "Are you well?"  He asked in his quiet voice and I found myself once more shivering in fear, despite the fact that I didn't particularly feel that he was a threat to me any longer.  There was a certain tonal quality to his voice that inspired fear in the listener.  He reached out a hand to me and indirectly in that act revealed yet another sign of his inhumanity.  His hand, like his feet, was that of some massive canine-like animal.  It was a fur clad paw, large and powerful looking, each 'finger' ending in a sharp, metallic gray claw that looked as sharp as a razor, yet it seemed he retained the nimble dexterity of a human.  I wanted to refuse to take his hand, as it inspired a primal fear and repulsion in me, but at the same time I knew as well as I've ever known anything that doing so would be neither right nor show Tempest the respect he deserved for having saved my life.  So, gathering my courage, I carefully took his offered assistance and pulled myself to my feet.


  

  As I stood, gravel fell from where it was embedded in my side, and blood trickled down my hip and soaked into the tatters of my pants.  Somehow, it felt good.  Just the fact that I was alive to feel the pain was enough to give me a surge of surprising vigor.


  

  "I think I'll be alright."  I told him, testing my weight on both my feet to ensure that I was still able to move comfortably and that nothing was broken.  My right side burned terribly, and putting pressure on that leg seemed to cause the recently peeled side of my body to scream in revolt.  It was manageable though, and I forced myself to move.


  

  Tempest strode easily past me, walking to the carriage where he offered his arm up to Kyeia, who used the proffered limb to climb back to ground level.  "We've been betrayed."  She spoke the words in her normal tone of voice, but there was a weight about them that staggered me.  Tempest merely nodded.


  

  I approached them, finding myself suddenly full of questions.  "What does that mean?  Who has betrayed you?  Did you know that creature that attacked us, is that why you didn't kill it?"


  

  Kyeia held up a hand to stop my torrent of questions and I went quiet.  Maybe it wasn't my place to ask such questions, but I felt it was my right to have an answer.  "I don't know everything, Lowin.  That creature that attacked us, though, is an agent of our enemy and our mission was to be carried out in secret.  Only a handful of people even knew that we were on this errand."


  

  I was confused.  "Wait, if that creature was an agent of your enemy, why did Tempest let it get away?  What are we going to do now?"  I posed more questions, despite having not had all my first ones answered.


  

  Kyeia lips curved in a small smile.  "You always have so many questions... The creature, the Shao Geok, has a peculiar nature.  They are great pack hunters, intelligent, terrible and powerful creatures.  They operate by sending out scouts and then gathering information from those scouts and acting upon it.  However, if one of their numbers is killed, they give off a foul smell that can travel for miles and miles on a day with even a slight breeze.  Once that smell hits the air, it's only a matter of time before all the other pack members show up.  However, if you only injure one of them, it will stalk off to heal the damage before rendezvousing and reporting its findings to the others.  Tempest bought us some time, at least as much as he could."


  

  I shook my head in disbelief that such a creature could exist without me ever knowing.  Kyeia continued, the slight smile she'd worn now fading.  "As for what we must do now, we will continue to our destination as quickly as possible on foot.  It is not far, maybe another ten miles.  If we are lucky, we can cover most of that distance before the rest of the Shao Geok come looking for us."  The look in her eyes told me that she didn't feel that was likely.  "I'm sorry about your wounds, Lowin.  If we had more time I would see them properly treated, but for now you must suffer them until we reach our destination."  She paused, as if carefully considering her next words.  For a moment I thought she wouldn't speak at all, but she did.  "What you did back there, on the carriage, was very brave.  It was perhaps the most foolish thing you've ever done in your life, but it was brave."  She smiled, and I found myself blushing fiercely and feeling an odd mix of pride and embarrassment.


  

  I wasn't sure what to make of the white cloaked woman.  Sometimes she seemed so much older than me but other times she seemed to be younger than I was, her youthful voice and slight body making her seem at least a year or two my junior.  There was a deep sense of wisdom about her, and an inexplicable sense of sadness.  She was an unknown quantity, but not an unpleasant one. 


  

  "Come," she said, turning away from Tempest and I and starting down the road which until just recently we'd been traveling in luxury.  "We can talk more as we go but we shouldn't waste any more time here."  


  

  I fell in at her side and Tempest took up position just behind us, though he would occasionally stride beyond us as if trying to cover both angles to the best of his ability.  For a time I watched him move, graceful, almost seeming to float across the ground rather than walk upon it.  


  

  "He is very quiet."  I said to Kyeia, looking to make conversation.  I didn't dare breach some topics, but I couldn't think of anything else to talk about.  The Black-Eyed Devil held my curiosity.  Before he walked into the library and took me from my job, I'd only ever heard of them in stories shared around campfires and in legends.  They were said to be fearsome half-man, half-beast warriors, fighting for (or against depending on the story) the King.  They were alleged to be the offspring of human couplings with legendary monsters, and having now seen one up close I was inclined to believe the old stories more than I had before.  I understood the basics of procreation, having seen animals rut, but with no actual experience I knew little else; It seemed simple enough to me that a man who was part beast must have been born of both a man and a beast.  


  

  "He is quiet because he knows the effect his voice has on you."  The white cloaked woman replied.  


  

  My spine stiffened at that, and I forced my shoulders to broaden.  I had no intention of being taken for a weakling.  I told her so.  "I am not a coward."


  

  She laughed, her voice a beautiful titter of bells.  "I didn't mean to imply that you were, Lowin.  His voice has that effect on most humans.  It is one of Tempest's many abilities."


  

  "Oh..." I replied dumbly, not quite sure what to make of that piece of information.  If Tempest's voice struck fear into my heart, why didn't it have the same effect on Kyeia?  I asked her.  


  

  She smiled and then shrugged her shoulders.  "I imagine
you'll know in time."  I sensed that she meant no ill will with her answer, but it still raised my ire.  Patience had never been one of my greater assets and waiting for answers in a situation where my life had been entirely turned on end was difficult.  I knew there was little to be done though, and bit my tongue.


  

  Kyeia seemed to sense my irritation and added, "I would tell you more if I could, but there are certain things I am forbidden to speak of freely.  Knowledge, they say, is the sharpest sword.  Those who lead us..." and by 'us' I gathered she meant Tempest and herself.  Whether or not she implied that I too was under the thumb of her leader, I did not know.  "...do not wish to give you too sharp a sword before they show you how they'd like it held."


  

  "Can you tell me anymore about them?"  I asked, and then clarified.  "...the people whose orders you follow?"


  

  "I'm afraid there is very little I'm allowed to tell you."  There was sincerity in her voice, and I could sense she did want to tell me something more, and that it was something important.  It seemed to me as though there was a weight in the air between her and me, and that she alone held the key to moving it away.  However, she was either unwilling or unable to do so - I suspected the latter.  "We live a hard life, but I think we are doing well."  There was conviction in her voice, but it was wavering.  Was that part of the secret she was hiding?  I didn't know, but I wanted to.  


  

  After that we walked on in silence for a time, keeping a fast pace though I was sure Tempest had to restrain himself to maintain a speed more appropriate for Kyeia and I.  In truth, I was slowing us all down far more than I would have liked to because of my injuries.  The damage I'd taken along the right side of my body was beginning to burn and throb in an unsettling manner.  I knew little of wounds, or how to treat them, but I had a strong feeling that the radiating pain and heat coming from mine were not a desirable trait.  By the time we had traveled five miles, I found myself staggering every few steps, struggling to maintain a clear focus on the road ahead. The land seemed to churn beneath me, and my feet felt numb, as though they were unable to send me proper information on my orientation.   


  

  "Tempest!"  I heard Kyeia gasp, and then I felt strong arms under me, lifted me off of the ground.  I didn't remember falling, but I had.  


  

  "I can walk."  I said, pushing away at the shifting cloak next to which I was held.  It was as unmovable as a wall.  Tempest seemed hardly aware of my weight as he kept pace down the road, silent and sentinel-like as ever.  Blood from my torn right side ran down the surface of his cloak, and I watched as it seemed to change color and shift path at random against the magic fabric.  


  

  I don't know how far we went, as time seemed to dilate and twist about my fevered mind.  Before I knew it, I was being placed gently on the ground.  I tried to rise to my feet, but Kyeia came close to me, placing a hand on my shoulder.  "Sit, wait.  Our fate is in the hands of Tempest now."  In the throes of fever, I could only remember the Shao Geok, and the fact that more of them were coming for us, and so I did as she said.  All around us the foliage at the sides of the road seemed to rustle with menace, shadows dark and looming.  I looked about me, quickly turning my head from one side to the next, trying to determine from where the attack might first come.  When it finally came, I didn't know even realize it until the first of the creatures lay dead.  There was a grim gurgling, and as I turned to face it I saw the shadowy body of the monster tumbling to the ground, its head tumbling elsewhere.  There were other dark shapes coming from the woods, surrounding us. Tempest seemed to appear and disappear amidst them, flashing from place to place, seeming everywhere at once in a swirl of his magical cloak.  Where he stepped, death followed.  Even if I hadn't been lost in fever, I don't think I could have followed the movements of his limbs as he attacked.  


  

  He carried a sword at his side, but he did not immediately draw it from its scabbard.  His initial attacks were all carried out with his bare hands, but as the enemy numbers grew greater he drew his sword, extending his killing range.  He would vanish from one place, appear next to one of the monsters, there would be a great flash, and the creature would simply fall apart.  The Shao Geok seemed mostly uninterested in Tempest as he fought them, only moving to fight him if he crossed their path -- he was not their primary target.  They came directly for Kyeia and me.  She was pressed close against me, her arms wrapping me tight, and I might have enjoyed the embrace more if the situation had been different.  As it stood, I felt wretched and just wanted the nightmare to end.  The Shao Geok just kept coming, and with each wave the area that Tempest was able to hold grew smaller and smaller.   Bodies were piling up at an alarming rate but one man, even one Black-Eyed Devil, couldn't be everywhere at once.


  

  Tempest let out a bloodcurdling roar, a sound so terrifying that I began to tremble in fright, tears seeping from my eyes.  I didn't fear Tempest any longer, but his voice was such that it still caused me to quake in horror.  Even Kyeia, pressed so near me, trembled at his challenge.  The Shao Geok fell back, visibly balked by the voice of their enemy.  The lone warrior did not miss this opportunity.  He dove into their ranks anew, wielding his sword as though it was the hand of death itself, and indeed for the Shao Geok it was.  They kept coming though, pouring from the woods the way water will seep through a crack in a dam until the whole thing collapses.  The fighter in the shifting cloak roared into the night again, and though it slowed the enemy once more its effect was not as drastic as it had been the first time.  Tempest was losing ground.  


  

  Then, before my eyes, there were two forms dancing and twirling.  It happened so suddenly that I thought it might be the effect of the fever at first.  Tempest was fighting, losing ground, and suddenly there were two men in shifting cloaks, ripping through the ranks of Shao Geok.  If it hadn't been for some obvious differences in appearance, I would have sworn that I was hallucinating, that Tempest's amazing speed had finally gotten to my fever-addled brain.  This wasn't the case though; The second man was taller than Tempest and carried a spear.  I couldn't make out any more details because the new-comer was moving every bit as fast as Tempest, and keeping their speed-blurred features in sight would have been difficult even for a perfectly healthy individual.  The colors of the world faded and I realized that I was losing consciousness.  I realized what was happening to me and I opened my mouth to protest.


  

  "Oh no..." I gasped as the battle, the sounds of death, and the world at large fled from my perception for a time.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I awoke in bed, but it didn't take me long to realize that it wasn't my own familiar bed.  The mattress was far more comfortable than mine had ever been, and it was in a room I didn't recognize.  The room was small, barely large enough for the bed, a desk, a wardrobe, and maybe two or three people to stand comfortably in but little else.  I was lucky enough to have a window though, and I found the warm light streaming in through the high opening to be particularly calming.  There was a noise at the door and a moment later a heavy-set dark haired girl came into the room.  She was dressed in the gray and white uniform of a medical attendant, and when she entered and saw me awake she smiled.  Her face wasn't beautiful by most standards, but she had the kind of smile that made her plainness and her slight plumpness seem insubstantial.  Her eyes were a vivid green, made to seem even more vivid by the dark frame of her hair.  I guessed she was only a few years older than me.  


  

  "Ah, it's good to see you awake, Master Fenly."  Her voice was deep, husky, almost sultry, though I think it was an unintended sultriness.


  

  I stretched and felt pain surge down the right side of my body.  I wanted to investigate the damage more closely since I hadn't taken the time to really see how badly hurt I was, but I didn't feel comfortable doing so with someone watching.  I had also just noticed a complete lack of clothing beneath the covers of my bed which made me hesitant to remove them.    "I wish I could say it was good to be awake."  I said, reflecting on the pain, and then added, "I see you know my name, however I don't know yours.  What should I call you by?"


  

  She laughed merrily.  "I'm sorry, Master Fenly.  I am certainly being lax in my good manners, aren't I?  My name is Merrywin.  Just Merrywin.  You can call me Nurse Merrywin, if you like, but Merrywin is fine by me.  I see you're still feeling some pain, but I suppose that's to be expected given the extent of your injury.  You had a nasty infection in your wounds, though thankfully they were at least not terribly deep.  You did require some stitches, though."


  

  I sat up suddenly, my full memory of the day before finally coming clear to me.  "Kyeia, Tempest, are they alright?"  I asked, remembering the dire situation we'd been in before I collapsed.  My heart was beating hard in my chest.  Merrywin placed a firm hand on my shoulder and pushed me back down in my bed.  


  

     "The Knight and the Bound One are fine, Master Fenly.  I'm sure Kyeia will be in to see you later."  The plump nurse said with a smile.  Only after hearing those words did my heart calm and the full realization of just how naked I was in the presence of my female nurse became clear to me.  I blushed and pulled my blankets up about my shoulders.  The sultry voiced woman went on, apparently not noticing my discomfort.  If she did notice, she was good enough not to mention it.   "She has been in to check on you every day, and that is not at all common for one of her kind.  They generally don't take interest in..."  Her words trailed off.  "Ooops, Nurse Merrywin needs to learn to keep her mouth closed, I think."  She said with a short laugh.  She had piqued my curiosity however, and raised several new questions.  That Tempest was referred to as a Knight did not surprise me, but what did "Bound One" imply, and what did Merrywin mean when she said "her kind."  I hadn't detected any hostility in her tones, but she had referred to Kyeia as though she were some alien creature.  I briefly considered asking my questions but I had the feeling that I either wouldn't get an answer, or that in getting an answer I would cause trouble for the nurse who had been looking after me while I recovered.  One question, though, I thought was safe enough to ask.


  

  "You said she has been here to check on me 'every day.'  How long have I been asleep?"  I asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.


  

  "You've been unconscious for four days now, Master Fenly.  Your injuries were not terrible, but by not cleaning the wounds and exposing yourself to strenuous exercise after receiving the wounds, you started a bad infection and weakened your body's natural ability to fight such an infection.  We've had to also give you medicinal treatments that have held you unconscious to hasten your body's mending."


  

  I nodded, only happy that it had not been longer.  "I understand.  In the future I'll have to try to avoid making your job more difficult."


  

  At that, she laughed.  "But then I would have nothing to challenge me, Master Fenly, and what fun would that be?"


  

  I smiled, liking Merrywin more and more by the minute.  She had a good sense of humor and an honest personality.  "In that case, I'll see if I can get myself into a bit more trouble next time.  ...and, feel free to call me Lowin.  I'm not accustomed to being called 'Master' anything. 


  

  "Alright, Lowin, shall we have a look at your wounds and see how the healing is coming?"


  

  I acquiesced, deciding that any shyness was irrelevant at this point as she'd already been treating the wound while I was unconscious.  Besides, my own curiosity mostly overrode any insecurity.  She approached the bed and I rolled on to my left side, allowing the blankets to come off of my right side.  Her hands were quick and skilled in working with the binding of my wounds, but there was still pain.  I winced in both discomfort and shock as I saw the extensive damage to my flesh.  There were many deep cuts and gashes running the length of my right side, some that would obviously form into permanent souvenirs of my quick and abrasive meeting with the road.  One in particular ran from half way down the right side of my torso to just below my right hip.  I held the blankets about my groin tightly, keenly aware of Merrywin's eyes as they traveled the length of my body.  To her credit, she went about her work with a kind quickness, replacing all my bandages and coating my wounds in a cooling salve.  As she finished I pulled the blankets back around me, happy to be hidden again beneath their surface.  I felt, though it was no fault of Merrywin's, like I'd been stripped of all my male bravado and strength.  


  

  "Your wounds are healing nicely now.  You wouldn't have wanted to see them when you first came in, I can tell you that.  I think you'll be
back on your feet full time in a day or two.  You'll need to go easy at first, of course, until those stitches are ready to come out."  I nodded dumbly at her judgment, still shocked from what I'd seen.  There had been a good deal of stitches amidst the mass of angry flesh.  I hadn't counted them, and had no intention of doing so.  


  

  "I'll be back in a moment."  Merrywin said cheerily, and then she was out of my room in a flash.  She was back just as quickly, a tray in one hand, a pitcher of some liquid and a tankard in the other.  My stomach rumbled loudly as it anticipated whatever food might be hidden beneath the lid of the tray and, I realized as well, my mouth was as dry as it had ever been.  She sat the tray and pitcher down on the desk near the bed, bade me eat well, instructed me to stay in bed as much as possible for the rest of the day, and departed.  I was, in a way, sad to see her go. Her company had been pleasant and her tongue was loose enough that I
might have learned more of my situation from her general chatter.  Perhaps, I reasoned, that was why she had chosen to not stick around while I ate. 


  

  I sat up in bed, positioned myself before the desk on which the food had been sat, and prepared to eat.  I considered momentarily looking for my clothes but decided against it.  It would be too much hassle to get dressed anyway with such tender wounds.  I wrapped the blankets about my waist and removed the lid from my meal.  Steam rose from a bowl of soup.  It had a deep brown color to it and smelled of fresh vegetables and herbs.  There was a small loaf of bread as well, and the pitcher of liquid turned out to be full to the brim with chilled water.  I poured myself a drink and set to devouring the food.  It was perhaps not the heartiest meal, but for having not eaten in days it tasted like a feast for a king.  I was nearly finished with my food when the handle at the door to my room began turning.  I jumped in surprise, attempted to pull my blankets further around me and became entangled, falling backwards into the bed, half in and half out of my covers.  I looked up in time to see Kyeia in the door frame, her hood up, as was it always, but her mouth open in a tiny "O" of surprise.  She had apparently not expected me to be awake and even more apparently had not expected me to be half naked and sprawled across my bed in what had to seem like a very compromising position.  I sat up as quickly as I could in an attempt to recover some dignity, but the effort was at that point mostly lost.


  

  "Excuse me," Kyeia said.  "I didn't know you were up yet.  I'll go."  She turned to exit and I leaped from my bed, catching her lightly by the shoulder.  In the process my coverings fell down around my ankles, and I found myself all too aware of the chill in the room.


  

  "Don't go..."  I said somewhat pathetically, standing there in nothing but the skin I'd been born with.  She turned back to me, what I could see of her cheeks a light pink that seemed almost a bright red against the framing of her white hood.  


  

  "Alright, but could you at least please pull your blankets back up?"  She said, and there was a smile on her lips that made me wish I could kiss them.  I refrained, somehow.


  

  "Ah... y-yes."  I stammered, recovering my blankets and returning to bed.  My side was aching now and I guessed I had probably just coerced some of the wounds to begin bleeding again.  Merrywin would have something to say about that when next I saw her.


  

  "How are you feeling?"  Kyeia asked.  Behind her words was a true concern that made me smile, despite myself.  


  

  "I am doing well.  Merrywin says I should be on my feet soon."


  

  "That is good."  She replied, her face growing serious.  "There is still much you need to learn.  There is much to do.  I..."  She started, stopped, and then began again, as if changing her mind about what she should say.  "We, Tempest and I, were most concerned about you.  He believes there is great potential within you."  She seemed to be gathering herself up for something, though I wasn't sure what.  When she spoke again, the sadness I so often felt from her had returned.  "I agree with him.  You will be a person who achieves great things."  I wanted to feel some sense of pride at the compliment, though I knew not what I had done to earn it, but I could feel nothing but that quiet sadness.  Why did speaking a compliment seem to cost Kyeia so much?


  

  I tried to play it off, doing my best to cover up the inexplicable feeling that I was missing something that should have been obvious.  "I'm nothing special, just a keeper of lore who can barely save himself from being defeated by a roll down the road"


  

  The girl in white shook her head vehemently, suddenly angry, though I couldn't guess why.  "Don't you ever think so poorly of yourself, Lowin Fenly."  She stamped her foot in agitation as she spoke, her self-composure as frayed as I'd ever seen it.  "You will be great.  You will do it for me or I will never, ever, forgive you, do you understand?"  She didn't give me time to answer.  She spun on her heels and stomped out the door, slamming it closed behind her.  I was stunned.  At that time I had no idea why my casual attempt at modesty had made her so angry.  Thinking back, I often wish I could take back those words.  I wish that I could replace them with, "I am the best, and I will always be the best."  I don't know if those words are true, but they are the ones I should have spoken.  The past, however, is something one cannot change, no matter how deeply one desires to do so.  This monster knows that, now.  Perhaps that knowledge indicates some last vestige of humanity within me.


  

   


  

   


  

  That evening, after Kyeia had left my room in a rage, I had a very peculiar dream.  I will not write of all my dreams because not all of them are pertinent to the events of these writings, but this one stands out in my memory, and though it seemed irrelevant at the time I think those reading this story will be able to glean some relevance from this nocturnal conjuring if not now then in the later pages to follow.  So, let me begin.


  

  I found myself amidst a wood of great pines.  I stood upon a path that stretched out ahead, leading toward a hut in the distance, barely visible in the shadow of the green canopy above.  I gazed over my shoulder to see from where I'd come, but the path did not extend behind me, so that it seemed my journey had begun where I stood.  I was, then, at the beginning.  I did what any man does at the beginning of a journey.  I took a step, and that one was quickly followed by another, until the hut in the distance began to grow larger, closer.


  

  As I came within range of the structure I noticed that a trickle of smoke was issuing from its chimney, a sign that it was not merely a structure abandoned within the deep woods.  I wondered who would build so far away from civilization, for though I didn't know where I was, I knew that it was a place far removed from the bustle of city life.  I soon drew closer and was able to make out two figures standing outside of the hut beneath the canopy of green.  Once I was close enough to clearly define the two figures, I may have stopped in my tracks with horror, had my feet not unconsciously kept carrying me forward.


  

  The first of the figures I was able to see clearly I had at first taken to be a human man, bare to the waist, wearing some form of animal-skin pants, but once I was close enough to fully grasp what I was seeing, I realized that I was actually witnessing a naked man with the upper body of a human and the lower body of a bear.  He was the less disturbing of the two entities before me.  The second man, though I use the term loosely, was chained about the neck to a great wood post.  He had the upper torso of a bear, and the lower body of a naked human man.  I wanted to turn and run but my legs, it seemed, once started on the journey down the path, could not be turned away.


  

  "What manner of monster are you?"  I heard my own voice ask the man with the legs of the bear as I drew near.  


  

  "Is that any question to ask those whose hospitality you are infringing upon?"  He answered my question with his own, in a voice that was intelligent, and well mannered.  "Besides," he continued, "I am no monster, simply a man like yourself."


  

  "What of him?"  I heard myself ask, pointing to the creature with the top half of a bear.  The bear eyed me with hungry eyes, great slavering jaws glistening and hungry.  


  

  The man laughed.  "He is indeed a beast, and he would kill us both if I but let him slip his chain for a second.  He hates you and me."


  

  I didn't see the humor in his statement.  "Why do you not kill him then, while he is chained and unable to harm you?"  That seemed a logical course of action to me.


  

  The bear-legged man's eyes turned hard. "If I were to kill him, would that not make me a monster as great and terrible as he is?  He and I are not so different, you see."


  

  I thought on this for a time, trying to find an answer.  It seemed to me that letting such a beast live was akin to inviting death, but killing a creature, any creature, that was chained and helpless . . . was that the act of a man?  There seemed some other question to this problem as well, something deeper that I wasn't grasping, but that I knew I should.


  

  "Why does he hate us so greatly?"  I finally thought to ask.


  

  "Because you and I are both still part man, while he is lost to the beast."  The man with the bear legs answered.


  

  "Part man?  I am a man, whole."  I answered, pounding my fist to my chest.  "I am no half-beast as are you and he."


  

  "Aren't you?"  The man with the bear legs asked.


  

  I looked down at myself and, sure enough, there were the legs of a great beast beneath me.  Those feet that had carried me down the path, uncontrollable on their course, were those of a monster.  My eyes shifted up so that I might rage against the man with bear legs, and demand to know what he had done to me, but when they came to where he should have been, I found myself staring eye to eye with the top half of the bear, its chain dangling loose behind it.  It jumped at me; forepaws swinging in a vicious arc that I knew would end me.  


  

   


  

        


  

  I awoke, covered in sweat and with the terrors of the night still weighing heavily on my chest and lingering in my mind.  I was hardly one to look for meaning in my dreams, but I rarely had such clear visions in my sleep.  What it meant was beyond me.  I stretched my body, trying to expel the last of my sleep, and decided to put off thinking about my strange dream for some other time.  On my desk sat a basin of water and a cloth to clean myself.  I didn't know when it had been delivered, but the water was still warm.  I was happy to have it.  I got up from my bed, mindful of my right side, and stood over the basin, looking at the face I saw reflected within.  It had been a long while since I'd really looked at myself, but I did so then.  Vibrant blue eyes looked out from beneath hair that was too dark to be called blond but not as dark as
was common in those parts.  It was cut short, at least in relation to the longer hair styles that were popular among the men of the city, though it was long enough to hang and cover most of my face if I didn't sweep it aside.  My face was soft featured, covered in the light hair of a man who was still too young to need regular shaving.  I was tall for my age, but not so much so that I stood out amidst a crowd.  I was not well muscled and had never been called graceful or quick by anyone.  I was an apprentice of lore and such physical attributes had been unnecessary throughout the course of my life.  I ran my hand through my reflected image in the basin, remembering the heated words of Kyeia the night before.  Ripples broke apart the surface of the water until all that remained in the basin was the wavering light from the window.


  

  "I am nothing special," I repeated to myself, disappointed in the face that had looked out from the water.  Only those blue eyes, clear and bright, marked me as different from any number of other boys you would find in any number of towns and cities of the world.  Yet, despite my plain nature, I found myself in an unusual situation, still unsure of what my future might hold.  Kyeia had been so certain that I was destined for great things, but what those might be was still beyond my imagining.  


  

  Merrywin came into my room not long after I
washed.  She had her normal bright smile and went about her work with diligence, only departing after changing my bandages and providing me with a tray of breakfast and a clean set of clothes.  I asked about my own clothing
and was informed that there had not been enough left to bother repairing.  It was depressing to know I would not see my apprentice loremaster clothing again, mostly because it was the last vestige I had of everything I'd left behind, and I still couldn't get over the feeling that I would not be returning to my life in the city.  


  

  My life had been nothing worth recording in the histories, but it had been pleasant enough.  I'd had a good job and within the year my parents would have arranged for me to be married to a nice girl, probably one who worked in the field of book binding or scribe craft, so that our two skills would complement each other.  I had also looked forward to the prospect of marriage simply because the male side of me had grown quite lonely through my long years of study.  At that age, nearly seventeen years, most of my friends had, if not married, at least experienced the secrets of men and women.  They had often chided me regarding my naiveté in such regards, but honestly none of it had bothered me.  For me romance, or at least the semblance of romance to be had from an arranged marriage, was simply another part of my life that would unravel in its own time.  My family had been wealthy enough that it was never a question of me finding someone whom I loved, but always a matter of waiting for my parents to determine who would be a profitable match for me.  I was sure they would have made a choice in my best interest.  In truth, I probably would have done no better myself.  It wasn't that I couldn't speak to women, just that I had no idea what it would take to impress one.  


  

  I shrugged my shoulders, as if in doing so I could simply shrug off the thoughts that troubled me.  It wasn't so, but it acted as a physical symbol of my readiness to move on.  Having finished cleaning, I picked up the clothes that had been brought in for me to wear.  The shirt was deep green, like the leaf of a tree at the height of its summer bloom, and the accompanying pants were a rich black.  The quality of both was superior and had the stiff feeling of clothing that had been freshly tailored.  I was surprised to receive such a nice outfit for free and I slipped into it quickly, finding the fit quite to my liking.  The sleeves of the shirt were long but the shoulders and elbow were spacious enough not to bind as I moved.  The pants were of a tough material I was not familiar with but was flexible and breathed enough to be comfortable.  There were no shoes or boots, which I assumed would be rectified eventually.  I looked at myself in the wash basin again, though I could see little more than my collar and a piece of my face in the water that remained.


  

  "Good enough," I said to no one, and sat down to eat my meal.  My breakfast was porridge, another small loaf of bread, and water again.  Some would have complained about the lack of variety in the beverage, but I had always found cool water to be very refreshing.  I ate my food in silence, wondering what I should do once I was finished.  My side still ached considerably but it felt well enough that I wanted to be up and doing something.  I knew nothing of where I was and the small room I was staying in offered me little in the way of anything to do.  I made up my mind as I ate that I would go out and have a look around after my meal.  I had not been forbidden to leave my quarters and I couldn't see where there would be any harm in at least familiarizing myself with my immediate surroundings.  I harbored a nagging suspicion that someone might be upset with my choice to do some exploring but quieted my worries by again telling myself that no one had said I shouldn't get out and about.  Even Merrywin had indicated that I was well enough to be up and about when she brought my food, and if that wasn't the same as saying I should go for a walk then the rules could be damned.


  

  With my breakfast finished I went to the door of my room, half expecting it to be locked when I tried to turn the handle.  It wasn't.  I pushed the door open and stepped out into a long hallway.  The corridor was broken by doors on either side, four beyond me on each side of the hall to my left and two on each side of the corridor to my right.  I guessed, from the uniform appearance of the doors, that I was in some sort of medical ward.  Briefly I considered seeing if anyone inhabited the rooms around mine, but decided at the last moment that it would be rude to disturb others who might be resting and trying recover from wounds.  Instead I turned to my right and walked to the end of the corridor where there was a door.  I grabbed the handle and attempted to turn it, but it was locked.  


  

  "Ahhh," I said aloud.  My room wasn't locked and I hadn't been forbidden from leaving it because they knew I couldn't go far if I did.  I walked back along the hallway to the far end, seeing if there was anything there that I might entertain myself with, but the end furthest from my room contained nothing but more rooms with closed doors and a stone wall with no window.  Suddenly the sick ward I'd been in felt more like a prison than a place of healing.  I realized that perhaps this was why the window was so high and narrow in my room.  I was given the illusion of freedom, but nothing more.  I could, I thought, wait beside the door at the end of the hall until someone came through and then try to make a break for it, but that would accomplish little.  Whoever it was that had gone to the trouble of having me fetched would not let me go so easily and at least for the moment I was being treated with some level of accommodation.  If I tried to run, things might get much worse for me.  I walked forlornly back to my room, closed the door, and sat down on my bed.  I wished I hadn't gotten up to look around.  Before I knew I was locked in, I had felt better about my situation.  


  

  There was nothing for me to do, and so I sat and waited.  I don't know how long it was, but after a time I heard the sound of approaching footsteps, and then my door opened and Kyeia stepped in.  I noticed, as she came in, that there was a figure in a shifting cloak still standing in the hallway beyond my room.  It was obviously a guard, there most likely to ensure that I didn't try to make a run for it while I had visitors.  I wondered if Merrywin was also accompanied when she did her rounds.  It wasn't that I had any intention of trying to run, for I was certain I would be caught before I could even leave the building, but I was interested in understanding just how thoroughly I was being watched.


  

  Kyeia spoke, but I almost missed her words as I was still deep in thought, "...for yesterday.  I didn't intend to get so angry.  There is much you still don't understand, but I can answer some of your questions now."  I only caught part of what she said, peripherally, until the last few words.  At the prospect of finally getting some answers, my attention perked.  She noticed my jump in attentiveness and held up a hand, indicating that I should wait before jumping into the litany of questions she knew I had.  She reached up and pulled back the white hood that had hidden her face from our very first meeting.  I jumped at what I saw, unintentionally, but I knew that she'd seen it.  She wasn't disfigured at all: if she had been, I would have not been as surprised.  I was prepared to handle something like a missing eye, or terrible burn scar, but I wasn't prepared for the truth.  Beneath her hood was a beautiful girl, apparently near my age but perhaps a little younger, with hair as white and fine as any I had ever seen.  The lines of her face were so gracefully crafted that the word "perfection" slipped into my mind unbidden, but the tranquility of her features only proved to make her most outstanding feature all the more intense.  Her eyes were like those of Tempest, though not the same shade of dead black.  Instead, they were the deepest violet I'd ever seen, broken only by the white ring in the center, and the streaking, ever shifting, lines of lightening.  


  

  My words bubbled free from my mouth before I could stop them.  "You're not human... like Tempest, you're..."  She put a finger over my lips, the touch cool and electrifying.  


  

  "I am of the race known as Uliona, and though my eyes are like those of Tempest, Tempest is not of my people.  My people serve your king by way of sacred Pact and I am a servant of that Pact.  Tempest is a Knight of Ethan, and holds a far superior place in the chain of command." 


  

  As she spoke, I remembered Merrywin calling Kyeia a "Bound One" the day before, and now I thought about that further.  Was Kyeia bound by her people's pact to serve Tempest?  They traveled together constantly, and though I had not suspected anything other than a girl and her bodyguard before, now I wondered if there wasn't more to it.  The two seemed to have a deep secret understanding of which I wasn't part.  I had felt it during our travels together, brief though they were.  I held my tongue, wanting to know the answer but I found myself unable, or unwilling, to phrase the question.  


  

  She continued, "You have been brought here to receive a very rare type of training.  As I explained to you before, you have been selected, through the crystals, because you possess traits that will enable you to succeed in this training where others would fail.  I am still not at liberty to discuss the exact nature of the training, the outcome of the training, or the nature of my people's Pact with the king, but I can answer other questions that you might have."  Her tone of voice was professional, almost dispassionate, as though she were trying to keep her distance from me.  I felt a brief pang of jealousy at Tempest, feeling that something had been lost between Kyeia and me since we'd traveled together.  Possibly, I realized, because I had misspoken the day before.  


  

  "How long will this training take?  Will I be allowed to return home when all is done?"  They were not the questions that I found most pressing, but all those I would have asked if I'd had my free will were beyond the scope of what Kyeia was willing to answer.  


  

  "The training time varies, depending on how apt you are at the work.  I would say no less than a year and no more than two.  Once your training is finished," She paused here, seeming deep in consideration about how to proceed.  "...once you've finished your training, you could return home, if you wanted to.  None of the others have."


  

  "The others?  When will I meet them?"  I asked, curious to see what I was being trained for.  


  

  She shook her head.  "I don't think I can talk about that."


  

  I thought for a moment, my eyes lingering on hers, and the beautiful shape of her face.  Despite her eyes, so foreign and strange, I felt myself once again inexplicably wanting to lean forward and kiss her.  I turned away from her, trying to break the hold she seemed to have over me.  It was foolish to let my mind wander down such avenues.  I knew very little of her, and her only concern with me was her duty, which I felt she would perform no matter what that meant to me.  How little I truly knew of her.


  

  "How long am I to remain locked in?"  I asked, deciding the time for tact had failed.  If she was surprised, she didn't show it.


  

  "You will be released later this evening, but you shouldn't try to leave, Lowin."  She said.  I wasn't sure whether this was a warning or a friendly pleading.  "They won't let you go, and things will be much harder for you if you run."  


  

  I tried not to show my disappointment, but I felt my shoulders slump.  I was, indeed, a prisoner.  I had hoped, foolishly, that perhaps the medical ward was kept locked for other reasons or that Kyeia would deny that I was caged when I made the accusation, but such was not the case.  Any appearance of freedom I might have for the next year or two would be false, and what would come after that?  I couldn't begin to guess.  


  

  "Will there be any others in training with me?"  I asked, hoping that I might, at the very least, find a companion to share my time with.


  

  "No, Lowin."  Kyeia answered with what I thought might be sympathy, in her voice.  


  

  I nodded, suddenly feeling more alone that I'd ever felt in my life.  I fell back into my bed, defeated.  "I have no more questions," I said, and while it wasn't exactly true, I found myself not wanting to know anymore.  I hoped that maybe, by not knowing anything else, I might somehow avoid any more bad news.  


  

  Kyeia stayed a few minutes more, quiet, as though there was more to be said or she expected something else from me, but I ignored her.  In truth, I wanted to ask her to hold me and tell me that she would be my friend, so that I might have at least one person to turn to in my new hostile world.  I said nothing and after a time she got up and left the room.  I am not ashamed to admit that I cried then, for a long time, sobbing like the boy I still was.  By society's standards, I may have been a man.  However, I was still just a child lost in a world of frightening adult concepts, friendless and adrift.  Merrywin came in later, to bring my lunch, and though she was cheerful and attempted to make conversation, I turned my back to her and let her go about her work.  She must have felt sorry for me because she told me that she would come back later and check my wounds, and then departed, leaving me in the perfect silence of my cell.  


  

  I was, of course, being foolish.  It accomplished nothing for me to alienate the few people who would actually talk to me, and I knew that.  We all want to be saved, and at that time that is what I wanted most of all.  I wanted someone to force me to care about the world, to show me that things were going to be all right.  There was no one left to do that for me, I knew that as well.  I passed several more hours then, wallowing in my own self-pity, waiting for the day to end.  When my door opened next, I had every intention of ignoring whoever it was.  I guessed it was Kyeia, back to try to talk with me again, since it wasn't yet time for dinner.  Therefore my shock was complete when I felt someone grab me by the back of my shirt and lift me from the bed, swinging me around until I was looking into a pair of intense black eyes.  At first I thought it was Tempest, come to beat me for ignoring Kyeia earlier in the day but I realized quickly that I was looking into the eyes of someone else entirely.  The gaze that met mine was that of a woman.  She was tall though, taller than I, and strong.  The arm that protruded from her Lucidil Cloak was fur-clad like Tempest's, a claw with articulate digits ending in razor-sharp knives.  Her hair was fiery red, tied back from her face severely and though there was beauty in her features it was overshadowed by a brutal ferocity that chilled me to the bone.  As for the rest of her form, it was impossible to distinguish beneath the shifting surface of her cloak.  


  

  "I understand you will be starting your training soon."  Her voice did not ring with the same terrifying rumble as Tempest's.  I thought it might be a distinction between males and females of her race, none the less her voice held command and I answered though it hadn't been phrased as a question.  I quickly forgot about my own self-pity.  


  

  "Yes," I answered, feet scrambling for some purchase on the ground but finding none.  She gave me a sharp shake and I stopped fidgeting.  As I did so, she dropped me to the ground, my knees very nearly giving out on me.  


  

  The woman-Devil looked at me, and I was sure she was looking at parts of me that no other could see.  I reflexively tried to shrink away.  She sneered. "Don't be a coward.  Whether I am more powerful than you or not, there is no benefit in showing your weakness to anyone- friend or foe."  At that I made myself stand up straighter and did my best imitation of gathering my courage.  She let out a breath of exasperation.  "They talk about you as though you're something special, but I don't see it."  


  

  I was looking at her more closely now, attempting to understand her.  I guessed that she was perhaps five years older than me, maybe less, but she carried herself like a seasoned warrior.  There was a firmness about her that dared anyone to take her less than seriously.  I opened my mouth, shut it, and then, remembering the conversation I'd had with Kyeia the day before, spoke.  "I will be the best."  It sounded ludicrous to me as I said it, partially because it came out in a waiver, and partially because I knew nothing of what I was going to be "the best" at.  


  

  She laughed sharply, there was no humor in it, "We shall see.  You will report to the training yard by sunrise tomorrow."  With that, she spun in place with an audible crack of her cloak and walked out the door, slamming it in her wake.  I let out a breath I'd been holding while she was in the room and fell back on my bed.  I didn't know where the training yard was, or how I was to be up before first light tomorrow, but I intended to be there on time - one way or another. 


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The night passed quickly and the pre-dawn hours found me ready to leave my room and find the training yard.  It would be easy to say that I was anxious only because I had been cooped up in my room since I'd arrived, but the truth was a good deal of my rising anticipation was the fear generated by the black-eyed woman who had come to my room the night before.  I managed to wait almost another twenty minutes before I finally got up from my bed and opened the door.  There were a pair of boots sitting just beyond the door and I surmised they had been left for me.  I put them on, noting that they fit like they had been custom crafted for my feet.  I walked down the corridor to the door that had been locked the day before and put my hand on the handle, expecting to find it still locked, but it turned easily under my hand and I pushed the door open.   The door, to my surprise, lead directly into an open yard.  I stepped out into the darkness and only once I was fully outside did I notice the figure standing just beyond the portal.  I jumped, startled by the presence of the figure in the shifting cloak so near at hand.  The cloaked figure was neither Tempest nor the woman from the night before, making it the third Black-Eyed Devil I'd encountered at close range.  This one, though I knew it had seen me pass, made no motion as I walked by.  He was of average height, most of his features hidden by his cloak, hood, and face mask.  I swallowed hard and forced myself to speak to him.


  

  "Sir, I am looking for the training field, do you know where I might find it?"  I decided that being as polite as possible seemed the best course of action.  


  

  The cloaked figure lifted a hand, a surprisingly human hand that featured none of the fur and claws I'd witnessed on Tempest and my visitor from the day before, and pointed off into the darkness in front of me.  Where exactly he meant I could not be sure, since the sun was more than an hour away and the night was particularly dark.


  

  I bowed, as I might have to a customer of the library while I was still working as a loremaster's apprentice.  "Thank you, sir."  I did not bother to ask for clarification.  I didn't think he would offer any, and I would just as soon find my own way.  I began to walk into the night.  Now out in the open, I could see that I was in a large, fenced-in compound.  There were many buildings around me, not all of which I could determine the nature of.  The building I had been staying in was one of the smaller but there were many others of near the same size.  The largest of the buildings appeared to be a fortified mansion but it was in the opposite direction from which I was walking so I could not see much of it, especially in the darkness.  The direction I had been pointed appeared to be away from the bulk of the buildings.  I could see the wall to my left as I went and I guessed that it was in front of me as well, but I was too distant to make it out.  


  

  I thought of the Black-Eyed Devil I'd seen outside my door and the so-very-human limb he'd shown while pointing out my path.  I wondered what could account for such a range of differing physical traits in a single race.  The female of the night before had not had the same razor like teeth or earth-shaking voice that Tempest had but she'd had the fur clad arms and clawed hands, which the guard beyond my door had not.  I wondered if they were all of different, but similar, races.  Tempest, the woman, and the guard at my door had all had the same black eyes and stoic mannerism.  There was still a puzzle there to be deciphered.  As I made my way along I had to stifle a yawn, tiredness seeping in on me.  I had slept very little the night before, worried about what was to come, but the early morning was chill which helped to keep me moving.  My eyes scanned my surroundings, looking for some indication that I had reached the proper place.


  

  Ahead of me I could make out a small building, smaller even than the one that contained my room and I made my way toward that structure.  I reached it quickly and was still looking around when I felt a touch on my shoulder that caused me to jump so hard I nearly fell over.  I spun around in terror, almost striking out with a fist.  Of course, had I done so I would have accomplished very little if not managed to injure myself further.  The guard from my room was standing behind me. He gestured to indicate that I could stop walking.  I had, apparently, reached my destination.  Breathing heavily from my fright, I apologized, "I'm sorry, Sir, but you very nearly scared the life right out of me."  He pulled down his shifting veil and there was a smile on his lips, open and surprisingly friendly for one of his race.  I noted that his teeth were quite human in proportion, nothing like the line of knives inside of Tempest's mouth.  There was yet another strange dissimilarity amidst the Black-Eyed Devils I'd met so far.


  

  I had arrived early, though not by much, because I only had to wait another ten minutes before a figure appeared in the slowly brightening morning, seeming to materialize from the fabric of the night. It was the same woman who had come to my room the night before, though it took me a moment to realize this because she was fully adorned in her shifting cloak, hood up and mask in place.  As she came near she nodded to the silent figure standing at my shoulder that had been guarding the building which contained my room.  He returned the nod before turning and walking back the way I had come.  Obviously, he was going to resume his post, having seen me to where I needed to be.  The woman who faced me now pulled back her hood and slid down the mask covering the bottom half of her face, once again presenting the contrast of beauty and grave, tightly controlled, fury.


  

  "I am Malice."  She began.  "You will address me as such, with no honorific.  I don't enjoy titles.  They are pretentious and wasteful."  Her black eyes glanced over me, assimilating my entire condition quickly.  "You are prompt, which is a trait I can appreciate, but you fail in all other regards.  You are skinny, weak, slow, and you lack confidence as well as grace of movement.  Of those I've trained you are, undoubtedly, the worst.  On top of that, you are currently injured.  Have I missed anything?"


  

  I opened my mouth to reply, to argue that I was not so completely unfit and worthless, but I closed it quickly.  The truth of the matter was that I had never needed to do physical chores or labor.  I could read and write fluently; not a common skill, but I would likely lose a physical confrontation with most men of my age.  As pained as I was to admit it, I was every bit the lost cause she'd just described.  I thought for a moment more and decided to add to the list, "I've also never so much as held a sword, or found myself in a position where I had to physically compete with another person."


  

  Malice nodded, a less than friendly smile on her face.  "Do you still plan on being the best?  You don't even know what you're attempting to become the best at..."  Bringing up my words from the night before raised my ire but I bit it back, knowing there was little I could do to defend myself in the current situation.  She was stronger, faster, and had a sharper tongue than I did.  The most I could accomplish would be to make myself look more foolish, though I felt that would be difficult to achieve at that moment.  "Hmmph, at least you know when to keep your mouth shut.  That is a trait in short supply."  She approached me, coming within just a few inches, bending over so that her eyes were level with mine.  I was beginning to grasp the nature of this woman and so I resisted the inclination to take a step backward.  I held my ground.  She came closer, so close that I thought for a moment she might brush her lips against mine.  Instead, I felt her hand go up the side of my shirt and this time I really did step back, or attempt to.  She grabbed me fiercely and held me in place with one arm while the other pulled my shirt up and my pants down.  I struggled uselessly in her grip, but there was no look of strain on her features, and her arm never wavered.  She was, I realized belatedly, looking at the wounds along the side of my body.  After a moment she let me go, apparently having seen what she wanted to.  With no shortage of embarrassment I pulled my clothes back on, muttering random curses under my breath, some I'd never said aloud and some few of which I didn't even know the meaning.


  

  She ignored me.  "We'll have your stitches out today.  Tonight I will send some equipment to your room and I want you fully geared and here at the same time tomorrow morning."  She turned her back to me as she finished talking.  "Ethaniel has come to see you.  He'll be ready to meet with you at noon today.  Silent, the Knight who guards your room, will take you to see him at the appropriate time.  I recommend being prompt.  Ethaniel is a busy man, and not a patient one.  Other than that, the rest of the day is yours.  I recommend you use it to do what you will, because after today your time is mine and I believe you've a measure of what that will be like."  With those parting words, she walked away, leaving me to my embarrassment and the cool morning air.


  

  I made my way back to the building that contained my room, doing my best to contain the anger and shame I felt.  I dreaded the thought of having to deal with Malice day after day for what could be a very long two years, if Kyeia's prediction about my training was correct.  Kyeia had never come back to see me the day before and though it had not surprised me, I was distressed.  I desperately wanted to speak with her again, to apologize for ignoring her the day before.  I wondered if she would even bother coming back at all.  I supposed that her responsibility to me had ended when we reached wherever it was that we had reached.  Even as that thought occurred to me, I realized that I still had no idea where I was.  I would have to ask next time there was someone around who might answer a question for me.  Maybe, I thought, whoever Ethaniel was, he would be able to tell me.  He must be someone important.  Even Malice had spoken his name in reverent terms, and she struck me as the type who was reverent of very few.   


  

  When I reached the building that contained my room, Silent, as Malice had called him, was standing in his place at the door frame.  He nodded his head to me as I came into range, but made no other move.  I stopped before entering the building, "Thank you for seeing me safely to my destination."  I told him, to which he nodded again, and I thought there may have been a smile beneath his hood and veil.  Silent, it seemed, was true to his name, for he uttered not a sound.  He was not hostile toward me and I was relieved for that.  Silent made me almost believe that the Black-Eyed Devils might have something in common with humans after all.  If some of them could smile, perhaps they weren't all frightening monsters.  Malice on the other hand.... I retired to my room, exhausted from a sleepless night.  The bed was welcoming, the blankets a warm invitation that I had no intention of passing up.  I kicked off my boots and sunk into sleep.  It came to me mercifully quickly.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I awoke to a firm pressure on my shoulder.  I turned to see what it was and came face to face with Kyeia.  She was leaning over the bed, her arm extended to nudge me awake.  I smiled as I saw her, for I had thought it unlikely that I would ever encounter her again.  If nothing else, her presence there proved she was a far better person than I.  I reached out and touched her arm as she withdrew it from my shoulder.  


  

  "I am happy to see you again," I told her, wanting her to know that ignoring her the day before had been a foolish act on my part.  I supposed that apologizing may have been a better reaction but I wasn't sure how to go about doing that.  She withdrew her arm from my hand and took a quick step back, a faint blush coming to her face.  


  

  "What are you talking about?"  She said.  She sounded flustered.  "Of course you were going to see me again.  There is still much we have to accomplish."  She pulled her hood up around her face and turned slightly away from me, I thought, so that I couldn't see the color in her cheeks.  


  

  "There was always the chance you might have decided I wasn't worth the bother.  I know that I have been a lot of trouble."  I spoke honestly, though I felt a fool for doing so. 


  

  She sighed deeply.  "Yes, you have been a great deal of trouble so far, Lowin, but I do not believe you're intentionally trying to make things difficult.  Now, get ready to go. You have an appointment with Ethaniel in ten minutes and we shouldn't be late."


  

  If she saw my look of surprise she didn't show it.  That I had slept so much of the day away startled me.  I noticed then that there was a serving tray on my desk and a wash basin, evidence that I had indeed slept through a great deal.  I went about cleaning myself up as much as possible and grabbed a piece of bread from my tray, knowing I had time for nothing else.  That finished, I put my boots on in a rush.  Once I was ready to go, Kyeia opened the door to my room and I followed her out.  Silent was standing beyond my door and he joined Kyeia and me as we began our walk to the place where I was to meet Ethaniel.  The world beyond my building was now brightly lit by the sun and seemed a completely different place than that I'd seen in the darkness of the early morning.  I could now make out the full size of the compound and it was quite large.  The wall around the perimeter stood some thirty feet high, and was wide enough to allow two men to walk abreast.  It was dotted with guards, some of human stock, some in the shifting cloaks of the Black-Eyed Devils.  I wanted to ask Kyeia how many of these Devils there were, but I didn't want to offend our other companion so I held my tongue.  The grounds were well kept and the compound was comprised of no less than thirty individual buildings spread in a circular pattern about the grounds such that the great manor was in the center of it all.


  

  From my perspective, the manor was just short of being a full-fledged castle.  It lacked a moat and seemed built with more of an eye for style than a castle, but it was a close thing.  The slotted windows of the manor started what looked like three floors from the ground level and there were a great many towers and parapets about the structure.  The front door was an immense wood structure with a portcullis, which was raised, in front of that.  Standing before the door were two Black-Eyed Devils, each with a long spear in hand.  I paid special attention to the hands that protruded from the shifting cloaks and found myself surprised again.  One of the Devils had an arm like Tempest and Malice, but the other, whom I thought might be female, though it was hard to judge when fully vested in cloak, hood and mask, had what looked like the arm of a dragon.  It was black, scaled, ending in a terrible claw, but most certainly distinct from the type of forelimbs I'd seen so far.  I stored this information away inside my head, keeping it for when it might be needed again.  I felt that these differences were part of a puzzle I was, as of yet, unable to ascertain the nature of.  The guards at the gate didn't even shift stance as we passed them, but the impressive wood doors swung back to permit us entrance.  I found myself wishing that I'd had time to ask Kyeia about this "Ethaniel" person we were going to meet.  It was likely that I would know for myself before long, but had I been wiser I might have gone forward with some knowledge.  


  

  Silent took the lead as we entered and Kyeia fell in at my shoulder.  The manor seemed mostly empty, though I did see a few house-keepers working as we moved through the lush interior.  Whoever had built the place had spared no expense.  Every hall and room appeared to be carpeted and you couldn't go more than a few feet without seeing some new tapestry or antiquity.  I was so caught up in my surroundings that I barely noticed that Silent had come to a stop at a large oak door.  I very nearly walked into him but Kyeia grabbed my hand and I stopped just in time.  I looked at her and found that she was looking up into my eyes.  I still had trouble judging her expressions, her strange purple eyes throwing off my ability to read her intent, but I did sense that she was worried about something.  She gave my hand a light squeeze and I returned it.  She then pulled her hand from mine as the door in front of us swung open and Silent ushered us inside.


  

  The room we stepped into was no less extravagant than any of the others we'd been through on our march into the manor but this one did have a "lived in" feel the others did not.  There was a grand table in the room, easily large enough to seat fifteen people, though only three seats surrounded it.  It was crafted of some dark wood I did not recognize and had great, thick legs that swirled down to the floor in intricate patterns.  Atop it was a mess of maps, scrolls and opened books.  The walls were lined with shelves that were full of tomes, more than I had ever seen in a private residence.  While all that the room was magnificent; the most outstanding feature was the figure looking through one of the slotted windows to the compound beyond.  I guessed we were four stories up, though I hadn't bothered to keep track of them as we ascended into the building.  I admit this lapse in memory was due to my fearful anticipation of the meeting with Ethaniel.  If this man was he, then I realized that Ethaniel, to my complete surprise, was not a human.  He was a Black-Eyed Devil, and he was the first of his kind that I had ever seen without the shifting cloak that seemed to mark his people.  He was massive.  He stood at least a foot taller than I, his shoulders broad enough that I guessed he would need to go sideways through most doors.  His powerful arms were, like Tempest's and Malice's, fur-clad and ended in mighty claws.  His legs - and this was the first I'd really seen of any of the Devils' legs - were fur-clad up to the point where they vanished into his pants, and they were bent back at the knee like those of a great wolf.  From his head rose the ears of a wolf as well, large and pointed, twitching attentively at the sounds of our entry.   At his back were folded massive, leathery wings that I had originally taken to be a cloak of some type.  He turned as we entered, and there were more strange features to be seen.  At first I thought his cheeks were hollowed and gaunt, but in a moment I realized that he had pits there, like those found on certain vipers in the wild.  His eyes were different as well, but only subtly so.  They appeared black at first glance, but in a moment I realized they were also a deep blue color, so dark that it was hard to tell them from any other Devil's.  I tried to fit Ethaniel into the image of the Black-Eyed Devils' race that I'd been trying to build, but, yet again, I found that I couldn't draw any conclusions from what I'd seen so far.


  

  His human features were well drawn.  He had a noble jaw line, and his tussled, medium length, black hair hung about his face in a roguish way that I was positive would have had human women clambering for his attention if not for his more startling, alien features.  If the standards of man applied, I thought, he was probably very popular among the female Devils.  He approached me slowly from across the room and I couldn't but help stare at the way his legs moved beneath him, balancing his weight with a seamless grace.  I could tell, without knowing why, that he was capable of moving at startling speeds, like Tempest had during his fight with the Shao Geok.  Graceful though he was, I could sense that he was using a perfected control to keep himself moving slowly.  As he came within range of me he extended one of his massive, clawed hands in my direction.  I reached my own hand out, and watched it disappear in the clasp of the much larger man.


  

  "I am Ethaniel, head of the Knights of Ethan, Lowin Fenly.  It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance."  As he spoke I could see rows of razor teeth, like those Tempest had displayed and I could hear the harmonic timbre of a voice that had the same power to strike fear into others.  There was, however, a restraint to Ethaniel's voice that hadn't been present in Tempest.  


  

  "It is my pleasure to meet you, Sir Ethaniel," I said sincerely, offering my best bow.  Being near Ethaniel gave me the distinct feeling that I was in the presence of a legend.  It seemed as though history was being created in his wake, and while I was near him I was a part of that unfolding history.  


  

  Ethaniel smiled a toothy smile.  "Among the Knights, we do not use titles often.  They are unnecessary.  A man who does not respect another will show disrespect with or without a title.  A man who wishes to show respect simply does so through his actions."  Ethaniel's gaze turned to Silent and Kyeia.  "Silent, you may wait outside.  I will send these two back out when I'm finished with them."  Silent bowed, and stepped back out of the room, closing the door behind him.  "Kyeia, I am surprised to see that you chose to come this meeting.  The Bound generally do not."  I turned to Kyeia and saw her stiffen momentarily, but Ethaniel continued, "Of course, I will not ask you to leave.  It is refreshing to see you show an interest in Lowin.  I have long said that forming a bond was important to the process."  Kyeia visibly relaxed.  This conversation went over my head, and though I wanted to ask what was transpiring, I knew that it was not appropriate for me to intervene.  It seemed that it was never appropriate for me to ask questions.  My lack of knowledge was troubling to me, and these secrets all about me felt overwhelming.  


  

  Ethaniel turned back to me.  "I'm sure you're feeling quite estranged, cast adrift in a violent sea with no shore in sight.  I wish I could say that you have nothing to worry about, but that would be a lie.  I'm not in the habit of lying, Lowin.  I have done some terrible things over the long course of my life but there are two things I will not do.  The first: I will never abandon a companion to an enemy.  The second: I will never tell you something I know to be false.  It would be nice to have more to stand by, but those are what I have."  He spoke sincerely, and with the grace of a man who has given many speeches to many men over the years.  "Allow me to tell you a little about why you are here."  He motioned to the seats around the table, and waited for Kyeia and me to sit down before taking a seat himself. 


  

  I awaited his words with something close to desperation.  There had been far too few answers so far.  Once Ethaniel had made himself comfortable, he began to speak, "As you should have already been informed, you are here because you are possessed of a special characteristic that makes you quite valuable to your kingdom.  What has not been explained to you is what exactly is implied by your special characteristic."  His blue-black eyes met mine, and I felt their full weight brought to bear on me.  "What do you think of the Knights of Ethan?"  He asked.


  

  I hesitated for a moment, trying to think of the best way to phrase my feelings.  "They... they're terrifying, Ethaniel.  I mean you no disrespect, but you and your people frighten me."


  

  Ethaniel chuckled.  "Of course we do, we're fearsome, inhuman beasts.  We're the Black-Eyed Devils, right?"  He asked with a note of humor in his voice.  I wasn't sure how to reply, because that was exactly how I had thought of them since first meeting Tempest.  I nodded dumbly.  "It is true, in its own way."  He said before proceeding.  "We are, however, not so strange as we might seem, Lowin.  You see us in our shifting cloaks, stalking about with our fearsome features and terrible power, and are rightly intimidated.  However - and remember that I do not lie, I tell you now that we almost all began our days as humans."


  

  My eyes widened in shock.  "What?  How could that be, you're all..."


  

  "Monsters?"  Ethaniel asked.  "Only on the outside.  Most of us come from human stock, and we remain human in mind.  Some of our numbers, very few of us, come from Kyeia's people, but that is a story for a different time."  My mind was making connection quickly now, putting pictures together that it didn't necessarily wish to see.  I had been brought to this place, amidst the Black-Eyed Devils, for a very special type of training.  The Black-Eyed Devils were somehow created from men.


  

  My mouth spoke the thought as my mind grasped it.  "I'm to become a Black-Eyed Devil?"


  

  Ethaniel shook his head.  "No, Black-Eyed Devils are foolish legends.  You are to become the reality, a Knight of Ethan, first among the greatest platoons in service to your king."


  

  I was lost somewhere between wonder and horror.  I was in wonder to discover that I would become something as powerful as Tempest, or Malice, but, at the same time, I found myself horrified at the changes I would need to undergo to achieve that.  "How is this even possible?"  I asked.


  

  "That is one question that it is not time to answer.  Suffice it to say, you will undergo thorough training to prepare you for the trials ahead.  Becoming a Knight is a difficult process.  It is so arduous that no few of us have died in the process and that is after succeeding in the early tests."  His voice was calm but behind it I could sense the weight of a difficult past.  Ethaniel was no mere figure head to his Knights.  He was the best of them and had suffered as they all had.  "I make it a point to meet all of the new prospects, Lowin, and I have been assured, repeatedly, that you are something special.  I can see it in you, young one, but it is all potential.  As you stand right now, you will have a hard fight ahead.  What you choose to make of yourself from here will depend entirely on how hard you are willing to push yourself forward."


  

  I shook my head, as if in doing so I might cast aside the madness of the world I suddenly found myself in and return my life to what it had been before, "What if I do not wish to become a Knight of Ethan?"


  

  Ethaniel actually laughed at this, though I'd feared he might have lashed out at me in anger.  "I'm afraid that you have already begun down the path and you can't turn back now.  Your king has need of you more now than ever in the past and he will not let you simply walk away."  The Knight's eyes took on a distant look, "Would that we could change our fates and live as the rest of the world...."  He was silent for a moment before continuing, "That is not our lot in life, though.  Once your training is done you will be given time to roam the world as you like, to learn and train in any way that you wish.  I will tell you this though, every one of us has come back in the end and most choose not to leave at all."


  

  I took a deep breath, gathering my nerves about me.  The revelations of the day were far harder to accept than I could have anticipated.  I, a simple loremaster's apprentice, was to become a warrior of legendary power in service to the king, a sovereign I knew of only by reputation.  The king had always been a far distant figure, someone who held no sway over my day to day existence.  Of course I felt some responsibility toward him, as any citizen of the kingdom would, but he had always been an enigmatic figure, simply a silhouette on the currency.  In the span of few minutes, everything had changed.


  

  "For now you'd best concern yourself with your immediate future.  You will be here, at Fell Rock Post, for at least a year."  That was the first time I'd heard anyone mention the name of where I was, and I was surprised when I didn't recognize it.  I had thought the trip from my home had been only a day long, but I couldn't account for the time I'd been unconscious before waking in the carriage.  Apparently we had traveled much further that I thought.  Ethaniel continued.  "Your time here will help shape you into that which you wish to become.  If you work hard, you will be great, if you don't..."  He let the words trail off ominously.  


  

  I was thinking of the trip to reach Fell Rock Post, and it suddenly occurred to me that I had not, yet, heard anything to do with the betrayal mentioned by Tempest and Kyeia after the attack on the carriage.  I decided to try probing for more information.  "What of the enemy I've heard mentioned?  What is the nature of those who oppose the king?"


  

  "Hmmm," Ethaniel seemed to be mulling over that line of questioning.  I guessed he was deciding how much to tell me, and while I would have preferred to know everything, I felt that any answer was better than none.  "Our enemy is powerful, and it is true that he has spies within the highest levels of our government.  The attack on yourself and your protectors was unprecedented.  It was not, entirely, unanticipated, but nothing of its like has ever occurred in the past.  As I told you before, the kingdom is in the most precarious position it has been in, in a very long time.  The populace does not know it but we have already had several skirmishes along our borders and there have been four attempts on the life of our king.  Each attempt has resulted in the death of a highly trained enemy assassin and such skilled killers do not come without exceptional cost."


  

  He didn't come right out and say it, but he was implying that whoever was opposing the king possessed resources and dedication to their cause; otherwise they would not have put so much effort and expense to the task.  That meant that the opposition was greater than a few dis-satisfied members of the High Court.  It was possible that one of the neighboring nations had grown disgruntled about their borders and was trying to expand their territory into human lands.  


  

  "We stand at the cusp of war and every Knight of Ethan is an important asset to the kingdom.  The attack on you was significant because it was directed at one of our rarest resources.  Currently we have less than three hundred Knights of Ethan in service.  While that may sound like an impressive number when you consider our power, we are not immortal and in a great battle every one of us can make a great difference.  Losing one of our number hurts our forces more than any of us would like to admit," the massive warrior finished.


  

  I nodded my head, understanding all too well the position I was now in.  I had become an important military asset and that meant my life was no longer my own.  Ethaniel must have noticed a look of distress on my face, though I hadn't intended to have one, because he softened his tone.  "There are advantages to being a Knight, Lowin.  We do not lead empty lives.  There is a great deal of reward and satisfaction to be had in fighting for your country and your king."


  

  Kyeia spoke, and for a moment it startled me.  I had almost forgotten she was sitting at my side, so lost was I in thoughts of my own.  "You are destined for greatness, Lowin.  I know it."


  

  Ethan chuckled.  "At least you will have support on your path."  His expression sobered a little, though the slight smile on his face didn't falter.  "I am eager, too, to see what becomes of Lowin Fenly."  He stood from the table and I took that to mean that I should as well.  Kyeia stood at my side.  Ethaniel, once again, reached his hand out to me, and I took it in my own, this time making sure to hold his powerful claw firmly in my tiny human hand.  "It will be a long while before we meet again, young Lowin.  Train hard."


  

  I was surprised.  I had expected Ethaniel to be around during my training for some reason.  "You will be leaving Fell Rock?"  I asked, though the answer was already apparent.  


  

  "Yes, I came only to see you before your training begins.  I try to do so for all initiates.  I'm afraid time no longer permits me to be around for all of your training.  I trust you are in good hands, though.  Malice, the dire-wolf-bitch in Knight guise, is quite efficient at making people reach their potential.  She fights like a demon, too.  Learn well from her.  Listen to what she doesn't tell you, more than what she does.  That's the best advice I can offer."  The Knight turned to Kyeia and bowed.  "Watch young Lowin, Kyeia.  Keep him strong and on course and try not to let the future he doesn't control mar him in your eyes."  Kyeia smiled, the sadness I'd seen often on her features, lurking just beneath.  


  

  "I will not."  She said solemnly.  Ethaniel turned then, returning to his window, and I understood that our meeting was over.  


  

  ...Try not to let the future he doesn't control mar him in your eyes.  I couldn't begin to understand what Ethaniel meant by that, but it bothered me.  As we left the room and rejoined Silent in the hall beyond, I moved close to Kyeia, and opened my mouth to ask her just what had been meant by that cryptic phrase.  She seemed to sense the question coming though, and put a finger up and covered my lips, as she'd done to me once before when she didn't want me to ask a question.  "Don't worry about it, Lowin.  It is nothing to be concerned about."  She smiled at me, and though it was a warm smile, I saw it for what it was- a mask put on for my benefit, to cover up what she was really feeling.  I let it go, but at the same time I decided that I would not let it go indefinitely.  I would know what was bothering her, so that I might find some way to help her.


  

   


  

   


  

  I was at the training yard the following morning well before dawn.  I didn't, however, beat Malice to the field.  This time she was already waiting, crouched down in her shifting cloak, for me when I arrived.  I approached her with no little trepidation, never quite certain what she would do from moment to moment.  I took heart in Ethaniel's praise of her abilities from the day before, but still I feared her temper and vicious tongue.  She stood as I approached, uncoiling like a serpent until she reached her full, impressive height.  I stood quietly, waiting for whatever might come next.  Silent was somewhere behind me, having followed me from my room out to the practice field.  I was happy for his friendly company, even if he had little to say.  I knew he wouldn't stick around long - he had other things to attend to - but at least he was a comforting companion for the initial meeting with my rage-filled instructor.  


  

  The tall female warrior chose not to comment on whether I was early, late, or how long she'd been outside waiting for me.  "Today we will be ascertaining your current level of skill in multiple areas."  Her voice was crisp and authoritative.  She was obviously familiar with the role of command.  "I will expect you to keep going until you believe you cannot, at which point I will force you to go until I believe that you are unable to go any further.  If you are smart, you will not allow for much discrepancy between those two points."  She turned away from me than and began walking.  I fell in behind her, not sure what else to do.  


  

  "We will start with a test of your balance."  She led me to a strange set up of narrow poles protruding from the ground at varying heights, anywhere from a couple of inches, to nearly seven feet in height.  The poles were circular, rounded at the top and no wider than a palm's width across.  There were hundreds of them stretched out over thirty yards of area, irregularly placed so that they looked like some strange forest of topless trees.  She stepped onto the first one, and then another, maneuvering through the field of truncated trees without breaking her pace at all, seeming to not even watch her feet as she moved.  When she reached the far end she turned to me and held up her hands, as if asking, "Well?"  I took a deep breath and stepped up on to the nearest pole.  It was about knee high, and as I got my right foot onto it I realized that it would be nearly impossible to get my left up as well.  I sent my left out searching for another pole and found one, but not without some considerable effort and wind milling of my arms to keep my balance.  It was still dark outside and that wasn't making things any easier.  I tried to lift my right foot again, to move it to the next closest pole, but as I did, my weight suddenly found that it had nowhere to go and I fell to the ground, my left foot sliding from its precarious position.  The fall wasn't far but I still managed to trip over the pole that my right foot had been on, until a moment before, and fall to my knees in the grass.


  

  "That is the worst anyone has ever done on their first try, oaf, get back up and try again."  Malice called from the other end of the obstacle.  I bit back my anger and climbed cautiously back onto the polls, determined not to fall so quickly again.  Once I had both feet into a starting position, I tried to move my right foot again, shifting my weight to my left in the hope of using it to anchor my movements.  It almost worked, but I moved my weight too far over my left foot and ended up falling backwards to the grass, this time hitting my head on one of the wooden poles on the way down.  I got back to my feet, meaning to try again, but before I could get my wits about myself I felt a strong push at my back and I went sprawling forward.  I turned myself back over, looking up to see Malice standing behind me, rage in her eyes.  


  

  "Where is your balance, oaf?"  She demanded.


  

  I didn't know how to reply. This was not a question I had ever considered before.


  

  "Are you a lost cause?  When you stand, how do you maintain your balance?  Where is the center of balance for your body?"  Her questions were pointed and angry.  In a flash she moved from where she'd been standing when she pushed me, to standing bent over me.  I felt her incredibly powerful hand grip the front of my shirt and she dragged me to my feet.  Her other hand pressed a point slightly below my naval, at first tenderly and then I felt first my clothing, followed by the skin below, tear.  She let me go, and I staggered back, reaching a hand down to my stomach and bringing it back covered in blood.  I was startled, almost terrified, but I could tell that the wound was not life-threatening, though to see so much of my own blood left me momentarily weak in the knees.


  

  "That is where you center of balance is, though a little deeper inside.  Remember that.  Keep that point in mind when you move.  This must become second nature to you.  You must be always mindful, but never consciously so, of that point."  Her lecture finished she remounted the poles and crossed them effortlessly.  "Now, again, and if you fail to do better this time I'll point out the exact depth of your center of balance."  She held up her claw, my blood still dripping from it, and licked the crimson liquid from the razor-ended digit.  I made myself take a few deep, steadying breaths.  I climbed back onto the poles.  The pain of the cut on my stomach made it so that I couldn't help but be mindful of the point Malice had marked as the center of my gravity.  This time, when I went to move my right foot, I slowly leaned my body until the point of pain was above my left leg.  It was a stretch to reach that point, but once I was there it was a simple matter to move my right foot on to another pole, this one higher.  I smiled to myself, whether Malice was impressed or not I didn't care.  I had made progress.  I looked up at her for a moment, only to see that her angry expression had not changed.  I looked back down at my feet, deciding to ignore her and just get as far as I could.   That turned out to not be very far.  I managed to get two more steps, but on the third I over compensated as I took my step and fell forward into the waiting stepping poles.  The landing was hard.


  

  As I turned to get up, Malice was there behind me again.  I felt myself shaking as she came within range of me, afraid that she would do as she'd said, and point out that deeper center of balance point.  Instead, she simply said, "Your balance is terrible.  Now we will test your reflexes."  She turned and began walking to another area.  


  

  The sun was beginning to come up and I could see some silhouetted training equipment not too far away.  I guessed that was where she was going, and I got to my feet as fast as I could to follow her there.  When I arrived, I found myself facing a human shaped wood semblance with four paddles in place of arms.  Malice stood behind it, four levers in front of her.  I guessed at the nature of the machine before the black eyed woman even began to explain it.  "You will use your arms to block the incoming blows from the practice dummy.  I will gradually increase the speed of the blows as we go.  If you miss a block, the punishment will be to take the full blow of the paddle."  That was all the explanation she gave, and I accepted it as more than I probably should have needed.    


  

  I stood in front of the machine, watching the four paddles that were its arms and hands intently.  From the position I was standing, I couldn't see Malice or the levers, so there was no warning when one was about to strike.  The first took me entirely by surprise.  The arm of the wood machine struck out fast, chopping towards my neck, and I had to both duck and put an arm up to stop the blow. I managed, but the second arm hit me before I could think to try and stop it.  The blow was hard enough to bruise, and I winced in pain.  The onslaught stopped, and I righted myself.  


  

  "Pay attention."  Malice snapped.


  

  The wooden arms came again, and this time I managed to block the first three, dodge away from the fourth, and block the fifth.  The sixth struck me hard, likely a result of my movement when I avoided the fourth.  Malice confirmed that suspicion.  "You are blocking these, not dodging them."  


  

  This time they came faster.  I found myself hard pressed to get through them but did my best to keep pace.  I lost count of the blows after twenty, my arms moving for all they were worth, as the wooden paddles began to get even faster yet and then found myself on the ground, on my knees, my forearms the only thing between my head and the dirt.  There was something wet running down the side of my face, and I lifted one of my hands to it.  My fingers came away red.  I staggered up and saw that the dummy was no longer in front of me.  I turned around, and there it was, Malice standing beside it. One of its paddle hands had a large splotch of red on it.  I realized, then, that I must have been struck so hard that I'd spun around entirely.


  

  "How is your head?"  Malice asked.  


  

  I squinted and touched a sore spot near the crown of my skull, and my fingers jumped away as they encountered a fierce pain.  "I think it's bleeding."  I answered, though I felt that it was an inadequate answer.  


  

  "I'm afraid so."  The black eyed warrior replied and there was a strange look on her face, though I couldn't quite identify it.  It was unfamiliar territory with her, but it may have been concern.  Of course that perception might also have been the result of the hit to the head I'd just taken.  She came closer to me, then and I flinched away, almost certain that she was about to lay into me for failing another test, but instead her hand went beneath her own cloak and came out with a roll of bandages.  She worked quickly, fastening a length of the wrappings about my throbbing skull.  Her work done, she returned the bandages to wherever they'd appeared from.  I was still waiting for her to yell at me about the reflex test but she didn't.  Instead she said, "Next we'll be testing your stamina.  I hope your legs are in better shape than you head."


  

  The track I was to run stretched around the entire area encompassing the practice field.  When I first started running, the stamina test seemed to be the easiest of those I'd taken that day, but I soon realized that I was mistaken.  By the end of the first lap I was staggering with every step and gasping for breath that the air seemed unwilling to give me.  Malice was at my side, keeping pace with no effort at all.  Her unending energy was disheartening.  "Is this all you can do?  You've only been running for three minutes."  The look of disgust was back on her face.  "Push harder."  I did.  My head was throbbing in time to my heartbeat, and my heart was beating three times for every fall of my foot.  I kept pushing myself.  I collapsed once, but was back up again quickly.  There comes a point when one tests their limits that the body stops functioning of natural impulse and must be driven with pure force of will.  I had reached that point.  Every lifting of my foot was a practice in mechanical planning.  I must bend the knee, tense the muscle in my thigh to draw my leaden foot from the ground, hinge the knee joint until my foot passed the grounded leg, place the heel down, and then repeat the whole process for the other leg.  Black spots began to form on my vision and suddenly my legs wouldn't respond to my commands anymore.  I hit the low trimmed grass of the track with a great deal of force and rolled a few feet.  I hadn't made two full circuits of the track.  For all the effort I'd given, I was only three-fourths of the way around the track for the second time.  


  

  I heard the soft padding of Malice's feet approaching, and looked over in time to see her wolf-esque paws carrying her towards me.  "Again, you disappoint.  Most others make at least two and a half circuits before I need to coerce them to push harder.  You are completely spent in less than two.  At this rate, you will never amount to anything."  I felt something hit me in the chest, not hard, and I looked down to see what it was.  It turned out to be a water-skin.  I grabbed it, removed the cork, and put the narrow opening to my lips as quickly as I could.  The cool liquid sent a surge of pleasure through my body, as I realized for the first time just how badly I'd needed a drink.  I was covered in sweat, my shirt soaked most of the way through, and all that liquid had come from my body's stores.  I handed the skin back to Malice after taking a couple more deep drags.  


  

  "Come, let us see how dexterous you are."  I had a hard time getting back to my feet, but I managed, after a moment of struggle.  Once I was standing, I felt as though a strong breeze might knock me over. I had never been so exhausted in all of my life.  I fell in behind Malice and followed her to the next test.  We again approached a set of practice dummies.  These particular wooden figures were operated by some mechanical means that I couldn't identify.  They had complicated joints for arms that connected to chain flails.  Once activated, the dummies began to swing their chain arms in a hypnotic and shifting pattern of movements.  Malice handed me one of two practice swords she'd pulled from a storage shed near this particular test.


  

  "The object of this challenge is to score as many hits as you can on the body of the practice dummy.  You have ten attempts to score a hit, and your score will be marked out of ten.  The dummy is equipped with bells that will chime when you succeed in hitting its body."  She spun her own sword in her hand and approached the dummy.  There was a blur of motion from Malice, and I heard three distinctive rings.  A second later, there was another blur accompanied by four more rings.  Once more her practice wand blurred and there were three more chimes.  "That is how it's done."  She said simply.  "Of course, I hardly expect you to score multiple hits on each attempt.  Begin."  She stepped out of the way, her eyes falling on me with a look that was a mixture of judgment and expectation.  I was certain she expected me to fail again.  


  

  I approached this new test with some caution.  The last of these wooden dummies had very nearly brained me and I was not sure if I trusted this one to be any gentler.  I held the wooden sword in front of me and stepped closer, trying to make out some pattern in the way the arms weaved.  I thought I saw an opening for a moment and I charged in with the wood blade.  The chains of the flailing dummy knocked my sword from my hand and it sailed several body-lengths away.  I was forced to recover it before making my next attempt and I could feel the burning eyes of Malice upon me the entire time.  The second time, I watched more closely and I began to notice that there were holes, small, barely larger than the width of the practice weapon I held, in the defensive pattern of my chain wielding, wooden foe.  These holes opened and closed, leaving enough time for a deft strike of the weapon.  I readied my weapon, preparing to strike at the next such opening.  The wait was difficult, but when the opening came I stabbed as fast as I dared.  I felt the crack of my wooden weapon hitting the chain all the through my arm, into my shoulder and up into my neck.  My practice sword spun away to the ground.  I had failed again.


  

  "How do you expect to strike a straight blow, if you let the forward movement of your sword over-extend your balance?  Your sword point will dip if you do not counter balance it with your body.  You can see the gaps, now apply your dexterity and strike at them, oaf.  This is a simple exercise."  Malice's words were as hard-edged as ever and they made me angry.  Keeping my temper under control was difficult.  If I hadn't been so afraid of her, I may not have been able to do it.  I gathered my weapon from the ground and approached the target again.  The holes in the defense came in a repeating pattern.  I could see it now, on my third attempt.  They were timed so that, if you approached them quickly enough, you could gain multiple strikes in a sequence, as Malice had done.  There was simply no way I could do four, or even three, as she had, but I wondered if I could make two.  It would be hard.  My timing would have to be perfect.  I steadied the practice sword in my hand and prepared for my next attempt.


  

  My opening appeared and I took it, remembering to balance my blade, as well as I could, with the rest of my body.  I almost made my first strike, but my weapon was clipped at the last moment and ripped from my hand.  It had been caught on the left side, the side of the opening that would lead to my second strike.  I had anticipated it too much, been too close to that side in preparation for my second hit.  If I had been trying for a single strike, I would have had it.  I grit my teeth, recovered my weapon, and prepared to go again.  "Concentrate, oaf."  Malice snapped from off to the side.  I waited, biding my time for the opening I needed.  It was only a matter of seconds, but it felt much longer.  The opening came, I made my strike again, and again I was too far to the left.  My weapon spun to the ground behind me and I heard a great sigh from Malice. 


  

  "Worthless." Was all she said.  


  

  I retrieved my weapon and tried again to the same result.  Malice was growing more and more agitated, but I had no intention of giving her what she wanted.  I knew, now, that I could make a single hit if I wanted to.  It would be easy.  I wouldn't be satisfied with that, though.  I wanted a double hit.  I tried again, and failed again.  I kept failing until the tenth time.  I stood addressing the dummy for what I knew was my final run.  I had been close on the ninth.  In fact, I had rung the first target, though Malice had informed me that it didn't matter if I rang it if I lost my weapon in the process, which I had done.  I would not do so on my tenth run, I told myself.  I waited.


  

  The opening came and I sprang into action.  The first note rang out, and I forced my muscles to move beyond their limits to make the second hit.  It rang and I began to withdraw my sword.  Just as I was almost out of the dummy's range one of its chain arms struck my weapon.  It did not knock the weapon from my hand, but it knocked the point to the ground, and I knew the hit of the chain meant that all my work would be for naught.


  

  "How long have you been trying to hit both targets, Lowin?"  Malice asked, and I couldn't read her voice.  She sounded angry, but then again she always sounded angry.


  

  "Since my third attempt."  I replied, feeling the color come to my cheeks.  It was bad enough that I had failed, but worse that I had been called out on it.


  

  "Well you scored no countable hits.  Had you simply gone for single hits, you might not be the worst trainee I've ever tested in dexterity.  As you stand now, your score is lower than any other person to have taken this test."  Malice turned her back.  "Put up the practice equipment and return to your room.  I'll expect you back here an hour after noon meal.  You're going to need extensive amounts of training before you're even passably skilled and we had better start as soon as we can."  She walked away and I was left alone, tired, my arm numb from the multiple hits to my practice weapon by the chain arms of the practice dummy.  I wanted to feel some satisfaction at making the two strikes on the practice dummy, but I couldn't.  In the end, despite all my effort, I had failed pretty spectacularly.  I wondered if they would tell Kyeia how badly I'd done.  She believed in me, I didn't want her to feel ashamed.   I trudged back to my room, broken and beaten.  Silent was at the door to the building I was staying in.  As I walked past him he put a hand on my shoulder, I looked at him, and there was a smile on his face.  He tilted his head and grabbed my arm, leading me inside.  I followed him, not really in any mood to argue.  He led me to the end of the hall and pushed open the final door on the right side of the wall.  Inside was a large room, with a couple large baths located around the edges.  He showed me to one of the vessels and started twisting some levers on the edge of the basin that were connected to metal pipes that came in from outside.  After a moment of adjusting the knobs, warm water began to run out of a spigot into the tub.  I smiled at Silent.  


  

  "Thank you.  I certainly could use a bath."  I said.


  

  He shrugged, gave a half grin, and walked out of the room.


  

  The warm water went a long way towards easing the pains that I'd acquired in the early morning.  I soaked for the better part of an hour, until Silent came back to bring me a fresh set of clothes.  He left them by the bath and took my dirty clothes outside, where I briefly heard the voice of Merrywin before the door shut again.  I pulled myself from the cooling water with some reluctance and released the plug in the bottom of the basin.  There were towels hung on racks along the wall and I used one of these to dry myself off before putting on my change of clothes.  The outfit was identical to the one I'd just removed.  Dressed and in some semblance of order, I left the lavatory and made my way back to my room.  The hall was conspicuously empty and when I got into my room I found that my lunch had already been left for me.  Merrywin had come and gone in the time I'd spent in the wash room.  I devoured the meal, slices of meat, cheese, and bread quickly, finding that I was ravenously hungry.  As I finished the last of my food, I fell back on to my bed and stared up at the ceiling.  My head was throbbing, and I was aware that I shouldn't sleep after having taken such a severe blow to the skull.  My injured side was also hurting.  The skin there was only freshly healing and it didn't like the aggressive workout it had already been given once that day.  I certainly didn't want to go back out and do more, but I knew that I had no say in the matter.  I supposed, at the very least, I could look forward to the change of scenery.  I sighed heavily, thinking back on my days failures.  I would have to do better in the future.  Kyeia had too much faith in me for me to do less than my best.  


  

  As if summoned by my thoughts, there was a knock on my door, and a moment later Kyeia stepped into the room, even as I was sitting up in bed.  I briefly saw the shifting cloak of Silent behind her and then the door was shut again.  She was dressed as she usually was, in a simple dress of white fabric, but her cloak and its hood were entirely absent.  It was the first time that I'd seen her that way, and I was startled by how young she looked when I could really see her.  If she were human, I would have guessed her age to be somewhere in the realm of fourteen or fifteen.  Her figure was slender, but filling out in the pleasant ways of girls near my age.  I felt heat rising to my cheeks and turned my head away. It wasn't right for me to look at her in such a way, even if we were close in age, and I couldn't even be sure of that since I knew nothing of her people, the Uliona. I was hardly a worthy contender for anyone's affections.  


  

  Too my surprise, Kyeia rushed across the room and threw her arms about me, her cheek, so warm and soft, pressing against my own fiery face.  I was at a loss for what to say.  I felt a wetness where her skin touched mine, and realized that there were tears running down her face.  I was startled.


  

  "Kyeia, are you alright?" I asked, taking her shoulders in my hands and pushing her away from me.  She was smiling, and it wasn't a slight smile either.  There was such warmth and pleasure in her mysterious purple eyes, and in her brilliant upturned mouth, that I hardly knew what to think.  


  

  "I'm brilliant!"  She said excitedly.  "I heard about your tests today and I came to tell you how proud I am of you."  She seemed sincere, but I felt a sudden surge of doubt.


  

  "Kyeia, I failed all of the tests.  In fact, Malice told me I did worse than any one she'd ever trained before."  I didn't want to tell her the truth, but I couldn't stand to sit there and lie to her, not when the subject was so important to her.  


  

  Kyeia laughed, somewhere between a giggle and a full bout of laughter.  "Malice will never compliment you, Lowin, but you impressed her enough that she made a special report to Ethaniel before he left today.  You excelled far beyond average in both the reflexes and dexterity challenges, and while you were very weak in the other two tests, you showed determination above and beyond what is expected for one of your background."


  

  I shook my head in confusion, not sure what to make of what Kyeia was telling me.  "That can't be right.  On the reflexes test I was nearly brained by the practice dummy and I didn't score a single countable hit on the dexterity challenge."


  

  Kyeia just smiled and stood up, straightening her dress, and wiping her damp eyes.  "Only one other person has scored higher on their first reflex test, Lowin, and that was Malice herself.  She had combat training before she joined the Knights, and still only beat you by one connection.  As for your dexterity test, no one who hasn't risen to full knighthood has ever made multiple hits in one attack on the practice dummy.  Not a single person, Lowin.  You were amazing!"


  

  I wasn't sure what to say, or how to feel about suddenly knowing that I had not failed entirely.  I felt a mix of pride and accomplishment, but at the same time I knew that I still had a very long way to go.  I had achieved only a small victory and, for all that I had done well on two tests, I had done exceedingly poorly on the other two.  I did not feel that it was time to celebrate yet.  At the same time, I was happy that Kyeia was pleased.  I had been worried about disappointing her almost as much as I'd been worried about having to go outside and face Malice again, which was still a task I didn't relish.  


  

  I found myself at a loss for words.  Compliments were not a common occurrence for me, and I was unsure how to take Kyeia's outpouring of enthusiasm.  "I still have a long way to go.  I'm clumsy, and tire quickly."  I admitted, deciding the truth was the best route.  


  

  "You'll get better, Lowin."  She replied.


  

  "Would you like some water?"  I offered, lifting the jug that had been provided with my meal and noting that it was not very full.  Still, I felt awkward not having anything to offer my company.  I certainly hadn't left any food.  In fact, I still felt a pang of hunger, though it was nothing debilitating.  


  

  "No, but thank you."  She walked over and sat down on the bed next to me.  "When we first went looking for you, I wasn't entirely sure what sort of person you'd be."  Her voice was soft, and pleasant, and I found myself falling into its alien rhythm.  "The moment I saw you though, I just knew that you were good."  She laughed, and it was like a soft warm rain on a summer day, refreshing and light.  "That sounds stupid, but I don't know how else to say it.  I still had my doubts, at first, but when you jumped from the carriage to attack the Shao Geok that was coming for us, I was certain that you were possessed of an incredible strength."  She turned her head, looking closely at me, and I found myself lost in the depths of her eyes.  There was a warmth between us, a connection on multiple levels that I could sense, but didn't know how to fully appreciate.  Before I knew what was coming, she leaned towards me and placed her lips against mine.  There was a blast of fire through my body, spreading from my lips, and I felt myself leaning into the kiss, wanting never to part my lips from hers.  From so close, I could smell the essence of some sweet flower, subtle but unmistakable.  I opened my eyes, only just realizing that I had closed them, and saw that hers were still closed.  There was a beautiful pink cast to her pale skin and I felt, in that moment, that no woman would ever look as beautiful.  She pulled away then and I felt my heart go with her.  Her eyes came open, and she turned her face partially away, her cheeks shifting from pink to red.  


  

  "I'm not supposed to do that."  She said, a bit breathlessly.  "I shouldn't even come here as often as I do."


  

  I reached out to her, put my arm about her shoulders, and drew her close to me, brushing her bright red cheek with my lips.   "I don't understand anything about the rules, or how things work here, but if you didn't come back to see me, I would have no reason to bother waking up from day to day."  I didn't know the truth in those words until I spoke them.  It is strange the way your mind can occasionally work out complex problems without ever letting on to the rest of you exactly what has happened.  


  

  She looked at me again, her mouth so close that I could feel her breath as she spoke.  "Then I suppose I shall have to keep coming, but Lowin..."


  

  I waited for a moment, and then said, "Yes?"


  

  "Don't let them know that I... that I care for you so much.  It's forbidden."  Her words sent a chill down my back, but I wasn't sure why.  I wanted to ask.  At that moment, I should have asked.  Instead, I simply promised that I would never tell another soul, so long as she would continue to come and see me when she had the chance.  I think I would have made any promise imaginable in order to continue feeling the warmth that had enveloped my entire being.  I'd often heard it said, but had never really understood what was meant, that love will take you when you least expect it and consume you as quick as any flame.  


  

  Things were quiet for a moment, before a thought occurred to me.  I spoke my mind.  "Will this cause a problem between Tempest and you?  ...because of the binding?"


  

  A confused expression crossed Kyeia's face, and a moment later she smiled, and then laughed.  "There is no binding between Tempest and I.  I am, as you've heard, a 'Bound One,' but it is not Tempest to whom I'm bound.  I'm bound to you, Lowin."  I was surprised to hear this, but at the same time I knew the words were true as soon as I heard them.  I could feel a certain connection to Kyeia that existed beyond mere affection.  "It's the crystals..." she continued.  "When you hold them they create an imprint of your personality, an image of who you are, and what sort of person you are.  They also search for certain traits in your body that make you an acceptable candidate for becoming one of the Knights of Ethan.  When the crystal turns blue, as yours did, it is sent to my people and the chosen one - me in this case - takes the crystal and reads it.  Once I finished reading your crystal, it was like I'd known you all my life.  I could see clips of your life, bits and pieces that came together to form a whole picture, up to the point that you held the crystal.  Also, reading the crystal ties my life to yours . . . it forms a bridge between the two of us.  I can sometimes feel what you're feeling, and sense your state of well-being.  The same is probably true for you, to some extent."


  

  If you've ever been in a position where you thought you were alone, only to find out that someone had actually been watching you for a long time, you might understand how I felt at that moment.  I had led a decent life, but there were things I'd done that I didn't necessarily want someone else to know about.  I found myself remembering how I'd been thinking of Kyeia's shapely form when she first walked into the room, and this caused me to blush fiercely, as I was, of course, thinking of it again.


  

  She smiled.  "It's not like I know everything you're thinking, Lowin, just a general idea of what you're feeling.  You don't need to be embarrassed.  I've liked what I've seen.  You and I are strange, and not just because of this," She laid her head against my shoulder.  "Breaking the taboo between us is just one aspect of what makes us different. We stand out from the others because you are male and I am female.  In the past this has only happened on three occasions.  Generally the one selected by the crystals, and the one chosen by my people to be bound, were of the same gender.  It was not an intentional thing, but that is how it always worked out."  She looked away then, her eyes becoming distant for a moment.  "I can't tell you why the taboo exists.  I want to, but it would be a betrayal of the pact, and so long as a king stands in the realm of humans, my people cannot break the pact."  Such sorrow gripped at my heart for a moment that I felt as though someone had hit me in the chest. I tightened my hold around her shoulders.  As my arms tightened the sorrow seemed to lift and I knew that was because of the bond, created by the crystal, between us.  Looking back at my time spent with her, I realized that this was probably the reason I'd always felt the sense of sadness about her.  I wasn't simply noticing that she was sad, I was feeling her sadness.


  

  She changed the subject and I let her do so, eager for her happiness to return.  "Tempest was my bodyguard on my mission to find you.  When we returned here and reported the betrayal, he was immediately sent to Gray Post to dispatch the news."


  

  I nodded.  I had, in fact, been wondering where Tempest had gone since we arrived at Fell Rock.  "Is Gray Post another fort of the Black Eyed..."  I stopped myself, though belatedly, remembering that there was a proper name for the order I was going to join, whether or not I wished to.  "...of the Knights of Ethan?"  


  

  Kyeia nodded.  "It was the first of the two, actually, and is currently home to the other half of the Knights.  At the moment, though, it doesn't actually hold half of our number, and neither does Fell Rock.  A third of the Knights have been sent out into the field, to defend against the enemy."


  

  Fell Rock had seemed quiet to me since I arrived, but I had thought that was merely because of the amount of time I spent alone in my room.  It would make sense, though, that if a good portion of the Knights were away the staff would be low at the Post.  I shrugged it away, not particularly interested in any of it at that moment.  Kyeia was standing up from the bed, detaching herself from my grip and I, after checking my impulse to not let her go, loosened my arm.  


  

  "I have to go now."  She said quietly.  "There will be questions if I am gone too long from my quarters, and if I am to be allowed to return here, I'd best get back."


  

  "My door is always open for you," I said, sad to see her ago, but understanding the situation, if not the fundamental reasons for the situation.  I was also aware that I was expected back out on the practice field before long, and I couldn't imagine how bad things would be for me if I was late.  


  

  Kyeia leaned down to me and kissed me on the cheek.  "I'll see you again soon."  She vanished out my door and the room became a much emptier place without her.  There were so many questions I still wanted answers to.  I wanted to know about the "enemy" that threatened us, and about the nature of the deep sorrow that plagued the lovely purple-eyed girl.  The questions, though, would have to wait.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Four months of vigorous training with Malice left me a changed man.  It is difficult to describe the extent one can improve under the tutelage of a brutal task-master, but I was a living testament to such a drastic restructuring.  Malice forced me to push my limits on a daily basis, never showing any satisfaction in my advances, even if I managed to drastically improve myself.  It became my personal goal to exceed her expectations.  Whether I succeeded at that goal I did not know, but I at least was satisfied with my improvements.  I was stronger, faster, and had more stamina than I'd ever had in my life.


  

  My mornings were filled with strength, stamina, and balance exercises.  The hours from sunrise until noon, every day, were a difficult struggle to improve my body that often times left me gasping for breath on the ground with the ever bleak Malice, her head shaking in disappointment, standing over me.  After lunch, which I generally ate alone in my room, I would return to the training field and prepare for a long afternoon of intensive combat training.  


  

  "Your left elbow is too low, keep it up."  Malice warned, her voice, as usual, full of ire.  I did as she said, raising the elbow and noticing the way that my balance seemed to level out after I brought it up just a scant inch.   Hand to hand combat was all about form.  The patterns were drilled into my body every day, and as I grew more accustomed to them, I could sense the raw logic behind the motions.  I had been improving, though I didn't know all the forms and I still had trouble with a few of the more advanced moves I'd been shown.  My balance was far from satisfactory to Malice, and that hindered my quick adoption of the more difficult hand-to-hand moves.


  

  "Silent," I heard Malice's voice after I'd been frozen in my position long enough for her satisfaction.  "I want you to spar with Lowin.  Keep going until he scores a hit or is no longer conscious."  I came out of the position I'd been holding and turned to face Silent.  I'd grown to loathe the sparring sessions I sometimes had with Silent and Malice.  They always served to put into perspective just how far I was from the completion of my training.  Silent was far gentler than Malice but even he was several times stronger than myself, his form perfect, and speed, blistering.  My fights with Malice were an education in pain and brutality.  I knew that she pulled her punches but I never walked away from her without some significant cuts and bruises.  If I had a weakness in my form, she exploited it with unerring precision.  I saw the benefit; though I was loathe to admit it.  The various injuries she gave me served as staunch reminders of the places I'd been weak in form or execution.  


  

  Silent and I squared off, coming to just beyond arms reach and circling cautiously.  He let me make the first move, as was his way, and I struck at him with a fury, knowing that I needn't pull my punches where my black-eyed superiors were concerned.  He turned every blow I attempted to land away with little apparent effort, his hands moving always a fraction of a second faster than my own.  After he'd accepted a few of my attempts through his defenses, he turned the table and went on the offensive.  His hands were fast and I was hard pressed to keep them from landing blows.  What was worse, I knew that he was holding himself back.  He could go faster, but for my sake he withheld the full fury of his speed.  Of course, if he hadn't, he might have killed me.  I held off his attacks for what seemed forever, my arms burning with the effort of knocking his punches aside.  When he finally slowed and fell back into defense, it was all I could do to push an attack.  I forced myself to go forward with a vengeance, giving everything I had to landing even one blow.  I had never successfully hit either Malice of Silent during our sparring.  They were simply too fast, but this wasn't the first time I'd been put in a situation where I must either do so or keep trying until I collapsed.  


  

  Malice had, a few weeks before, made such a stipulation in a match against her.  She had proceeded to pound me into the ground until I had finally blacked out entirely and only awoke later the next day in my bed.  I didn't know if Silent would take the fight that far, but I had no intention of finding out.  I forced myself to focus my blows and concentrate on my form, pushing my body as hard as I could without breaking something.  Each strike I sent towards my opponent's body was weighted with all the velocity and precision I could muster.  I was breathing heavily, and sweat was pouring from my brow, clouding my vision, but I kept the punches flying.  My stamina training had shown me my limits and I could feel the point of no return coming.  I willed myself to move faster, strike harder, and that invisible point of exhaustion loomed ever nearer.  Silent's arms deflected some of my hits, the twists of his body making others miss entirely but I sensed that he was finally straining to keep pace with me.  That was all the encouragement I needed.  I gathered myself and prepared for one last volley.  It burst from me like a blast of lightening.  One fist was turned aside, one was dodged, the next one came within a fraction of an inch of Silent's shifting cloak, but suddenly my opponent was faster.  He seemed to blur as he moved, and his defensive position became an attacking one.  I blocked one fist, another, turned aside from a kick, barely missed a foot sweep, and tumbled face first into a surprisingly powerful right hook.  I left the ground, spinning through the air and landed with a thud nearly a body-span from where I'd been before.  


  

  I got back to my feet, my head spinning from the blow, but I knew that I had it in me to fight on.  Silent, however, had his back to me.  I put my guard down.  Malice, who had crept up behind me at some point, cuffed me hard in the shoulder and I nearly toppled to the ground once more.


  

  "You underestimated your opponent and put too much energy out, too quickly.  With your level of stamina, that is akin to stabbing yourself in the foot."  Her voice was abrasive, but there may have been something close to satisfaction in it.  I had learned over the four months I'd spent training that sometimes Malice was less angry than she normally was, and that was as close as she ever approached to offering a kind word.  "You're done for the evening, but after you've gotten cleaned up and fed yourself, report to my chambers."


  

  I nodded my head in assent, and turned to depart, my heart racing from more than the vigor of my exercise.  Last time Malice had called me to her chamber some weeks before, it had been to berate me for failing to improve in my balance test from one week to the next.  She had forced me to take off my shirt and stand on one foot, on an overturned bucket, while holding books on my outstretched arms for the entire night while she watched me.  Any time my arms had dipped she had used her vicious claws to carve a line on my chest.  She had not cut deeply enough to scar me, but the fear had been there.  The next day I had been unable to lift my arms high enough to replace my shirt.  I didn't know what she had in mind for that night but I dreaded whatever it might be.  I wearily thought her lack of anger was simply a place holder until she could take her full frustrations out on me later.  


  

  I took a resigned breath and made my way back to my room, hoping that I might find Kyeia - or Kye as I now generally called her - waiting there for me.  It wasn't to be though.  When I reached my room it was as empty as it ever had been.  Kye wasn't able to come see me often, and it had been worse since a procession of her own people had arrived a few weeks before.  I had only seen her once since then, and she had not been herself.  I worried very about her.  My feeling of unease was growing as the months passed, though I knew not why.  I wondered if things would be different between us once I became a Knight.  I hoped that the taboo would be lifted, so that we might fully explore the feelings that had grown between us.  


  

  It didn't do me any good to dwell, though, and I forced my concentration back to the meal on my desk.  It was a simple supper of stew and bread.  Seeing it made me realize that I rarely saw Merrywin anymore, either.  Training took up most of my days, and even now the sun was falling below the horizon.  I ate my meal quickly, and readied myself to get a quick bath before going off to Malice's apartment.  She had a room in a building similar to my own, near the practice yard.  The entire building had been used for equipment storage, but she had cleared out one of the rooms to use as a living quarters and another as a formal meeting room.  That is where I'd gone last time, when I'd received my private lesson on balance.  My arms ached in remembered agony as I thought of that.  I bathed quickly, rushing not for the sake of my meeting but for the sake of saving myself the wrath of Malice, should she be angered by my late arrival.  


  

  By the time I was outside again, the night had come and the stars shown clearly above me, far brighter for the lack of the moon that evening.  Silent did not follow me across the yard, probably having been told by Malice that he would not be needed.  That, I felt, boded ill for me.


  

  The exterior door to Malice's building was unlocked, and so I let myself in, making my way down the dimly lit corridor to the door I knew housed her private office.  My unease mounted with every step I took, and I had to force myself to remain calm.  My four months at Fell Rock had given me the opportunity to meet many of the different Knights at the post and though most of them were intimidating, Malice still inspired the most fear in me.  Had I been forced to wager why that was, I thought it might be because I had never seen her smile, and there was something inherently inhuman about a person who never smiled.  I knocked lightly on the door to her room, hoping that she would not be there or that she might tell me to go away, having changed her mind about wanting to see me.  It was not to be so.


  

  "Enter."  Her cold voice intoned.  I took a brief moment to steady myself, and then turned the handle and stepped into my trainer's office.  The room was much as I remembered it.  It was nearly the same size as my own.  There was a desk in the center, larger than the one in my room, but nothing extravagant.  The surface of the desk contained a neatly stacked pile of scrolls, a quill, and an inkwell.  There were a couple chairs about the room and a shelf featuring a few large texts that I recognized from my time as a loremaster.  I tried not to let my eyes linger on that shelf too long.  The next thing I noticed was a rack in the corner of the room near the door I'd just come through.  Hanging from the rack was a Lucidil Cloak and a chain mail vest of the type I'd seen many Knights wearing.  My eyes shifted to the woman at the opposite side of the desk, and I was more than passingly surprised to see that the cloak and armor on the hook was her own.  She was dressed in a simple shirt of black that laced up the front and her deep auburn hair was not tied back as it normally was.  It hung in waves about her face.  I had never seen her in less than her full gear.  Her face seemed calm, almost serene, as though she had shed her anger with the trappings of her job.  With the look of rage gone from her features, the beauty of her face, generally hidden by her scowl, shown through brightly.  


  

  "Sit down, Lowin."  She instructed me, holding her hand out to indicate the two unoccupied chairs in the room.  I took the one across the desk from her and sat down, not sure what to make of the events to that point. I had come into the dragon's den expecting to be eaten, but it appeared I was to have a conversation instead.  I was unsure whether to be relieved or suspicious.  I chose the latter, preparing myself for a sudden change of fortunes.


  

  "You have been here nearly four months now, and you have pushed hard to better yourself during that time."  She began, and I could hardly believe the words, even as I heard them.  "I have made things as difficult for you as I was able, but you have persevered and never offered me a complaint.  I have trained many, and that is a rare thing.  You are still weak of stamina and your balance is not what it should be, but these are problems that I believe you are capable of overcoming."  I didn't know what had inspired this talk, but I could hardly believe what I was hearing.  This was a side of Malice I had never seen before and hadn't even expected to exist.  Compliments were a language I didn't think she could speak.


  

  She stood up, and I noticed that the shirt she was wearing was all that she was wearing.  It hung long, about a quarter of the way down her thigh, but below that level I could see the fur of her wolf-like legs protruding.  I felt my pulse quicken, a mixed feeling of fear and physical excitement enveloping me.  She approached me with a silky grace, walking around her desk, and as she did she slipped one of her clawed fingers beneath the laced knot holding her shirt closed and severed the cable with a single deft movement.  Her shirt fell open, exposing her large, well-formed breasts, the nipples coming erect in the cooler air of the room.  Her upper torso was crossed with scars, including one particularly nasty, purple scar that ran from the top of her chest, between her breasts, down to a point still covered by her shirt.  


  

  "You have been alone so much of the time you've been here."  She said, and her voice held compassion, such a deep welling of it, in fact, that I wondered momentarily if I was really experiencing what was transpiring, or if I had fallen asleep in the bath earlier.  The warm flush in my cheeks was far too much for me to pass off as a mere dream.  "It must be difficult for you, but you don't have to be alone all the time."  Then she was next to me, seeming to have closed the distance in a flash, and then she was on my lap, her breasts, warm and inviting, just a whisper from my face.  I had never been with a woman.   In fact, despite the closeness that Kye and I had shared, I had never seen a woman naked.  I had certainly never had one approach me in such a forward manner.  I was stunned, stuck between shock and fear.  My body was responding positively to the advance but I knew, with certainty, that I had no right to what was being offered.


  

  "I know that I'm different from other women, Lowin, but I'm still human.  I've never been..."  She said, apparently noticing my hesitation.  


  

  I stood up, pushing her from my lap.  I did so as gently as possible, but I couldn't let things go any further.  Such a resistance was far beyond me.  I spoke, though I know not how I managed the words.  "I can't, Malice, and I assure you it is not for your body."  I probably didn't need to state that, for my own body indicated quite beyond my control, that hers had been very appealing to me.  I made a vain attempt to cover up just how much the offer had tempted me, but there was only so much I could do while her shirt hung open and inviting, her pink crested breasts one of the most inviting temptations I had ever encountered.  I worried that she would be sad, or worse, angry, but she did not seem surprised at all.  


  

  "It's Kyeia, isn't it?"  She said, and to my surprise, the emotion I encountered on her face was sympathy.  I didn't know what to say.  I suddenly felt as though I'd been backed into a corner and there was no way out.  She moved nearer to me, her arms going out around me.  Standing, she was only a few inches taller than me, but that was enough to put her breasts tantalizingly close to my face.  "Please, Lowin, don't go down that road.  Don't let yourself feel for her."  Her words raised my ire and I pushed her back, hard this time.  She stepped back, though I realized later, with her strength it was only because she allowed me to do so.


  

  "I don't understand the great taboo!"  I shouted at her.  Now that the truth was at the surface, I wanted to vent all of my frustrations.  "I love her, Malice.  She loves me.  Where is the harm in that?  We make each other happy, why are we forbidden from getting closer?"  


  

  Malice pulled her shirt closed with one hand and sat down in the second chair on the same side of the desk as I, though the strange way her legs hinged made it so she had to sit the chair in an unusual manner.  She gestured towards the chair I'd recently left, indicating I should sit down as well.  I did so, hesitantly.  I was still in a position of terrible temptation, maybe even more so for now I could see the point where Malice's fur covered legs ceased to be fur covered, and reverted to the flesh of a normal woman.  Only the slightest dipping of her shirt covered that most sacred portion of her female anatomy and, angry as I was, it was difficult to keep my mind from that fact.  


  

  "The rule does not exist to make life difficult for you, Lowin.  It exists to protect you, and to protect Kyeia, and to keep you both from suffering more than you need to."  Malice said, and again I could sense her sympathy for me.  "I know you feel for her, and what's worse, I know she feels for you.  She comes to me every other day, at least, to check on your progress.  The Bound Ones do not normally do that.  I suspected that things might be escalating between the two of you..."


  

  "Will Kyeia be in trouble?"  I asked, suddenly realizing I had no idea what the penalty was for our relationship. 


  

  "There will be no trouble, at least not the way you mean, for Kyeia.  I won't tell anyone, Lowin."  Malice answered.


  

  "Why must the rule exist, Malice?  What suffering do we face?"


  

  Malice surprised me than, she smiled, but I saw that she was not exactly looking at me.  She was looking through me, her mind in a memory.  A tear crept down her face, falling like a single drop of rain, from her right eye.  She leaned towards me, coming close enough that I could see every nuance of her beautiful face, reminding me that she seemed only a year or two older than me.  Her strange black eyes looked deep into my own.  "Where do you think these eyes come from?  We are not born with them.  They do not grow on trees."


  

  At this my mind seized up, and I repeated that in my head over and over again.  "Where do you think these eyes come from?"  I had never thought about it.  I had never let myself think about it.  I had wanted to believe that they were some form of magic, but I don't believe I'd ever really convinced myself of that fact.  The truth, I realized, was so terrible that I'd refused to look at it.


  

  "...they come from Kye's people."  I whispered, my voice wavering with the horror I had just realized.


  

  Another tear crept from Malice's eye.  "They do, Lowin.  For each of us, one of Kyeia's people must be sacrificed."


  

  I shook my head, unwilling to accept a truth that terrible.  Did that mean Kyeia would have to die for me to become a Knight of Ethan?  I would never allow such a thing.  I looked at Malice.  She was sobbing now, her face flushed, and the tears flowing freely.  


  

  "I loved him so much..."  She said, and the look in her eyes tore me apart.  I realized, then, that she had been one of those few other Knights to have had a Bound One of the opposite sex.  She didn't need to say more.  I understood in just those five words all that she meant.  


  

  I went to her, and put my arms around her, for I knew nothing else to do.  Her arms encircled me, and she sobbed into my shoulder.  It was a full minute or more before I realized that I was crying as well.  I found myself completely lost in emotion, but I now knew that in Malice at least there was one I could take solace.  After a while, Malice stopped crying, though she stayed close to me.  Her voice was soft when she spoke, not the authoritative rumble I was so used to.  


  

  "His name was Yulinel.  He never really loved me, at least not the way I loved him, but my heart was his from the moment we first met.  I did not know the truth of it until the day they took his beautiful eyes and put them into me.  They were green... his eyes, but they are black now..."  She sniffed and pulled away from me.  I had managed to stop my own tears, but I knew my eyes were red rimmed, and I felt like I might break down at any moment.  


  

  "I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to come between you and Kyeia.  I like you, though, and had hoped to save you this pain."  She clenched a hand over her heart. "You're a good man..."  She managed a faint smile.  "Despite your many failings as a fighter."  She paused for a moment, and then added once more.  "I thought there might still be a chance to save you."


  

  I shook my head.  "I can't let it happen, Malice.  I can't let Kye die just so I can become more powerful.  What kind of creature would I be then?"  I noticed a look of hurt on Malice's face, and I quickly corrected myself.  "No, it's not the same between us.  You didn't know what was happening until it was too late.  Thanks to you, I can stop it."  The look of hurt was replaced by one of sympathy.  "You can't stop it now, Lowin.  Kyeia is bound to you.  The transfer between the two of you has already begun.  Whether you receive her eyes or not, now, she is dead.  She has been dead ever since she first held your crystal and accepted the bond."


  

  I rocked back hard into my chair, the weight of her words hitting me as if a physical blow to my chest.  "That can't be... she should have told me."


  

  "They can't tell us.  The pact is not merely an agreement between our people and theirs, Lowin, it's a magical binding that takes effect on those chosen to become Bound Ones.  Kyeia is completely unable to speak to you about the nature of the pact.  No matter how badly she wants to tell you, she never can."  Malice's voice was rough now, obviously heavy with remembered pain.


  

  I hung my head, defeated.  "What can I do?"


  

  "You can make the time you have left the best that it can be."  Malice offered, though her tone suggested that she didn't see my chances for success in doing so as very high.


  

  "How much time do I have left?"  I asked.


  

  Malice could only shrug.  "A month, no more, probably less.  Her people came two weeks ago to begin her preparations.  That only happens near the end of the process.  I'm sorry, Lowin, her time is almost over."


  

  The breath left me in a rush.  "So little time left..."  I found myself back in Malice's arms, held fast as my resolve fell to pieces.  I would like to say that I left her room then and returned to my own, to prepare to meet the new challenges in my life, but I did not.  In the grief we shared, each of us took comfort from the other that night, bodies entwined in what was, for both of us, the first taste of the pleasures of the flesh.  I could romanticize the experience and say that Malice and I found love that sad evening in our shared curse, but we did not love each other then.  We merely needed comfort and took it as two who shared a bond of respect and suffering.  I fought back the demons of my future and she fought back those of her past.  Together we swept away the darkness until the coming of the dawn.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I awoke the next morning in Malice's bed, her naked body pressed pleasingly against mine.  I turned to look at her and found that she was already awake.  She was watching me and she smiled as I faced her, though it was a smile edged with sadness.  Seeing a smile on her face was a strange and mysterious thing.  Again I found myself hard pressed to believe that the beautiful woman curled close to me in bed was the same woman that had driven me to collapse over and over again on the training field.  Other than her eyes, her arms, and her legs, she was every bit a human woman.  She had been, over the course of the night, both emotionally and physically gentle and innocent in a way that I hadn't believed possible.  Her powerful clawed hands that could have easily torn me asunder had caressed and held me with divine gentleness.  She seemed to be almost two entirely different women in one body. 


  

  "We'll not be training today, I think."  She said quietly, and for the first time I realized that the sun was already up and streaming in through the window.  I couldn't tell exactly what time it was, but I guessed it was mid- to late- morning.  "I have reports to write anyway, and I think we could both use a day to gather ourselves."  She sat up and the blankets fell away from her, exposing her most fetching human characteristics.  "I'd recommend that you spend some time on the training field anyway.   It'll help clear your mind, and you could use it.  Lowin..."  She started, and I could sense she had something to say that she didn't necessarily want to.  "Despite what happened between us, I can't go easy on you during your training.  I have a reputation to uphold, and..."


  

  I stopped her with a smile.  "It's alright.  I understand and I wouldn't change your techniques anyway.  They have been harsh and there have been times when I was terrified of you, but I have always put forth my best effort."


  

  She looked away, a light blush on her cheeks.  "Two weeks ago, when I brought you here, I had intended to offer myself to you as I did last night, but I lost my nerve and I took my anger at myself out on you.  Since Yulinel died, I have been so angry inside.  I know it's wrong.  It has been nearly two hundred years, and I still have not forgotten him."


  

  I was momentarily shocked when I heard just how old Malice was, but I knew that the Knights of Ethan didn't age much after they ascended to full knighthood.  I had heard as much from others.  Still, it was hard to think of Malice as being much older than myself.  "I don't know that I would have done any better.  I'm just glad you were able to come forward this time."


  

  She nodded once, and then seemed to be summoning her courage.  "I apologize for that night, Lowin.  It was wrong of me and I don't expect your forgiveness."  She got up from the bed and grabbed her shirt, pulling it on and doing up the laces quickly.  Obviously she had said all she was willing to on the subject and I decided that would be enough. I got up as well, dressing myself, and trying to decide what I needed to do with my life.  My heart was full of grief that I might lose Kye in so short a time and it was tempered only by the fact that I knew I still had some time with her remaining.  I was also filled with guilt, feeling that I had betrayed her by spending the night with Malice, but I refused to let that consume me.  I hadn't done it to hurt Kye and I wouldn't regret what I had done either.  I took no joy in my betrayal, but I also would not lessen the importance of the night with Malice by regretting it.  What had happened between us had benefited us both.  


  

  Once we were both fully dressed, we said our goodbyes and I turned to leave.  As I did so, I felt Malice's hand on my shoulder.  I turned to see her as she usually was, dressed in her shifting cloak, hair tied back severely.  I was again faced with the duplicity of her personality, though her face and the set of her eyes were still softened from their normal angry depth.  


  

  "If you ever need a friend again, my door is ever open, my bed always empty."  She smiled, the barest lift of the corners of her mouth, and I leaned forward and put my arms around her.


  

  "Thank you, Malice, for giving me the truth, and helping me through the night."  With those words I released her, turned, and walked from her rooms out into the hallway.  Once I was outside, the full strength of the sun beating down upon me, I realized that there was much I needed to think about.  I felt as though all hope had been taken from me in the night, and while spending the night with Malice had helped me to an extent there was still a crushing weight upon my chest and each breath that I drew came with great difficulty.  I made my way back to my room, noticing as I entered that Silent was off duty and had been replaced by Wisp.  Wisp was a short Knight with chiseled features and close-cropped black hair.  She had dragon-like forearms, and similar legs but her most notable feature, I thought, were the horns that protruded six inches from each of her temples.  She was the relief shift for Silent.  I didn't mind her company but she wasn't as well humored as Silent.  I nodded to her, absently, as I went by.  


  

  "Kyeia awaits you inside."  She said as I passed, and I nearly stumbled.  


  

  "Thank you."  I told her, and proceeded inside.  When I reached my room, Kyeia was laying on my bed, staring up at the ceiling.  Seeing her caused the pressure in my chest to increase and I felt for a moment that I might not be able to make myself smile.  I did though.  I didn't want to bring up what had happened the night before for multiple reasons.  I wasn't ready to let her know that I knew the dark secret she'd been keeping and I wasn't sure what to say to her about what had happened between Malice and me.  I owed her the truth, and I intended to provide it, but I wasn't emotionally prepared for such a confrontation yet.  


  

  "Good morning, Kye.  It is good to see you."  She sat up, and I saw that her face was tear-streaked.  I went to her immediately and put my arms about her, not sure why she was so upset, but unwilling to stand by while she cried.  


  

  She laid her head on my shoulder, and I remembered, with a pang of guilt, that Malice had done the same thing the night before.


  

  "I wanted to tell you..."  She said, and there was such pain in her voice.  "I always wanted to tell you, every single day.  Sometimes, I would try while we were together, but the words just wouldn't come free.  You deserved to know!"


  

  "I..."  I didn't know what to say, but I suddenly understood that she knew that I had learned her secret.  I realized, belatedly, that she could feel my emotional extremes and understood, to an extent, my emotional state.  That was how she knew that I had learned her secret.  She had sensed the emotional chaos I'd experienced the night before.  I was ill prepared for such a confrontation, as I wasn't even sure how I should be handling the news of Kye's impending mortality.  One thing I was certain of was that Kyeia had no need to feel as though she had done any wrong by not telling me the truth.   "It's alright Kye.  I understand now.  Malice explained the nature of the Pact between your people and mine."  I held her, wondering if she knew what else had happened with Malice and wondering if I should tell her now, or wait until she was feeling better.  


  

  "You don't have to feel guilty, Lowin."  She whispered to me, tears still streaming down her face.  "I felt what came after your learned the truth, as well, but I am not angry with you or her.  Malice has been something of a friend to me these last four months, keeping me informed of your progress and letting me know when you'd had a particularly bad day.  She is not all rage and claw and it is good that you learned that about her.  The Knights are people too."


  

  I wasn't sure what to say or do.  I hadn't anticipated having such a conversation with Kyeia so soon.  I certainly hadn't anticipated that she would be alright with what had happened between Malice and me.  My guilt, I decided, would have to be pushed aside for a moment.  I looked down at Kyeia, lifting her chin with one hand so that I might look into her purple eyes.  I had grown to know those eyes so well and I could read them as well as any humans.  "I can't let you die, Kye.  How could I kill you and continue to live?"  Those were my thoughts as I watched the purple lightning in her gaze and I spoke them aloud.


  

  Kye shook her head.  "It's not like that, Lowin.  I am going to give you the power to protect our peoples.  The humans and my people both need warriors like you to stand for us against forces that would otherwise destroy us."


  

  "No."  I said fiercely.  "I simply cannot accept that.  I cannot take your life from you.  How can we stop this?  What can I do so that you will not die?  I love you, Kyeia."  I had never said those last words aloud before, though I had known them to be true for some time.  


  

  Kye smiled sadly.  "I love you too, Lowin.  ...but you cannot stop the inevitable.  The process has already begun.  I will be gone within the next two months no matter what you do.  Please do not let me die without taking from me what I would freely give to you.  I love you so much, Lo..."  Her words trailed off, though she continued after taking a steadying breath.  "No one could have been more deserving of what I'm giving.  You will be the greatest man of your kind and you will shape the course of our world.  I know you will."  There was so much determination and strength in her voice.  


  

  I held her as close to me as I could and let the tears of my pain fall freely.  I knew then that I would never stop loving Kyeia, no matter what happened in the future, no matter how long we had left, I would love the purple eyed girl in the white dress.  Just as Malice still loved Yulinel, so would I be bound forever to Kyeia.  I knew, also, that I would take her eyes, because doing any less would be to let her die for nothing. Taking them, though, would kill some part of my humanity.  Of that, I was terribly certain.  I would be accepting a great power, and giving up something that was perhaps far more important.  I felt a gentle push from Kye and I eased back onto the bed, she lay down next to me, at eye level, watching me for a moment before she leaned in and pressed her soft lips against my own.  Her kiss was chaste at first, but soon her mouth opened, and our tongues met in a kiss far warmer than any we'd shared to that point.   


  

  "Lowin, I hold no anger towards you or Malice.  I told you that and I mean it.  Amidst my people, it is not uncommon to share a partner physically with others... but I find myself a little jealous of Malice now.  Between you there is no love, yet I, who love you so much, have never lain with you."  There was a blush in her cheeks as she spoke, and I knew what she had in mind before she spoke again.  "Would you make love to me?  I don't know how many more times we will be together, or for how long I will be able to see you, but for now we are together and I want to know you as only a lover can, at least once."  That was the final taboo, one which we'd persistently attempted not to break, though it had been difficult.  Now with the cruel reality of our dwindling time so painfully evident, I couldn't think of a reason not to have the woman I cherished most at least once.


  

  Words would have been foolish, so I answered Kye by slipping a hand beneath the hem of her dress and pushing the thin fabric up.  With Malice, the sex had been a thing of hesitance and tenderness, with Kyeia there was desperation and roughness I would never have expected.  We tore free from our clothes and made love repeatedly until neither of us could go any further and then we lay for a time, and, after a brief rest, repeated the ritual.  There was a terrible hunger in our love making.  It was both beautiful as a summer rainbow and fierce as a spring storm.  As we at last neared the end of our time together, as the final climax approached, I thrust as deeply into her as I could, gazing deep into her beautiful eyes and told her that I loved her and always would.  As we lay gasping, light of head and flushed from our exertion and physical pleasure, I heard her softly say, "Love, Lowin, like ours, never really dies."


  

  We lay for a short time, but it wasn't long before Kye had to go.  She had risked a lot in spending so long with me but we also both knew, though neither of us would admit to it, that it would be the last time we would have so much time together.  It was to be our first joint taste of love's lust, and our last.  The end, for us, was fast approaching.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  A week went by with no sign or word from Kye.  I spent my time on the training field, as Malice had suggested, burying myself in as much grueling physical punishment as possible.  Malice, I discovered, had not been entirely truthful when she'd said that she would treat me as she had before our night together.  She still pushed me hard, but the vicious edge to her personality seemed to be muted.  Even in our sparring matches she took care not to give me any serious abrasions or bruises.  


  

  "Your left foot is coming too far forward when you leap and it's causing your torso to follow it forward to recover.  Control your center; do not be controlled by it."  She didn't even bother to call me "oaf," as she always had before.  I might have felt flattered under better circumstances.  "Focus your mind here, Lowin.  If you fall off those balance poles, I'll beat you into the ground."  I bit my lower lip in exasperation.  She was right, threats aside.  I wasn't focusing.  Every day away from Kye made it more and more difficult for me to keep my mind on my work.  I made another attempt to force my distress deep inside of me.  The balance poles were still one of the most difficult training exercises I faced on a daily basis.  Moving from pole to pole was becoming easier with time, but the longer jumps always put me at the edge of my ability to cope with my momentum.  Malice stood at the far end of the poles, easily balanced on a single, round topped, step.  To my right, a few feet away, Wisp was also on the poles, seemingly quite amused at my lack of coordination.  I noticed that she took a certain unpleasant satisfaction at my frequent failures.  


  

  I wondered where Silent was.  Since I'd been at Fell Rock, he'd only ever been away for a day or two, but now it had been a week since I'd seen him.  I wasn't exactly worried about him, just surprised at his prolonged absence.  He was generally kind, whereas I'd learned that Wisp, on the other hand, had a mean streak.  She didn't know what had transpired between Kye and me on the first day she was on watch, and I don't think she really suspected anything, but never the less she had made some rather foul comments when next I met with her.  "Got yourself a nice wet hole there, don't you boy?"  I had been furious at her, but didn't think that showing it would be a good idea.  She was just poking fun at my expense, but if I took an inordinate amount of offense she might suspect that she had hit close to the mark.  I had feigned ignorance and walked away.  I eased my ire by telling myself that there was nothing I could have done anyway.  She was stronger, faster, and far more dangerous than I was.  That seemed to be the way of my world anymore.  With the exception of Kye, and truthfully I really didn't understand the true power of my love, everyone at Fell Rock was more than a match for me.  In such a situation, it was easy to learn to hold your tongue.  I had mistakenly snapped at Malice a few times during my first month of training.  Those slips had been tremendous learning experiences.


  

  The rounded balancing poles grew gradually more difficult to navigate as you reached the end furthest from the beginning.  I was just beginning to navigate the most difficult portion of the course and I felt a wall of determination forming inside me.  I decided that I would, at long last, reach the end of the course.  I had made many an effort to defeat the foul obstacles, but this time I was determined to succeed.


  

  "Don't fall."  Wisp's voice called, mockingly from my left. She had apparently maneuvered all the way around me while I made my last two or three moves forward.    


  

  I ignored her and pressed on, spanning the wide distances between the steps with every bit of skill I could muster.  I knew that it was in me to finish the course.  I increased my speed as I went, not exactly by intent, but simply because I found that my balance seemed to better stay to my center if I kept moving fluidly.  Each footfall brought me precariously close to disaster and each leap to cover a greater distance or height between poles forced me to make my next move a little faster. Before I even knew it, I had reached the end.  The last jump I made brought me down nearly five feet and out four from the previous rounded step.  To land on a pole width no larger than a man's palm and curved, from such a distance, was quite a challenge.  I hit the low obstacle with a good deal of speed and had to bend over and grab the surface of the wood to keep myself from teetering forward and off.  It was not a pretty touchdown, and as my hands scrambled for purchase I tore one of my fingernails free, but I broke my momentum and stood up on the last balance step in the set for the first time in all my months of practice.  Kye, I thought with a rush of pride, would have something to be happy about.  


  

  "Next time, faster, and don't use your hands to break your momentum.  Your legs need to be enough."  Malice commented in what seemed a gruff manner, but I could tell that she, too, was proud of my accomplishment that day.  "Run to the sparring yard, grab two swords, and make yourself ready.  Today we're going to start teaching you the sword."  I nodded and went to get the gear for practice.  I had wondered when we might move on to weapon training.  I had seen the Knights of Ethan in practice a few times, though not very often, and they almost never bothered with weapons.  Most of them, though, had some form of clawed hands which made a fair substitute for a sword.  I remembered that Tempest had used a sword when he defended Kye and me from the Shao Geok, but over all he had seemed more comfortable dispatching them by hand.  A sword though, helped even the odds against a superior-sized force and extended a fighters range in combat.  Even the Knights of Ethan needed to know the basics.  


  

  I located the practice weapons in short order.  They were all designed to emulate two handed swords, heavy weapons that could be quite difficult for a normal man to wield with much grace, but were favored by the much stronger Knights.  As I grabbed two of the weighted wood weapons, I realized that they were far heavier than a blade I would have ideally chosen for myself.  I knew my arms would grow tired quickly and my form would suffer for it.  That meant that Malice would likely be leaving me with more than a few potent reminders of the effects of bad form.


  



  I handed one of the wood weapons to Malice who took a moment to instruct me in the proper way to hold a sword.  To my surprise, rather than simply beating me with her own weapon, she used the practice blade to illustrate the way she wished me to wield the ungainly block of wood.  Once she'd shown me the basics, she instructed me to work at them, repeating the movements over and over again.  I quickly realized the sword lessons were not going to be of much more interest than had been hand to hand training.  The only fundamental difference was that now I had a heavy weight I had to hoist around.  Malice worked me through several different stances and maneuvers until the sun hung low in the sky, and my arms were burning fiercely with built-up acids.  Before she dismissed me for the night, however, she sent Wisp back to her guard station and waved me over to have a private conversation.


  

  Once she was certain we were alone, she said in a very low voice, "Silent has disappeared.  That night we spent together in my rooms was the last night any one saw him.  He reported to Wisp in order to switch shifts and then vanished immediately after."


  

  My eyes opened wide.  I was surprised to hear that.  I had noticed he was absent, but could hardly believe that he had gone entirely missing.  "He's not out on mission?"  I asked, though I knew the answer already.


  

  "No.  He is permanently set for guard duty with you, only to be relieved by Wisp when it is necessary."  Malice's voice held a brittle edge that I thought might be worry.


  

  "Have Knights left their post before?"  It was a poor question, but I knew little of how the Knights were organized, or what their rules were regarding the abandonment of a post.  I don't know why, but I assumed that Silent must have left of his own volition.   


  

  She shook her to indicate a negative.  "Any Knight who abandons his post would be immediately hunted down and punished.  As you should well know by now, we are a very strict order.  There have been hunting parties out for the last two days, but they have turned up not so much as a single track or sign that Silent has left the Fort.  I was told not tell you, but I felt you had a right to know."


  

  "Thank you, Malice."  I appreciated her honesty, though I knew if anyone ever found out just how much Malice had told me, about Silent - and more so about the reality of the Knights of Ethan - she would probably be in considerable trouble.  At that moment I swore to myself that I would never do anything to compromise her trust in me.  "What do you think has happened to him?"  I regretted the question as soon as I saw the expression on Malice's face as I asked it.


  

  "Three weeks ago, another Knight went missing.  We later found his body, decapitated and disemboweled, in the woods several miles from here.  A month before that, another of our number vanished in the night and we've yet to find her."  Her answer was tight lipped, worried.


  

  "What?"  I asked incredulously.  "Something is killing the Knights of Ethan?  ...Is it the enemy?"  I had to use the phrase "the enemy" since no one had yet identified who or what "the enemy" was.  


  

  Malice shrugged.  "I don't know, Lowin.  No one does, but they are searching.  You should also be weary; as you are a in training you could be a potential target.  If you notice anything suspicious, alert me at once.  I felt you should know about Silent's disappearance, though, since you are one of his friends."  I nodded my reply, grateful to have someone willing to talk to me, especially when that someone took a great risk in doing so.  I hadn't realized it until she'd said it, but Malice was right, Silent was one of my friends.  He was one of the few people that had always had a smile for me over the long four months of training, and I was genuinely worried about him.  


  

  Malice turned to go back to her apartments for the night, but she stopped after a few steps and turned toward me, looking around once more before she spoke.  "How have you been?"  She asked, and I could tell by the way her expression and voice softened, that it was not a question she felt would be easy for me to answer.   I wasn't sure how to reply at first, mostly because I didn't really know how to feel about all that had happened.  With Kye's time dwindling so quickly, I found myself both sad and angry at the same time, but most of all I felt like nothing I did much mattered anymore.  In the not too distant future I would lose any purpose to go forward, and now Silent was missing as well.


  

  "I'm not well, Malice, but I am trying."  I finally said, not wanting to lie, but also unwilling to tell Malice that I felt like the world was all too quickly running into oblivion.


  

  The tall female warrior nodded.  "I'll tell Kye, when next I see her, how well you did today.  She'll be happy."


  

  That made me smile.  "You're a good person, Malice."  I said, and I meant it.


  

  She smiled and gave a short, sharp laugh.  "You don't have to flatter me now.  I was already going to tell her you did well."  With that, she turned and walked away.


  

  I walked back to my room lost in deep thought.  There were so many different problems assaulting me that I hardly knew where to begin in tackling them.  Silent was missing, and Kye's time was running out so fast that each passing minute terrified me more.  I desperately wanted her to be in my room when I got there, but I knew that was an unrealistic hope.  She was being watched quite closely, and while she could safely make excuses to visit Malice, she couldn't be seen coming to see me all the time.  I desperately wanted to talk to her, only she could calm the rush of chaos that threatened to consume me.  


  

  "You spearing Malice, too?  You get around a lot for a trainee."  Wisp's voice cut through my concentration, and I glared at her.  She laughed in the sharp, derogatory way that she could when she was trying to offend.  "Don't think you'll be mounting me, boy.  I'm no whore like the purple eyed bitch or that cunt of a trainer.  I'd rather go naked to the stable and let the pigs have a..."


  

  Whatever else she might have been about to say never cleared her mouth.  "Then why don't you do so, and plug at least one of your filthy holes."  I snapped, the words ripping free from me with all the force of the bottled up turmoil within me.  I knew they were a mistake even as they cleared my throat.  There was a flash of motion and I was suddenly two feet in the air, my back slammed against the door to my room with such force that I heard the boards bend.


  

  "What was that, you piece of stinking hound shit?"  Wisp's voice was full of rage, her black eyes boring deep into my own with such a fearsome hate I wanted to shiver at my very core, but I wouldn't let myself.  Her cold, draconic hand with its razor claws squeezed so tight about my throat that I struggled to pull breath.  "I could sever your head just by squeezing your neck a bit more," she whispered, and I judged that she was trying to decide whether or not she might do just that.  


  

  "...wouldn't have to look at your ass of a face...anymore."  I spit the words out through my constricted throat.  She roared her rage and slammed me back against the door again with such ferocity that this time the boards actually did crack.  


  

  Her free hand came up in a blur and she raked it down across my field of vision.  Suddenly there was blood pouring down my face, running into my eyes so that I could barely see and I realized then that I might die, that Wisp might kill me.  I wondered if my death might free Kye from her magical binding.  I didn't think so, but I realized that I would not have to see her die now.  I smiled despite the terrible pain it caused my ravaged face.


  

  "It looks like your face is the one that we will be thankful not to have to see anymore."  She spat venomously.  There was a sudden rush of activity and I felt myself fall the ground in a heap, my back against the door.  I tried to blink the blood from eyes, but every time I managed to make some headway, the sticky red liquid built back up almost immediately.  Though I couldn't see, I could hear voices.


  

  "What do you think you are doing?"  A sharp, authoritative voice demanded, and there was violence in the words.  It was Malice.


  

  "He... he insulted me... I was just showing him..."  Wisp's voice came and, to my grim satisfaction, there was a tremor in it.


  

  I heard the sound of a blunt impact and something heavy hitting the ground.  "He is a trainee, and you are a full Knight of Ethan.  If you can't take an insult from a young boy with one tenth of your ability, you are a discredit to all of us."


  

  "You're just protecting him because you like it when he fuc-"  I heard another impact followed by a deep groan.


  

  Malice's voice came again, calm and as cold as I'd ever heard it.  "I'll be filing a report on your misconduct and recommending that you return to a second year training regimen.  It's obvious that you do not have the restraint needed for a member of your office."


  

  "Ethaniel will hear about..."  Wisp began, but Malice's voice cut in over her again.


  

  "Yes he will.  I have served as his master of instruction for one hundred and four years, Wisp.  That is sixty years longer that you have been alive.  Believe me when I say that I know Ethaniel, and know what he expects from his Knights.  He will, indeed, hear about this.  You are dismissed from duty until you receive official word of judgment on your actions."  Her words had a finality about them that dared Wisp to speak out again.  She did not, though I did hear her get up and walk away.  Malice came towards me, barely making a sound as she approached.  I could sense her bending down over me and then I felt one of her clawed hands brushing back the hair from my face.


  

  "Damn it!"  She cursed with a fierceness that startled me.  "I heard the commotion and came as fast as I could.  I'm sorry, Lowin."


  

  I shook my head, not sure whether or not I was happy.  In death I might have at least escaped my worries.  Malice's strong arms lifted me from where I lay against the door and she carried me into my room.  She did her best to clean the blood and mess from my wounds, but as my vision came clear I could see that she was more than a little distressed by what she saw.  "I need to get Merrywin."  She whispered softly to me.  "She'll need to put in stitches, and maybe some healing salve.  I'll be back in a few moments, try not to move too much."  She pushed a clean cloth torn from my bedding against my face.  "Hold this tight against the wounds until I get back."  She got up and I heard her leave.


  

  Never one to listen when I thought I could get away with it, I got up from my bed and stumbled my way blindly to my closet, opening it to expose the small mirror that was there to aid in my shaving.   I took the cloth from my face and stared at my face in the mirror.  There were four distinct, jagged lines running down my face.  Each was quite deep and oozing blood copiously.  My lips were cut all the way through, leaving them to hang in flaps.  I sighed, and blood followed my breath out onto the mirror.  I walked back to my bed and lay down, covering my face.  I had not considered myself attractive before, but now there was no question in the matter.  Kye would be upset, I thought, as I lay bleeding.  


  

  Merrywin and Malice were back in short order, and even Merrywin winced when she saw the damage beneath my once white, now red-soaked, scrap of bedding.  She pulled a needle and thread from a bag of medical supplies she'd brought in with her.  Malice stood at the edge of my bed, watching the process.


  

  "I sent for Kyeia.  I felt she should be made aware of the situation, since she has a vested interest in your health."  The tall female warrior said.  I was aware that Malice had actually sent for Kye merely for my benefit, but her pretext was well established.  A Bound One would indeed be interested if there was a threat to the life of her prospective Knight.  "Once she arrives, I will take up station outside your quarters for the night, Lowin.  Tomorrow there will be a new guard assigned for the watch detail."   


  

  I nodded my thanks, not wanting to speak with my lips that hurt fiercely.  


  

  "This is going to be quite painful, and it's going to take a while."  Merrywin said, bringing my focus back to the immediate problem at hand.  "I wish I could do something for the pain but I don't have anything readily available and we need to get these wounds closed up quickly."  With that, she went to work with her needle and thread.  The pain was terrible, and there were multiple points where I thought I might lose consciousness, but I forced myself to remain aware.  Each time the darkness threatened to creep in on me, I focused my eyes on Merrywin who was deftly working her needle with practiced skill.  I had a difficult time keeping track of what was happening about my room, but I was vaguely aware that at some point Malice left, and was replaced by Kye who was kneeling at the edge of my bed, a pale, distressed look hiding just beneath the calm facade she wasn't successfully pulling off.  In all, there were more than eighty stitches by the time Merrywin had completed her work.  


  

  "It looks bad now," I heard Merrywin say as she finished.  "But once the wounds close up it won't be so bad.  You're going to have scars, I'm afraid, but fighting men and women have scars.  You'll be alright.  At least you're a fast healer, and the salve will help that even more.  Just make sure to spread it on the wound if it starts to grow dry, once or twice a day should be enough."  She left then, leaving me with a sealed container of the salve for my wounds.  As she left, Kye rushed to my side and took my hand in hers.  As she drew nearer to me, I could feel the outpouring of worry and hurt from her.  She didn't speak, just held my hand and cried softly.  After a time, she kissed my cheek gently, and whispered softly.  "I love you, Lowin.  I must go, but I'll try to come see you again before the week is out."  


  

  "I love you, Kye."  I said, the words hard to understand coming from my tattered mouth.  Fresh tears formed in Kye's eyes as she got up and left.  I desperately didn't want her to go.  I really wanted to talk to her about everything and anything I might, just to keep her in the room with me.  The room was quiet for a time but I was only alone for a few minutes before Malice came back into the room, a ghost in the darkness of the night.  I knew it was her immediately.  I had spent enough time with her that I had learned the subtle characteristics of the way she moved.  She sat on the side of my bed and put one of her powerful hands on my chest.  For a time we just sat like that, quietly sharing the night.  After a time she spoke.


  

  "We fight so hard for our ideals and our causes that sometimes we forget that which is most vital.  What does it mean to be a Knight, if one must protect those who are important, from those who are supposed to be our allies?  Lowin, do we deserve this power that we hold, power scavenged from the lives of others?  I don't know anymore.  Surely not all of us do, and if not all of us, than do any of us?  The cost is so... terrible, the result so unpredictable.  Are we just monsters?"  Her voice held a sad note of reflection, and a sincere sense of confusion.  I wasn't sure what to say to her, so I put my hand on top of hers and squeezed firmly.  It was a gesture I hoped told her that I didn't know the answers either, but I trusted her.  I hoped it sufficed in place of words.  I could feel the flesh around my wounds swelling uncomfortably against the stitches.  


  

  Malice gave a squeeze in return, then got up from my bed and left the room.  I sat in the darkness thinking for a long time.  The damage to my face and the incident between Wisp and me were of little real concern.  Instead, I worried about Silent, fretted over Kye, and considered Malice's words.  Kye seemed to believe in the cause she was giving her life to.  That made me want to believe in it as well, but every time I thought of the fate that awaited her, I began to hate the world that would allow such a thing.  It was easy to hate a world that had so scarred Malice and would soon take my Kyeia from me forever.  For her, though, for the purple-eyed girl I loved, I would try not to hate those who tore us apart.  For her I would fight to make the world a better place, and for Malice as well, so that she could have faith in her own purpose again.


  

        


  

   


  

  I awoke the next morning before dawn, got up and went to the bathing room to clean myself up.  I could do little more than dab at the painful wounds on my face, but I did my best to clean the dried blood from around the tender stitches.  I dressed myself in a fresh set of clothes and returned to my room to apply salve to my injuries.  Once I was cleaned, dressed, and salved I moved to the exit of my small building - I had begun to think of it as mine since I shared it with no one else - and proceeded outside.  There was a new guard on duty already, and he turned to me as I exited into the darkness of early morning.  


  

  "Malice says you are off your training schedule for the next two days, until your injuries have time to begin knitting themselves back together."  His voice was a guttural rumble, similar to that of Ethaniel and Tempest, and his mouth was lined with the razor teeth I had seen on a few others as well.  I had grown accustomed the effect of what the Knights called "The Voice," over the four months I'd been at Fell Rock, but it still sent a chill down my spine whenever I heard it.  I didn't know this particular Knight.  I could see nothing of the rest of his body, hidden as it was beneath his shifting cloak, though I noted that he had close cropped, pale hair, and there were two holes cut in his hood to allow the protruding of a pair of wolf-like ears, black and gray furred.  


  

  "Thank you, sir.  Might I ask your name?"  I asked, as politely as possible.  The words did not come out as clearly as I might have liked, but my lips were swollen and sore, and talking pulled at the stitches in a most uncomfortable way.


  

  "I am Lithe."  He said, in the same rumbling voice.


  

  "I am Lowin."  I replied, and added.  "Though, I suppose you already know that.  I intend to go to the practice field, whether I have set training today or not, will that be a problem?"  I asked him, not wanting to argue the point if he said it was not all right, but also not wanting to sit alone in my room all day long.  That gave me too much time to worry, and I didn't think I could stay sane if I had too much time to do that.


  

  "I do not see a problem with that.  No one said that you were not allowed to train if you so wished, only that you would not be required to do so."  He nodded then smiled a toothy grin, one that held no particular malice or ill intent.  I liked him better than Wisp already.


  

  "Alright," I said, "Let us be off."  He followed me dutifully to the practice field, a quiet but ever present guard.  I wondered, briefly, if Wisp might try and track me down alone some time, to finish what she had started.  I also wondered if that really bothered me.  I knew it should, but I had hard time being frightened at the prospect.  I made my way to the balance course, intent upon besting my performance on it from the day before, but not sure that I was up to the challenge.  Most of my body felt fine, but I was learning that there were many different, unconscious motions that caused the cuts across my face to pull and twist.  I stepped onto the first pole in the balance training area and prepared myself to move.  I found my first steps to be remarkably easy and I let myself pick up speed as I went, each step going a little faster than the last.  By the time I reached the midpoint I was moving as quickly as I ever had before, each foot seeming to find a place to rest of its own volition.  I realized, then, that I had finally felt out my center of balance.  The exercise of the day before must have awoken my body's natural ability to identify that invisible focus point and now I was unconsciously balancing with that in mind.  I flew through the remainder of the course with relative ease, although landing the last jump still caused me some trouble.  I didn't have to use my hand to assist me, however, and I considered that a vast improvement.  Over all, I felt that I had bested my old time by a considerable margin.  


  

  I looked back over my shoulder, and in the early light of rising dawn I could see Lithe removing his cloak, two hand and a half swords, as well as their scabbards and belt. I wondered what he was doing.  I only had to consider it for a moment, for after he had stowed his weapons and cloak in a pile he approached the balance poles.  Without his cloak on I could see that his features were similar to that of many of the Knights I had met.  He had the familiar fur clad arms and legs, though I noted he had small sails upon his back as well.  They were not larger wings as those Ethaniel had sported, but small, muscular protuberances of flesh that looked more decorative than functional.


  

  Lithe sprung nimbly to the first pole of the course, his clawed feet giving him perfect purchase on it.  A moment later he started on a tumbling course through the poles, flipping and spinning amidst them with more grace than I had ever witnessed at even the most spectacular of traveling shows in my home city.  Sometimes he would land on a hand, sometimes on a foot, but no matter how he landed he was ready to propel himself on to the next curved hold with little effort.  Halfway through the course, he used his massive strength to throw himself far into the air.  His sails opened up, leathery and slightly larger than they'd seemed when they had been folded on his back.  He didn't flap them, or try to propel himself with them, but instead he glided down and landed on another of the polls before tucking them back behind him and continuing his mad course of somersaults and flips across the balance obstacles.  They worked to slow him, but not much else.  He landed on the final pole of the course after a half twist down from a single arm handstand off the position before it.  Lithe stepped to the ground nonchalantly.  


  

  "I was always good at this."  He explained with a sly grin that was infectious, or at least would have been had my face not hurt so badly when I tried to grin back.  Lithe returned to the beginning of the obstacle and collected his things.  I returned to the beginning of the obstacle as well, and prepared to tackle it again.  There was no chance that I could come anywhere near to matching Lithe's performance, but I wanted to repeat the exercise until I could stick the final landing at the end without nearly falling.  Without Malice to guide my practice, I decided I would work on the points I knew were my weakest.


  

  I had been hard at work for nearly five hours before Malice happened by.  I could immediately tell by the look her face that she was not happy that I had chosen to spend the day on the practice field despite having been given the day off.  I had not seen such an angry expression on her face since before our night of shared grief.  I subconsciously took a step backward, only noticing it after my foot had already moved. 


  

  "Are you attempting to make your wounds worse?"  Malice snapped, the ire obvious in her voice, though I noted, with a certain amount of relief, that there was also a hint of concern straining her tones.  "If you don't rest, the scarring will be worse, and you risk infecting the cuts that Merrywin has worked so hard to clean and stitch.  You are irresponsible.  And you," She turned her wrath on Lithe.  "You should know better, Lithe.  I chose you for this detail because you are level headed and reasonable.  At least I thought you were, but it seems you can't even take care of one half-crippled trainee."


  

  Lithe smiled his toothy smile.  "You didn't forbid the boy's exercise, and he seemed intent upon his course."  He rumbled, and seeing that his explanation had not appeased my instructor he added, "Besides, I remember when you came out to train after you were run through by the Fell Beast, still bleeding from the terrible wound that should have ended your life, you dragged yourself to this very obstacle," He indicated the balance poles, looking at it with eyes that saw through the ages.  "If I recall correctly, you proceeded to force yourself across it time and time again before I finally found you where you'd collapsed in the center of it, and had to carry you back to your bed."  Lithe gazed at me with his sharp, all-seeing black eyes.  "This one quite reminds me of you, Malice.  There is a fire in him that burns bright and hot.  He has your determination and, I think, a bit of your anger - though he hides it well."


  

  Malice's face may have softened to some minor degree, but she still looked fearsome to me.  "I was fine.  The wounds were not nearly as bad as everyone believed.  I already had my ability to heal, and though the wound hadn't closed up, I was in no real danger.  It was my balance that cost me the injury in the first place.  I owed it to myself to better my skills."


  

  Lithe raised an eyebrow.  "There are many who would say that any wound on a Knight of Ethan that is still bleeding after a full day of healing is one which deserves special care.  I would be inclined to agree."


  

  Malice sighed, obviously exasperated with her fellow Knight.  I was smiling inwardly.  Malice was a complex person.  She was soft and tender, encased a shell of hardness and emotional severity that was difficult to chip away.  I almost hoped that she and Lithe would continue to argue, as it offered some insight into Malice's past that I was lacking.  Malice ended the argument, though with a forceful declaration.  "Fine."  She snapped.  "I'll not chastise you, Lowin, for doing some training, but you will do no more today and may only do more tomorrow if Merrywin gives you the clear after she checks on you this evening.  Do you understand me?"  She was looking at me with her jet black eyes, and they left no room for negotiation.  I nodded quickly, not interested in raising her ire any more than I had already.  Whatever else she might be, Malice was a friend and I had few enough of those without angering the ones I had.  After a moment she added, "Are we clear, Lithe?"


  

  Lithe smiled his answer, and Malice frowned in a way which made her very attractive face much less so.  When she smiled, it was pure beauty but when she scowled it was something else entirely.  She snapped around and walked away and I jumped down from the practice poles and began the short walk back to my room.  I was not eager to return to the empty, quiet space of my building.  There was little for me to do there but think of all the things I didn't wish to ponder.  Much against my better judgment, my mind was already beginning to wander once again back to so many of things troubling me.  Silent was still lost.  I wanted to ask Malice about that, to see if there were any updates on his situation.  However, I wasn't supposed to know he was missing so I couldn't very well ask Lithe or one of the others.  I would need to go see Malice at some point and talk to her alone.


  

  Kye's time was growing shorter and I didn't know how short it was.  I wasn't sure if I wanted to know exactly how little time remained, but at the same time I was terrified not to know.  I wondered what Kyeia spent her days doing, if she worried as much as I did about everything that was happening.  I never thought to ask her when we were together because there always seemed to be something else to do or talk about.  I suspected that we both were simply doing our best to avoid talking about that which troubled us the most.  Did it do us any good to dwell on the negative reality of the situation?  I didn't believe so.


  

  My lunch was waiting for me in my room when I arrived but I left it for the time being so that I might get a bath and scrub away the grime of training.  The water was warm and relaxing and I used it to make sure my wounds were as clean as I could get them, though putting water on the fresh cuts made them burn with a renewed ferocity.  I found a certain solace in the pain and I lost myself in it for a short time.  It is a strange thing, pain, that it can so remove you from the present and envelope you in its world.  I felt it probably didn't reflect well on me that I'd rather be lost in physical pain than dwell on the rest of my life.  That was the way of cowards, I realized.  It was easy to look for ways to avoid problems, but what I really needed to do was find a way to face those problems.  I might not be able to defeat them but I must at least be willing to accept them.  Recognizing that truth was easy, achieving the realization of the recognition was another matter entirely.  I knew that if I couldn't find a way to move forward, past the anguish that was consuming my heart, I might never be the man that Kye and the others wanted me to be.  I owed them far too much to defeat myself before I had even started.  


  

  "I will be stronger, Kye," I said to the empty bathing room, and to myself.  "I have to be better.  I will be better."  The echo of my voice did little to strengthen my resolve.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Three days went by and though Kye did manage to come back to visit me again, she came under the watchful gaze of another of her people.  The visit was brief, and when it was over I was left feeling little better than I had before she'd come.  My wounds, though, were healing well.  The stitches were out already and the knitting of my flesh was complete, though the scars that ran their course across my countenance were bright red and ugly.  I knew that in time they would fade to pink, and then to white and I would have some semblance of normality to my appearance.  What alarmed me the most was the speed with which my body had closed the vicious cuts.  Even with the salve Merrywin had provided, I should have taken much longer to recover from the damage inflicted upon me by Wisp's claws.  I was changing, and I knew that it was a result of my connection to Kyeia.  Part of my improvement through training was for the same reason, I was aware.  Despite my hard work, I should not have come so far, so quickly, on my own.  I was getting stronger, faster, and becoming more tuned to my bodies most subtle workings.  Years of training may have done the same thing without help but in a little over four months I had improved beyond reason.  I was still no match for any of the full Knights of Ethan, but most normal people would have been hard pressed to outrun me, outfight me, or outmaneuver me.  It was difficult to be proud of the power I'd obtained, knowing that it was not all from my hard work, more difficult still knowing the ultimate price to be paid. 


  

  Looking out my small window, I realized that it was still dark outside. I guessed there to be four or more hours until dawn would begin creeping over the horizon but I was finished sleeping, I wasn't tired, and my mind was racing.  I pushed myself up in bed, grabbed my clothes, and threw them on hastily, deciding that I would use my wakefulness to go speak to Malice.  I didn't know if she would be awake or not, but I needed to talk to her, and I had the time to do so.  I stepped out through the door to my building and walked past Lithe.  He fell in behind me, and I realized that he would likely follow me all the way into Malice's office if I let him.  I was too troubled to come up with a good excuse, so I decided I would just try the truth.


  

  "I'm going to see Malice, Lithe.  I have a personal matter I must discuss with her."  I said by way of explanation.  


  

  He shrugged, "I will walk you to her residence and then wait outside.  It is my duty, after all."


  

  I nodded, realizing that was the biggest concession I would get from the stolid knight.  "Thank you," I told him, and continued on my way across the Fell Rock compound.  True to his word, Lithe waited at the door as I entered the building housing Malice's private quarters.  I walked directly to the door I knew led to her bedroom as I didn't think she would be working in her office so late at night.  Before I even knocked on the door, it swung open and I found myself face to face with an angry looking Malice, though her features softened when she saw it was me.  Her hair was down, though her Lucidil Cloak was about her shoulders.  She stepped through the door frame, looking both ways, but seeing that it was just me she relaxed even further.  


  

  "I heard you coming.  Your steps are too heavy.  What can I do for you, Lowin?"  She said, stepping back from her door and gesturing for me to come in.  


  

  I stepped into her bedroom, ignoring her criticism of my movement, taking note that her bed was still made and that there was a candle burning at the desk, an opened book lying upon it.  "I wanted to talk with you."  I began.  "It's difficult to do so during the day, and I couldn't sleep tonight.  I hope I'm not bothering you."  The last was an apology, which I figured was owed any time one intruded on someone else in what was, technically, the middle of the night.


  

  "No," She replied.  "The Knights of Ethan do not have much need of sleep.  More than two or three hours of rest in a night is nearly too much sleep.  I fill my waking hours with reading and honing my skills."  I heard a shuffle of material and looked around to see her removing her cloak and sword belt.  Other than those two items, she was wearing only her long shirt, laced up the front, just as it had been that night a few weeks before.  Despite my physical excitement, a natural response I had little control over, tonight I did not desire such an intimacy and I think Malice sensed that.  She sat down on her bed and pulled her blankets about her.  I was amazed at how youthful and innocent she looked wrapped in the blankets from her bed.  I put the thought aside.


  

  "Has there been any word on Silent?"  I asked, for that was the easiest of the many questions that plagued my mind.  Many of the others I feared to ask, particularly the one that had been the driving force behind me coming to see my mentor.


  

  Malice shook her head.  "He is still missing, and despite a rigorous combing of the area, we still haven't found any signs of his passing.  Our best trackers have looked, and it's as though he simply vanished into the night.  We even went through his private quarters, hoping to find some clue to his whereabouts, but everything in his room was as it should be.  If he left intentionally, he didn't take any of the supplies one would assume a warrior would take for the road.  All of his weapons and all of his extra clothing are in their proper places."


  

  That news did little to ease my mind.  If anything, I was now more worried than ever before about my quiet friend.  I had hoped that he had merely deserted the Knights, as grim a possibility as that might have been, at least I would have known that he was alive and well somewhere.  More and more I was beginning to question if that were so.   If there had been foul play, who could have been responsible?  Those at Fell Rock were all trusted servants of the king, but foul play would suggest that some were not as trustworthy as they seemed.  Assuming that worst case scenario, and assuming that someone had betrayed the king and the Knights, the next question would have to be, "Who would have the power to abduct or murder a Knight without leaving any trace?"  I voiced my concerns to Malice.


  

  "I've thought of that.  The only conclusion I could come to, was that the one responsible must be another, powerful, Knight of our order.  That is not a thought I relish.  If one of our own has turned against us, does that not imply that others might as well?"  Malice's voice was agitated, nervous.  "I'm hoping that is not the case."  I nodded my agreement, deciding it was time to change the subject.  The next question I had was one that I did not want to ask.  I hesitated, caught on the cusp of forcing the words out.  I needed to ask the question, but I so feared the answer that I sat in silence, chewing at my newly healed lower lip.


  

  "What is it you need to ask, Lowin?  We have worked together for four months now and I can tell when something is troubling you."  Malice probed, and it was only through her probing that I finally forced myself to ask the question I feared most of all, the one that had driven me to come to her in the first place.


  

  "How much longer does Kyeia have?"  I wasn't sure if Malice would have an answer, but if she did, I needed to know.  The uncertainty was tearing me apart.  I sat awake in my room most nights, pondering the question, and telling myself repeatedly that it didn't matter how much time was left, I should simply enjoy what I had.  I would have had more success telling my heart to cease beating.  


  

  Malice seemed to shrink back into her bedding a little.  She turned her eyes away from mine, looking at the wall, the floor, anywhere but at me.  "I thought you might ask that, you know.  The minute I saw you at my door, I suspected you might be here for that very question."  Her evasion made me worry even more.  Could the time be down to just a matter of weeks, I wondered?  When she spoke again, she spoke hesitantly.  "She has two, maybe three days, Lowin.  There is a certain timing to it, though I know not how it's figured.  Kyeia told me when she came to check on you today.  I had hoped you wouldn't ask."


  

  The color fled my face and for a moment I thought my heart might stop after all, or break into a thousand pieces from pure sorrow.  I remembered to take a breath and found that I had not been breathing for too long and my head swam.  "Th... there was sup... supposed to be at least another week."  I stammered.


  

  Malice looked at me, and her eyes were full of sympathy, "The binding process has gone far faster for you two than it has for any other Knight and Bound One in the past.  We all thought there would be more time."


  

  I couldn't do anything, couldn't say anything.  I forced myself to get mechanically to my legs and stepped towards the door, any other questions I may have had were gone now.  There was a flash of motion from my peripheral vision and Malice was then behind me, the bedding still falling back into place on the bed where she had left it.  "Are you going to be alright, Lowin?"  She asked, her hand on my shoulder.  "You can stay here if you need to."  The invitation, meant in the best possible way, I knew, only made my heart ache worse.  I felt that taking any comfort from Malice, whether it was simply being held, or the full lust of physical passion, would be the greatest betrayal of Kyeia possible.


  

  I shook my head.  "I must go, but I'll be on the practice field in a few hours.  I'll see you then."  I pushed the words out through my tears, not letting my voice waver at all.  The hallway and the walk back to my own room passed in a blur.  Lithe said nothing to me the entire time, and whether he sensed how troubled I was, or was quiet for another reason I did not know, but I was happy for it just the same.  I didn't want to try and force myself to hold a reasonable conversation.  When I finally reached my bed, I lay quietly and stared up at the ceiling.  A trickle of tears fell from my eyes, but there was no great release as I'd had in the past.  I forced the sadness from me, knowing that Kye would be aware of it, and instead I grabbed on to my feelings for her, and made myself embrace every happy moment we'd shared together.  For the rest of the night, I decided, I would concentrate only on the best aspects of our time together.  She would not feel any more heartache from me.  As I sat, remembering our short time together, wrapping myself in the warmth of those times, I felt a similar heat flowing back into me from some distance away.  Wherever Kye was, she was remembering with me.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Over the next two days training became everything in my world.  I pushed myself as hard as I reasonably could, and when I was worn to the point of exhaustion, I forced myself further.  When the day ended, and Malice forced me to return to my room for the night, a troubled look about her features, I ran my way back to my room hoping beyond hope that Kye might be there.  I didn't sleep through the nights, but sleep didn't seem important anymore.  A few hours of sleep sufficed to get me ready to go, yet another indication of my agitated state and the near completion of the bond between Kye and me.  As I sat alone, waiting for Kyeia to come to me, I concentrated, focusing on all the happiness I'd felt in my time with her and often I would feel the returned thoughts from her, wherever she might be.  In a way, it was like being with her.  Time still passed too quickly.  


  

  It was late the on the second day after I'd spoken to Malice in her room that the Knights of Ethan came for me.  I recognized two of the three that showed up that night, but the other was new to me.  The two I did recognize I didn't know well enough to identify by name.  They all looked very similar beneath their shifting cloaks but I could point out the subtle differences that the average person wouldn't notice.  One had mid-length brown hair, tied loosely back, a kind face, and seemed near my own age, though judging the actual age of Knights was impossible.  I guessed her to be young though, she smiled nervously at me as the three of them crammed themselves into my tiny room.  The man nearest me, the one I didn't recognize, was about my own height with short, dark hair.  His features were hard, and I sensed in him an emotional fortitude that denied all joy in his life.  He was the sort who'd never crack a smile and probably only laughed when he was swinging his sword.  The other Knight had long blond hair that hung in wispy strands about his face.  He seemed thin to the point of gauntness and there was a haunted look about his features.  I sensed no ill intent from any of the three but at the same time there was an air of turmoil in the room that was so thick it made me feel as though I would choke.  I had some idea of what was happening, though I wasn't supposed to, and that forbidden knowledge put me on edge.  


  

  There was a calming emotion channeling towards me from some distance away.  Kye was aware of what was happening too, and she was trying to project her calm on to me.  I felt my breath coming in ragged drags.  I got to my feet and my knees felt weak beneath me.  Still, the calming flow poured into me, and helped abate the chaos that threatened to burst free from me at any moment.


  

  "Lowin," The fierce, stone faced one spoke for the three assembled Knights.  "Tonight, you are to rise to Knighthood.  Come with us."  The way it was phrased, telling me I was to "rise to Knighthood," it almost seemed like something good was about to happen.  If I hadn't known the truth, perhaps I would have been excited instead of terrified.  If it wasn't for Kye's constant rhythm of calming thoughts and feelings, I may have tried to bolt from the room, but she steadied me enough that I was able to step forward to follow the three Knights.  The female Knight and the gaunt Knight each took one of my arms.  The girl's hands were those of a human woman, but the gaunt Knight had dragon-scaled claws that fastened like a vice about my right bicep.


  

  I had never asked exactly what was to happen, or how the process of taking Kye's eyes, and life, would be carried out.  I hadn't wanted to know, but now I found that I did.  She was going to die and I wanted to know that they would make it as painless as possible.  I wanted to know that at least she wouldn't die terrified and screaming.  I believed that they wouldn't allow such thing, for cruelty of such a nature should never be allowed, no matter what the gain.  This ritual of murder and power was terrible enough, without such a heavy burden as that being leveled at the future Knight.  Kyeia's calm was still radiating.  I grasped on to that, holding it as tightly as I would have held her had she been there.  "I love you, Kye."  I repeated the words again and again in my mind, not even paying attention to where the Knights were leading me.  When I finally did notice my surroundings again, we were already inside the big manor house, heading down a flight of stairs into a dark, stone walled area that I guessed to be below ground.


  

  "You'll be alright."  I heard the woman at my side whisper.  "It'll all be over before you know it and in a few days you'll feel better than you ever have before."  It was nice of her to try and comfort me but the words had the opposite effect and I had to force myself to find that stream of calmness being cast out by Kye.  I knew that I was getting closer to her, because the feelings from her were becoming clearer.  Behind the stream of calm was a wall of fear equal to, and every bit as terrible, as my own.  I tried to extend my own sense of calm to her, though much like hers it was a facade simply trying to cover the emotions beneath.  


  

  It seemed only a short walk later that we reached our destination, a room far below Fell Rock Manor.  If a room can be said to be evil, then this one was.  There were two stone slabs set with metal and leather straps sat squarely in the center of a well-lit stone room.  The walls had been tarred, making them appear slick and black.  Stationed around the room were four more Knights of Ethan, one of which was standing between the two stone slabs.  Kyeia was lying on the slab furthest from me, and from where I was standing I could see the ragged rise- and fall of her chest, and the pale, sweat-glistened cast to her skin.  The wall of fear I felt behind the projection of her calm, must have been small compared to the fear she was really feeling.  I stepped back, but the arm of the gaunt man held me tight.


  

  "There is no going back.  We all try, but..."  He let the words fall away.  Before I knew what was happening, the woman and the gaunt faced man lifted me from the ground and forced me onto the vacant stone slab.  The others in the room began to move, coming forward to fasten the metal clasps to my wrists and ankles, a leather strap was secured around my forehead, locking my gaze on the ceiling.  Before I realized I was doing it, I was struggling, fighting at the metal and leather that held me in place, but the clamps were powerful, as were those around the table who held me firmly down.  The man who had been standing between the stones leaned over me, his black eyes locking on mine.  


  

  "No matter what, Lowin, do not let yourself lose consciousness during this process.  If you do, you will die.  We are about to bestow upon you the full title of Knighthood and it is a painful process."  His tone was serious, and his features firm, but he smiled before speaking the next part.  "We have all undergone it, and very few have died.  Do not be afraid, my boy, be proud of what you are about to become."  He spoke with pride, and a sense of duty that came from his knowledge that he would soon usher in another Knight of Ethan.  For him, and for those around the room, I was at the cusp of receiving a great honor and my fear was entirely the fear of the unknown and the foreknowledge of pain.  For me, the only thing in the world that mattered at that moment, was the terrified girl laying too far away for me to hold or protect, the girl whose life was about to come to an end because of me.  I opened my mouth to scream out, but when my mouth opened a rough chunk of leather was pressed and held in place by one of those around me.


  

  "Bite down, this is going to hurt."  A woman's voice whispered, different from the one who'd followed me down the stairs.  I didn't recognize her, and a moment later I didn't care that she existed.  A muffled scream, Kye's muffled scream, sounded from next to me and I desperately tried to turn my head to see what was happening.  I didn't need to though, because I could feel it.  Kyeia's wall of calm fell as a terrible pain tore into her left eye socket, and suddenly I was overcome by fear and pain that wasn't my own.  So trapped in her feelings was I, that I almost didn't notice the last thing I would ever see with my own eyes.  The knife came in fast.  It was just a glint in the light, and then all light exploded away from my right eye and, half a second later, my left.  I was surrounded by darkness, and the echo of Kye's screams, muffled, I guessed, by a chunk of leather like my own, reverberating from the stone walls all around me.  I didn't scream, couldn't make myself do it at all.  There was so much pain and darkness, and all I could do was struggled to stay conscious.  "I love you, Kye.  I love you."  I thought it over and over again, tried to say it though I couldn't through the block in my mouth.  I ignored the pain, and whatever it was they were doing to my empty eye sockets.  None of it mattered.  I don't recall exactly how long it all went on, but I finally heard a voice, and realized that it was all I could hear.  


  

  "It's done, you can pass out now."  It was a male voice, I thought possibly the gaunt man.  It didn't matter though.  The room was so quiet.  I couldn't hear Kye screaming anymore, it had stopped a little while before, and I couldn't feel her anymore.  There was no fear, no calm, no horror, no love only a great emptiness where all that had been before.  I was alone.  I let my mind fall into the darkness, hoping beyond reason, that I wouldn't come back from it, and, failing that, that I might not suffer to dream, because I knew only too well how haunted my dreams would be.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I was devoured by a darkness so deep I thought I might never wake to the light again.  Pain pounded at my bones in waves, rushing from the sockets that now held the eyes of the woman I had destroyed, and out into my heart and limbs like streaks of burning fire running through my body in place of the blood that normally pulsed there.  I was being changed from the inside out.  My bones were restructuring, lengthening in places where they were too short, thickening in places where they were too thin, and smoothing in places where they were too rough.  Every muscle groaned and churned as their density increased, the fibers of my very being honed to perfection like the edge of master smith's finest sword.


  

  All around me voices floated in and out of my perception, various people coming to see my progress from man to monstrosity, each offering their own commentary on the process as though it were some great play performed on a stage for their amusement, and I was the key player performing my greatest role.


  

  "He didn't scream out at all during the ritual."  One voice would whisper.


  

  "His heart must be stone.  I heard he didn't once beg for her life, or his own."  Another answered.


  

  "They say he'll be strong."  Yet another said, and the voices went on through the darkness, each passing judgment on me for what I was and what I might be.  It continued for a span of time that may have been a day or may have been a year - I couldn't tell, lost within my own world of grief and pain.  I know only that, for a short time, there was a fearsome storm of noise and chaos and that was followed by a quiet time, and then a warm hand holding mine.  It didn't last, but that time was the closest I had to peace while the damage to my body healed and the changes to my being continued.  The quiet time passed and the voices came back again to congratulate me or make speculations about my potential.


  

  At some point, the voice of Ethaniel himself came to me through the darkness.  "You've come far from the boy I saw four months ago, Lowin.  You will go much, much further.  Welcome to the Knights."  He said no more, but I felt a strong, fatherly grip on my shoulder.  He was gone after that.  The feel of his grip lingered on my shoulder, though, and I wasn't sure how I felt about that touch.  I was supposed to be proud, happy to have risen to a new level in my training.  I was now considered a Knight of Ethan, still in training, but a Knight full.  Yet, from the dark place of grief and pain, I felt nothing but a growing contempt for the Knights.  They spoke of honor and duty, but I couldn't fathom how an order of honor and duty could be built upon a pedestal of deceit and brutal murder and what did that say of my king, a man who I had always thought was a pinnacle of justice?  Where were justice, honor, and duty in a world that killed a young woman for no purpose other than to create a better weapon?


  

  There was silence again, for a time, all but the sound of a single person moving about my room.  I heard the clank of a metal tray being placed on the table next to me, and realized that it must be Merrywin, come to bring me a meal.  I tried to open my eyes, and realized my eyes were open, but that I couldn't see anything.  I panicked, reaching up to feel my face, and encountered a cloth bandage wrapped around my head.  Of course, I realized belatedly, I was still in the process of healing.


  

  "Don't be playing with that just yet, Lowin."  Merrywin's voice said, and it, unlike the other voices, held a tone of sympathy and warmth.  "It'll be another day or two before you are able to see anything and until then you need to keep the bandage on."


  

  I let my hand fall away.  It had hurt to move it anyway.  My entire body hurt constantly, a result of the changes occurring within me.  I wondered if they would come and tell me exactly what was transpiring, since I wasn't supposed to know anything about what was happening.  I thought of Kye, but I couldn't bring her face to my mind without hearing her terrified scream again and again.  "I am a monster."  I said aloud, and it was the culmination of all my thoughts that led me to that conclusion.  For all that the Knights of Ethan had deceived me, and forced me into much of what had happened over the last four months, I could not deny that I was also responsible.  Kyeia was dead because of me.


  

  "If that were true, do you think I'd be brining you lunch?"  Merrywin asked.  "You're no more a monster than any of them.  Black eyes or not, they're all basically human.  I've learned that over the years of working with them."  I could hear the smile in her words.  I realized that she thought I was worried that the black eyes made me look like a monster and I lapsed back into silence.  As good a person as Merrywin was, she wasn't in a position to understand what had transpired.  In truth, I didn't believe that she even knew exactly what transpired in the creation of a Knight.  I really wanted to believe that she didn't know what tortures were carried out in the basement of Fell Rock Manor because if she knew and could still smile and tell me that I wasn't a monster, then she was not the good natured healer I thought she was.  She did not stay long when she realized that I was done talking.  I ate my meal, not hungry, but needing to do something to make the time pass.  My limbs responded hesitantly to my instructions, screaming in angry pain as they were forced to move against a body that was still changing on the inside.  I had one more day, maybe two, before my eyes- Kye's eyes- would be working again, if what Merrywin said had been accurate.  Until that time I was in no position to do anything, but what would I do, I wondered, once I was able to see again?  Could I, in good conscience, stay with the Knights?  What would Kye want?  I thought that she would tell me to stay.  She had believed in the cause.  Indeed, she had given her life freely to the cause.  Though she had, I reminded myself, not had any choice in the matter.  She had been bound by pact.  I was not so bound.  I had free will and that meant I must choose a path.


  

  I lay back in my bed.  The pain was beginning to subside, though I still hurt everywhere.  I ignored the screaming of my body and thought of the future.  That was no easy task.  Without Kyeia, what did the future really hold for me?  Would I stay as a servant to a man who killed the innocent to craft weapons or would I run away from it all and be killed, never doing anything with the gift Kye had given me?  If I did stay, could I ignore the horror that stood at the root of the Knights of Ethan?  There was no clear cut choice, no good and evil sides from which to choose.  I was at a loss.  The logical side of me said that I should stay and serve my king and country, carry out the future that Kye had intended for me.  That seemed the easiest choice of all, but a deep rage burned in my heart.  My king allowed a young girl, one who I loved greater than my own life, to die so that I could wield a sword better.  My life was now a sick half-existence forged of two lives and my king would have me be no more than a puppet set to preserve the peace.  I balled my hands into fists, sending fresh waves of pain through my arms, into my shoulders.  I unclenched them and sighed.


  

  What was I to do?  In the perpetual darkness of my sightless world, there was little for me to do but fall back into my pain and sleep away existence, hoping clearer answers might present themselves in the morning.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The darkness of sleep was quickly and shockingly thrust into the darkness of being awake as an earth shaking explosion knocked me from my bed to the cool stone floor of my room.  I scrambled to my feet, looking about in vain, before remembering that my eyes were still bandaged and healing.  Another explosion tore through the air and I almost lost my footing as the ground jumped beneath my bare feet.  Distantly I could hear the sound of voices raised in alarm and the groan of rock walls crumbling.  There was a chill on my skin and I realized that I wasn't dressed.  Not wanting to face whatever disaster might be beyond my door without my clothes, I made my way blindly to my wardrobe and felt within for clothing.  My hands passed over the stack that should have been my shirts and encountered an unfamiliar fabric.  It was smoother than the rough shirts I'd had since arriving but upon further probing with my fingers I discovered that it was indeed a shirt and if it was in my room, it was likely intended for me.  I felt my way around the shirt and eventually determined the front from the back, pulling it on over my head.  My body was still sore, aching all the way to the bone, but I ignored it as I found my pants and drew them up, fastening the clasps at the waist with some difficulty.  The pants, too, were different from my normal attire and it was difficult to fasten a clasp I had never seen.  As I worked, dressing as quickly as I could without my sight, I noted a sharp increase in noise beyond my room.  Voices were raised in anger, and I could hear the sounds of weapons clashing in the yard beyond my walls.  I didn't know what was happening but I suspected that we were under attack.  Even as I finished fastening the lace of my final boot, another explosion tore through the air with such percussive force that I was blasted from my feet and thrown against the north wall of bedroom, the one furthest from the outside wall of Fell Rock Post.  Shrapnel hit me, small pieces of rock ripping gashes in my flesh and larger chunks pelting me roughly.  A breeze followed the debris, and I realized with alarm that the outside wall to my room had collapsed entirely.


  

  "Lithe?"  I called, hoping someone might be around to tell me what was happening.  "Malice?"  There was no answer.  To be alone, blind, and lost amidst an alien chaos, is a terrible feeling.  A great roaring suddenly filled the air, a bestial yell so loud and terrifying that I immediately shut my mouth and went as still as I could manage to make myself. The chaos of weapons clashing and screaming stopped for a moment as well, at the monstrous roar that had so filled the night.  


  

  "To arms, to arms!"  I heard someone yelling but I didn't recognize the voice and didn't dare call out again lest I bring down upon myself whatever evil lay outside.


  

  The air about me was filled with a sulfurous smell, acrid and bitter, that I took to be the sign of some man-made explosive.  I had encountered similar smells at the sky fire festivals held in Danivil during the summer every year.  There the explosions had been smaller and created to entertain but even then my mind had considered the possibility of applying the same basic formula, in greater quantities, for use as a weapon.  I had, at the time, thought it merely a foolish flight of fancy.  I stumbled forward, tripping over the debris lined floor of my room, looking for the door that would lead me back out the front of my building.  Had I been able to see, I probably could have exited through the hole in the side of my room and traveled faster, but I dared not risk such a thing with my eyes still blind.  My hand closed on the handle to my door and I turned it and pushed it open.  There was an unsettling breeze traveling down the hallway beyond my room, unsettling for the fact that there were no windows in that hallway.  


  

  "Lithe?"  I called quietly down the length of the hallway.  There was no answer.  Somewhere distant, a deep thump shook the ground, followed by another in a slow but rhythmic pattern.  Another roar sundered the air, so loud I moved my hands to cover my ears, and again the fighting outside seemed to subside for a moment, only to return a few seconds later.  The rhythmic thumping came again, drawing nearer with every quaking pound of the ground.  


  

  Beyond my room I heard someone yell, "Lantern Eye, at the south wall!"  Other voices followed, and then the sounds of battle were everywhere and I could hear nothing again.  I knew not what a Lantern Eye was, but the roaring and the thumping that I took to be footsteps had come from the direction of the south wall.


  

  I made my way cautiously down the hallway towards the door, occasionally calling for Lithe, who should have been at my door, on guard duty.  I stayed close to the right wall, guiding my hand along it and using it as a guide.  I was afraid to call too loudly, not wanting to attract unwanted attention and after a short time I stopped calling at all.  If Lithe had been there, he would have heard me by that time, especially with his sensitive hearing.  I took another step and hit my foot on a crumbled section of wall.  I tried to picture how far I'd come down the hallway.  I thought I was near the end, the door should have been just a step or two further away.  I slid my foot forward, cautiously looking for a safe place to set it down, but everywhere I tried was covered in debris.  I moved to the opposite wall, tripping once or twice on loose rocks in my path.  Once I had reached the opposite wall, I probed my foot forward, searching for a way to advance, and once more finding that my foot seemed to encounter rock or broken wood everywhere I searched.  I grit my teeth, angered by the situation.  I reached up and began unfastening the bindings on my head.  Healing be damned, I would probably die if I couldn't see so I decided the risk of uncovering my eyes was less than that of stumbling blindly through a war zone.  The bandages were secured by a knot that took some dexterity to clear, but in a moment I had the knot free and was able to begin the process of unwinding the cloth from my head.  While I unwrapped my head, I took note that my hands still felt human.  I hadn't grown claws and fur like some of the Knights had.  Neither had my legs changed, at least outwardly, for all that I could tell.  I wondered what that meant, but I really didn't have much time to think about it then, for I had finally managed to slip the last layer covering my eyes.  I immediately had to squeeze them shut as the world seemed to burst into a field of light.  


  

  I gasped aloud, and had to clap a hand over my mouth to stop myself from making any further noise.  I hadn't expected the pain, or the brightness.  I moved the hand from over mouth to cover my eyes instead, and noted that I couldn't feel any noticeable scarring or damage in the area around my eyes.  At least the flesh had finished healing.  I opened a small gap between my fingers and tried just barely opening my right eye.  Pain assailed me, like knives being stabbed into my brain and I had to close the eye immediately.  I had seen vague, formless shapes and color but nothing else before I'd had to snap my eye shut.  I took a few deep breaths to steady myself.  Another terrible roar blasted through the air, coming from the vicinity of the south wall, where the sound of battle was the loudest.


  

  I forced myself to peer out between my fingers again, and again the pain was intense so that I could only look for a short time.  I managed to make out some patterns through the blurs, but not enough to feel confident about moving forward.  The best that I could judge, from the little I had glimpsed, was that the front of the building was mostly caved in, including the door frame and part of the first set of rooms.  I would need to climb over the rubble to extract myself from the building, otherwise I would have to risk going to my room and hoping that there was a safe way out through the hole that had been blasted there, and I couldn't even be certain that the hole there was large enough to exit.  I grabbed up my bandages from where they lay at my feet and went to work tying them, in a single layer, over my eyes.  That done, I tried opening my eyes again and found that while I still encountered terrible pain, the significant dimming of the light through the fabric was enough to allow me to leave them open.  The trade-off was that I could barely see anything through the fabric and what I could see was distorted by the cloth, as well as blurry and full of artificial halos of light that I took to be an effect caused by the incomplete healing of the eyes I possessed.  I felt a pang of guilt as I recalled the source of my new eyes but I forced it away.  Grief would have to wait, for now I needed to find myself some place safer, and someone to tell me what was going on.  I moved carefully to the pile of rock that had been the entryway to my building.  The going was slow and once I began the process of climbing it was slower still.  Often I would place a foot only to find that the rock I stood upon was not stable where it lay and then I would tumble back down the crumbling remnants of what had been my home for the last four months.  I was near the top of the pile when I heard voices coming towards me, speaking in quiet tones.  I stopped my climb and listened.


  

  "...explosions came nearer this area than we thought."  One voice said.


  

  Another answered, but it was quiet, and I couldn't make out anything the second voice said.


  

  "Yes, in this building.  He should have been in the room with the broken wall, but..."   The voice broke off as the rock beneath my right hand slipped from my grip and fell back behind me.  I had to struggle to keep myself from following it.  I hadn't wanted to let my position be known, not sure who owned the voices I heard, but there was little I could do.  


  

  "There he is!"  I heard the voice that had been speaking before say, obvious excitement and relief in the tone.


  

  The other voice mumbled something, so quiet I couldn't hear, and then I felt a stirring of air and saw a motion before me, little more than a faint blur.


  

  "Lithe, is that you?"  I asked, hoping to identify whether or not this person was friend or foe.  A roar swallowed up any answer the person standing just in front of me, on top of the pile of rubble, may have made.  The terrible sound of the Lantern Eye, for that is what I believed was roaring with such ferocity, was followed by the ever nearing sound of its footsteps, and then, there was a giant, moving darkness in my vision.  Something large, five or more stories tall, obscured the faint light that stung at my eyes and a putrid smell of death and char crept over me.  


  

  I felt a sharp pain in my arm, and looked up to see the blurred figure of a man, the one who had climbed the pile, leaning over me with something in his hand.  I wondered if he had stabbed me and I was about to raise my voice in protest, but the world began to get loose and shaky around me.  I found that my tongue felt heavy in my mouth and a moment later darkness swept over me, taking me far away from the world of monsters and mysterious voices.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  When next I woke, the smell of smoke was in the air and the sky was bright with midday light.  What was more, I could see the brightness of the sky and felt no pain in doing so.  I moved my hands, feeling grass against my flesh.  I was outside.  I sat up and looked around where I lay.  It was early fall, the trees were changing color about me, and I felt like I was seeing the phenomenon for the first time in my life.  Every detail of every leaf was laid bare to my vision, from the smallest hole in their green fabric, to the subtle way two leaves brushed against each other in the slight breeze of the day.  It was all crystal sharp and vibrant.  Things that moved seemed to leave almost a trace of their path, though it was not so noticeable that it distracted from the picture of the whole, simply another part of the tapestry of existence about me.  A fly swept across my field of vision, and my eyes tracked its movements with ease.  I could even make out the pattern of the wings as they moved, though the motion was a blur.  The path the insect cut through the air was lit in a soothing shade of blue that faded quickly but gave me a particular insight into the direction the fly was traveling.  I wondered, only for a moment, if I was lost in a dream, but the truth of situation was plain to me.  I was seeing the world through the eyes that Kye had given to me and it was truly a beautiful sight.  I suddenly felt close to her again, a surge of joy rippling through me and I wanted nothing more than to tell her about how beautiful everything looked.  At that thought reality took hold and I was forced to face the brutal truth.  I would never talk to Kye again.  I closed my eyes, feeling ashamed that I should be taking joy in the world around me while she was dead and gone.


  

  "All the world is a wonder the first time you see out those eyes, isn't it?"  A voice asked, and I jumped in surprise, my eyes snapping open instantly.  I thought I was looking at a floating head for a split second, before my new eyes began to pick up on the rest of the details of the figure before me.  He was a Knight from what I could judge, dressed in a cloak, different from those I'd seen on the other Knights of Ethan, but of a similar styling.  While the Lucidil Cloaks I'd seen had always seemed to distort the edges and shift the appearance of the Knight wearing them, this individual's cloak seemed to be somehow reflecting the colors of the world behind him.  The effect was that he seemed to almost blend in to his surroundings when he was sitting still.  The illusion wasn't perfect, as the lines of the man's body still broke the pattern the fabric was trying to hold and the cloak seemed unable to exactly match every detail, but overall the effect was far more powerful than the shifting attire I'd seen before.  Next I noticed the other features of the man staring at me.  He had scraggly black hair that hung roguishly about his face and a short beard that matched his hair in haphazardness.  His features were soft at first glance but there was a hard edge about his eyes, a hint that he could draw on a commanding force of presence if he needed to. His hood was back, revealing a set of dark gray, wolf-like ears poking up through his black hair, but it was his eyes that were the most startling thing about him.  Most of the Knights had black eyes, though Ethaniel's eyes had held a barely visible tinge of blue.  The man looking at me now, had eyes as red as heart's blood, deep and crimson, broken only by the white circle of a pupil and its strange electric lines, constantly moving and shifting.  


  

  I pushed myself to my feet, taking a cautious step backward.  The man didn't move from where he was sitting on the ground.  


  

  "Who are you?  Where are we and what has become of Fell Rock?"  I asked, firing off the questions as quickly as they came to my mind.  Had I had a weapon, I would have drawn it, though I sensed no menace from the stranger.  There was a cooking fire between us.  The fire caught my eyes for a moment, flashing and tracing patterns through my vision that were so hypnotic I had to tear my attention away forcefully to get it back on the sitting man.


  

  "That is a lot of questions  for one to ask the man that so recently carried them away from certain death, but I suppose I can be nice and answer you, Lowin."  The red-eyed man leaned back, his arms out behind him to hold himself in a reclined position.  Now that I could see the hands, I could see that he had dark gray-furred arms and clawed hands as well.  I had not seen a Knight with limbs completely covered in gray fur before and my curiosity rose further.  He seemed to be basking in the warmth of the sun, his hair falling back behind him.  "Since I know your name, it is only fair you know mine.  I think that is as good a place as any to begin.  Among the Knights I am known as Weaver."  He introduced himself.  "I was Second in service under Ethaniel.  I came to Fell Rock in order to see you, the latest Knight of Ethan, because I had heard that you held great potential."


  

  "When I arrived at the Post, I found it besieged and had quite a difficult time getting myself in. The grounds were in chaos and the other Knights were already falling back.  I was getting ready to join the fray myself when I spotted you lying on the ground, about to be devoured by a Lantern Eye.  I saw the bandages around your eyes, that you were unconscious, and knew that if I didn't act quickly the newest Knight - and all of his potential - would be converted to fertilizer.  I'll not bore you with the details, but I managed to get you free from Fell Rock before it was beat into the ground."  


  

  I sat down heavily.  "Does that mean... they're all dead?"  I asked, thinking of Malice and feeling a new burden of pain falling upon me. 


  

  "Oh no, Lowin, you misunderstand.  The Knights abandoned Fell Rock when they saw that it was lost.  They will reassemble elsewhere, gather their strength, and decide how best to proceed."  He explained hastily, obviously seeking to offer some comfort to my frazzled emotional state.  "Some few have perished, of that I'm certain, but the majority will have fled to fight again."


  

  I was still confused, the events of the night before didn't make any sense to me.  "Why didn't we go with the others?"  I asked.


  

  Weaver shrugged.  "It's standard procedure to divide and travel separately.  It makes us less of a target for those who might be looking for us."


  

  "Then we go to the rendezvous point to meet up with the others?"


  

  "We will be heading south, where we will meet up with the rest of our forces," he answered in a no nonsense manner.


  

  I gave a sigh of relief.  Malice was a brilliant fighter, she would have survived, and I would have the chance to meet up with her again when we reached wherever we were going.  I couldn't quite dispel the nagging worry that she had fallen during the battle, but at the same time I at least had some hope.  Weaver, I thought, must be quite able as a warrior if he was able to save me from the giant beast that had come with the attackers at Fell Rock and then carry me away from the battle.  What was more important was that he knew where we needed to go.  Of course, maybe I didn't want to go back to the Knights.  Maybe I would be better off striking out on my own.  I thought about that for a short time, but came to the realization that I needed to at least see that Malice had survived the siege of Fell Rock before I could leave.  I had too many burdens on my heart already.  I would feel better if I could alleviate at least that one.  A thought occurred to me then, seeming to spring out of thin air. 


  

  "How did you know my name?"  I asked the red-eyed Knight.  


  

  "We do not have new Knights so often that one cannot learn their names.  You are the only new addition we've had in three years- a long stretch by even our standards.  You are obviously, please excuse the term, 'new blood.'"  He said the last with a smile.  In the blink of an eye he was suddenly crouched directly in front of me, mere inches from where I sat.  His strangely beautiful red eyes were locked on my own, his smile widened.  "Oh my, I had suspected but... Have you seen your eyes yet, my boy?"  It seemed strange that he called me "my boy" when he seemed barely older than I, but at the same time I remembered that he was, in reality, probably nearly four hundred years old.


  

  I tried to hide my surprise at his sudden approach, and shook my head in negative.  I hadn't had the chance to see much of anything during the events of the last few days.  I told him as much.


  

  "Hmm, you should."  He replied, and in another flash he was back to the other side of the fire, lifting a pack from the ground and tearing through it, tossing things out on the ground as he went.  "Ahha!"  He said, there was yet another flash, and he was back in front of me again, holding out a mirror.  I noticed that I could see a faint trail left by his motion from one side of the fire to another.  He had moved so quickly I hadn't seen him shift but the trail remained as sign that he had indeed done more than simply disappear in one place and reappear in another.  "I keep it for shaving..."  He paused for a moment, thoughtfully rubbing his beard, then added, "Not that I ever shave.  ...face gets cold."  I took the mirror from him and held it up in front of my eyes, noticing the peculiar way my own motion left a trail.  I looked for the first time at my new face.  My features had changed entirely, though I could still see myself at the base of my appearance, as though all the new additions were simply improvements of the old.  Where I'd been weak, the peculiar magic had made me stronger.  The line of my jaw was firm, and the cut of my cheek was graceful yet powerful.  I was far more attractive than I had ever been before, but the four scars from Wisp's attack still ran the course of my face, from my forehead to my chin, forever marring an otherwise amazing face.  All of this, though, I noticed only peripherally, and cared little for either way.


  

  What held my attention, what riveted my gaze to the mirror were my eyes.  My eyes, Kye's gift to me, were a purple so close to the shade they had been in their original body, that for a moment I thought I was looking through the veil of death.  I dropped the mirror, noticing subconsciously the way it trailed down to the ground.  "They're still her eyes..."  I gasped in a whisper.


  

  Weaver's ears perked forward, catching the words, and for just a fraction of a second a look of profound, debilitating pain crossed his face and then his smile was back.  "You and I, it seems, have some things in common."


  

  It took me a few moments to gather myself enough to speak again but once I had, a multitude of questions surfaced in my mind.  "Why do we have color in our eyes while the others have black eyes?"  I asked the most obvious question my mind could latch onto.  


  

  Weaver sat down in front of me.  "That is a difficult question, my friend.  Of the lot of us, only Ethaniel, you, and I have eyes that are not pure black.  I have often speculated on the reason for that, but I feel certain that it is tied to the bonding experience that takes place before..."  He looked away, and I could see a hard line of anger on his features.  "Before we become Knights."  He finished in a quiet tone.  I waited for him to say more, but he had gone silent and I could tell that he would not be forthcoming on this subject any longer.  The question had been difficult for me as well so I did not mind letting it go at that, for the time being.  


  

  "What of my body?  I didn't grow the clawed arms or the wolfish feet the way so many of you have.  Does that mean I'm not as powerful, or is that something that will happen later?"  I asked, and it was a question that had been bothering me for some time.  At the heart of the question, was my desire to know why all the Knights of Ethan were different if the process of their creation was the same.  


  

  "Haha," Weaver laughed heartily.  "I forgot that they don't tell trainees absolutely anything about the nature of the Knights.  Suffice to say, for now, since I don't feel like getting into the matter too deeply, that those aspects will indeed come later.  As for the power of the individual, that is a difficult attribute to measure.  The eyes are telling... how long it takes to heal, how well a Knight," I noticed a strange inflection in his voice when he said the word 'knight.' "...can each master their skill.  In your case, your Bound One," he paused after the term, watching me, and I knew that he saw the wince that I couldn't avoid as he used the term.  The term "Bound One" had become something offensive in my mind and I hated to think of Kyeia that way.  I wasn't sure what Weaver expected from me, or if he was disappointed or satisfied with my reaction, but he went on anyway.  "She told the king before she even found you that you were going to be something special; a knight of a different caliber of strength.  This hadn't happened before.  The interest in you was quite high."


  

  Kyeia had always thought I was special, and I still wondered whether she had possessed some great insight into my future, or was simply projecting her feelings for me into her expectations.  In the end, it didn't matter.  I hoped she had been proud of me in her life and, for my part, I would continue to grow to the best of my abilities and stand for what I believed right.  I didn't yet know what was right, or how to be the best, but I don't think anyone ever really knows how to get to the top of the mountain when they're standing at the bottom.  One has to find the way while on the path.  I realized that I had been silent for too long, creating an awkward emptiness, so I nodded my head and said, "I'm going to be the best."


  

  Weaver smiled, and I sensed that there was something hidden behind his smile, something that shouldn't have been there at all.  It came like the shadow of a bird across the sun, just a split second and it was gone and Weaver's smile was as open and honest as ever.  "I don't doubt that, Lowin. I can sense the potential in you already, but you'll need to train your new abilities.  They don't just work on their own and if you don't learn to use them properly you'll never be the best at anything."


  

  Like the look of sadness I'd seen on his face earlier, the hidden aspect of him I'd seen beneath his smile nagged at me.  I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind for the time.  This red-eyed Knight, I thought, was one I would need to watch carefully.  "Will you be training me?" I asked him.


  

  He nodded.  "I intend to.  The trip south will take us through some hostile territory and it won't do to have you unprepared to defend yourself."  His eyes opened wide as if something had just occurred to him and in a flash he vanished from where he was sitting in front of me and appeared at the opposite side of the fire, rifling through his pack again.  After a moment he seemed to find what he was looking for.  He took it under his arm and picked up a sword that had been lying on the ground near his pack.  There was a flash of motion and he was back in front of me again, holding out a cloak like the one he was wearing and a scabbard containing a Knight of Ethan's sword, a fine blade with a silver crosspiece and handle wrapped in the finest black leather.  The weapon had a belt and scabbard as well, both of the same fine black leather as the handle, though the scabbard was of a firmer finish.


  

  "The cloak is my spare," the red-eyed warrior explained. "The sword I found on the field of battle at Fell Rock and thought you might want it when you were able to walk on your own." I took the items from him, noting again how the cloak was different than those I'd seen on the Knights at Fell Rock.  He must have noticed my attention to the fabric.  "They're new.  Including the one you're holding right now, there are only ten of them.  There will be more though, the design is good, the process perfected."


  

  I noticed, as I went to put on my new cloak, that I was wearing an outfit of black and gray, a fine dark gray shirt that laced at the front, and well-fitted black pants.  I hadn't had the chance to see the outfit I'd put on the night of the attack at Fell Rock, but I found it to my liking now that I could.  The shirt reminded of the one Malice had worn when I had visited her in her room and she had worn nothing else.  That memory made me smile despite myself, but the smile faltered as remembering Malice also made me remember that I didn't know if she was alright.  I wanted to believe that she was safe, that her combat skills had seen her to safety, but the worry still nagged at me.  I resumed dressing myself, a somber feeling sitting heavily upon me.  


  

  Donning the cloak was not an easy process. The nature of the fabric made it quite difficult to determine how it should be oriented.  I did, eventually, figure it out and was surprised to find that the temperature inside the cloak seemed warmer than I had expected.  The early fall air was chill but the cloak felt as though it had been warmed by my body already, despite having been just pulled from Weaver's pack.  


  

  Weaver again anticipated my question before I needed to ask it.  "The inside of the cloak is always that temperature.  It's part of the magic of the fabric.  The one wearing it will never be too hot, or too cold.  That is a surprisingly important feature for those who have to wear the same cloak day after day, come winter snow or summer heat.  The fabric is also resistant to staining or tearing but will do either if put through extreme distress."


  

  "Thank you, Weaver.  I will wear it in good faith."  I said, and indeed I was happy to have the cloak.  From inside it, I felt much more secure.  I fastened the sword at my waist, checking to see that the blade moved easily in the scabbard.  It did, and I was happy for that.  The blade also aided my feeling of security.  Though I knew that I was far from a skilled swordsman, there was something reassuring about having the length of metal strapped at my side.  Having a good weapon could make a coward feel like a hero and a hero feel like a god.  I felt I belonged more in the former group than the latter, but it was an improvement either way.   


  

  "You'll still need a chain-mail vest to protect your chest.  Your heart is important.  If it stops beating, you'll die.  Ha, yes, I know that seems an obvious sentiment, but not much else will kill you now.  Just remember, if you're in a fight, protect your heart and try to keep yourself from taking any serious damage.  The more serious the injury, the longer it will take for your body to heal it, and it can be hard to fight if you're mangled beyond recognition," As Weaver instructed me, he walked to the fire and pulled a wood skewer with an unidentifiable meat from where it was sticking up out of the ground at the flame's side.  He walked back to me and handed me the hot stick.  "Eat, you'll need the energy for traveling.  When you're done, we should get moving.  I could only get us so far from Fell Rock while carrying you.  We should put some more distance between us and whatever forces may still be there, as soon as possible."


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Following Weaver down the road dressed in my flowing cloak, carrying a sword at my hip, my strange new eyes highlighting the world in pristine detail, I found myself truly feeling like a Knight of Ethan for the first time since my training had begun all those months before.  Inside I was still the same, frightened young man that I had always been, but now I was cast into the role of an imposing warrior, strong and mysterious beneath my shifting cloak.  It was easy to act the part but I wondered how others would perceive me.  Would they know that I was only sixteen, almost seventeen, years old and still inexperienced in the ways of combat or would they only see a "Black-Eyed Devil," some monster from stories they had never quite believed were real?  I didn't know, indeed, couldn't know.  A part of me didn't want to find out.  If they saw me for the young and inexperienced man I was, it would shake my confidence in the man I was trying to become.  If they saw me as a monster, they might be right, and that was a truth I feared deeply.  Was I still human? 


  

  "Where are we headed?"  I asked Weaver, looking for some topic to break the monotony of the road and stop the repeating, hopeless circles of thought I'd been caught in for several hours.  


  

  "South."  Weaver stated.


  

  "Where 'south'?"  I pressed, not content with such a vague answer.  It was easy to say 'south,' but there was quite a lot of 'south' we could be traveling to.  For a moment I wasn't certain he would answer, but, after a short pause, he spoke again.


  

  "Our final destination is an island in the Rip Tooth chain, Howling Wind.  We'll meet up with our forces and from there we can decide our next move."  His voice was tight, authoritative, not the same friendly tone he had used around the fire.  I was quite shocked at his answer, not the tone, but the subject itself.  I had not realized we would be traveling so far south.  The Rip Tooth islands were at least another two or three weeks of travel away by foot, if we kept to the major roads.  If we could find transport we might make it in a single week or less, but that was still a considerable distance to travel. 


  

  "Will we be obtaining transport?"  I asked the stalwart cloaked figure, not eager to walk for three weeks.


  

  "No, hiring transportation is too easy to track, especially for us.  In a battle, or out in the countryside we can use our cloaks to vanish, but towns, cities, and villages will see us and remember our passing.  We will leave as little trail as possible."  Again, there was a note of command in the way he spoke.  It was, I guessed, probably attributable to his many years in the Knights of Ethan.  Being second only to Ethaniel himself must have put Weaver in positions of command on many occasions.  I didn't reply again, but after a time Weaver turned his eyes to me and I thought I could see a smile about his features, though it was hard to tell for certain as he had the face mask portion of his cloak pulled up, leaving only his eyes clearly visible.  "We should probably begin your training."


  

  I nodded my agreement, happy to have something to do.  The tedium of travel is matched in torment only by the foot pain.  


  

  He walked as he continued talking.  "Let us begin with something easy, yet vitally important.  In fact, this will be the most important thing you'll learn how to do and, conversely, the easiest.  You will use it much more effectively later, but for now you need to learn its function and how to call upon it in times of distress."  He bent down and picked up a rock from the road.  Weaver tested its heft in his hand for a moment before pulling back his arm and flinging the stone forward at an almost straight course out from us.  Such was the velocity of his throw that I could barely detect an arc in the object's trajectory, even with my improved vision.  "Now, if you were watching that closely, you should have seen a strange streaking behind the rock when I threw it, like a light that followed the path of the stone.  Did you see it?"  He looked at me again.


  

  "Yes, I saw it."  I told him, not sure if I should tell him that the streak following the stone had been quite distinct.  In fact, it had been almost blatant, as were all things that moved, especially those that moved in contrary force to the world around them.  For instance, a leaf blowing in the wind only left a faint trail, but a bird, struggling against the pull of the ground and grip of the winds, left a much more resonant trail.  I had spent a good deal of time studying the effect.  


  

  "Good, some of us new to the eyes have difficulty seeing that at first.  Seeing it is half the challenge."  He stopped in his tracks and after another step I did as well, curious to see what would happen next.  "What you're seeing, in those streaks, is your new vision's ability to track changes in the world at a much faster rate then you're used to.  What you need to do to take full advantage of that, is to force the rest of your body and your mind to match that pace."


  

  I must have given him a surprisingly stupid look because he drew back the mask covering the lower half of his face to reveal a smile.   "It's easy.  Trainees always find it surprising just how easy it is once they get the trick.  All you need to do is will yourself to be faster.  When they taught you to fight and taught you the forms for combat, didn't they also teach you to envision a second enemy standing behind the first and attempt to follow your strike through to that enemy?"


  

  "Yes..."  I said, uncertainly.  Malice had, I recalled, taught me something similar to that.  It was a trick that aided one in learning to punch through a target instead of stopping at the target.  Such a strike was more effective than a standard punch.  I had adapted to it readily, and developed a strong blow that I had not once managed to land solidly on an opponent.


  

  "This is the same thing."  Weaver explained, grinning widely.  "Picture it, believe it, and your body will do the rest."


  

  "Alright."  I said, still not sure what to make of Weaver's explanation of what was supposed to happen.  The red-eyed warrior bent down and picked up another rock.  


  

  "I'm going to throw this straight up.  When I do, I want you to force yourself to speed up.  I want you to picture yourself moving so fast that you can fly right past this rock.  Are you ready?" 


  

  I nodded that I was, and he drew back his arm to throw.  I felt my muscles tensing in expectation, as though I were about to leap into the air myself.  I felt my heart quickening, and I pictured myself streaking like a bolt of lightning through the sky on the path the rock would take.  The world lurched around me.  The air seemed to turn thick, tugging at my flesh as I attempted to move.  I turned my head and saw the rock just beginning to leave Weaver's hand.  It seemed to tumble slowly up into the sky, as though it were being drawn upward by some invisible string.  I reached out for it, moving my hand as quickly as I could, but even forcing all my will into the movement, my hand still only crept slowly skyward.  It took me what felt like seconds just to raise it to shoulder level.  I decided to put the arm back down, and found that changing my arm's trajectory took even more effort.  I saw Weaver move then, and he seemed to be walking at normal speed, casually meandering towards me as though all the air of the world hadn't just turned to sap.  His hair, his cloak, and the fur on his arms shifted slowly, as if being pushed by a strong, yet slow, breeze, but he ignored it, walking all the way around me twice before I was able to return my arm to my side.  As quickly as it had begun, the world resumed its normal course and I collapsed to my knees, a sense of weariness washing over me with such force that I felt light headed.  


  

  Weaver appeared in front of me.  "Not bad.  You got it on your first try."  He laughed loudly.  "Oh, I forgot to tell you, using that trick will eat away at your energy.  You can't put on so much speed without burning into your body's reserves.  It's a trick that gets easier the more you do it, but the first few times you speed yourself up, it's going run you down fast.  Every time you quicken yourself using the eyes, and this is true even for me after all these years, it's like running as hard as you can the entire time you're doing it.  You see the potential, though, right?"


  

  I was still breathing heavily, but indeed I could see the potential.  A warrior who could push himself to such speeds would be able to avoid almost any attack.    "Yes, I do."  The words came out between gasps.  "Why do I move so slowly?"  I questioned the more experienced warrior, hoping that he would tell me it was something that would improve with practice.  Though the trick was still useful, my inability to move as quickly as Weaver had made it less impressive.


  

  Weaver pulled back the cloak covering one of his clawed limbs and held it up for me to inspect.  "You're not equipped for faster movement yet.  Improved though you are, your body was never meant to operate at the speeds that you are capable of achieving.  Your muscles can't push you any faster, and your tendons can't withstand the strain that would be applied if you could.  If you tried to go as fast as I can, and you succeeded, your body would fly apart at the seams.  


  

  I blanched, envisioning my arms and legs tearing themselves free of my torso.  It was not a pretty thought.  Weaver helped me to my feet and we resumed walking again.  I was troubled by the realization that my arms and legs would eventually become like Weaver's and the other Knights'.  The loss of my human limbs would be yet another step away from my perceived humanity and I was ever mindful of the fact that power could have a terrible cost.  Kyeia's life had served as a most poignant reminder of that.  I noticed several sources of smoke on the not so distant horizon, the signs of a town, probably a small settlement if the number of smoke sources was anything to judge by.  I realized we would need supplies if we were to be on the road a long time, but I wasn't sure how to breach the subject with Weaver.  He seemed set against making any public appearances.  I finally decided the best course of action was simply to speak my mind and see what happened.


  

  "We'll need to acquire provisions if we're to travel far on foot - dried meat, some skins for water."  I tried to make my voice as casual as possible, not eager to see my traveling companion's cold, commanding side again. 


  

  To my surprise Weaver merely nodded his agreement.  "I had thought of that, though it goes against my better judgment.  Human settlements are..." he seemed to think for a moment before coming up with the word he wanted, "troublesome."  There was a look of disgust on his face that seemed to ill fit the man who had been grinning so widely just a few moments before.  I found myself feeling uneasy at Weaver's comment on the human settlement.  A seed of doubt was forming in my mind, and it was difficult to squelch.  It grew all the stronger for the fact that I knew not what I was in doubt of, only that my travel companion seemed possessed of two distinctly different personalities, one edged in darkness.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We spent the remainder of our walk in relative silence, simply passing the miles in quiet thought, not a mode of travel I preferred since my thoughts were mostly troubled.  I was quite happy to finally see the first houses of the town we'd been approaching coming into view around a bend in the road.  I had guessed correctly that the town wasn't large.  It consisted of maybe four or five dozen homes, what appeared to be a central store, and blacksmith shop from which the sounds of a hammer bearing down on an anvil could be heard.  The hammer striking metal ringing out through the streets reminded me of my own home.  Most towns and cities had a smith, and the sound of ringing metal was as natural a sound as any for a person who'd grown up in such a place.  Fell Rock hadn't had its own smith.  All of their metal work was brought in from outside sources.  Possibly, I thought, some of them even came from the town we now approached, though I thought there was probably a settlement nearer the Post - the former Post I reminded myself, for Fell Rock stood no longer - to the north.


  

  As we drew nearer, I could see and hear the sound of children playing in the streets and the fields about the town.  A sign at the outskirts of the town read, "Paix Farth, Huntsmen's Town."  Our presence drew some attention from the children, some of whom ran into their homes, while others openly stared at us as we approached.  Adults came to their windows, summoned by their children, and others stepped out of their homes, holding pitchforks or other makeshift weapons.  I could hear the whispers of the suddenly attentive townspeople.


  

  "They've come to take us away, and they'll never let us come back home."  One child whispered to another, hiding behind the leg of a large man holding a hoe.


  

  "Mommy says they're demons."  Another child said.


  

  "You're not wanted here, monsters."  A human man yelled openly as we passed him and his family.


  

  "What are they doing here?"  One woman asked her husband.


  

  "I don't know, but their lot should be exterminated.  Beasts, they are," he answered tersely.


  

  From beside me I could hear a low rumble rising from Weaver, and I looked over at my travel companion to see his eyes radiating rage. The streaks of white lightning along their surface seemed to churn in an unusual chaos.  I began to wonder if we shouldn't have found our own provisions along the road, avoiding civilization all together.  The words of the people stung me as well, striking at the very core of my own concerns over my humanity.  I tried not to let it bother me, but the strong negativity projected at us as we passed both angered and saddened me.  Any happiness I'd had at seeing the town was gone.  We made our way to the store, Weaver not allowing our pace to grow any faster, despite the intensifying unrest about us.  We were nearly to the store when the shopkeeper, who had been standing outside of his business holding a cudgel, stepped inside for a moment and came back out with a sign that read "closed."  He hung it from a nail in the door before going back inside and shutting the door firmly behind him.  My heart fell, but Weaver didn't change his pace.  He walked directly to the door and knocked loudly.  When there was no answer, he knocked again, more forcefully.


  

  "Do demons not read?  Go away!  We're closed to your ilk!"  A voice shouted from within.


  

  There was a flash of motion, too quick for me to catch, though I could see the path Weaver's arm cut through the air.  The closed sign fell to the ground in four pieces.  


  

  "I see no sign.  Open this door, shop keeper, and we will be gone soon enough."  Weaver's voice held a timber I had not heard in it before, and though I found it did not affect me at all anymore, I could identify it as "the voice."  What was remarkable was that I had never heard the slightest hint of it before from the red-eyed warrior.  I knew that it was possible to control the effect of "the voice" among the more powerful of the Knights of Ethan, Ethaniel himself had done so to an extent, but Weaver had completely hidden it.  I wondered just how powerful my companion was.  From within the building came the sound of a heavy bolt being dropped into place.


  

  "OPEN THIS DOOR!"  The voice of Weaver tore through the air.  Again the Knight's voice held no sway over me, but I could feel the intensity of it, rippling through the air like the force of an explosion.  The wood door shook in its frame and Weaver slammed his fist into it with such force that the entire wall of the building shook.  The door, however, stood firm.  There were screams in the streets and people ran into their homes, slamming doors behind them.  Suddenly the roads were quiet, and it was just Weaver and me standing on an empty street in front of the store.  


  

  "Maybe we should leave..."  I began to say, but Weaver's eyes turned on me and there was a fearsome burning there.  I stepped back and held my hands out wide, letting Weaver know I would not interfere in his actions again.  He had been a Knight for nearly four hundred years and I would allow him to do what he thought was necessary.  


  

  "Go away monster, we'll not..."  The voice from inside the house didn't get any further than that because Weaver's monstrous voice tore from his throat in an outpouring of inarticulate fury.  Two massive wings slipped from concealed slots in his cloak and beat the air heavily.  I was forced to step back, or risk getting knocked off my feet by the leathery, black appendages.  Weaver's powerful claws shot out and this time I managed to shift my perception of time fast enough that I could see them move, but even then those clawed hands were viciously fast.  They pierced the door smoothly, and the terrifying red-eyed monster tightened his grip on the wood to the point that it began to splinter in his vice-like hands.  There was a sundering, breaking sound and Weaver leaped into the air, pounding his wings and lifting the door and the portion of the wall that held the bar-lock with him into the sky.  He gave another great scream of rage and tossed the door with tremendous force at the shop beneath him.  I was forced to jump behind a wagon on the side of the street or be hit debris flying from the explosion of the building with the impact of the door.  The roof of the shop caved in, along with a portion of the front wall.  Weaver sailed to the ground, some fearsome beast of legend descending from the sky, and stepped through the rubble.  I was terrified of the ferocity of the Knight I'd been traveling with.  I was reminded of Wisp's unbridled rage, and wondered if the anger was a result of becoming more powerful amidst the Knights of Ethan.  


  

  "What terrible power."  I said the words aloud, though I hadn't meant to. Hearing them, I clamped my mouth shut, not wanting Weaver to hear me.  I started to stand up from my place, behind the wagon where I'd taken cover, but I stopped when I heard screams coming from inside the building.  There was a man and a woman, shrill voices raised in horror.  The noise went abruptly quiet, and a moment later Weaver stepped from the building, two full bags of supplies clenched in one fist.  He tucked his wings back into the holes on the back of his cloak and they vanished as though they'd never been.  


  

  "Come, Lowin.  It's time to take our leave of this hole."  His voice was all command, rage just beneath the surface.  I didn't dare disobey him, but the screams of the shop owner and his wife still hung in my mind, haunting me.  We walked from the town without further molestation.  It was a full hour later before I finally worked up the nerve to ask the question gnawing at my insides.  


  

  "Why did you kill them?"  The words were hard to force out.


  

  "Kill who?  That ignorant shop keeper and his fat wife?"  He looked at me for a moment, drew back the mask across his face and smiled widely.  He burst into laughter.  "I didn't kill them, Lowin.  I merely put a little fear into them.  Of course I wouldn't kill innocent people.  Is that something that a Knight of Ethan would do?"


  

  I smiled, still uneasy.  The screams I'd heard inside the store, and the sudden way they stopped, still stuck in my mind.  Had he really let the shop keeper and his wife live?  It was impossible to know, but the ferocity Weaver had shown in Paix Farth was something I wouldn't soon forget.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We walked through most of the night and on into the next day, only stopping for a few hours to sleep.  I didn't sleep at all.  Too many troubled thoughts rested heavily upon my shoulders.  I was tired as the sun rose once more over the horizon, but not so tired that I feared I wouldn't be able to function.  My new body seemed to be beyond complete exhaustion, always having that reserve of energy I needed in order to go further.  An hour past dawn, Weaver led us from the beaten path onto a small trail, still heading almost straight south.  He seemed to have an unerring sense of direction.  I wondered if it was another trait he had developed after becoming a full Knight of Ethan, or if he had always been good with navigation.  I didn't ask him.  Since the events in Paix Farth the day before, I had talked to him very little, choosing to keep to my own thoughts and company, unpleasant though they were.


  

  "Do you enjoy your service to the king?"  Weaver's voice broke the silence, calm and even, but startling after the length of time we'd traveled without so much as a word.  I looked to my travel companion.  He was looking back at me, his mask down and his face set in a neutral expression.  It was a poignant question, and not one that I was sure how to answer.


  

  The truth of the matter was I did not want to serve my king at all.  I didn't believe in the enigmatic man who demanded the lives of the innocent in order to strengthen his army.  I had no intention of telling Weaver such a thing though.  I had seen the man's wrath enough, and had no desire to risk striking it aflame once more.  "I have done little to serve my king yet.  That is difficult to answer."  I replied cryptically, hoping it would suffice.


  

  "Surely you have some opinion of the great man whose orders you will be following for the foreseeable future?  I'm not asking a difficult question, Lowin.  What is your king to you?"  The warrior pressed, and I knew by the tone in his voice and the look in his eyes that he had no intention of letting this pass.


  

  I grit my teeth, wanting to blurt out that my king was a murderer.  He was a man who traded innocent lives for power without blanching.  I wasn't sure what Weaver was driving at, what he expected from me, and I didn't much care for the line of questioning.  "The king is a man of power.  He sits high atop his throne and governs the mass, not seeing the individuals over which he sits as judge, deciding what constitutes the greater good of the whole."


  

  Weaver nodded.  "Indeed, he is a powerful man with a strong idea of what is important for the greater good.  He must only see the whole.  That is a good answer, for one so young."  The red-eyed Knight paused for a moment before going on.  "Do you know what it takes to have a strong idea, Lowin?"  


  

  I looked at the shifting outline of my companion quizzically.  I wasn't sure what a "strong idea" implied, and I certainly wasn't sure how to answer Weaver's question.  "No, I don't."  I said, and it was true as far as I knew.


  

  "Imagination, nothing more.  Anyone can have a strong idea, my boy, and it can be a harmless thing.  The difference with the king is that he is very powerful man, and when a powerful man has a strong idea, it becomes a new creature entirely.  Lives are lost, nations rise and fall, and cultures are born and die all on the waves of a strong idea, led by a powerful individual.  The king - and I can't say I honestly know the name of our current king as there is a new one every twenty or forty years, and I've lost track - but he, in whatever new guise he comes, has always had the same, singular goal.  The king wishes to align all of the peoples of our world under one crown, and reign in an era of peace and prosperity.  That is a noble endeavor, no?"  Most would have phrased that last sentence in such a way that the question would not have been searching for an answer, but I could tell by Weaver's phrasing that he expected me to reply.  I thought before opening my mouth to give an answer.


  

  A prosperous, unified world was a noble idea, but was it a noble endeavor?  Trade would become strong, and the peoples of the world would never want for anything for they would be backed by a strong system that would see to their needs, but what of the peoples who didn't wish to be forced under the thumb of the human government?  They would fight.  That would leave the king with only one choice, to suppress those who rallied against him. And what if he met another king with a similar ideal, only that the other king wished to bring the people of the world under his own government?  They would clash, and the world would erupt into a massive war.  The people would suffer, trade would falter, and death would be the course of the day.  It would happen, too.  No king would willingly submit to another, and certainly the world was a large enough place that there were more kings than just mine.  Rulers would never share power.  It was not in their nature.  


  

  In times of war, the king would need stronger, more effective weapons and greater power.  He would acquire those weapons, and that power, the way he'd always done, I knew, taking it despite the cost to the people he was allegedly trying to help.  More innocents would die, more families would be destroyed, more men would be turned into monsters of war, and in the end it would be only the king who truly prospered.  He would grind his people against the stone of war, hone them into what he needed for his purpose, and leave those that fell away to rot in their graves without remorse.  All of this he would do for a noble idea.  Even the noblest dream is folly, if in its pursuit the one who chases the dream loses himself.  


  

  "It is... a noble dream."  I answered, choosing my words cautiously.  A world of peace and prosperity was always a pretty concept, but no king could force it upon the world.  The great dream of men would always remain just a dream.  


  

  Weaver smiled and nodded vigorously.  I don't know if he read all the way into my answer, or was merely happy that I had seemed to agree with a conclusion he'd made- that the king was set upon a noble endeavor, but Weaver found something he favored in my words. 


  

  "It is the most noble of dreams, Lowin," the bloody-eyed Knight said with a laugh.  "I think it is time we continued your training.  I'll need to determine your combat skills before we begin."  With those words, the subject of conversation was completely changed.  We did not speak of such things again for several weeks, instead dedicating our time to a brutal training regimen that occupied every moment not spent walking or sleeping.  Weaver avoided human settlements as we went, and for that I was thankful.  Alone in the woods, he seemed a different person than the one I'd seen destroy the shop in Paix Farth.  In time I even began to believe that he hadn't killed the shopkeeper and his wife; he was quick to smile, and quicker to laugh out in joy.  Besides, at that point he was all I had to call 'companion.'  It is easy to deceive oneself, when one really desires to. 


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  A tall, stone walled, fortress loomed in the distance, an imposing structure obviously designed with prolonged siege defense in mind.  I had noticed that we were traveling closer and closer to it as the day passed, but Weaver made no mention of his intentions.  Two weeks of travel with the sometimes stoic, sometimes jovial, and always imposing warrior had done little to enlighten me to his true nature.  He trained me hard, encouraging me to take full advantage of the new abilities granted to me by Kyeia's sacrifice.  I was quick to hone my ability to sharpen the focus of time and I found that I could call it up at will.  The speed of my limbs was still my greatest handicap, but I had learned how to overcome the limitations to an extent, even to the point that I could push myself to the very limits of my body's endurance.  The first few times I attempted to do so, I caused muscles to tear and bones to break, but they healed in a matter of hours and I was ready to try again. I felt that it was important to know at what point my body would fail me.  The best way to find that limit was to surpass it, recover, and try again until I mastered the appropriate time to stop without surpassing my body's ability.  As I worked, some of the overwhelming exhaustion caused by the time slowing effect began to slip away.  All my improvements were achieved in only two weeks on the road with Weaver, but as we grew closer to the mysterious fortress I became more agitated.  


  

  "Are we going there?"  I finally decided to ask, pointing to the ever nearing structure.  


  

  "Yes, I have an appointment with the Lord of the keep."  Weaver answered flatly, his voice calm and even, as it always was when he was discussing something he didn't necessarily feel like talking about.  "The fortress is Renwalk, it is the last human stronghold in the south, and is responsible for scouting and maintaining the final line of defense from what lies beyond the human borders."  He explained, gesturing with his hand to indicate the wide expanse of forested land that lay beyond.  The dark green of the thick forest was broken in places by the white of early snow, something we'd been seeing more and more of as we traveled deeper into the frigid south.  Traveling north from Fell Rock would have seen us moving into warmer climates, but we were growing closer and closer to the lands of snow and ice with every day of travel.  Eventually, if we continued our march to the sea, we would reach the coastal region where the snow never completely melted.  


  

  "Ah, king's business."  I said to myself, partially reassured that this endeavor into civilized land might go better than the last.    


  

  "Yes, business."  Weaver mumbled the words.


  

  "Will we be staying long?"  I was still eager to reach our destination.  The two weeks of travel had given me a lot of time to think, and I was still worried about the others from Fell Rock.  Merrywin and I had never gotten too close, but she had taken care of me when I was at my worst.  I hoped that she was well.  Any news of Silent would be welcome.  I feared the worst for him, but still kept a flicker of hope alive in my heart.  Malice, though, occupied my thoughts the most.  The tough, often angry woman who had trained me and comforted me during the hardest times of my life was my dearest living friend.  I had never told her so, and I didn't know what she thought of me, but I felt a bond with her stronger then that I'd established with anyone else other than Kye.


  

  "Only long enough to speak with Lord Twist.  I need to make a report on the events at Fell Rock, and discover the position of any of our forces that might have checked in at Renwalk," came Weaver's reply.


  

  "Might there be other Knights of Ethan at Renwalk?"  I asked, my attention suddenly piqued.  


  

  "I doubt it, but we will know for sure once I speak with Twist, and get the reports from his scouts."  The red-eyed warrior answered, not indicating whether he would be either pleased or displeased with finding more of his fellows had escaped Fell Rock.  At times he could be very dispassionate.


  

  My hopes sank with his assessment.  I had held some hope that we might hear word of other Knights of Ethan in the vicinity.  To be more precise, I had hoped to hear of Malice or the others.  I wondered, though I didn't voice my thoughts, what made Weaver so certain that others wouldn't have passed the same way as us.  If all the Knights had gone south to meet up after the battle at Fell Rock, did it not stand to reason that others might have stopped to make a report at Renwalk since it was along their way?  Suspicion took hold of me again, and I found myself wondering at the true motives behind Weaver's actions.  I thought back to the events of my last night at Fell Rock, something I'd been doing more and more as we traveled further to our rendezvous point. 


  

  There had been two strange men that night, obviously looking for me, one of whom I'd heard speak, the other of whom had been too quiet for me to hear.  I had seen neither of them, at least not clearly, but I remembered only too well the sharp pain I'd felt just before blacking out, with the massive Lantern Eye blotting out the sky above me.  If Weaver had truly saved me from the Lantern Eye, then certainly he must have either seen those two men, or been one of them.  I knew that he was not the one who had spoken, because I would have recognized his voice, but could he be the other?  If he was, what had happened to the man who had spoken, and why had they both been searching specifically for me, in the heat of a fearsome battle?  If he was neither of those men, then he was a third person who had not seen those two at all, or had, for some reason, chosen not to mention those two in his retelling of the night's events.  There was the possibility that the Lantern Eye had killed the two men I'd heard outside the building that night, but if it had killed the man standing directly over me, was it not reasonable to assume that it would have also killed me before help could come?  I didn't have answers to any of the speculation that filled my mind, but I suspected that Weaver did.  His psychotic dual nature, however, kept me from asking any questions that might anger him.  The truth I so desperately wanted was beyond my ability to acquire.


  

  Many times I had considered abandoning Weaver, making my way south on my own, but I realized that with his superior speed, and ability to fly, I would not get far before he tracked me down.  Once he did track me down, I would be in a dangerous position.  He would want to know why I'd left, and that was not something that I could explain without casting him in a dark light indeed.  As long as I kept traveling with him, Weaver seemed only too friendly, and eager to teach me all that he could.  In fact, he had been nothing but gracious and a good general companion to me in all our time alone on the road.  He did most of the hunting and gathering of supplies, and he also told many an interesting tale to liven up the tedium of the hours of walking.  He never did talk about himself, but was that really a good reason to be suspicious of someone?  I didn't know.  I desperately wanted to be able to trust the red-eyed warrior, if only because he was the only living person around who understood what it was like to be what I was.  Still, every time I grew comfortable around Weaver, the screams of the shopkeeper and his wife would ring through my head, reminding me of what lay hidden beneath the pleasant visage of the smiling Knight.  I constantly wished that I had checked the shop to see if the keeper and his woman were still alive.  Had I seen them living with my own eyes, I would not have had such a hard time believing Weaver when he said that he had not killed them.


  

  Renwalk fortress loomed high above us now, its massive towers clawing at the sky seemed almost black, stained by soot as they were.  I looked at Weaver as we drew closer to this place of human habitation, and wondered, with a mix of fear and anticipation, what new aspect of his nature I might soon uncover.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The moat surrounding Renwalk was far enough across that a score of men, laying foot to head, wouldn't stretch from one bank to the other.  The banks down to the murky water were steep and treacherous.  I guessed that the bottom was probably lined with sharp metal spikes or caltrops, making anyone foolish enough to try and cross the water without the aid of the draw-bridge likely to have their feet torn to pieces.  The bridge was up as we approached, but once we were within audible range of the castle Weaver took down his hood and called up to the guards along the wall, who had not seen our approach, shrouded in our cloaks as we were.


  

  "Open the gate!"  Weaver bellowed, lacking anger, but with a tinge of "the voice" making his tone carry far and resonate through the evening air.  Those at the top of the bridge, seeing who was making the demand, immediately called down to the draw-bridge crew to lower the massive wooden bridge.  As the bridge was lowered, I could also see a heavy, black iron portcullis being raised.  Beyond the lowering wooden ramp and the iron portcullis, the courtyard was chaotic with activity.  There were lines of men at arms, at least a hundred, though quite possibly more, involved in some type of training exercise.  They were organized into lines, repeating the same moves over and over again, drilling with long halberds.  My training, and my peculiar new vision, allowed me to see every flaw in their motions down to the smallest waver of their balance.  I realized that without Kye's sacrifice, I would have looked far worse than any of them.  As we waited for the drawbridge to finish its descent, I saw a runner being dispatched to the castle proper, probably notifying whoever resided there of our arrival.  Once the bridge was down and the portcullis up, Weaver began to lead the way across the great wooden walkway and into Renwalk Fortress.  I noticed none of the tension I had seen in him when we entered Paix Farth, and I felt a wave of relief.  I hoped for no repeat of the events there.  As we passed through the gates, every guard or soldier we passed snapped to sharp attention.  Weaver didn't acknowledge them, and I did my best to also pretend not to notice them, but my eyes still wandered over the sight.  I had seen human military men before, but never so many in one place.  I subconsciously drew my hood tighter about me, and pulled the mask on my cloak up to cover the bottom half of my face.  Weaver might have been comfortable amidst the guards and soldiers of Renwalk, but their eyes upon me made my skin crawl.  I was, I realized, witnessing the first "benefits" of a Knight's rank.  The Knights of Ethan were second only to the king himself.  


  

  We walked straight through the expansive courtyard, past the lines of soldiers being trained for battle, and to the gates of the castle proper.  These second gates were already open, and Weaver lead the way inside, without pausing, to where we were met by a man dressed in an extravagant red silk coat.  He had neatly cut shoulder length brown hair, almost feminine in style, which framed a fat face with an upturned nose.  His face was far from the only potion of his body that was fat, I realized, as I saw how his short legs seemed barely able to keep up his massive stomach.  He wore several rings of gold on each hand, and several extravagant necklaces were draped about his neck.  I disliked him immediately for he gave off an air of pompous self-righteousness that couldn't be ignored.  I wondered if he was the "Lord Twist" we had come to see, but I didn't stay curious long.  


  

  "Lord Twist will see you immediately, Master Lucid..."  The smug man began in a smooth, deep voice that seemed ill fitted to his frame.


  

   My companion cut him off in mid-sentence, a flash of fire in his eyes.  "Whilst I'm here, you will refer to me as Weaver, or not at all.  As you can see, I have a guest with me today, and we don't need to have him confused by superfluous titles, do we, Kensil?"  Weaver's voice was cold but controlled as he addressed the man, and I suddenly realized that I had heard something that wasn't intended for my ears.   I couldn't be certain, but it had sounded like the short fat man, Kensil, had nearly called Weaver "Lucidil," a name I was quite familiar with.  It was a name that most people of the human colonies were familiar with to some degree.  Lucidil was the name of the man who had first invented the strange shifting fabric that was so hard to come by, and in fact also the man for whom the fabric had been named.  Was Weaver that same man?  I looked at the grim set of his features as he faced the pompous man in the silk jacket.  I again pondered the great mystery that was Weaver.  I knew so little about him, but suspected that there were great things working around him.    


  

  "Ah, yes, I'm sorry, Weaver."  The man, Kensil, stammered over his apology, his face going white.  He was, for all his pomposity, obviously aware, to some extent, of Weaver's potential.  I immediately revised that thought, however, realizing that most people were afraid of the Knights of Ethan to some extent, and Kensil might simply be displaying a natural human fear.  "Then shall I find a place for your companion to wait while you see the Lord Twist?" 


  

  I didn't wish to be sent off somewhere to wait while Weaver attended to his business.  I was curious to see what sort of business he was on, that he would be expected at Renwalk, but the red-eyed warrior nodded his ascent to Kensil.  I frowned beneath my mask, but kept it to myself.  The red fabric of his silk jacket swished as the fat, pompous man moved next to me.  "I believe that you can find your own way to Lord Twist's study, Weaver?"  He asked, and when Weaver again nodded his ascent, Kensil turned his attention to me.


  

  "If you would please follow me..."  He let the sentence hang, obviously waiting for me to introduce myself.  


  

  "Lowin."  I said, and some of the frustration I felt at being sent away, instead of being allowed to know the nature of our business, crept into my voice.  That seemed to put the fat gaudily dressed man on edge, though I hadn't meant to do so.


  

  "Alright, Master Lowin, please come this way."  He turned and began walking down a hallway to the left.  I fell in behind him, only looking over my shoulder once to see that Weaver was already gone, vanished from where he been but a moment before.  I followed Kensil, waiting a few seconds before speaking again.


  

  "Sir Lucidil has been quite tense since the events at Fell Rock."  I commented to the man walking in front of me.  When he didn't answer after a moment, I added, "He is hoping that some of the others may have come this way."  I wasn't exactly sure what I was hoping to get out of Kensil, but I felt the man held information that would be of interest to me, and my frustration at being made to bide my time while Weaver went about his business forced my hand.  


  

  "Then Lucidil shall be pleased, one of your own has been waiting here for him for a few days now, and I understand he comes with good news."  Kensil said, a note of good cheer in his voice, but he didn't add anything else.  He had said enough, though.  I had learned two very important pieces of information from the silk jacketed man; Weaver's real name, that he'd had before joining the Knights, was indeed Lucidil, and, perhaps more importantly, at least one of the Knights of Ethan was somewhere within Renwalk Fortress and had good news to deliver.  I was about to try and pump Kensil for more information, but we had reached our destination.  Kensil stopped at a door, opened it, and ushered me inside saying, "I shall send refreshment along shortly."  He stepped out and shut the door behind him.  I could see the obvious expression of relief on his face as the door closed.  He was more than happy to be done with me.  That did not bother me greatly.  I was quite pleased to be rid of his company as well.  He had been an unpleasant man, though I wasn't sure entirely why he had struck me so.  I shrugged the matter off.


  

  I could hardly contain my excitement at the prospect of good news from the Knights of Ethan.  The only matter that concerned me was finding out who had survived the attack at Fell Rock, but one survivor might well know of others who had survived.  The prospect filled me with anticipation.  The room I was in was apparently some form of guest quarters.  It had a bed, a room off to one side with a nice sized wash basin, and a table that would comfortably sit two.  There were no windows, but the room was well decorated with wall-hangings and other furniture.  It was at least three times as large as my room at Fell Rock.  I made my way to the room with the wash basin and began cleaning myself.  It had been too long since I'd really had the chance to make myself presentable, and I decided I would take advantage of the opportunity.  I tossed my cloak over the back of a chair, shut the door to the small room, and undressed the rest of the way, doing as thorough a job as possible of washing the grime of the road from myself with the soap and water available.  While I was working on the process of removing layers of dirt from my flesh, I thought I heard what sounded like the door to my room opening and closing.  I finished scrubbing the grime from myself and redressed, eager to have at whatever refreshments had been left for me.  I was hungry, and tired of eating rations and unseasoned game.  As I opened the door that led back into my room, my jaw dropped.  The table had a large, covered, silver tray on it, but what really surprised me was the woman standing off to one side of the tray, looking at me as I came back out of the wash room.  She was undressed from the waist up, her more than ample bosom fully exposed, and glistening in the light cast by the room's candles as though her skin was oiled.  She wore a semi-transparent gown about her hips that did little to hide the exquisite feminine features beneath. Her eyes were a deep brown, and her face was framed by a smooth, light brown hair that hung down far enough to offer her the barest hint of modesty across her supple chest.  I noticed that she was so skinny that I could make out her individual ribs.  After staring at me for a time, though I didn't know how long because I'd been doing some staring myself, she dropped to her knees and bowed her head.  I heard the rustle of chain as she bowed, and looked down to see that her left ankle was shackled, and there was a chain running from her ankle to an iron circle partially embedded in stone at the door, where it was fastened with a lock.  She was, in effect, on a leash that allowed her to move about the room, but not much else.  


  

  "Master Lowin, I am here for your pleasure."  She said in a voice that quavered with timidity and fear, her eyes downcast as she spoke.  I didn't honestly know what to make of the situation.  I was no longer entirely naïve in the ways of the world, and I understood that it was common for young women to be sold into body-service to rich nobles in order to pay the debts of their family.  I, however, was not of a mind to take advantage of such a situation.  The girl was terrified of me, and I would not willingly bed someone who was only going to do so because it was expected of them.  Kye had not been the type to get jealous of physical affection.  She had explained to me that among her people, they did not concern themselves with such trivial matters, but what would Kyeia think of me if I were to force an unwilling girl into my bed?  I didn't have to ask the question, because I knew what she would have thought, and I would have felt the same myself.  Sleeping with a slave was rape no matter how you looked at it.  I would not sully her or myself in such a manner.


  

  "Stand up."  I told the girl, finding that my voice was firm, full of a sense of command that I didn't know I possessed.  She snapped to her feet, her finer attributes swaying in a fetching manner.  I made a point of softening my voice.  "My pleasure today will come from the refreshments you've brought, and not your flesh, you needn't worry."  She relaxed, but only to the slightest degree.  I walked around the table, grabbing the blanket from the bed as I passed, and draping it around her shoulders.  She flinched as I came near her, and I tried to pretend that it didn't bother me that my presence was now so terrible that common people flinched away.  I pulled out a chair and sat down, removing the lid from the food.  There was some form of roasted meat on the platter, heavily spiced and beautifully aromatic.  There were also a variety of seasonal vegetables, warm bread, and a bowl of some sort of soup.  Multiple empty plates had been supplied, one per course.  Instead I grabbed one of the plates and placed a few scraps of meat and vegetable on it, and ladled some of the soup over it.  There was more food than I could eat by myself, but not really enough for two people.  


  

  "Have a seat, girl.  Eat something."  I said, not wanting to eat alone with her watching me, hunger obvious on her face.  To my surprise she didn't hesitate to sit down and begin eating.  I thought she might have, if for no other reason than because she feared me.  She tore into the food with abandon, eating so fast I thought she might choke.  The poor girl was starved.  She seemed to notice me watching her after a moment, and she slowed down her eating, but there were tears in her eyes.


  

  "I'm sorry, Master Lowin."  She said from around a mouthful of food.  "I didn't mean to eat so much of your..."


  

  I shook my head.  "It's alright.  I wasn't that hungry anyway.  Eat what you want."  I lied easily.  I was hungry, but my body was never short on energy.  I imagined I could go much longer than the frail girl wrapped in a blanket could before my next meal.  She continued eating, going through most of my food in short order, but I didn't care.  A strong distaste for Renwalk was building up inside me.


  

  "You are nicer than most of them."  She said in a small voice, after she had finished eating.


  

  I shrugged, not sure who she meant by "most of them," and not entirely comfortable with that line of conversation.  "I just try to do what is right."  I replied.  


  

  "Your eyes are kind of pretty, not all dark and scary like those others..."  She added, getting up from her seat and coming around the table towards me, the blanket fell off of her shoulders as she moved, exposing the girl's breasts.  "I wouldn't mind making you feel good, you know, since you've been so kind to me."  She whispered those words into my ear as she drew close.  I felt my body responding to the suggestion, but I shook my head.  


  

  "What's your name?"  I asked her.  She kissed my neck.


  

  "Lace."  She whispered again.


  

  "Well, Lace, you needn't repay my kindness in such a way.  I am content with your company."  I told her, though I did, indeed, want to have her at that moment.  Physical lust is difficult to suppress, but I felt that it would be wrong to accept Lace's body in payment for giving her the food she so desperately needed.


  

  She moved away from me then, her eyes wet with moisture.  "You really are a good one."  She said.  "I was so scared when they told me I was to service one of the Dark-Eyes, but you are not like the others, and it's not just your pretty purple eyes."


  

  I shrugged once more, not sure how to reply, and not sure what that implied about my fellow Knights.  I felt a churning in the pit of my stomach.  Were so many of us really that terrible?  Lace moved over to the bed, dragging her chain behind her, and laid down.  "I really don't mind if you join me."  She said, once more offering me a sincere temptation.  I got up from my chair and walked to the bed, laying down beside her, but not touching her.  She crawled across the bed to me, running her hands down my torso towards the waist of my pants, but I grabbed her hand and stopped her.  


  

  "I recently lost someone who was very important to me, and it still weighs heavily upon my heart."  I told her.  "Let us just lay and enjoy the quiet for a time."  She smiled, and it was an honest expression that I guessed she probably did not wear very often.  


  

  "Alright, Master Lowin."  She whispered, and laid her head on my chest. In a matter of minutes she was sleeping, though I didn't fall immediately into the land of dreams.  Who were the Knights of Ethan, and what kind of a band were we that everyone so feared us?  What had our king created?  These questions plagued me, but in time they faded.  The warm press of Lace's body against mine sent my mind in another, painful direction.  My memories ran back to my first and last night in bed with Kye, the desperation and sincerity in our passion together.  Tears crept to my eyes.  The world was not the place I'd always thought it was.  How can I go on without you, Kye?  I thought to myself.  Of course there was no answer, and so I lay in quiet desperation, until sleep finally took me.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "I see you've kept yourself busy while I took care of business," came a familiar voice, startling me awake.  I sat up in bed, Lace coming awake as well.  Weaver was standing in my doorway, and behind him I could just make out the form of Kensil.  Upon seeing Weaver, Lace cowered behind me, and I could feel her shaking at my back.  Even as I stood up from the bed, the mostly naked girl stayed hidden behind me, the chain on her ankle rattling as she stepped off the feather mattress onto the ground.


  

  "It's not what it seems.  She merely kept me company while I ate, and stayed by me while I slept."  I said, defending the honor of a girl I knew probably had little left to defend, though it was no choice of her own.  Kensil laughed from where he stood behind the red-eyed warrior, the man I now knew to be Lucidil.


  

  "I've heard she is quite good at keeping one company."  He said snidely, his lip curling in an unpleasant smile that made me like the man less than I had before, if that were even possible.  


  

  I stood up straight, my shoulders stiffening as my ire built.  Weaver seemed to notice, and he moved to head off anything rash I might do or say.  "It matters not, Lowin.  It is time for us to be gone.  Get your gear together, and we'll be on our way."


  

  I shook my head.  "I'll not leave Lace here to be abused.  I want her freed, and given something to start her own life."  The words left my mouth before I'd really thought them through.  I was, after all, in no position to make such demands.  Lace was a slave, and I was just a passing warrior.  However, it was a decision that must have come to me in my sleep.  Or, more likely still, it was not a decision but simply an inability on my part to allow a person as kind and gentle as Lace to be used and mistreated.  I knew, in my heart, that there were others in her position that I wasn't helping, but what would I be if I allowed such an abuse of humanity to continue in front of my very eyes?


  

  "Master Lowin, you shouldn't put yourself in..."  Lace began, but her words were cut off as Kensil burst into laughter.  


  

  The little man's voice was oily and disgusting as he spoke.  "Is this your first flop, boy, that you are so taken by a whore?  She wets your manhood a little, and you fall in love with her?"  He burst into laughter.  "Well you'll get no more of her, she's one of my best girls and I have no..."


  

  Weaver raised his hand, silencing Kensil's outburst.  He eyed Lace, and then he turned his attention to me, an honest curiosity in his eyes.  "What of it, Lowin, what is this little slave girl to you?  There are another hundred like her in the servants' quarters.  Why do you care what happens to this one?"


  

  "How could I not care what happens to a human who is suffering right in front of my eyes, Weaver?  How could anyone not care and still call themselves a man?"  I replied, speaking my heart, and never letting my gaze wander from his.  I searched those red eyes for some sign of humanity, but like my own, they were eyes that were distinctly inhuman.  They had, perhaps, held more life in them when they belonged to their original owner, I thought.


  

  "That is a foolish sentiment.  You can't hope to save them all, and most don't even deserve your notice."  Lucidil replied, and I saw a sudden spark in his eyes.  "I will make you a bargain, though, and let us see how truly you value your foolish ideal.  I will grant you this favor.  I will free the girl and give her money enough that she need never want for anything..."


  

  Kensil broke in angrily.  "You can't do that!  She's one of our best..."


  

  The red-eyed warrior's voice cracked like a whip, heavy with its brutal power.  "I have absolute authority here, Kensil.  Do not forget that."  Kensil fell backwards into the hallway, shaking, and I noticed with some satisfaction there was a wet spot expanding on the front his pants.  Behind me Lace was shaking so hard that I could hear her teeth rattling together.  The voice had no effect on me.  Weaver, or rather Lucidil, continued where he had left off, his human tones resumed.  "I will free the girl and see she has the means to a happy life, but doing so gives nothing to me, and so I demand a boon of you, in exchange.  I will give your woman her life, but in return you will give me your word that when I demand return, you will repay me, whatever I may ask."


  

  "What would you have of me?"  I asked, not yet understanding the nature of what Lucidil was bargaining for.


  

  "That's just it, Lowin.  I'm not going to tell you now.  You will get this woman's life, and I will get some guaranteed favor to be decided in the future."  The light in his red eyes was dangerous and I knew it, but what other choice did I have?  I couldn't turn my back on a person in need if it was in my power to help them.  I felt a tug at my back, and heard Lace whisper softly.


  

  "Sir, you don't have to do anything for me.  I've done nothing to earn such a thing from you.  Please don't give the red-eyed man so much power over you."  Her voice was soft and frightened.


  

  I turned to her, brushed her messed hair back from her tear streaked face and smiled in as reassuring a fashion as I could manage, though I too feared the agreement I was about to enter.  "He already holds much power over me, but this way at least something good comes from it."  It was true.  Weaver was strong enough that he could force my hand if he wished to.  I didn't feel that I was giving him much more then he already had.  I faced Weaver once more.


  

  "Alright, I agree to your terms."  I said, though I still feared what I might be getting myself into.


  

  He chuckled and shook his head.  "You are noble, Lowin.  You're a great, noble fool.  She'll never be worth what you've just agreed to, I can promise you that."  The red-eyed warrior crossed the room to Lace, who shrank back from him, but he blurred into motion and in an instant the shackle fell from Lace's ankle to the ground.  He then reached into his cloak and withdrew a large coin purse and put it in my hand.  "That is for her.  I'll meet you in the courtyard in one hour.  By that time I will have finished making arrangements for her.  Don't be late, we've a lot of traveling to do yet, and our new travel companion is eager to be on the road again." 


  

  "New travel companion?"  I asked, but he had already turned his back and was disappearing down the hallway, Kensil in tow.  My moment of confusion was broken when I felt two arms encircle me from behind.  


  

  "Master Lowin, you shouldn't have, I don't know what to say to you.  I can never repay..."  Lace was saying and I turned to face her, smiling. 


  

  "You can just call me Lowin, and there is no need for thanks.  I just set right something that was wrong."  I opened the bag of coins I'd been given, and saw the glint of gold.  A good deal of gold, likely more than any commoner would see in their entire life.  I pulled the bag closed and lifted one of Lace's hands, putting the purse in it.  "Find some place nice to live, and live the way you want to."  I bent down and lifted the blanket from the ground, wrapping it around her shoulders.


  

  Lace pushed her body against mine, supple and inviting, even through the cloth of the blanket.  "Surely you will let me repay you for this, at least once, Lowin?"  She asked, her eyes watering, and her face still streaked with tears.  


  

  I shook my head.  "Your body is your own now, Lace, and you need never use it to pay for anything again.  Find someone to love, and share it with them as you will."


  

  She put her arms around me tightly and squeezed, and I returned the gesture, and then she backed up from me and smiled honestly for the second time since I'd met her.  "Thank you."  She said.  I nodded, offering her one more smile, before grabbing my things and leaving the room.  It had been difficult not to take her up on her offer, very difficult, but it was the start of her new life, and I would not sully that by using her in such a manner.  She was sincerely happy, I knew, and was making the offer willingly, but she was not doing it out of affection, only gratitude.


  

  I passed through the castle, using my acute memory to guide myself back to the courtyard.  I knew that I would be early, but I had nothing else to do.  I did a great deal of thinking as I walked.  Weaver's real name was Lucidil, and he was one of the first Knights of Ethan.  There was a distinct darkness in him, and the agreement he had forced upon me, I knew, was related to that.  I had played myself into his hand in some way that I was not yet fully aware of.  That made me nervous, but there was little I could do about it at the moment.  I felt as though I was caught up in something far larger than myself, being moved about like a piece on a large game board, and at the moment, Lucidil was the person holding the pieces.  


  

  When I reached the courtyard I was surprised to see a figure in a shifting cloak waiting.  He was dressed in one of the new cloaks, like Weaver's, and that immediately struck me as odd, since Weaver had said there were so few of them.  As I approached the hooded figure, he turned to address me.  I staggered to a stop when I saw the face beneath the hood.  A wide grin traced its path across his face as he locked eyes with me.  


  

  "Silent?  How did you get here?  Where have you been?"  I asked, not only shocked to see him at Renwalk, but shocked to see him alive at all.  It was only after I had asked all my questions, did I realize it was absurd to ask questions of someone who couldn't talk, and expect answers.  I was surprised again then, when he answered.


  

  "I have been on a special mission for the last month or so."  He said in a voice I recognized immediately.  I took a step back, startled by his speech, and more so startled by the familiar voice he used.  He was the one who had stood atop the rubble between me and the Lantern Eye the night Fell Rock was attacked.  I was certain of it.  "It is good to see you well."  He continued the familiar, easy smile on his face that I had seen so many times during the first few months of my training.


  

  "You can talk."  I stated the obvious, not trusting myself to say anything else.  


  

  He nodded.  "I've always been able to talk, but I had been under an order of silence until I left Fell Rock."  My mind reeled, attempting to put together the fragments of information I had, but unable to make them fit in any semblance of order.  Malice had said, and I believed her, that Silent had vanished from Fell Rock.  I didn't, for a moment, think that she would lie to me about something that important, and I had seen the concern plain on her face when she told me.  Would the king order one of his Knights to action without letting the others know what he intended?  Had Silent been on some private mission that he wasn't allowed to disclose to the rest of us?  I supposed that was a possibility, but it didn't set well with me.  "You've come a long way since I left."  Silent added, breaking my train of thought.  I forced what I hoped was a sincere smile, and nodded.


  

  "Malice was a good instructor, and Weaver has helped me hone my new abilities."  I found it difficult to sound natural, but I hoped that Silent took my strange behavior for surprise at his appearance and nothing more.  "I had heard rumors that something bad might have befallen you."  I said, testing the water with Silent, fishing for information.


  

  He laughed.  "No, I had a mission of a secure nature that I had to take care of.  I was forced to leave rather suddenly, but it is done now, and I'm going to join you and Weaver on your trip south to rendezvous with our main forces."


  

  His story made sense, but I felt ill at ease.  I wanted to come right out and ask him what had happened the night that Fell Rock collapsed, and what he had been doing there, searching for me, but I felt that keeping my knowledge of his presence there secret was to my advantage at the moment.  "Well it is very good to see you alive and well, my friend."  I said, lifting my hand to clutch his in friendly greeting.  The hand that came to grip mine was not the same as the one I'd gripped many times before, during my months of training with Malice.  It was clad in black scale, and ended in fearsome claws.  Silent had gained some new features in his time away.  He must have noticed me looking.


  

  "I'm still getting use to them.  It's not always easy."  He said as he pulled his hand away from mine and flexed the clawed digits.  "They are strong, and fast, but I'm still having trouble with fine control.  Weaver and the others tell me that it comes in time, though."


  

  I was uncertain how to reply so I simply nodded and decided to change the subject.  "Have you heard anything of Fell Rock?  Do you know of the other survivors?"  The question was still important to me, though I didn't know if Silent would have information to offer.  Kensil had said that the Knight we were to meet had good news, and I was eager to get to the center of that news without letting on that I knew it existed.


  

  Silent chewed his lower lip for a moment before replying, apparently considering his words carefully.  His hesitation piqued my curiosity.  He, like Weaver, was hiding something.  I felt certain of it.  "The attack on Fell Rock was devastating, I'm afraid.  Eighty percent of the Knights stationed there are confirmed dead, the others are unaccounted for.  I'm afraid I don't know any specifics."


  

  I winced and grit my teeth together.  I felt as though I'd just been dealt a massive physical blow.  "So many..."  I said quietly, my heart pounding fiercely in my chest.  Had Malice gotten out alright?  What good news could Silent have possibly delivered, if it was countered by such a colossal casualty report?  "Is there any other news?"  I asked, hoping there would be some glimmer of hope, and also hoping that Silent, one of the few people I would have considered a friend, would not hide things from me.


  

  "I'm afraid not, Lowin."  He replied, and I sighed.  Silent and Lucidil were both keeping secrets, and I was to be kept in the dark.  Silent took the sigh to be over the news of the casualties at Fell Rock, and he patted me on the back, hitting me harder than he meant to and forcing me to stagger a bit to keep my footing.  "Sorry," he apologized hastily.  "Still getting used to things.  Try to be positive, though.  At least you made it out alive, and there are others.  Things will be better down the road."


  

  "Maybe," I replied darkly, not certain I believed anything my once friend had told me.  I suddenly felt incredibly alone.  I was saved from any further conversation by the arrival of Weaver.  


  

  "I see that you two have already become reacquainted.  That's good."  His tone was friendly and open.


  

  "Did you take care of the arrangements for Lace?"  I decided it was best to make sure the girl was cared for, rather than trust in Weaver's good graces, which might, or might not, even exist.


  

  Weaver nodded.  "She is free to go and do as she pleases, and I've seen to it that she was granted a small plot of land not far from here.  What she does from here on out is quite her own responsibility.  I trust that meets the requirements of our agreement?"


  

  "Yes, it does.  Thank you."  I was quite pleased to know that Lace would have a chance at a good life, and though I didn't trust Weaver entirely, I felt no deception in what he'd just told me.  


  

  "You shouldn't thank me, Lowin.  By the time you see her again she will have already found another man, and you will still have had to pay for the favor I granted."  The red-eyed warrior's tone was grim.


  

  "I didn't do it because I wanted her, Weaver.  I did it because I felt she deserved a chance to live as she would."  I felt no anger at Weaver as I explained this.  He and I saw the world in very different ways.  He was fixated on a goal, and was focused on that goal to the exclusion of all else, while I found myself lost in the world, with no clear goal, but guided by a sense that I must do my best to honor the memory of Kye.  


  

  Lucidil's response surprised me.  "They will let you down every time, boy... humans.  If you put too much faith in them, they'll just have better leverage when they try to tear you apart."  He looked at me with eyes that seemed ancient and, despite my familiarity with the other Knights of Ethan, still impossible for me to read.  "I think you know the truth of it, somewhere inside.  I see it written on your face when you're thinking about her."  The emphasis on his last word told me exactly who he was referring to.  "She is gone for those humans, dead so that you can fight on their behalf, and that thought consumes your from within. It makes you wonder what really matters in the world anymore, makes you question what your Knighthood really means.  You have placed all of your faith in them, and what horrors have they wrought for your belief in their cause?  They've made of you a brilliant sword, ready to fall at their command."  He turned from me then, drawing his hood up as he began walking for the gate, his speech short, succinct, and finished.


  

  I drew my own hood up and fell in behind him, confusion overwhelming my ability to speak.  I didn't understand all of what he had said, or what had motivated his words, but they had sounded like a direct defiance of the king.  I wanted to disagree with him, to say that I had not lost my faith in my king, and that I did not question my own worth, or that of the task I'd taken up as a Knight, but I couldn't.  Deep inside I was asking myself those very questions, and had been since I learned of Kyeia's fate.  I wondered how he could possibly know, so precisely, what my innermost worries and questions were.  Silent fell in beside me.


  

  "He is a smart one," he whispered, pointing at Weaver.  "He's had a lot of time to think and he knows and sees a lot more than the rest of us.  Listen to his advice.  He speaks from a heart that has been hardened by experience."  With that he fell back behind me, and we left Renwalk in a line of silence.  The only sounds to be heard were our own footsteps, and the rustle of armor as the soldiers we passed snapped to attention.  I felt like part of a funeral precession, and wondered how far from the truth that was.  We were all, the Knights of Ethan, weapons of but one purpose, dealing death, and never had I felt that so keenly.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Traveling into the land beyond human habitation was something that both scared and excited me.  So far south, in the frozen lands where no farmer dared grow crops, the world had been abandoned and nature left to her own devices.  All the dangerous creatures and fierce beasts that humanity had constantly striven to drive from its own territories had been forced into the bitter environments of the south, and become even more terrible in order to survive the inhospitable landscape.  The rolling hills of evergreens and the fields of frozen tundra were home to Fell Beasts.  They were massive bipedal monsters that still possessed many features of the wolves they had evolved from, but were driven by a fearsome hunger to hunt constantly.  The Shao Geok roamed in tribes, monsters of intelligence beyond the average animal, scouring the icelands and claiming as much territory as possible.  If any humans made the mistake of trying to establish a settlement beyond the protection of castle Renwalk, the Shao Geok came quickly to devour those foolish enough to intrude upon their icy lands.  The Shao Geok and the Fell Beasts were only two of a large assortment of terrifying creatures living in the south lands.  It was truly a country ruled by monsters.


  

  The company I kept, the two Knights of Ethan, gave me some sense of security as we progressed further into the ice-locked world beyond human civilization, but my confidence in my own skills was not so great that I felt I could handle all the demons of the south.  My travel companions spoke little as we progressed, and I could sense that there was a tension amidst them as well.  I wondered whether it was caused by the danger of our situation, or by some friction between them.  Neither of them seemed inclined to tell me, and so our party traveled on in quiet for two days.  We had gone for nearly a full day without so much as a word passing between us, when Weaver stopped in his tracks and bent to inspect something on the ground.  A moment later he was back on his feet and moving to inspect the trees in the area until he seemed to find what he was looking for.  I watched him curiously, noting that the tree he examined had five deep scar marks across its bark, as though raked by a powerful claw. The red-eyed warrior returned to Silent and me, nodding to Silent as he did so.


  

  "Sign?"  My once quiet, once friend, asked.


  

  "Sign."  Weaver replied.


  

  "Sign of what?"  I asked, feeling as though information was passing around me that was important to my survival.  


  

  The red-eyed warrior smiled at me, a look of unreasonable excitement making his eyes seem to burn in the darkness of the night.  "Fell Beast."  He answered, and a chill ran down my spine.  "We've entered the territory of a beast of the south, and if I read the sign correctly, we'll be making our way straight through its land."  He added, that excited expression never leaving his face.


  

  "Perhaps we'll be through before it is aware of us."  I said, having no desire to meet a Fell Beast, a creature that I knew little about at the time, only that one had severely injured Malice early in her career as a Knight.  If Malice had been injured by one, I felt certain that I didn't want to meet such a beast.


  

  Weaver chuckled.  "If we're seeing sign, it's because the beast already knows we're here.  You see, the Fell Beast enjoys the thrill of the hunt.  It leaves its mark so that we can see it, and fear it.  This one is letting us know that it intends to have us as its prey.  It feeds almost as much on its victims' terror as it does on their flesh."


  

  I pulled my cloak tighter about me and put my hand on my sword hilt.  "How long do we have before it will attack us?"


  

  "A day or two.  They enjoy stalking."  Silent added from behind me, and I sensed no humor in his voice.  Silent and Weaver were not merely trying to frighten me, though they were doing just that.   I looked behind me, to Silent, and noticed that there were a few flakes of snow falling between the two of us.  My gaze shifted up into the sky and I could see only darkness above.  The heavy cloud-cover was blocking any light from making it to the ground.  I wondered whether snow would aid or hinder our deadly stalker.


  

  "They hunt best in heavy snow, and by the looks of it, we're to have a serious storm."  Weaver must have noticed my stare.  He seemed always to be able to read the questions I held inside, even if I never asked them.  It unnerved me.  Our eyes - the eyes of a Knight of Ethan - saw well in the dark, though they did not brighten the night so much as sharpen the details beneath its dark cloak.  Weaver had told me before that heavy snow or rain was more difficult to see through, since our vision's peculiar ability to track motion could become confusing in such circumstances.  I hadn't yet had a chance to fully appreciate that effect, but as the snow began to quicken around us, and the streaks followed every flake through the sky, I was beginning to see just how true his warning had been.


  

  "Come," Weaver said, starting forward again.  "We should travel as far as we can before the snow sets in and we're forced to stop."  We started forward once more.  Every hair on the back of my neck was standing straight up.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't shake the feeling of being watched.  I wasn't certain if it was a justified feeling, or simply paranoia, though I suspected that the feeling was indeed justifiable.  The beast already knew where we were, and it was probably watching us marching further into its territory.


  

  The snow set in fast.  Within an hour we were struggling against gusting winds and conditions that made it impossible to see each other, despite being less than an arms-width apart.  The wind howled between us, making communication without yelling difficult, even if we had been inclined to talk to one another.  It was Silent who finally called an end to our progress.


  

  "We should stop here," he yelled into the void of wind and snow.  We were near a thick cove of evergreens that would provide some shelter from the wind, even if they couldn't keep out all the blowing snow. 


  

  "Fine, find a tree and set your back to it, keep your cloak pulled up tight and you should survive until morning," Lucidil yelled back at us, and so we each took a separate tree, laying close to the trunk where the wind was least biting and the snow was least likely to accumulate.  I noted where both of my travel companions were bedding down, in case of emergency.  As I'd been told to do, I pulled my face mask up over most of my face, and drew my hood so low that it blocked out most of the world.  Being blind, and knowing that we were stalked by a Fell Beast, I couldn't help but fear that which was unseen.  The terrible howl of the wind, a noise like a beast of nightmares screaming through the forest and the darkness, made for an unsettling night.  I did manage to sleep, but not for more than a few minutes at a time.  I waited in anticipation of the attack I felt certain would come during the night, but as the light of day began to brighten the eternal whiteness of the world around me, I was still alive.  The howl of the storm began to fade, and I lifted the hood of my cloak to look out at the changes the storm had wrought.  The cloak, though difficult to see with its shifting camouflage on the outside, was solid black on the inside, so I was ill prepared for the brightness that met my eyes upon first peering out.  During the night the snow had covered me almost to my neck, and it took a good deal of force to break the seal that had been formed about my body.  I stood up and pushed myself through the snow, going to where I remembered Silent and Weaver to have bedded down.  


  

  "Weaver? Silent?"  I called, but there was no answer.  I walked to the positions they'd been in the night before and found only a slight depression in the snow where the two of them should have been.  A note of panic struck me, and I had to force myself to remain calm.  I scanned the field of white around me, the snow nearly as high my thighs.  There were no tracks, no sign of passage.  Wherever they had gone, they had vanished not long after we'd stopped the night before and the storm had erased all memory of their passing from the earth.  My initial fear was that they'd been taken in the night by the Fell Beast, but I couldn't believe that Weaver would go down without a fight.  Of course, I had to consider the possibility that I might not have heard a fight in the howling wind of the night before.  Besides, the other possibility was that Silent and Weaver had intentionally left me in the night, and that prospect didn't make any sense.  I had been traveling with Weaver for a long time, merely to have him leave me alone in the most dangerous wilderness we'd passed through made little sense.  Assuming they had not willingly left, I was forced to consider the first possibility more seriously.  Had the beast come in the night and taken Silent and Weaver knowing that they were the strongest, and that it would best be rid of them when it had the advantage?  With only myself left, I would be easy prey for a creature of such incredible ferocity and hunger, and it could enjoy the hunt and capture with little worry.  I drew my sword and held it at the ready.  


  

  I would have to keep traveling south, no matter what had happened.  I needed to reunite with the Knights of Ethan.  If I were being hunted I would need to travel fast and remain cautious.  If the beast had killed both Weaver and Silent in the night, I had little hope of surviving with my meager skills and abilities, but I would not allow myself to be defeated without at least making an attempt to escape.  I did my best to orient myself southward, making as clear a judgment as possible based on the position of the sun.  I wasn't as directionally acute as Weaver, and the sun was mostly obscured by clouds, but it was all I had to work with.  From somewhere not too far away, a howl tore into the void of white and urged me to get moving.  The deep snow was difficult to move through, but I pushed onward, looking up to take my position whenever it was possible.  The storm had gone, but the cloud cover was omnipresent, the sun rarely shining out from behind the thick cloud-cover to allow me to get my bearings.  The snow came and went as I traveled, and always I felt the pressure of eyes on my back.  Occasionally, when I would begin to feel comfort in my progress, another howl would echo through the trees to remind me that my pursuer was still following.  I kept my fist tight around the handle of my weapon and trudged on.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  My course, though generally aimed southward, meandered and turned as I struggled to make a good pace across the confusing, snow-covered terrain.  An endless field of white, broken only by trees and the occasional rock, stretched out before me, a labyrinth of complexity unparalleled by anything man-made.  Every mile of travel looked exactly like the previous.  I was not an experienced traveler, and had little skill in identifying landmarks, if there had been landmarks to identify.  I became increasingly concerned as the hours passed and the sky began to darken with steadily growing cloud cover.  I ate my midday meal on the move, but by the time I had finished, the snow had started falling again, and was growing faster and heavier with every passing minute.  The world around me slowly began to vanish into streams of motion that made progress difficult, but I did not allow myself to stop.  Whatever had happened to Silent and Weaver in the night, I did not wish the same to happen to me.  I supposed some would prefer a quick death in their sleep to the waking knowledge of their own impending doom, but I was not one of those people.  


  

  My cloak kept the cold from seeping into my body and also kept off the dampness, but my boots - though treated for bad weather and of superior crafting - did not have the same magical properties that the fabric of my cloak did, and my feet were growing cold, though not yet damp.  I was thankful for that latter, as wetness would have only compounded the cold.  The snow, already nearly to my waist, was climbing slowly higher as the fury of the storm grew, and that made the footing treacherous.  More than once I placed my foot on what I assumed was solid ground, only to find there was a hole hidden beneath the snow.  So far south there were no roads, and very few paths that were anything more than game trails.  As lost as I was, I doubted that I was near any such trail, and so trudged my way across the uneven ground that made up the wilderness of the deep southlands without the ability to see where I would place my next footfall.  


  

  A howl sounded from behind me, far nearer than any of the times I'd heard it previously, and I knew that the Fell Beast was drawing closer.  The game of the hunt was nearing its conclusion, my time dwindling fast.  My hand was still clenched about my sword hilt, and though I had drawn it back under my cloak to stop my fingers from freezing, I removed it from the warmth of its coverings.  I would need it soon, and it would serve me best if it were ready to be used.  I looked behind me as I kept moving southward, noting that even the trail I'd carved through the snow was already filling in.  The churning snow obscured any details past a few feet in my wake, but I could see something in the snow, directly behind me, no more than twenty feet away.  It was large, and hunched over it still stood taller than myself.  I could make out little of its actual form, but it moved in a manner far different from the falling snow, and so stood out clearly to my motion-sensitive eyes, a massive shape amidst the flutter of ethereal ice flakes.  


  

  "If you want me beast, come now.  I'm tired of your games.  Let me kill you now and we'll be done with this."  I shouted into the bluster of the wind, a bluster of my own fury, a last ditch effort to intimidate the monstrosity that pursued me.  It didn't work - the dark shape amidst the snow began to move towards me.  It is impossible to control fear, but it is possible to control the effect fear has on one's body.  I had to summon my utmost control as the Fell Beast, a demon not fit for our world at all, stalked through the snow toward me.  As it came nearer, the snow abated just long enough for me to get my first clear glimpse of the horrible beast.  The creature stood a foot taller than myself, and was clad in thick fur of the deepest black, though banded at the wrists, the tips of its ears, and its throat in a brilliant red that I could hardly believe was naturally occurring.  Its long, dexterous hands ended in obsidian claws that looked as sharp, or sharper, than the sword I held in defense.  It stood on two massively powerful legs, though they were mostly obscured in the thick snow.  Its head was like that of a wolf, but larger, and with eyes that shone black even in the darkness of the storm.  The maw of the creature was larger than any wolf's I'd ever seen, and adorned with long teeth, obviously designed for tearing.  It looked lean and fierce, every inch a primal killer.  I could see the muscles rippling beneath its coat of fur as it took each slow, measured step towards me.  Though it walked on two feet, I could see that its body would easily allow it to fall forward to run on all fours.  It didn't do that now, though.  It stalked in on its hind legs, looking like a demonic caricature of man and wolf.  


  

  I leveled my sword at the thing's throat and prepared for an attack.  The snow blew up again, and for a moment I lost sight of the beast entirely.  That almost cost me my life.  When next I saw the demonic wolf-creature, it was only a few feet from me, one of its clawed arms ripping through the air with the intent of taking out my throat.  The only thing that saved me was my well-practiced ability to slow my perception of time.  It switched on automatically as the threat made itself evident.  The strike was still coming fast, far too fast for me to move my sword to intercept, so I dropped backward instead, letting inertia do what reflexes were unable to.  The claw barely cleared the top of my cloak, and the creature's other arm was already moving to follow through with a second stroke.  I twisted my body in my downward plunge and forced my arm out to connect with the ground and turn my momentum.  In order to do this, I had to push myself all the way to my body's limits, and I felt pain ring upwards through my arms as I connected with the ground and twisted myself into position to meet the creature's second blow.  I could force my body to do what was necessary, but it didn't have to like it.  My sword came up into position just in time to meet the rush of the creature's clawed strike but I was ill-prepared for the force of the blow, and still off balance, only half way to my feet.  I let the beast's claws fall flat across the edge of my blade, expecting to cause some damage, but instead there was a tremendous transfer of force and my sword was pushed back into me, only just hitting on the blunt side rather than the terrible, razor-honed blade.  I felt my feet being lifted from the ground, and though I'd managed to stop myself from being torn apart, the blow was still so powerful that it threw me through the air.  I gasped out a breath of air and the world resumed its normal pace, plummeting me back into the carpet of white in an instant.  Sweat was beading on my brow, brought on by my physical exertion and the warping of perceived time, which was a strenuous in itself.  I barely managed to keep my footing in the rough landing.  As soon as I was balanced I again forced myself back into the slowed perception of time.  I knew that without that advantage, I would surely be dead.  


  

  The monster had followed me almost as fast as I had fallen, and as time slowed, and the chaos of falling snow dissipated into the eerie dance of the world at a near standstill, I could see its terrible teeth reaching out to grab my arm.  I yanked the arm away as fast as I dared do so, and its teeth caught my sword instead.  I attempted to tear the sword free, hoping to cause some damage in the process, but the Fell Beast's teeth were more powerful than any blacksmith's vice and I couldn't recover my blade from those locked jaws.  In the meantime, as I struggled to free my weapon, the creature's forward motion carried it into me, driving us both into the deep snow.  There was white everywhere, and I was trapped in its consuming darkness, just myself and the thrashing monster above me.  I used all my considerable muscle to heave at my sword, but was only rewarded with the terrible shaking of the creature's jaws as it attempted to pull my weapon away from me.  The blade hilt, wet from the snow, slipped through my fingers with surprising ease.  I kicked up with my right leg as hard as I could and scored a hit between the creature's legs.  I knew little of Fell Beasts, but if the one attacking me was male, and if it had anything like familiar anatomy, I was staking my hopes that it would find such an attack quite off-putting.  It was a desperate move, but it was all I had left in the position I was in.


  

  There was a fearsome yelp of pain and suddenly the pressure was gone from my chest.  I struggled to my feet, knowing the beast would not remain gone long.  I fumbled through the snow in search of my weapon, my hope draining away with every fragment of a second it took to find it, but my hand brushed cold metal in short order and I let myself breathe a sigh of relief.  I recovered my sword and stood up, ready to fight once more.  The beast was not far away.  It stood maybe five feet apart from me, its face contorted into a fearsome snarl of rage, barely visible between gusts of snow.  One of its claws was dripping, and I briefly thought I might have injured the beast with my sword when I blocked its blow at the beginning of our fight.  I realized, only a second later, that it was I who was injured.  There was a terrible pain stemming from my lower abdomen, and I realized with alarm that the demon of a beast had torn through my cloak and into my flesh at some point while we fought in the snow.  My ability to heal was working on the injury, but it was no minor cut, and the healing would take time.  I didn't have time.  If I did not win out in the next pass, my time would be up.  I wasn't being pessimistic - I simply knew that the creature was too powerful, and too well adapted to its environment for me to last more than one more encounter.  Another injury would weaken me further, and I could ill afford that.  Already my body was burning with its efforts to both heal my wounds and maintain my control in slow time.  


  

  I brought my sword up in front of me and readied myself for the final pass.  There was a flash, and I pushed my perception back into my only advantage.  The beast was ripping through the snow, kicking up a torrent of powder in its wake and coming at me with such speed as I'd only ever seen the Knights of Ethan use.  I knew my body didn't want to move fast enough to do what was necessary to stop the Fell Beast from killing me, but I also knew that it would have to or nothing I had been through would matter to anyone.  I concentrated all my will into my arms and forced them to push past their limits.  Within the crawling frame of time I heard a roaring crack as the bones in my arms shattered with the force and speed of my motion to bring my sword into position.  I leveled the point at my enemy and used everything else I had to stab forward.  The beast apparently could move fast, but couldn't see things the way I did, because it charged head-long into my weapon, not expecting me to have been able to ready the blade in time to do what was necessary.  I did it though, the effort costing me dearly.  The bones in my hands and arms shattered as though struck by a hammer, and the muscles and ligaments holding everything together tore to shreds.   If not for the force of the initial exertion, and the momentum of the beast, my blow would have had nothing solid behind it, for my arms were destroyed.  The strike, however, was true, and the blade split the monster's skull in half and it fell dead, tumbling through the snow and knocking me from my feet in the process.  The world lurched back into normal time.


  

  My sword flew from my shattered hands and fell into the snow some feet away, and I collapsed back into the snow, the velocity of my enemy carrying us both backward into the world of whiteness.  I couldn't move because all of my energy was expended, and I couldn't begin to remove the dead creature from where it lay on top of me.  My arms were useless wells of terrible pain, doing nothing more than throbbing in fearsome, angry protestation at the damage I had wrought upon them.  I screamed a cry of pure agony into the night, certain no one would hear me, but equally certain I couldn't possibly keep all the pain inside.  I wanted to black out, but my new body was better than that.  It wouldn't let me lose consciousness while I was still suffering and in such a precarious situation.  I lay for what seemed like forever, hoping the pain might stop sometime soon, but knowing that it would not.  The damage I had done might take days to repair.  I had broken bones in practice, and they'd healed in a few hours, but I had never so thoroughly destroyed part of my body before.  I wasn't even certain the damage could be repaired entirely.


  

  I must have lain in the snow for nearly two hours before I first heard footsteps approaching, crunching through the soft packed field of white.  At first I panicked, fearful that another beast was coming, but the notion only bothered me initially.  I was hurt, alone, and buried in the snow.  I was going to die whether some monster killed me or not, and at that moment in time I didn't care how I met my end, so long as there was an end.  Thoughts of dying soon fled, though, when I heard muffled voices from beyond the dome of snow that had formed over me and the dead Fell Beast.  


  

  "Hello!"  I called out, and found my voice stronger then I'd thought it would be, perhaps invigorated by the prospect of rescue, or perhaps only loud because of the closeness of the snow around me.  In reply I heard rapid footfalls heading in my direction.  A moment later the snow was being cleared off of me and I met the red eyes of Weaver.  He looked down at me, and down at the creature lying dead atop me, a smile on his face.


  

  "You did it, Lowin.  Silent didn't think you would, but you've done it... and well!" He called to the other, and Silent ran up beside him, a look of relief passing over his features as he saw me alive and aware.  "Silent, Look at the markings on this one?"  Weaver was saying excitedly.  "Do you see them?  It's a red stripe.  I've never seen one like this before."


  

  Silent smiled down at me.  "Congratulations, Lowin. I was worried about you.  I certainly didn't believe you were ready when Weaver told me you were, but..."  He let his words trail off and I looked up at him in confusion.


  

  "Ready for what?  What's going on here"  I asked, angry at the two travel companions who had abandoned me in the night, and from what I gathered of what had transpired so far, that is exactly what they had done to me.  I was filled with ire and indignation.


  

  "It was time for you..."  Silent began, but Weaver cut him off.


  

  "Not quite yet, Silent.  He'll know in a few minutes here, help me get this thing off him so we can get started, before it's too late."  Weaver's voice grew distant as he went to haul on the end of the creature furthest from me.  Silent grabbed the end on my torso, and between the two of them they lifted it away from my body as if it weighed nothing at all.  I heard the sound of chopping, swords piercing flesh, and I wondered why they were dismembering the monster's corpse.  Were they going to eat it?




  

  There were a few minutes of quiet, and a moment later I heard Weaver say.  "Alright, I've got everything ready that we'll need."


  

  Silent's voice followed.  "I suppose you want me to hold him?"


  

  "Of course, first get his cloak off."  Came the answer.


  

  Silent reappeared above me, and I eyed him suspiciously.  He wouldn't meet my eyes.  "What are you two going to do?"  I asked him, doing my best to try and move from where I was laying in the snow. My legs were numb from having the beast on them, but they moved, so I began pushing myself away from the two travel companions that I suddenly distrusted.  They had abandoned me, and now they were back for some other mischief.  My arms were useless, and my stomach still hadn't healed, probably the result of my body's healing abilities being pushed to their limits by my exertions and the damage to my arms.  Silent quickly pulled my cloak from me, easily handling me in my weakened state.  When he had finished removing my shifting cloak, and I lay in the cold snow, he straddled my body and then sat across my torso, pinning me down with his powerful arms.  It was at that point that I really noticed the arms holding me down for the first time, the heavy black fur, and long, articulate digits ending in razor claws.  The realization struck me all at once, coming together from all that I had witnessed.  I remembered the blistering speed at which the Fell Beast had moved, and the way it was able to turn aside a sword strike with its claws without taking a cut, and even the feel of its fur against me as we battled.  It had been familiar, but I had not seen it, or not wanted to see it.  Before I had any further time to consider, Weaver was standing over me with his sword drawn, the blade still red from its previous use on the beast.


  

  "I'll not lie to you, Lowin.  This is going to feel terrible, but when it's all done, and you've had four or five days to recover, you'll be a new man... again."  The red-eyed warrior said, and, after considering, he added, "Try not to move."  He lifted his sword arm, and in a flash I felt pain tear through first one, then other of my shoulders.  I couldn't help but scream out and convulse at the terrible sundering.  I felt Silent pushing down harder on my torso, restraining me.  Weaver moved quickly, using the full extent of his speed to do the work he intended.  He flashed away, and returned with first one arm, and then another, carefully stitching the flesh of the Fell Beast to my own body.  "I've done this many times, boy, don't worry.  Your body will fix things up just the way they need to be.  Stay calm, breathe deep."  He said as he worked, but it was hard to stay calm as the lifeless lumps of flesh were attached in place of my arms.  Once he was done with the arms, he and Silent shifted positions, and I knew what was to come next.  


  

  "This will hurt worse, and you may black out from blood loss."  I heard Weaver say.  There was a blur of motion, though I couldn't see what he was doing anymore, and my perfectly good legs were sheered away from my body and tossed aside.  I did black out then, but only for a short time.  When I came to, Weaver was staring at me, his eyes locked on mine.  He had a knife in one hand.  I tried to flinch away, but his weight was holding me down.  


  

  "Do you think he can handle those too?  Most can't."  I heard Silent ask, a note of worry in his voice.  


  

  Weaver smiled down at me.  "This one can handle a lot more than this.  He's got something special in him."  He said to Silent, and then to me he added.  "You're not going to like this one at all, and it's probably going to hurt much worse than your legs did.  We won't be able to talk for a few days, so before you black out, I want you to know that everything is going to be alright.  You'll pull through strong, and then we can talk about your future."


  

  My body hurt so badly that I could barely focus on what he was saying through all the pain.   What more, I wondered, could they possibly be doing to me.  "No more."  I said, the words coming out weak despite my best effort.


  

  "I'm afraid so."  Lucidil said, and then his knife flashed.  I felt a terrible pain in my right ear, an agony unlike any I'd felt before, a brutal penetration of the very core of my being.  I knew what the final change was.  Like Lucidil and some of the others, I was to have the keen, wolf-like ears as well.  The world went blank for me again, and this time the darkness stayed for a long while.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I found myself jolted roughly back into awareness.  After looking about for a moment I was able to discern that I was on an improvised stretcher, being dragged across the snow by Weaver, or at least I guessed it was Weaver, since I could see Silent walking a few feet behind the stretcher.  Silent took notice of my sudden alertness and called out to the person pulling me.  I could see the black-eyed warrior's lips move, but heard nothing at all.  In fact, the entire world seemed to have gone quiet.  


  

  "I can't hear."  I said aloud, thinking I might somehow hear my own voice, but despite the fact that I could feel the vibration of my words in my throat, not a sound reached me.  I wanted to reach for my ears, knowing they had been replaced, but even that action was denied me.  My arms were not my own.  The place where my shoulders met the alien flesh burned and ached, and I thought I could feel a faint tingle somewhere below the shoulder, in a place where my arms should have been, but I couldn't be certain it wasn't just a phantom sensation.  The litter I was on lowered to the ground, and suddenly Weaver's red eyes were staring down at me.  His lips were moving, and he smiled, but there was no sound.  


  

  "I can't hear."  I said to him again.  At least, I thought I said it, but without being able to hear my voice, I wasn't absolutely sure that I had said anything at all.  My heart was beating fast in my chest, panic welling up from within me.  It was alarming to find oneself armless, legless, and deaf, when not long before one had possessed all of their faculties.  I had to concentrate on relaxing my breathing.


  

  Weaver just nodded and mouthed a few words that I couldn't distinguish.  He made a short show of pretending to close his eyes and sleep, and then pointed at me.  I realized he wanted me to rest, and with little else to do, I decided I might as well.  I closed my eyes, and found myself in darkness all the deeper for the complete silence that accompanied it.  I worried that I might never hear again, or that my arms might never function again, or my legs.  I knew that many of the other Knights had gone through similar things and turned out fine, but still I felt a seed of doubt.  What if, I wondered, I did not heal as the others had, and I was forever broken?  A tingling fire shot up through my new right arm, telling me that such would not likely be the case.  I tried flexing the first finger of my right hand and nothing happened.  I felt that something should have happened, could envision my hand closing with absolute clarity, but nothing responded.  I knew that I needed patience.  Given time, I would be able to use my new limbs, the new portions of my body.  


  

  I felt a strange pang of loss at that thought.  My new body.  Slowly I was becoming less and less a human man and more some other creature entirely.  Would my new limbs change me further?  Was I to become more like Weaver with the passing of time, a thing of purpose, with no compassion for those around me?  "Kyeia, what am I, and what am I becoming?  Would you still love me if you knew me now?  Could you still care for such a fallen creature?"  I thought the words into the great void, knowing they would never reach her, but needing to project them out anyway.


  

  Since she had died, I had spent many nights wishing the world had been a different place, and wondering what my role was to be in it, but never had I felt so very distant from her as I did at that point, trying to rest, caught somewhere between humanity and monstrosity.  She had believed in me, even when I had not, and that had been a driving force behind my ability to move forward.  Despite all of her belief, I was in a position of little importance.  I had lost faith in my king and my country, and no longer trusted those who claimed to be my brothers in arms.  I wanted one person that I could turn to, that might help me make sense of the things that were happening about me, but with the passing of Kye, and the fall of Fell Rock separating me from Malice, there was no one left to turn to.  My thoughts were truncated by a stabbing pain flashing through my head, from my left ear straight through to my right.  I almost called out in shock, but thankfully I did not.


  

  "...really think he will listen to our side of things?"  I heard Silent's voice, quiet at first, but steadily growing louder.  My ears had begun to work again.   I kept my eyes closed, and found that I could, with some considerable effort, shift the direction my ears were picking up the clearest sound from.  It was a process that made use of sets of muscles I hadn't previously had, but the effort paid off.  


  

  "He is like-minded, Silent.  I've talked to him much over the past few weeks, and I've seen the demons he hides in his soul.  He is like me."    Lucidil was saying, his voice softened as he went on.  "He loved the girl, you know, and she loved him as well.  It's in the eyes.  The bond is stronger in those who share an emotional connection, and it comes through in the eyes.  Have you ever seen brighter than his?"


  

  I was shaken by that revelation, almost to the point that I gave up on my feigned sleep and entered the conversation, but I realized immediately that I would learn more by maintaining my illusion of deafness.  My travel companions didn't suspect that I was awake, and certainly didn't think that I'd have my hearing back yet.  Those were advantages I couldn't afford to cast away so easily.


  

  "No, I haven't."  Silent admitted.  "I remember when I served as his guard Kyeia use to sneak into his room every couple of days.  I knew she wasn't supposed to be there, but those two were at their happiest together, and I wasn't going to be the one to keep them apart.  Lowin had not another friend in the world, except perhaps me.  Malice drove him harder than I'd ever seen her push a pupil, and the other Knights kept their distance, as they always do with the new trainees.  Every single day I wanted to tell him what was coming..."


  

  "...and that is why I bound you to silence, my friend.  You would have given everything away in a moment if you'd been allowed to talk."  Weaver cut Silent off in mid-sentence.  All around their words danced some secret truth, eluded to, but not directly spoken of.  Silent's poignant memories of Kye, and our time at Fell Rock, stung the way only fresh emotional scars can.  I felt a mix of anger and a grudging respect for Silent.  I was angry that he had kept the secret of Kye's fate from me, even knowing how we felt about each other, but I respected him for allowing us our time together.  The quiet dark-eyed Knight of Ethan had been, as hard as it was for me to admit in the face of the lies and half-truths he'd told me recently, a good friend to Kye and me.


  

  "I suppose."  Silent spoke, just above a whisper, and then louder he added.  "You took a huge risk by pushing him against a Fell Beast so soon after his rise to full Knight.  It could have killed him, and sending him into the deep interior..."


  

  "You have such little faith in your old companion."  Came Lucidil's sardonic reply.  "He is driven.  Sending him against anything less than the most powerful of the Fell Beasts would have been doing him a grave disservice.  What, do you think I should have brought him to the drake-kin?   They are slow, and weak.  Do you think he would have thanked me for giving him such a weak blood bond?"


  

  Silent sighed.  "Would he have thanked you if he'd been killed?"


  

  "If he had been killed by a Fell Beast, would he have really been the type of person who would do us any good?"  Weaver's answer to Silent's rhetorical question sent a chill down my spine.  As passionately as Weaver spoke, in the end his reasoning always came back to his driving purpose.  I knew not what his goals were, but whatever they were; he never lost sight of them.  He would use whatever, and whoever, he needed to in order to achieve his ends.  When Silent didn't answer for a while, Weaver continued.  "It had to be done.  Lowin needed to kill the beast himself, to form the bond of blood, and it needed to be a powerful creature.  When he is back on his feet, he will thank us."


  

  "We are creating quite the monster, Lucidil.  I hope you can control it."  Silent said.


  

  "We're all monsters, Silent, but there are monsters much worse than any of us.  This one is fearsome, and growing more so, but he will serve our purpose well.  The one we must worry about is the monster who wears the golden crown, and feasts on the lives of his underlings as though they were naught but cattle.  He is the real beast."  Weaver replied, and I realized with a sudden lurching in my stomach, that my situation had just become much more complicated.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "Lowin, can you hear me?"  The calm voice of Lucidil woke me from the sleep I'd been enjoying.  I was still being dragged on the litter through the snow.  I was aware that if my red-eyed companion was talking to me, that meant he suspected that I was reaching an appropriate time for my hearing to be back.  I didn't know how long I'd slept, but I guessed it had been several hours since I'd been awake.  My hearing was now quite acute, the smallest sounds coming to me, crystal clear, from distances I wouldn't have imagined.  What was more, I found that my new ears almost automatically honed in on sounds as they occurred, twisting and adjusting to funnel stray noises with no effort from me.  I was uncertain why, but my healing was coming along at a much faster rate that Lucidil seemed to think it should.


  

  "Yes."  I decided to answer him.  I could have tried to hide my hearing for a longer time, but with my new ears constantly twitching and tuning into different sounds, I risked giving myself away.


  

  "Good, you're healing fast.  You may have difficulty hearing things clearly for a while, but that should be cleared up in a day or so.  How do you feel?"  He seemed pleased that he was able to talk to me again, happy at my progress in healing, at least.  If I had not heard him speaking of my "purpose" earlier, I would have thought he'd simply been concerned for my wellbeing.  As things stood, I was nettled by the question more than comforted.


  

  I took mental stock of myself, lightly flexing my muscles and stretching areas I knew to be injured in order to see what condition my body was in.  My stomach was healed entirely.  My new arms and legs were full of pins and needles, as though I had slept improperly on them, and they felt a little numb, but I could move the claws on my hands and flex my wolf-like feet with little effort.  My ears were, of course, working quite well.  I quickly made the decision not to share all of this information with my travel companion.


  

  "I can't feel my arms or legs, but they burn sometimes."  I told him, remembering how my arms and legs had felt when I'd last been awake.


  

  "Excellent.  Your body is adjusting far more quickly than I'd anticipated.  By the time we reach the camp, you will be ready to start taking your first steps using your new body, and we'll be there by tomorrow evening."  His voice held an excitement that I didn't share.  I had realized, after hearing Weaver admit his hate for the king, that I was in the hands of "the enemy" I had so often heard about.  At least, that is what I believed.  If it was true, then I was not heading to the camp of the Knights of Ethan, but to some other place entirely.  I knew nothing of what waited for me, but I suspected it would not be to my liking.  "Silent has gone ahead to secure us passage to Howling Wind, a boat from one of the local tribes.  I don't want you to be alarmed when we get there."


  

  "Why would I be alarmed?"  I questioned, suddenly on guard.


  

  "The local tribes aren't human, they're Shao Geok."  Weaver explained, as if it should have been obvious.


  

  I tried, probably unsuccessfully, to hide the surprise in my voice.  "Silent is negotiating with the Shao Geok?"  


  

  "Of course.  They're intelligent, and if you have something they want, any intelligent creature will negotiate."  The red-eyed traitor explained.


  

  I should have known that he had come to some agreement with the Shao Geok, but I was still assembling all of the information I'd pieced together into one coherent picture.  The first attack on my life, back before my training began, in the carriage with Kye and Tempest, had been carried out by the Shao Geok.  If Lucidil really was "the enemy," then I should have known that he had connections with them.  The only question that remained unanswered for me was what had changed that made me an asset to Lucidil instead of a hindrance?  He had tried to kill me before, but now he was going out of his way to insure that I survived my trip south, and indeed, was stronger for it.  


  

  "Pardon me for not trusting them, but they were not exactly hospitable last time we crossed paths," I offered, interested to see what Weaver would have to say regarding that.


  

  "I heard about your run in with the Shao Geok on your way to Fell Rock.  Thankfully Tempest was able to hold them off until backup arrived.  There is no need to fear these, though.  They have been well compensated, and the Shao Geok, the vicious flesh eaters that they are, have a code of ethics that will keep them from backing out of our arrangement."  His voice held a tone of assurance that didn't waver.  


  

  I wondered what sort of "arrangement" had been made with the monsters.  I couldn't begin to guess what they would want so badly that they would be willing to serve a Knight of Ethan, even a fallen one, like Weaver.  "In that case, I suppose my fate is in your hands."  I replied.  There was no denying the truth of my words.  Though I didn't trust Weaver, there was little else I could do but let myself be guided by the red-eyed warrior.  My body was still adjusting to its changes, and until it finished I would be unable to fend for myself. I suspected that if I had to, I could walk on my new legs, but it would be a risky endeavor.


  

  "Don't worry.  We're already through the worst of things.  By this time tomorrow we will be in our camp at Howling Wind, a warm meal before us, and a warm bed ahead of us."  He again spoke in tones of reassurance.


  

  I thought for a moment and then said, "I hope many of our fellow Knights have made it there safely."


  

  "Who knows?"  Weaver replied, but his voice had lost some of its good cheer.  "Tomorrow will see the world in a new light.  Until then, let us not worry."   We traveled on in silence, and for that I was just as happy.  


  

  Lucidil plodded on all through the night, dragging the stretcher - and me on it - behind him as if it weighed nothing at all.  In the morning, I saw the first signs of civilization.  We passed a crudely fashioned mud hut just past dawn, and all around it ran the Shao Geok.  The young - and I assumed they were the young for they were smaller than the adults I remembered seeing so long ago - were nearly as large as a man when they stood erect, though they generally romped about on all fours.  There were five or six of them rolling around and playing together like children of any culture might. As we approached, their attention turned to us and their fierce, wide-spaced eyes took on a burning light, noses upturned to catch our scent as we approached.  With our cloaks on, Weaver and I were both difficult to see, though I was lying on a stretcher, and that went a long way toward breaking my illusion of invisibility.  A sharp bark emitted from one of the children who was soon joined by the others.  In answer, another of the Shao Geok emerged from the mud hut, crawling out on all fours through the small door and coming to stand fully erect as it exited.  The creature's thick furred chest was lined with midsized breasts, four per side, for a total of eight.  Its lip curled in a snarl at the sight of us.  I guessed it to be the mother of the smaller beasts. It barked - a deeper, more resonant sound than the younger creatures had made - and the little ones quickly filed into the mud building.  The mother took her place in front of the door and watched us, I thought with a look of suspicion, as we made our way past.  Weaver did not slow on our course.


  

  "You see, they know we are about business and will not bother us.  They fear us more than we fear them," Weaver's voice was calmly confident.  I had heard that saying before, "They are more afraid of us than we are of them."  It was something that all mothers told their children when talking about the wolves of the woods, or the great bears that sometimes came too close to the cities.  I had never believed my mother, but I found that I believed Weaver.  It wasn't his words that convinced me, but the actions of the mother, concerned for her cubs.  I was forced to reassess my view of the Shao Geok.  They were terrifying, and perhaps dangerous to humans, but they were also just another creature of the world, trying to live their lives as they saw fit.


  

  "If they are monsters, what are we that we are feared by monsters?"  I asked Lucidil, though the question was more to myself than him.


  

  His reply came after a short chuckle.  "You worry too much.  We are what we make of ourselves.  That's all anyone can ever be."


  

  His answer was simple, but poignant.  Perhaps I needed to worry less about what I was, and think more about what I wanted to do with what I had become.  I was changed.  I could feel it, but I was also the same Lowin I had always been.  At least, I believed I was the same Lowin I had always been.  I was stronger, faster, more dangerous, but I still felt like myself.  I could use my new power for the betterment of the world if I could only figure out how.


  

  I flexed the muscles of left arm and clenched my fist.  The arm answered my call immediately, the pins and needles gone from it.  I could still feel some weakness in the limb, but it was fading fast.  The night had almost completed my healing.  I was the only one aware of that so far. While that remained true, I was at an advantage. I was, however, still greatly disadvantaged by the fact that I had never used my new limbs, and would likely be uncoordinated with them until I'd had some time to adapt.  Still, I was already formulating plans of escape.  I would need more time, at least another few hours before my body would be fully ready, but once the healing was done I would only need a small opportunity to make a getaway.  I felt confident that if I could just get a head start, Lucidil and his ilk would never be able to catch me.  Of course, I didn't have any idea where I would run to, or what I might accomplish by running in the first place.  I wanted to sigh in exasperation, but I didn't want Weaver to hear and start asking questions.  I would need to bide my time and think.  Escape was pointless if I had no plan to follow it.  The smell of sea air pulled me from my doomed circle of troubles.  My ears twisted and caught the sound of ocean surf crashing against a shore.  We were nearing our destination.  


  

  Mud huts began to pop up frequently.  Their inhabitants went about their business, mostly indifferent to the strangers in their midst, though some of the Shao Geok did cast fearful expressions in our direction.  Apparently they knew only too well the might of Weaver and his kind - my kind.  Some few, though, gazed at us with a different look entirely, one that was filled with a terrible hunger.


  

  "I've secured us passage."  I heard a voice calling, and a moment later Silent trotted up next to us.  He looked down at me for a moment and smiled.  "You're looking a lot better." 


  

  "I'm feeling a lot better."  I told him, and returned his smile, since it looked natural on his face.  Silent was a conundrum.  He was obviously serving Weaver, but he seemed little changed- other than his voice - from when I had known him as my guard.  He was still quick to smile, and showed a genuine interest in my wellbeing.  It would have been easier to know what to think of him if he'd been more like Lucidil, cold and always a bit distant.  If such had been the case I could dislike him, distrust him, but his ever friendly and open face made it impossible to dislike the black-eyed warrior.


  

  "That's good because the weather is not in our favor for a crossing." Silent seemed oddly cheery about this. 


  

  "The Walking Death are adept at sea craft and their handling.  In these parts they've had to become so in order to survive.  The game in the area is very limited, so they eat mostly fish.  They will see us safely to our destination."  Weaver assured Silent and me.  We made our way through the rest of the ramshackle town of the monsters, past homes and buildings that looked like they served some form of public purpose, perhaps stores or meeting halls.  


  

  The extent of the Shao Geok society astounded me.  They had a level of social interaction I had never anticipated.  The males stood protectively in front of their mates, and their offspring, eyeing us as we proceeded to the ocean, some sporting sashes about their bodies lined with various implements and tools.  For the most part they were completely unclad other than their fur, but some of the females wore necklaces of cord strung with feathers, bone, and occasionally a colorful rock or jewel.  The loremaster in me wanted to stay longer in their village, to learn more about them as a people, but the more pragmatic part of me insisted that the less time we spent amongst them, the better off we would be.  They may be intelligent, and they may have a unique society, but they still considered humans a loathed rival and easy source of food.


  

  We reached the ocean front in short order, Silent leading us to the craft that would take us across the stretch of ocean between the mainland and our island destination.  The boat was larger than I had imagined it would be, being sizable enough to easily sit fifteen or more of the south coast's native residents, and even more humans.  The craft seemed constructed of a large hollowed out tree, the wood treated with a substance I was unfamiliar with that caused water to bead on its surface instead of soaking into the wood.  There was one creature already aboard the vessel, sitting in the bow, its long arms draped in the water, and another standing on shore, obviously waiting for our arrival.  As we approached, it made a croaking sound in its throat, followed by a gravely bark.


  

  "Yes, just the three of us."  Weaver said to the beast, obviously understanding what it had said.  The creature barked again, and Silent aided Weaver in carrying my stretcher aboard the ship and laying it out amidships.  The entire vessel weaved and bobbed as we boarded, my stomach weaving and bobbing with it.


  

  "You understand their language?"  I asked Weaver, already knowing the answer, but wanting to make some conversation to take my mind off of the motion of the boat beneath my back. 


  

   "Yes, and some of them understand ours as well.  Some few even speak ours, and I can speak theirs, but it is generally easier just to speak in our native tongues.  We are not vocally designed to communicate.  Learning their language is easy enough, but actually speaking it is only possible to those of us with 'the voice,' and even then it is difficult.  They have an equally difficult time mastering our form of speech, but they have sharp minds and can learn to understand us as quickly as we can learn to understand them," the red-eyed warrior explained, and I thought I heard a note of respect in his voice.


  

  "You hold them in esteem."  I said, a little surprised.


  

  "Indeed.  They have struggled at the fringes of human civilization all their lives, forced into the most inhospitable places in our world, but they still manage, and have become stronger for it."  He smiled down at me as the boat lurched out into the water, the Shao Geok who had been waiting for us at the shore line hopping into the craft as it pulled away from the bank.  "If only that humanity was so quick to adapt and strengthen themselves. Instead they spend all their time looking for the easiest ways to live, surrounding themselves in frivolous excess, and seemingly bent upon their destructive course.  The Shao Geok will destroy them all someday, I think, if humanity does not become stronger."


  

  "That doesn't seem to displease you."  I probed at Weaver, looking for some further insight into his difficult to read personality.  His crass and obvious distaste of mankind was alarming of itself, but I sensed a greater darkness beneath his words.  


  

  "Should it?"  He said, no longer looking at me, but looking out over the turbulent ocean.  The two creatures in the boat with us had each grabbed hold of two long flipper-like paddles that seemed molded to fit their inhuman hands.  Together, they began rowing at the water, using their massive upper body strength to propel the boat in the direction of their choosing at a faster rate than I had thought possible.  "Am I any more different from them than I am from humanity?"  Weaver added after a moment, holding up his clawed hands.  


  

  "You are what you make yourself, Weaver."  I told him, remembering the similar turn of phrase he'd used on me not long before.


  

  He laughed loudly and looked down at me once more.  "I suppose I am.  You've a good head on your neck.  Let us hope you can keep it there." Weaver walked to the edge of the boat and looked out over the sea, and after a short time Silent came to sit beside me.


  

  "How are you healing?"  He asked of me, his normal ready smile on his face.


  

  "Well enough, but I don't fancy being carried around," I answered, returning his smile with one of my own.  I could almost believe things hadn't changed between us, if I really tried.


  

  "It's about an hour by boat to the island, and Weaver thinks by then you should be ready to start walking.  I'll warn you, at first those legs are going to be weak, and you'll have to work on finding your balance all over again.  It'll come faster than it did in training, a lot faster, but those first few weeks will be rough."  He said, sharing his own experiences for my benefit.  I could feel the strength in my legs, and it was building fast.  I suspected that if I were to get to my feet at that moment, I could run until the sun faded from the sky for the last time.  In fact, there was so much energy and power in my body that I was hard pressed to remain still.  


  

  "I will keep that in mind," I told him, and it wasn't an outright lie.  I knew that the advice about the balance, at least, would come in handy when I began to use my new legs for the first time.  "Silent, do these new limbs change anything else about my body?  I've been feeling..."  I thought about it for a moment.  I wasn't sure how to phrase the changes I'd felt inside of me.  I knew the arms and legs were completely new, but to me it felt like my entire bone structure had become denser, and that my heart pumped with a stronger rhythm.  


  

  "Like your bones are made of steel?"  He said, a grin spreading across his face.  "It's like with the eyes, you take a piece into your body, and you gain the functionality of that piece, but your body makes changes to accommodate the new pieces."  He tried to explain, but when he saw the blank expression on my face he went on.  "What good would those new arms do you, if when you fully extended the muscle in them they tore free from your shoulder socket?"


  

  "Ahh, I see.  So the new pieces are making sure my body is fit to handle them," I said, thinking I had the connection figured out.


  

  "In a way," Silent answered, a thoughtful expression on his face, and I guessed that I didn't have it after all.  "It's actually the eyes though, that facilitate the changes you're experiencing.  They have already changed your anatomy, and as you add parts, they allow you to incorporate them into your body's chemistry, making the physical changes necessary for you to function in your new state, but you must form a bond before taking in a new part or your eyes will not be able to adjust your body to the new pieces."


  

  I nodded, thinking back on my fight with the fell beast, and the subsequent attaching of its limbs to my body.  "The blood bond?"  I asked. 


  

  "Yes, that is the most common way to form a bond.  The combat, the mutual injuring, they start the process, and then it is completed with the physical attachment of the new parts.  It's a strong magic, and all strong magic requires a great sacrifice.  If you really want to know more, though, you should talk to Luc... to Weaver.  He knows far more than anyone else on the subject."


  

  I caught his near slip, but pointedly ignored it.  Weaver's identity was no longer a secret to me anyway.  I wouldn't bother to cause trouble for Silent by calling him out on it.  "I will have to make a point of talking to him about it," I told my travel companion.


  

  "There will be plenty of time to talk once we reach the island," Weaver said from where he stood, a few feet away.  With the sound of the ocean, and the paddling of the two Shao Geok, I'd have thought he wouldn't have heard Silent and me speaking, but I should have known that with his keen ears, so much like mine, he would have no trouble following our conversation.  "Once we are there, I'm sure there will be a great many questions you would like answered, and I will see to as many as possible."


  

  That was the first time information had been offered to me, and I felt I might have been better off without it.  I laid my head back down, looking up at the sky that seemed to crest and sway with the motion of the sea.  I could feel my body making more adjustments to my new arms, legs, and ears.  I could also feel it adjusting itself to the pitch and sway of the boat.  I had become keenly aware of the changes going on within me, and it was a peculiar sensation, feeling one's body change.  I flexed a hand and felt it respond perfectly to my command of motion.  I could feel every weave of the fabric used to create the stretcher I was on brushing against my fingertips, and was acutely aware that the claws on that hand would sharpen, at my willing, into blades fine enough to render the fabric into shreds.  I don't know where the knowledge came from.  It was simply there, as a person might know that if they turn their ear in the direction of a sound, they could hear said sound more clearly.  I didn't need to be taught, I was just aware.  I wondered if it was the same for all the Knights of Ethan.  


  

  My travel companions fell silent, and it seemed for a time that the only sounds in the world were the splash of the Shao Geok oarsmen and the lapping of the ocean against the side of the wood craft as it cut through the water towards its destination.  I stared into the sky, and it stared back into me.  I had the feeling that so many of my questions would soon be answered, but I feared what those answers might entail.  I wished, not for the first time, that I could be back at Fell Rock with Kye, talking and enjoying her company.  In the short time we'd had together, she'd always known how to make me feel better.  The world had always seemed right with her.  It was strange that Fell Rock had become a place of my fondest, and yet also my most loathed memories.  It was stranger still that both those sets of memories, good and ill, had all happened within a single year of my life.  A single year ago I was a completely different person, one less wise in the world.


  

  I must have been lost in thought for a while, because it seemed only a short time later that I was jarred roughly back into my surroundings by our craft striking the shore of our destination.  Before I knew what was happening, Weaver was at my side, leaning down to look at me.  


  

  "Do you think you're ready to walk?"  He asked, and I replied with a nod of my head.  I was quite ready to walk.  "Alright, but we need to take it easy."  He reached a hand out to me, which I reached out to take with one of my own.  I gripped his hand firmly, but not as firmly as I could have, had I really wanted to.  I didn't want Weaver to know exactly how well adapted I was to my new body parts.  I allowed a slight tremor into my hand as I pulled myself, in a way I hoped wasn't overly theatrical, to my feet.  As I came up to my full height, one that was at least six or seven inches higher than it had been before my acquisition of stronger, longer legs, I almost lost my balance and stumbled.  It was only a momentary thing, my body quickly adjusting itself to the changes, but it was enough to convince Lucidil that I was, indeed, still in the process of healing.  He immediately stepped over and put my arm around his shoulder, urging Silent to do the same on the other side of me.  I didn't tell him that, after the initial reorientation, I felt fine on my legs, indeed I was eager to stretch them and see what I could do with all the raw power I felt inside them.  Instead of bursting free and seeing just how far and fast I could run, however, I let my weight lay on Lucidil's shoulders as he and Silent proceeded to help me off the boat.  As I cleared the craft, I got my first real look at the island we'd landed on.  


  

  The wind was blowing hard and fast across its rocky surface, whistling against the skeletal remains of trees that seemed to have died of no other cause than simple atrophy.  The sandy shore ended abruptly maybe ten feet from where the sea washed against its banks, to be replaced by rough grass growing sparsely amidst jagged rock outcroppings.  It was all mostly covered by a sheet of ragged snow and ice.  The most notable attribute of the island was a tall, jagged mountain that reeked of sulfur rising high into the frozen sky some distance away.  The whole area seemed gloomy and dank.  The island itself, though, was not the most impressive thing that caught my eye.  As we disembarked I found myself at the edge of a massive war camp.  A hundred feet from shore, thousands of tents were spread about, housing all manner of different creature.  I saw Shao Geok, members of Kye's people, the Uliona, some few humans, and cloaked figures that appeared to be Knights of Ethan, among others I couldn't recognize at all.  I was immediately stunned by the scope of what lay before me.  Had I believed Lucidil when he told me that he was taking me to a meeting place where I would find other Knights of Ethan, I would no longer hold any such disillusions.  Though there were Knights about, or those that looked like them, the camp I was in was obviously not a camp of the king's men.  His colors were nowhere to be seen.


  

  Two figures approached us, both dressed in shifting cloaks, though only one in the newer cloaks that Silent, Lucidil, and myself were wearing.  As they drew near, the figure in the newer cloak dropped her face mask, exposing a serene feminine face that immediately put me in mind of Kye, causing a pain of loss to surge through me.  Her eyes were those of a Knight of Ethan, only colored a brilliant blue.  My first inclination was to believe that she was like Weaver and me, but I realized quite quickly that she was a pure Uliona, and it was that strangeness about her that had so reminded me of my lost love.  When she raised her arm in salute to Weaver, however, she had the scaled arms of a Knight.  Her hair was just over shoulder length long and tied loosely back in two white-blond tails.  After offering her salute, she quickly abandoned any sense of formality and ran to Weaver, throwing her arms about him and pressing her lips hungrily to his.  He returned her passionate embrace, leaving my weight to fall upon Silent in the process.  Silent held me easily, however, his strength more than equal to my added weight, though it was difficult for me to simply fall into him as though I couldn't keep my legs beneath me, when my natural inclination was simply to straighten my legs and walk.  I looked on in surprise, not sure what to make of Weaver and his female companion.  After a time, they separated, and Weaver made introductions. 


  

  "Lowin," He gestured toward the girl.  "This is Ferocity, though she generally goes by Fero.  My love," he said, then addressing the girl he identified as Fero, "this is the boy we went to find, Lowin Fenly."


  

  She flashed, activating her speed, and my eyes adjusted instantly, making it seem as though she was only walking quickly in my direction, rather than moving faster than the average eye could follow.  She stepped before me and resumed normal speed, moving her face to within inches of mine, her brilliant blue eyes locked on me.  


  

  "Oh, they're so pretty!"  She exclaimed loudly, before grabbing at one of my hands and picking it up to examine it.  "And the fur, I've never seen markings like these!"  Her free hand brushed back my hood, and she tweaked the tip of one of my ears with a delighted giggle.  "These are great."  


  

  Weaver laughed.  "Yes, our friend Lowin is something special.  Fero here," he indicated the woman still excitedly examining the red stripes on my wrists and ears.  "Is a natural ascendant.  She is one of only two such cases."


  

  "Natural ascendant?"  I asked, feeling stupid. 


  

  "It means I am an Uliona who was able to rise to the status of Knight of Ethan," Fero chirped in, finally releasing my hand and stepping back.  


  

  "I see," I said, though I didn't exactly understand.  I had heard of such situations before, but there exact nature was a mystery to me.   


  

  The other hooded figure moved forward now, taking down his hood and mask as he approached.  I didn't recognize him, but when he smiled he had the jagged, evil-looking teeth I'd first seen on Tempest.  His smile never quite reached his eyes cold, black eyes.  He extended his hand, and I took it in my own.  His hand shake was crushing, obviously intentionally meant to hurt me, though it did not.  I let it appear that it had, withdrawing my hand quickly when he deemed to release my palm, and shaking it as though injured.  


  

  "I am Brutal," he said simply.  "We've heard so much about the great Lowin Fenly.  I'm sure you won't disappoint us," he finished, and the tone of his voice let me know that he believed nothing of what he'd heard, and that he'd already decided I wasn't worth my weight in dirt.  Brutal was easy to dislike and I found that I already did.  


  

  "Silent," Weaver's voice slipped into one of command.  "Bring Lowin to my tent.  I'll be with you both in a minute.  I need to be updated on field conditions and issue new orders."  


  

  Silent nodded his reply and began to lead me through the crowd of strange people to the place where Weaver's tent stood, a large impressive construction by any standards.  There were two guards at the entrance, both Shao Geok, who stood down as Silent carried me by them without a word.  The inside of the tent housed a portable table, a separate area for sleeping with heavy curtains that could be let down for privacy, and several small, portable chairs.  As we entered, Silent grabbed one of these with his free hand and pulled it into position for me to sit in.  I sat down, again feigning difficulty with my new legs.


  

  Silent took a seat at my side, pointedly not making eye contact with me.  It was obvious to anyone with even the slightest good sense that the camp we had entered was not the camp of the recovered Knights of Ethan from Fell Rock.  I knew it, truthfully had known we were traveling to no such location for some time, and I had a strong feeling that Silent was well aware that I knew the truth of the matter.  Alone within the tent, it would have been easy to prod Silent for more information, but it would have only caused him discomfort and I doubted there was anything he knew that Lucidil would not tell me himself in short order.  Now that he had me firmly in his camp, with no chance of me escaping amidst the masses of his followers, he no longer had any need to deceive me.  


  

  We only had to wait a short time, though it was a short time spent in an uncomfortable silence, before Lucidil walked through the opening flap of his tent, Fero in tow.  To my relief, Brutal was nowhere to be seen.  I didn't relish having to spend more time with that particular member of Weaver's army.  Fero pulled up a seat on Silent's other side while Weaver walked around the table, and sat down opposite us, casting back his hood to reveal his scraggly black hair.  There was a smile on his face that made his eyes dance like fire.


  

  "First of all," he began, "let us dispense with the deceptions in which we have been indulging.  To begin, I will tell you what I know that you've already discovered, Lowin."  He said, his smile never fading.  "This camp is not a meeting place for the Knights of Ethaniel who escaped from the battle at Fell Rock, and I am not, technically, a member of that order of Knights, nor do I serve the king in any form."  His bluntness surprised me.  As he'd stated, he wasn't saying anything I didn't already know, but I had hardly expected him to be so forthright about it.  "Now, we shall shed light on your dark little secrets so that we might come to the table with an open understanding.  You are almost completely healed, and judging from the way your muscles reacted and moved while I was holding your weight when I helped you in and out of the boat, you are also surprisingly well adapted to your new body.  You have suspected I was not what I presented myself to be for some time, but you are not sure what to make of me.  You know my real name, Lucidil, and suspect that I am the same person who first made the cloaks that all Knights wear as standard uniform. You are correct in that suspicion."


  

  I was more than passingly surprised that he knew my secrets.  I was so startled, in fact, that a strong impulse to flee had momentarily risen up within me.  I suppressed it, knowing that such a move would be pointless, but I suddenly found myself stripped of all advantages.  With his army around us, Weaver was now completely in control of our interaction and there was nothing I could do to change that.  I sat up in my chair, straightening myself, casting off my adopted posture of lameness.  Silent, at least, looked surprised at my sudden miraculous recovery.  If I could have nothing else, I would at least sit tall and proud.


  

  "Fair enough," I said, deciding the best thing I could do was tumble with events as they progressed.  It was hardly a preferable way to handle the situation, but Weaver had pushed me into a corner.  "Now that we've gotten that out of the way, would you care to tell me why you've brought me here, and what you intend to do with me now that you have?"


  

  "Indeed," Lucidil said, standing up from his desk.  "Let me give you the short answer first, and then I will explain it further.  I've brought you here because you are strong, and are going to become much stronger.  That makes you an asset to whoever you side with, and I either needed to have you under my control, or needed to see that you were not an asset for the other side.  If you will join with me, I intend for you to become a leader among my forces, Lowin."  There was sincerity in his voice that was both chilling and flattering at the same time.  He would use me, or kill me, it seemed.  Lucidil was a man of extremes, never happy with the middle ground.


  

  "I don't expect you to want to serve me based solely on that, though, so now let me explain what exactly we stand for, Lowin, because I believe that you can sympathize with us more than any other."  His voice took on a softer tone, and I could tell that he was about to speak of something that would be very difficult for him.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "It began when I was little younger than you are now, Lowin.  I was training to become a knight under a brilliant and noble man, Sir Ethaniel of Legend's Cross.  He fought like the devil and believed in the pride of our kingdom. I believed with him.  Seeing him stand up for his beliefs, seeing him put his life on the line for a cause that he believed was right, was the most profoundly shaping influence on my life.  He was, and is, a shining star of valiant hope.


  

  "Such was Ethaniel's prowess on the battlefield, that when our neighbors, the Uliona, called for our assistance, the king immediately sent Sir Ethaniel, myself, and a regiment of men to aid in their time of need. The Uliona's other neighbors, distant relations to their own line of blood, the Kizekin, had become jealous of the prosperity of their more civilized cousins. Rather than attempting to build a peaceful bond with their estranged kin, they decided they would attack and take what they felt was rightfully theirs.  The Uliona were mostly peaceful, and were not ready to handle such an attack, so they sought our aid.  Our knights went north to join them, to shape their willing bodies into warriors, and to help them cast out their tyrannical enemies.  It was in that war that Ethaniel met a man named Tyell, a native Uliona, and a man that would later become like a brother to Ethaniel.  Tyell was a fierce warrior, and a stout-hearted supporter of the bond between human kind, and the Uliona.  That war was also to be the place that I met Reilai, another native Uliona, and one that would become my entire world.
 "We fought side by side with the Uliona for years, and eventually I ascended to become a full knight, though at that time we were all simply king's knights, as there was no Knights of Ethaniel or anything of that ilk.  Ethaniel lent his sword arm to the cause, together with his brother in soul, Tyell, and though I put forth my arm as well, I found my forte in another task.  My family comes from a long line of magicians, and I had carried some of that lore with me through my life.  For that reason I was tasked with working on magical research that would benefit the kingdom.


  

  "At the time, I was in the process of developing a cloth that could be used to camouflage our military forces, giving them an edge over the enemy on the battlefield.  I had first gotten the idea while observing a creature called a ghost drake that lived in the lands of the Uliona.  It was a large, dangerous lizard that could shift the color of its skin to match its surroundings.  This effect seemed to happen quite of its own accord, without the creature's direct intent.  Initially, we had thought to simply skin the creature and use its hide.  The problem was, when the drake was caught and skinned, its hide no longer retained its magical color shifting properties.  I was tasked with finding a way to keep the skin active and make it more pliable, since it was as hard as metal in its natural state.  The research was complicated enough that I spent most of my time not fighting on the battlefield, but struggling in a research center provided by the Uliona.


  

  "I am thankful for that, though, because otherwise I would never have met Reilai.  She was sent to me as an assistant in my work, since she was known to be very powerful among her people. Together we spent countless hours working on the fabric that eventually became the cloaks you see most Knights of Ethaniel wearing.  I can't say exactly when it happened, but one day, while we were working, I suddenly found that I had grown to love the burning-eyed lab assistant I'd been working with for so long.  She was beautiful, intelligent, and had such a spark of life about her that I couldn't help but feel for her.  I was far too shy and inexperienced in the ways of the world to tell her any such thing, but I knew it every time I looked at her.  I was still working up the nerve to say something to her when tragedy struck our cause.  Ethaniel was gravely wounded in battle, and we were both called back to our own kingdom, him to heal, and me, as his most trusted human friend, to take care of him until he was well enough to take care of himself.  I did not regret my duty, but at the same time I did not want to leave behind the woman I had grown to love.


  

  "On the night I was to leave, I went to her, and told her of my feelings, pouring out my heart as I had never done before.  To my surprise and amazement, she told me that she felt the same about me, but had been afraid to tell me and possibly ruin our work together.  I promised her that I would come back as soon as I was able, and she promised me that she would await my return.  I left with a light heart, despite the troubles of the world.


  

  "The attack on the Uliona by the Kizekin was, by that time, finally coming to a bloody end.  The Uliona's violent cousins had spent all the lives they were willing to spend and were retreating back across their own borders.  Ethaniel and I returned to our homeland before the end of the war, but not long before.


  

  "His wounds though, were not healing properly.  Ethaniel had lost his left eye in the battle, and had suffered a vicious wound to his gut that the medics suspected was still seeping within him, killing him slowly despite their best efforts.  Ethan was one of my dearest friends, and it destroyed me to watch him dying so painfully from day to day.  He never once cried out for help, and he always put on a brave face when others were around, but we all knew his time was growing shorter.  This went on for nearly a month before he was no longer able to rise from his bed and we all feared the worst.  That was when Tyell came from the Uliona homeland, a final desperate plan in mind to save his human brother.


  

  "The Uliona are possessed of a remarkable ability to heal themselves if they are injured and are able to fall asleep.  The effect is not as potent as that of the Knights of Ethaniel in this day and age, but it is far more potent than human healing.  Tyell explained that the center of the Uliona power lay in their eyes, and that it should be possible to transfer part of that power by transferring one of their very own eyes into Ethaniel's body.  Tyell, of course, had volunteered himself, but there were a few obstacles.  Foremost, the receiver and the donor must be of compatible energies or there was no hope at all for the transferred eye to take hold in the new body.  This was easily tested, and the birth of the testing crystals that all humans are familiar with came to pass.  The next problem was that a bond, magically facilitated by the crystal test, must be established to create a 'nest,' so to speak, for the eye to take seed in.  This would take time, and in Ethaniel's case, time was limited.  The final obstacle was that both parties must be fully aware during the process of transfer, as the Uliona eye, the center of their power, was very sensitive to the conscious state of its host.  Transferring the eye while the original party was unconscious would likely result in an eye that would be inactive at the time of transfer, and would likely never reactivate; while if the new host was unconscious, the eye would start to attach physically without establishing a connection to the consciousness of the new host, leaving the new host without any of the benefits of the new eye.  That meant that Ethaniel, already weakened, would have to remain conscious during the process of having the new eye implanted.  Of course, he had the benefit of already having a place for the new eye to sit. 


  

  "Tyell tested himself and Ethaniel for compatibility, and found that they were indeed compatible.  Against the protestations of Ethaniel, who felt that his time was done and that he should be allowed to die, the magical binding was started, though at the time they did not know that the process was irreversible once the crystal testing was done.  Ethaniel, who they feared would not survive long enough to receive the new eye, started to become stronger over the course of the six months that it took for the bonding to reach a point where the transfer could be carried out, proof that the bonding process was indeed working.  Ethaniel and Tyell went under the knife, a terrifying process that I'm sure you're only too aware of, Lowin.  Within a week the process was considered a success.  Ethaniel's wounds were healing up remarkably fast, and he was even able to see through the new eye, though he complained of difficulties with blurring and streaking in his vision.  Alarmingly, Tyell's brilliant blue eye, once transferred to Ethaniel, lost almost all of its color and turned the all too familiar black we see amongst the Knights these days.  It did retain some blue though, a lingering sign of the depth of the connection between Ethaniel and Tyell."  Lucidil gave us all a knowing look before continuing his story.


  

  "There was, however, an unanticipated problem.  Tyell was dying.  He was growing weaker and weaker while Ethaniel was growing stronger and stronger.  Ethaniel was heartbroken, and would not leave his friend's side.  Any time Tyell would falter in his belief that he would get better, Ethaniel would encourage him, unwilling to let the man die without a fight. However, it eventually became clear that Tyell would not recover.  Before he died, Tyell demanded that Ethaniel take his other eye, so that he might receive the full benefit from the transfer.  Ethan did not want to, but the recently healed knight would not deny his friend anything within his power to grant, and so he took the other eye, going under the knife a second time.  The result was an amazing success for the knight, and an all too predictable end for his Uliona brother.  Ethaniel, though greatly troubled by the source of his power, became immensely more potent for the loss of his friend.


  

  "Time passed, and Ethaniel's fame spread.  He was faster and stronger than any knight to come before him, and was only growing more powerful with time.  I must admit that I cared little about his progression through the ranks because I wanted only one thing, and that was to return to the Uliona to be with Reilai.  As it turned out, I didn't have to wait long to get my wish.  The Uliona were falling into war again, and this time the Kizekin were coming at them with everything they had.  The still primarily peaceful Uliona were losing quickly, despite now having a standing army that Ethaniel and I had helped to build the last time we had been there.  We should have been dispatched immediately to help our friends.  However, the situation had changed for humanity.


  

  "Our king had seen the progress of Ethaniel and been mightily impressed by the rise of the incredible Knight.  His head was filled with visions of legions of unstoppable Knights, quick to heal, and deadly fast with a blade.  He crafted a scheme that would see the creation of his vision, and the realization of his ambition for an unbeatable army.  When the Uliona came to the king for help, he refused to give them aid.


  

  "Distraught by our king's refusal, the Uliona were about to return home in shame when the king offered them an ultimatum.  He told them that he would send help, indeed, he would send a permanent border guard to remain vigilant and protective over their border with the Kizekin, if they would agree to sign a magically binding pact that would force them to give their most powerful magically tuned people to the humans to be used to build more knights like the knight Ethaniel.  At first the Uliona refused, disgusted that the human king would ask for something so terrible from them, but within a month they collapsed beneath the pressures of the encroaching forces and signed the blood pact with the king of the humans, forever binding the Uliona to offer their greatest for sacrifice to the order that would be known as the Knights of Ethan, or the Knights of Ethaniel.  The king promised that in return the Uliona would never need fear for their borders again, and in so far as that was concerned, he has been true to his word.


  

  "Crystal testing began en mass, and it started with those of us who had already been raised to knighthood.  I was tested just before leaving to fight on the Uliona border, and I remember not caring about the test at all.  I merely wanted to rejoin my love, and do what needed to be done to ensure that we would have a place to start a life together.  Indeed, I intended to leave the order of the Knights forever once the war was through.  I cared little for what crystal changed what color, as I had been told beforehand that the chance of being matched to an Uliona to become a creature like Ethaniel was almost non-existent.  At the time I did not have any feelings for this new practice the king had begun one way or the other.  To me, it was all politics, and of no interest.  That changed quickly enough.


  

  "When I returned to the land of the Uliona, Ethaniel and the others immediately went to the front line to begin pushing back the invaders, but I was brought back to my place of research, where things had progressed slowly without my aid.   I was so eager to return to my work there, that I could barely contain myself, and sure enough, when I got there, Reilai was already hard at work on setting up my equipment. The work was close to a breakthrough, and we both knew it, along with the other researchers who were happy to have me back.  As such, Reilai and I put our personal feelings for each other aside for a time, and threw ourselves into our work.  I cannot tell you how much I regret that now.  I should have spent more time with her.  I only ever even kissed her once.... Months passed, battles raged, and one day a messenger came to my office, asking me to report to Ethaniel as soon as possible.


  

  "I had not seen him in a long time, and when I did I was more than shocked to see that he had changed incredibly.  He had the arms and legs of a Fell Beast grafted to his body, as well as the ears.  I hadn't known such a thing was possible, but Ethaniel quickly explained that the Uliona and humans involved in perfecting the eye transferring process had determined that such things would be possible as long as the donor and host of the eyes were both strong.  He quickly dismissed talk of his new limbs though, and looked at me with such pain in his eyes that I knew something terrible was coming next.  Ethaniel has ever been soft at heart.  I didn't want him to say what he was going to say, and I didn't even yet know what it was he had to say.  He told me, then, that I had been chosen to be the second of his Knights.  I felt a mix of terror and wonder at the thought.  Certainly Ethaniel was impressive, but I did not want to kill one of the Uliona for such benefits.  I told him as much, but he just shook his head and told me that I must do what was necessary to preserve the kingdom.  I don't know if he knew the truth of how I felt about Reilai, I don't think I'd ever told him, but he still did not tell me who it was that I was bound to.  To be fair, I believe he thought she was just a friend of mine.  He escorted me to the medical pavilion where the procedure was to be carried out.


  

  "I asked him why I hadn't had to go through a bonding procedure. He told me that the procedure was already done, and that I was to have the physical part done immediately so that I could begin recovery."  Lucidil's voice faltered.  He paused for a moment.


  

  "As I made my way to the medical pavilion with Ethaniel I remember feeling that something terrible was about to happen. Once inside, I lay down on a table so that they could fasten me down securely.  Ethaniel never left my side.  Only after I had been fastened down did they bring in Reilai.  In my foolish ignorance I told them to take her away, that she should not see what was about to happen.  Can you believe that I said that?  ...That I was so naïve I believed they had simply brought here there to observe for research?  It was only after they began strapping her to the table next to mine that I realized what was happening.   She died screaming my name.  She must have known the entire time what was to happen, but she was bound by the pact to not speak of it.  Every day must have been so terrible for her..."  He paused, and I felt tears rolling down my cheeks and realized that I was crying.  His experience held so much of my own that I couldn't help but think of Kye.  Fero got up from her seat and walked across the tent to stand next to Weaver, who had turned away for a moment.  Finally, he seemed to gather himself together and turned back to face those of us in the tent.


  

  "I resumed my work on the cloaks as soon as I was able to see again, trying desperately to shut out what had happened in that medical tent, but it would not leave me.  I finished my work on the cloak, and drew up the reports on the processes involved in its creation.  After that I was expected to be out on the front line, fighting, and that is what I did.  I fell into battle, killing and killing, and when I finished that, I killed some more, because that seemed to be the only purpose I'd been bred for.  Ethaniel and I were the only two of our kind at that time.  At first everyone respected us, but after a time, after the bodies began to pile up behind us, humans and Uliona alike began to fear us.  The Uliona, I think, with good reason.  After all, we stare at them with the dead eyes of their own kind.


  

  "One day I took Ethaniel aside and I asked him how he could fight on, knowing where our power had come from, and he looked me straight in the eyes, his blue-black eyes meeting my fiery red ones, and told me that we were fighting for a better world in which no one knew the word 'war.'  His eyes lied, though.  He wanted to believe the words he spoke, that I could tell, but I could see that on some level he held no faith in them.  I didn't believe it anymore either.  Reilai was dead, and the world was not going to get any better with our king intent on killing so that he might create greater weapons.  In time, the war against the Kizekin ended, and Ethaniel and I returned to our home kingdom, heroes of countless battles.


  

  "When we returned, the king dubbed us both heroes of the realm, and officially recognized the material I'd made, naming it after myself, and commissioning a cloak of the Lucidil material to be made for each Knight to ascend to the Knights of Ethan.  It was at that point that Ethaniel began calling me 'Weaver,' in honor of the cloth I had created.  That also began the tradition of giving the Knights of Ethan a name based on a trait associated with them.  Only Ethaniel himself ever escaped that particular tradition.  Despite being a hero, and well respected within the kingdom, a great unrest built within me.


  

  "Fifty years passed.  Fifty years of obeying orders, killing who I was told to kill, and doing what I was told to do.  The knights of Ethaniel were expanding.  There were nearly thirty of us at that point.  Suddenly, I found myself scheduled to stand in attendance at the transfer ceremony of one of our newest members.  I had never attended such a ceremony before, not since my own.  In fact, I had avoided even hearing about them as much as possible, but Ethan had been to all of them.  I believe he was attempting to punish himself for being at the head of our damned Order.  Anyway, Ethaniel was not able to attend this particular occasion, and so I had been offered as a substitute to fill his place, and lend honor to the events.  They had ritualized the whole thing, making a special room for the process, and standing around like a great and sacred Order about some important business.  I was immediately disgusted.  When the cutting began, and screaming filled the air, I found all my terrible memories rushing back into me.  I had tried so hard to forget everything, but there it all was again, pictures carried on the tide of screams, smashing through my mind with the ferocity of a sharp arrow launched from a powerful crossbow.  I realized in that moment that I hated everything about what we had become, the Knights, Ethaniel, humanity, myself, and that the only way I would ever be able to live with myself, was if I simply walked away from it all.  So I did.  I left immediately after the ceremony.  I just started walking, and didn't stop until I was as far away from the Knights of Ethaniel and their corrupt king as I could get myself.


  

  "When I first left, I didn't have a revolution in mind.  I was simply a man who knew that he couldn't be a part of what was going on around him any longer.  In time though, I made new connections and began to realize that by doing nothing, I was enabling more and more repetitions of what had happened to me, and so I began to do what I should have done from the beginning.  With all the time that had passed, my task was more difficult than ever.  The Knights of Ethaniel were constantly expanding and growing more powerful. The king's mundane armies were growing in size as well.  I worked from the shadows, forming alliances wherever they were available, building up the army you see in this camp now.  I've forged treaties with the Shao Geok and rogue peoples of the Uliona.  I've also pulled to my side member of the Knights of Ethan that wish to stop the great evils of the king.  There are twenty-six such Knights in our army.  Barely an eighth of the number still commanded by the king, but some of the finest warriors serve on our side, Lowin.  In you, though, we see a great hope.  You have the potential to be the very best of us, and with you on our side we could finally put an end to the king's pact with the Uliona, and an end to this corrupt kingdom of humanity."


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  To say that Weaver's story was shocking would have been an understatement.  Though we'd lived in distinctly different times, the parallels between our lives were hard to miss.  I couldn't help but look at the red-eyed warrior in a new light, and wonder if he was what I would have become if given so many years to build the bitterness that was already festering in my heart.  Would I become something worse than he?  There was no way for me to know for certain, but the connection between Lucidil and myself was undeniable.  There were still many questions, however, and I intended to have them answered.  I had gone too long with too little information.  I would ask my questions and see what answers there were to find.  As for the proposition laid before me, the offer of a place of honor in Lucidil's army, I suspected there was more to what the red-eyed devil wanted than merely to have me as an officer under his command.  That, too, I would have from him in good time.


  

  "You were responsible for the attack on Fell Rock my last night there, and for the presence of that creature, the Lantern Eye, were you not?"  I began my search for answers.


  

  "The first part of that question is simple.  Yes, I was responsible for the attack on Fell Rock that night.  It was our first major push against the king's forces, and it was undeniably successful.  We struck fast and true, lost very few of our own men and destroyed many powerful enemies.  We also managed our secondary objective, which was to secure you," Lucidil responded with cool composure.  I had to bite back my anger at his dispassionate explanation of his attack on Fell Rock.  "As for the Lantern Eye, that was another matter entirely.  While I am technically responsible for it being there, I did not know it would be there, nor did it fight on my behalf, but instead killed indiscriminately, destroying parts of my forces along with those of the king.  Would you like me to explain?"


  

  I answered the fallen Knight with my silence, and he went on, unperturbed, "It would have been impossible for us to move a sizable military force across land to Fell Rock without attracting notice and negating our only true advantage in an attack of such a nature.  Instead of marching our forces day and night for weeks, and arriving exhausted to battle a foe with superior numbers, we decided to establish a traveler's rift.  A traveler's rift is an ancient magic that has been abandoned, indeed forbidden in most lands, for hundreds of years, but it allows, through long and arduous preparation that spans years, for two points great distances apart to be connected by one short passageway that any number of people can walk through.  The trick is that both sides of the rift, the exit and the entrance, if you like, must be prepared in unison.   This meant that we had to have forces stationed here to perform the proper rituals at the proper times, so that the gateway would open.  However, as is true of all powerful magic, there is always some cost to the energy needed for such a manifestation.  The cost of a traveler's rift comes in three parts.  The first part: four years of groundwork must be set upon the earth that will host the exit and entrance to the gate.  The earth must be treated with rare salts and difficult to find herbs, to prepare it to maintain the energies involved with supporting a stable traveler's rift.  The second part: blood must be paid, for it is the most potent host of magical energies.  The third part, and the one that most prevents these gates from being used; for every man who goes through, a fraction of his mass's energy is given to the aether that composes the traveler's rift, and when enough of that energy is stored, some monster from the aether is able to tear free from nothingness and tread upon our world.  That is where the Lantern Eye came from.  Thankfully those beasts do not dwell naturally in our world.  When the battle was done, my men returned through the rift and closed it in their wake.  ...All of my men but Silent and myself.   I left Silent to gather information on how effective our attack had been, and I carried you away with the intent of seeing that you received some necessary training before reaching this place."


  

  I was lost somewhere between shock and rage at his explanation.  Not only did he admit to having waged war against the Knights, and possibly killing the last person in the world I honestly trusted, but he had also used a forbidden magic that brought forth a terrible monstrosity.  He seemed not at all troubled for his revelations.  "What became of the monster?"  I asked him, trying to maintain my calm.  I thought, for a moment, to ask if he knew the names of any of the survivors from Fell Rock, but I didn't want him to suspect that I had formed any serious bonds with other Knights.


  

  Weaver shrugged.  "Silent and I killed the Lantern Eye before it could kill you.  As I said, the creature was a menace to everyone, and I could not allow it to continue its rampage.  They are powerful flesh eaters, massive and unendingly hungry.  Their eyes burn with yellow fire that slowly turns green as it consumes, and when those eyes shine like twin emeralds, the creature splits into two beasts, spreading like an all-consuming fire.  Had we left it alive, it probably would have seen that there were no survivors left at Fell Rock, but who knows what chaos would have followed.  Next question?"


  

  "How can you justify killing the Knights of Ethan, knowing that they are just men and women fighting for a cause they believe in?"  It was one of the questions that most ate at me whenever I thought of the red-eyed warrior's chosen path.  He had chosen to oppose the king of men, but that path forced him to kill his own, the Knights of Ethan, and I didn't understand how he could be so cold about such a terrible act.


  

  "This is a war, Lowin.  Noble thoughts do not win wars.  Men and women willing to put their lives on the line win wars.  When I chose my course, I knew that I would have to fight the Knights of Ethan, but I did it still, and will continue to, so that others do not have to suffer the way we have, the way Reilai and Kyeia have."  There was a driving conviction in the way he explained things that was hard to find fault in.  He really believed he was doing what was best.  I wondered if Kye and Reilai would believe in what he was doing.  I didn't know Reilai, but I didn't believe that Kyeia would endorse such a cold blooded pursuit of any goal, no matter how idealistic.  


  

  I decided to ask my next question.  "If you succeed, and the king dies, who will you place in charge of the kingdom of the humans?"  This question, I felt, was an important one.  Was Weaver simply power hungry, looking to place himself on the throne, or did he really believe in his ideals enough to fight for them and hand the kingdom over to someone better suited to rule than he?  Had he even considered things so far?  I knew the fallen Knight to be a fierce and terrible man at times, and I did not wish to see him in a position of ultimate power.  In fact, even in charge of an army such as he was, I feared what damage he might wreak upon the world, what damage he may have already wrought upon the world.


  

  He laughed derisively.  "If I succeed, the human kingdom will be no more.  My allies will each have their portion of it to do as they see fit.  What's more, the pieces I give to them are pieces that belonged to them at one time or another.  I have no intention of taking the throne for myself - or anyone else - merely restoring the world to a time when human greed and hunger for power were not so terrible and widespread.  I will see the king fall, and the Knights of Ethan disbanded, and then I will take no more part in any of it."


  

  That answer, more than any other, scared me.  He had aligned himself with many different peoples, and I knew little of most of them, but the Shao Geok alone were a brutal and ravenous pack.  Without the king's enforcement of the borders, they would spread quickly and devour any humanity that got in their way.  


  

  "So you will let the Shao Geok feast upon the innocent farmers, struggling to make a living at the fringes of the kingdom?  That will not bother you?"  I put the question to him knowing how he would respond before he did.


  

  "Mankind must become stronger, or they must perish.  The king circles his people in protection. It has made them weak and dependent.  The Shao Geok are strong, and they are smart.  Why should they not have back the lands that have been forcefully taken from them over the years, Lowin?  What right did the king have to push them back into these icy, forsaken realms?  I have no intention of facilitating the Shao Geok's spread, but I will not deny them territories they can freely conquer."  He answered quickly, as he had with all the questions I'd had so far.  He knew his mind, and had thought about the results of his actions thoroughly.


  

  I found myself torn between wanting to believe in his cause and being appalled at the heartless way he seemed to go about it.  I wondered if he hadn't aligned himself with forces far more sinister then those employed by the king, but I did not voice that sentiment.  The Shao Geok were indeed intelligent and strong, but humanity had pushed them back.  By his own reckoning, that proved that they were the stronger people.  Just because the average farmer couldn't stand for himself, and must have the aid of the trained men of the king, did that make him any less entitled to the land he had worked himself to the bone to make fertile and productive?  Weaver had skewed his view of the world to justify the things he would have to do to bring about the changes he saw fit, and that wasn't something I could knowingly support.  


  

  "Was Silent working for you the entire time he was at Fell Rock?"  I decided to ask, needing to know how much of Silent's apparent attention to my wellbeing was him, and how much was his duty.  In him, I hoped, there might still be an ally.


  

  Silent hunched lower in his seat, and I had my answer before Weaver even began to speak.  "Silent has been one of mine since just after his awakening to full Knighthood.  When he joined with us, he did so under the understanding that he would be our spy, and that he would not speak a word, unless it was to me, until I gave him permission to do otherwise.  If you're thinking that's how he got his peculiar name, though, you would be mistaken.  Silent is perhaps the best of us at moving about without detection.  He had his name before he even began to work with my motley band.  The pretext for his sudden lapse into voicelessness was that he had failed to bond properly to "the voice" and had been left mute.  Since the paper stating this looked legitimate, Fell Rock accepted it without a thought, and he became my full time spy there.  You would be surprised what is said in front of a person who others believe cannot speak.  Though if you are thinking of blaming him for that initial attack on your life, you would be mistaken.  That attack was based on information from my other spy at Fell Rock, a woman who had been there a considerably longer time, and who was responsible for the construction of the exit to our travelers' rift."


  

  My heart started beating fast in my chest at this bit of information, as I began to consider the possibility that Malice might have been that other agent.  She had been with Knights of Ethan for a long time, and had as good of a reason to hate them as Weaver and I did.  She too had loved her Bound One.  "Who was the other spy?"  I asked, almost afraid of the answer.  Would it turn out that Malice, too, had been lying to me?


  

  Weaver raised an eyebrow.  "I don't believe you knew her, but if you must know, she is generally called Flawless, named for her defensive style, which is said to be perfect.  She has been with the Knights of Ethan for 300 years and still serves with them, as a spy for me."


  

  To my surprise, I felt only relief at the unfamiliar name.  Malice may have died at the battle of Fell Rock, but that was uncertain.  What was certain, however, was that she was still the woman I remembered her to be, and not some shadowy illusion of a person I'd thought she was.  For me, at that moment, amidst all the revelations coming to light, that was vitally important.  Until one has experienced a sudden and terrible upheaval of their entire life, it is impossible to understand just how important a single, unchanging point of solidity can be.  For all that everything else was chaos, at least one person I knew was still who I thought they were.  Silent, as it turned out, had always been a spy for Lucidil. That meant he had most likely always been assigned to keep an eye out for me.  Any friendship we might have had, had been an illusion.


  

  There was one more question I had left to ask.  "You wish for me to join forces with you, that, I understand, but what exactly do you want from me, Lucidil?  What is it that you have in mind for me that is so vital that only I can do it?  I do not believe that you merely want me as a high ranking officer with my lack of tactile experience."  I thought I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it from Weaver.


  

  The red-eyed monster smiled for the first time since he'd told his sad story.  "What do you think I want from you, Lowin?  I know you well enough to understand that you believe you've guessed my purpose.  So, what do you think I want from you?"


  

  "You want me to kill the king for you."  I said, confident that I had guessed his intent, but I was wrong.  


  

  The fallen Knight burst into raucous laughter.  "Now why would I want you to do that?  The king is just a human man.  Anyone among the trained warriors here could put a knife in his chest if we could get close enough.  No, it is not the king that I want you to kill, my boy.  I want you to kill Ethaniel."


  

  I stood up so fast I knocked my chair over.  "What?  You want me to kill the head of the Knights of Ethan?  I don't have half the skills necessary to..."


  

  Weaver's voice cut in over the top of mine.  "...but you will learn them.  You are destined to be stronger than he is, and so it must be you who kills him."


  

  "Why can't you do this?" I demanded of him, confused at the turn of events and disturbed by just how wrong I had been in my guess at Weaver's intentions.


  

  Lucidil cast his eyes down.  "It is true that I might be strong enough, though it would be a close fight between us.  Ethaniel is still the same man he has always been, however, and I cannot look upon him without seeing the friend that he used to be."  The red-eyed warrior raised his head, and his eyes were glassy, "You are the first, besides myself, strong enough to beat him, and I would have you take that burden from me.  I know that I ask a lot of you, but I have no one else to turn to in this matter.  Ethaniel maintains all of the security for the king, and has for hundreds of years.  Without him it will all fall apart.  I need him dead, and no assassin will be able to do it.  I could lose most of my army trying to lay siege to his keep, and still possibly fail in eliminating that man simply because I do not have the heart to do it.  He is as a brother to me.  You, though, could do what I cannot.  With a small group you could reach him, fight him, and kill him.  It would take weeks, or longer, for the king to repair the disorder that would arise, and that is longer than we need to finish this war."


  

  "I will not do it, Weaver," I said firmly, remembering only too well the easy laugh, and easy smile of the Knight, Ethaniel, as I'd seen him in his office that day, early in my training at Fell Rock.  Killing him, I thought, would be somehow worse than killing the king, and to be entirely honest with myself, I wasn't sure I could do either of those things.


  

  Weaver nodded, and a faint smile came to his lips, though his eyes hardened.  "I thought you might say that, noble hearted Lowin, but I am going to call in that favor that you owe me, now.  Do you remember when I had the slave girl freed at Renwalk?"


  

  My face blanched and I nodded.  I remembered Lace quite well, and I also remembered the promise I'd made.  


  

  "Well, I am demanding my payment now.  We will help you become good enough to kill Ethaniel, and in return I will not send out my Shao Geok assassins to devour your little slave girl."  Weaver's tone left no room for negotiation.


  

  I nodded, a great numbness in my chest and the pit of my stomach.  I could not revoke my word even if I wanted to.  I would trade Ethaniel's life for that of Lace, a girl I barely knew, not because it was the right thing to do but because I was bound by my word, and because I felt she had as much right, if not more, than Ethaniel to live.  She was no hero of war, but neither had she ever taken a life.  "So be it," I said, the words feeling heavy in my mouth. 


  

  Weaver's eyes softened and a look almost like sadness touched his expression.  "Then it is done.  So it must be, but let me not be ungrateful.  I have one last secret, Lowin, and though you forced me to call in a favor to get what I needed, I shall still show you favor and give you a piece of information that I only recently received myself."  He made a summoning gesture with one hand, and I approached him cautiously, my heart a ball of torment over what I had just agreed to do.  "Come nearer.  Let it be, from this day on, that we call you Lowin no more.  You will be Noble, a fool with a heart too big for his chest, but one perhaps we all should envy.   Come closer, Noble."  


  

  I stepped yet nearer, taking my new name numbly, and moving until I was so close to the red-eyed warrior that I could feel his breath upon my face.  I did not feel so noble, then.  I felt like an assassin tasked to kill a member of his own family.  In a moment, though, that mattered not at all to me.  Weaver leaned over so that his mouth was at my ear, and whispered three profound words.


  

  "Kyeia is alive." 


  

   


  

   


  

  

  

   


  

  "That can't be possible."  I said, a mix of shock and anger coursing through my body as I pushed Lucidil away from me.  That he would lie about such a matter was beyond reasoning, an unforgivable act.  "I can't believe that you, of all people, would say such a thing."  The restraint it took to keep myself from leaping at him and tearing him apart was phenomenal.


  

  His face remained calm.  "I'm not lying, Noble.  Kyeia is alive, and she has been moved to a private villa in the Uliona province of Iol, where she is being studied to determine why she has survived the process that has killed every other of her kind.  I do not yet have a contact within the place, since I only today received this news, so I know only what my spy at Fell Rock was able to tell me; that Kyeia was taken away just hours after the transplanting of her eyes, still alive but unconscious, and has been kept under heavy guard since."


  

  I staggered back to my chair and sat down heavily, all the strength fleeing from my legs.  Everything in my life had suddenly changed, and I was at a loss for what to make of it.  I knew only one thing for certain, and that was that I had no intention of staying with Weaver if Kye was alive elsewhere.  I would not break my promise to the red-eyed warrior, but neither could I allow Kye to be held as a prisoner to be studied.  I would be unable to do anything else until I knew that she was safe.


  

  "I'm going to get her."  I said aloud, expecting some form of protest from Weaver, but the red eye warrior merely nodded.  


  

  "I would do the same thing in your shoes, my friend.  I will not forbid you this because I do not believe you would be any good to me if I did so, and I ... I can only say that I wish I'd had the same chance myself.  You may go, but I want you to take Silent and Brutal with you.  Brutal can educate you on your new abilities, and train you in swordsmanship.  Silent is a good companion as well, and I feel you already have some companionship with him.  He can get places others cannot, and can gather information in places others would stand no chance," Weaver said, defying my expectations.


  

  I frowned, "I'll take Silent, but I don't want to travel with Brutal."


  

  "Brutal is my strongest warrior.  He is the best one to teach you the skills you will need when you face Ethaniel, and there are few better warriors to stand at your side in a fight."  His tone was taking on an air of command, but I did not intend to back down on this point.


  

  "He will cause nothing but trouble for us.  He is too hostile," I replied, taking a stand against the will of the commander who would oppose the king.


  

  "You don't even know him, Noble.  Brutal is intelligent and skilled.  He will be an asset to you, and he is going with you.  There will be no more debate on this subject.  He is going, and that is my final word."  A hint of "the voice" crept into his tones, and though it held no effect on me, I could sense how unmoving Weaver was going to be on this issue.  I would have to cede the point, or risk Weaver revoking his permission entirely.  If I lost his good graces, I would have to escape the island on my own and strike out for a location that I knew nothing about.  I wasn't happy to have the fierce and mean-spirited Brutal along for the trip, but I would have to learn to tolerate him.  If nothing else, I would have opportunity to strengthen my patience.


  

  I nodded.  "If you believe he will be of value to our party, than I shall accept your decision."  That resolution reached, I was eager to be back on the road again.  I realized that I had no idea how to reach the lands of the Uliona, let alone a single province within them.  As weary as I was of travel, the knowledge that Kye was out there was all I needed to urge me onward.  I felt suddenly alive again with purpose, full with energy as I had not been since discovering that Kye was to die on my behalf.  


  

  Lucidil's voice broke my train of thought, "I will arrange transport for you in the morning.  You can leave with the dawn tide off the east side of the island.  We have supply ships that come in on a daily basis, and one of them should be able to take you as far as the Uliona port city of Werin.  It will be a two or three day trip by sea, maybe longer with the winter winds being what they are, but it will be far quicker than traveling by foot.  I'm afraid getting any further into the Uliona territory, however, will have to be done on the ground.  Werin is the only Uliona city with open ports, and you would definitely be stopped for questioning at a closed port.  If the king's men find Knights of Ethan aground without orders, it could raise suspicions and make your journey far more hazardous.  Uliona is, after all, considered a territory of the human kingdom, and those who have attained the rank of Knight are either still in service to the king, or fallen Knights and enemies of the crown.  There is no in between for us.  From Werin it is a week's walk by foot to Iol province. From there I do not know how much further to the villa in which Kyeia is reported to be housed.  I did not get precise details from my spy, but I shall have maps drawn up for you, detailing what we do know."


  

  "Thank you, Weaver," I said, the sentiment at least mostly genuine.  He could have made things much more difficult for me, or even outright refused to give me permission to go and get Kye.  It wouldn't have made any difference to me if he had.  In my mind there was only one thing I could do given the situation, and that was to find where the king's men were keeping Kye and rescue her.  I thought that it was likely Lucidil knew that, and that was why he was allowing me to do what I would have done anyway.  


  

  The red-eyed warrior simply shrugged, and put his arm around Fero's shoulders.  "Sometimes there are things that simply must be done before one can focus their mind on the greater picture.  I sincerely hope that you find Kyeia, and that she is alright.  I do not know what tests the king's men may perform on her in order to find out why she survived the removal of her eyes, but I do not envy her the tests she will likely undergo.  I have worked with the king's researchers, and I know their ways.  Steel your heart for the worst, Noble."


  

  I nodded,   "I have suffered losing her once.  I would not like to do it again."  


  

  Weaver shook his head, a troubled look about his features, "I'm afraid that being dead is not the worst, my good hearted, noble friend.  I hope for her sake that she has been either left in peace or killed, because the alternative is something that I would wish upon no one." 


  

  His words worried me, casting a shadow of doubt over the surge of hope I'd felt at finding out that Kyeia was still alive.  I knew nothing of the king's research group or the lengths to which they would go in order to reach their ends, but Lucidil seemed to know, and it seemed to set ill with even his grim perspective on the world.  It was perhaps how troubled he was, more than anything else, which sent a cold chill down my spine.  The morning tide couldn't come fast enough.


  

  "Silent, bring Brutal here.  He is not yet aware that I am sending him with you into Uliona territory, and it will be easier if I explain it now."  Lucidil's voice of command was always direct and clear, a surprising contrast to his regularly relaxed tone, and in response Silent immediately jumped up and dashed out the front flap of the tent.


  

  Weaver's intense red eyes met my own again, "This will be no easy task, my friend.  You will have to constantly remain alert, and do your best not to be seen.  I'm going to issue all three of you regular cloaks, and I recommend you stow your shifting cloaks until you leave the city.  As much as the near invisibility is an asset in battle, our cloaks are like a beacon to all who know of us, and that makes our kind easy to spot in a populated area.  In a normal cloak, with your hood up, and arms covered, most people won't notice your peculiar traits - assuming you don't give them time to do so."


  

  "Will there be other Knights of Ethan between us and our goal?"  I used the word "other" without pausing, the word simply falling from my lips, and it was only after I'd used it that I realized, to my dismay, that I was no longer a Knight.  Indeed, I had actually only been a Knight for a very short time.  Since the fall of Fell Rock, when I was carried away by Weaver, I had become something else, not quite a Knight and not quite one of the fallen like Weaver and the other ex-Knights of Ethan he traveled with.  Now though, having given my word to kill Ethaniel, I was indeed a fallen Knight, and not merely a lost soul.  


  

  "At the villa in Iol, yes, there will certainly be Knights there.  Kyeia will be a top priority for the king and his men until they discover why she still lives.  As for what lays between, that is harder to say.  There are not so many Knights of Ethan that their forces can be everywhere, but there are enough that, should you raise a fuss, you may find yourself pursued by them.  What's more, we do not know where the survivors from Fell Rock have been sent," Weaver explained.  "There could be more of them in Uliona.  Since the king does not know where my armies are, he would be smart to reinforce as many of his border posts as possible with the Knights from Fell Rock.  He has to be quite worried now, having just had a fortress in the middle of his territory sacked in one night with no warning, and no sign of where the invading army fled to.  It is difficult to say what his next strategy will be, and our spies at court have been giving us mixed messages.  Until we figure out where the misinformation is coming from, our information is too risky to rely upon."


  

  "Then the information that Kye is alive might be..."  I began, but Weaver quickly interjected.


  

  "No, that is from our other source at Fell Rock, and she has been nothing if not unerringly reliable.  She reports only what she witnesses herself."


  

  I nodded, relieved to hear that.  For a moment I had feared I might run all the way across the countryside only be faced with the horrible reality that my journey had been for nothing.  I did not know if my heart could take such a burden without shattering once and for all.  My conversation with Weaver ended there as Silent returned to the tent, Brutal following behind him.  


  

  "What is it?"  Brutal asked in a petulant tone as he made his entrance into the tent, crossing his massive arms before him.  They were a deep black, streaked with gray, obviously from an older Fell Beast, though still powerful.  I noticed as he spoke that his mouth was lined with razor sharp teeth, but his tone did not have the hard, abrasive edge of those with "the voice."


  

  "Brutal," Weaver started.  "You are to accompany Silent and Noble..."


  

  The large warrior spat on the ground.  "I'm not interested."


  

  Weaver stood up straight, his shoulders going back, and a dangerous boom entering his voice, "This is not a question of what you're interested in.  You are going with Silent and Noble to the Iol territory within the Uliona lands, and you are going to instruct Noble on the proper use of his new abilities, and weapons.  Do you understand?"


  

  Brutal puffed up, flashing his razor teeth, "...and I say that I do not care to travel with the weakling child, and your sneaky little spy, Lucidil.  Do you have a problem with that?"


  

  Weaver sighed, shaking his head and turning to me.  "Noble, kill Brutal."


  

  "What?!"  Brutal and I exclaimed in unison.  


  

  "You heard me, Noble, kill him.  He has directly disobeyed a command, and you didn't want him along on your journey anyway.  If you dispatch him, or injure him enough that he can't come along, then you will not have to take him."  There was agitation in Lucidil's voice, but not directed at Brutal, instead it was directed at me for forcing him to explain himself.  I looked at the fearsome looking fallen Knight of Ethan.


  

  "I'd like to see you try, whelp."  Brutal spat, his claws now flexed at his sides.  I looked at my opponent with shock written across my face, not believing what I was about to do, but it was true that I did not want him as part of my travel party.  If I could just injure him enough to keep him from coming along, it would suit me fine.  


  

  I got up from my seat and turned to address the large, fearsome fallen Knight.  His massively powerful body was like a well tensioned line, ready to snap into action at the slightest provocation.  I could see the glint of his claws in the low light of the tent, and it made me remember that I had to will my own claws sharper.  They responded at a mere thought, channeling into long, narrow blades.  I poised myself to strike, but I did not get the chance to make the first move.  As if in reaction to some tell-tale sign in my posture, there was a sudden flash of motion and my entire body was forced to shift modes to match the pace of Brutal as he put on full speed.  


  

  Even in the adjusted speed sense, Brutal was coming at a run.  I was using my new body under the influence of speed for the first time, and I wasn't yet sure of its limits, but I knew there was only one way to find out.  I pulled my arms up to block the ex-Knight's direct attack, and to my surprise they came up fast.  I could feel the resistance of the world on them, but unlike my human limbs, these ones made the paltry forces of velocity seem like nothing at all.  My arms reached defensive position with time to spare, and Brutal's first attack was easily turned aside.  This did not faze the large warrior though.  He turned his momentum into another assault, spinning around to kick out at me with one of his clawed feet.  My body, trained in hand to hand combat, responded for me, my new limbs giving me the power and speed to do what was necessary.  I forced the direction of his leg's momentum off course with a solid connection from my knee, and then used that momentum to lash out a strike of my own at Brutal's body.  My attack almost landed, but Brutal propelled himself backwards with surprising quickness, and we both flashed back into normal speed as he slid backwards across the floor of Weaver's tent, tearing long streaks in the fabric on the floor.  We only remained at normal speed for a moment though, and then Brutal was on the attack again.


  

  He charged in with his left claw slashing at me with formidable force.  I was already moving to brush this attack aside when my eyes caught the glint of metal flashing in the light, and I noticed that Brutal had drawn his sword with his right arm and was swinging it around his back, spinning his entire body to bring the strike in, backhanded, just behind the slashing of his left claw.  Brutal was fast, but my body was faster, and that was all that saved me from his terrifying sword strike.  I threw my entire mass in the direction his sword slash was traveling, knowing that I would have to outdistance it that way because I would never clear its range by diving backwards - I was in too close.  The tip of Brutal's weapon dragged across the fabric of my cloak, and probably would have split any common garment.  I drew my own sword in one fast motion, using my left hand to bring it to bear as quickly as possible.  My left hand wasn't as graceful as my right, but in a situation where I needed the weapon ready quickly, my left could draw it faster.  I pushed my attack forward, trying to stab at Brutal's exposed back. He seemed to sense this coming, and his powerful legs launched him through the air, and out of the range of my thrust.  On an impulse I dove to the ground and rolled forward.


  

  Had I not done so, the blade of Brutal's sword would certainly have cloven my head in half as he drug it through the air behind him in his flip over me.  I should have been able to beat the other fighter.  He was slower than me, and I got the sense that he was also weaker of muscle.  However, his skill was far superior to mine.  Only a fool would be unable to see that.  Every move he made was perfectly executed and backed by another move if the first one failed.  I came to the realization, then, that I might not be able to beat my opponent, or even manage to keep myself alive.  The world lurched back into normal speed as I came up from my roll and turned around to face Brutal again.


  

  To my surprise, the big warrior was at the other side of the tent, his sword stuck in the ground at his feet, piercing the material of the floor, and driven into the dirt beneath.  There was a smile on his face, a somewhat terrifying thing to see with all of his rows of teeth, but this smile, unlike the first he'd shown me, had found its way to his cold eyes.  


  

  "Alright Lucidil, if you insist, I will take the boy to Iol, and I will teach him what I know," Brutal said, pulling his sword from the ground and sheathing it.


  

  Lucidil simply nodded and moved to clasp the large warrior's shoulder, "Good decision.  I didn't want to have to kill you."


  

  Brutal leaned in close and whispered something into Lucidil's ear.  My ears turned, straining to hear, but his voice was obviously pitched intentionally for Weaver's ears only.  Lucidil smiled at whatever Brutal said and replied, "I told you."


  

  The true-to-his-name warrior shrugged, "I had to see for myself.  I always have to see for myself.  It's my way." 


  

  "I know, old friend.  Now go prepare yourself for the journey," Weaver smiled as he spoke, and I sensed that I was witnessing a comradery between them that had existed for a long time.  


  

  Brutal headed for the exit to the tent, stopping in front of me for a moment and offering me his hand once more.  I was still confused by what had transpired, but I reached out and took his clawed hand in mine.  He shook once, firmly, but not with the crushing strength he'd used last time.  "I will see you in the morning, Noble," with those words he left the tent, leaving me to be stunned and confused by what had just transpired.


  

  "Brutal only respects strength," came a chipper female voice, and I turned to see that it was Ferocity who was speaking.  "Until he saw for himself what Weaver had already told him, that you were indeed strong, he had decided not to like you.  Down inside he's just a big softy, though." 


  

  I almost laughed, but decided against it.  Brutal was yet another person that I had not properly judged.  I was beginning to think my ability to judge character was faulty.  It was either that, or I was encountering a great deal of people who could not be so readily figured out.  It gave me something to think on, at any rate.  These people were the enemy of the king.  These people, of whom I was now a part, were the greatest source of fear in all the kingdoms of men, but they were all just people fighting for what they believed in.  Of course, I did not know that the same could be said for all of them, but those I'd met so far did not seem like evil individuals.  My perceived world of clear-cut good and evil was crumbling down around me.  When one was young and full of stories of evil sorcerers and terrible monsters it was easy to see the world as a place of light and dark, with no shadows in between, but the reality of the world, I felt, was turning out to be something vastly different.  Each side of this war felt that they fought for what was right, and that the other side was evil, while in truth both sides were constructed of good and evil elements.  Where did that leave a person who wished to make a better world?


  

  For me, I supposed, it didn't matter what I believed in.  I would go to rescue Kye, and if I succeeded in that without dying, I would then have to kill Ethaniel, so that Lace might live the life I had only so recently given back to her.  What would Kye think of the direction my life had taken?  That thought worried me.  She had given her life so that I might fight for the king, but now I was bound to do the opposite.  Would Kye hate me for what I was doing with the gift she had given me?  What would I do if Kyeia despised me for turning my back on the kingdom she had almost died to save?  


  

  Weaver had named me Noble, a name that would be hard to live up to.  How could I be Noble when I felt like nothing more than a mercenary, killing on behalf of the person who paid me -- even if in this case the payment was the life of one I'd chosen to save?  I was filled with so many questions that were impossible to answer that I suddenly felt overwhelmed.  I took a deep breath, then another, before I realized that Weaver was talking to me.


  

  "...some rest.  I'm sure Silent can find a place for you to sleep for the night.  There are girls willing to comfort you for the evening if you require it, but I want you clear headed and ready to go before the dawn.  I will have your preparations completed by then.  Meet me here on the morrow and I will give you the final details."


  

  "I will be here and ready before first light," I replied uneasily.  There were a great many doubts clashing inside of me, and I only hoped that I could do everything I needed to.  For the moment, I would have to concentrate on saving Kyeia and not let my other troubles bother me.  It wouldn't do to be distracted and make mistakes.  


  

  Silent grabbed at my sleeve and lead me from the tent out into the camp.  I received a good many stares as we made our way through the crowds of many different peoples, but none of the gazes were outright hostile, just curious at the newcomer with the strange purple eyes.  Silent walked onward, ignoring the looks, and after a few minutes we came to a very large tent, its sides rippling in the frosty winter wind.  He led me inside where there were hundreds of cots set up, a few feet of space between each one.  He continued to the far end before stopping at a couple of beds near the furthest wall from the entrance.


  

  His voice was as light when he spoke.  "Some wind comes in under the edge of the tent, making it colder here, but our cloaks keep us warm so we can sleep here with more privacy then we would get down to the other side of the tent."  Even as he spoke a gust of wind tugged at the wall of the tent, lifting it and allowing a cold breeze through that rippled the fabric of my cloak.  "I'll go get us some food and bring it back here, and I can arrange for a girl..."


  

  "I'll take the food, but I've no need of a woman.  Thank you, Silent," I told him, not feeling much like spending the night with a woman, especially not one I didn't know, and who had probably spent nights with most of the men in the camp.


  

  "Suit yourself, but there are some talented girls here, and they all are quite fond of us Broken Swords."  He said.


  

  "'Broken Swords?'"  I assumed he was talking about the ex-Knights of Ethan, but I had never heard the term.


  

  He smiled.  "Ethaniel came up with the name.  Full Knights of Ethan are given a sword forged by the king, as a sign of fealty.  When a Knight joins with us, Ethaniel strikes the insignia from the crosspiece of the blade with his claw, 'breaking the sword.'"


  

  I drew my sword and looked at the weapon closely.  Indeed, the symbol on the crosspiece of the sword had a deep strike through the center of it.  I hadn't noticed it before, or if I had, I had assumed that it was merely a sign of use.  I noted that my sword also had rippled indentions on the blade where the fell beast I'd fought had locked its jaws on the metal.  I thought momentarily about seeing if I could have the weapon repaired, but then thought better of it.  Those indents would not affect the weapons usefulness, and they served to remind me of how close I'd come to death that day.  It was good to remember one's own mortality.  I slipped my sword back into its scabbard.  I was a Broken Sword.


  

  "Just some food will be fine, thank you," I said once more, and Silent nodded, and turned to walk away.  My body still pulsed with energy and I could have easily gotten up and ran for hours, but my mind was tired.  The revelations of the day weighed heavily upon me. I laid back on my cot, my legs draping off the end.  I took notice for the first time that there were red bands of fur at my ankles.  I had never seen them before, likely because when I had first fought the monster it had been in deep snow.  It was strange to see a marking on your body, and not recognize it.  It was stranger still, to see your own arms and legs and barely recognize them.  Life, I decided, was just strange.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Dressed in plain black cloaks, it was almost possible to imagine that we were merely three similarly dressed travelers about mundane business.  Almost.  In the end, though, anyone who looked more than passingly at Brutal, Silent and I would note that we stood a little straighter than most, and walked with a fighter's grace, confident and careful.  A killer could be covered up with some cloth, but he was still a killer beneath the fabric, and few places was that more evident than among the Knights of Ethan and the Broken Blades.  I wondered if it would be at all possible for us to avoid notice once we reached our destination.


  

  I pulled my cloak more tightly about my shoulders as I watched the linesmen finish the process of readying the ship for its voyage.  The black fabric was thick and warm, but didn't have the same comforting, consistent temperature that my Lucidil cloak did, and the wind still bit fiercely when it crashed across the surface of the Old Boy, the merchant ship with which Weaver had arranged for our passage. No normal fabric could dissuade that persistent breeze.  I was happy to be traveling north again.  Even in winter it would be warmer than it was in the deep southern lands.  


  

  "I hate the sea," Brutal commented, as the dock began to slip away from the ship, the island of Howling Wind becoming increasingly smaller on the horizon.


  

  "I've never been to sea," I replied, and it was the truth.  Other than my short ride to the island, I had never been on the ocean.  I found the expansive water stretching out in every direction fascinating, though there was a certain swaying about the vessel as it rode upon the back of the churning sea that I was certain would have made me ill if not for my body's new ability to adapt to my surroundings.  This time I could feel the change in my inner ear, some mechanism adjusting so that I could maintain proper balance as the boat moved beneath my feet.  


  

  "Everything gets crusted with salt, and the damn waves can get angry and flatten you with no effort whatsoever."  Brutal looked right at me, his black eyes shining beneath his hood, "I can battle hundreds of men or monsters, but the sea could kill me on a whim and I couldn't do a thing about it.  I don't like that."


  

  I hadn't thought of the sea in those terms before, but now that it had been said, I could relate to Brutal's perspective.  The sea was massive and powerful, and did not care one bit for those who cast their fate to its shifting surface.  I didn't entirely agree with Brutal's perspective, however.  Just about anything in nature could kill you given the right circumstances.  The sea was no different.  It was, perhaps, a bit more mysterious since it was so vast and difficult to explore, but it was just another powerful aspect of the living world, one that I intended not to underestimate.  


  

  "My father owned a fishing boat, and he used to spend weeks away from home, out on the sea.  He always came back with the most interesting stories," Silent added his voice to our conversation.


  

  "Oh, sneaky one?  What kind of stories?"  Brutal asked, his attention piqued.


  

  "He said that if you sailed too far into the sea, there were great monsters, hundreds of times larger than the ships of men, lurking beneath the surface and waiting for foolish sailors to travel into their territory.  Once, he said, he was fishing far out and his nets were filling every time he put them in the water, so he kept trolling further and further, forgetting about the warnings of other sailors.  As he was drawing in his twentieth heavy net of fish, he chanced to look to the distant horizon and saw a king's man-o-war, guns ablaze, battling with something that he couldn't make out.  He finished hauling in his net, and set about turning around to come back to land, deciding he didn't want to have anything to do with naval warfare in his tiny fishing boat, and that is when he saw it.


  

  "The creature rose up out of the sea, or at least part of it did, and it towered above the ship, a great beast, scaled in black, with a mouth a quarter the size of the man-o-war beneath it.  Its body was long and serpentine, with huge rending spines sprouting from its torso.   It dropped its mass upon the man-o-war and the ship exploded into pieces.  Well, my father was no fool, so he put up full sail and made his way toward shore as fast as he could.  He never sailed that far out to sea again.


  

  "He also used to talk of the haunted ships, boats that had gone missing at sea, only to...."


  

  Brutal cut Silent off in mid-sentence.  "I think that's about enough.  I don't like the sea, and your stories aren't making it any more appealing.  Didn't your father have any stories about great prostitutes, or hidden treasure?"


  

  "Do you honestly think my dad would have told me stories about prostitutes?  Besides, it was you who asked about the stories in the first place," Barked Silent, looking irritated at the gruff warrior's interruption.


  

  "...And it was me who told you to shut your mouth, so I guess we're even now.  Had it been my dad, he would have told some good stories about prostitutes."  Brutal replied, grinning his toothy grin.  When he saw that Silent was sulking he grunted and changed the subject, "They say it's three days until we reach port in Werin."  His tone became serious, "That's a long time to be at sea, and I have an uncomfortable feeling about this boat ride."


  

  At that, Silent stiffened where he was standing.  "How uncomfortable?"


  

  "The feeling has been building since we first came to the dock this morning.  I don't know what's wrong, but it's coming fast," the big warrior replied cryptically.


  

  The exchange between Silent and Brutal was confusing, so I decided to acquire some clarification.  "Well, you don't like the sea, so certainly that's contributing to your bad feeling," I said, prodding for further information without coming out and asking directly.


  

  "Brutal has an unerring sense of trouble.  That's probably another reason that Weaver sent him with us on this journey.  We've learned over the years to trust his bad feelings.  I'm not one to generally believe in such things, but in his case, I've seen his predictions come true one too many times," Silent had a worried note in his voice.


  

  "I've been like this since I was a young boy.  Anytime anything bad is looming on the horizon, I get this terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach a few hours to a day before it happens.  I'm getting that feeling now.  It's going to be an interesting boat ride," Brutal said.


  

  I had heard of people like Brutal before, but had never believed they were anything other than lunatics with a bit of lucky accuracy.  I was not inclined to think such of my dark-eyed companions.  There was also obviously no kinship between them, and they had no real reason to try and trick me on such a matter.  Those reasons forced me to look on the situation a little more seriously.  Superstition could be avoided, but Silent and Brutal were both insistent that something was coming, and I knew that I would be better off taking their word for it.  They were both more experienced than I in such things, and if they were worried, I decided I should be as well.  


  

  All around us the deck was alive with people handling their various duties on board the ship, but the three of us sat looking out uneasily across the water for a time.  The ocean seemed wide open, and despite Brutal's portent, all looked calm.  The sky was deep gray, but it always was so far south, especially with the ever present chill of winter sitting heavily upon the land, or sea, as it was.  I could only look on and wonder what danger might be waiting for us out there.  I thought of the great monster in Silent's story, and a chill ran down my back.  I sincerely hoped we would encounter no creature such as that.   


  

  "Let us retire to our quarters," Brutal began, "there is much we should talk about, and I suddenly don't feel like being on deck." 


  

  We made our way below deck, the crew going out of its way to avoid coming in contact with us.  Though Weaver had paid our passage fairly, the ship's workers wanted little to do with us.  They were not outwardly hostile, but they also didn't want to have anything to do with us if at all possible.  Just because they were on a ship that dealt with our ilk didn't mean they had to like it.  I might have been more bothered by the crew's shunning if I hadn't expected it, but my associations with humans since becoming first a Knight of Ethan, and then more recently a Broken Sword, had left me to expect a certain amount of alienation.  The crew, at least, had nothing cruel to say to us.  


  

  Our cabin was nothing more than an emptied storage room near the lowest deck of the ship.  There was a hammock for each of us, and just enough room to store our gear and step a pace or two.  The room had a door that could be barred from the inside, however, and that afforded us a certain amount of privacy that few others on board the ship had with the possible exception of the captain.  We entered our room in a procession, Silent and myself taking a bunk, while Brutal secured the door before lighting the single oil lantern in the room.  Even in the complete darkness that had existed before the lantern was lit, we all could still see to some extent.  Our stolen eyes were quite adept at finding edges and heightening the limited details available to them in the dark.  


  

  With the lantern burning there was more than adequate light for the three of us to see by.  Brutal reached into his pack and pulled out a rolled sheet of parchment, undoing it carefully so as not to rip it with his clawed hands.  "Weaver gave me a map to the location of the girl. I think it is time that we decide our best course of action to reach our target once this ship arrives in port," the massive warrior began, apparently not wanting to discuss the implications of his "bad feeling" any longer.  


  

  Silent and I leaned in close to look at the map.  There were names of places and landmarks drawn on it, but I could not identify more than one or two, and those I did recognize were nowhere near our destination.  I was acutely aware of just how limited my geographical knowledge was compared to the others in my party.  I would be of little help in finding our way to where we needed to be, or in aiding in the planning of our course.  The mission was on my behalf, yet it seemed that I was of the least benefit to the party.


  

  "As you can see, we'll have to cross the Iol Adjot River to reach our goal," Brutal continued.


  

  Silent nodded.  "That will not be easy.  The main bridges across are all heavily manned fortifications, each demanding proper papers before crossing will be permitted," Silent pointed to two different locations along the river edge on the map that I took to be the locations of fortified crossings.  "Traders are permitted through, but general traffic is still limited since that area has only recently fallen into the king's territories.  Beyond the river is mostly thick wilderness, heavy with dangerous beasts.  At least, should we get across the Iol Adjot, we will not have to worry about kingsmen until we reach the villa."


  

  "But that crossing..."  Brutal let the words hang.  


  

  "Might we hire a private ferry across the river?"  I asked, not familiar with the nature of rivers in general, and certainly not this one in particular.  I knew, however, that some people who owned property at a river's edge set up a rope drawn ferry to carry passengers from one side to the other in exchange for money or goods.


  

  "That would work, should such a service exist, but the king regulates traffic across the river, and would not long allow an unmonitored way across.  Also, the Iol Adjot is the swiftest river on the continent, and few men will trust their fate to its waters, even on a ferry," Silent said, not looking hopeful.  I was unhappy that my idea had been so useless, but I tried not to let it show.


  

  "This is a problem we will have to address as we face it.  We can always make inquiries of the local residents on our way through, or we could have the sneaky one," Brutal eyed Silent, "do his thing, and see what information he could gather on our behalf."  He continued, "If we can't find a better way, we can always take down one of the fortified outposts.  It will be a formidable fight, but we should be able to defeat the king's guardsmen."  I wasn't sure if I agreed with Brutal.  Three men, even three as well equipped for battle as we were, seemed hardly a match for an entire fortified guard post, but I was hoping that it would not come to such a situation.


  

  "The rest of the journey should be simple enough.  We can avoid the major populated areas, though it'll add some time to our trip.  The less we come in contact with people, the fewer of them we'll have to kill.  Now I'm one for wetting my blade as much as the next," Brutal had a wide smile on his face, "but the more trouble we stir up the less likely we'll get our job done and get back to Lucidil and the others.  They're the source of all the real fun."


  

  Silent sighed. "Your definition of fun is discouraging.  I look forward to the end of all this fighting.  I think Weaver's vision will bring that about."  It surprised me to hear the younger Knight say that.  Pacifism was something I had not expected from any of the Broken Swords, a group who stood blatantly in opposition to the king.  Their entire purpose, it seemed to me, was to incite a war.  Yet Silent seemed to believe that such a war was the only true path to peace, and that I found disconcerting.  Could war ever truly be a step toward peace?  It was a baffling thing to consider.


  

  Brutal huffed in exasperation, "Lucidil doesn't want peace.  He wants a world that fits his ideal, and that kind of thinking will never lead to peace.  Ours is the way of war, Sneaky, but that doesn't have to be a bad thing.  There is honor and glory to be had in war.  A man with a strong sword arm and a swift blade can make a name for himself if he is willing to put his neck on the line to do so.  That is why we fight beside Lucidil, because he is a great man who will lead his followers to greatness."


  

  I frowned, "You just said that Lucidil would never lead the world to peace, and yet you call him a 'great man' a few words later.  What is it that makes Lucidil such a great man, if he is not one that will ever lead his people to peace?"


  

  Brutal guffawed, "A man is not great because he is a good man.  A great man can be good, evil, or any shade of gray in between.  A great man is a man who sees the world around him, and changes it to suit him, instead of letting it change him to suit itself.  Lucidil, he is the sort of man that will sunder the world to see it fit the image he wants.  He is the sort of man that people follow, and I am the sort of man who will only follow a great man. That is why I follow Lucidil."


  

  "Hmmm," I did my best to remain impassive as I lay back in my hammock.  Of my travel companions, I was the only one fighting on behalf of Lucidil not for some belief in the man, but because I was bound to do so.  I had not chosen to step into this war on either side, but I had found myself tossed between the two sides without a choice in the matter.  The real problem was that I believed in neither of the two sides.  The king was power hungry, destroying anything that stood in his path to spreading domination across the land, and Lucidil and his army were dispassionate, doing whatever they had to in order to destroy the kingdom of men, even if they committed atrocities along the way.  


  

  "What about you, Noble?  Why have you come to fight with Lucidil?"  Brutal asked.  He, apparently, knew little of my story.  "Is it because he tells you that you are our greatest hope, or do you simply like being the center of attention?"


  

  I opened my mouth and was about to speak, but Silent spoke before I could, "He fights for us because he must in order to protect the people he cares about.  That is why Lucidil gave him the name 'Noble,' because he fights on behalf of others, and not for his own cause."  I was surprised at Silent's words, not because they were false, but because he presented a perspective I hadn't thought of.  In truth, I had always believed that the name Weaver had given to me was partially done in jest.  I was Weaver's "Noble Fool," with the emphasis being on the "fool."  


  

  "That's stupid, boy.  Being a hero is thankless.  There is rarely glory in fighting for those who wouldn't fight for themselves, and there is never any reward," Brutal said, lying back in his cot.  "You should find something you believe in to fight for.  That's what matters."


  

  I decided to keep my mouth closed since I couldn't think of anything of worth to say on my behalf.  Anything I might say would just make me sound more foolish than I already did.  Silent had attempted to fit me into the mold that was my given name, but I was not "Noble," simply a stupid man backed into a corner with no way out.  A noble man, I believed, would not fight for a cause he did not have any faith in.  In that way, Brutal was right.  I should have been fighting for something that was important to me. 


  

  "Get some sleep.  There is trouble is coming, and we'll all need to be at our best," Brutal said from where he was laying.  I didn't feel much like sleeping, but I'd been finding that my new body would sleep when and where it could if I willed it to do so.  It seemed to store the energy I gained while sleeping.  I closed my eyes and willed myself into sleep, still not entirely believing Brutal's prediction of trouble, but deciding to be safe rather than regret it later.  I didn't know just how soon the fierce warrior's predictions would become clear.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I awoke to find that Brutal was gone, and Silent was still deep asleep in his hammock.  I crawled from my bed quietly, so as not to wake my sleeping companion, and made my way out the door and up onto deck to look for Brutal.  The ship was quiet, almost eerily so, compared to how it had been when we'd first gone below decks.  The sun had set while I slept, and the world beyond the door leading outside was cast in deep blackness that can only be achieved on a moonless, overcast night.  It only took me a moment to locate Brutal.  His shape was tall and rigid, silhouetted against the railing on the port side of the ship, his outline sharp by the enhanced perspective of my stolen eyes.  


  

  The wind was chill as I stepped up into it, but it also held the freshness that only sea air could hold, and I took a couple deep breaths before approaching the imposing warrior.  He turned to face me as I drew closer and I noted that his eyes had a haunted look about them.  I had obviously disturbed him from some deep and troubling thoughts.  I considered turning around and going back to our bunk, but he had already noticed me and I didn't feel like being below decks, so I stayed.  I could have willed myself to sleep more, but I was already bursting with energy - the prospect of more sleep was something that I could not bear at that moment.  Like Brutal, I was haunted by memories, and plagued by worries.  Every time I dreamed, I dreamt of Kye, always just beyond my reach, but in dire need of my help.  I hated dreaming.


  

  "The air helps to clear your mind," I said, not feeling much like talking, but needing to say something to the dark-eyed warrior staring at me.


  

  "No, not tonight it doesn't," he answered, and looked back out over the ocean.  "Something terrible is coming, Noble.  It's coming from there," he pointed out to sea, though I couldn't make out anything.  Was the vicious warrior simply paranoid?


  

  "What do you think it is?"  I asked, humoring his paranoia, if that was indeed all it was.


  

  "It's like a fire... only it's blue.  It wants to consume us, to devour us like a flame bites at dried wood, using us for energy until it is ready to burn on elsewhere.  I dreamed of it."  There was a wavering in his voice, though it was barely noticeable.  If it wasn't for my sensitive ears I might not have detected it at all.  Brutal, the brute that he was, was capable of feeling fear.  "It's coming fast upon us."  He whispered those last words.


  

  I found myself falling into Brutal's fear, as though I were a small boat being pulled in the wake of a giant ship.  Seeing his expression and hearing the waver of fright in his voice was enough to put me on edge, "How much longer do we..."  I didn't get to finish my sentence, as a voice called out from the crow's nest at the top of the mainsail.


  

  "Ho to deck, light to port, coming in fast!"  Called the voice down from above.


  

  I looked out over the railing, straining my eyes to see what the lookout had seen.  His vantage was much better, but my eyes were far more acute.  Distant, but becoming larger by the minute, a blue hued light was shining on the sea.  


  

  "We're out of time," Brutal said, and he pushed me aside as he made his way for the door that lead below deck.  "Stay here," he called back over his shoulder.  "I'll get Silent and our gear.  Prepare yourself for battle."  He vanished into the door, and I was left to stare at the blue light on the horizon that was growing easier to see far too quickly for my liking.  All around me on the deck crewmen were appearing, waking up from sleep to investigate the lookout's sighting.  There was a general air of confusion as they each guessed as to what might be out there, but none of them could say for sure.  We were not traveling in deep waters far out to sea, neither were we traveling unexplored reaches, and so it was even more confusing for them, experienced sea hands that most of them were, to see something beyond their expectations.  A minute later Brutal and Silent were back on deck, both looking alert and worried.  Silent tossed me my pack, which I quickly fastened on, and we stood together watching the light.  


  

  Before long the captain was on deck as well, calling up to the lookout, "How far out is it, and will it be crossing our path, Eyes?"  He used the generic name for a lookout when he referred to the man in the crow's nest.  


  

  "Can't tell the range sir, but it seems to be headed straight in our direction, fast.  I give another twenty minutes - less before it's in hailing range," the lookout called back.  


  

  "Men to ready stations!"  The captain bellowed, and everyone aboard ship scrambled to get to where they were supposed to be.  Brutal grabbed the captain by the shoulder as he was walking by, jerking him to an abrupt stop and spinning him around until they were eye to eye.


  

  "What is going on?  What is out there?"  The big warrior asked, his tones full of ire and command.


  

  The captain shied away from the Broken Sword, obviously terrified by the man but unable to break Brutal's unflinching grip.  He made his best attempt at acting unafraid, but was only convincing to those who couldn't hear the shaking in his voice and see the rattle of his knees.  


  

  "I don't know what's out there, but it's always safer to assume it's dangerous until we know for certain.  You three might be better off below decks if things get..."  He began his last sentence but seemed to think better of it a few words in, "No, I suppose you'd be better off right here on deck if there is trouble."  With that, he managed to free himself from Brutal's grip, or Brutal let him free, and he ran off towards the ship's helm. 


  

  Silent, who was still at the ship's rail, called out, "I think it's another vessel." 


  

  One of the crew men in range spat on the deck and said, "It can't be.  It's coming directly against the wind, and far too fast.  It must be something else."


  

  From the crow's nest the voice of the lookout called down to the deck again, "She's got sails, Captain.  Blue, glowing sails!  It's a ship."


  

  The crewman who had just insisted that it couldn't be a ship spat on the ground once more, looking more worried that he was wrong than he was angry about it, "It's a ghost ship, come to take us as one of its own."  He muttered quietly beneath his breath.  Other sailors, those close enough to hear him, nodded their agreement, a wave of fear rippling through the assembled crew.  Time passed and soon everyone on deck could make out the sails of the approaching ship, and no one looked pleased.  For Brutal, Silent, and I the sight was even more disturbing than for the crew.  The ship coasting towards us at unbelievable speeds did not have blue glowing sails as the lookout had thought, but instead it had large black sails, being billowed from behind by giant balls of what appeared to be glowing blue fire.  At the sight of that supernatural fire a cold chill ran up my spine.  I remembered, only too well, Brutal's words from when I'd first come up on deck.  It was the all-consuming blue flame.  


  

  The craft drew nearer, and there was little we could do but watch it coming in.  As it grew close enough for us to discern the appearance of the vessel, more and more crew members began to become agitated.  It was a massive seafaring structure, no less than twice as large as our own ship, and it was of a craftsmanship no one seemed to recognize.  The entire ship seemed to glow blue with the light from the undulating balls of fire pushing the sails.  What was the most distressing was that it had certainly seen us by that point, and it was still coming directly for us.  


  

  The Old Boy's captain had come to the railing, holding a magical device that would allow him to magnify his voice in one hand so that he might hail the other ship as soon as possible, but he looked troubled.  I could tell by his posture that he didn't hold high hopes for any sort of negotiation with the strange, blue fire driven ship approaching us.  Brutal and Silent obviously agreed with that sentiment, as they were both standing with their sword hands on the hilt of their weapons.  I noticed them, and then I noticed that I too stood at the ready, my right fist wrapped about the hilt of my sword.  


  

  There was a flash of red light from near the bow of the approaching ship, and a split second later a huge explosion of wood and splinters erupted from the top of the deck, not ten feet from where I stood, followed by a concussive explosion emanating from the distant ship.  Screams filled the air instantly and people were running in a hundred different directions.  


  

  "Cannon fire!"  The crewmen yelled as they set about trying to find cover on deck, though what cover from a cannon ball they might expect to find, I couldn't know.  There was another flash of red from the fast approaching ship, and another concussive impact threatened to knock me from my legs.  I didn't know where the second projectile hit, but our entire craft shifted in the water with the force of the blow.  Our ship was not a war ship, merely a merchant vessel, and we had only four cannons per side.  The ship approaching us was much larger and had at least two front mounted cannons, not a common armament on any ship.  If it were to turn its side to us, I didn't want to speculate on how many cannons it could bring to bear.  The accuracy with which they were firing was another alarming factor.  They had not fired a sighting round, merely opened fire with deadly accuracy immediately.  Our tiny ship didn't stand a chance against a ship and crew of the caliber we were facing. 


  

  Brutal stood at my left, his sword held firmly in one hand, apparently drawn after one of the cannon strikes, a look of frustration on his face.  To my right Silent stood, his sword still in its scabbard, but the same look of frustration mirrored there.  I could feel it as well.  We could do nothing so long as the ships remained separate, but wait and hope we had a chance to fight before we died.  The other ship was still coming though, its ethereal flames driving it with terrible speed against the wind.  As it drew nearer I could make out armored figures, huge and imposing, marching across the deck.  They looked human in only the vaguest way imaginable.  They were sickly yellow and pale where their skin showed beneath their armor and their eyes burned like brilliant red fire, actually emitting light through their helms.  


  

  "What foul pit did those things come from?"  I heard Brutal exclaim.  I had been wondering the exact same thing myself.  They were like nothing I had ever heard of before, and their boat was just as alien as those riding upon it.  It seemed constructed of the skeleton of some monstrous dead beast, made seaworthy by stretching the fallen creature's impossibly thick hide over the disgusting framework of its bones.  We had little time to gawk at it, however, as the fore-cannons flashed again and again, balls of weighted death ripping through the wood of our ship with ease, and the massive craft still drawing nearer. 


  

  "They're ramming!"  Someone yelled about the same time I realized that was indeed their intention.  Brutal, Silent and I left the railing at the port side in a rush.  Brutal grabbed hold of the mainmast, his powerful hands ripping into the wood there, and I followed his example and found something firm to grip - an anchor mount.  I didn't have time to look for Silent as it was only a moment after I tore my claws into the anchor mount on the deck that the flame-sailed ship struck us with explosive force.  Crew members not securely fastened down flew from the boat and were launched hundreds of feet out to sea.  Even holding on as tightly as I was, I felt the jarring force through my entire body and was launched into the air, kept aboard ship only by the strength of my new body.  As soon as the boat settled from the impact with the enemy ship I was to my feet, my sword forgotten in favor of my claws which I willed to razor sharpness.  The enemy ship had torn halfway through ours before finally coming to a stop, and it's terrible, sickly colored warriors were pouring over the side of their craft and onto our decks.  Anywhere they encountered a crew member they dispatched the helpless man with their strange, jagged-edged curved blades, often taking a moment to hack at the bodies repeatedly before moving on.  Most of the crew was now dead, unconscious, or thrown from the ship.


  

  I didn't have to think about what I was going to do, for my body acted on my behalf.  I charged forward, a roar of primal rage erupting from within me.  At the corner of my vision I saw Brutal joining my charge, his sword in one hand, and his cutting claws ready on the other.  I sprung at the nearest group of enemies, letting my body's senses speed up until the enemy seemed to be barely moving across the deck.  Slowed down as they seemed, I was able to fully appreciate just how horrible the creatures attacking us were. Their armor had much in common with their ship.  It looked like it had been something alive at one point, with a framework of bones held together by a surprisingly strong flesh, stretched taunt. They stood on average around seven feet tall, straight, and wound with tight muscles.  Their eyes burned like red pits and were set in a featureless face broken only by impossibly large mouths that opened into rows of teeth.  I couldn't tell beneath their armor, but they looked to be entirely hairless.  They did, however, have varying spikes protruding from their flesh, which I had at first taken to be parts of their armor.  Some had large horns coming from their heads, while others had a row of foot-long spikes running down their spine.  The bony, deadly looking protuberances seemed to be the primary difference between the members of their race.  The blue fire of their ships sails went out, and all that was left was a field of burning red eyes.  All this I witnessed before reaching my first target, but once I had, everything around me faded but the battle itself. 


  

  My powerfully clawed hands tore through their armor and bodies with such alarming ease that I wasn't even certain I was killing them at first.  They moved slowly, the fastest of them not offering the slightest challenge as I shredded through them.  I let myself return to normal speed briefly between attacks, knowing that I would expend my reserves entirely if I pushed myself to my fullest for too long.  I remembered what Weaver had first told me about this ability - it was like running as hard and as fast as you could every time you used it, and as the enemies fell before me, I began to realize just how true that statement was.  There were so many of the creatures about me that I began to wonder if I would ever see the end of them.  I fell back, lapsing into normal speed, and found myself gasping for breath.  Brutal was off to my left, still flashing from enemy to enemy, apparently doing much better than I was.  I would catch sight of him one moment only to lose him the next and see him reappear a breath later, his blade trailing the strange blackness the creatures bled when cut.   I looked up to the deck of the enemy ship and saw that one of the beasts was standing up there, looking down at the battle below.  That one was different than the others.  It had eyes that burned a fiery blue, much like the light that had been in the sails.  I watched as it raised its arm above its head in a slow arc, and brought it down quickly.  A streak of blue fire erupted from the tip of its finger and splashed, like molten liquid, down toward the deck where Brutal was still fighting.  I switched on the speed immediately, forcing myself as fast I had ever gone before.  The world seemed to almost completely stop around me, and I found that it was difficult to move.  I forced motion, dragging myself forward even as that terrible blue fire fell toward where I could now see Brutal fighting.  He hadn't looked up yet, couldn't know that death was streaking toward him. 


  

  My body ached as I pushed faster, thrashing out with my claws at anything that stood in my way.  Starting the movement was hard, but my muscles obeyed me and at the speeds I was traveling my hits disintegrated the opponents in my path, blowing them apart in violent explosions of black ichor.  I reached Brutal just in time, grabbing him and pulling him down with all the force I could muster.  He spun backwards, rolling across the deck, and I fell in behind him.  The blue liquid fire hit the deck where we had been only moments before, vaporizing several of the strange ship's own crew and melting a gaping hole through the deck.  I came to my feet as the world lurched back into normal speed, and Brutal came to my side.  If he was angry at me for throwing him, his anger fled as he looked at the burning hole in the deck that had been the place he'd been standing a moment before.  


  

  Seeing us still alive, the blue-eyed demon on the deck screeched something into the air, and the monsters on board our ship began to retreat, climbing back up the side of their carapace like vessel.  Those fierce blue eyes, burning with the promise of death stared down at Brutal and me until the last of its crew was back aboard ship, and then the creature simply turned and walked away.  The blue fire in the sails lit again, on the opposite side of the sail, and the strange ship tore away from our own, taking massive pieces of our craft with it.  Neither Brutal nor I attempted to pursue the ship, knowing that we could not fight the rest of the monsters aboard their own vessel and survive.  The enemy ship maneuvered out and away from us, and began heading in the direction it had originally been traveling, towards land.  It fired one more volley from cannons located in its aft as it departed, the shots ripping through our quickly sinking wreckage, and then was too far away to attack us anymore. 


  

  Our ship was sinking alarmingly fast, the cold ocean waters swallowing the wreckage of the shattered craft into the vast darkness below.  The deck churned and twisted beneath our feet, wood splintering as the framework gave in to the stresses caused by the extensive damage to the hull.  Brutal sprinted across the wood planking, flashing to full speed to reach the side of the ship where the lifeboats should have been, but I was still searching, vainly, for any sign of Silent.  He was not on the deck that I could see, in fact, there was no one else left alive on the deck except Brutal and myself. 


  

  The black-eyed warrior called out from his place near the lifeboats, "The boats are all destroyed.  I think that last blast took out any that were remaining."  A loud crack split the air, emanating from somewhere within the failing structure, and the deck beneath us began to tilt upward at a sharp angle, the bow of our transport leaving the water entirely.   My clawed feet dug into the wood planking to gain traction and keep me from rolling backwards into the waiting sea.  


  

  "We'll have to find a large piece of debris, and use it to float ourselves to shore!"  Brutal called over the screams of wood caving in to the stress of broken supports.  The craft shifted again in the water, this time the bow shot straight up into the air, and both Brutal and I were forced to snag the wooden deck with our clawed hands to resist being thrown.  "Drop into the water and find yourself a piece of wood to hold onto.  Get away from the ship as quickly as possible and start swimming for shore."  My companion yelled, then, having delivered his message, he let go of the ship's deck and dropped into the water below.  It took me a moment to gather the nerve to do the same.  The ocean looked fierce and cold beneath me, but I knew that staying with the sinking ship was folly.  I pulled my hand from the ship, willing the claws to dull so that I didn't cut myself when I hit the water, and let my body fall the twenty feet or so to the icy waters below.  


  

  When I hit the surface of the water, I broke through easily and plunged several feet into the ocean murk before I could begin to force my way upward again. I'd had little experience with swimming in my life, and none of it was with full clothes, a sword, a vest of a chain mail, and a pack of supplies all weighing me down.  My powerful limbs managed to get me to the surface, but it was a struggle to keep my head above water with all the additional ballast I was carrying.  I struggled to breathe, gasping at the air, and realized that I would have to get rid of something if I was to survive.  I pulled off my pack, and found that it floated without my aid, so I let it drift for a moment while I attempted to undo my cloak. The struggle with my cloak took enough effort that I had to stop paddling and so began to sink into the cold water.  I made the attempt multiple times, working a few seconds and then swimming back to the surface, before taking a lung full of air and allowing myself to sink while I battled the stubborn garment.  I finally willed my claws sharp and severed the ties on my cloak, letting it drift up and away from me.  I felt less encumbered, though I knew it wasn't enough yet.  I was still sinking.  I grabbed at my chain mail vest, sinking deeper and deeper as I fought with it, the pressure of the ocean pushing in on me in an unsettling way.  I almost panicked, but finally I managed to pull the metal woven vest over my head and drop it into the abyss.  As soon as it was gone from me, I found that I was able to swim to the surface of the water again with ease.  I dug at the water fiercely, breaking the surface with such velocity that most of my body cleared the surface for a moment.  I breathed deeply, sucking in the frigid air with relief.  It was then that I realized just how cold the actually was.  My heart was hammering in my chest, my body attempting to adjust itself to the new hostile environment it was thrust into, but even with my blood burning like a furnace and my metabolism sky rocketing, my extremities felt worryingly cold.


  

  A board struck me in the back of the head and I spun about in the water, fearing that the ship was collapsing in upon me, and indeed it was sinking in my direction, but the board that had struck me was a large chunk of deck being propelled by Brutal who was on the other side of it.  "Grab your pack and help me," he growled angrily, and I noted that he too had shed his chain vest and black cloak.  I looked around, only remembering that I had let go of my pack now that he had reminded me.  It hadn't gone far and I retrieved it quickly before swimming around to his side of the floating piece of deck to help him push it. The piece was large enough that we were both able to get the upper halves of our body out of the water and onto the wood.  From there we were able to use our legs to propel ourselves forward.  We swam, for a time, in complete silence, just trying to get away from the wreckage of the ship.  Other than the churn of the ocean tide, the world was deathly silent around us.  There were no screams for aid, or voices of other survivors.  It was just the two of us adrift on that wide, empty expanse of water. 


  

  I shivered, freezing in the chill air, my wet clothes turning to ice against my skin. Now that half of me was out of the water, my body - my gift from Kye - was finally able to keep the worst of the chill from sinking in, but the cold was still enough that it threatened to stiffen my limbs and make me want to simply lay down and give up.  I forced myself to speak instead, eager to break the silence, and in need of something keep my mind working.


  

  "Did you see Silent after the enemy ship rammed us?"  I asked Brutal, and I found I didn't need to feign concern for the missing Broken Sword.  Whatever else Silent was, or whatever else he had been involved in, he was always a friend to me.  


  

  Brutal shook his head in reply, "I was barely able to keep a hold of the mainsail when that hit came.  I looked for him after things settled, in the scant few seconds before we were joined in battle, but I did not see him.  I think he was thrown from the ship in the impact." 


  

  I wondered if he could survive such a violent impact, and if he would be able to make it to shore.  We were so distant from shore, that land wasn't even visible, and if it hadn't been for Brutal and the large piece of decking he'd found, I don't believe I would have made it as far as I had.  For the second time since I'd known Silent I was left wondering whether he were alive or dead.  This time, I decided to have more faith in him.  He was a Broken Sword, and our ilk were not so easily dispatched.  I didn't know how he would do it, but I believed that he would make it back to shore.  My mind turned to the creatures that had rammed us, and their strange ship and armor.


  

  "What were they?"  I asked, forgetting to be more specific in my question, but apparently Brutal had been thinking of them as well.


  

  "I can't say," Brutal answered, "I've never seen their like before, and I've seen a lot in my three hundred years, believe me.  Lucidil might know, but I doubt it.  Whatever those things had been, they were not beasts of our land.  What has my mind in knots though, is that they attacked without provocation, and did so with the intent of leaving no survivors.  That is troublesome."  


  

  "They are obviously hostile, but why are you worried by the fact that they tried to kill us all?" I asked, not quite understanding why he would find that fact more alarming than the more obvious aspects of the terror we had just faced.


  

  "A hostile force always sends scouts out first, and only forward scouts go through the trouble of making sure they've not been seen by anyone.  Do you ken?" he asked, and sudden understanding flickered in my mind.


  

  "You mean they're just the scouts for a larger force?"  The chill surrounding me suddenly seemed much more profound, as though it were seeping into my heart.


  

  "I can only guess what their motivation might be, but why else would they go through the trouble of blasting our ship to pieces, and then boarding it?  If they were trying to simply board us for supplies, they would not have so damaged our ship before boarding, for fear of destroying our cargo.  However, the fact that they boarded our ship after severely damaging it and started killing off crew members as soon as they touched deck bodes ill for us.  It seems to me that they were trying to insure that we did not get back to land where we might tell someone what had happened."  He smiled grimly, and I noted that his lips had turned blue from the cold, "I don't think they anticipated the resistance we offered.  They retreated after taking losses they hadn't expected, assuming that we wouldn't be able to make it back to shore alive anyway, especially not with our lifeboats destroyed.  They assumed wrong."


  

  I nodded my agreement, but wondered what we could really do even if we managed to get back to dry land.  We could hardly report what we'd learned to the king.  We could trek all the way back to Lucidil and report to him, but he did not have the size of army needed to resist a massive encroaching force.  Of course, such thoughts were all speculation.  Neither Brutal nor I knew the exact nature of the enemy that had attacked us.  It was hard to imagine, however, that they had anything like peaceful intentions in mind.


  

  "Did you see their figure head?"  Brutal said suddenly, breaking my thought process.


  

  "No," I replied.  I had been too engaged in what was happening on deck to notice the enemy ship's figure head.  


  

  "It was some kind of monstrous thing, with great, milky white eyes, probably jewels of some type.  A terrifying beast.  I've never seen anything like it.  When it first crashed into us, I thought one of Silent's monsters had gotten a hold of our ship."  The large warrior paused for a moment before adding.  "I think the kid will be all right.  Sneaky bastards like him can generally get themselves out of any kind of trouble."  


  

  I hoped he was right.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We spent nearly a full day drifting at sea before we even came within sight of land, and by the time we were able to paddle our makeshift ship to shore our bodies were coated in a layer of salty ice.  Had I needed to fight just then, I would not have been able to do so even to save my life.  My legs were numb from their time in the water, and my fingers ached as I forced them to move against their better inclination.  As soon as we were able to drag ourselves onto land we went about building a fire, scavenging drift wood and dried fall from trees further up the shore, not caring what attention the blaze might bring.  Neither of us was in any position to go any further without melting the ice from our clothes and limbs.  Within a few hours of getting our fire going, the worst of the cold was finally dissipating.


  

  Brutal had not broached the topic of what our next move might be, and I was not inclined to do so either.  I intended to continue north to find Kyeia, but I wasn't certain what Brutal intended.  It was obvious that the terms of our original mission no longer applied.  Our transport to the north lands was gone, and we couldn't be certain how much progress we'd made before our ship was attacked.  One of our party was missing, and Brutal and I were both short on our supplies and resources.  We had our Lucidil cloaks, which had been at the bottoms of our packs, but our chain mail armor was gone, and our food rations were destroyed by their long exposure to the ocean water.  Our scabbards were saturated with salt water, and we were in need of the proper supplies to treat our weapons so that they wouldn't rust.  In general, we were in no position to go on.  I knew that, and was well aware that Brutal knew it as well.  I had no intention of going back, however, and it was that fact that I believed would cause strife with Brutal.  


  

  We sat in silence, watching the fire and drying our clothes.  It took a good six hours to finish drying our clothing, but as soon as all of our cloth had thoroughly been freed of water, Brutal stood up and slung his pack over his shoulder.  I did the same, looking to the sky to get a fix on the direction I needed to travel.  The stars were high, and it was easy to find north.  I turned, ignoring Brutal entirely, and started walking.  I took only two steps before a clawed hand clasped my shoulder firmly.


  

  "You're going the wrong way."  Brutal's voice had a low, undeniable growl to it.  I had been right in assuming he would want to go back, and assuming that he would be aware of my intentions.  


  

  "No, I'm going north, towards the Uliona lands... toward our mission," I said, not turning to face the big warrior.


  

  "Our responsibility is to Lucidil.  This mission has been over since our ship was attacked and sunk.  We have to go back and report what has happened, and if Lucidil chooses to send us back out, he'll arrange another ship and we'll head north again."  Brutal said, his grip on my shoulder tightening.


  

  I turned to face him, "Our mission is north.  I don't remember Lucidil creating a stipulation that said we had to turn back if our ship was attacked."


  

  "Don't you play smart with me, boy," growled the fierce Broken Sword.  "You know as well as I that what happened out to sea is no minor matter.  Besides, in the time it would take you to walk north, we could return to camp, get a ship, and reach our destination."  


  

  "You don't know that.  Do you have any idea how far our ship went before it was set upon?  Do you know how far we drifted?  I'm not wasting any more time by going south."  More than losing time, I was afraid that if I went south, Lucidil would not allow me to return for Kye.  It was a distinct and terrifying possibility that I wasn't willing to accept.  


  

  Brutal's hand went to his sword hilt and his lip curled, "Don't make me rail you in, cub.  You think you're something special, but you're just a sword like the rest of us.  We're doing as I say because it is our duty and I outrank you on this trip.  Now come along without a fuss and this won't have to get messy."


  

  I didn't want to fight the more experienced warrior again.  He wasn't as fast or as strong as I was, but his skill outclassed mine by a wide margin.  He would win if things came to blows.  I didn't intend to turn back, however.  No matter how little distance we'd covered aboard the ship, I felt that if I ran north as hard as I could, I would make better time reaching my destination then if I were to go south and wait to be given a ship once more, the chance remained that Weaver would not allow my return to the Uliona lands at all once he'd heard the news of our ship's strange attackers.


  

  "What will you tell Weaver?  Will you tell him that an enemy may be coming from across the sea and that they bring strange magic and pose a threat to all of us?  What would he do?  His army is large, but it is not large enough to secure the whole coast, and he would have to contend with the king's own men in order to secure those positions anyway.  How thin would his numbers be if he had to first take the coastal guard points, and then defend them?  What would you accomplish by warning him now?"  I asked, trying to persuade the big warrior before violence broke out.


  

  "He would have important knowledge, and knowledge is a great weapon."  Brutal drew his sword as he spoke, and began circling about the fire.  "Almost as great as this one."


  

  I followed him, step for step, keeping the blaze between myself and my crafty opponent.  "Are you going to fight me and kill me, Brutal?  What would Weaver have to say about that?  Why don't you just let me go north on my own?"


  

  "He'd probably say, 'Why thank you Brutal, that boy was a stubborn idiot who was always getting in the way, what would I do without your decisive and bold actions?'"  The swordsman smiled at his own cleverness.


  

  I smiled myself, finding humor in the comment despite my best intentions.  "He might, but perhaps he would say, 'Would it have really taken that long to go north, finish your mission and then come back?  Now we're going to need a new 'Noble fool.'"


  

  Brutal chuckled and his sword tip dropped.  "Damn it, boy, why do you have to make my life so difficult?  I could have been in a nice warm cot by a fire somewhere, enjoying the company of a warm woman, but instead I'm out here in the frigid cold, scraping brine from my skin, and enjoying the company of a smart-mouthed brat with more power than brains."


  

  I shrugged, "At least you're not out to sea anymore. Did you really want to take another boat ride?" 


  

  "No, I suppose not," he said, only sounding a little perturbed.  "Alright, we'll go north, but we need to stop in a town and pick up some supplies along the way.  Also, we'll travel fast.  I want to get back to Lucidil's camp as soon as we can.  He needs to know what happened."


  

  I nodded, happy to see that the crisis had been averted.  Brutal was fierce, but he was also intelligent and might even have some semblance of goodness in him, despite his best intentions to the contrary.  I preferred to have him on my side than to have to fight against him.  For the first time I realized what an important asset Brutal really was on my mission.  He was intelligent, and terrific in a fight.  If I used my time with him appropriately, I could learn a good deal.  Lucidil was far wiser than I had given him credit for.  Of course he should be, having lived as long as he had.  He'd had time to learn.  If I was to become stronger as a person, I needed to learn to listen to those more experienced than myself.  At the least, I needed to hear them out before dismissing them entirely.


  

  Traveling fast also wasn't a problem for me, as I didn't want to spend any more time than necessary on the road before reaching the villa in Iol.  I didn't know what the king's men were doing to Kye, but I had a suspicion that I wouldn't like it when I found out.  I swore to myself that if they were hurting her, I would make each and every one of them pay for it with their lives.  It might not be the noble thing to do, but I was at my limit as far as nobility was concerned.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I lost track of the time as we ran.  Despite my clothes being dry, and the fire having warmed me before we left our temporary camp, I still felt a deep chill in my bones.  It was, I knew, only the last vestige of chill from the frigid ocean waters, but that didn't change the fact that the cold clung to me, unwilling to be shaken free.  Our pace though, a quick run by any standards, was working out the frost from my joints far better than the fire had.  It felt great to stretch my new legs for the first time, the miles flying away with only the barest effort.  As I ran, I felt that I was possessed of an unending vigor such that I might continue on forever.  I was light and agile as I'd never dreamed of being in my youth.  Brutal ran just ahead of me, keeping the pace and guiding us in the direction of several plumes of smoke he'd seen to the north, further along the coast.  Our other companion, Silent, was still missing, either lost to sea forever, or else simply on a different road than the one we now traveled.  I still believed that he had made it back to shore and had taken a different route from there.  He could have washed up anywhere along the beach for miles in either direction, so it was not only possible but likely that we would not encounter him at all.  Still, it was difficult not to worry.


  

  We drew closer to the town Brutal had sighted, and I knew before we even came in sight of our destination that something was amiss.  There was an aura of black haze coming from above the frozen tree line and heavy trails of smoke hung thickly in the air, far larger than those that should have been coming from chimneys on a cold night.  The air was full of the smells of battle, and there was tenseness in the environment that was hard to articulate.  The wildlife in the area was silent, and the world seemed preternaturally still.  Brutal knew something was wrong as well, and had probably noticed the strangeness around us before I had.  His speed had been subtly increasing, but as we neared the last bend in the road we'd been following, he blurred forward, his body pushing toward its limits.  I followed suit, riding the pace of my quickening heartbeat, and the scenery about me slowed to my perception.  


  

  The bend in the road was passed in a fraction of a second, and we both ground to halt, tearing ruts in the ground as we came to the edge of what once had been a small rural village in the full snowy cloak of winter.  There was a large wooden wall, though it was blown apart, pieces laying strewn about the dirt streets.  The buildings, those few that still stood, had been devastated by some something large and powerful.  They were either partially or wholly collapsed, most were nothing more than piles of cinder, still giving off the telltale plumes of smoke that Brutal had been following.  Beneath the smoke was a terrible stench of rot, so strong and putrid that I was thankful the smoke was partially obstructing the foulness.  Brutal's claws were sharp, and held at the ready at his sides.  I followed his example, sticking close to the experienced warrior with my weapons, the deadly claws on my hands, prepared to strike as needed.


  

  Together we walked through the burnt-out remains of the town, paying silent witness to the atrocities committed on what looked to be a peaceful village.  I didn't know the source of the attack, but I suspected what it might be and I thought that Brutal probably suspected the same source.  Building after building we passed with no sign of survivors, the smell of rot becoming more potent as we proceeded towards the center of the village.  I didn't know what we would find there, but I strongly suspected the worst.  I dreaded every step we took that brought us nearer that foul smell, but Brutal pressed on determinedly, and I knew that we had to see what was to be seen.  It was important.  We were likely to be the only witnesses to the full extent of this atrocity.  By the time any other village came looking, the entire disaster would be frozen over and most signs of what had happened erased by the ravages of nature.  Our eyes would witness the full tale the ravaged village had to tell.


  

  It took me a long time to realize exactly what I was seeing when we finally reached the center of town.  There was a large pile of what I took to be bodies, laying and rotting in the central square, but as I grew closer I quickly realized that the pile was actually composed of only the skin of the men, women and children of the town, empty shells left to decay in the heat from the burning buildings.  The rest of the bodies, the parts beneath the skin, were mostly gone, though six remained, tied to polls staked in the ground around the central pile of decaying flesh suits left behind by the residents.  The bodies tied to the stakes were partially consumed, mostly missing from just below the rib cage down, leaving only bones, gnawed bare by small, sharp teeth.  The faces of the people tied to the polls, what little remained of their faces, were frozen in expressions of wide mouthed horror.  They had been staked, skinned, and eaten alive - I knew without needing to witness it myself.  Among those on the stakes were a man, a woman and four children, the invaders having devoured an entire family alive, showing no compassion for the women or even the children.  I swallowed back the urge to vomit that was rising steadily in the back of my throat, and followed Brutal who was making his way around the bodies and toward the other side of the town, the side that bordered the ocean.  I knew what he was going to look for, and I think we both suspected what we would find.


  

  The smell of rot faded quickly as we drew closer to the ocean, and for that I was thankful.  That smell, that of rotting flesh, would forever haunt my dreams, as would the sights that accompanied it.  I hoped that Brutal would not make us trace our route back through the town, for I had no desire to witness again that which I had already seen.  I didn't have the stomach to look upon it a second time.  


  

  We pressed on.  The scene at the beach was much as we'd expected.  There were the telltale signs of battle, blood upon the sand, hundreds of intermingled foot prints, but there was something else as well.


  

  "What are they?"  I asked, looking at a set of large indents in the ground.  I knew what I thought they were, but I felt certain that my guess must be wrong as they were far larger than they should have been.


  

  "Tracks," Brutal confirmed what I had thought, leaving me more confused than reassured.  "They look like Black Drake, only larger, and of a slightly different variety."  He bent over, placing his entire hand in one of the indents made by a single claw on one of the prints.  "Black Drakes have four claws, and this print has a fifth here, further out from the others. This is about twice the size of any print I've heard of, and three times the size of any I've seen with my own eyes."


  



  The confirmation startled me.  I had never seen a Black Drake myself, but I knew it to be the largest of the Drake species, or at least I had thought it to be the largest of the drake species, with a single specimen standing seven or eight times as tall as a man and long enough to fill a massive a dining hall.  I wasn't sure what it implied to find such tracks leading up to the destroyed village, but I was certain it wasn't good.  I wondered if the creatures we'd fought on board the Old Boy had somehow brought the monstrosity with them, or if it had come after the fact.  Both options seemed unlikely, as I hadn't seen the creature with the strange monsters that attacked our ship, and I had never heard of such an attack on our lands before.  I looked to Brutal, and there was a hard set about his face that made me think he was formulating some idea of his own.


  

  "Where do you think it came from?"  I asked him after a moment of silence.  His black eyes shifted to mine.


  

  "I think our friends from the Old Boy brought this monster with them when they came."  He stated it as obvious, and I shook my head in negative, not agreeing with the older Broken Sword.  


  

  "We didn't see it when they attacked, and surely if they had such an ally with them they would have used it when they sacked our boat."  I told him my own conclusions, hoping he would see the reasoning as clearly as I did.


  

  "Unless the creature was their boat, Noble."  I flinched at his words, almost as if he'd physically hit me.  "Think of the craft they traveled on, how it seemed to be made of bone and flesh, and you didn't see the figure head, but it was like the head of a great drake.  I think they've formed some type of bond with the monster, and used its body as a craft to cross the deep seas into places normal ships shouldn't sail."


  

  Brutal's theory was strange, but it had its merits.  I had, indeed, never seen a boat such as the one our adversary at sea had piloted, and it did explain where the giant monster had come from.  A few things, though, seemed not to fit into Brutal's theory.


  

  "What about the cannons that were mounted in the hull of the enemy ship, and what of the sails?"  I asked, remembering the deadly accuracy with which those cannons had been fired only too clearly, and the glow of the blue fire against the fabric of the sails.


  

  Brutal shook his head.  "You're not thinking things through clearly, boy.  Those weren't sails, but wings bent above the deck and held in place to harness the wind for sailing, and red drakes can shoot fire, so maybe they've harnessed that ability to their advantage as well, and used the drake's fire for cannons."


  

  "Alright, I'll concede the point about the wings," I said after a moment, trying to recall the actual shape of the "sails" but not being able to.  "But that just raises more questions.  If the creature has wings, why not fly across the sea?  ...and what of the cannons that fired from the rear?  Certainly there is no drake that shoots fire from its rear?"  Doubt still remained to me, possibly because I didn't wish to accept such a terrible truth, or possibly because I had always been one to be filled with questions.  Kye had once told me that was an aspect of my personality she liked.  I smiled to myself, despite the situation, when I remembered her.


  

  "We could not see the cannons that fired at us clearly, so I can't say for certain what truly transpired there, but your other questions is much easier to answer.  Black Drakes have wings but don't fly.  They're too large to get their massive bodies off the ground with their small wings.  They can glide for short periods of time, but they must travel on the ground for the most part.  That is why they've been hunted nearly to extinction in these lands," Brutal explained.


  

  It made sense, though there was still no sure answer.  We were guessing at things that we did not fully understand.  "Where did they go after they finished with the townspeople?"  I voiced my next thought.


  

  "I don't know how long they were here, but when they'd finished with the town, I'd say no more than a day ago, maybe a little less, they returned to sea," Brutal walked down the beach, pointing to another huge set of tracks that seemed to be facing off into the ocean.  "They'd obtained whatever they hoped to get here, and left the way they came."  He paused for a moment before adding.  "I don't suppose you've changed your mind about going north before heading south to report to Lucidil?"


  

  I shook my head firmly.  I still needed to get to Kye, perhaps more so than I had before.  I didn't know what danger was coming from the ocean, but I wanted to make sure Kyeia was safe no matter what.  "We'll finish our mission, and then secure transit south as fast as possible."  I told the black-eyed warrior, knowing that my 'command' was only valid so long as he allowed it to be.  


  

  Brutal shrugged his massive shoulders, "Alright, we'll do things your way.  This situation though," he waved his hand at the devastation behind us, "is getting more and more chaotic.  Trouble is stalking us like a hungry predator."


  

  I nodded my agreement, not sure what else to say about the horrors we had witnessed that day or Brutal's bleak statement, "Do you have any idea how far north we have left to go?"  I asked, hoping he would have been able to make some judgment based upon the village, despite its traumatized state.


  

  "We're back inside human lands, but I'd not say by very far.  You can tell by the fortifications the town's folk had erected about their village."  Indeed, the town had once been well fortified for such a small village, but the walls now lay in ruin.  "That means we still have a long trip north to make, but if we push ourselves we should be able to make it in just outside a week.  We still have a difficult river to cross, though, and that will prove a challenge, especially with our sneaky friend missing."


  

  I nodded once more, a foolish thought occurring to me.  I would need to warn the king's men of the danger coming from the sea.  It was an irrational thing for me to want to do, since I was no longer allied with king, but the king and his men might be able to create a defensive line at the shore if they were aware of what was coming.  What other hope did we really have?  I didn't know how many of these strange people from across the ocean would come, or how many of their giant drake-ships would sail to our shores, but I knew that if they came afield without opposition, they would be much harder to fend off.  To me, that meant I would have to find some way of warning the king, despite the fact that I was an enemy to the crown, and despite the fact that Brutal would certainly not allow me to freely do so.  Life had a way of growing ever more complicated. 


  

  We finished searching the town, gathering what few supplies we could find amidst the wreckage.  We managed to scrounge replacement scabbards, and the proper gear to clean and treat our badly abused weapons.  Travel supplies were more difficult to come by, but with our battle gear in working condition, I believe we both felt more secure, though we would have felt even better had we been able to replace the body armor that we'd lost to the depths of the ocean.  I'd turned away completely, I realized as I finished taking care of my sword, from how I'd begun life.  My days of being a bookkeeper were behind me.  I was now a man of the sword like all the other Knights of Ethan and Broken Swords, and there was no denying the change in me.  I felt most comfortable with a sword at my hip and my shifting cloak about my shoulders.  Lowin the lorekeeper's apprentice was gone, and Noble the Broken Sword had come into his own, whether I was happy about it or not. 


  

   


  

   


  

  We traveled night and day, stopping rarely to sleep or rest.  The miles fell away as we made our course northward, avoiding populated areas to the best of our ability.  Always I kept my eyes open and ears alert for a chance to give warning to the men of the king, so that they might know of the enemy from across the sea.  Coming from one who was to all appearances a member of their Black-Eyed Devils, perhaps they would take my words seriously, and see that my message reached someone in a position to do something about my warning.  The opportunity, though, had not yet arisen for me to send word.  Brutal was intent upon making our journey as fast and stealthy as possible.  The few times we did stop, we did so to hunt for game or to make a brief stop in a small town to buy supplies.  The towns, for the most part, went out of their way to appear empty as we entered, but Brutal was ever able to coerce the people into selling him what was needed for our time on the road.  They, of course, begrudged him every item he bought, but he always paid more than the going rate for what he took, and I respected his ability to keep his cool in front of the people.  In that way, he seemed like a great contrast to the violent tempered Lucidil, who had destroyed an entire shop, and possibly dispatched the owners, simply because they angered him.  I wondered, and not for the first time, why the often gruff natured fighter had been given the name 'Brutal' when it only fit his outward attitude.


  

  Though I respected Brutal, and learned much from him as we traveled, there was always a tension between us, a hostility that bubbled just beneath the surface of the truce thrust upon us by Lucidil.  He was ever eager to teach and talk as we went, showing me the best ways to get the most from my weapons, both claw and sword, and teaching me how to use my body's natural talents in ingenious ways, but his lessons were always tinged with his dislike of me.  Brutal, for all that he was not a bad person, was the instrument of his ruler, Weaver, and did not wish to make important decisions for himself.  He was a man who did not want to be a leader, but a strong follower, and he did it well.  Privately I considered him a more apt leader than the man he followed, but Brutal scoffed at such ideas and became agitated any time I hinted at such a truth.  I knew that I, with my unusual strength and ability, nettled the older warrior by the pure act of my existence.  He saw potential in me, but he also viewed me as a direct threat to his position in Lucidil's army, despite the fact that I wanted nothing to do with the rebel leader or his plans.  Things between Brutal and me remained civil, but our sparring matches were heated, warmed by the fire of an animosity sparked by our vastly different views of the world.  Brutal was my companion on my journey to retrieve Kye, but I was certain there would come a time when we would stand on opposite sides of the field of battle.  I also knew that when that time came, one of us would have to die, because if we both were to live we would only come together again and again to fight.  I trained hard with the experienced warrior, and every time he had the best of me in our matches.  He was always a step ahead in his strategy.  He always had one more trick up his sleeve that I couldn't account for.  I learned, and was a far better swordsman and general fighting man for it, but he was ever my superior.


  

  We were a little over a week on the road before we finally reached the Iol Adjot river valley.  We crested the top of a large hill and below us only a few miles away a massive river flowed, white and frothing in its haste to cut a path through the land.  I had never seen the great Iol Adjot, and so it took me by surprise just how immense the river was.  Many times I had heard rivers described as "ribbons of water laid upon the land," but if a normal river was a ribbon, this one was a sash, two to three times wider than any I'd seen before.  I understood, as I stared out over that violent run of water, how the Iol Adjot had stood as a natural border between two neighboring peoples for so long before either had attempted to encroach upon the other's lands.  Few men could ever wish to lead an army across such a swift flow.


  

  "Now comes the most difficult portion of our journey; we must find a way across the river, and with any luck, one that will see us alive on the other side," Brutal said, pulling my attention away from the hypnotic surge of the water.


  

  Looking at the mighty river I was at a complete loss for ideas as to how we might get across.  The project that would be involved in simply creating a rope drawn ferry would be dangerous enough that I doubted anyone would have bothered.  Making a little bit of cash to ferry folks across the river wasn't worth risking your life to the white rapids of the Iol Adjot.  My attention shifted to the fortified bridge that stood at the end of the road on which Brutal and I were standing, a massive stone structure wide enough to ride six carriages abreast that stretched the expansive width of the river.  It stood as a testament to the skills of whoever had designed it, and more than likely, I thought, a monument to those who must have died in its construction.  Each end of the bridge had a tall gate structure with a wall that stretched out some fifty feet to either side of the entrance along the edge of the river.  I guessed that these structures housed a barracks so that the bridge could be guarded both night and day and replenished with fresh men as needed.  The gate itself stood over thirty feet tall and looked to be made of heavy forged iron, the same material used in the portcullises of many fortresses.  With a gate set at either end of the bridge, even if an enemy force made it through one, they would have to break through the second gate and would be forced to launch an attack on the relatively narrow span of the bridge, which would be risky under any circumstances.  It was a brilliant defensive structure, and therein lay the majority of our problems.


  

  From our distance, it was difficult to make out exactly how many men were on watch in the valley below, but I could make out the telltale traces of movement enough to know that the number was considerable, at least at the gate nearest us, and I guessed the numbers would be equal on the other side of the river.  Despite Brutal's bluster about us attacking head on, and that had been when we still had Silent with us, I wasn't sure it was possible for three, and almost certainly not two, Broken Swords to fight their way through both of the fortified positions.  However, it seemed equally unlikely that we would find another way across the river any time soon. 


  

  "Perhaps the other bridge isn't so heavily guarded."  I suggested, remembering that there were two such bridges across the Iol Adjot, but Brutal shook his head.  


  

  "That's the north bridge.  It runs closer to the capital, Kreo.  That bridge will be more heavily guarded than this one," he stated, sounding indifferent.  The older warrior didn't seem fazed by the number of guards, or the amount of fortification at the bridge, leading me to believe that he had known if not exactly, then approximately, what we would find upon reaching this point.  Silence descended upon us for a time.  


  

  "We're going to have to go straight through," Brutal said after a few moments.


  

  "That would be suicide.  There are too many of them."  I replied, but while the words were true, there was no real weight behind them.  We didn't have any other option that I could see.


  

  "Indeed," he replied, surprising me with his candor.  "So I guess we'll just have to fight better than normal.  I'm up to it, you?"


  

  I looked at my travel companion, and noted the way his black eyes sparkled with seeming glee.  He was honestly looking forward to the fight, though I couldn't guess why.  "I'd better be," I said, trying to instill confidence in my voice.  This would be my first fight against humans, and the thought sickened me a little.  I didn't have any desire to kill men who were fighting for what they believed in.  I could walk away, I realized, and leave my mission behind.  I didn't have to do what I was setting myself up to do, but what would happen to Kyeia then?


  

  "This is war, Noble.  People die in wars, and those soldiers didn't train to be fighting men so that they could live long and peaceful lives," Brutal said, as if reading the reason for my hesitance in my expression.  "I don't pretend to understand what you're fighting for, but if it is important enough to have brought you this far, isn't it important enough to take you the rest of the way?"


  

  I thought about that for some time before nodding.  Kyeia was important enough to fight all the armies of the world.  I hoped it wouldn't come to that, but I could not rest while her future was uncertain.  "You're right," I said quietly, taking a deep breath to settle my nerves.  "Let's go."


  

  "Not so fast."  Brutal said, putting a hand on my shoulder just as I was about to take my first step down the road.  "We're not going to walk the road, and we're not going to attack while there is still light.  Why give the enemy all the advantage?  We will make our way through the woods, in the dark, when we are most difficult to see, and we will come upon them like hungry phantoms in the night and devour their numbers before they even know what has befallen them."


  

  The older warrior was good at maintaining a level head, and better at finding a way to turn any situation to his advantage.  Again I found myself thankful that he was with me.  Had I been by myself, I don't know what I might have done to try and get across the river, but I probably would not have been successful.  With Brutal, I at least stood some chance, though I didn't doubt it would be a hard fight, one that bordered on the impossible.  The older warrior turned to the tree line and started for it, moving down the hill into the valley as he did so.  I followed him in the relative darkness of the deep woods, and together we traced a path toward our target.  As we drew nearer, the sound of the river became louder and louder, and I realized, with some satisfaction that the chaotic rumble of the water cutting through the rock would also be an advantage to us when we attacked.  Not only would we be nearly invisible in our cloaks, but the noise would make us impossible to detect audibly.  The bridge was only twenty feet above the water, and so would be blanketed in the roar of the river.  


  

  We found a safe place to bide our time, spying on the fortifications throughout the day.  The guards did not come to the outside of the bridge at all.  There were two towers on either side of the gate, one from each side facing out in either direction.  These were manned with three archers each, for a total of twelve archers.  Just beyond the first portcullis, for the gate on our side of the river had two, stood six armed and armored guards, and beyond them stood more, though they were hard to identify from our place of concealment in the woods.  The guards changed out every four hours like clockwork, and there was never a moment when the numbers seemed to lessen.  What lay beyond the gates was anyone's guess, but there were no external doors to the wall or gate that Brutal or I could make out, only the portcullis provided access to the other bridge beyond.  There did seem to be doors into the walls between the first portcullis and the second, but getting even that far would be a challenge if the guards never raised the gate.


  

  "What are the odds of them opening the gate to allow travelers through?"  I asked Brutal after we'd watched the gate with little action for several hours.


  

  "The area beyond the bridge is still considered contested territory.  Only those with the express permission of the king can pass through.  We could wait here for weeks or months without another soul passing this way," came the disappointing answer.  I had thought to sneak through when the gate opened, or to at least to pierce the first portcullis without needing to fight, but it seemed that such an opportunity was unlikely.  We did not have months of time to spend waiting for someone to open the gate for us.


  

  "How are we to get past the wall?"  I asked, looking at the intimidating gate that barred our path.  


  

  "We'll scale it."  Brutal answered.


  

  My eyes opened wide.  "The hand holds appear few and far between, and that wall must be nearly forty feet high.  If we are seen in mid climb, we will be defenseless."


  

  "Well, if that isn't motivation to move carefully, then I don't know what is."  Brutal's tone held a sardonic edge that angered me.  "Unless, of course, you've thought of a better way to get through two layers of cast iron portcullis, and several groups of sentries?"


  

  I shook my head in negative reply, at a loss for a better solution.  Despite having put a good deal of thought into the matter, I could think of no clear cut way to get across the river, or to make it past the gate.  My eyes coursed over the smooth wall of the first gate.  It had been designed to make climbing difficult, but Brutal and I were equipped with hands that gave us an advantage over the average person intent upon scaling the border.  Our claws could find hand holds where others could not, and could create them in places where they did not exist.  The real trick would be making the climb without attracting attention.  There would be, by necessity, a good deal of noise involved in the climbing, though we would have the full sound of the rushing Iol Adjot to cover that up.  The next complication would be managing to stay unseen while climbing up the wall.  Our cloaks and the cover of night would go a long way toward rendering us invisible, but Brutal did not have one of the newer cloaks as I did, and he would be far more visible that I would when framed against the stone.  It would take only one guard seeing us to change a difficult task into a nearly impossible one.  If we were caught during our climb, we might not make the other side of the river, no matter how fiercely we fought.


  

  "We'll make our attempt two hours after dark," Brutal's voice held a firmness that I knew meant he'd made his final decision on the matter.  It was time for us to wait.


  

  The day went fast, despite the fact that our surveillance of the guarded fortifications was unfruitful.  No easier path appeared while we waited, but I had not anticipated that one would.  A grim feeling of dread was building in my gut, sitting like a lead weight there, trying to pull me down.  As the hour of action neared, I began to worry whether or not I would be able to do what was necessary.  I didn't speak with Brutal about my fears.  The older warrior sat confidently in our hiding place, watching the walls for any opportunity that might arise.  As I looked at him, I wondered whether he felt any hesitance at all regarding what we were about to attempt.  If anything, I thought, he seemed to have a glow of anticipation about his person, as though he were genuinely excited about the prospect of the battle ahead.  I tried to allow his calm to flow into me, but it wouldn't happen.  For all that I was already a traitor to the king, I knew that I would soon be taking the most definitive steps in that direction.  I was about to embark upon a mission that would put me in the line of the king's men, and probably force me to take their lives.  Even if we succeeded in crossing the first wall unseen, what were the odds that the second wall would be so easily passable?  The situation was dire.


  

  Brutal stood up from where he had been sitting, stretching his well-rested muscles with all the finesse of a cat after waking from a nap.  I stood as well, feeling the thrum of my heartbeat course through my body, providing seemingly ceaseless energy to my limbs.  Whether or not my mind was ready for action, my body certainly was.  Every muscle and every reflex was acute to the point of agitation, filled with a surging rush of power that was difficult to quell.  I knew that it was time to go.


  

  Brutal spoke not a word as he left our hiding place, choosing simply to slip into the cover of the woods, knowing that I would follow.  He seemed suddenly distant, and I felt that his good humor had changed.  I fell in behind him, choosing my footfalls cautiously despite the roar of the river that deafened all around it, making sure no amount of noise I might make would reach the ears of the guards on the wall.  After a moment, I moved closer to the older Knight, trying to better gauge his mood.  It was difficult to judge, but I thought, just for a second, that he looked troubled.  I wondered if he'd had one of his ill-boding premonitions.  I thought to ask him, but decided better of it at the last moment.  It was too late to turn back.


  

  Near dark, the guards in the towers had lowered fires down the front of the wall and lit torches hidden in the stonework.  These torches seemed to burn brighter than mere wood burners should, casting a large aura of light over the stones and the ground before it.  That sphere of light represented our first obstacle.  We would not be able to tackle the wall head on without walking directly into that circle of light, and neither of us was eager to be seen before we'd even begun climbing.  


  

  The dark-eyed warrior led us to the edge of the intimidating fortification, the furthest point from the light, but also furthest from the bridge.  The area was, though, still cast in deep shadow, undisturbed by the exposing gaze of the torches over the bridge.  The noise at the wall's edge was a constant roar that would both aid and complicate our task.  Brutal and I could move without fear of being heard, but we also couldn't communicate short of yelling at one another.  I hoped that wouldn't prove a problem, but I feared that it might.  Whether my companion had thought of that at all I did not know, but he moved with a purpose.


  

  Brutal latched on to the wall, his claws digging places for his hands to hold.  He reached high up on the smooth surface, clawing his feet in and dragging himself upward with apparent ease.  I followed suit, reaching high to get a hold, my claws sharpening in expectation of the work that needed to be done.  I found that the stones, while difficult to pierce, were far from impossible to penetrate.  I shadowed the older warrior up the steep climb, keeping myself out of his immediate line of travel so that, in the event we were seen, we couldn't both be disposed of in one attack from above.  After a short distance, Brutal began to shift directions, leading us to the side, rather than straight up.  He seemed to have a destination in mind as he went, and I was more than happy to simply follow his lead.  We were above the level of the lights, the wall sconces holding them having been faced downward to shine light on anyone approaching the bridge.  The fortifications had been constructed in such a way that scaling, while not impossible, was not a likely form of attack, and that gave us some advantage.  


  

  We were three quarters of the way over the imposing obstacle when disaster struck.  Nearing the top, my worries about the ascent were just beginning to subside when a face peered down over the wall, a wide smile lighting it, though that smile soon faded as the owner of the face saw the two shadowy shapes of Brutal and myself slinking up the stone surface.  I didn't hear the words yelled to call warning, and I doubted Brutal did either, but only a few seconds later the first arrow swept down the side of the wall toward my companion, who tore it from the air and tossed it back up towards his attackers.  It didn't cause any damage, but the show of power cowed them, if only momentarily.  I saw Brutal dig in his feet and clawed hands, and a breath later, he threw himself vertically across the remaining gap to the place where our enemies waited.  As he passed the lip of the wall, his hand shot down, catching the stone and swinging him to the top in a brilliant display of athletic coordination.  Even as he landed his body blurred into motion, becoming a haze of death.  


  

  An arrow bounced from the stone a few inches in front of me and skittered uselessly from my cloak, and I knew I had no more time to watch the older warrior.  I emulated his maneuver, digging my claws into the stone as vigorously as possible.  I tensed my muscles, and let my heart rate accelerate, the world seeming to slow all around me.  Up above me, two faces watched my actions, fear obvious in their features.  The muscles in my legs and arms compressed, I pushed with all my considerable might and sailed upwards.  To my surprise, the push was immensely effective.  The face of the wall sailed by me with alarming speed as I neared the top.  I lashed out with one clawed arm, grabbing for some hand hold as Brutal had done, but I could only do so with one arm as my other limb was forced to rake hard at the faces of my enemies who stood directly in my way, their swords raised in defense.  One guard fell back in a gout of blood, though the other stumbled backwards just in time to get outside of my reach.  I was close to sailing past my intended landing zone.  My right hand finally anchored firmly in the rock of the wall, twisting my momentum with vicious force, and it was all I could do to bring my legs under me before I landed on the platform amidst my enemies.  Around me men were drawing their weapons, a slow motion dance of futility, I knew, for with both Brutal and myself standing ready our human opponents stood little chance.  


  

  I rode the wave of my momentum, descending upon my enemies with every ounce of speed and precision I could muster.  I would rip the throat from one, only to have to spin to dodge the blade of another, before righting myself and bringing that new attacker down with a powerful thrust from my razor sharp claws.  The men fell about me in a rain of red mist, not even hitting the ground before the man at their side joined them.  The killing was a sickening process that soured my stomach, but I reminded myself that I fought for Kyeia, and that if I didn't fight, my opponents would not hesitate to strike me down.  There were so many attackers that I barely had time to consider the ramifications of my actions.  I was in a position where I had to kill those attacking me, or die myself.  


  

  A tremendous ring sounded in the air, reverberating through the world so loudly that it shook me from my quickened state and nearly cost me my life.  I managed to draw my sword and parry a well-aimed blow at the last moment, spinning backwards from my opponent with all the skill and grace I could muster.  This brought me directly into another group of soldiers, but by that time I had recovered enough to speed myself back up.  Even so, as fast as I was, I was hard pressed to turn aside all the weapons aimed at my body.  I missed one blade entirely and it skittered across the magically resilient fabric of my cloak, mere inches from my left ear.  I turned with a vengeance, striking out hard with my sword and splitting the man who had struck me in two with the force of my blow.  The other men fell back at the ferocity, some of them visibly shaking where they stood.  Brutal's voice pierced the roar of the water, competing for air space with the river and the dreadful ringing that reverberated all around us.


  

  "They've struck the alarm.  The guards from the other side of the bridge will be coming.  Get to ground level!"  I responded without even thinking about it.  


  

  Those guards nearest me dove out of my way as I charged between them, thrashing at any foolish enough to come within range, and threw myself from the gate wall, inward, toward the bridge below.  The fall was long and I realized only once it was too late that I probably should have tried to slow my descent somehow.  I hit the ground with a jolt, letting my knees collapse into the fall and rolling outward with the force of my impact.  I felt the bone in my right shoulder crack as it struck pavement, and my roll turned into more of a lopsided flop.  The wind was knocked from my lungs, and the world went dark for the briefest second as my body struggled to overcome the damage I was doing to it.  My head was just clearing as I heard the sound of Brutal's feet striking pavement, obviously from somewhere around mid-wall.  In a moment he was at my side, hauling me to my feet.


  

  "Expedient path, Noble, but perhaps not the most graceful.  Are you ready to fight?"  His words were hazy in my brain, though they became clearer towards the end.  I nodded dumbly, reaching for my sword only to realize that I had dropped it in my plummet from the wall.  "I hope so."  Brutal added, and I heard the sounds of a portcullis being raised and swords being drawn.  


  

  My mind was sharpening quickly, and the haze faded even as I felt the bone in my shoulder righting itself.  Kye's gifts, her magic eyes, were working their magic on my damaged body.  There were at least another twenty guards coming for us, and my sharp ears could make out the sounds of a gate being raised at our back.  That meant we would soon be surrounded.  Time was not in our favor.  I charged forward, my heart racing faster and faster, carrying me to the deepest thresholds of my ability to accelerate myself.  I crashed into the center mass of guards about to come under the rising portcullis, using my body's weight and momentum to throw them all into chaos.  I got a glimpse of Brutal following closely behind me, his sword killing two guards before my impact had even rippled through all of them.  I lashed out with my claws, tearing the sword arm from one guard, and grabbing his weapon before it could fall.  The blade was too light, but it would give me added range that was necessary in a battle against so many opponents.  I pressed my attack, fending off blows that were coming far too slowly to hit me as I moved, but might still pose a problem if I wasn't careful.  The sword I was using bent and wavered at the stresses imposed on it by my violent movements.  It was not crafted with such speeds in mind, and was showing fatigue in every swing and contact it made.  


  

  I dispatched guards as fast as I could, my borrowed weapon being far too flimsy to give me the control I needed to be more effective.  Finally, the cheaply made blade had taken enough abuse and it shattered against the armor of one of the gate guards.  I let the fragments scatter, propelling myself at the guard whose armor had finished my weapon and ripping most of his head off with one swipe of my arm.  Without the added range of a sword, I would have to get closer to my enemies, but at least I wouldn't have to worry about my weapon failing me.  There was a shimmer of movement behind me, and I saw a third figure dressed in a shifting cloak, one like Brutal's, join the fight.  The figure came in fast and strong, leading with a drawn sword.  My first inclination was to think that Silent had come, and was joining with Brutal and me in battle, but the cloaked and hooded figure charged straight for Brutal, coming in for the kill before he'd even known what hit him.  I disengaged from my own fight and dove at the attacker.  I missed entirely but my motion was sufficient to attract Brutal's attention and distract the other cloaked figure long enough to put them on even fighting ground.  I rolled to my feet, dispatching another guard as I came back to a ready position.  Brutal was engaging the newcomer, who moved with lethal grace and skill.  I had been confident in Brutal's ability to dispatch any opponent one on one, but as I watched the interplay between the two fighters, I began to see that Brutal might not be able to handle this new adversary on his own. 


  

  I was about to dive in and help, but the press of guards on us was getting heavy again, despite their slowly dwindling numbers.  I shifted my momentum and charged the human guards again, tearing them apart as quickly as I was able.  Brutal did not have the time to deal with another threat, so I would have to keep the field of battle clear for him while he battled the Knight of Ethan that was attacking us.  We had been foolish not to consider the possibility that the king would have at least one of the Knights stationed at this outpost.  It had been a dangerous oversight.  I only hoped that it was just the one, and that we would not be overrun by our king-loyal brethren.  


  

  My task of keeping the guards at bay was made easier by their hesitance to attack the other two cloaked figures fighting in the relatively narrow space between the two sets of portcullises.  They could not be sure, in the confusion of blurring movement and heated battle, exactly which fighter was fighting on their behalf, and they did not wish to injure their own ally, an ally that stood between them and certain death.  They kept their distance from the two fighters in shifting cloaks, and I used that to my advantage.  I flashed from one to the next, slashing a definitive strike against one before moving on to the next, and they fell quickly, unable to organize a defense effective enough to counter my superior speed and strength.  I killed twelve of them before their lines broke and the survivors began to flee back into the fortifications.  It was not a proud battle for me, slaughtering those barely able to hold a defense, and not for them, retreating so early in the fight.  I heard the sound of a wooden bar being dropped into place behind the door, and then it was only Brutal, the unknown Knight of Ethan, and myself left on the bridge to fight.  However, coming from the far end of the bridge, I could hear the sound of armor clinking, meaning that reinforcements would soon arrive, and their presence would probably bring the few guards remaining on our side of the bridge, hidden behind the locked door, back out to battle.


  

  I looked to Brutal and our shifting attacker. They were locked in a fierce battle, blades and claws flashing with murderous intent.  I didn't want to join that fight and have a part in the killing of a Knight of Ethan, but Brutal was hard pressed.  I could see it in the way he kept giving ground, and the way his attacks were shifting from offensive to entirely defensive maneuvers.  Little time remained for the dark-eyed warrior, but I would be no help as I was.  I needed my sword.  I flashed down the bridge, searching for my missing blade, and found it in short order, near where I had initially fallen.  The familiar weight in my hand brought with it a surge of confidence, and I turned back to the battle I was about to join.  To my horror, Brutal was on the ground, his sword several feet from him and his attacker looming above him, sword point at his neck.


  

  "Who sent you, traitor?"  A female voice cracked from beneath the hood, and it struck me as being immediately familiar.


  

  Brutal spat at the ground, and smiled grimly, "We taught you well, dearie, I'll give you that much, but you'll have no information from me."


  

  She raised her sword to strike, the blade flashing in the summer sun.  


  

  "No!"  I called out, realizing in that instant whose voice I was hearing.  The distraction worked just long enough for Brutal to roll himself out of harm's way and back to his feet.  He was going for his sword, but I ran forward, my own weapon in hand.


  

  The figure in the shifting cloak, the woman who had attacked us, turned to face me, and my guess at her identity was confirmed.  It was Malice, as hard-eyed and fiercely beautiful as ever.  When she saw me, her sword point dipped.  A look of shock filled her expression and I saw her mouth form my name, "Lowin."  I could not have stunned her any more if I had struck her at that moment.


  

  Brutal was on his feet, sword readied and coming up behind her fast.  In her shock at seeing me alive, Malice had completely forgotten about her fallen foe.  I charged forward, my body straining against the limits of its potential.  Brutal's sword stood poised, ready to unleash death, and I came on, uncertain of the right thing to do, but knowing that I could not allow Brutal to kill Malice.  My sword brushed Brutal's, throwing it wide, even as Malice stood in stunned silence, staring on as events unfurled about her.  Brutal, too, was surprised, his eyes going wide as his sure kill was turned aside.  His black stare fell upon me, full of loathing driven by a deep sense betrayal, and I could see even in my slowed perception of time, the look of pure murder flowing into those black orbs.  Brutal had never fully trusted me, and I had just given him all he needed to brand me a traitor.  Without another thought I reversed the grip on my sword hilt and struck Brutal down, drawing my blade, with all the force and speed I could muster, across my newest traveling companion's neck.  There was a mist of red, a final look of shock on his face, and then Brutal's head and body fell separately, leaving me standing above them, my sword coated in the blood of an ally.  There was a surge in the air about me, as though some greater force had been unleashed through my act of murder, and I staggered back.  


  

  I looked down at my sword, still in the same position, at the bottom of the arc that had cleaved Brutal's life from him.  Blood ran down its length, some of it from the people on the wall, but most of it from the fresher kill, the blood of my most recent teacher.  A single drop fell to the ground, and I thought, despite the rush of the water, I could hear the sound of it hitting the stone, thrumming like the beat of a massive drum.  I had betrayed the king.  I had betrayed the king's enemy.  I was a man without a place.


  

  I felt a hand on my shoulder, and a moment later that same hand was pushing back the hood on my cloak, and Malice was in front of me, gazing into my eyes, her dark orbs shining with barely contained tears as she looked upon her lost friend.  I looked away from those honest eyes, knowing that if she knew my story, she would not look at me the same way any longer.


  

  "By all that is good, it is you, Lowin, and look at your eyes!  They're amazing."  Her voice was soft, as it had only ever been when we were in private, and I felt her hand against mine.  "You've already taken your first changes, how did this..."  She broke off in mid-sentence and I could hear the sound of horsemen approaching, armor clinking behind us, hooves on stone.  The whole battle had only taken a few minutes, and yet I had come through another shaking change.  "Be silent, I will do the talking."  My dear, lost friend whispered to me as the knights approached.


  

  "Malice," The lead rider said as he approached, though I didn't look up to face him.  Instead I sat numbly staring at the body that lay before me.  Brutal's cold, dead eyes still held the look of betrayal that had flashed in them at that last moment before my sword had taken the light from the darkness forever.  


  

  "This is a member of the Knights of Ethan, he had been bewitched by an enemy of the crown, but he broke the enthrallment and dispatched the one binding him.  He is an ally," I heard Malice explaining, and afterward there was a heated debate between the two, but I didn't bother to take notice of it.  Whatever happened, I felt lost.  Some time passed, and I felt a tug on my arm.  I looked up and saw that Malice was looking at me, an expression of expectation on her face.  I didn't know what she wanted, for I had not been listening, but I shook the excess blood from my sword and slid it back into my scabbard, knowing it would need to be cleaned more thoroughly later.  I drew up my hood, and whatever Malice had needed from me, this seemed to satisfy her.  She lead me away, amidst a sea of kinsmen on horseback, though many of them watched me closely, hands on the hilts of weapons, some with steel bared to moonlight, so that I might not mistake their intent.  I couldn't blame them.  Brutal and I had laid waste to many of them.  


  

  Brutal had not been a bad man.  In fact, he had been good to me despite our differences, and I respected him, might have even called him friend under different circumstances.  Now he was dead at my hands, betrayed by one he trusted with his life.  I had made a hard decision, in that brief moment before Brutal was to kill Malice, and it would be one that I would have to live with for the rest of my days.  Malice lived, and Brutal did not.  Had I not acted, then Brutal would live and Malice would not.  The only way I could find comfort in my decision was to tell myself that I would have had a much harder time justifying letting Brutal kill Malice.  All the world was a landscape of confusion, a place where there were no wrongs or rights; just fighters with different ideas, willing to kill to achieve their vision of peace.  I was weary of it all, and tired of not having a place amidst the chaos.  


  

  I was vaguely aware that I was being led into a room, small, but comfortable, and that Malice was having another strongly worded debate with someone, though I didn't know who.  There were hard words between them, but in the end Malice won through, and the guards left my presence.  I found myself alone in a room with the black-eyed warrior that had been my teacher all through my training.  I had feared her at first, but, in the end she had proven to be my most trusted friend.  Despite myself, I felt a surge of joy that she lived, and with it, a surge of guilt that I had killed my traveling companion so that she might do so.  She led me to the bed and bade me sit down, which I did mechanically, then she took a seat in a chair across from me.


  

  "Tell me how you've come to be here as you are now," and while it may have been a command to some, I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was only asking for my story, and that she would not force what I didn't want to say.  I suddenly found that I wanted to tell her everything.  Indeed, that I needed to tell her everything, lest I die from keeping it all contained within me.  And so, with a heavy heart, I told her of all that had happened to me since the time I had taken the eyes of Kyeia.


  

  "What will you do now?"  She asked quietly once my story had run its course, and I was unendingly thankful that there was no recrimination in her tones.  If there had been hate, or disappointment in her voice, I was not sure I could have gone on.  Too much had happened, and too many doubts plagued my mind.  To find one more friend lost would have been the final straw.  


  

  I shook my head.  "I don't know.  I must find Kyeia.  Beyond that, I am uncertain."


  

  "I know you don't want to hear this, Lowin, but have you considered the possibility that Lucidil lied to you about Kyeia?"  Malice's voice was soft with compassion.  "I've not heard of a Bound One surviving before, and no one has told me anything about Kyeia still being alive.  If it were true, it would be amazing, but...."  


  

  I had, in fact, considered that possibility many times, but I could not think of a single way in which Lucidil would profit from telling such a lie.  He wanted my help, and lying to me, especially about such an important thing, would not endear his cause in my heart.  If he were to lie to me about Kye, I would never forgive him, and would certainly never aid him.


  

  "He has nothing to gain from lying to me about this," I told Malice after a moment of reflection.


  

  She didn't protest, and I could tell by the set of her face and the look in her eyes that she agreed with me.  There was also something else hidden in her eyes, some deeper consideration that I could not read.  After a few moments of silence, my long-estranged friend spoke again.


  

  "The king will want you for questioning."  There was a subtle strand of worry in her words, "As soon as news of what has transpired here arrives, he will send others to take you into custody.  If you're going to go on, we'll need to leave soon, tomorrow morning at the latest."  I caught the implication of her phrasing, whether she intended me to or not, though I believed that she did intend it.


  

  "We?"  I asked, though I didn't need to.  Her intentions were clear.


  

  "I know where you're going.  I've been to the fortress-villa before.  I can lead you there far better than anyone else, and I don't intend to let you go off on your own."  She stood up from her chair and walked across to the bed where I was sitting, placing a hand on my shoulder.  "You and I, Lowin, we're alike.  I want to help you."


  

  I smiled for a moment, but then shook my head in a sharp negative.  "If you go with me, you'll be a traitor to the king.  The way I go now leads only to more trouble..."  ...and death. I added this last, silently in my head.


  

  Malice sat down on the bed at my side, and leaned against me, her weight seeming slight against the powerful new body I possessed, a stark contrast to how it had seemed months before, when we had last been so close.  "I listened to your story, and I have felt your pain reflected in myself.  Long have I questioned the actions of my king, privately, but now I have a chance to see for myself.  I need to know what is happening, to know if Kyeia is really still alive, and what that means to our kingdom.  I am tired of lies and half-truths, tired of the politics and foolish sacrifice.  Let us go find the truth together."


  

  I shook my head again.  "You don't know what you're getting yourself into.  I am a rebel of two forces.  I have no one to turn to when this is over, Malice.  Once I have Kyeia, I will have to find my own way, for no one will want to take in a man who is an enemy to everyone.  Whether Lucidil wins or the king conquers, I will be a rebel in this world."


  

  "An enemy to them, but a friend to me.  That's what matters.  Besides, only the king's men know that you killed the other Broken Sword, how would Lucidil ever know?  You can take comfort in that, at least."  Malice's tone was pleading.


  

  "Lucidil has eyes everywhere.  He will know what has transpired here as fast, if not faster, than the king will," I told her, and I believed it to be true.  Lucidil had eyes in places only he knew, and they fed him all the information he would ever need.  What the king knew, so too did Lucidil.  Neither of us spoke of the third enemy I had mentioned, the riders of the strange dragon boat, as I think we both preferred not to think of what that darkness could mean.


  

  I felt the brush of Malice's hair as she turned her face to me, so close that the warmth of her body flowed into mine.  Her voice was a whisper in my ear, "None of that matters in the least, Lowin.  I want to go with you, and I will do it."  Her lips brushed my neck, and a shiver of exultation ran through my body, despite the emotional turmoil within me.  I turned my face to hers, meeting her eyes.  The dark eyes, those monstrous, beautiful, orbs I had once thought beyond the ability of portraying any emotion at all, were heavy with feeling, water-glazed with pent suffering.  Her lips pressed against mine, hungrily, but gently, and we laid back into the bed, her body covering mine as my arms encircled her.


  

  Her fingers made deft work of the ties on my cloak, and I moved to do the same with hers, no thought of resisting the advances anywhere within me.  Together we drew ourselves from our layers of armor, slipping free of those walls of protection we put in place to guard ourselves from the world beyond.  One by one the shields fell to the ground in quiet whispers of cloth on floor, until we lay together, exposed and vulnerable in our peculiar flesh, muddled bodies of beast and human entangled in gentle embrace.  As I pierced her flesh and felt the warmth of her existence envelope me, I was overwhelmed by a great rush of energy awakening in the center of my being and reaching out to the black-eyed beauty who so gently invited me in.  Never had such fierceness been passed on so gently.  We were a battlefield of roses, doused in a storm of cherry blossoms, turbulent and tranquil.  As the world surged about us, the center of her female essence quivering tight about me, and I loosed my very being into her, I felt a profound change overcoming us both, though in her I knew it was most acute.  I knew not what it meant, for I was lost too deeply in the rush of the moment, but another great shifting had just taken place. 


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We lay in bed together, Malice's clawed hand resting atop my chest, and her body stretched next to mine.  If she had wanted to kill me, it would have taken but the slightest effort on her part, a mere flexing of her powerful hand, but her touch was no more than a ghost of pressure against my skin.  The world beyond our room went on, but we lay quietly together in the dark of the early morning, the chill air flowing freely from outside to caress our flesh.  I knew the moment couldn't last much longer, but I did not want to let it go.  It had been too long since I had been able to put my worries aside, even for a short time.  Malice stirred next to me, and I felt the pressure of her full breasts leave my arm as she sat up.  I looked at her, watching the movement of her body that should have been impossible to see in the darkness of the room, but was instead highlighted by my enhanced vision.  She was different than she'd been the night before, but I was hard pressed to place my finger on exactly what had changed.  In the low light, any physical changes were beyond my ability to detect, but to my acute senses, some aspect of my female friend had undergone a transformation.  She moved with a subtly enhanced grace, seemed just a little more alert, and any number of other minor little differences that were hard to describe individually.


  

  "We should get moving," she said softly, her voice little more than a whisper.  "There is an underground channel that runs out from this bridge and emerges several miles into the woods.  It's a route for gathering supplies or sending for aid in the event of a siege.  It is locked down, and only I and the captain of the guards know that it exists, so we should be able to leave that way without attracting notice."


  

  "Alright," I agreed, forcing myself to leave the comfort of the bed.  My clothes were in a pile on the floor, and it took a few moments to separate my articles of clothing from Malice's.  It was obvious that Malice would not be dissuaded from her chosen course of action, and I found that I did not want to try to do so any longer.  I did not want to be responsible for dragging her into harm's way, but I couldn't deny that I preferred the idea of traveling with a friend, someone that I could trust.  We dressed quickly, donning our cloaks, and prepping our gear for travel.  It would be impossible to stock up on supplies without drawing notice, so we took only what was available in Malice's room; some dried meat and bread from a meal the day before, and some supplies for maintaining our weapons.  


  

  We exited the room with as much caution as possible, and found that, thankfully, the hallway beyond lay empty.  I don't know what Malice had expected, but I had been certain that danger would lay in wait just beyond the threshold of her room.  Life was making me paranoid, it seemed.  From Malice's room, she led the way through the interior of the gate-wall.  It was larger than it seemed from the outside, but still not a large place.  We passed some few guards on our route as they went about their patrols.  It was impossible to avoid them all, and they gave us looks filled with daggers as we passed.  I felt watched and pursued.  We went down several flights of stairs until I knew that we were a floor or two below ground, below even the level of the river beyond the outer perimeter of the gate.  I could not hear the water running beyond the wall facing the shore, but I knew it was there.  The air was dank and cool, flavored with unfamiliar mold and rot, but not all together unpleasant.  It had an earthy odor that reminded me somewhat of the deep woods during the rainy season.  We pressed on, going two more floors down, until we came to a long corridor with a hole in the wall.  At first glance the hole appeared to have been knocked through the brickwork of the structure, but it was in fact a well-crafted secret panel, designed to look like a flaw in the building.  It hung ajar, and Malice came to a stop quickly as we came within sight of the opening.  Her stillness alerted me to trouble before she even spoke.


  

  "That shouldn't be open," she whispered to me, as she began to edge her way through the gap in the stone.  I followed her, my hand on the hilt of my weapon.  Beyond the door was a small room, large enough for maybe four full-grown men with their arms stretched fully to either side of them.  The ceiling was low though, only a few inches above Malice's head.  At the far end of the room from the one Malice and I had entered was another door, a heavy metal structure with an intricate locking mechanism adorning the inside.  It was rigged so that a key must be inserted and turned, and then four crossbars, each twice as thick as a man's arm, would be disengaged from the their stone prisons all around the edge of the door frame.  It would be quite difficult to force an entry through that door, but I assumed that Malice had a key.  


  

  Unlocking the door, however, wasn't our most pressing issue.  Three guards stood in the room, two to either side of the door and one directly in front of us as we entered.  As we passed through the entry way, the two guards at the door drew their weapons, and the third guard stiffened and placed his hand on his sword's hilt.


  

  "You are not permitted to pass, Malice, by order of Good Captain Fintry.  If you turn back now, you'll have no trouble from us."  The guard who had not yet drawn his weapon said.  There was fear in his eyes, mirrored by that in the eyes of the other two guards.  


  

  "Captain Fintry has no authority over me, Marts Trepin.  At this fortification I and I alone am the final word of the king," Malice replied coolly, though I could sense a tension in her body, like a bow about to lose an arrow.  I grew tense as well.  


  

  "Captain Fintry has sent a report of your conduct with the traitor to the king for evaluation, and until his testimony is heard and the king rules on your guilt, you are not permitted to leave this post under any circumstance," the guard Malice had called Marts Trepin replied, a smug smile coming to his face as he displayed his perceived advantage.  "So I recommend you take yourself back up to your quarters with your murdering friend there, and make yourself comfortable for a while."  He drew his sword and waved it in Malice's face menacingly. 


  

  Behind us, and coming fast, I could hear the sound of clinking chainmail.  Other guards were on their way, probably sent after us by those we'd passed in the hallways.  The captain of the guard must have acted with some haste to make all the preparations he'd put into place.  The situation was quickly growing dangerous, and Malice and I were not in a good position to fight.  The area was too cramped for full mobility, though we would still have an advantage over our human adversaries.  They had to swing a sword to have an effective weapon, while we merely needed room to rake claws.  Their numbers, however, were enough to cause us trouble if things became heated.  Malice blurred into motion without giving any warning at all.  When she slowed again, she was holding Trepin's arm, detached from his body, his sword still gripped in the hand of the severed limb.


  

  "I am now going to count to three," Malice said, dropping the mess of flesh to the ground.  In the dim light of the torches in the room I thought, though it was hard to be certain in the dark, that her eyes flashed a deep shade of green.  "If I reach three, and any of you are still in this room, I will not be taking just arms."  She had to speak loudly to make herself heard, because Trepin was now screaming in a shrill voice and trying to stem the flow of blood from his new stump.  The sound of armored men behind us was growing steadily louder, their pace probably hastened by the screams coming from the room we occupied.  The men in the room with us, even Trepin with blood gushing with every step, ran for the door as Malice uttered a single syllable.  "One."  Before she reached "two," the room had been vacated, swords left to clatter on the floor by the terrified guards.  


  

  Malice wasted no time in drawing the key from a pack at her waist.  It was a large, intricately carved key, and she thrust it into the equally intricate lock and turned, disengaging the bars.  From behind us, I could hear voices, and curses, followed by the sounds of swords scraping free of leather.  I watched the door at our back as the way in front of us opened up, and Malice went through.  I followed her quickly, keeping my eyes to the rear and catching a glimpse of a guard with his sword drawn rounding the turn into the room even as we departed through the heavy steel door.  Malice pulled the door shut as soon as I was through and shoved her key into the exterior lock, turning it back to the locked position.  From beyond us the sound of solid metal bars sliding into place in the heavy stonework of the wall could be heard.  Malice slammed the key forward with all of her strength and twisted it until there was a loud crack of metal reaching its breaking point.  She tossed the remaining stub of key away.


  

  It was pitch black beyond the basement of the gate wall, but I could hear the smile she was wearing in the dance of her voice, "Well, that ought to hold them for a while.  Let's not give them any advantage though."  With that, she turned and began to run down the hidden path.  I followed her, depending on my eyes' ability to sort out edges and angles to keep me from running into things as I went.  Malice had, in less than a day, already become a fugitive thanks to me.  It seemed I had a way of getting those I knew into trouble.  If she was bothered by it, it didn't show in her demeanor as she led us down the dirt path of the gate's escape tunnel.  For better or worse, her fate was now inextricably tied to my own.  I just hoped I was not leading us both to our deaths. 


  

  We had cleared the caves and were topside again in less than an hour, both of us happy to leave the dark underground paths behind.  Neither of us had been certain exactly where the tunnel would return us to the surface. Even Malice, who'd known about the cave's existence, had not been sure how far, or exactly where, the tunnel ran.  As the early morning sunlight pressed down upon us and the first breaths of cool air brushed past our skin since we'd entered the gate the night before, my eyes met Malice's.  Her black eyes had changed profoundly since the night before.  Where once they had been deep pits of black, as were the eyes of most of the Knights of Ethan, they now were a vivid, dark green.  I was startled, to say the least, to see such a change in her.  She smiled at me, a confused expression on her face.


  

  "Why are you staring?"  She laughed as she spoke, whether with relief at our freedom, or simply out of embarrassment at my sudden fixation, I couldn't be certain.


  

  "I'm sorry, but... wait."  I began to apologize, but I realized it would be easier simply to show her.  I drew my weapon from its scabbard, and glanced at the reflective surface to make certain that it was mirrored enough to the do the trick.  The blade was not a great mirror, but I could see my own eyes reflected in the steel, so I held it up for Malice, "Look at your reflection."  


  

  She stepped forward, cautiously, curious, but with a slight hesitation, as though I might show her something she didn't want to see.  When she finally was close enough to see her own reflection, she gasped, and reached out for my sword, taking it from my hand, and drawing the blade nearer her face.  "They're... green," she whispered.  "They look like... his eyes."  She didn't need to say who she was referring to.  I knew whose eyes she was seeing.  She was seeing the eyes of the Bound One who had died to give her his sight, just as I saw the eyes of Kyeia every time I looked in a mirror.  It had been a ghost I'd faced every time I shaved, and one that, even knowing she lived, still filled me with guilt and remorse.


  

  "How did this happen?"  Malice asked, taking her gaze away from her reflection long enough to look at me, as if expecting that I would have some explanation.  I had none to offer.


  

  I was at a loss for what to tell her.  In the night, as we'd lain together, I'd felt the change happening, but I had not anticipated what that change might be.  Indeed, I was almost as shocked as she was at the transformation, and more so at the implications.  Somehow, something that had happened between us had awakened her eyes, at least more than they had been.  I felt that we had made a significant discovery, quite unintentionally, but one that could have monumental consequences.  I didn't voice that suspicion.  "It happened last night, while we were...."  I let the words trail off, feeling a flush coming to my cheeks.  I was not so experienced in such things that speaking of them came easy to me.


  

  Malice flushed back, and her eyes fell to the reflection in the blade again, "I thought I felt something, near the end, but I've only been with you, and only one other time, so I believed it was only a side effect of what we were doing."  She stopped for a moment, a funny smile coming to her face.  "When we got out of bed this morning, I felt good.  Not just rested, and... Satisfied, but truly invigorated.  I can still feel it.  I am..."  She was searching for a word, but after a time she shrugged and simply said, "better, than I was."


  

  I wasn't precisely sure how to respond, so I smiled and said, "Well, that may be the best compliment I've ever received after a night in bed with someone."  


  

  Malice's smile widened and she laughed, a sound I'd not often heard from her.  "You joke, but I think whatever is happening to me is a result of last night.  I don't understand what this is," she pointed to her eyes as she handed my sword back to me, "but something is different in me."


  

  "They're beautiful," I said, for I found myself drawn to the deep green in her eyes, the streaks of white lightning coursing from the white ring of her pupil outward.  It was a magical thing to watch, something easy to lose one's self within.


  

  Malice turned her face aside, breaking the contact of our locked eyes, a slight blush dancing in her cheeks.  "We should get going," she said gruffly, injecting the tones of command into her voice that I was most familiar with.  "We don't know how long that door will hold, or if the guards at the bridge will send a search party out to find us after we've passed.  Besides, once news of my betrayal and our subsequent escape gets to the king, if he really has sent Kye to the villa to be studied, he will surely know where we are going.  It would be best for us to get there first.  It will make doing whatever must be done easier if we are not expected."


  

  I let Malice change the subject, and nodded my agreement with her judgment.  Reaching Kye and freeing her from the villa was our priority, and we'd be better able to tackle our task with surprise still on our side.  "Do you know how long we must travel from here to get to the villa?"  I asked.


  

  "I don't know exactly where we are at the moment, but we've come a good distance underground.  If the cave ran straight, as I believe it did, then we probably still have another two or three more days to go, if we keep a hard pace.  Again, this all depends upon how much distance we've managed to pass underground, and whether or not we were turned about in the cave system.  It's very hard to keep an orientation in complete darkness, while underground."


  

  "I guess we'd best get going," I said, and Malice replied by looking to the sky to get her bearing by the position of the morning sun.  The sky was an ever constant companion, and if you were aware of the time of day or night, it could almost always lead you in the right direction.  Her bearings fixed, Malice started off through the thick pine-woods, and I followed close behind.  My quest to find Kye finally nearing a conclusion, I found myself filled with a mix of excitement, worry, and bitter fear.  I only hoped that Kyeia would be whole when I found her, not murdered or dissected for the benefit of research.  What was to happen after that, I didn't know.  I would need to find some way to get us all back across the Iol Adjot, if we were to return to our homeland.  That brought up another thought entirely, would it be worth it to return to our land?


  

  I was leaving behind no friends in the land of my birth.  The lands beyond the human kingdom were said to be hard places to live, especially for those of human blood, but my life within the kingdoms of man would be no easier.  I had made two powerful enemies, and no real friends, other than the one that traveled with me.  I might find life beyond the lands of the king hard, but at least I would not be actively hunted, and what's more, I would be further from the coast and the creatures that rode the dragons across the sea.  I knew, at the very core of my being, that Brutal had been correct when he guessed that they were preparing an attack the likes of which our countrymen had never seen.  They would come, and the lands of men would have to unite or die.  Did I want to be a part of that battle?  The answer to that was simple; I wanted no part of it.  However, could I simply stand aside and let such a horrible enemy devour my people?  That was a question with far greater implications, one which was much more difficult to answer.  Of course, all decisions hinged on whether or not Kyeia was alive.  If the king's men had not found what they wanted, would they simply kill her? That thought blackened my mood.  I had a great deal to think about during the remainder of my trip.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "It's called Tuskavar.  It houses the king's heads of research in magic and medicine," Malice explained to me as we sat not far beyond our destination.  There was a large expanse of open field between us and the villa, and little cover for us to take advantage of.  "Other than for those who have worked there, the House of Arts, as it is referred to when spoken of in public, is a deep secret.  Most of the Knights of Ethan have served as a guard there for a time, but outside of our order, and the chosen few researchers, guards, and servants who work there, express knowledge of the location and purpose of the villa is forbidden.  Those who speak of the villa are dealt with in short order.  As for what happens behind those walls, even the Knights know little."


  

  From our vantage, so far away, it was impossible to make out any details of the building.  There was a wall surrounding its perimeter, but it was not the imposing kind of wall one would expect on a building housing so many secrets.  Perhaps, I thought, the secrets were best guarded by seeming as though they were not being kept there at all.  The building, from what I could tell, looked like any other summer villa belonging to a wealthy noble or merchant with too much money on their hands.  The fact that it was located in a dangerous territory at the edges of contested land made it a poor location for such a summer retreat, but not necessarily an impossible one.  The structure had, until recently, not even been on land owned by the king, and that it made it far more peculiar, and even less likely a location for a research center manned by the king's men.


  

  "How many Knights can we expect to encounter there?"  I asked Malice, deciding it was time to know just how bad things were going to be.  Guardsmen were easy enough to deal with, but Knights of Ethan could pose a serious threat.


  

  "When I was stationed there, there were six of us, but the king has been fortifying his outlying positions since the attack at Fell Rock.  That is why I was at the bridge-gate.  Normally that position is manned only by guardsmen, but the king felt a Knight of Ethan's presence would help secure that front.  I wouldn't doubt that he has added more Knights to the guard at Tuskavar as well.  The research that goes on there is considered very valuable, and he would not want to risk losing it.  I would say there would be at least eight Knights, but I wouldn't be surprised if he had placed ten or more.  Our numbers are thinned..."  She stopped for a moment, and then corrected herself, "Their numbers are thinned, recently, so any extra resources expended come at a great cost."  My companion's reply was disheartening.  So many Knights in one location would be more than difficult to handle.  


  

  "Is there a back route in, something less guarded?"  I asked.


  

  "I'm afraid not."  Malice pointed at the iron front gate, "That's the only way into the compound, short of scaling the wall, and there are only two doors into the building itself; one at the front, and one at the back, each well-guarded."


  

  I looked at the wall stretched in a circle about the villa.  It was only about twelve feet high.  It would be no hard task getting over that particular obstacle, but what lay beyond would prove the greater challenge.  If we alerted the guards to our presence it would mean a hard fight all the way through to Kye, and we were not even sure where to find her once we'd gained entrance to the building.  If we had to search and fight, especially against Knights of Ethan, we would be in trouble.  The more time I took to think about the task before us, the more daunting it seemed.  


  

  "How are the patrols beyond the wall?"  I asked, fearing I knew the answer already.


  

  "There is a constant perimeter march, and each guard stays within visual contact of the one in front of them the entire way around.  While I was there, there were two Knights of Ethan and sixteen standard guards on the march at all times.  If the line is punctured for any reason, help is immediately called to the fallen point, and half the guards on duty proceed to the area while the other half take up strategic points about the property, so as to avoid being caught unguarded from behind.  They are well versed in breaking in and out of formation and dispersing as needed."


  

  I cursed under my breath.  "This is going to be difficult.  What if we walked up to the gate and demanded entrance in the name of the king?"  I asked, certain it was a terrible idea, but curious.


  

  "They would want to see your papers with the king's seal. When you failed to show them, the Knights at the gate - there are at least two of them - would take you into custody, and lock you in a cell until the nature of your intentions could be determined."  Malice said, her voice a sigh of frustration at the situation.


  

  "Even if it was someone they knew, like you?"  I pressed.


  

  "It's procedure.  They would assume I was telling the truth, and would probably hear me out, but they would have to follow procedure anyway, and when they checked our credentials..."  She let her words trail off.  


  

  We fell quiet for a time, and I watched Malice pacing in the afternoon light, her cloak shifting and blurring the edges of her body, swimming with the colors of its peculiar magic.  After all the time I'd spent seeing the phenomenon, it was still impressive to watch in action.   A sudden thought struck me.


  

  "Malice, do you know if they are researching the Lucidil cloaks in there?"  I pointed at the villa.  


  

  "Yes, they've been trying to improve them for years," she answered.  "A man named Dian Froast is running the project currently."  


  

  I smiled widely.  "Don't you think he would be interested in this new breakthrough our team of researchers down south has recently made?"  I held up my cloak for Malice to see, and the start of a smile touched her lips.


  

  "That's an interesting idea, Lowin, but if they don't believe you, or if they insist upon protocol, we could be in some serious trouble," she replied, warily.


  

  "It's the only thing I can think of, other than trying to fight our way in."  I grabbed the hilt of my sword as I spoke.  "I don't cherish that idea."  


  

  She nodded.  "It might work, especially if we can speak with Froast.  He will be eager to investigate your cloak, and would assume that anyone researching the cloaks would probably be under the employ of the king, especially when escorted by someone who is well known among the Knights of Ethan.  Froast will be ecstatic.  Last I'd heard, in all the time he had managed the project, they had not made any notable progress on the fabric.  Your cloak might just stir enough notice to get us inside, at least somewhere besides the dungeon."


  

  The plan was simple, and we could only hope that it would work.  If we could get inside Tuskavar, it would put us that much closer to our ultimate objective, though how we might find Kye once inside was another problem entirely.  Together we stepped from the woods and onto the open field that stretched before the villa in which Kye was being kept.  Each step felt like a step toward the gallows, as though I were walking toward my own execution.  It took a conscious effort not to draw my sword as we drew nearer the entrance.  I knew such an action would be folly, but I felt as though I were coming into danger naked without my sword at the ready.  There were two human guards outside the gate that I could see, and on the other side of the gate I could make out just faintly the shifting silhouette of three Knights of Ethan.  As we came nearer, the eyes of those manning the gates fell heavily upon both Malice and me.   They lingered longer on me, and my unusual cloak, open curiosity reflected in their eyes, but no outright alarm.  We were unexpected, but not so much so that we caused immediate alarm.


  

  I expected the human guard to confront us as we drew near the gate, but one of the three Knights of Ethan came forward instead.  She was a short, but powerful looking woman, with long black hair that hung freely about her face.  She drew close to the bars, and I could see, by the way her Lucidil fabric shifted about her, that she had the arms and legs of a fell beast hidden beneath her cloak.  Her arms were longer than they would have been otherwise, and she moved with a grace unobtainable to those limited by human limbs.  When her lips drew back from her teeth so that she could speak, her voice was gravelly and fierce, and her teeth razor sharp.  She employed "the voice" on Malice and me, despite the fact that we were unaffected by it.  


  

  "Malice, what brings you here?  Do you have the proper papers?"  The woman from beyond the gate questioned.  I noted that she had allowed her cloak to open, and that one of her scaled, not fur clad, hands were tight about the hilt of her sword.


  

  "We are here on important research business, Torment," Malice said, and I noticed that she kept her hood pulled low over her eyes, so as to cover the green light that now burned there.


  

  I stepped forward as rehearsed and held up my arms to show off my cloak, "Our private facility in the south has made a breakthrough with the Lucidil fabric, and we've come to show Froast, and to update him on our progress."  I spoke quietly, trying to attract as little attention as possible to myself.  Torment, as Malice had referred to the Knight of Ethan now questioning us, was looking at my eyes with heavy scrutiny.


  

  "Your companion has unusual eyes, Malice.  I have never seen - or heard of, for that matter - his like before."  Torment's hand never left the hilt of her weapon as she spoke.  A heavy tension hung in the air.


  

  "He is Lowin Fenly, thought lost at Fell Rock, but we found him stumbling blindly through the woods shortly after the attack.  His eyes hadn't healed yet, and so he'd become estranged in the chaos of the battle," Malice explained briefly, but I could hear the tension behind her words.  She was feeling the strain of the moment as well.  


  

  Torment stared at us both for what seemed like a long time.  "I see," she said after what felt an interminable pause.  "I have heard of the boy, but I didn't know that he had come so far in such a short time."  She was looking at the clawed hands coming from the ends of my sleeves, hands which I was trying desperately to keep still and relaxed.  "I suppose it matters little. Do you have the proper papers?"  Torment said, her probing eyes finally leaving me.  I was relieved, and worried at the change of pace, for we had no papers to display.


  

  There was agitation in Malice's voice when she spoke again.  "The cloak is paper enough, Torment.  We've come straight from the other research facility at a grueling pace, traveling hard for two weeks to arrive here as soon as possible.  Stopping for papers would have extended our journey by nearly a month, and this is information that must be passed on for the security of our nation."


  

  Torment eyed us both for a time before saying anything more, "You know the rules as well as any.  You've been stationed here before."  She was looking at Malice.  "I will make an exception and let you through to see Froast, Malice, but the boy will have to wait in the dungeon until I can contact the king and verify your claim."


  

  My heart began to hammer in my chest.  I couldn't allow myself to be locked away for weeks, no matter what happened, my right hand twitched but I froze as my green-eyed companion spoke again.


  

  Her voice had taken on a note of command.  "That will not work.  Lowin possesses information that Froast needs in order to get his work up to the level of ours.  Simply delivering the cloak to him will do no good at all, just as the original cloaks would have never been figured out if not for the original plans.  Lowin must be allowed to convey the memorized plans to Froast himself."


  

  Torment's facial expression had soured, growing steadily more exasperated, "You do not have these plans written down somewhere?"


  

  Malice laughed derisively.  "You would have us carry a paper copy of plans that could give our enemy a distinct advantage over us in every battle?  Surely you're joking?"


  

  Tempest's face reddened in anger, and then she seemed to swallow the emotion, the heat of rage left her cheeks, and she smiled, "Fine, then you can warm the prison floor while the boy goes about your little errand."  


  

  Malice merely shrugged, ignoring the other woman's attempt to raise her ire, "That suits me fine."  


  

  My heart began beating fast in my chest once more.  I did not want Malice to be thrown into the dungeon.  I wasn't sure how I was to get to Kye, let alone how I could get to Kyeia and retrieve Malice as well.  The situation was quickly getting out of hand.  Malice placed a hand on my shoulder, and I found that I could feel a sense of calm flowing from her.  I grabbed on to it and steadied myself.  I looked to her face, and saw no worry in her eyes.  


  

  "Do what you must, for the kingdom.  We will worry about the rest afterwards."  I read the meaning beneath her words, and nodded my head, though it pained me to agree to such a separation.  I promised myself that I would not leave the villa without both her and Kye in tow, even if I had to rip the entire place apart to retrieve them both.


  

  "Good, since that is settled," Torment ordered the gates opened, and as they swung wide one of the other Knights of Ethan came forward and shackled Malice's hands.  The shackles seemed to be merely in place for show, as the metal looked as though any true Knight, or Broken Sword for that matter, could shatter the restraints with a simple flexing of muscle.  I watched Malice walk away, led toward the villa by the same Knight of Ethan that had shackled her.  Seeing her chained filled my heart with rage, but I silenced the emotion and tried to force myself calm.


  

  "Now, Fenly, about you," I turned my attention to Torment as she spoke, her eyes scanning me, as if judging my worth.  She was not an attractive woman; for all that her features were pale and pristine.  Something about the way her facial features came together made her seem cruel.  "I shall send a messenger to the house and have one of Froast's assistants come to bring you to him."  She stepped closer to me, and I restrained myself from stepping back, though she was far closer than I would have liked.  The top of her head came only to my chin, but when she drew near I still felt as though she were looking down on me.  


  

  "Perhaps once your work with Froast is complete," her left hand slid up my thigh and one of her clawed, scaled fingers slid beneath the waist of my pants before she withdrew it and traced her lips with the tip of her tongue.  "I can find some other purpose for you.  Would you like that?"


  

  I would not like that at all, I decided, but it would do no good to antagonize this particular Knight so I smiled with all the mischief I could muster and said, "Indeed.  It is good to keep busy."


  

  Torment giggled, a twisted sound somewhere between pleasure, excitement, and ill intent.  She stepped back, calling for one of her guards as she did so.  She wrote him a letter, and sealed it with a wax seal that seemed to heat magically as she pressed it to the paper before sending him off to the house to call upon one of Froast's assistants.  I took a deep breath and prepared myself for what I knew was going to be a difficult time.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I tried not to flinch when Torment reached for the clasp on my sword belt, her hand feeling for more than the clasp in the process.  "We can't have you going fully armed into the research area until you're mission is confirmed, can we?"  She said with a mischievous smile.  I forced what I hoped was a similar smirk of my own, and let her finish with the pretext of removing my sword belt.  My flesh responded to the ministration of her touch unbidden by me, which only pleased her further.  I ignored the heat in my cheeks until my sword belt finally came away.  Without the added weight at my side, I felt naked, which only added to the awkwardness of the moment.  I was, of course, still dangerous.  Taking my sword away did little to make me less of a threat and so it was an indignity that I suffered, I knew, only so that my molester might enjoy herself.  I took comfort in one thought - Torment seemed to believe Malice and I had come for the exact purpose we'd stated, for she was far from treating me like a possibly dangerous enemy which meant that she had sent Malice to the dungeon merely because she had the authority to do so.  That fact made me like the overly-touchy Knight of Ethan less than I had before, and I had not liked her in the least.  Her rows of razor edged teeth and the way "the voice" edged into everything she said did not help her appeal either.  I was thankful when a thin human woman with hair that looked like it hadn't been properly wrangled in weeks finally came from the house to get me.  As her eyes fell on me they widened in delighted amazement.  


  

  "This is wonderful!"  She exclaimed, almost flying the distance that spanned between us.  Her hands went to my cloak, and in a moment she was stretching the fabric and holding it close to her face, poking at it and even going so far as to reach inside my cloak to feel the cloth within.  She seemed oblivious to the fact that I was still wearing it, or that I even existed.


  

  Torment stepped forward and pushed the woman back, hard enough that the skinny human woman staggered several feet and nearly fell over.  "Keep your hands to yourself, Tria."  The black-eyed warrior's words were heavily laced with "the voice," and I saw Tria quiver as the force of them struck her.  I remembered only too well what it felt like to have that voice fully leveled at you and my respect for Torment, if any had remained, evaporated entirely.  


  

  Tria dropped her head and stared at the ground, "Of course, Torment, my apologies."


  

  Torment seemed pleased at the researcher's supplication, smiling in that way one smiles when they know they have the upper hand in a situation, and is not afraid to abuse that position.  "Make sure that..."  The black-eyed woman paused and looked at me, an eyebrow rising, "You've already received the Fell Beast.  Certainly they call you something besides 'Lowin' at this point?"


  

  "Noble."  I said, letting the name given to me free from my lips before considering the risk I took in using my title from the Broken Swords.  The wrong ears might recognize the name and bring me trouble, though I knew not what ears those might be.  I also was not comfortable with the implications of the name.  The more of the world I faced, the less I felt that "Noble" was a title that was mine to keep, but other than my name, it was all I had.


  

  "Noble," Torment repeated, nodding her head, a look of actual approval in her eyes.  "That is a good name."


  

  "It was to be that, or 'Fool.'"  I replied, remembering how Lucidil had referred to me as a "noble fool."  I wondered what he would think of me now that I had killed one of his best men, thus betraying both him and the king.  I certainly wasn't noble.  Ever more I felt the fool.


  

  Torment offered one of her distressing giggles before addressing Tria again, "Take Noble to Froast, but keep your whoring hands off him, Tria.  Do you understand me?  I want this one."  There was a feral look about Torment's features as she spoke that put me ill at ease.   


  

  Tria bowed low.  "Yes, Torment."  Froast's assistant turned to me, her eyes lowered, and said, "If you would please follow me, Noble, I will show you to Master Froast."


  

  "Yes," I assented, not wanting to risk saying anything that might further provoke the volatile Torment.  Tria turned and began walking for the villa, and I fell in behind her.  


  

  "I'll find you later, Fool," Torment called from behind me, her voice dripping with something like seduction, but so heavily laced in "the voice" that Tria's entire body shook as we walked away.  There was a terrible twisting of violence and lust in her words, something far darker than I had heard before.  I didn't turn to reply, as I didn't want to see that terrible look I heard in her voice reflected in her black eyes.  I looked instead to the sky as we walked, noting the shift in the sun's position and knowing that my time was running out.  If I was lucky I would have a few hours left before someone from the bridge-gate thought to send warning to Tuskavar about Malice and myself.  At that point, it would become a battle to free myself from a place so much risk had been taken to enter.  What was worse, I was about to enter Froast's study with the miraculous new shifting cloak, and while I didn't know the first the thing about the workings of the fabric or how it was made, I would be expected to produce just that information.


  

  With Tria leading the way, we easily gained access to the Villa.  The guard at the door was a Knight of Ethan that I didn't recognize.  He didn't acknowledge me as I entered, and I was just as happy.  The chances were high that I would need to fight my way out, and it would be easier if I didn't know those I was to fight.  Brutal's face, dressed in that final look of betrayal, had not stopped haunting me and I doubted that it ever would.  I wondered how many more there would be before I was done fighting.  


  

  "Why are your eyes purple?"  Tria asked, breaking my unproductive line of thought.  "All the others that I have seen here have had black eyes.  What makes you different?"


  

  I hadn't anticipated any questions from Tria after she had been threatened by Torment.  It showed a strong spirit, that she would risk possible reprisal just to suit her curiosity.  I found it to be a noble, if somewhat foolish, characteristic.  The question raised an issue that even I was not certain of.  It occurred to me then that my presence in the same building that they were keeping my Bound One might be seen as alarming if someone were to make the connection.  I was thankful that apparently Torment either had not realized the potential for trouble, or did not know that Kye was at Tuskavar.  Malice had said that projects within the building were for the most part kept private.  Maybe only those involved with her knew that she was being kept in the building.  Another possibility, one that terrified me, was that she had already died and my presence was no longer an issue at all.


  

  "Well, if you don't want to answer..."  Tria said, and I realized I had gotten caught up in another round of thoughts and hadn't answered the crazy-haired, but otherwise pretty, woman I was following.


  

  "Sorry, I have a lot on my mind."  I stammered out my apology, and tried to collect my thoughts.  "My eyes are different because I formed a stronger bond with my Bound One before the completion of the process, than most other Knights of Ethan do, or so it is believed."  I added the last part after remembering the way Malice's eyes had taken on green hues after her night with me.  Something else must be happening to account for the color, but whatever it was, I did not understand it.  I wanted to, though.


  

  "That is interesting," Tria said.  "How was your bond closer to your Bound One than others?  Were you close friends with him, or was their some trauma that brought you together..."  She paused for a moment, and then turned to face me, her eyes bright with mischief, "Were you and your Bound One lovers?"


  

  I laughed despite myself, "Your curiosity becomes you, but I don't think I'm going to answer any more questions about that at the moment."


  

  Tria shrugged and resumed her course through the house.  "It wouldn't bother me if you were lovers, you know.  I'm like that too... I mean, I prefer my own, girls, over men.  They're softer, and nicer."  She seemed to stop to think for a moment, and then added, "Usually nicer... Torment is nice to no one, and she is too demanding."


  

  I sensed deeper import behind her words, but did not pry into what was not my business.  "The world is full of people like Torment," I said.  "A woman by the name of Wisp is the reason I carry scars across my face."


  

  "I would have thought a Knight of Ethan's scars would be won in grand battles against the enemies of the king, not in a roll in the hay gone wrong."  Tria laughed as she walked.


  

  "There was no hay-rolling with that one.  She simply didn't like me and decided that life would be more pleasant without me," I replied, wincing in remembered pain.  The scars on my face, now simply streaks of stiffened white skin across my visage, almost seemed to ache afresh.


  

  "Really?"  Tria seemed surprised, "Wisp is, from what I understand, quite popular here among the men.  She is very 'friendly,' they say."


  

  Tria's words shocked me.  Wisp was one of the guards at Tuskavar.  That was some information that I could have done without.  Despite myself, and despite how strong I'd gotten, I felt a surge of fear course though me.  She had come quite close to ending my life and part of that stayed with me.  I took a few calming breaths and reminded myself that I would not be there long, and probably would not see Wisp at all.  Tria seemed to have noticed my lapse into quietness.


  

  "You're still pretty, for a boy," Tria said, and I could hear the smile on her mouth, though I couldn't see her face since she was in front of me.  "Maybe Wisp was just jealous because you're better looking than her."


  

  I allowed myself to laugh, though the reality of the situation didn't allow me to enjoy it much.  "I don't think I've ever been called pretty before."


  

  "Handsome, then."


  

  "Coming from a woman who doesn't like men, I'm not sure how well to take that," I said, allowing a bit of humor into my voice.  


  

  "Just because I don't like horses, doesn't mean I can't tell a mule from a charger," Tria answered without missing a beat.  I found Tria's sharp wit refreshing.  Possibly, I thought, because she was using it to flatter me, but I felt more than part of my feeling of good will towards the woman was due wholly to her outstanding nature.  It was rare to meet someone so fully possessed of themself.  


  

  I noticed that we were approaching a door, and Tria was slowing down, "Froast will be very excited to see your cloak.  He's been trying for a breakthrough in the process for ages.  He's the only one of us who's actually allowed to know the process for creating the Lucidil cloaks to begin with.  My primary role is simply to examine the thread consistency and properties of the fabrics he produces.  I have never seen him produce anything like what you're wearing, even in his most amazing samples.  He was a little angry when he found out there was another research project down south, but the news that you'd brought a sample for him to study quickly quelled that.  He is, to say the least, obsessed with his work.  "


  

  I nodded, deciding that since I knew nothing, it would be best not to say anything at all.  I felt that would be a stance I'd be taking often in the near future.  Tria knocked once on the door and then waited.  She didn't have to wait long.  A bolt slid back and the door opened, exposing a female Knight of Ethan standing guard at the entry way.  She looked first to Tria, nodded her greeting, and then looked to me.  Her face blanched when her eyes met mine, and mine must have gone several shades lighter as well.  The Knight standing in the door was Wisp.


  

  Wisp said nothing as she permitted us entrance into the room, and I did what I could to make myself appear calm and relaxed.  In reality, though, between running into Wisp again and the knowledge that I was about to be pressed for answers I didn't have regarding my cloak, my nerves were so taunt I could have played them like a harp.  I kept Wisp at the corner of my line of sight as we moved into a room full of equipment I didn't recognize.  There was a door at the opposite end of the room from where we'd entered, to which Tria was walking.  I followed her.  For her part, Wisp stayed distant from me, never coming within physical range, which suited me well enough.  I wasn't exactly afraid of her, but I refused to be less than cautious in her presence.  I followed Tria through the room to the door at the back.  Once there, she knocked and called, "Master Froast, the sample is here.  I believe you will be most pleased."


  

  The door swung open before Tria had even finished her words, and a tall, chubby man came rushing out.  His hair was of middling length, blond but streaked with gray and unkempt. He had eyes of a deep brown that almost appeared black, set high above a graying mustache and a large grin was on his face that showed off a set of teeth in terrible disrepair. His brown robe, an expensively cut piece of fabric, was dirty and covered in splotches of what looked like dried blood.


  

  "By all that is good in the world!"  He exclaimed as his eyes locked on my cloak, and he pulled the door of the room he'd just come from firmly shut behind him.  I noted that a strong animal smell wafted from there in.  His hands, cleaner than his clothing thankfully, were on the material of my cloak in an instant and his nose, a long hooked affair that might have appeared strange on face less hawkish than his own, was actually pressed against the fabric as he examined it closely.  "But how did they..."  He began, and then, "Oh, now that is...."  He seemed to have entirely forgotten there were others in the room.  


  

  After a few moments of this, Tria cleared her throat loudly.  "Master Froast?"


  

  "What?" He called out, looking up to his assistant, his eyes attentive, and then a moment later he looked up at me, noticed my eyes, and exclaimed, "Oh my, how colorful!"  And then a look of what appeared to be embarrassment crossed his face, "Oh, I'm terribly sorry.  Where are my manners?"  He took a step back, made a pointless attempt and fixing his hair, and held out one of his hands.  "I am Dian Froast, and it has been my task for the last thirty years to work with and attempt to improve the Lucidil fabric.  I haven't gotten out much in that time, so some of my social graces may have slipped a little."


  

  I took his hand in my own, noting that my massive clawed digits made his disappear.  "I am Noble.  I've come from the south to bring you the latest progress from our team there."


  

  Froast's eyes were on the fabric again.  "It is remarkable.  How did you manage to solve the sustainable energy problem, and yet maintain cohesion at the thread level?"


  

  I opened my mouth to say something, though I hadn't actually formulated an intelligent reply, but was saved when Froast suddenly held up his hand to silence me before I spoke.  "No, wait, don't tell me yet!  Can I have a night to look at the cloak, and see if I can figure it out for myself?"  


  

  The relief that swept over me made me feel lighter than air.  I again opened my mouth to reply that he could indeed have all the time he wanted, but he interrupted once more.


  

  "I know what you're going to say; 'It's important to learn the techniques quickly so that we can start mass production for our forces on the field!' But, my friend, Noble, I have been working on this for years and years, please would you give me the opportunity to unravel the mystery of the magic myself?"  He pleaded, and I almost laughed in relief.  He was offering me a solution far better than any I could come up with to deal with the situation.


  

  "Of course.  I don't see how one night can hurt anything," I said with a smile, and proceeded to remove my cloak.  I hated to see it go, but the alternative to giving it up was putting myself in a position where I would have to explain how the cloak was made, and since I couldn't do that, losing my cloak seemed the least of my worries.  Besides, giving Froast the cloak would buy me the only time I'd probably have to accomplish my goal before news reached Tuskavar of my escapades at the bridge.


  

  "Good, good!"  Froast exclaimed, as he ran his hands over the cloak I'd removed.  "Tria, would you see that our guest has a place to rest.  He must be tired from his trip."


  

  Tria bowed.  "Yes, Master Froast.  If you would, please follow me, Noble?"  I fell in behind her once more and she led us back out the way we'd come in, past Wisp who again made no move to acknowledge me.  If she held any hostility towards me, or felt anything else at all, it was not evidenced by her actions.  I still felt an itch run down my spine as my back faced her, a symptom of my paranoia, and nothing else.


  

  It didn't take long for Tria and me to reach the guest room I was to stay in.  It was only a short walk down the corridor from Froast's lab.  We passed four doors on each side of the hall and Tria stopped and removed a set of keys from her pocket.  She found the appropriate one, put it in the lock, and opened the door into a nice-sized bedroom attached to what appeared to be a separate room containing a bath facility, a luxury not many people had.


  

  "The rooms here are quite nice.  They don't let us out much, but they do try to keep us comfortable.  Make yourself at home. I'll send some food up for you later this evening, and see that you're sent for in the morning, when Master Froast is ready," Tria said with a smile.  "He might make you wait a little longer if he thinks he can figure things out on his own, but don't worry.  He won't forget you."


  

  "Thank you," I said, trying to decide whether I wanted to risk asking any questions of the friendly lab assistant before she left.  She might know where Kye was being kept, or she might not, but asking her such questions would likely raise her suspicion and put me in danger. Even if it didn't raise her suspicions of me, my questions could put her at risk.  If Tria knew I was interested in Kye and I walked out of here with her, Tria could be seen as responsible.  It would not do to involve more people in my problems.  I would have to do what needed to be done on my own.  How I was to go about that, I was not yet sure.


  

  "Might I get a cloak to replace the one that I have given up?"  I asked, a sudden inspiration striking me.


  

  On my walk through the hallways I had passed no less than four Knights of Ethan patrolling the corridors.  To get where I needed to go, I would have to travel the corridors without being obviously out of place, lest I rouse suspicion and bring the guards down upon myself.  Under the hood of a cloak, I would look like any other Knight.  That would give me, at least to some extent, the ability to move about without attracting too much attention.  Of course, my movements were not likely to match the usual patrol pattern and being out of place would attract unwanted questions, but at least I would not look conspicuous for my lack of adornment.  I needed any advantage I could get.


  

  "I'm sure we could find you a cloak to replace yours.  I'll have it sent up with your meal.  Is there anything else before I get back to work?"  Tria asked, her tone friendly.


  

  "No, but thank you," I said, and offered her a smile, behind which was hidden a great many fears.  Tria left the room, and I found myself wrapped in a profound silence.  I was road weary and covered in grime, so I decided to make use of the facilities provided to wash the dirt from my body.  The basin in the bathroom was large enough to immerse my entire body in water if I wanted, and was designed to pull water from an external source through a series of pipes that came in from the wall.  The water was not cold, but it was far from warm.  Still, I was eager to be clean, so I ran the basin partially full of water, took off my clothes and worked at the worn in dirt on my flesh.  I had one alternate change of clothing in my pack, and I put those on, though I was still without a cloak.


  

  That finished, I was left to decide my next course of action.  It would have been easiest to accomplish my ends if I could have waited until night and gone sneaking through dark corridors, but I didn't believe my situation afforded me that much time.  If I waited until Tria sent my food and replacement cloak, I would have at least some semblance of a disguise to work with, but how long would that be?  I looked out the single, high placed window of the room I was in, and saw that the sun still had much distance to travel before it would reach the horizon.  The evening meal was probably a few hours away.  Could I really afford to wait that long before going out?  I not only had Kyeia to worry about, but I also needed to find Malice and free her from the dungeon, which might be more difficult than finding and freeing Kye.


  

  At the realization of just how near finding Kye I was, my heart beat quickened in my chest.  She was in the same building as I was, possibly only a few hundred feet away.  I only needed to find a way to get to her.  It would have been a relief to be so close if the situation I was in didn't make this last stretch to save Kyeia so difficult.  Finally, after deliberating for a few more minutes, I decided it would be best to wait for the cloak to come up with my dinner.   


  

  I waited for what felt like hours, biding my time and hoping that Tria would send my meal and cloak earlier than the evening meal, but as more time passed I began to realize that was not going to happen.  I was on the verge of going to my door and leaving the room to start my search despite my lack of disguise when a shuffling sound in the hallway caught my ears.  The steps were quiet, and there seemed to be multiple sources.  My keen hearing picked out the slightly varying steps, differentiating three distinct sets.  They all had one trait in common though.  They were the footfalls of Fell Beast paws, a soft pad hitting tile, followed by the slight click of claw.  I desperately wanted them to be a group on patrol, but I had the suspicion as they drew nearer that such was not the case.  They moved with a purpose, and as they drew within range of my door I heard the telltale scraping of metal on leather as weapons cleared scabbards.  I felt a tightness about my heart as grim reality set in.


  

  My time was up, and I had squandered it in waiting.  The Knights of Ethan did not bother to knock.  My door crashed open, and two of them blurred into the room, coming at me quickly, with weapons drawn, but not set to attack.  A third figure, Torment, stepped through the broken frame, shattered during the entrance of her two fellow Knights, her earlier look of lust and sadistic glee replaced by one of pure malice.  The two guards who had first entered the room moved to flank me, one to each side.  In less time than it took to draw a breath, I was surrounded by a superior number of foes, weaponless and without my armor.


  

  "Stand down, Lowin Fenly, or we will cut you into pieces," Torment said, and I did not doubt that she meant it.  Such was the look of rage on her face, that I suspected that she wanted me to give her such an opportunity.  I, however, did not intend die yet.  I had things that I needed to accomplish, and though the situation seemed hopeless, dying was the only thing I could do that would truly make the situation hopeless.  "You are wanted for the crime of treason for your actions committed at the Iol Adjot West Gate.  You are to be held until your charges are judged by the highest court, at which time your punishment, and there is only one punishment for treason, will be carried out here."


  

  I forced the claws on my hands to dull, though it took an effort to keep them so.  My entire body was tensed and ready for attack.  Every inch of my being was on edge.  I took mental stock of myself, forcing each muscle to loosen and relax, until finally I trusted myself to be touched without attempting to kill the first one to come near me.  I might be able to take one attacker, possibly two, but three Knights of Ethan were beyond me, and if they were all skilled, than I might not finish even one.  The two Knights who had flanked me moved in, their swords ready, and each reached out to take one of my arms.  I made no attempt to resist, allowing each guard to firmly grab and restrain me.  Of those who'd come for me, I recognized only Torment.  There was a woman on my right and a male on my left, both with the scaled hands of lesser fell beasts, which they had wrapped so tightly about my arms that I could feel the skin being punctured by their claws.  Yet in their grip, which I knew to be as hard as they could make them, I felt an inherent weakness, and suddenly found myself aware of just how much stronger I was than either of them. I had not had much contact with other Knights since I'd taken the eyes of Kye; other than Silent, Brutal, Lucidil, and Malice, I'd had no one with which to compare my own strength.  Of those other Knights, or Broken Swords, I had only ever sparred with Brutal, Lucidil, and Malice.  They had all been quite strong, but perhaps I was wrong in assuming that they were of average strength.  Perhaps, those three, whose strength was equal, or in some cases greater, than my own, were the strongest of the Knights.  As my arms were gripped in vice-like holds, I began to realize just how wide the gap was between me and some of the other Knights of Ethan.  I was at least as much stronger than those that held me, than they were stronger than an average man or woman.  I allowed myself to be held.


  

  Once I was well in hand, or so it appeared, Torment approached me and lashed out with her fist, striking me in the side of the face in a blow that would have killed a normal man.  My jaw snapped viciously, and I felt the bones in my face crack, and then snap back as they began to heal almost immediately.  My body was still improving.  I had first noticed it when I stood aboard the ship that was to be my vessel on the first leg of this journey, and my senses had immediately attuned to the roll of the waves.  I noticed it again now, as I healed faster than I ever had before.  I turned to face Torment, and let the contempt I'd felt for her since arriving flow into my eyes.  Since the game was up, I would no longer pretend that I felt anything remotely pleasant about her.  This infuriated her further, and she struck me again, harder, but not as much harder as I would have expected.  My face split open, and blood spattered the floor.  I realized then, as the world spun for a second, that Torment was at the limit of her strength.  Without using her claws, or a weapon, she could do no more harm to me.  The bone and flesh of my face stitched itself back together.  I remained stoic.


  

  Torment growled her frustration and then screamed at the two Knights restraining me, "Throw him in the dungeon!"  As my guards started off, Torment yelled at my back.  "You're going to learn why they call me Torment, Lowin Fenly.  When the king hands down his justice, I will make sure you do not die quickly."


  

  I believe she wanted a reaction from me, but I offered her none.  I did not intend to stick around long enough to find out what "justice" the king might have in store for me.  I would allow my captors to take me to the dungeon.  From there I would be near Malice again, and that would give me a distinct advantage.  Malice was powerful too, stronger even still since her eyes had begun to change.  Between the two of us I believed we stood a good chance of being equal to the challenge of recovering Kye and escaping from Tuskavar.  


  

  The two guards did not treat me roughly, though I sensed that would change if I gave them trouble.  So long as I allowed them to lead me to the dungeon, they would not go out of their way to make their job more difficult than it needed to be.  The trip to the dungeon was not a long one.  We passed four human guards, and two additional Knights of Ethan along the way, and all made no pretense at hiding their curiosity at the purple-eyed Knight being led by armed guards through the halls.  Traitors were virtually unheard of among the Knights, and I was the first traitor with purple eyes any had seen.  I couldn't blame them for staring - in their position, I would have done the same, but I still resented it.  It was part of a greater resentment, I realized.  I did not resent the Knights themselves, but the structure of government for which they stood.    


  

  The dungeon was located at the very bottom of villa, two floors below ground level.  The floor above it was a guard post, with heavy doors that could be locked externally at both ends.  The cells themselves were dingy and dirty, as one would expect, but they seemed to have been designed with the prospect of keeping a Knight of Ethan imprisoned.  The bars were of a heavy forged iron, tightly woven, each bar slightly thinner than an average man's hand.  They would be impossible to bend.  I kept my eyes open for Malice as I was led past the cells, but it was dark enough that I couldn't make out whom, if anyone, was in each enclosure.  The guards stopped two doors from the end, one of them released me long enough to open the gate, and I was pushed towards the opening, not hard but with enough force to let me know that going any other direction would be trouble, especially with the two swords pointed at my back.  I considered for a moment attacking my two guards and attempting to escape, but there had been no less than five human guards and four additional Knights of Ethan in the guard post on the floor above.  I didn't think I could dispatch six Knights on my own.  I walked into the cell and heard the metal door close heavily behind me.  There was a note of finality about that sound that I didn't like in the least.  


  

  The footsteps of the retreating guards faded, I heard another heavy door open and close, and then the world was full of nothingness.  The darkness was far deeper than that of the outside world, even to the point that my eyes, as well attuned to working in the dark as they were, could make out only the faintest details.  I could navigate if I needed to, but much beyond the reach of my arm was complete blackness now that the light from the floor above was blocked off by the door.  


  

  "Lowin?"  A familiar voice called from a neighboring cell, Malice.


  

  "Yes," I answered, feeling a mix of guilt and pleasure at hearing her voice.  I was happy to hear that she was alive, but I felt as though I had failed her by not finding Kye and rescuing her.  "I'm afraid I haven't done very well."


  

  "It's alright.  I'm just glad you are not hurt.  They came down here a few minutes ago, came into the cell and took all of my equipment.  They knocked me around a bit.  I knew things had gone sour when that happened."


  

  My anger flared, a deep rage building that anyone would hurt those who were important to me.  My rage was immediately chased by a sense of worthlessness.  "I had time. I was even left alone. I just didn't act soon enough.  This is my fault," I said, and the words felt true and bitter on my tongue.


  

  "Don't worry," Malice said.  "We'll find a way out of here before long, and then we'll get Kye and leave this place behind."  Her voice held little confidence.  I guessed that she had already tried to get out of her own cell and had no luck so far.  Still, she was trying to encourage me, and I couldn't let her do so in vain.  I forced myself to sound positive.


  

  "Of course.  Now that we're back together, we can get out of this mess."  Though I didn't believe the words when I said them, saying them made me feel better.  I just had to find a way to make them true.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I worked on the lattice of bars for hours, heaving and struggling against the solid framework with all the strength that I could muster, but the metal was simply unrelenting.  My claws could not rend the structure, and my brawn would not bend the bars.  I scoured the heavy stone walls, looking for a loose link, any place that I might make a hole through which to escape, but every inch of every wall was fortified beyond my ability to break.  The cells had been designed to hold things of a magnitude far stronger than I was, and that made me wonder exactly what they had been designed to keep in.  I even went so far in my vigor to break free to slam my fist into the stone as hard as I could, but that resulted in nothing more than my bones cracking loudly against the unmoving wall.  The breaks in my bones healed, but the pain lingered for a while even after the flesh had mended.


  

  "I've tried as well," came Malice's voice from her cell, somewhere across the central corridor from me, but I didn't think it was the one directly adjacent mine.  "This dungeon was designed to hold monsters more powerful than us."


  

  I paced my cell, suddenly feeling all too keenly just how small an area I was bound to.  Monsters.  That word stuck in my mind, a poignant reminder of how much humanity I had lost.  Malice had not meant it as an offense, but the word reminded me of what I had lost, and what I was becoming. "They will have to feed us eventually.  When they do..."  I began.  


  

  "Meals are slipped through a slot under the door.  The last time they opened the cell was when they came to take my supplies, and they brought heavy reinforcements when they did that.  I doubt that our cell doors will be opened again until they've come to deliver our punishment.  That means that we must find a way out of here on our own," Malice spoke in a mild tone, one I knew that was meant to calm me while imparting information that might not be of a calming nature.  


  

  I sighed and forced myself to sit down, attempting to relax.  Somewhere above me, Kyeia was being held as a prisoner, studied and dissected as they tried to determine why she was still alive after having given up her eyes, even if their studies might be to the detriment of that life.  I needed to stay calm, and find a way to get free so that I could help her.  I knew that.  Rational thought was necessary to overcome the situation.  Knowing that I needed to stay calm was far easier than actually staying calm.    


  

  "If we get out, we do not allow them to take us again," I called from where I sat upon the floor, the agitation in my voice obvious even to me.


  

  "That is a given," Malice replied.  "I've no intention of ending up in this place again - should I ever get free of it, that is."


  

  The sound of a door opening was immediately followed by a cascade of light into the room so bright that, after having been in the dark for hours, it was momentarily blinding.  For the first time I was truly able to make out the area beyond my cell door.  There was a long, bare, stone-floored corridor stretching between the two lines of dungeon cells, with each cell set at a staggered interval from those across from them so that it was difficult to directly see into any other enclosure.  I saw Malice, leaning against the bars of her own cell, across from me, and two cells down, all the way next to the wall at the opposite end of the dungeon from the door.  I only saw her for a moment, and it was hard to make out details through the heavy pattern of the bars.  She covered her eyes and walked into the darkness at the back of her iron cage as light flooded into dank subterranean prison.  I thought that she was probably right to make such a move.  It would keep her eyes adjusted to the deep darkness of our confinement, and allow her to go mostly unseen.  I, however, did not follow the example.  I wanted to see what was happening, in hope that I might turn events to my advantage.  A single figure was framed in the doorway, dressed in a cloak of shifting edges.  In a moment the door shut behind whoever had entered, but they had brought a torch so light remained, not as bright as that which had come through the opening but still far brighter than what I had momentarily grown accustomed to.


  

  The cloaked person was a Knight of Ethan.  It was immediately obvious not only from the way it moved down the stairs, but also for the clawed hand that gripped the handle of the torch and the Lucidil Cloak worn by the Knights.  It stopped at each cell, holding the torch high, as though checking on the prisoners.  I hadn't heard any other prisoners the entire time I'd been in the dark, so the possibility remained that whoever it was that had brought the torch was looking for Malice and me, but did not know exactly where we were kept.  I briefly entertained the idea of reaching through the gate and seizing them as they approached and forcing them to free us, but the bars were designed in such a way that I could get no more than my hand through the grid-work and that only with difficulty.  I had but one choice, to wait and see what was to happen.


  

  The Knight approached, checking each cell, until finally the figure stood in front of mine, torch held high.  The light was not bright, and it took only a brief moment for my eyes to adjust to the new light.  I could see nothing of the person holding the brand, and knew not what to expect.  There was the chance that the cloaked figure would simply move past and check the rest of the cells, but I had the growing suspicion that such would not be the case.  


  

  "Lowin?"  It was a female voice that was familiar, but not so much that I could immediately identify its owner.  I squinted to see, holding my hand up to try and block the direct light of the torch, but I could not make out anything while looking past the torch.  Even my sensitive vision had limits.


  

  "Yes," I replied, stepping away from the bars, back into the darkness of my cell.  My suspicion was confirmed.  Whoever it was, they had come looking for me.  That information alone made me nervous.  I'd had enough of strange people searching for me to last several life times.  First Tempest had come for me, then Lucidil had come, and now whoever it was that stood beyond my cell had come looking for me.  I wasn't sure I wanted any part of whatever adventure they might bring with them.    


  

  "Just a moment and I will free you," the voice said, and I heard the sound of keys being manipulated.  My surprise would have been apparent had I not been shrouded in the murk of my captivity.  I had expected many things, but a chance at escape had not been one of those.


  

  "You're here to free me?  Who are you?"  I had never been one to hold back with questions.  


  

  The keys stopped jingling and there was a moment of hesitance, as if whoever was beyond my cell wasn't sure they wanted to disclose their identity. 


  

  "I am Wisp," came the soft reply, followed by the resuming of keys being manipulated, and my heart gave a fierce throb in my chest.


  

  "Why would you free me, so that you can attempt to kill me again?"  I spat the words forth, knowing that they were far from appropriate at that point in time, but unable to control them.  Of all the people who might have come to free me, and that was a short list, I would have never placed Wisp's name on it if I'd had a million years to consider the possibilities.


  

  The keys stopped again.  "I'm not here to kill you, idiot.  I'm here to free you and Malice if you want.  I know I have hurt you in the past, but I have had months to consider my actions and much has changed since then."  She resumed searching for the key, and a moment later I heard it slide into the lock.  "I was jealous of how the other Knights spoke of you, and how quickly you learned everything.  I had been treated the same way when I first came to the Knights, told how great my potential was, and I hated that you were a new hope for them while I had failed many times and fallen in rank until I was barely good enough for guard duty.  I took my self-loathing out on you.  I know that now."  The door opened to my cell.  "I don't know why you've done all the things they say you have, and I want no part of any of it, but I cannot live with myself if I do not pay the debt that I owe you.  I will let you free from this cell, and we will part company, all debts paid."


  

  I stepped from the door of my cell, coming close enough that I could see Wisp's face in the light of her torch.  There was sincerity in the lines of her features.  Her eyes passed over my face, and I saw them tracing the white scars she had carved there.  She looked away, and pulled her keys from the door.


  

  "Malice is two cells down, on the opposite side of the corridor," I told her, still wary of the woman who had once so deeply cut me, but also unwilling to cast aside the help she was offering.  I didn't know what the consequences would be for her, but she was giving me what would possibly be my last chance to free Kye and Malice.  She walked down the corridor towards Malice's iron cage.


  

  "They will kill you for this, Wisp," Malice's voice came from her cell, where she had obviously overheard our conversation.  "We stand accused of treason, and so will you, for freeing us."


  

  I heard a key entering a lock, and the sound of a door swinging open.  "I will leave the Knights in the chaos of your escape, and strive to make a better life for myself.  After you demoted me, Malice, they sent me to..."  Her voice trailed off.  "They did things to me that..."  Again, her words faltered, but when she spoke again there was strength in her voice I had not heard while she was my guard all those months before.  It was the same tone I had first heard from her that had made me fail to recognize her voice.  "I am a different woman.  I have been thinking about leaving for a long time now, and seeing Lowin again has been just the final blow to my crumbling beliefs.  So you see, I am setting you free, but I am really freeing myself as well."


  

  Malice stepped from her cell, dressed in only her shirt and pants, an aspect of her I'd only ever seen at our most intimate times.  Generally she was full dressed in armor and cloak, and though I knew she was dressed down because the Knights had taken her gear, it still struck me as strange to see her so.  "If this is what you want, I commend your bravery and thank you for your help," Malice said.


  

  I heard a gasp from Wisp, "Your eyes are green!"  She said, a quiet exclamation.


  

  "They were a gift from Lowin," Malice replied, and I thought I detected the slightest smile evident in the tone of her words.  


  

  "But how..."  Wisp began, but Malice stopped her.


  

  "Now isn't the time.  We need to make our escape before someone notices that you've been down here longer than whatever excuse you may have given dictates.  I recommend you stay down here until you hear the sounds of fighting from above, and then you can attempt to make your escape.  I can't say whether or not we will be able to fight our way free, so you may have to fight your way out as well."  The green-eyed warrior's voice had taken on an air of authority.  


  

  Wisp seemed to remember where she was then, and she reached beneath her cloak, drawing out a long package wrapped in a shifting cloak.  She handed the bundle to Malice.


  

  "I couldn't get your gear back," Wisp said to the green eyed woman, "but I was able to get two swords, a new cloak for you, and..."  She held up something that was difficult to see in the dimness of the room.  "I stole back Lowin's cloak after Froast finally passed out while working on it.  He'd been awake for about three days.  Even his excitement about this cloak couldn't keep him up forever."


  

  I crossed the distance and took the fabric from her, a smile on my face.  Just feeling the familiar cloth on my fingers again brought a sense of confidence to me.  I quickly put on the cloak, and fastened the new sword on as well.  


  

  "Whatever debt you owed me, Wisp, you may consider paid in full," I told her, feeling whole again with my sword and cloak donned.  A look of such relief came over Wisp's face that it seemed to me I might have just told her that I was not going to end her life in miserable torture.  She had acted gruff about the matter, but I knew then that she had desperately wanted to hear those words from me.  I found that I believed them, as well.  I no longer bore the female Knight any ill will.  There was still much to be done, though.  I needed one more thing from Wisp, "However, I have one question for you, and it is important."


  

  Wisp nodded, obviously eager to answer whatever I might have to ask.  


  

  "Do you know where they're keeping Kyeia?"  It was the most vital question I could ask.  If she knew, it might mean the difference between success and failure for Malice and me.  


  

  Wisp shook her head in negative reply.  "I'm afraid I do not, but I heard that she had been brought here.  It was big news.  I do, however, know where you should look."


  

  My face passed through an entire range of emotions, beginning with disappointment, and ending on hope at her last words.  Even knowing where to begin was at least something to go on.


  

  "The east wing of the building is where they manage all research that involves medical care.  I believe that is where they would have taken her, but the Knights are not permitted to know the nature of most of the really secretive work, and all word of Kyeia since she came here has been tightly guarded.  I know only that she is alive and that her room is guarded by two Knights, not human guards, and that the Knights chosen are quarantined from the rest of us so that no information leaks out.  I'm not even sure which two guards have been chosen for the detail."  The information Wisp offered was more than I had thought I'd have when starting my search.


  

  "Thank you," I told her, offering a slight bow.  "That information will be invaluable to us."


  

  "How many guards are in the room above?"  Malice asked, drawing her sword as she began walking for the stairs that would lead us to the exit of the dungeon.


  

  "Six human, four Knights."  Wisp replied.  "I traded the fifth for his position here.  I told him that I was curious about the prisoner since I had" she looked at me, shame on her face, "been the one to scar you."


  

  I shrugged.  "Scars heal.  You bought us an easier fight out of here, and that's another thing for which we owe you thanks."  I drew my own weapon, trying to ready myself for the fight that was about to come.  I would be facing multiple Knights in a battle to the death, a task I'd never tackled before.  Surprise, my superior strength and speed, and the outstanding fighting skills of Malice would be all the advantage we had.  I hoped it would be enough.  


  

  "The door at the top is unlocked," Wisp said.  "Good luck."


  

  Malice and I ascended the stone stairs, as quietly as we could; about to embark upon a battle we knew could be our last.  My hand tightened about the hilt of my sword in anticipation, the weight almost identical to that of my lost weapon, which was to be expected since all the blades of the Knights of Ethan were crafted by the same forge and made of the same high quality materials.  In my mind I was already going over the layout of the villa, or as much of it as I knew, deciding what would be our best course of action if we managed to survive the fight ahead.  I heard Malice's hand lift and pull the ring that served as a door handle, and all such thoughts fled.  The immediate present was all that need concern me.  


  

  In the closeness of the hall Malice looked to me, her green eyes flashing in the light coming from around the door.  I knew that we would be momentarily blinded by the light that was about to assail us, but we needed only see enough to make our first move, and from there our eyes would adjust.  Like all other aspects of those risen to Knighthood, our eyes adapted and changed as we needed them to.  I offered a nod of my head, letting Malice know that I was as ready as I was going to be.  Malice pulled the door open in one monstrous swing, and we charged out, squinting into the bright light as we went.  I pushed myself to the edge of my speed ability and tackled the nearest figure in a shifting cloak, knowing that the Knights would prove far more difficult to deal with than the human guards.  As my sword cleared the first target, his broken form falling into two pieces, Lucidil Cloak and body split despite their resistance, the room exploded into action.  It was obvious that I would not get another kill so easily.  


  

  I had no time to check to see if Malice was well, as I suddenly had another Knight of Ethan coming for me, his sword at the ready.  He moved with the speed and dexterity only a well-trained Knight could manage, his aim deadly and true.  I met his attack with one of my own, relying on my superior speed to give me the edge in our confrontation.  It worked.  My attacker's strike, despite its beauty and perfect killing form, was thrown off balance and turned aside by my superior strength.  If he was shocked, he didn't slow to show it.  He came back again, circling around me for a better angle, but I would not allow him to pass out of my range of vision.  I spun with him, keeping my purple eyes locked on his seething black orbs.  In the surreal world of our unbelievable speed, the pressures exerted by wind resistance and momentum tore at our cloaks and fur, causing them to ripple majestically against our paths of motion, and our slowed perception made that rippling appear as a sinuous and beautiful dance of fabric and fur. Had it not been so deadly, one might have called it a form of art.  


  

  Our swords met again, ringing loudly as they crashed and turned one another aside.  I could see heavily armored human forms finally coming into position to attack, and I knew that soon I would be surrounded.  As fast as I was, I would be hard pressed to dodge every sword thrust that came aimed at my back.  I pressed my attack on the Knight of Ethan, forcing myself faster.  That soon became my chant to follow.  Faster.  Faster.  Faster, still.  The strains on my body were terrible, but I bore them and fought on.  Finally my enemy's defense faltered.  It had actually happened in less time than it would take for most men to draw a couple of breaths, but it had felt much longer as we dueled at speeds beyond the realm of reason.  My opponent's guard came up low, and the point of my blade slipped under his failed form and pierced his chest, skewering his lungs and heart with surprising ease.  I tore the blade aside as I drew it out, a messy move, but one that would assure that my foe was really dead.  I watched in slow motion as the light faded from his eyes, and he began to collapse to the ground.  Another nightmare face to haunt my sleep, I thought.


  

  My heart gave a painful jump in my chest, followed a breath and then by another, I grimaced in shock and felt my head swim.  I dropped out of my sped up perception against my will and found myself face to face with impending death.  A guard was charging at me, easy enough to handle at full speed, but unavoidable at normal pace.  His blade was leveled for my throat.  I reached for my speed, and felt that same terrible pain in my chest.  In vain desperation I attempted to bring my sword up, but I knew it would not respond fast enough without my body's full speed at my disposal.  A great rend formed across my would-be killer's face, and a moment later a gout of blood spurted forth from the new opening in his head and he fell over.  Malice appeared behind him, slowing down, her sword at the end of the arc that had killed the man who would have killed me.  I swung back around, looking for my next attacker, but every opponent in the room lay dead upon the floor.  


  

  Wisp was off to one side, wiping blood from her weapon onto the tabard of a fallen guard.  She had apparently joined our battle at some point, though I couldn't have said when.  There was an edge of anger on Malice's face as she walked up to me.  "Why did you stop?  You nearly got yourself killed.  Why did you drop pace in the middle of battle?"  I looked around in shock, hardly believing that so many Knights and human guards had been dispatched so quickly.  I had certainly not done my share.  My heart pounded, and my head spun.  "Answer me, Lowin.  Do you want to die or something?"


  

  I looked blankly at her for a moment.  I wasn't sure how to answer that question.  I put my hand over my heart, "I kept pushing for speed, so I could beat that Knight, but just as I beat him I felt this terrible pain in my chest.  The speed fell off after that, and I couldn't get it going again."  I fumbled for an explanation.


  

  Malice's look of anger became intermingled with one of worry. "You can't do that, Lowin.  You can't keep pushing for speed when you hit your limit.  Your heart is human, and a human heart can only do so much, even with our improvements.  You can kill yourself like that."  For a moment she looked like she might hit me, but instead she spun around, turning her back to me, "Are you alright now?"


  

  I flexed my muscles and relaxed, feeling the thrum of my heart in my chest.  Everything felt like it was working, but a seed of doubt had been planted in my mind.  What good was being faster and stronger, if my heart could not handle the load of such exertions?  I had known my limits, and I had intentionally pushed them, but the limits were a difficult to define area of my being.  I felt like I should be able to do more than I could.  My heart was calming, the pain leaving my chest.  


  

  "I think I'm going to be fine," I said, uncertainty edging my words.


  

  "He needs a Kaziem Wolf heart.  It would even out his other abilities."  Wisp said from where she was still crouched, removing coin pouches from fallen bodies.


  

  "No."  Malice said definitively.  "That's too dangerous, and I don't know who we could get to perform such a risky procedure anyway."


  

  "You've had it done, haven't you?  You must have been conscious during most of the procedure.  You could do it."  Wisp said.


  

  Malice shook her head in negative reply.  "I won't do that.  It is... a terrible ordeal.  I am one of three to have survived the process, and it was not a pleasant experience.  Fifteen others have not been so lucky, and they were good, strong Knights."


  

  My curiosity was peaked.  "What is the Kaziem Wolf heart, and what does it do?"


  

  "No," Malice said once more.  "We'll not even talk about that.  We're not going to do it, so talking about it is pointless.  Even if it was a possibility, and it certainly is not, we still have much work to finish, and we certainly don't have the months of time it takes for our bodies to repair that kind of change.  We need to find Kye and get out of here as quickly as possible.  Put the Kaziem heart out of your mind for good."


  

  Wisp shrugged, "He'll never reach his full potential without it."


  

  The prospect of replacing my heart with that of a monster was frightening.  Lucidil had once told me that my heart was the one thing I must never allow to be damaged, but apparently even the heart was not completely sacred to our twisted bodies.  If I were to lose my heart, how much humanity would be left to me?  I looked at Malice, her face still set in a line of anger, and realized that she was as grounded in humanity as ever despite all her changes.  I remembered the scar on her chest that ran between her breasts, and realized exactly what that scar actually meant.  It was the remnant of the process that had removed her human heart and replaced it with that of a beast.  Malice, for all that her heart was that of a beast, was one of the best people I knew.


  

  "Let us go.  We need to find Kyeia and get her out of here soon," Malice said, not bothering to return her sword to its scabbard.  She looked to me, locking her green eyes on my own.  "Lowin, do not push yourself too far while we fight.  Your heart will remain weak for a short time until it can totally recover from the strain.  If you die, then all of this is for nothing, do you understand?"


  

  "Yes," I said, though I didn't fully understand.  Our mission was to save Kyeia.  If I were to die, that was something that I was willing to accept, so long as Kye was rescued.  


  

  "Wisp, you may go your own way now.  I hope that you find your way to freedom," Malice said, turning to address the black-eyed woman.


  

  "Actually," Wisp said, standing from her grim work of looting the dead.  "I think I will accompany you and Lowin.  It will be easier to exit this compound in the company of others than on my own.  They surely will not let me leave here unquestioned while I am supposed to be on guard duty in the dungeon.  Better that I come out fighting, than end up locked in the dungeon myself."


  

  Malice shrugged.  "If that is what you want.  I will not stop you."


  

  "Besides, I can lead you to where you need to start looking.  I know my way around the building better than either of you," Wisp added.


  

  "Any help that expedites our work here today is welcomed," I said with a nod to Wisp.


  

  "Good, let us go," she answered, and fell into the position of lead.  Malice went behind her, and I took up the rear, worry gnawing at my bones.  I needed my heart to hold out for me until we'd found and rescued Kye.  If it lasted that long, then I felt I could die happily.  Once she was free, I didn't care what happened to me any longer.  I owed her so much, and I would not let myself fall before paying it back.  I just needed my strength to hold a little longer.   


  

  Back out in the halls of the villa, we were at a sudden advantage.  We were three skilled warriors and, even if we encountered a guard and hostilities came of it, we outnumbered the single man patrols.  Wisp also knew the patrol routes, and so was able to guide us around the areas of heaviest traffic.  Thanks to her guidance we were able to travel as far as the east wing without encountering so much as a single guard, human or Knight.  Our luck, however, could not hold indefinitely.  The entrance to the east wing was guarded by three humans and a single Knight of Ethan standing in front of a heavy gate.  Wisp led us straight to the gate, not slowing in her approach.  As we drew near, the guards came to attention, weapons readied.  


  

  The Knight of Ethan, tall and imposing in his shifting cloak, stepped forward. "Wisp, what is your business here?  You do not belong on this side of the building."  The guard's voice was gruff, but not laced with "the voice."  His hand rested on the hilt of his sword, fingers tense.


  

  "You see..."  Wisp began, but she spoke no further words.  Her body launched into motion.  In a single strike the cloaked warrior's head was separated from his neck, but the young Knight, yet another fallen into villainy since meeting me I realized, did not stop there.  In the space of a breath all four men guarding the east wing entrance were downed.   Her killing spree ended, the trail of blur that had been her form coming to rest in almost the same position she'd started.  "...we have business in the east wing."  She finished.  


  

  She retrieved the gate key from the guard and unlocked the door barring our way.  I was shocked by the ferocity with which she accomplished her goals, but at the same time I understood the necessity.  We were in an enemy fortress and outnumbered.  Every advantage must be taken.  The pile of dead bodies was growing higher by the minute.  We had now killed five Knights of Ethan.  That many dead, when so many had already been killed at Fell Rock, was a terrible cost to the king.  If I hadn't already been wanted for treason, I knew that there would be no escaping that fate now.  There was no life left for me in the kingdom of my birth.


  

  The east wing was the smallest portion of the villa, and searching it was easy enough.  We had only to look for a room that was heavily guarded enough to be the one we wanted.  Many rooms we passed had single guards outside them, either a Knight or a human, mostly dependent, I guessed, upon how important was the secret kept therein, but that which we were looking for we knew was guarded by two Knights of Ethan.  The Knights we did pass showed no interest in us, assuming that if we were there we must be there legitimately.  I wondered how long the bodies we'd left behind would go unnoticed.  If we were lucky, it wouldn't be until the next changing of the patrols.  


  

  Finally, we turned a corner and came within sight of our goal.  There were two stoic guards facing out, dressed in cloaks of shifting fabric.  We approached them cautiously.  They were at the end of a corridor and as we drew nearer I knew that they must be aware of where we were going.  There was only one place for us to be going.  The door with the two guards was the only one down this stretch of hallway.  I saw them straighten as we approached and knew that beneath their cloaks they were getting ready for whatever trouble we might bring.  My eyes went to the door between them.  Beyond that sheet of wood was Kyeia.  The woman I had loved, and had thought dead, was now so very close that if I were to run I might be at her side in less than a minute.  Running, of course, was out of the question.  I would be cut down before I could even turn the door handle, but my patience was wearing thin.


  

  "Turn back.  You have no business in this hallway," one of the guards called, and his tones were heavy with "the voice," the threat as evident as he could possibly make it.  They both drew sword, obviously a protocol-based reaction.  I guessed that they had been told to allow only certain people within range of the room, and we were not those people.  My hands twitched at my sides.  I didn't want to be held back any longer.  Something terrible and powerful broke free within me.  My restraint, carefully held in check for so long, shattered, and I charged the door, flashing into full speed as my weapon came to my hand.  Of course the guards had time to see me coming, and so met my charge with blows aimed to kill.


  

  I was maddened beyond normal means, however, and my already immense strength was doubled in my haze of frustration.  My blade crashed into first one Knight's sword, then the other, and the force of my blow drove both their weapon points aside.  I did not relent.  I slashed out with my free hand, harnessing all the force I could muster.  My blow ripped the better part of the first Knight's face off, splashing the adjacent wall with brains and gore.  Before I could spin to attack the other enemy, I felt a burning streak of cold-lightning that started on my left side, just above my hip, and carried all the way through to the right of my body.  The second guard had recovered from my initial sword strike, and his blade was now piercing my body, the hilt pressed against my left hip, and the blade tip protruding at an odd angle from my right side, slightly beneath the pit of my arm.  I saw the murderous look in his eyes, and the shifting of his hand on his weapon as he prepared himself to rip the sword free, a move I knew would tear me mostly in half.  My free hand streaked out, claws sharpening to points finer than any crafted blade, and severed his arm below the shoulder.  Even as I struck his arm from him, a sword point pierced his head and the life fled his face.  The world slowed for me then, the rush of battle ebbing away, and I looked to Malice who stood with her sword still in the position of the killing blow she had just struck.  She drew the weapon free and the body fell away.  Her eyes, like brilliant emeralds, sparkled with such a look of terror and confusion.  I took a deep breath, and it rattled in my lungs, causing me to cough.  Blood misted into the air.  


  

  I tried to turn toward the door, but the sword running through my body made turning difficult, and a cold chill passed through me.  I coughed again, blood spattering the front of my cloak and running in droplets down the stain resistant fabric.  I looked to the place where the sword pierced my body and saw that it had torn straight through my rare garment.  I regretted the damage profusely.  My eyes closed, and I forced them open.


  

  I was so close to seeing Kye again.  I re-sheathed my weapon, grabbed the hilt of the sword that ran through me and pulled, and it started to slide out.  The angle at which it had passed through me made it impossible to draw it entirely free in a single pull, so I had to choke up on the blade and draw more of it out.  More of the sword came free, the world spun.  I was on my knees, my hand still clenched about the blade of the sword, but now Malice was in front of me, a look of mixed panic and fear on her features that I had never seen there before.  I could see Wisp, standing back, a sickened look on her face.  I shook my head and looked at the sword still protruding from me.  I drew a deep breath, coughed up more blood, and grabbed the blade again and pulled.  This time the blade slid far enough out that gravity did the rest of the work.  It fell away from me, and clattered to the ground.  I heard voices and looked up again.


  

  Malice was looking at me, talking, but I couldn't make out what she was saying.  The words seemed far away and jumbled.  I stood up, though my legs were numb and resisted the effort.  Malice seemed distressed, anger obvious on her face, but the sting of that anger was taken away by the look of worry hidden beneath it.  Were things really so bad, I wondered?  I noticed the hole in the other side of my cloak, and groaned internally.  


  

  Inside my body I could feel a deep burning replacing the cold streak that had been the metal of the sword.  I ignored that sensation and took a step towards the door.  It was close.  I took another step, and this time I was within range of it.  I reached for the handle, the effort to do so far more difficult than it should have been.  Suddenly Malice was at my side, lifting my arm over her shoulders, and holding me up.  I opened my mouth to thank her, but the words wouldn't come out.  She turned the handle of the door and dragged me through the opening.  Blackness edged my vision, and I realized that my eyes were trying to close.  I forced them open again.  I was in a white room, with a bed at the center.  There were tables covered in instruments that I didn't recognize, but it was the bed that drew my attention.  There was a figure lying atop it, but I couldn't see it from where I was.  I forced myself to take a step forward, but it was difficult.  Wisp passed by Malice and me, walking to the bed.  She looked down at the figure on the bed, and then looked back at me and there was such a look of distress on her face that I nearly felt overwhelmed by panic.  I wanted to ask her what was wrong but my lips wouldn't form the words.  My heart began to beat heavily in my chest, and the burning in my body intensified.  My right arm, which had been going numb, began to tingle, and I took another step forward.  


  

  Wisp's lips were moving, but I still couldn't make out what she was saying.  


  

  "How bad?"  I heard Malice's voice for the first time since I was injured in the battle, the words were distant but coming clearer.  


  

  Wisp replied but I missed all the words but the last, "...bad."


  

  I took another step towards the bed, my feet growing firmer beneath me.  I drew in a deep breath, and it didn't rattle in my chest.  My wounds were going to heal.  I was tired though.  I had not felt so exhausted in as long as I could remember.  Even the body of a Knight, of a Broken Sword, of whatever I was now, a monster, even my body could grow tired.


  

  "Lowin, I don't know if..."  Malice began, but I had the strength now to speak, and I cut her off.


  

  "I need to see her."  I pulled myself away from my green-eyed friend and walked to Kye's bedside.  Each step I took, I grew stronger thanks to the gift given to me by the girl I knew lay on that bed.  Each breath I drew came with less pain, as wounds that would have killed even most Knights of Ethan, healed within me, because Kye had given me her life.  By the time I reached the bedside, maybe ten steps, I barely hurt at all.  I looked down at the form laying in the bed, and whatever hope I'd held of walking into the countryside hand and hand with my love broke inside me.  The figure in the bed was indeed Kye, but little remained to tell by.


  

  Her hair was an unhealthy shade of gray, and thin to the point that it was missing in many places.  Her skin was waxy, her cheeks - though all the lines might be familiar - were made alien by their sunken and hollow appearance.  Where her eyes had once been, were two holes full of puckered scar tissue.  I collapsed to my knees at the bed side, taking one of Kye's hands in mine.  It was almost skeletal, seemingly more fragile than the finest glass figurine.  Had I closed my fist, I felt I would have crumpled and destroyed her.  


  

  "Kyeia?"  I spoke her name softly, but she did not stir.  If not for my keen hearing, and acute senses, I wouldn't have known she lived at all.  I felt a single tear trace its line down my face, and knew that I was crying.  I wanted her hand to grip mine, for her to reply to me in some way, but there was nothing.  I could sense nothing of the Kye I'd known.  She was in the room, but at the same time, she was gone somewhere beyond any place that I could reach.  


  

  "She has been like this since they brought her here," an unfamiliar male voice spoke from a corner of the room.  I heard swords clearing scabbards, but I was in no mood to fight any longer.  I sat numbly, holding on to the fragment of my love that remained, and trying to remember the Kye I had known so many months ago.


  

  "What is wrong with her?"  I asked, not turning to face the voice.  The fact that Malice and Wisp had not attacked whoever else was in the room and that all remained silent, should have struck me as strange, but my concerns were not where they should have been.


  

  "You should know that better than any, Lowin Fenly.  She has lost her eyes, the keys to her being, and she is adrift in a living death," the voice replied.  I turned to face it.  Even in my grief I started at the sight of the figure in the corner.  It looked like a creature of Kye's people in shape, but seemed comprised of pale light and fog, its form shimmering and shifting at the whims of the air currents in the room.  It moved towards the bed, causing Malice to step into its path.


  

  "Hold your place," she warned, leveling her sword at the insubstantial creature.


  

  "I mean no harm," it said, retreating to its corner.  It appeared, when its form stayed consistent enough to make such judgments, like a man in his later years, with a short, cleanly cut, beard, and long, but well-kept hair.  Its clothing was a style of robe that was unfamiliar, but that reminded me of something one might see in an artist's portrait of a long dead scholar.  


  

  "What are you, how do you know me, and what do you know of Kye's condition?"  I asked, needing answers more than I ever had before.  To have come so far only to have all hope crushed was something I had not been prepared for.


  

  "I am Tyvel Ure.  I am the one responsible for the discovery that led to the creation of the binding process.  Or, I was Tyvel Ure.  Now I am just a memory of Tyvel Ure, contained in this artifact of bone from his body."  He gestured to a black box on a shelf near where he was standing, "When I was dying, they didn't want to lose my knowledge, so they bound me here, and will not let me go.  I assure you I am no danger to any of you.  I have no substance."  He ran his hand through a table near where he was standing and his palm phased through, the mist that formed him breaking apart and reforming on the bottom side of the table top.  "And cannot go far from my box.  As for the girl...  When she was brought here, there was a great deal of excitement that she was alive, but as they studied her, taking samples of skin and flesh, they couldn't figure out exactly what it was that was keeping her alive.  They felt that it was important to understand the secrets, but they couldn't unravel the truth.  Slowly, she began to dwindle, her body growing weaker, her appearance fading, but she kept on breathing.  They still don't know why she's alive. But, I have discovered the truth.  I know you, Lowin, from the information brought in with the girl.  Who else would come here in such a state especially considering... Oh, but that's the real secret. "


  

  I looked back at Kye, her wasted face barely recognizable.  "Tell me, then, shade, why does she live on like this, what is the secret that you hold?  Tell me, or leave me be, but do not torment me with promises of hope you will not deliver."


  

  Tyvel sighed from his place in the corner.  "I wouldn't tell them because I feared what they would do if they knew, but I will tell you so long as you are willing to make me a promise, Lowin."


  

  I was in no mood to negotiate with the ghost, but I had little choice.  "Fine, what is it that you want?"  


  

  "I just want you to take me with you when you leave.  I don't want to be here any longer.  I have done a terrible thing in creating the binding process."  He gestured towards the bed, towards Kye.  "I do not wish to remain in this house I built any longer.  It has become an evil place.  To help me, you need only take my box when you leave, and I can aid you even more.  I know a great deal, including how to get out of here without having to fight the whole way."  There seemed to be a sincere pleading in his voice. I knew not whether I could trust him, or if he would betray me at some point, but I needed to know what he had to tell me. We would need to know how to escape the villa with as little trouble as possible if I was to carry Kye out with us, which I intended to do.  Whether she ever woke again or not, I would not leave her to die in the hands of the king's researchers.


  

  "Fine, it is done.  Now what secret do you keep?"  I made my decision without consulting the others, but I was in no fit state of mind to take advice.  


  

  "She is pregnant."  The ghost's words caused me to literally stumble backwards from where I was crouched at Kye's side.


  

  "What?"  I asked incredulously.


  

  "Yes, she is carrying your child, Lowin.  I had suspected that it was yours, but now that I see your eyes, there can be no denying it.  The binding wouldn't be so pure if your connection hadn't been very deep."  He seemed to grow distracted for a minute, as if thinking about something, but his attention focused again in a moment.  "Kyeia will not die so long as she is carrying the child," He said, hovering across the room to her bed.  This time neither Malice nor Wisp tried to stop him.  "She is fed very little, and is giving all nutrients to the child, so she does not show the pregnancy, but I know the baby lives within.  I see things differently than the living.  I can detect the glow of life.  There are two forces of life in her, though hers is but a flickering candle in the wind."


  

  I shook my head, "But we only lay together once..."


  

  "My boy, it takes but once," Tyvel said softly.


  

  I was to be a father.  It was a turn of events I could never have anticipated, and one that filled me with such a mix of emotions that I was at a loss as to how to react.  I would have a son, or a daughter, but I would be losing the woman I loved forever.  Then there was the question of what sort of father I might make.  Could any child love such a thing as I had become?  I was a thing of battle and death, certainly not a care-giver.  I knew nothing of raising a child, and worse yet, I endangered my own offspring by simply being alive.  I had made too many enemies that might pose a threat to my child's life just because of its relation to me.  What hope did any progeny of mine have?  I found myself filled with fear for the life that had not yet fully kindled, and sadness at the life that dwindled before my eyes.  What excitement I might have felt at the news of being a sire was squelched in the mire of worries that such news brought with it.


  

  A hand touched my shoulder.  "We should be going Lowin.  We don't know how long we have before someone notices the trouble we've stirred," Malice's voice was full of concern, whether for me or our situation I couldn't be sure, but it brought me out of my thoughts and back into the moment. 


  

  "Of course, you're right," I said, clearing my head as best I could, and pushing away the crushing emotional burden of all that was happening.  I would have to deal with all else later.  Right now my friends, my unborn child, and Kyeia needed my immediate attention.  I walked to the bed and picked up Kye's fragile body.  She seemed to weigh nothing in my arms.  Whether that was simply an illusion of my immense strength, or a testament to how much weight she'd lost in her sickness, it pained me to have it so.  It seemed as though she were barely real, as though she were as much a ghost as the phantom Tyvel, standing in the corner.


  

  I saw Wisp walk over and pick up the black box that Tyvel said contained the bone fragment to which he was bound.  I half expected him to waver in substance as she moved the box, or to be moved along with it, but he didn't seem to change at all.  


  

  "All right, specter, lead us out of here," I told him.  I did not trust the ghost, but I had given him my word and I would keep it until such a time as he gave me reason not to.  I was tired of the whole mess; the constant fighting, the raised then crushed hopes, the hard decisions.  I wanted only to spend what little time I had left with the woman I loved before she died, even if that time would be spent in silence, as I knew it surely would.  I looked down at her still face, wanting to see some indication there that she knew I was holding her, that we were together again, finally.  Her eyeless sockets stared into nothingness, and her face was slack and emotionless.  A tear fell from my right eye but I ignored it.


  

  "I shall take you to the catacombs, but you must stay close to me," Tyvel said, indicating Wisp with a gesture.  "If that box gets too far away, I cannot maintain my form, and will not be able to lead." 


  

  Wisp eyed the spirit with a look of suspicion.  "There are no catacombs beneath this villa, spirit.  I have been here a long time, and have held many guard positions.  Those I haven't held, I have heard of.  I would know if there were chambers below this villa.  What game are you playing?"


  

  Tyvel simply shrugged, a slight smile on his lips.  "My dear girl, I assure you there are catacombs beneath this villa.  I should know as it is my house, and I am the one who drew up the plans upon which it was based.  There are tunnels beneath us, of that you can be certain.  They have remained untouched for generations, but they are still there, and so are the secret paths that lead to them."  The ghost walked across the room to a closet at the far end and stopped, "If you would all be so kind as to follow me?"


  

  We did as the ghost asked, all of us wary of the strange spirit we were following.  The inside of the closet was large, easily big enough for all of us to fit within comfortably.  Once Wisp was in far enough for Tyvel to progress, he indicated that we should shut the door and walked to the back wall of the closet, the only area not lined with shelves.  "Come, young lady," he gestured for Wisp who approached cautiously, tying the small black box containing the ghost's bone fragment to a rope line on her sword belt to free up her hands.  


  

  "You'd have me believe there is something hidden beyond this wall, and that none of the staff has discovered it?"  She asked, as she came closer.


  

  The ghost seemed nonplussed, "Of course there is.  Most of the main rooms have access to the catacombs, though very few people have ever known of their existence.  I want you to move your hand as I do, across the stone.  Be careful to do it precisely.  If you make a mistake we shall have to start over."  The phantom's hand reached out to touch the stone wall before him, and Wisp followed his example.  Tyvel traced a pattern across the stone, pushing, and sliding his fingers across different points in the wall.  As he traced his surprisingly complex pattern, Wisp mimicked the design with her own hand.  After several long seconds of this, there was an audible click and the wall slid back and to the side, exposing a narrow stairway that led down.  "...And we are free," the ghost said, a smile on his glowing features.  


  

  We trudged into darkness.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We walked out of the villa easier than we entered, and traveled far into the king-less territories beyond.  Wisp did not leave us, despite the fact that she could have done so freely at any time.  Whether she decided she liked our company, or merely thought we might provide a place for her now that she was an enemy of the king, I never thought to ask.  We traveled for weeks, caring for Kye and learning of all that had been done to her in the interim since she'd been brought to the villa.  Those stories still raise my ire and threaten to break my spirit.  I often wish I had never questioned our spirit guide on those details.  Finally, as Kye's health became ever poorer, I realized that we needed to stop our traveling and settle down, or neither Kyeia nor our child would survive.  It was then that I put my king's sword to the best use that it ever received.  Together with the help of Wisp and Malice, we built a cabin deep in the woods of the most forsaken area of the world we could reach.  We hewed trees with our blades, and shaped the wood with the finest forged steel the kingdom could produce.  As I said, a sword has never seen a nobler purpose.  The beasts of the area we settled in were dangerous, and the hunting difficult, but we three were strong enough to carve out a living.  


  

  Five months after the completion of our cabin, Kyeia died while giving birth to our child.  I buried her in the heart of a quiet grove of trees, and put up a head stone of amethyst rock in which I chiseled her name using my wood-dulled and abused sword.  I lay the blade upon the earth there, and left that grove knowing I would not return.  Some can find peace in visiting the final resting place of a loved one, but for me only bitterness at all that had been lost resided in the ground there.  The Kye that I loved existed only in my memories, and those memories are what I chose to hold onto.  I would keep them, and eventually pass them on to my daughter so that she might have something of her mother, though it would be only my handed down memories. 


  

  I named my daughter Kaylien.   I would have liked to give her an Uliona name, in honor of her mother, but I knew of none to give.  The name I chose was a human name, but one that reminded me of Kyeia.  It rolled on the tongue in a similar way, to me.  She was a beautiful child.  She had eyes of brilliant purple, but instead of being entirely purple, with streaks of white like the people of the Uliona, her eyes were like those of humans, only dressed in a shade that I had never seen among my folk.  She had a shock of down-soft pale blond hair and an intense gaze that made you feel that, even as a baby, she was looking right through you.  I missed her mother terribly, but my love for my daughter sustained me.  In her I found a reason to move from day to day.  


  

  




I wish that I could say that my story ended there, in that cabin among friends, family, and phantoms, but I'm afraid that is only where it began.  That peaceful time in the woods was to be short-lived. 
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