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  I had done many things in my life --  fought in many battles, suffered many losses, and killed more men and beasts than I cared to remember --  but none of that prepared me for the task of being a king.  It took me two years after the fall of Lucidil to gain the crown, for the manner of succession was deeply clouded, and with the threat of the Hungering seemingly passed, suddenly there was an abundance of men willing to take upon themselves the mantle of power.  They, however, were lacking the one thing which was most important.  I had the support of the man who had been the primary advisor to the line of kings for more than two hundred years.  Ethaniel, first Knight of the Knight's of Ethan, and the most respected warrior of our land, stood in support of my ascension to the throne after the disposition of King Lucidil, the man whose death I had played no small part in.  


 

  Of course, I hadn't been a party to his death in order to become king.  In truth it could have been said that I had played little to no part at all in Lucidil's demise.  I had been lying on the ground, at the cusp of death, when the previous king was felled.  Malice, a fellow Knight of Ethan, a lover, a love, had delivered the killing blow to the red-eyed king.  Lucidil had not been a kind man.  He had been a cold hearted killer, with his eyes set upon capturing the world.  No atrocity had been beyond his scope, if he had thought it might bring him closer to his goal.  His last such inhumanity had been his undoing.  He gave my daughter, Kaylien, into the hands of the Hungering, a race of flesh devouring monsters from across the sea, in exchange for their agreement to leave our lands.  She had been only six years old at the time.  


 

  The Hungering assured Lucidil that the girl would not be harmed, but that had not mattered.  In my eyes, in Malice's eyes, Lucidil had gone too far.  We fought him, and when our defeat seemed definite, Malice struck with the last of her strength and killed the fiery-eyed ruler of men, leaving the land without a king.  Unfortunately, Malice was near fatally wounded in the struggle.  


 

  I too, had been injured by Lucidil, but I recovered quickly, while Malice lay for months in a deep sleep from which I could not wake her.  I stayed by her side for most of that time, fearing that she might pass into death if I left for more than a few minutes.  When she finally did awake, however, she was changed.  She still had the voluptuous body of a woman, but her mind had regressed to that of a girl of thirteen or fourteen.  It was as though she'd erased all the bad parts of her life, and returned to a time when she was just a sweet, young innocent.  


 

  She was still a Knight in body, with powerfully clawed arms and legs, the result of replacing her human limbs with that of the nomadic and fearsome fur clad monsters of the frozen lands, Fell Beasts.  Her eyes still shone a miraculous green, bright and vivid, shifting with her emotions, and broken only by the ring of white around the place where the pupil would be on a human's eye, but she was not the Malice who had been the master of swords for the Knights of Ethan.  She still followed me, as she had almost as long as I had known her, but her attention had become like a young girl with a crush, and not like a friend whose council and companionship could help me through the hard times.  I had never told her how much I loved her before she was injured, and I dared not do so in her fragile, innocent state.  I did not doubt, when I looked into her loving eyes, that she would give anything to me that was in her power to give, but I could not accept any such affection from her while I knew that she was as timid as a child.  


 

  With Ethaniel's help, I finally took the crown, and began to build the ships I knew that I needed if I was to go after the Hungering, to bring back my lost daughter.  I did so, however, with a heart weighted heavily by tragedy.  My daughter was lost, given into the arms of a terrible enemy.  If the Hungering kept her alive, I feared what would happen to her mind under such conditions.  My love, my dearest friend, Malice, was diminished to a mere shadow of the woman she had once been, and everything else I knew and loved in my life was gone.


 

  To make matters worse, I found myself in a world of double-talking and politics that I had never before experienced.  All sought the favor of the king, but at the same time, all sought to gain control of the king.  It was a constant battle with the nobles, and sometimes even the common people, in order to maintain some semblance of control, and I was ill adjusted to the task.  Ethaniel guided me.  My advisors guided me.  It seemed, however, that I did little to guide myself.  I wanted nothing more than to have my ships built so that I might set sail once more, and leave the kingdom, and my crown, far behind.


 

  I hoped that time at sea, away from the castle and the unfamiliar world of the king's court, might aid Malice in remembering what she had been before Lucidil had nearly killed her.  I wanted my family back.


 

  I did not want to be the king.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I sat staring at Liet from across a table covered in scrolls and documents that I was supposed to be reading.  The documents pertained to various business arrangements that would, in theory, aid the country in its attempt to recover from the massive damages that had been wrought by the Hungering.  I had spent four years since becoming king, reading through the various offers and treaties from the human nobles, heads of clans, as well as those presented by the representatives of the other races of our land.  All were eager to help, if they felt it would better their own standing.  The greatest trick was determining which of the deals offered would aid the people at the least cost.  For the time being though, I was ignoring all the various documents, and concentrating my efforts on the man who stood across from me.


 

  Liet's eyes were hard.  A barely restrained brutality lay just beneath the surface.  He had once been a knight of the king, not a Knight of Ethan, but a human knight in service to the king.  When I had escaped from the capital city after it was overrun with the Hungering, Liet had been one of the few humans to survive the ensuing battles.  He had proven his courage and strength on multiple occasions, even fighting on after sustaining serious injuries.  In the end, I left him in safety, or so I thought, at Lucidil's war camp, and departed to take care of other business.  It wasn't until well after the old king's death, that I learned what had become of the brave knight, Liet.


 

  Lucidil had Liet turned into a black cloak, one of the Black Patch Brigade, a creature with the body of a Fell Beast and the head of a man.  Unlike with the Knights of Ethan, the black cloaks were shaped and bound by strong magics that dictated their behavior.  The Fell Beast, being the greater portion of their body, held strong sway over the personality that resulted from the blending of forms.  The only way to keep the black cloaks under control was to formulate strict restrictions into the magical process.  Liet, the good, honest, and hard working knight whom I had fought beside, was merely a shadow behind the eyes of the creature that stood before me in my study.  


 

  Upon learning of his fate, I had ordered the cessation of all such magical research.  Of course, I had not been king at the time, and my words were taken in stride.  Once I put on the crown, however, I closed down the kingdom's magical research centers.  The cost was too great, and the pay off too little.  My choice to eliminate magic was not well met.  The nobles, heads of various human clans, accused me of trying to make of myself a god.  They believed that I had gotten rid of magical research so that nothing stronger than me was ever created.  Others believed that by doing away with magic, I was allowing the country to weaken, and that it was only a matter of time before someone, led by a magically created army, would come in and destroy us all.  


 

  I, who had lost much to magic over the years, could not justify the cost that must be paid in order to create magical energy.  For every magic, there must be a sacrifice.  Even the enchanted lanterns used for most public lighting required a sacrifice of life, minor though it might seem to kill a calf to power several of the ever glowing lights, when that same calf was to be slaughtered for its meat anyway.  Where does one draw the line between killing an animal for power, and killing a man for power?  Lucidil, my predecessor, had lost sight of that line, and I feared that, should I allow magical research to continue, I might as well.  Liet's fearsome eyes still bore into me, reaffirming my belief that magic came at too terrible a cost.


 

  When I had closed down the research center that was responsible for creating the black cloaks, I had received threats against my life from a researcher referred to as Father.  He was the head of the project and had worked closely with Lucidil during the creation and shaping of the process by which the Black Patch Brigade was produced.  In the end it had taken mobilization of military forces to extract him from his offices, and he had sworn that he would have his revenge on me in some way unless we gave him his research back.  I ordered the research documents destroyed, and Father exiled from the country.  I often wondered if banishing the man was enough, but I would not bring myself to kill a man who had been doing what he considered a service to his country, especially not while I was still making use of those forces he'd created.  


 

  "How are you today, Liet?"  I asked the black-cloaked figure before me.  He did not respond.  


 

  "Liet, I asked you how you're feeling?"  I repeated the question, much as I had every morning for the past two years.  At first, after becoming king, I had been too distressed by the site of the changed Liet to even consider speaking to him.  Over time, I realized that by avoiding Liet, I was paying him a disservice.  I had fought beside him.  He was a brother of battle.  I ordered him to my private guard after that, intent upon showing him the respect his service owed him.


 

  Liet did not answer me.


 

  I sighed heavily.  "Zet-grutkol-grutfen-gret," Liet snapped to attention.  The ponderously long name was actually a number torn from a long dead language.  1,994.  He was one of the last black cloaks, but there were still far too many.  "How are you feeling?"


 

  "I am ready and able to serve, my King."  He answered, his voice the gruff growl that remained of his human voice after being joined with the Fell Beast.  It was not the answer I sought, nor was it any different from any answer I'd ever received.  I felt certain that Liet still existed somewhere within the mind of the black cloak, but trying to reach him had not proved fruitful.  In the early days, I had spent hours at a time trying to break through to the core of his personality.  As time passed, and my efforts were met with failure after failure, I'd fallen into a routine.    


 

  "From this point on, Zet-grutkol-grutfen-gret, I will refer to you as Liet, and you will respond only to that name.  Do you understand?"  I made my voice crisp and clear, letting the black cloak know that I was issuing an order.  I had done the same thing previously, every single morning.  The command held for a while, but eventually he would once again come to only respond to his Black Patch Brigade identification.  Each time I had to repeat that order, it felt as though a hammer struck my heart.  I wondered if he suffered, trapped inside his monstrous body.   


 

  "I understand, my King."  The black cloak answered.  His eyes still burned with barely contained hostility, and deep seeded hunger.  I knew both of those feelings.  I too was joined with the Fell Beast, and I knew what it was to have the beast's boundless brutality pent up inside.  Even calm as I was, if I concentrated, I could almost see the beast stalking through the dark recesses of my mind.


 

  "How did you sleep, Liet?"  I asked, pushing aside my own dark thoughts, and trying to draw out the bright-eyed and intelligent knight I had once known.


 

  "I rested well.  I am ready to serve."  Liet answered, no appreciable emotion in his voice.


 

  My anger flared and I slammed my right fist, my only fist, down on my desk.  Liet did not flinch.  He watched me, his human eyes seeming like blank glass behind which was a feral malice.  I clenched my fist, and let my hand drop to my side as I leaned back in my chair.  The shoulder of my left arm, the shoulder that now had not even a nub on which to end, ached as I tried to clench the fist that was no longer attached to the arm.  My anger dissipated as quickly as it had come, burned away like the flesh of my left arm.


 

  Many had believed that with my remarkable ability to heal, my left arm would eventually regenerate itself.  However, the blue fire of the Hungering had damaged the tissue to too great a degree.  The tingle of healing had eventually faded from the wound, and the fur that remained, a reminder of the Fell Beast from which I'd taken the arm, had turned as white as fresh fallen snow.  Many saw my missing arm as a sign of weakness.  They were correct.  I was no longer as able as I had been with both arms, but it was foolish to think me less than deadly because I lacked one of my limbs.  No few assassins had learned that truth the hard way.  


 

  The assassins were ceaseless in their pursuit.  Ethaniel told me that it was to be expected since I was a new king, but I noted that Lucidil, and the king before him, had never suffered so many attacks.  Ethaniel had merely shrugged, not willing to offer any further advice or explanation.  Ethaniel, first of the Knights of Ethan, should have been the king.  I knew it, and the people knew it.  Sometimes it seemed even the black cloaks, who served me without question, looked at me as if they too knew who belonged on the throne.  I tried not to care.


 

  I had taken the position of king so that I could have my ships built, so that I might follow those who'd taken my daughter, Kaylien.  Once I was aboard a ship, and sailing across the sea, I didn't care what became of the kingdom I left behind.  That, I knew, was a terrible position for a king to take, but I was weary of the whole ordeal.  I had never wanted to serve as ruler, but it had been necessary.  For some reason, Ethaniel had thought it a good idea.  He'd never precisely told me why he backed me, no matter how hard I pressed him for an answer.


 

  In my time as king, I had done my best to serve the people.  Despite not wanting the job, I felt responsible for those who trusted in my judgment.  Whether they liked my decisions or not, I tried to make choices that would allow the people to live comfortably and without fear.  I struggled not to make the same mistakes as my predecessors, but that was no easy task.  Everyone I spoke to, even my advisors, all had their own agendas.  It was nearly impossible to tell good advice from bad, when everyone had some, seemingly rational, advice to give.


 

  After the war with Hungering, it had seemed like it would be so simple to bring peace to the kingdom, but it had not taken long for the independent tribes to split off once more.  Even the Shao Geok, a tribal race of fearsome creatures who had long fought against humanity, but joined in the fight against the Hungering, had returned to their homes far to the south, leaving without so much as a word as to what their future intentions might be.  Was peace even a possibility any longer?  I didn't know.


 

  "You may return to your post, Liet."  I said, and I heard the defeat in my voice as I spoke.  It was hard to remain positive when it seemed the world sought your failure.


 

  "Yes, my King."  Liet turned, and walked from the room.  As soon as the door opened, Malice darted her way inside, rushing past the dangerous black-cloaked warrior.  Liet watched her with his menacing eyes, but did not stop her.  He was well aware that she had free run of the castle.  


 

  Malice, in her mad dash across the room to my desk, very nearly skidded into the table, coming up short only by a few inches, and windmilling her arms to reestablish her balance.  She wore a wide smile across her young face, and I was once again stricken by just how beautiful she was.  She had the body of exceedingly shapely sixteen year old woman, with heavy endowments.  Her hair was a brilliant red, and hung freely about her shoulders, not much longer than collar length.  Her eyes were vivid green, the eyes of a Knight of Ethan, but filled with the mirth and joy of youth.  Her face, which had usually worn an expression of seriousness, lit the entire room when she smiled. 


 

  She was dressed in a one piece summer dress, with no sleeves, a modest, but not severe neck line, and a hem that came down to about mid thigh.  It was the type of dress any girl her apparent age might wear in the warmer months of the year.  Of course, it was late fall, and her actual age was nearly two hundred years.  Her arms and legs were those of a Fell Beast, covered in soft black fur, and ended in claws that could rip the throat from a man with little effort.  Guiding all that power and beauty, was the mind of a fourteen year old innocent.  Her appearance was a confusing, but not unpleasant, mix of brutal power and bottomless grace.


 

  "Good morning, Lowin!"  She exclaimed as she seated herself on the edge of my desk, knocking various scrolls and papers free.  As was my talk with Liet, Malice's exuberant morning greeting had become a part of my daily ritual.  She spent most of her waking time with me, and most of her night hours curled up in my bed, though she had her own quarters.  I, being a Knight of Ethan, did not need to sleep very often, though I found that I enjoyed the quiet of my quarters in the deep of the night.  She, strangely, for she was also a Knight, slept every night, and I allowed her to use my room.  I could forbid her nothing, for I still loved her dearly, and hoped daily for the recovery of her mind.  Though we sometimes shared a bed, it was not in the way that one shares a bed with a lover, but as an adult protecting a child.  I had vowed to myself that I would not take advantage of her while her mind remained fragile.  The years had passed, and she had not gotten any better.


 

  "Good morning, Laouna."  I used her human name, from a time before she was a Knight of Ethan.  She didn't identify with the name "Malice," and it didn't seem fitting to call her by it.  "I trust you had a good night."  I knew full well that she had slept soundly, for she had spent the night curled up in my bed, while I lay on a couch nearby.  I would not allow myself to lay with her long.  It had been too many years, and I craved her intimate company with such a vigor that I feared I might I exceed my restraints.  Every night, after she fell asleep, I pulled myself from her grasp and went about my business.  


 

  She scrunched up her face.  "I'd sleep better if you didn't always leave in the night.  Where did you go last night?"  This was yet another aspect of the morning routine.  Every night I left the room, and in the morning, she asked me where I had gone.  This morning I could answer her honestly without fearing hurting her.


 

  "I came here, to catch up on my work.  It seems that there is always more waiting for me."  I answered with a sigh.  Some nights, not often, but when I was most lonely, I made my way to Snow's quarters.  The young, white-furred, master of swords for the Knights of Ethan, was always an eager partner.  I was not sure what she felt for me, but I had made sure she understood that my love only lay in one place, even if my body wandered.  We were friends, and nothing more, though I knew she believed me a fool for holding on to my hope for Malice.  


 

  I was not so foolish, or unobservant, that I did not hear the whispering among the knights, the castle staff, and even amongst the nobles who visited.  They believed I took advantage of Malice's flesh because her mind was weak, and that I did not desire to find another woman because I did not wish to find one with a mind who might resist my advances.  Of those around me, very few believed that what I felt for Malice was sincere, and that I had not taken advantage of her in her innocent state.  


 

  None were so foolish as to say anything directly to me, or to insult Malice's honor, or my own, directly, but I could see the accusations in their eyes.  Snow, Ethaniel, and Malice, they were the only three that knew the truth, and of them only Malice believed I was right in the head.  Of course, she saw me through the idealistic eyes of a young girl with a crush.  


 

  "You work too much, you should . . ." A knock sounded at the door, interrupting Malice's reprimand.


 

  A black cloak entered, not Liet, but the other who served on guard duty with him.  "The Lord of Clan Lheec wishes audience, my King."  His eyes, dark and dangerous, caressed Malice's body with a look of mingled lust and violence.  Her innocence, and her shapely form, attracted the part of the black cloaks that was Fell Beast.  I had gotten use to that terrible stare, but I did not like to see it.  


 

  "You may see him in."  I said, eager to have the guard gone.


 

  "He wishes to see you . . . in private, your Highness."  The half-man said, more pointedly looking at Malice, that hunger still in his eyes.  My mind replayed for me the image of a woman I had considered a sister, Wisp, and her shattered body, ravaged and brutalized by black cloaks that had slipped their magical leash.  I had to bite back my anger. 


 

  I pointed to a side door, one that led to my private study.  "Laouna, would you . . ."


 

  Malice hopped down from the desk, a graceful movement that spoke volumes on the state of her physical condition.  Every movement she made was like art.  It was that movement that had made her, at one time, one of the most dangerous sword masters ever to train the Knights of Ethan.  She wore a sour look on her face.  


 

  "You let me know when you're done."  She ordered, her face stoic. For just a moment, the barest breath, I saw the old weapon master shine through, and then the expression faded in the light of another smile.  "I'll be angry with you if you don't!"  She spun about and dashed from the room and into my study.  I blanched to think of what mischief she might get into in there, but I couldn't force myself to send her out past the black cloak with the hungry eyes.  His eyes traced her movements as she left the room.


 

  "Send Lord Lheec in, please."  I issued a sharp command, and the black cloak jumped to obey.


 

  Lord Lheec was one of the many nobles I'd found myself dealing with while working on restoring the capital city to proper working order.  His clan made their home in lands rich with rock, and resources we needed to rebuild the many damaged segments of the city, and the other towns and villages that had been ravaged in the Hungering attack.  At first, he'd been only too willing to give to the cause, to "better the lives of our people," but it soon became clear that he had only been trying to better his own position.  He had great resources upon which to draw because his homelands had not been struck by the Hungering.  


 

  I had, perhaps foolishly, taken advantage of the help he offered, and he seemed to believe that placed him in a better position to negotiate for whatever he wanted from me.  I had given him some of the things he wanted, for it seemed better to keep a man with such resources on good terms, but the last few times he had paid me a visit, I got the impression that he was aiming for something more, though he wouldn't speak his designs clearly.  I didn't trust the man.


 

  He usually came later in the day, and I generally only met with him when Ethaniel was nearby.  Ethaniel was out of the castle on routine business, and Lheec's timing for his visit, so early in the day, was suspect.


 

  The door to my general study opened, and Lheec was shown in by Liet.  The nobleman did not enter alone.  Behind him was a strikingly beautiful young woman adorned in a dress that probably cost more than a common person made in a year's time of hard labor.  The gown was cut to accentuate the girl's budding figure, and was hemmed in jewels that rang softly as she moved.  The sound, I knew, was so soft that those with human ears might not hear it, but it was clear enough to my Fell Beast senses.  She had bright blond hair, and pale, translucent skin.  


 

  Lheec strode confidently across the room to stand before me, bowing deeply as he came to within a few paces of my desk.  The girl, who seemed to almost quiver inside her extravagant gown, followed him, and curtsied awkwardly.  Beautiful though she might be, she was young, afraid, and still awkward.


 

  "My King, it is good to see you looking well."  Lheec said without prompting, and there was a massive and false smile plastered across his face.  I had seen enough of these smiles to be able to identify them with little more than a glance.  I did not bother to return the insincere expression.


 

  "Lheec, what brings you to see me so early in the day?"  I asked bluntly.  My advisors, had they been present, would have blanched.  They tended to dislike my to-the-point attitude.  I was supposed to engage in small talk before getting to the business at hand.  However, I had never been one for discussions involving the weather, or the current selling price of local vegetation.


 

  Lheec seemed taken aback for a moment, but he cleared his throat, strengthened his well crafted smile, and pressed on.


 

  "Straight to the heart of the matter, my King, that is a noble and forthright attitude, refreshing in these hard times."  Lheec said, laughing with the same insincerity with which he smiled.  The empty flattery made me nervous, though I kept my face composed and cool.


 

  "This," Lheec reached out and grabbed the girl that accompanied him, clenching her arm hard enough that I thought he might bruise her.  He pulled her forward.  The young woman, despite Lheec's harsh grasp, only came forward hesitantly.  "Is my youngest daughter, Bellena.  Bellena, this is his Majesty, King of Men, the Noble King, the Drake Slayer."  He embellished my title in an attempt to honor me.  I did my best to not wince at the tired recital of titles.


 

  Bellena curtsied once more, deeply this time, shaking on her feet as she did so.  Her eyes did not meet mine.  "It is my pleasure to meet you, my Liege."  Her voice was surprisingly deep for such a young girl, far gruffer than I would have anticipated.  Lheec smiled over the girl's shoulder.


 

  "Bell has just reached the age at which she might be married, my King."  Lheec began, and the purpose of the meeting suddenly dawned on me.  I should have realized it the moment the girl walked in with Lheec to our "private" meeting, but I was still unaccustomed to the scheming of politicians, even after four years of dealing with them. 


 

  "Forgive me for noticing," Lheec continued.  "But you do not yet have a queen, and without a queen there can be no heirs for the country.  I saw this, and many of my countrymen have seen this as well, and we feel that it is an injustice to both you, and the very country in which we live."  His speech was so rehearsed that it felt to me that he was reading it from parchment.  I let him continue.  "What would happen should some ill fate befall you?  Why, there would be an uprising amongst the people, and chaos in the kingdom!  This is why we need to assure the lineage of our king, so that in the event something unfortunate should befall you --  pray let that never happen -- but should something happen, you will have children to carry on your name.


 

  "This is why I've brought my daughter here today.  I can assure you that Bell is pure of heart and body, and that she will give you as many heirs as you wish.  The women of my blood are known for birthing strong, healthy boys, your Majesty.  Bell is also well schooled in child rearing, and the tasks of state.  She can keep books, and has been educated at only the best schools.  I do not make this offer lightly, my King, as Bell is my favorite daughter."  He droned on, and I tuned him out, knowing he would continue for a while.  I looked at Bellena, Bell.  


 

  She was pretty, if overly young.  If she was old enough to marry, she was just so.  Though I looked like a young man of sixteen, maybe seventeen, I was nearly twice that many years.  Being a Knight of Ethan, I did not age.  Bell was maybe two, three years at the most, older than my own daughter.  On top of that, she was terrified of me.  She stood before me shaking as though I were a monster that might devour her at any moment.  Perhaps, I thought, that was exactly what I was.  Certainly I was no mortal man.  


 

  "What do you say?"  Lheec asked, obviously having come to the end of his dialogue.  He had noticed me watching the girl, and his eyes had a glimmer of victory in them.  He didn't understand that I saw her less as a woman, and more as a little girl.  


 

  "At this time," I began, trying to find the words that would least offend the Lord of Lheec.  "I am not in a position to consider taking a wife.  There are too many. . ."


 

  Lheec held up a hand, a dangerous spark in his eyes.  "Now, now, your majesty, I don't want you to make this decision in haste.  This is my most favored daughter, after all, and turning her down outright would be a terrible slight to both her, and my family.  Why don't I leave her here with you for the day?  I will come back tomorrow, and at that time I will accept whatever decision you make, knowing you gave the matter your full attention."


 

  Bell was shaking even harder then, her shoulders twitching lightly in what I knew were sobs, though she kept her face down turned, and the slight noise I heard would have been impossible to make out if not for my acute hearing.  Lheec had me in a corner.  If I refused him at that time, he would have a reason to withdraw his land's aid.  If Ethaniel had been there, he might have found a more politic way to extricate me from the situation, but I could not think of one.


 

  "Perhaps you are right, Lheec.  I will keep company with Bell for the day, and consider this proposition more carefully."  The sound of my private study door sliding shut, as though it had been cracked just enough for someone to listen through, came to my ear, and I cursed inwardly.  Malice, of course, had been spying.  She hated being left out of anything.  


 

  "Good!"  Lheec exclaimed, his eyes brightening once more.  Bell was still silently sobbing.  "Now Bellena, you show King Noble why you'd make the very best wife for him, girl.  Remember all that we taught you, and I know that you won't fail to impress."  Lheec said to the young woman, who did not look up to meet his eyes, or mine.  Lheec did not seem to care or notice.  


 

  "I leave her in your just care, my King."  Lheec's voice oozed a sick confidence, before he turned and walked from the room.  Bell stood quietly in place, her eyes downcast, her shoulders shaking with silent sobbing.  Lheec had chosen his youngest daughter because he believed I liked women who were young of mind, and malleable.  His actions only went further towards proving exactly what all the nobles of my kingdom thought of me.  They saw me as a tyrant who preyed upon the weak and innocent.  By offering me Bell, he offered me a girl who would be of service, and was young enough to be trained in whatever fashion I wished for my wife.  He was trying to supplant the position he thought that Malice was filling.  That realization angered me, not because it was true, but because it showed such little faith in me as a person.


 

  I was so caught up in my thoughts, that I barely noticed that Bell had begun to remove her dress.  She moved in a mechanical fashion, unfastening the clips on her outfit with fingers that looked as though they only moved numbly.


 

  "What do you think you're doing?"  I asked, my voice stern.  I felt bad for the girl, but I had no intention of relaxing my demeanor in her presence.


 

  "My King, I'm going to show you what a good wife I can be.  I have been told what I must do to please a man, and I am willing to offer myself to you."  She whispered, her voice soft, frightened.  She did not stop undressing.


 

  I took a deep breath to stifle my anger.  Lheec believed I would be swayed by the promise of flesh, and he'd offered up his own daughter.  I was disgusted.  


 

  I stood up from my desk, and the world slowed around me.  I forced myself through the slowness, ripping through the resistant air, moving so quickly that I knew human eyes couldn't follow my progress.  I used the gift of speed that only the Knights of Ethan who'd taken the legs of the Fell Beast could manage.  I came to a stop when I stood directly before Bell, letting the world resume normal pace around me.  The girl shrieked and fell backwards, her dress falling open as she landed on her backside, exposing a chest not fully ripened with puberty.


 

  "You're just a little girl.  You want no part of this monster."  I growled, looking down at her, and smiling, exposing the fangs that had grown to replace my human teeth.  Bell's eyes streamed with tears as she gazed up, her face pale beyond white in her terror.  


 

  "Did your father really think a human girl could ever satisfy my urges?"  I filled my voice with venom, though the words were as false as any I'd ever spoken.  I was certain her body would have well sated my lusts, but it was better if she believed something foolish, than that I was rejecting her for some reason that might be her fault.  Better still, if her father believed that as well.  I didn't think he would look well upon Bellena when she returned unsuccessful.  At least if I did not sully the girl's honor, she should be able to find a husband elsewhere.  She was still shaking in fear, crying openly now.  I really was a monster.


 

  "Dress yourself.  You will remain here until I send a servant to give you quarters for the night.  I do not want the company of a girl who cannot match my brutality."  I turned my back on her, and listened as her sobs eased.  For all that I had scared her; she was relieved to know that she would not need to give herself to a monster, to the Maimed King.  


 

  "I have a private matter to attend to.  Make yourself presentable, and I will send someone for you."  I ordered over my shoulder, and then I walked towards my private study, in which I knew I would find a very upset Malice.  I had probably just ruined my associations with Lheec and his people.  In my anger, I had reacted hastily.  There would be repercussions.  


 

  As I drew near my study door, my sensitive ears picked up a faint sound.  Quiet crying issued from behind the intricately carved wood surface.  It seemed I had a bad-way with women.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Malice's eyes were downcast as I entered the room, but her crying stopped as soon as the door began to open.  I slipped in quietly, not opening the door far enough to expose the still dazed, and unclothed form of Bell who was collecting herself on the floor of my public study.  My dear friend, my love, was sitting in my chair, her legs curled up and wrapped in her fur clad arms which ended in those lethal talons.  She said nothing, so I took a seat in one of those chairs across the desk from her.  


 

  "You really shouldn't listen in on business matters, Laouna."  I told her, not sternly, but with a great sense of sadness.  She did not respond immediately.


 

  "Are you going to make that girl your queen?"  She asked, her voice as timid as I'd ever heard it.  Had I not been looking at her, had I not known she was the only other person in the room, I wouldn't have believed it was her.


 

  I shook my head.  "No, I'm not going to make that girl my queen.   I should.  It would make Lheec happy, and that would be good for the country, at least in the short term, but still, I will not marry her."


 

  "That's good."  Laouna answered, a little more confidence in her voice.  "I was scared. . ."  She paused for a moment.  "That you wouldn't want me around anymore."


 

  "That won't happen, Mali. . . Laouna.  You don't have to worry about that."  I replied, my heart heavy with the words.  For all that she might never recover, I knew in my heart that I would hold out hope for as long as we both still lived.  I was foolish in such ways.  I had done the same for Kyeia, in a time that seemed forever gone.  


 

  The green-eyed girl looked up, an innocent smile on her tear-streaked face.  It was good to see her wearing such an expression again.  


 

  "I wouldn't mind being your queen."  She told me then, her smile fading into a more serious expression.  "I would always be there when you needed me, and I would help you run the kingdom, and fight the criminals."


 

  "Perhaps, when you're. . ."  What was I going to say?  When you're older.  She was already far older than myself.  "When life is less complicated."  I finished lamely.


 

  Malice's face fell, the remainder of her smile fleeing.  


 

  "I love you, you know."  She told me, words I'd never heard her say when she was Malice the Knight, but that I heard now three times from Laouna the child.


 

  "I know, and I love you too."  I answered, the words were true.  I had loved Malice for a long time before even I realized it, but had never told her until she lay in a coma, on the verge of death.  That weighed heavily as one of the many regrets in my life.  I'd been told by many people that living with regrets was useless, but I still believed that keeping my regrets with me, meant that I would not mistakenly make the same bad choices again.


 

  A pained expression crossed Malice's face.  "Then why do you never lay beside me in the night?  Why do you never kiss me?  I've seen lovers in the court, and I've seen them walk holding hands, and kissing beneath the trees in the garden.  Why do we not do these things?  Why, Lowin?  What is different between us?  Why do you leave the bed every night?  I just want to be close to you."  I could see the tears in her eyes once more.  Her face held the expression of the very young, frustrated when they don't understand something that they consider simple.  Her questions were difficult ones to answer.  I knew the reason, but how could I tell her?  She was physically an adult, but her attitudes, her personality, and her understanding of the world were those of a child.  Giving her what she thought she wanted, would be taking advantage of an innocent crush.


 

  I felt a tear streak down my face.  Her words pained me more than any wound I could remember taking.  Her questions were the questions that tore me apart every night, and sent me wandering the halls in the calm quiet of the evening.  The darkness held no answers, only more questions, yet I pursued it whenever I could not find answers, as though I might someday cast all my problems into the depth of its bottomless void.  When the void became too much to bear alone, I looked for peace elsewhere.  The yearning for Malice sent me to Snow for solace that could never be found in her arms.  


 

  ". . . because I never want to hurt you."  I replied, giving her the only answer that I could come up with.  It was the single light of truth that I could cling to.  I kept my distance so that I did not hurt her.  


 

  ". . . but not being close to you is what hurts me."  She said softly, her head downcast, her shoulders shaking as she cried once more.  I got up from my chair and walked across to her.  I held my hand down to her until she reached up and took it.  I pulled her up and close to me, wrapping my only arm about her body.


 

  "I'm sorry, Laouna, but you needn't fear that I will leave you behind.  You've been important to me longer than even you can even remember, and that will not change."  I told her as she dried her eyes on my shoulder.  


 

  "Before I woke up from my dream. . ."  She said, which was how she referred to her coma.  She could remember nothing of the times before that, other than a remote childhood with parents whose faces were a blur, lost to time.  She could read and write, and knew her name, but whether intentionally, or as part of some defense system of her mind and body, she had blocked out everything leading up to her becoming a Knight of Ethan and beyond.  Though she had always remembered my name.  


 

  When she'd first come back from the coma, she woke, looked straight at me and said, "I love you, Lowin."  I had been overjoyed.  I had feared she would never wake, and the fear had been growing with each passing week.  It wasn't until some hours had passed, and we began to talk, that I realized what had been lost during her long sleep.  


 

  "We were together then, too, right?"  She asked, as ever looking for the confirmation of our bond, as though my merely speaking the words guaranteed that we were one, and always would be.


 

  "Yes, we were together then.  You've been beside me through all the hardest times, Laouna.  I could not ask for a better companion."  I said, and felt her pull back a little.  


 

  She looked up at me, her face still tear-streaked, but her eyes cleared.  Her face was serious.


 

  "Will you kiss me?"  She pleaded, leaning towards me.  Perhaps I should have said no, but I could not deny her when she was so freshly hurt.  I leaned forward, and she came forward as well.  Our lips met, hers puckered awkwardly, as a girl who has seen the action performed, but never tried it in person.  We touched but briefly before I drew away, not willing to allow myself to give into the fire that suddenly burned from my lips down through my body.  In the dark recesses of my mind, the Fell Beast stirred.  It wanted Malice almost as badly as I did, but in different, terrible ways.


 

  I drew back, and Malice was smiling now, her cheeks a pleasant shade of flushed pink, beautifully offset by her deep red hair, and shimmering green eyes.  The kiss had been brief, but it had been enough to make her happy.  I returned her smile, a gesture I seemed only capable of when she was around.  There were few enough occasions for joy in the world.


 

  "If you're feeling better," I said.  "there is business for us to be about this morning.  Snow will be waiting for us at the training yard, and you know how she gets when we're late.  I also still have to send a servant to deal with Lheec's daughter.  The girl will need a room for the night."


 

  Malice's face soured.  "I don't like Snow, and you better make sure Lheec's daughter is in a room on the other side of the castle."  Her voice snapped with the tiniest hint of her old note of command.  The mirth in her eyes dispelled the effect, but I knew that her mood was lifted once more, though I felt that mine was no better for the stolen kiss.  I was simply reminded of what was lost.  Still, I had no intention of letting Malice know that.  If she was happy, then I could feign happiness as well.


 

  "I assure you the girl will be in the furthest comfortable room the castle has, but it's unkind of you not to like Snow.  She is very fond of you."  I knew exactly why Malice disliked Snow.  She was jealous.  She knew nothing of the nights I'd spent with the new weapon instructor of the Knights of Ethan, but she didn't need to in order to see that Snow was the only person, other than Malice herself, with whom I shared a friendship.  Of course, I was not lying about Snow either.  Snow really did like Malice, and had always looked up to her as a master of her craft.  I knew that Snow felt my continued affection for Malice was strange, but she still treated Malice well, and even went out of her way to try and help the girl recapture those skills that had made her a great swordsman.  


 

  One night, after Snow and I had spent the evening in close physical intimacy, she had told me how she had once had a crush on Malice.  All the while she was training with the sword, under the different masters, she had been told of how wonderful Malice was with the blade.  She had never had the chance to train directly under Malice, but she had always wanted to.  She noted that it wasn't common for her to have such feelings for women, but that Malice had been, to her, the ultimate symbol of strength and beauty.  Snow, in her own way, loved and respected Malice.  She, however, wasn't confident that the green-eyed beauty would ever recover the piece of herself lost.  I could not allow myself to accept that.  


 

  Malice sighed in exasperation.  "I just think we spend too much time with her.  She should have something better to do.  Other people need training as well."


 

  "This is true, but I am the king, and you are to be my queen some day, so certainly our training should come first. . ."  I trailed off, playing Malice's game.  It was easier than arguing with her.  I rarely won.


 

  At the mention of becoming my queen, Malice's face lit up, the sour expression burning away in an instant.  


 

  "You're probably right.  I should learn how to fight, so I can save you from Lord Lheec's daughter!"  She blurted out.  


 

  I couldn't help but chuckle.  I'd never needed to be saved from small, defenseless girls before, but I could hardly rain on Laouna's enthusiasm.  


 

  "Shall we go then?"  I asked, gesturing at the door back into the main study.


 

  "Probably.  Snow is mean when we're late."  She said, face serious once more.  Indeed, Snow could be a tyrant if we did not show up on time.  She was a good instructor, but like Malice before her, she was strict.  Being the king didn't seem to have much of a blunting effect on that.  


 

  Together we walked back out into the main study.  Bell had straightened her clothing, and looked far more presentable.  She was no longer sobbing and she met my eyes, if only hesitantly, as Malice and I walked back into the larger public office.  She curtsied as I drew near.  


 

  Malice dropped the shoulder strap of part of her dress so that the fabric hung precariously from one of her large breasts, and clung to me possessively, sticking out her tongue at the frail young girl.  


 

  "Laouna!"  I snapped, the word spoken in a low angry tone.  Immediately Malice straightened back up and pulled the strap back into place.  She looked at me with half-apologetic smile.  


 

  Bell looked startled and confused, obviously not sure of what to make of Malice's behavior, and probably having never encountered the childhood expression involving sticking one's tongue out at another.  Even startled, she looked more composed than she had before I entered the private study.  The fear in her posture had significantly lessened.  


 

  "I will send the servant along in a moment, Lady Bellena.  I trust you will inform your Lord that I cannot accept his offer, gracious though it was."  I spoke calmly and coldly.  It was a tone I'd learned from time spent with the Knights of Ethan.  They were all masters of intimidation, and I found the techniques useful as a king.  Malice, before her time of dreaming, had been a master of the art.


 

  "Yes, My King. . ."  She paused for a moment, and I could see her wavering on the verge of saying something.  Finally, she did.  "Thank you . . . my father will be angry, but . . ."


 

  I turned my back and walked away.  I was happy to have her thanks, but if I was to keep my illusion of aloof monstrosity, I couldn't allow myself to slip.  I walked from the room and into the hallway where the black cloaks waited.  I would send a servant to gather Bell before taking Malice to the morning's training session.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Snow's practice wand moved in a dizzying array of patterns before my eyes.  I kept my guard high and waited for the moment of attack that I knew was coming.  The patterns she used were different from those I'd been taught, but I found that the skills I'd learned still applied in dealing with my opponent.  Snow had learned under many different sword masters during her training, and was considered a prodigy of the blade.  She blended three distinct fighting styles with liquid grace.  Even so, facing her was like facing a shadow of the fighter Malice had once been.  I knew for certain that she was a better swordsman than I was, but by the same token I knew that Malice was better yet.  At least Malice had been better, when she was still Malice.


 

  The attack came.  Snow exploded forward, her wooden sword darting and slicing with serpentine grace.  I knew that I would be at a loss to press the attack, so I fell back, turning the onslaught of strikes aside with all the skill I could muster.  Snow was pressing harder than she usually did, no doubt angry that Malice and I had been late to her class.  I could see it in the fire that burned behind her eyes.  


 

  The sound of wood on wood rang out with every success, each time a clear snap signaling that I had joined the pattern properly.  It seemed, for a moment, that things were going well, but my ears heard my mistake before my body had time to register.  The rhythmic snap of wood meeting wood sounded dully once, and then twice, and I knew that I was about to be hit.  I realized far too late that I had extended my balance too far to my right, and because of my missing arm, had no counter balance on my left side. My sword point fell and Snow's blade struck twice, fast, hitting me soundly across the face, and stabbing painfully into my chest.  I fell backwards and landed hard.  


 

  I felt Malice at my side in a moment, her hand on my shoulder.  Snow stalked in, her practice weapon at her side.  


 

  "You're getting better, but you're still fighting like you've got two arms.  You can't rely on your left arm to balance you, since it's not there anymore.  Your style is strong, your power is phenomenal, and your speed never fails, but any opponent you face who is worth his weight in dirt will fight to take advantage of your missing arm, and if they can survive long enough, you will give them an opening every time."  Snow reprimanded.  It was the same lecture I'd gotten many times.


 

  "You don't have to be so mean about it!"  Malice snapped, ever the one to come to my defense, especially if it was against Snow.  "He's trying his hardest."


 

  "In fact, I do have to be mean.  He'll not learn any other way.  If I don't hit him, someone else will, and they might do it with sharp steel.  You don't want that.  I don't want that, and I think Lowin really doesn't want that."  Snow retorted.


 

  "Well, you're still mean."  Malice whispered aggrieved, though much of the fight had left her voice.


 

  "Yes, and now it's your turn."  Snow pointed her practice weapon at Malice to emphasize the point.  The green-eyed former Knight looked down at me, concern on her face.  I nodded that I was fine, and handed her my wooden weapon.  She took it in her hand, firmed her resolve, and moved away from me and into a ready position across from Snow.


 

  Snow looked much the same age as Malice, like a girl in her late teens with short cropped black hair, none of it long enough to fall in front of her line of sight.  She was dressed in a Lucidil Cloak, a fabric whose color shifted and blended, albeit imperfectly, with the surroundings of the user, constantly changing appearance to make opponents uncertain about the exact motions concealed within.  


 

  Snow was unique among the Knights of Ethan, even when their numbers were larger, for she had the arms and legs of a white-furred Fell Beast, a very rare breed.  Those features had won her the name "Snow."  Outside of the practice field she was an easy person to like.  She was courageous and strong, quick to laugh, and quicker to try and make others laugh.  On the battlefield, though I'd never fought at her side, I'd heard that she was always at the front, and never placed another in a position she would not willing fight in herself.  


 

  On the training field, however, she was a devil, and a sharp tongued menace.  She allowed no dissension, and exploited every flaw showed to her.  Her teaching style left many a student with bruises and broken bones, but few of those who trained under her ever made the same mistake twice.  It was easy to remember a mistake when it still hurt for a week after you'd made it.  


 

  Their eyes met across the distance between them, Malice's green, and Snow's eyes - once pure and deep black - flashed with a hint of vibrant pink.  It was not something that a casual observer might notice, but one who spent as much time close to her as I had, was bound to take note.  The gradual change in her eyes, and her closeness to me, was something that frightened me to think about.  Malice's eyes had once been black as well, before we'd lain together once, many years before.  They had shone green ever since.


 

  The king, the ruler before Lucidil, had once tried to discover what it was about me that had the power to reawaken the nearly dead eyes of the Knights of Ethan.  They had sent Snow to me as part of that experiment, and she had come away from the encounter unchanged.  Now, years later, after many further intimate nights, I could see the change in her eyes, subtle though it was.  What exactly that meant, I could not fathom, and did not wish to dwell upon.  I was beginning to suspect I was creating some form of magical bond between others through sheer physical intimacy, and that was a difficult concept to wrap my mind around.


 

  Malice attacked first.  As per the rules of training, none of us used our ability to slow down our perception of time and move with super human speed, but even without that aid, the green-eyed girl was fast.  Snow was fast as well, and she fell back, bringing her defenses to bear with only a hair's width of space to spare.  Snow would not be so easily over matched however, and she turned Malice's surprise attack around in a rush.  Malice's attack while fast, and well aimed, had also been sloppily carried out.  Her sword technique was amateurish, and Snow took quick advantage of that, striking through the gaps left open in Malice's form.  


 

  To her credit, the red haired and green-eyed girl avoided many of Snow's initial attacks, weaving through the pattern of battle like she was made of smoke.  However, in the end, technique won out over acrobatics.  Snow's wooden blade sounded dully off Malice's ribcage, and the red haired girl fell back in pain.  Snow had not taken so much as a single grazing.  


 

  Malice's practice wand bounded across the frozen winter grass and landed several feet from her, dropped with the shock of the hard impact on her chest.  I went to her side, and offered her a hand up.  She knocked it away and stood on her own, an emotional storm cloud hovering over her.  


 

  "I should be better than this. . ."  She muttered under her breath, her eyes seeming distant for a moment.


 

  "Your techniques are sloppy, and your attacks lack conviction.  If you want to hit me, you have to really want to hit me.  You can't hesitate.  I want you to practice your forms for the next two hours.  If you're movements are as sloppy tomorrow, I will hit you far harder next time."  Snow issued her judgment coldly, and with detached severity.  On the training field, she was a different person.


 

  I half-expected for Malice to argue with the white-furred weapon master, but to my surprise, she did not.  She nodded her understanding, dusted herself off, and walked away to recover her practice weapon, without meeting the eyes of either Snow or myself.  I looked at Snow.  She looked angry.


 

  "What's wrong?"  I asked, not sure what it was that was bothering her.  She had won the encounter.


 

  "She's still there."  Snow said.  I did my best not to look confused.  "I can tell that Malice is still there.  The way she moves . . . the way her attacks roll from one to the next, taking the form of necessity and not pattern.  It's like she is just below the surface.  I can't see it when I talk to her, or with the way she clings to you, but when we face each other sword-to-sword, it's like she is just beyond the range of voice.  I feel like I could almost reach her if. . ."  Her words trailed off.


 

  I considered Snow for a time before speaking again.  


 

  "So, there is hope for her yet, then?"  I asked.


 

  Snow shrugged.  "Hope can never be taken away, only lost."  Snow swung around to me, her face once more neutral.  "Grab a practice sword.  We're not through yet."


 

  I tried not to sigh heavily as I went to retrieve another weapon.  I supposed that I was lucky that I healed quickly.  Snow rarely broke my bones, a task which was pretty difficult to accomplish, but she quite frequently hit hard enough to leave some terrible bruises.  Of course, bruises healed so fast on my flesh that I could watch them fade before my eyes.  In fact, unless I intentionally tried to look at them, I rarely saw them anymore.  If I hadn't come so close to death, on so many occasions, I might have thought myself immortal.  Of course, my missing left arm served as another constant reminder.  Immortals didn't lose limbs so easily, I thought.


 

  I withdrew a weapon from the bin of practice blades, choosing one far larger than the size of a standard sword.  The weapon was heavy compared to a Knight's weapon, but it felt right in my hand.  I walked back to Snow, getting a feel for the wood wand.  Snow looked at me with narrowed eyes.


 

  "You'll never learn any finesse when fighting with a weapon like that."  She said.


 

  "Finesse has never really worked for me.  However, I'm stronger and faster than most of my opponents, so maybe it's time to use that to my advantage."  I replied.


 

  "So you're going to substitute brawn for style?"  Snow did not look impressed.


 

  "Yes."  I answered coolly.  


 

  "Then I shall have to show you why that is a bad choice."  She brought her weapon up.  The practice wand she used was crafted to mimic the two handed weapons of the Knights of Ethan.  The wooden blade I had selected was a weapon of the front line, a massive sword used less for fighting, and more for skewering charging war sows, or breaking apart an enemy's front line as they tried to plow over the top of you.  The blade alone was about four feet in length, and three quarters the width of man's hand across.  I gripped the handle and held the weapon out before me.  It was light in my massively powerful grip.  


 

  "You're not the first to think this was a good idea."  Snow said to me as she began to circle.  "Yet, do you ever see any of the others carrying such a big weapon?"


 

  "No, but the others were not me."  I answered.  I didn't honestly know how my experiment would turn out, but I needed to think of something.  I had been trying to adapt to fighting with one arm for a long time, and I had yet to find a successful method.  


 

  Snow and I charged at the same moment.  Her blade moved quick, circling in for a decisive kill.  I brought my weapon up before me, turning my side to my enemy as I did so.  My larger blade turned her smaller one aside with ease, but she did not slow her movements.  Her deflected momentum turned around in a flash, and her blade was coming back at me again almost before I could respond.  I called upon my endless strength and forced the massive blade through the air to counter the new incoming attack.  I deflected her again, but the large wooden sword had dragged me off balance, and I had to follow through its momentum with my body to avoid stumbling.  I kept its flat surface between myself and Snow, and she was hard pressed to push her attack through.  


 

  The big blade had its disadvantages, but it had its advantages as well.  To get within range of attacking me, my enemy had to cover a good deal of ground directly through the path of my weapon.  If moved quickly enough, the blade was an effective shield.  With my strength, the sword did not slow me down enough to be a hindrance, but with my missing arm, the large blade was even more likely to overbalance me on my right side.  Could I make it work?  I wasn't sure.  


 

  Snow stalked in, her blade tip never quite still as she weaved her path towards me.  She sprung, her entire body uncoiled, seeming to double in length as she burst forward with surprising agility.  She was past the point that I could create an easy defense in a flash, and I was forced to risk retreating, or closing and shortening her striking range, rendering her attack less effective.  No, there was another option.  I heaved my giant weapon in close to my body and drew it across and downward, in front of me as fast as I could.  The opening that Snow had been driving through came closed just as she was nearing striking distance, and her blade deflected from the cross piece of my wooden sword and spun wide, only grazing me where it should have struck a powerful blow.  


 

  I was not so lucky on her follow up swing.  I was so caught up in the triumph of my deflection, that the next strike hit me hard across the neck, and I fell to the ground, collapsing on my left side that had no way of bracing for the fall.  Snow stood over me, looking down and shaking her head.  


 

  "The fight isn't over until one of us is lying on the ground.  Try not to forget that next time."  She paused for a moment, probably replaying the fight in her head, and looking for what aspects needed criticizing.  "Your big sword makes a great club, if you're into that kind of thing.  Of course, I guess that a brute like you was never really meant to handle a refined weapon.  You may continue to train with your Sow-fork, but I want your active weapon changed to reflect the new direction of your training.  There is no point in learning a new sword on the training field, and not taking what you learned to the battlefield."


 

  That, I knew, was the closest I was going to get to approval of changing weapons.  Snow had learned her sword skills in multiple places, and believed the skills she'd obtained were an art.  I had been told on many occasions that I did not have the will to break my training and accept the flow of the sword art, but maybe it was only that my art was different from theirs.  I would need to find my own way.  


 

  "Well, don't just lay there.  I'm not done humiliating you yet."  Snow broke my line of thought, tapping her practice sword in one palm.  I stood up and dusted myself off.  It would be a long morning.  


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I was nearing the end of training, when Ethaniel walked out onto the sparring field.  The tall powerful leader of the Knights of the Ethan was grim faced.  He had been so for years.  He rarely ever smiled, and had few pleasant words to say to anyone.  He had two sets of eyes, two the black of a Knight of Ethan, and two  located just above his brow line that were gray and smoky.  Those gray eyes oozed a perpetual mist of darkness.  His head was crowned with a pair of large spiraling horns, and upon his back were black webbed wings.  They were folded over his shoulders like a cloak.  Beneath his lower set of eyes were two pits, an acquisition whose origin I was not certain of.  They gave him an instinctual ability to perceive fluctuations in hot and cold.  He was the first of the Knights, and had always been considered the greatest of them.  He was my primary advisor, and my only political supporter, though I'd grown to dread speaking with him.  His moods were, anymore, always dark.  


 

  I remembered when I had first met him.  He'd had a warm, if not sad, smile that came easily to his face, and a demeanor that welcomed talk, and encouraged a bond whether one meant to establish one or not.  Ethaniel had changed, and I knew not why.  Every time I gazed into the second set of gray eyes upon his forehead, however, I wondered if they had something to do with his descent into bleak drear.     They always seemed to stare outward with malevolent rage, as though watching a world they hated.  Those eyes should have had no bearing on Ethaniel's personality, for all additions to the body of a Knight of Ethan were supposed to be bound by the Knight's mind, but I had learned much about that bond over the years.  I had my own demons dwelling within me.  Did Ethaniel fight such darkness within himself?  Was he winning?  


 

  Of course, I knew it was possible that the political situation alone was to blame for his constant dour mood.  Castle life had been difficult since I'd taken the crown.  Ethaniel worked constantly to maintain the peace between myself and the heads of the various loyal clans.  Some few supported me whole heartedly, but for the most part they all would have preferred if another had ascended the throne.  If I hadn't needed the ships to sail and find Kaylien, I would have been happy to let someone else take the position from me.  The grim faced warrior approached me.  He seemed more agitated than usual.


 

  "My King, may I have a word with you."  His voice was clipped, his eyes, all four of them, glinted with anger, though the gray eyes glinted with more than just general anger.  They gave Ethaniel the ability to see things that were too far away to be seen by the naked eye.  With them, Ethaniel could gaze from one side of our lands to the other, or even further, across the Great Salt Seep that stretched from our shores into forever, as far as most were concerned.  The problem was that the eyes only worked occasionally, and only showed some things.  Ethaniel had worked for years to master the art, but he'd never been able to tame the ability.  It was yet another source of frustration for the Knight.


 

  "Of course."  I answered promptly.


 

  "In private. . ."  Ethaniel added, gesturing to the side of the practice field.  I nodded my agreement, though I certainly wasn't excited by the prospect of a private chat with my angry advisor.  I turned to Snow, bowed respectfully, and then followed Ethaniel to a more private setting for our conversation.  


 

  We stepped into the covered overhang of the double doors which led back into the castle interior.  I could tell I wasn't going to like what Ethaniel had to say before he even opened his mouth.  The set of his jaw and the clip of his voice had given every indication that he was in an especially foul mood.


 

  "Lord Lheec was here today."  He began, his anger, I could tell, was boiling just below the surface.  How he had learned of the events of the morning I didn't know, but it was obvious that he had.  News traveled fast in a castle.  It was as though everything that happened within the walls echoed through the very stone.  "I don't suppose I need to even ask if what I've heard is true.  You turned down Lheec's offer to wed his youngest daughter, Bellena."  If it was meant to be a question, it wasn't stated as such.  


 

  "Yes," I replied, attempting to keep my calm.  My anger flared inside me though.  That Ethaniel would be angry at me for turning down such a disgusting offer enraged me.  "She was a young girl, too young to marry, and I am not interested in wedding."  


 

  A low growl issued from Ethaniel's throat, and his eyes smoldered. 


 

  "Lheec is one of the very, very few people who stand in support of your rule, at least publicly.  Do you have no love of your country?  By insulting Lheec, you put yourself in a very precarious situation."  Ethaniel's voice was like a whip, tinged with the strange powerful vocal disharmony known amongst the Knights as "the voice."  Like the arms and legs our kind take from other creatures, some Knights have taken the very voice of another monster, and it is as much a weapon as the claws of the Fell Beast.  Ethaniel normally hid the voice when in public, but agitated, it shined through, lashing at me like a physical attack.  I was, however, no fragile child to be so easily intimidated.  


 

  "I serve this country as I see fit, giving what needs be given for the betterment of the people.  Marriage to Lheec's daughter would serve no purpose other than to put me further into Lheec's pocket.  He wants total control of the throne, and Bell was just another tool to get him that.  I would be no man at all if I had taken that offer.  What would you expect of me?"  I responded in my coldest tones.


 

  Ethaniel's gray eyes cut at me, ripping me to pieces with hidden malice, and his black eyes, once tinged with blue, were like two lumps of coal staring out from his tight-jawed face.  I wondered for a moment if he was about to strike me down.


 

  "I would expect you to do your duty and make Lheec's daughter scream like a whore if it's what was necessary to secure a stable political situation."  His words were bitter and hard, and it seemed for a minute they almost shocked him as much as they did me.  He paused before continuing.  "To serve the country, you must be willing to make sacrifices.  You've insulted Lheec, and there is no doubt that we will pay a heavy toll for that. 


 

  "I spoke with my informants today, and they bring me troubling news."  The leader of the Knight's of Ethan grew calmer as he spoke, but I could tell the anger had not left him, merely been suppressed through some titanic effort.  


 

  "Lheec has amassed a sizable force at the borders of his clan's holdings.  My spies tell me, and I have confirmed this with my vision, that there are representatives from all of the ten major clans, and many of the minor ones as well, including some of the rebel clans.  It seems obvious to me that Lheec is not merely bolstering his clan's defenses."  Ethaniel's voice was almost calm by the time he finished.


 

  I stood in silence.  There was only one reason that Lheec would amass an army, and its presence boded ill for me.  That was troubling.  What was more troubling was that all the clans that had sworn allegiance to me were backing him.  It came as a strong blow to discover that those I thought trusted my judgment, were secretly plotting my downfall.


 

  "I have tried to serve them well."  I said, suddenly feeling the weight of the world upon my back. "My decisions have always been for the betterment of the country."


 

  Ethaniel nodded.  "You have.  Every choice you've made has been the right one, in regards to how you're handling the countries business.  However, every choice you've made politically has been the wrong one, and that is what really matters in the end.  Lheec, for what it's worth, apparently was willing to offer you one last chance, in the form of his daughter's hand in marriage.  No doubt when he learns of what has transpired, we will see what the purpose of this army he is building really is."


 

  "I've done the right thing."  I muttered in disbelief, unwilling to accept the betrayal that loomed before me.


 

  "In hard times, like we've had while we recover from the Hungering attack, the common people need a villain.  You've allowed yourself to be placed in that role, Lowin."  He used my name, and not my title, a rarity for Ethaniel.  I looked to his black eyes, and it seemed that there might be compassion somewhere beneath his anger.  His moods seemed to flow as swiftly as a flooded river.  


 

  "Lheec gives to the country, for he has nearly endless resources, and he does so as boisterously as possible.  The people know where their relief supplies are coming from, and even they believe his family should sit the throne.  Every problem is laid at your feet, and every success is laid at his."  Ethaniel added.  


 

  ". . . and I would serve the country better by pandering to Lheec's corruption?"  I asked, still trying to stifle my indignation and anger at the situation.


 

  "Yes.  You would serve the people better by doing what was necessary to assure that they received the supplies and resources they need to grow and thrive.  What's more, you could bring about another war, simply because you're not playing the games of state.  Do you think the people need another war?"  Ethaniel's words brought up questions I didn't want to face.  


 

  When I had agreed to become the king, I had never anticipated that I would spend so much of my reign fighting to keep the nobles happy.  As a Knight, I had seen the king as an absolute authority, but as king, I saw that, in truth, the position was only as powerful as those who supported it.  


 

  "I don't understand how they could even consider the possibility of another war.  We're still recovering from the damages wrought by the Hungering.  What is wrong with Lheec?  Would he really take us into another war simply because he wants more control over the crown?"  I could hear the anger in my words, and knew that my temper must also be obvious to Ethaniel.  I tried to cool the fire burning inside me.  


 

  "You are the Maimed King, Lowin.  You are a monster to them, and not even a strong one.  They see you as a warrior past his prime, who preys upon the weak for pleasure, and uses his position to live in comfort while the common man suffers.  Lheec withholds supplies to the people, except for when he's visiting, and has his underlings whisper lies about how he would send more supplies, if only King Noble would allow his caravans into the cities more frequently."  Ethaniel explained dryly.  


 

  "Those are lies!"  I snapped, my anger boiling forth again. From the darkness inside of me, the sounds of teeth gnashing rang through my mind.  "He's . . ."


 

  "Preparing for your fall and you're just making it easier for him.  Why don't you at least take a new arm?  We could have a Fell Beast brought in from the mountains.  If the people saw you whole again they might . . ." Ethaniel began, but we had gone this course many times before.


 

  "No," I cut across his words.  "I won't do that."  I refused to explain to Ethaniel that I feared that joining my body with another Fell Beast would make it even more difficult for me to keep the darkness at bay within me.  Already my dreams were haunted by the memories of the creature whose limbs I wore, and I did not wish to risk losing anymore of myself to the beast.  


 

  "There are other options."  Ethaniel said, and I could tell by his tone he was growing frustrated with me.  I knew, as well, where his next suggestions were going.  "The Uliona still wish to reestablish their contract.  They see your position as a Knight, as an assurance that their sacrifice would not be abused."


 

  "I will not do that."  The anger was bare in my voice with this denial.  My first love, Kyeia, had been a Uliona bound by the contract.  She had given her life so that I might have the eyes which had granted me all my strength and abilities.  I had loved her, and in the end her death had destroyed some part of me.  The only thing that remained of Kye was her eyes, and our daughter, born of her dying mother, who was lost to the Hungering, somewhere far across the sea.


 

  "I will not allow others to die so that we can build a new army."  I growled the words as I spoke them.


 

  "The people need the Knights, Lowin.  They need to feel that their king, and his military force, can provide them with safety in even the most dangerous of times.  The Uliona see this as well.  That is why they are offering the contract again.  Don't let your personal feelings get in the way of making a choice that would be best for the people.  The Uliona want our protection."  Ethaniel pressed.


 

  ". . . and I've offered it to them."  I shot back.  "The kingdom of men shall be at their beck and call if they need assistance.  We don't need the contract of bonding to assure that."


 

  Ethaniel continued to push, unwilling to give in.  "You're ignoring the greater problem.  You've made the creation of the Black Patch Brigade illegal, and you refuse to allow the creation of more Knights of Ethan.  The kingdom of man's forces are already weakened, and you're not allowing us to grow any stronger.  You steadfastly refuse to allow the people that which would make them feel secure again.  Among all the choices you've made, this is the one that they see as most unjust.  You're denying them their heroes."


 

  "I'm denying them more monsters, Ethaniel.  You know what we are, or have you lost the last remnants of your humanity?  Creatures such as we should not exist.  We have too much power.  The people fear us."  I'd played this argument over and over again in my mind.  Every time I came to the same conclusion.  The Knights of Ethan, while a valuable military asset, were too powerful to be safe.  One corrupt leader could make of them a terrible weapon.  One man like Lucidil could tear the world apart to reach his ends.


 

  The first Knight's eyes flared with murderous rage, but his hand did not so much as twitch towards his weapon.  I was not wearing my sword, and I felt suddenly vulnerable without it.


 

  "The people fear us, but they love us as well.  They feel better knowing that we exist, but if you will not be compelled by sense for their good, do it for your own.  If you accept the Uliona contract, you could take a second binding, and your arm would . . ." The Knight of four eyes began, but I had to stop him.


 

  "What do you mean by, 'take a second binding?'  That's not even possible."  I had never heard of such a thing.  


 

  Ethaniel shook his head.  "You're wrong.  We've known it was possible for some time, but the original contract forbade such a practice.  We could make an exception this time.  It would grant you almost twice as much power as you already have, and your body would heal.  With a revitalized, strong, king before them, the people would have to accept you."


 

  I took a step back, shock rippling through me.  "But the eyes. . ."


 

  ". . . are only needed for the first binding.  Once a candidate is found who is compatible for binding, it is quite likely they could be bound again.  The eyes would not need to be transferred.  You already have one set of Uliona eyes, and they would facilitate the necessary channeling of power.  You would only need to take the crystal and seal the binding, and your power would increase beyond our understanding."  Ethaniel finished for me.  I was horrified.


 

  "No.  I will never do that.  I could never take another life for myself.  That is far and away the most terrible suggestion you've ever come to me with."  I told Ethaniel, who stood looking at me, now with an expression of barely restrained contempt on his features.


 

  "What will you have us do when Lheec's men are pounding upon our gate, demanding entrance?"  Ethaniel's voice was razor edged, heavy with "the voice."


 

  I turned my back on the other Knight and began to walk away from him, back towards the courtyard.  "I will do what has to be done when, and if, that time comes.  We'll not speak of this again, Ethaniel, not ever."  I walked out into the chill, looking for Malice, who I knew would still be hard at work with her forms.  I half expected for Ethaniel to come lunging after me, his sword raised to strike me down, such was the rage I felt emanating from him.  He did not come, though, and I was thankful for that.  He would have killed me.  


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I found Snow and Malice together, Snow watching silently over Malice as the green-eyed girl repeated the forms of sword combat, a mix of three different styles taught to her by Snow.  She moved slowly, making each motion as controlled and perfect as possible.  Slowed down, and concentrating fully on the task at hand, her form seemed flawless.  For a moment I could imagine that Malice was her old self once more.  She paid no attention to me as I drew near.  Snow, however, turned to greet me.  We walked a few paces away from our concentrating friend, where we could talk privately.  


 

  "What was that about?"  Snow queried softly, nodding her head in the direction from which I'd just come.  I looked and saw that Ethaniel had gone.    


 

  "My advisor was informing me of my options in our current tense political situation."  I chose my words carefully, unwilling to discuss the exact nature of our conversation.  I wasn't certain whether I was ashamed of what I'd said, or if I was ashamed on Ethaniel's behalf, for what he had suggested.  Either way, I did not wish to speak of it any longer.


 

  Snow nodded.  "They say you've lost your edge, that you're not the same man who slew the black drakes during the war.  I hear few kind things."  


 

  "I know."  I said, for I was well aware of the rumors and speculation that surrounded me.  "A king of war was raised to the throne, and so far that king has done nothing but bring misery to the people.  I'm cursed with exceptional hearing."


 

  "What will you do?"  Snow asked.


 

  I thought for a moment, my mind spinning in circles.  What could I do to recover a reputation that was already so sullied?  Though I had done nothing wrong, I had also not taken the proper steps to put myself in the people's good graces.  


 

  "I could marry Lheec's daughter.  That would make Ethaniel happy, and make Lheec happy."  I said tartly.


 

  "Wennia is a beautiful girl.  She's also considered quite intelligent, with a bright and business capable mind."  Snow offered, referring to Lheec's older daughter.  "Though I believe she's engaged already."


 

  I shook my head.  "Not that daughter.  Lheec wants me to marry his other daughter, Bellena."


 

  Snow looked shocked.  "Little Bell?  She's not even a woman yet, is she?"  


 

  "Apparently woman enough for Lheec, but not so for me.  I rejected the offer."  I answered stoically.


 

  ". . . and you would have rejected the offer if it was for Wennia as well."  My intelligent sword master said, a knowing smile on her lips.  We spoke in low voices so that Malice would not hear us.


 

  "I would have."  I answered truthfully.


 

  "Do you really believe that she will recover?"  Snow said, her eyes wandering to the girl who moved like a dancer across the stage, following in her blade's wake.  


 

  "Yes."  I needed not embellish my reply.  That one word summed up all that I would say on the matter.


 

  Snow's gaze turned back to me.  "There are others who would make you feel like a whole man again, Noble.  If not Bellena, then what about me?  Certainly I am not such a bad person that you could never learn to love me?  I like you more than any other man I've been with.  You're good on a level that others will always strive to approach.  So, what of me?"


 

  I looked at Snow, her eyes, the hint of barest pink shinning through the black, alive and bright as she spoke, but though I saw a friend in her, I knew I felt no love.  I had tried to find it there before, but in Snow it was not to be found.  


 

  "You are among the greatest of people Snow, and to me you are a friend beyond compare.  I would fight to the death for your safety, and stand beside you in any circumstance, but we are what we are.  I love Malice, and I can't change that."  They were difficult words to speak, because I did not wish to insult Snow.


 

  She nodded, a smile on her lips.  She may have been sad, but I knew her well enough to believe that her smile was honest.


 

  "I knew you would say that.  That is part of what makes me like you so much; the way you still stand beside Malice when everyone else says you should quit; the way you still fight to save your daughter, when no one else remembers her face.  You are just so damn noble."  She said.


 

  I shook my head, uncomfortable, and undeserving of her kind words.  I was not a good person, and certainly not a noble one.  Lucidil had given me the name Noble, and I had always believed it was a joke on his part.  


 

  "If it would make you feel better, I'll not pay you any more visits in the night."  I said, for I saw those nightly visitations as selfish. I knew we both enjoyed the physical act, but I did not know if Snow took ought else away from the encounters.  For me, they quieted my inner demon for while, but was I leading Snow to feel that she might someday get something from me that I could not give her?  I did not wish to hurt my friend.   


 

  "Oh no, that certainly would not make me feel any better."  She said, a light laugh in her voice.  "You may pay a visit to me on any night you wish.  A warm full bed is better than a cold empty one on any night, and you are such a considerate lover."  


 

  We both turned our eyes back to Malice.  I knew it was almost time to stop her.  If I did not, she would keep going until she was tired, and whether she knew it or not, she had a Knight's energy to draw upon.  If properly applied, she could go on swinging her sword for days.


 

  I stepped away from Snow, and moved towards the green-eyed girl, the woman who wasn't.  Her face was set in determination, her features grim as she strove to be perfect with every swing.  She looked like the old Malice, and that gave me some hope for the future.  


 

  "Training is finished for the day."  I called, making my voice loud enough to shake her from her concentration.  Her sword point fell and she looked at me, for a time it seemed she wasn't sure where she was, and then she was back.  Her features did not brighten, but I could see the light flicker back on inside her, as though she had just returned from someplace else.  


 

  "Alright."  She answered, her tone sad.  She walked off to return her weapon.  Something about the morning's training had affected her.  I found myself both troubled, and encouraged.  Was it possible that she was recovering something of what she'd lost?   


 

  I turned and followed after Malice.  Snow stopped me on my way by.


 

  "I'll see you tomorrow morning, if not earlier. . ."  She let the invitation hang in the air.  I smiled, but did not give her an indication either way.  I continued after Malice, who was already waiting by the door that lead back into the castle proper.  She was sullen and quiet.  I would need to talk to her later in the day.  For the time being, I had to report to court, to hear the day's cases that could not be settled by the lower courts.  It was not a portion of the day I looked forward to, but it was business that must be done.  I placed a hand on Malice's shoulder, and though she did not look up at me, she reached up and squeezed it in one of hers before we opened the door and returned to the relative warmth of the castle interior.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  The bed was soft beneath me, and Malice was warm at my side, her slender and shapely form pressed against me with a welcoming softness I was hard pressed to ignore.  She had fallen asleep quickly, as she usually did, and I lay awake, waiting, and wondering whether or not I should move myself away from her.  In the end, it was for her sake that I did not.  If I left again, she would know, and I would have let her down once more.  I would stay the night, and deal with the demons that plagued my mind.  I closed my eyes, and forced myself to relax, forced the visions of a naked, welcoming Malice from my mind.  It was difficult, but my lusts fled, and eventually sleep took me.  I dreamed.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  The world grew brighter around me, and I found myself standing in an ancient wood.  The trees all about me were burned off, charred and blackened, and the ground was littered with a heavy coat of ash, smothering out any life that might have existed on the forest floor.  I spun around, and at my back I saw a lake, the water black from soot, the fish all floating dead upon the surface.  I turned slowly, allowing myself to fully take in my surroundings.  Everything was burned.  Even the sky was gray, as though the smoke had filled the clouds, and clogged them with foul tears.  So full were they with sadness, it began to rain.  


 

  I held out my hands, and indeed I had two hands again.  It seemed strange to see two arms stretched out before me.  I closed the fingers of my left hand, and opened them again, marveling at how they responded to my call.  I could feel the stretch and pull of the muscles beneath the flesh, and the way the light breeze in the air stirred the fur on arm.  The rain struck my skin.  It was cold, and left a black streak of soot everywhere it landed.  A melody wafted through the air, sad and distant.  


 

  I turned my head to capture the strange song, my ears focusing on the source somewhere far within the woods.  I began to walk towards it, though I knew not why.  I felt compelled by the bitterness of the song.  There was a longing in its notes, a yearning for something lost that tugged at the very core of my being.  I abandoned my slow pace and began to run, letting the skeletal remains of trees fall away behind me like a vast graveyard of the recently dead.  The rain drew trails of bright light through the sky on its decent, as my vision tracked every passing drop of water, obscuring the path ahead of me.  Despite the hazard of obscured vision, I did not want to slow down.


 

  I found myself faced with the realization that I knew exactly where I was going, for I had traveled those woods before.  They had been different with every visit, but I had a sense of what waited ahead of me.  My foreboding grew with every step.  I crested a low hill, and waiting before me, as I had anticipated before even seeing it, was a small, rustic cabin.  The cabin was little more than a burnt out husk, surprisingly intact for a building that was entirely blackened from fire damage.  A figure stood outside the building, obscured partially by the streaking rain.  


 

  I saw enough to recognize the beast.  It had the upper torso of a bear, and the lower half of a human man.  Its fur looked seared, its flesh badly burned.  As it noticed my approach, it walked inside of the cabin.  The music drew me in closer.  As the cabin grew nearer, I began to realize that the music was not coming from inside of it, but from somewhere beyond it.  Still, I moved towards that burned out building.  My business, I knew, was within its walls.  I ignored the call of the song, at least for a time.


 

  It was only as I moved on to the small path, well worn with use, that ran to the front steps of the cabin, that I realized that the building before me was the same one that I had built with my own two hands and the edge of my sword, deep in the woods beyond the lands of men.  It was the cabin I had lived in with Malice, Kay, and Wisp.  Had my dream cabin always been the same as the cabin I'd built?  I rarely forgot details, but here was one that seemed obscured.  However, it felt to me as though it always had been the same cabin, and that I had just never noticed it before.  I drew nearer the entrance, fearing what lay within, but not wanting to avoid the confrontation I knew awaited me.


 

  No more was I the frightened child who wanted to run from my fears.  I was afraid, but I was ready to face whatever might stand before me.  I mounted the two steps and crossed the small porch before reaching the open door of the cabin.  Inside waited a darkness so pure that even my magical eyes could make no sense of the void.  I reached for my sword, out of habit, and found that it was not there.  I cursed my dream for leaving me unprepared, but did not let my lack of weapon slow me down.  I crossed the threshold.


 

  As I passed beneath the frame of the door to the house that had been a place of relative happiness, I was assailed by memories.  I saw, in a bright flash, visions of Kay running through the rooms, chased by a gruff but smiling Malice.  I saw an image of Wisp, her hair bedraggled from Kay playing with it, smiling downward.  I saw myself, sitting next to Malice, as we watched Wisp carrying Kay on her back, the little girl holding on to Wisp's horns, a gleam of glee in her eyes.  Those memories were gone in a second, and then I was merely wrapped in a near total darkness, emptiness taking the place left by the warm visions of better times.


 

  "Welcome home."  A voice growled from a dark corner.  I centered my eyes on the corner, but I could make out little more than a vague, hulking shape.  The music still beckoned from somewhere outside, tempting me to leave the cabin and wander on.


 

  "This place is haunted."  I told the creature in the darkness.  I did not doubt it was the bear-thing, and when I least expected it, it would try to kill me.  I readied myself for such an attack.  The creature was moving rhythmically in the darkness, though I could not tell what it was doing.  My eyes seemed unable to track the motion.  


 

  "No, not this place. . ."  It answered.  "You, you are haunted."  


 

  I nodded my answer.  It was right.  I carried the ghosts of the past with me.  Lightning flashed outside, and for just a moment light spilled across the room, streaming through holes in the ceiling.  Strangely no water fell through these openings.  I caught a partial glimpse of the thing in the corner, just the top half of it.  It was not the bear-man.  


 

  A throaty, growling chuckle issued from it, though it silenced quickly and again only the sound of the rain and the strange melody filled the darkness, accompanied by the rhythmic motion of the creature in the corner.  It was a Fell Beast.  More, it was the Fell Beast that I had killed.  I had seen the red tips of its ears, those same red caps that I now wore.  I felt ill at ease.  


 

  "It's calling to us."  The creature tore at the words, as though it hated to speak the language of man.  "It wants us to come and play its game.  It's hungry.  More hungry than you or I."


 

  "What is that music?"  I asked the creature, for it seemed to know more than I did, and though I was loathe to talk to it, I needed answers.  I always needed answers.


 

  "Death, but we need not fear it.  Even death may die.  We will find it, and we will conquer it, you and I."  It replied.  "We are strong together.  We are unstoppable."


 

  "You are dangerous."  I told the black beast in the corner.


 

  "We are dangerous.  Embrace me, man, embrace my power and we would make them all cower before us.  We would feast upon the flesh of our enemies, and use their bones as our hunting paths!  Embrace me, and let us eat, hunt, and breed."  It answered, and I could hear the lust for power and pleasure filling its voice.  I could see the images it bore in its mind, visions of murder, rape, and gorging on death.  Something else exuded from it, some sense of terrible satisfaction.  


 

  "I will not give you what you want."  I told the black thing, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.


 

  It barked with terrible laughter. ". . . but we want the same thing, Lowin Fenly.  We want the same thing."


 

   


 

  A candle lit in the corner of the room opposite the dark form, and a second later another candle lit, as if by magic, followed by three more.  Suddenly the room was bathed in light, and there before me I saw the Fell Beast in all its terrible glory, red banded wrists, and red tipped ears.  Its massive jaws were lined with row after row of terrible teeth.


 

  In the new light, I was able to see the rest of the scene that had been hidden up until that point.  Malice lay upon the floor, her face locked in a grimace of horror and pain, tears running silently down her face, as the Fell Beast loomed over her, its massive body pinning her to the ground, it's animal loins pressed between her legs, thrusting violently into her.  


 

  "No!"  I screamed.  I charged the beast, and it stood up from its prey, casting Malice aside like a broken play thing to dash against the wall.  The creature wore its foul lust like a trophy, a dripping and pulsating sign of its victory.  Rage filled me, and I willed my claws sharper.  The beast charged me, and I found myself locked, claw to claw, with the demon.  


 

  "You want it too."  The creature growled.  "She is delicious, her body is supple and. . ."


 

  "Be quiet!"  I screamed and pressed back harder, trying desperately to kill the creature, but it matched me stride for stride.  I could not get an upper hand.  I fought with its fury, and it fought with my technique.  I couldn't tell where it stopped and I began.  I was horrified.


 

    Suddenly, and alarmingly, the music stopped, and as one, both the Fell Beast and I froze in place, claws wrapped about one another's throat, powerful, sharp claws poised to kill and rend.  I still tried to struggle, and I could see behind the creature's eyes that it too was trying to fight, but we could not move.  The beast's face went slack and it looked towards the door.


 

  "There is someone here . . . wake up."  It snapped, and then the dream melted away from me.   As it faded, I saw the broken form of Malice lying upon the ground, far too still.  


 

   


 

   


 

  


 

  I awoke in a flurry of violence.  Malice screamed, awakened by my sudden thrashing, but I was still moving on instinct.  I sprang from the linens and barreled into a figure in the dark, standing poised above the bed, a sword raised.  I lashed out with my right claws and felt flesh, bone, and sinew part easily.  Banging sounded outside my door.  Five more dark figures leapt towards me, weapons at the ready.  The world slowed around me as I forced myself faster and faster.


 

  I could see the men clearly in the vortex of speed I'd created.  Four of those remaining were dressed as guardsmen, wearing the colors of the kingdom.  They were humans, gruff faced and handling their weapons with the finesse of trained killers.  The fifth figure was the most startling.  It came at me through the slowed world with agility, and deadly intent, dressed in a cloak of Lucidil fabric.  I recognized that fifth figure's face immediately.  Silent.  He had vanished after I took the crown, along with two other Knights of Ethan, leaving our numbers at a scant eleven, since Lucidil's death.  


 

  The enemy fell upon me, the humans coming within range before Silent could.  To them I dealt out death, ripping through their fragile forms with almost no resistance.  From one of the falling men, I stole a sword.  The blade wasn't weighted well for my preferred fighting style, but it would be enough.  I charged to meet Silent, forcing my body to propel me even faster.  My heart pounded upon the inside of my ribs like a drum beat to which I wove a dance of murder.  My blade snaked out, and Silent threw himself backwards in the nick of time, barely avoiding the blow that I had intentionally aimed wide, so that if it struck, it would only injure.  I could have killed him easily enough, but I still remembered that he had been a friend once.  Even though he'd betrayed me before, I still stayed my blade.


 

  A glint of motion behind me caught my attention, and I spun around just in time to see two other Knights of Ethan, Swift and Merciless, two I knew only as the traitors who had left with Silent after Lucidil's fall, rushing towards Malice where she lay curled up in the corner.  I traced the line from them to the window, and knew how they had gotten into my room without alerting the guards.  It was a long climb, but not an impossible one, especially for a former Knight.


 

  I broke from my fight with Silent and dived back across the room.  Swift was reaching for Malice, and I forced myself even faster, a roar escaping my throat as I charged.  The two Knights looked up, shock evident in their faces.  They were not expecting me, and certainly couldn't hope to get their defenses up in time.  


 

  Behind me, even in the density of slowed time, I could hear the splinter of wood as my door caved in.  I didn't know who was entering, but I hoped that it was my guards.  Silent was chasing after me, but he was not as fast as I.  My borrowed blade licked out and caught Swift at the elbow of his outstretched arm.  The limb fell away easily, separated in an instant by the sharp blade I wielded, and he jumped back, clutching at the injury.   I did not slow my advance.  I skidded across the stone floor of my chamber, coming to a rest between the enemy and Malice, interposing my body in front of their target.  Why did they want Malice?  


 

  They will take her and use her for their pleasures.  The fell beast growled inside of me.  I heard a snarl escape my lips.  She is mine.  The beast's voice snapped venomously.


 

  "Mine."  I whispered, an echo of the monster's words, in a voice barely recognizable as my own.  Rage boiled from within me, radiating out from my being.  Swift was retreating, trying to exit through the window, and Merciless had gone pale, holding his sword out before him as he slowly backed towards the exit.  Silent, however, was not retreating.  He charged in from my side, his blade leading the way.  My heart beat like a drum, and I was moving again.  Silent seemed to be crawling through the air, his killing intent obvious on his face.  My blade snaked down the side of his own, knocking it wide, even as it cut a deep line down the inside of his arm and slid effortlessly into base of his shoulder, splintering bone, and parting muscle as it tore through his body like paper.  His blade dropped to the ground.  The threat was not ended, however.  Seeing me engaged, Merciless was closing the distance that had been between us.  I felt his blade point touch my back before I realized that I had left my flank unwatched. I spun and jumped with all the speed I could muster.  Instead of piercing my heart his blade passed through my lower chest, below my left lung, and wedged into my rib cage.  


 

  My vision blurred with a dominating fury.  I released my sword, leaving it in Silent's shoulder, and lashed out with my claws.  My hand impacted Merciless's face like an axe striking over ripe fruit.  The impact blew his head to pieces, and his body slumped to the ground in a mess of blood.  


 

  The world lurched back into regular speed even as my guards, having broken down the door, finally reached Silent.  Swift was out the window, climbing down a rope tied there.  I didn't bother with him.  The two black cloaks that had been guarding my room picked up Silent roughly, for he had slumped to the ground on his knees.  My sword still hung from his body.  


 

  I took a moment to check on Malice, who sat huddled in the corner sobbing, making sure she was uninjured, before I walked back over to Silent.


 

  "Why, Silent?"  I demanded of him, my voice still more the Fell Beast's than my own.  "When you left, did I ever send anyone after you?  Did I ever do anything that you should hate me so deeply?"


 

  Silent looked at me incredulously, as though I were out of my mind.


 

  "First you ruined my dreams and killed the only man with a vision that could bring peace, and then when I left you behind, you had me hunted endlessly.  I have been dodging your assassins for years."  The once-Knight spat at my feet.  "Yet you would stand here before me and lie about it."  


 

  "I never sent anyone after you."  I said firmly, my eyes locked on his.


 

  Silent just laughed.  "Then you have less control of this country than my resources have led me to believe."


 

  His words cut to the heart of the matter.  Obviously someone had indeed been hunting Silent.  I could see the feral look in his eyes, and could feel the weight of truth in his words.  The country was out of control, and I was unable to rein it in.  Though I was the king, I was merely another man along for the ride.  


 

  "My King, you are injured."  One of my Black Patch Brigade guards said.  I looked at him, for a moment not certain what he meant, and then I looked down.  A sword point still protruded from my flesh, the hilt, I knew, was sprouting from my back.  


 

  "A moment. . ."  I told the black cloak.  The creature nodded, and resumed his solemn duty of holding the prisoner.  


 

  "Who sent you?  Under whose orders did you come to kill me?"  I asked, forcing myself as calm as possible.  My voice, I noticed, had returned to normal.  


 

  "I was approached by a beggar in a bar.  He handed me my orders, and I took them.  I do not know who wanted the job done, but the task was not to kill you.  We were supposed to kidnap the girl, and kill you only if the opportunity presented itself.  We were informed that you left the room almost every night by this time.  We didn't expect you to be here."  Silent stated simply.  


 

  My anger flared once more.  What would anyone want with Malice?  That they threatened my life I did not care, but that Malice was being put in danger was something I could not abide.  


 

  ". . . and you do not know who would want such a service?  Where were you to take Malice after you'd abducted her?"  I asked once more, my voice just shy of the growl of the beast.


 

  Silent chuckled weakly.  He was losing blood, and he was not as powerful a healer as was I.  "You have enemies everywhere, and friends almost nowhere.  Any number of men are awaiting your downfall.  As for where we were to take the girl, I'll die before I tell you that."


 

  "I see."  I replied coldly.  I could have had him tortured, and the truth might have come from him, or he might just lie.  I could never be certain, and the time it might take to get anything from him would likely render the information useless. 


 

  "Let him go."  I said finally.


 

  The guards did not give any outward sign of surprise, but Silent's face wore shock prominently.  


 

  "Are you going to kill me yourself, then?"  He asked.


 

  I stepped into the speed, moving as fast as my injured body would permit.  I shot forward, grabbed the hilt of my borrowed sword, and pulled it from his shoulder, and then let the world resume its normal pace around me.  


 

  Silent gasped in pain, staggered forward a little, but did not fall.  He looked at me as though I were the last thing he might see.  There was fear in his eyes, and in his posture, but he did not speak out.  It wasn't pride or strength that stilled his tongue.  He held only fear.  It was hate that kept him from telling me what I wanted to know.  Fear and hate.  The Silent I had known was truly dead.  


 

  "You can go.  Follow Swift.  Leave this city, and don't come back.  From here out, you will be on a kill-on-sight order within the capital.  I shall try to find out who is sending assassins after you, and see that it stops.  I believe I know who to talk to about that."  It did not take a great leap of logic to guess that Ethaniel had acted to stifle a possible traitor.  I would need to have words with him on the matter.  I did not savor the prospect.


 

  "I'll probably try to kill you again."  Silent muttered quietly.


 

  "Next time we meet, I'm going to end your life, Silent."  I told him.  "Not because you are a threat to me, but because you are a threat to those around me.  This time I give you your life because you were once my only friend, but I'll never show you such a kindness again."  The words were cold, and I delivered them with an impassiveness I did not feel.  Inside I was a storm of emotional distress, somewhere between grief at the final loss of a once trusted companion, and rage at that past companions attempted abduction of Malice.  Had I not been there. . . It didn't help to dwell upon it.


 

  "Leave."  I snapped, and Silent jumped and ran for the window, leaving a trail of blood in his wake.


 

  After he was out of the window, I walked to it and watched him descend to the ground.  Once he reached the ground, I unlatched his roped from the cross beam it had been lassoed to, and drew it up, tossing it onto the floor.  Malice had stopped crying, and was now on the bed, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.  She was watching me with concern and confusion on her face.  I approached the two black cloaks who still stood, awaiting new orders.  


 

  I turned to the nearest.  "Draw this sword from my back."  I ordered him.  He took a step forward, and then stopped.  A look of mixed emotions crossed his face.  


 

  "I may hold no sword that draws the blood of my king."  He intoned before stepping back, and looking at me blankly. 


 

  I sighed heavily.  I was beginning to feel tired.  My injury was wearing on me as my body tried to heal it, and was unable to do so.  Malice was getting out of bed, walking toward me.  She seemed hesitant, but there was determination on her face.  


 

  "I can do it."  She said.  I considered her for a moment.  She had the strength, and the skill with arms to pull it out without causing any more damage, so long as she applied them.


 

  "It needs to be pulled straight out, preferably as fast as possible."  I told her. 


 

  She nodded and circled around behind me.  I could see that she was nervous.  In her mind, she had never killed an enemy, and never dealt with such a bloody situation.


 

  "Just keep your hands steady, relax, and draw the blade straight back."  I told her calmly, keeping my voice as soothing as possible.  I felt the pressure on the blade as she took the hilt in her hand.  She moved fast, drawing the blade out with such precision that I barely felt the motion. I sighed in relief as I heard the sword clatter to the ground.  Malice was at my side in a moment.


 

  "I didn't hurt you, did I?"  She asked concernedly.  


 

  "No, I feel much better now."  I replied, and the words were true enough.  My body was already working on repairing the terrible wound.  I could feel the burning.  "Let us find another room to rest in for the night."  


 

  "Guards," I called the black cloaks.  They snapped to attention.  "I want this room cleaned, the bodies disposed of.  Inform Ethaniel of the events that transpired.  Send a steward to prepare a new room for me to use in the future.  For tonight, I will be sleeping in the guest room next door.  Post a guard on the ground floor below the window from here on out.  No more disturbances tonight."  


 

  The orders given, I took Malice and we left for the guest room.  I was tired, and growing more so by the minute.  Healing was hard work.  We entered the small adjacent chamber and made our way to the bed.  I was leaning heavily upon Malice by that point, though she seemed not to mind.  I sat down on the edge of the feather mattress heavily, and was about to fall backwards when Malice stopped me.  


 

  "At least take off your bloody clothes."  She said.  "I know it's late but. . ."  I could see how uncomfortable my bloodied, disheveled state made her.  


 

  I nodded.  She was right.  I shouldn't lay in bed covered in blood.  I drew off my shirt, though I left my pants on.  There was little to no blood on them, and I was not inclined to undress myself that much in Malice's presence.  My wounds had closed, though they were still healing both outside and in.  The line where the sword had broken my flesh was brilliant red, and stung fiercely.  I used my shirt to clean the blood and mess from my fur.  Malice had to help me.  She brought in a pitcher of water from the draw-tap in the guest rooms bath facility, and helped me get rid of the last of the mess.  Cleaned, I tossed my shirt on the floor and laid back in bed. Malice curled up at my side, drawing the blankets up over us both.


 

  "I thought we were going to die."  She said softly.


 

  "We can't die yet.  There is too much we need to get done."  I answered, pulling her close to me with my one good arm before sleep swept me away.  I did not dream.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I woke long before the dawn, but I did not leave the bed immediately.  Instead, I waited for Malice to wake up as well.  How she slept so long every night, I did not know.  As a Knight, with the changes to my body, I needed only a few hours of sleep every week when not injured or fighting constantly, and I could survive on less.  Injuries, or long stretches of pushing my limits, could change the needs of my body, but on any average day, sleep was not essential.  Even if I forced myself to rest, I rarely slept an entire night.  Malice should have been the same.  


 

  I lay on my back, in the exact position I'd fallen asleep, but Malice had rolled onto her side.  I could feel her back against me, rising and falling with every breath she took.  As she inhaled, her skin, even through her nightgown, felt like fire against my own.  I resisted the desire to move closer to her.  I waited in the silent darkness, my thoughts drifting to the troubles of the kingdom.


 

  The sun eventually began to stream through the window of the room, brightening the interior of the guest chamber.  I felt my bed companion stir, and then she jumped, as though she had been startled.  Her arms went out wide, and she looked frightened until she turned over and her arm struck me in the chest.  She spun the rest of the way in bed, and though she still looked sleepy, she wore a smile on her face.


 

  "You stayed the entire night."  She announced, her eyes sleepy, but a brilliant, almost jewel-like, green in the early morning light.  


 

  "I thought you could use the company."  I answered


 

  Her smile brightened.  "Thank you."  She said, and then her arms were around me, her chest pressed against me, and we were embracing.  Desire welled up in me anew.  


 

  Finally we parted, and I found that it took a sizable amount of willpower to force myself to leave the bed.  I needed to get my mind focused on the day's tasks.  After the previous night's events, I knew that I would need to speak to Ethaniel.  He would doubtless have a few things to say, and I had a few of my own to bring up.  Most pointedly, I wanted to know why Ethaniel had sent assassins after Silent without verifying such an order with me.  He had overstepped his bounds.  How many other times had he done so?  


 

  I sent one of the black cloaks guarding the door for the steward, who I had bring a fresh set of clothes for Malice and me.  We took turns in the bath room, changing, and preparing ourselves for the day.  I dressed in the clothing popular amongst the Knights of Ethan.  My shirt was dark gray, almost black, with no sleeves to impede the movement of my Fell Beast arms, or arm, in my case.  The pants were black, loose fitting, and ended just below the knee.  These allowed for my legs to move freely at very high speeds, a necessity for a fighter such as myself.  Besides, Fell Beast legs did not afford the fit of a standard pair of pants.  Above it all I wore a cloak.  When I was just a Knight of Ethan, I generally wore one of the shifting garments made from Lucidil fabric, but as the king, I was generally given a cloak of vivid blue to adorn myself in.  I preferred the shifting cloak, but the castle staff preferred me to have on an outfit which would allow them to identify me quickly.  I was told that this was so that I could be paid "proper respect" by all who saw me, but I felt that it was much more likely that my bright cloak was a warning to keep silent, and keep distance.  As a Knight people feared to speak to me, as a king, people rarely wanted to speak to me, unless it was to air a grievance, or request a gift.  


 

  Laouna was adorned in a simple sun dress of dark green.  It was longer than the summer outfit she'd gotten herself the day before, and was far more adept at hiding her more feminine points, but it was still a lovely outfit on her.  The green, a color that matched her eyes exceedingly well, also served to highlight her vivid, red hair and pale skin.  Dressed as a warrior, Malice had always been beautiful, but dangerous, a goddess of war.  Adorned as any other girl might be, she somehow transcended the mundane, and still seemed every bit the goddess.  Perhaps though, she seemed more a deity of innocence than ought else.  I loved her no less for her loss, but I missed the master of blades who I'd fallen in love with originally.  


 

  Clothed and ready for the day, we set out for the kitchen.  Malice ate twice a day, and though I generally ate less frequently, the wear of the night before had left me with a fierce hunger.  My wound was still healing, though I knew on the outside it would appear to be completely repaired.  Inside I could still feel the burn of muscle and flesh mending, accompanied by a sharp pain with every step I took, a pain that reminded me all was not yet well.  Even amongst the Knights I was a miraculous healer, but my body could only do so much.  I was lucky that no vital organs had been pierced.  Those were always much more difficult to heal, since to heal properly, those pierced organs needed to be working.  I had survived many blows that should have permanently injured, or killed me. 


 

  After eating, we made our way to my public study, where I would take care of the early business of the day, and work on my confounding pile of official documents.  Of course, I knew that morning would not be one of my most productive before I even reached the study.  I would have the business of the night before to handle.  The door stood open when I reached the office.


 

  My two guards stood outside the door, so I knew it was safe to enter.  


 

  "Good morning, Liet."  I said to my old friend-turned black cloak, before crossing the threshold.  I knew I would not have the opportunity to speak with him privately, but I would not go a morning without acknowledging him.  Liet looked at me with violent eyes, but did not respond.  I sighed and passed him.


 

  Ethaniel was waiting for me inside the room.  He wore a dour expression on his face.  He was as bleak and foreboding as ever.  He was, perhaps, less furious than he had been the last time I spoke with him.  For that, at least, I was thankful.  The old Knight made it difficult to tell his exact emotional state most of the time.  Though it seemed "angry" would generally sum up his mood at any given moment.  


 

  "Ethaniel, good morning."  I greeted him as I made my way around him, and to my desk. 


 

  "King Noble," Ethaniel clipped curtly, offering the barest of bows.  It was not to show a lack of respect, I knew, but simply because Ethaniel did not care for custom.  


 

  "I guess you're here to discuss the events of last night."  I said.  


 

  "Yes, but first we should discuss the events from last night of which you were not a part."  Ethaniel answered cryptically.  I raised an eyebrow.  


 

  Malice took a seat in one of the spare chairs of the study, and occupied herself with flipping through the books that lined the walls.  She was not particularly interested in the affairs of state.  It was just as well.  


 

  "So, what happened that I am unaware of?  Were there other attacks in the city?"  I asked, my concern growing as my mind churned through the possibilities.


 

  "No, there were no other attacks.  However, last night, about two hours before the assassination attempt in your room, Lord Lheec, his daughter, all of their retainers, and all of the Lheec's men in the city, including our financial contacts, and trading contacts, left via a long caravan."  Ethaniel's eyes, all four of them, rested heavily upon me.  


 

  "Prior to leaving," He went on.  "They withdrew all owed funds from the treasury.  The move to leave was quick, and well orchestrated.  No one is left, and not a sliver of Lheec's gold, not a bale of hay of his resources, remains in this city."


 

  I learned forward.  Lheec, it seemed, had made his final decision regarding his intentions for my reign as king.  He would not withdraw all of his aid, and all of his money, unless he intended to launch an attack.  He was gathering his resources to prevent losses.  


 

  "How did he learn of my rejection of his daughter so quickly?"  I asked, angry at the way information seemed to flow through our walls with such ease.


 

  "Lheec probably has more informants inside the castle than I do, Lowin."  Ethaniel dropped the formalities.  


 

  "The men last night didn't come to assassinate me directly.  They came to take Malice."  I told Ethaniel.  


 

  The old Knight nodded.  "That makes sense.  Lheec could have used her to gain leverage on you, to get you to surrender without the need to engage in a lengthy war.  It was a good idea."


 

  I shot Ethaniel a cold stare.  "Kidnapping and murder are never good ideas, Ethaniel.  How long have you been playing the political game that you no longer know that?"


 

  "Whether you like it or not, Lheec is going to try and take the throne.  At least he put forth the effort to try and do it as bloodlessly as possible.  Of course, I don't doubt he would have demanded your head in exchange for hers.  It's much easier to place a new king on the throne, when the old one is dead."  My advisor replied coldly.  


 

  "What do you suggest we do?"  I offered the question in a sigh of defeat, slumping heavily back in my chair.  I could tell that Ethaniel had something in mind. His tone of voice, the way he explained things, all added up to the fact that he was holding something back.  


 

  "I've received word that your ships are nearing completion."  He answered, a grim smile coming to his face.  It was not an all together pleasant expression, but I hardly noticed.  I was filled with a sudden hope.  At long last, after six years of waiting, my ships were nearly ready to sail.  It was finally nearing the time when I could recover Kay.  My daughter.  I missed her so much that it hurt to think of her.  


 

  "You think we should run?"  I asked, but the words were hollow.  Knowing that my ships were ready, or nearly ready, I had no intention of staying in the capital.  Kreo had been a prison more than a city.  To be rid of the role of king, and finally on my way to recover Kay, was all that I really wanted.  


 

  "Would you have us start another war?  The Knights and the Black Patch Brigade against the armies of man?  What would we win through such a conflict?  Even when we won, and I do not doubt that we would, smaller though our force would be, what would we have to show for that win?  The kingdom of man would lay divided, and our resources would be depleted even further.  There would be no recovery.  If the Hungering came back. . ."  Ethaniel's words trailed off.  He didn't need to finish that thought.


 

  "Then why back me?  You could easily dispose of me, and clear the way for Lheec, giving him control of the remaining Knights and the black cloaks." I said the words almost at the same moment the thought occurred to me.  Ethaniel owed me nothing.  Indeed, I had done him no favors over the years.  I had killed the king he served, and many of his Knights, when recovering Kyeia from the facilities in which she was being kept and studied.  


 

  "Lheec, or whoever he chooses to serve as his puppet, will never really be the king.  I serve the man who I see fit, and for all that you are a political fool, you are the king that I believe in.  I will follow you, and the Knights will follow you as well.  The black cloaks will follow you until you're dead, because that is the only manner of dethroning that their particular form of magic understands."


 

  "Then it is settled.  We must make preparations to leave."  I declared, nearly forgetting about the other matter I wished to discuss with Ethaniel.  I had told Silent, though, that I would try to correct what had been done.  Ethaniel was on the verge of turning to leave and make preparations.


 

  "Ethaniel, before you leave, did you order assassins sent after Silent?"  I asked the old Knight.  


 

  He cocked his head, seeming to consider me before he answered.  His gray eyes were full of threat, but his black eyes seemed to be searching my demeanor for something.  What did he see, I wondered, when he looked at me?  


 

  "I did."  He stated, not supplying any further explanation.


 

  "I want that order canceled."  I told him.  Had I not been about to leave the kingdom, I might have asked him why he had acted without my permission, but it hardly seemed to matter any longer.


 

  "As you will, my King."  My four-eyed advisor replied, and I could tell by the formality he used, that he was annoyed.  I didn't feel like pressing him any further on the matter, not when there was so much that needed to be done.  He turned and began to walk from the room.


 

  "Ethaniel, try to carry out our preparations to leave as quietly as possible."  I told him.  


 

  He didn't stop, though he called back over his shoulder.  "We'll be ready to leave in two days.  Be prepared."  He walked from the room.


 

  Two days.  That was fast.  Had Ethaniel already been making preparations for our departure?  If he had been, how had I not heard anything about it?  Was I really so far removed from the happenings of the castle?  That was a simple question to answer.  I was.  In the end, I had been a terrible king.  I bit down my bitterness at the way events had unwound.  I could do nothing further. 


 

  "Where are we going?"  Malice asked, startling me from my thoughts.  She had been listening after all.  She sat on the edge of my desk, looking at me with obvious curiosity.  She had no memories outside of what she'd experienced within the castle.  For her the prospect of leaving must have been both exciting and frightening.


 

  "Far, far away from here, across the Great Salt Seep, and further still, to a place where none of our kind has traveled before."  I told her, trying to make it sound like a magical voyage, an adventure.  The truth of the matter was somewhat less pleasant.  We would be crossing the great seas, a voyage that few ships survived, and from there we would be making land-fall in the lands of the Hungering.  I looked at Malice, and wondered for the first time, if it was right of me to take her along.  Should I take such an innocence to a place of death and terror?  


 

  She was smiling, her eyes full of wonder.  "Will we get to ride on a ship?  I've always wanted to ride on a ship!"


 

  Looking at her, I knew that there was no way I could leave her behind.  No one would be able to look after her, and I couldn't bring myself to simply abandon her.  Danger or not, she would have to come along.  I would have to protect her, and do a better job of it than I had so far.  


 

  "Yes, we will get to ride on a ship."  I answered, forcing a smile through the haze of worry that I felt suddenly creeping up around me.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  "So you're going to let Lheec chase us out of the capital like a bunch of scared animals?"  Snow said dully as I told her of what Ethaniel and I had decided to do.  I was not surprised at her reaction.  Snow did not approve of retreating.  At least, not when fighting was a viable option.  


 

  "No, we'll be gone well before Lheec and his men arrive.  When his armies get here, the castle will be empty."  I answered her calmly.  In truth, I had plans of my own.  I did not intend to simply hand over the kingdom and its assets to Lheec, but I had not shared that knowledge with anyone else yet.  The idea had come to me as I had finished my conversation with Ethaniel, and by the time I had reached Snow for training, my course of action was all but set.  Lheec would get the kingdom, but I would make sure that he had some trouble settling in.  He would not take the throne without a cost.  


 

  "They will call you a coward."  Snow's face was set, her mouth an angry line.  


 

  "Let them.  Fighting will win nothing but death.  I'm not prepared to start another war just to hold the crown.  I never wanted to be the king in the first place."  I tried to explain things to my stubborn master of swords, but she shook her head again.


 

  "I don't like this.  Lheec deserves to be put in his place."  Snow retorted.


 

  "Lheec will have no easy time sitting himself upon the throne."  I offered, unwilling to divulge any details of my plan at that point.  "I think that Lheec will find his throne is going to cost him much more than he anticipated.  I also don't think the people will be calling me a coward after I am gone.  In fact, they will probably have nothing but kind things to say."


 

  Snow's angry expression turned to one of curiosity.  "What are you going to do?  You haven't had any luck making the people happy yet.  If you had something you could do that would please them, why didn't you do it before all of this happened?"  She seemed to think for a minute, and added.  "Not that I'm criticizing your work as king.  You just have not managed to capture the hearts of the people."  


 

  I might have been offended if her words were not so obviously true.  "What I have in mind is something that will only work once, and when I am done, it will leave things in a very difficult place for whoever is left holding the crown.  Next week, when Lheec arrives, he will find himself in an incredibly precarious situation.  If he can hold the kingdom, it will cost him dearly.  If he can't, it will still cost him dearly, and he will be out the crown he so desperately wants."


 

  Now Snow smiled.  "I don't know what you have in mind, but it sounds absolutely terrible."  She put on a stern expression.  "Lowin, it's not like you to do spiteful things."  


 

  I thought about that for a moment.  Was I simply trying to sting Lheec to no benefit?  That was a possibility.  The man had, however, tried to kidnap Malice, and he'd tried to have me killed, possibly on multiple occasions.  I had, I thought, held my temper quite well so far.  It was past time for me to stand up and fight back.  If I could do so without hurting the kingdom as a whole, all the better.  


 

  I turned my eyes to Laouna.  


 

  She was still working on her sword forms, getting better with every hour of practice.  Her body remembered, even if her mind did not.  I hoped that she would be ready to fight if a situation arose that must be confronted by force.  I would do everything in my power to protect her, but that would be easier if she was also able to protect herself.  


 

  "How is she progressing?"  I asked Snow, who was also now watching the red-haired girl.


 

  "She is a brilliant student.  I don't know whether she is remembering what she knew before, or whether she is really learning as fast as I'm teaching her, but I have never trained anyone so good."  I saw Snow's jaw tighten, and knew she was about to say something she didn't want to.  It was a habit of hers to bite off things she didn't wish to speak. "She's not better than me now, but she will be if she keeps on learning at this pace.  Even when I teach her techniques that I know she never learned before, she takes to them quickly.  Another year or two and I will have nothing left to offer her.  She is good, but. . ."  Her voice trailed off.


 

  "But?"  I prompted, after a short silence that I wasn't certain Snow was going to complete.


 

  "She lacks the will to kill.  She is playing a game.  When she strikes, she does not strike with the determination to wound or kill.  Without that, she will never be an effective fighter."  Snow finished.


 

  I nodded solemnly.  Malice had never lacked that edge.  I remembered only too well the first time I'd met her, and she'd lifted me up by the front of my shirt, picking me up until I was eye level with her.  Her eyes had been black then, and they had been full of darkness and anger.  I had feared she would kill me.  That feral look of pent rage had always been just behind the surface of her eyes.  


 

  Laouna, with her green eyes, and gentle smile, had nothing of the anger and darkness that Malice had worn like a shroud.  How beautiful and terrible she had been in the dance of battle. . .


 

  "Real battle will harden her, and give her the edge she needs.  She needs to have her life on the line.  That's the only way to work through the hesitance."  Snow said.  I knew the words were true.  Killing was difficult, but it became easier the more it was done.  That was the sad truth of being a soldier.  After a while, it became difficult to see those on the opposite side of your sword as anything other than targets.  


 

  "Blood will temper the steel of determination."  I spoke the old adage, one I'd heard from experienced fighting men, with a mournful breath.  I did not doubt that fighting would better Malice's ability to strike, but I wondered if she deserved to be run through that dark gauntlet again.  She had a second chance at innocence.  Did I have the right to take that away from her?  I would not defile her body, should I allow her mind to be equally defiled? It would make her a better fighter, but it might take that spark of innocent joy from her eyes as well.  


 

  I loved her, and I did not want to see that light fade from her forever.  I vowed to myself that I would strive to keep her from battle as long as I might.  If she must fight, I told myself, let it be only when no other choice remained before her.  Until that time, my arm would be her shield, and my sword would be raised for her defense.  After all, my innocence was already lost to forever to a world that took and never gave back.  


 

  "I'll have your new sword for you tonight."  Snow's voice broke my line of thought.  I looked at her, confused for a moment.  I did not carry a sword often within the castle.  I had tried to for a while, but my retainers and the other nobles did not feel comfortable.


 

  When I did carry a sword, I carried the blade that had been given to me by a dying soldier on the battlefield where I had fought the black drakes, and lost my arm.  The blade had survived the battle, and though I didn't believe in luck, I had felt the blade had served me well, so I kept it.  I'd had the blade repaired after the battle, but had no more work done to it.  It was not of the light, bright-silver steel that was commonly used in noble weapons, but it was a good and sturdy blade.  I didn't savor the thought of replacing it, even if Snow though it was wise for me to change to a longer weapon, closer to the one I'd practiced with the day before.


 

  "I already have a sword." I told her, remembering Uin Delmor, the fallen soldier's whose blade I carried, and whose name I had burned into my mind.  


 

  "I know, because I've had it reforged for you."  She replied, smiling.


 

  "You had my sword reforged?"  I was angry.  That sword had sentimental value, and I was aghast that it had been melted down.


 

  "Don't look at me like that."  Snow snapped.  "The steel is still the same.  I made sure that the metal was matched perfectly, and that not a drop of the original weapon was put to waste.  The cross-piece was reworked to fit, and even the bindings were repaired and kept.  You will be pleasantly surprised with the finished results.  It is a blade unlike any other.  I supervised its design myself."


 

  My anger diminished, flowing away almost as fast as it had come.  I remembered a time when my anger would not have flared up so quickly, or so brightly.  I had changed.  


 

  I could see that Snow had put a lot of effort into the new sword, and that she had meant it as a kindness.  She had known how much the original blade meant to me, and seen to it that the new blade was true to the old.  The truth of the matter was that I did want a longer, heavier weapon.  Snow had provided that, and allowed me to keep my old blade, in a sense.  


 

  I smiled at her, though it still pained me to think of my sword being melted down.  "Thank you, Snow.  I know that if you helped design it, it will be a blade without equal."


 

  My blade master smiled, and I could tell that she was sincerely happy and maybe even excited about her gift.  Giving, I thought, was often better than receiving.  Snow stepped closer to me, and leaned forward, her lips forming that gesture that can only mean one thing.  I found myself leaning forward as well.


 

  "I'm ready!"  Laouna called, stopping us both in our tracks.  She was standing off to one side of us, her practice blade at her side.  "I'm ready to spar again."  She spoke directly to Snow.  Behind the green-eyed girls eyes, burned a fire of competition I had seldom seen.  She was challenging Snow to a battle of sword, but she was also challenging Snow for my affection.  I looked to Snow and saw the expression reflected in her eyes, even if not so keenly.  


 

  I could say nothing, at that point, without hurting the feelings of one or the other, so I backed away.  Snow took up her practice wand, and the two fighters, perhaps the two greatest sword masters the world had ever seen, squared off across the practice field.  There was an air of competition between them, but also I sensed a certain camaraderie.  They were about to duel, but they were akin spirits.  I watched them stand still, each waiting for the perfect moment to move, and it seemed the world froze as well, wanting to see the outcome of the encounter that was about to occur.  


 

  What signal triggered the first move, was beyond my ability to determine.  Suddenly both women exploded forward, their practice weapons weaving through the patterns of battle like a bird of prey cuts the sky, chasing its quarry.  Malice, for all the skill that she had lost when her memories fled, was still better with a blade than I was.  Snow was as well.  I had seen many blades clash over the years, but when Malice and Snow faced off, it was like watching physical poetry.  


 

  It became obvious after very little time that Snow had the upper hand.  She knew more tricks, and her form was more flawlessly executed.  Malice was losing ground with every pass, and it was only a matter of time before she faltered.  I watched, stifling my urge to interfere.  I knew what was coming, but it wasn't my place to come between the two women.  The practice field, and their sparring matches, were theirs.  


 

  It happened suddenly.  Malice's guard passed perilously low, Snow feinted high, the green-eyed girl responded by making a drastic correction, and Snow changed her blade's momentum and feinted low.  Even further off balance, Malice again forced her guard low to counter.  This time, as Snow changed direction once more, I saw the finishing blow.  The wooden wand caught Malice on the left side of the face hard enough to knock the girl backwards, and to send a jet of blood into the air.  I winced.  That was a solid hit.  


 

  I came forward to check on Malice, but Snow had already come to her side, and was knelt on the ground, her weapon discarded.  


 

  "Are you alright?"  Snow asked.  


 

  Malice was clutching the side of her face that had been struck by Snow's weapon.  I could see a deep bruise forming there, from around her viciously clawed fingers.  I knew the bruise would form and pass within an hour, with Malice's healing abilities, but I still didn't like to see it.  However, I could not fault Snow for the injury.  The practice match had been well fought on both sides, and Snow had only done what was necessary to teach a lesson.  


 

  The red-haired girl nodded, looking sullen.  "Yes."  She said, miserably.


 

  "You did well."  Snow announced, standing up and offering a hand to her fallen opponent.


 

  "I lost again."  Laouna answered, accepting the hand and allowing Snow to pull her back to her feet.


 

  "Your form is still weak, and you allowed your blade to be teased out of position."  Snow reprimanded, but without the sting of gloating.  Malice's expression turned even more sullen.  


 

  "However, you also showed a surprising level of adaptability, and an impressive ability to recall, and quickly apply, the different forms you've been taught."  Snow continued.  "Your performance today was better than yesterday.  I'm very proud of you."


 

  Malice did something she rarely did.  As her hand fell away from her face, she actually smiled at her instructor.  Her cheek was badly bruised, and there was a split on the skin, though that had mostly closed already.  Her sullenness seemed to flee before Snow's praise.  


 

  "This doesn't mean you can stop practicing your forms."  Snow snapped, her face taking on the grim expression it generally did when she was being an instructor.  "You must work even harder, now, to fix the flaws in your style.  I will go harder on you from here on out."


 

  Malice nodded once.  "I will work hard, Snow."  She said, and there was determination in her voice.  The competition was at an end.  Snow had won the fight, but more than that, I believed the two women had once more reestablished their level of mutual respect.  That was as it should be.  


 

  Snow turned to me.  "What are you staring at?  You haven't worked half as hard as she has, and you've only mastered a third of the techniques.  You might be able to beat her now, through brute strength, but strength will only get you so far."  Her face was stern.


 

  "Hmmm," I replied, unhappy with the sudden change in direction the situation had taken.  Snow, I realized, was now ready to start pounding out my weaknesses.  I didn't savor the notion.  


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  The morning of departure came quickly, a flurry of activity buzzed throughout the castle.  It was well known that I - with my retinue of Knights - was soon to be departing the capital on a hunting trip.  Of course, the "hunting trip" was only a pretext under which we were actually slipping quietly out of the kingdom.  All of the black cloaks, and all of the remaining Knights of Ethan, were ready to march.  The Knights had been told of what was really happening, but the Black Patch Brigade remained oblivious.  I had tried to talk about it with Liet, but my once-companion was uninterested in anything more than what his orders were for the duration of the coming events.  I knew that had I tried to discuss the matter with any of the other black cloaks, they would have been equally uninterested.  


 

  As I prepared to leave, my pack strapped beneath my brilliant blue cloak, Ethaniel came marching through my bedroom door.  Laouna shot him an acidic look from where she sat perched on the edge of my bed as he entered uninvited.  Laouna was already prepared to leave, her own pack in place, and her shifting cloak wrapped about her shoulders.  She looked almost like any other Knight, dressed in such a fashion.  Her expression, and her relaxed manner, betrayed the illusion.


 

  "What is this about a public address before you leave the capital today?"  Ethaniel demanded, angered that he had been left out of the loop.  I ignored the piercing gaze of his gray eyes, and replied calmly.


 

  "I'm going to address the people before we depart.  I have something to tell them; a last act as king."  I explained.  I had gone to great lengths to carry out my plans with as little notice as possible.  Very few of the castle staff had been told of what was to be done, and only those few in high positions and with a lot to lose should any information leak out.  


 

  ". . . and what is the nature of this 'last act'?"  Ethaniel pressed, his ire still obvious in the tone of his voice.


 

  "You'll find out at the announcement, with the others."  I told him.  I didn't want him to try and stop me, and there was a chance that he would, if he knew what I intended.  


 

  A low growl issued from Ethaniel.  "You shouldn't be keeping secrets.  Things are dangerous enough as they are.  You endanger us all with your carelessness."  The old Knight threatened.


 

  "That is true.  Things are dangerous, and what I have in mind will not change that one way or the other."  I looked at Ethaniel, my eyes locking with his black eyes, shying clear of the gray, smoke and hostility-filled eyes above.  "Have I not proven that I have at least some sense in all the time you've known me?"


 

  Ethaniel did not reply immediately.  "I'm your advisor.  You have an obligation to share your plans with me, otherwise I cannot advise."  He finally snapped.  


 

  "I have looked to you on most major decisions, Ethaniel, but this is something that I have to do.  You don't have to approve of it, but you'll learn nothing more from me until I make the announcement."  I held firm to my conviction.  I was committed to my course of action, and would not allow my four-eyed advisor to dissuade me.


 

  Ethaniel's fists clenched at his sides.  He seemed about to say something more, but then thought better of it.  He turned and left the room, his cape snapping in his wake.  The encounter had gone almost as badly as I'd feared it would, though perhaps not as badly as my imagination had conspired to make me believe.  My head was still attached to my shoulders.


 

  "He scares me."  I heard Laouna say, and I turned to see that she had gotten up from the bed and was standing just a few feet behind me.  She wore a sword at her side, and her hand was on the hilt.


 

  "He's been an advisor to the king for a long time."  I told her, making my voice as soothing as possible.  "He's a good man, proven through years of service.  You don't need to fear him."  I told her, but the truth of that matter was that I feared Ethaniel as well.  There was something dark about the old Knight, and it was a darkness that only seemed to grow by the week.  Could it be so easily explained away as stress?  I often wondered.


 

  Malice shook her head.  "He's a monster."


 

  I forced a smile.  I had heard that term used to describe me on many occasions.  It had become almost a curse in my ears.


 

  "He is no more a monster than am I."  I told her, but I was not certain I believed those words as strongly as I might have years before.  Ethaniel had sent assassins after Silent, and he had told me I should have accepted Lheec's daughter despite her age and hesitance.  Maybe he was a loyal king's man, but could his judgment be trusted?  I wanted to believe that it could, but every time I looked into his smoky-gray eyes, and saw the rage and violence within them, I found myself questioning his motives.


 

  "You're not a monster.  You're just sad."  Malice's voice cut across my thoughts. I looked at her, raising an eyebrow.


 

  "Sad?"  I asked, uncertain what she meant.  


 

  "Sad."  She repeated.


 

  "What makes you think that I'm sad?"  I asked.  


 

  She shrugged her reply.  "Sometimes you just look sad.  I don't know why.  You don't smile a lot."  


 

  I'd heard it said, that children had a different way of seeing the world, and that sometimes they picked up on subtle signals that adults, hardened to the world, did not see.  I wondered if Malice had that same clarity of vision, or if she simply knew me well enough to see through the facade of cold indifference I tended to wear.


 

  "Sometimes I think I get too busy, and I forget that it's alright to smile."  I told her, the words little more than an excuse for all the reasons I actually did not care to smile.  


 

  Malice stepped forward and locked her left arm in the crook of my right arm.  "You should smile as often as you can."  The green-eyed girl, suddenly serious, told me.  "It will make you feel better."       


 

  I considered her for a moment, thinking on what she'd said.  Was a smile the source of good humor, or was good humor the source of a smile?  In an ideal world, I thought, maybe just smiling could bring happiness, but I had too many bad memories, and too many worries still ahead, to smile away my troubles.  I forced the expression once more for Malice.


 

  She sighed.  "I know when you're not really doing it."  She said.  "You're not good at faking it."


 

  I let the expression fade away.  "I'll have to work on my fake smile then."


 

  Malice punched me in the shoulder with her free right hand, not hard, but hard enough to make me wince, at least in feigned discomfort. 


 

  "That's not how it works.  You have to really be happy."  She said, irritated.  


 

  "I guess I shall have to work on that instead."  I said, in all seriousness.  


 

  "Good."  She responded.  We walked out of the room together.  Liet, and the other black cloak on duty, fell in behind us.  It was time to leave.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I stood in the middle of the procession of Black Patch Brigade and Knights.  I knew the names of all the remaining Knights of Ethan, but the black cloaks far outnumbered them.  There were nearly a thousand of the menacing, black-hooded figures in my retinue, all of them with their hard-set, dark eyes gleaming from beneath their hoods.  Each of them was an individual explosion of violence contained by black thread.  Would the magic that bound them to me loyally, last indefinitely?  That was something I couldn't know for sure.  I was no master in the arts of magic, but I feared for the worst.  I wanted to give those wretched men back their humanity, but what humanity really remained in them?  Their eyes, but for seldom few times, always burned with the powerful hatred, and terrible hunger of the Fell Beast to which they were bound.  It was dark magic, indeed, that had crafted their bodies.


 

  The wind kicked up, and I drew my cloak about my shoulders more tightly.  The fabric was magic.  It could resist cutting to an extent, and kept the same comfortable temperature on the inside, but strong wind still made me want to clutch the fabric more tightly about me.  I felt out of place dressed in my bright blue cloak.  All around me were black figures, punctuated by the occasional shifting cloak of the Knights of Ethan.  In their midst, I was like a beacon of brightness, drawing all eyes as we passed through the busy streets of Kreo.  


 

  The people were assembling.  The city criers had been out before us, and they had announced that I would be holding a public assembly in the city center before departing on my hunting trip.  The eyes that sought me in the crowd all held barely contained hostility.  No few of those common people, those subjects of the king, would gladly have seen me drawn from my crowd of protectors and murdered in the streets.  An occasional rock sailed through the air, to be knocked aside by my black cloak protectors.


 

  As a Knight of Ethan I had been feared, and even hated by some, but as a king I was feared by none, and hated by all.  Many people dreamed of becoming a king some day, and of having the power to make the changes they wanted, and to live a life of luxury.  I, however, had my fill of royal life. There was little freedom as the king, and the life of luxury was little more than a gilded cage.  I was watched constantly, and never free to do as I wished for a moment.  In the years I had served the kingdom, I'd had not a single moment of real privacy.  The nights in my room, and those spent with Snow, had been the closest I'd managed, and even then the black cloaks, my ever present guards, had been no further away than the span of a room, and the thickness of a door.  


 

  It was strange, but I could look back on the time I'd spent traveling with Malice, running through the forests of the kingdom of men, with no one watching but the birds and the sky, and I envied those moments.  Life had been hard, and we had been running for a purpose, but I'd had freedom.  As the king, I was still driven by purpose, but freedom was lost.  My life was not my own.  Even once I left the lands of men, the Black Patch Brigade would remain.  They were bound to me until I died, or until they died.  That was a grim reality that I didn't wish to dwell upon.  I was one monster, tied to hundreds.


 

  We cut a wide channel through the city streets on our way to the public square.  The people, though curious and eager to throw insults and whatever else they might have on their person, at the king, were still terrified of the Knights of Ethan, and the black cloaks.  They gave us distance, if for no other reason than that they feared getting too close to one of my savage guards.


 

  I flexed the muscles in my back, feeling the weight of my new sword as the strap pressed against my flesh there.  It was a comforting feeling.  The blade was too long to be worn at my side in the normal fashion.  


 

  Snow had been right.  The reforged weapon was a thing of beauty, but one that retained the spirit of the blade it had been built from.  The scabbard was a special construction as well.  It was designed to allow the blade to slip from the side with ease, so that I could draw the weapon quickly in a time of need.  There was a simple catch that I could spring with my drawing hand, and the blade would fall into my ready palm in an instant.  The catch was designed so that it would take a precise effort from me to release it, so that my blade would not come lose at inopportune times.  It was a very clever design, and one that Snow had assured me was entirely hers.  She had no shortage of confidence in her work.


 

  I had been wearing the blade ever since I received it.  It made my retainers uncomfortable, and drew stares, but it felt good to have a weapon on all the time again.  For sitting and such, a simple pull of one of two straps shifted the blade from the center of my back, to either side.  If I could just be rid of my blue cloak, I thought, I might finally feel more like my old self.  Perhaps I should have been ashamed for feeling more comfortable while wearing a weapon, but I had spent most of my time as a young man fighting for my life, and thrust into situations where my survival was dependent upon being able to defend myself.  A sword was an assurance that I would not have to face a foe unprepared.  Perhaps, I thought, if politicians squared off in such a manor, decisions might be made more quickly and with less dishonesty.  Steel never lies.


 

  We finally reached the city square.  People were pilling in from all the side streets, filling the entire area. They created a wide channel for my men and me to pass through.  There was a terrible tension in the air.  I felt as though at any minute fighting might break out.  I made my way towards the stone pedestal, an open stage that stood in the middle of the clearing.  The large stone had been damaged in the Hungering attack, crumpled by one of their black drakes, but enough of it still stood that I could make my way to the top of it, and thus put myself higher than those assembled around me.  More and more people poured into the public square, even as I took to the pedestal.  


 

  In front of the masses of people of Kreo, I felt exposed.  Their hate-filled eyes lashed my body like whips.  Their hostility was like a wave upon which I must ride, or fall and succumb to the fury of their potent wrath.  I looked around me, for I was surrounded by masses of people on all sides.  I saw the eyes of the denizens of Kreo, but also the eyes of Ethaniel, and the other Knights of Ethan.  Some few of them, too, I noticed, were hostile to me.  Snow and Malice, those four eyes looked upon me not with hostility, but with curiosity.  They gave me strength, or I took strength from them.  I couldn't be certain.  


 

  I held up my arm, hand stretched out wide, and silence passed through the crowd around me, spreading from those nearest me, and outward like a great wave through the assembly.  I waited for quiet.  As with any large crowd, it never grew absolute, but it became close enough.  I began.  


 

  "As you all know by now, I will be leaving on a hunting trip for the next few months."  A murmur of dissatisfaction swept through the audience at my words.  They believed I had called the assembly just to announce what they had already known.  "However," I spoke loudly, firmly, my voice carrying to the ends of the clearing and beyond.  Silence fell once more.  "I would not leave and have my people left in misery while I am gone.  I know only too well that times have been difficult for the people of Kreo.  I have heard your complaints, and I have thought long and hard on how I could best serve the people."


 

  "You could kill yourself and let a man take the crown!"  Someone yelled from the throng, and a roll of uneasy laughter filled the clearing.


 

  I ignored the words, and stuck to my original purpose.  "Today I am here to announce that, over the course of the next week, every citizen of Kreo will be entitled to a sum of gold, and a provision of the king's land, to be handed out at the castle."  I paused for a moment, and heard a wave of awe pass through the crowed, followed by whispers, and a general confusion.  "This gift will be given to every man, woman and child, but only once."


 

  "Upon being given your share, your right palm will be marked with a symbol that will not wash off for two weeks.  If you attempt to cheat the system, I assure you the punishment will be swift and terrible."  The cacophony of voices, which had silenced as I spoke, arose again.  This time, however, there was a general sense of exuberant joy.  Some people started to cheer, and then others joined.  Suddenly, the hated king was very popular with the people.  They did not care that giving out money in such a way would drive the kingdom to financial ruin, and that giving out all of the kingdom's land would lower the amount of food that could be produced for the public.  


 

  What I had done, in one bold move, was destroy the self-sustaining economy of the country of men.  The people of the kingdom, who did not understand the ramifications of my actions, were overjoyed.  In truth, they only stood to benefit from my decision.  It was Lord Lheec who would suffer.  He would come into the kingdom only to find that its vaults were empty, and its lands divided and owned by the people.  He would either have to take the lands back from the people, or cart in supplies from his own lands, thus depleting his own resources to uphold the entire economy.  Either way, he would find himself in a precarious and unpopular position.    


 

  "The gifting starts tomorrow at dawn, and will be carried out at the taxation office.  There will be plenty of time for everyone to receive their due, so do not fret.  No one will be left out."  I called over the shouts and voices.  Another round of cheering filled the air.  My eyes gazed across the crowed, specifically across the eyes that watched me from my own party.  Some of the Knights looked away as I attempted to gauge their reaction.  Ethaniel met my gaze, and may have even cracked the slightest smile.  I couldn't be certain, but I did not see any outward anger.  That, at least, was a good sign.  Snow's eyes sparkled with mischief as she realized exactly what I had done.  Malice looked excited, though I doubted she fully understood the situation.  I couldn't help but smile.


 

  I stepped down from the dais, and voices rose all around me.  "King Noble!  King Noble!"  The people chanted.  It was a good moment.  Despite all that I had hated being a king, at that moment it felt good to wear the crown, and better yet to know that I was nearly done with it.


 

  The black cloaks and the Knights of Ethan, formed up around me as I made my way through the mass of people towards the exit of the city.  We did not travel with war-sows or reave haulers, as I felt the animals would be too difficult to maintain on a long march.  Bringing animals just meant that I would need to bring supplies for those animals.  It was better to travel light.  People pressed in all around us as we traveled, no longer throwing the occasional rock, or icy stare, but now throwing flowers, and well wishes for the hunt.  It was remarkable to see how quickly the attitudes of the people could change.  


 

  It had taken a good deal of effort to set everything up for my plan, and to assure that it was carried out fairly.  Sums would be given out until there was no longer anyone who had not received a dividend.  This would leave some money and land still available to be signed over.  This land and money was to be divided among the staff of the castle.  They would, in the end, get the largest share, but then they were responsible for assuring that the rest of my plan was properly carried out.  In the end, everyone would be a little richer, and have a little more land to call their own.  Well, everyone but Lord Lheec, who would find himself hard pressed to fund the repairs for the country, and to pay off all those owed money by the kingdom.  


 

  "You're bankrupting the nation so that you can have one last jab at Lheec."  A voice said, close to my left side.  I recognized the tones immediately.  It was Ethaniel.


 

  "I know, but I wasn't going to hand everything over to him without doing something."  I answered.  


 

  "He'll hate you for this."  Ethaniel said, his voice neither a reprimand nor an encouragement.  


 

  "I thought he already hated me."  I replied.  Lheec had tried to kill me on many occasions.  That seemed a strange thing to do to someone you didn't hate.  


 

  Ethaniel shook his head.  "No, he just needed you out of the way.  After this, though, he will hate you.  You might not be able to come back here."


 

  "That is the least of my problems.  You know as well as I, that there is a significant chance that I will never have the opportunity to return here anyway.  What we're doing is dangerous.  We could die."  I locked eyes with the old Knight.  His jaw was set firm, and his face showed determination.  I ignored the gray, hostile eyes that seemed to give off an entirely different state of being than the rest of Ethaniel's face.


 

  The old Knight said something then that I did not expect.  His eyes seemed to focus somewhere far away as he spoke, the gray eyes, as well, seemed to lose their malignant fire.  


 

  "I have fought for this country so long that I don't know anything else.  I am afraid of what this means for us.  I fear what might come next. . ."  His voice, in that moment, sounded like the voice of a lost child.  I turned to look more closely at my advisor.  


 

  "Ethaniel, are you alright?"  I asked him, suddenly worried.  The vacant expression fled his features, his eyes sharpened, and the gray eyes grew fiery once more.  


 

  "Yes."  He replied.  ". . . just lost in thought for a moment."  He flexed the wings wresting on his shoulders.  "Things have been hard these last few years.  Whatever fate awaits us, it will be better than being locked in this dying city."


 

  I nodded, for I agreed with him, but I was still troubled by his lapse in composure.  I had never seen Ethaniel less than totally focused before.  Ethaniel was the oldest of the Knights, and he seemed to be experiencing more and more instability as the years passed.  I had to wonder if it was an indication of the direction that all Knight's would eventually take, becoming more and more morbid and dark as our minds were forced to adapt to the traumas of a hard life that stretched on without foreseeable end.  I had never contemplated the reality of my long life-span, or what it could mean to me over the course of hundreds of years.


 

  Lucidil had been mad, power hungry, and driven to extremes beyond reason.  Had that been due to living too long?  Of the first couple generations of Knights, only Ethaniel still remained.  There were no others by which to compare.  Had the others been as dark and demented as Lucidil had been, or as frightening as Ethaniel was becoming?   Perhaps I was reading too much into the perceived problem.


 

  I put it from my mind, knowing that I would need to address those questions at some time in the not so distant future.  I relied too heavily upon Ethaniel to not question his actions when they were suspect.  The castle gates loomed ahead, and all my worries fled.  The road awaited me.  Kaylien needed me.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  


 

  We had traveled for two days when Ethaniel came to me after we'd made camp for the evening.  The black cloaks went mechanically about their preparations for the night.  They split off into groups, some bedding down, and others preparing for their shift on watch.  It was eerie to observe them as they went about their work in near complete silence.  I was almost thankful when the four-eyed Knight approached me, but I knew, even before he spoke, that I wasn't going to like what he had in mind.  He approached in a stiff and terse manner; his face hard set like it was any time he planned on telling me something he knew would be a point of contention between us.


 

  "I'm going back to Kreo."  He said, making it a statement, and not a request for my permission.  


 

  I shook my head in negative reply.  "No, you're not.  We've finished with Kreo.  There is no reason to go back.  Our goal lays ahead of us now."


 

  "I left something dangerous in a place where it might be found.  I need to put it someplace where it will not fall into the wrong hands.  I must go back to Kreo."  He reaffirmed his decision.  I knew already that he would be going back, but I did not intend upon giving in so easily.  Ethaniel had made his decision, and he could have avoided coming to me all together.  I should have simply let him do what he wanted.  He was going to, whether I agreed or not.   


 

  "What is so important that you'd risk going back to Kreo now?"  I pressed, and not just to push the frightening Knight to anger.  I really couldn't imagine what would necessitate a trip back to the capital.  


 



  "The research for the creation of the Black Patch Brigade, and the method for creating Knights of Ethan.  If I don't go back and erase the research, Lord Lheec will have access to that information.  Those are secrets best kept out of the hands of men like Lheec.  I will go back and take care of things."  Ethaniel's point struck home.  I had thought all such information was destroyed, or at least locked away where it might never be found.  I had never been specific on my orders regarding the disuse of those magics.  I was at fault as much as anyone else for my lack of care.  


 

  I found myself nodding despite my best intentions.  The black cloaks and the Knights of Ethan should never be placed in the hands of a man like Lheec.  He would exploit their strengths to spread his own power mercilessly.  He'd already proved that he would not wince in the face of murder if it would obtain his goals.  A man like that would be unstoppable with the Knights and Black Patch Brigade at his call.  


 

  We had traveled for two days.  It would take Ethaniel less than that to get back to the city, if he made fast time.  Lheec's forces needed at least a week to reach Kreo from his borders, and that was at a forced march.  Four days had passed since he'd left the capital.  That left time for Ethaniel to get in and out of Kreo.  It would be close.  


 

  There was still a risk that something could go wrong.  Lheec might have sent a sprinter ahead for his army, then they would arrive earlier than anticipated, or Ethaniel might be slowed down by adverse weather.  It was a big risk to allow him to go back to Kreo.  We were still almost two weeks away from the ships.  Ethaniel could get to Kreo, and return to us in a matter of days if he traveled hard.  We would, of course, have to keep moving.  


 

  "You can go, but you need to be quick and careful.  Lheec could be in Kreo at any time.  We've assumed that we had a week from the time he left, but we could be wrong.  We've spent two days traveling, and another two days preparing to leave.  At the most, you have three days.  It shouldn't take you two to reach Kreo if you press hard, and another two to meet up with us again.  We'll keep moving."  I tried to stress the urgency of our need to work quickly.  


 

  Ethaniel nodded.  "This will not take me long.  I will be gone before Lheec reaches Kreo."


 

  I looked at the old Knight, and he looked back at me.  His gray eyes held an unfamiliar sparkle.  It might have been the fire light playing off of them, or perhaps some trick of the moon which hung full and heavy above, but in that dim light those eyes looked as though they brimmed with terrible glee.  A shiver ran down my back.  


 

  "Go then, but travel fast, travel safe."  I said, dismissing Ethaniel, suddenly quite eager to have those terrible eyes as far from me as possible, though I knew that they could see me from any distance away if given the right motivation.  What motivated those eyes, however, was something I, or even Ethaniel, did not understand.


 

  Ethaniel left without another word, vanishing from the edge of the campsite and into the darkness of the world beyond.  I followed his progress for a few moments, until his movements were too far away for even my sensitive motion-tracking vision.  


 

  It shouldn't have bothered me, but I found myself wrought with a feeling of distrust towards the old Knight.  Was he really going back to Kreo to do what he claimed he intended?  His words hadn't rang false, but Ethaniel was a difficult individual to read.  His emotions were, generally, so tightly restrained.  What other purpose could he have for returning to the city?  There was nothing of importance left there.  At least, nothing of importance that I knew of.  


 

  I was assuming that he was telling the truth when he said he was returning to Kreo.  What if he was going somewhere else?  That was something I hadn't considered initially.  Where else would he be going?  That I didn't know.  I was letting my paranoia get the best of me.  It did little good to ponder the unknown, when it posed no immediate threat.  


 

  Snow approached me.  She was dressed in a Knight's attire, her hood pulled back, and her white-furred arms crossed over her chest.  Her face bore a curious expression.  I knew what the subject of conversation would be before she even opened her mouth.


 

  "He's returning to Kreo to dispose of some dangerous information pertaining to the origin of the black cloaks, and the Knights of Ethan."  I told her, preempting the question I thought was coming.  


 

  "I heard," She said, twitching her white capped ears to emphasize the reality of her exceptional hearing.  I sometimes forgot that I wasn't the only one with the ears of the Fell Beast.  "But what concerns me is that, as far as I know, all such information has already been destroyed."


 

  "What?"  I asked incredulously, suddenly finding myself confused.  


 

  "When you ordered the research stopped, we destroyed the written documentation that went with it."  Snow explained, her eyes scanning the tree line into which Ethaniel had vanished.


 

  "Perhaps there were copies hidden somewhere else."  I said, trying desperately to put Ethaniel's actions in a better light.  I didn't want to believe that he would outright lie to me.  


 

  Snow shrugged.  "It's a possibility.  If there were still copies hidden, Ethaniel would be the one to know about them, but. . ."  Her words trailed off.  "He's been acting strangely lately.  Something isn't right with him."  She added after a pause.


 

  "It could be the stress of the situation."  I offered forth one of my own theories.  


 

  "Ethaniel was dealing with tense situations for hundreds of years before you were born.  Why would he only start to show signs of instability now?"  Snow asked, putting voice to the very concerns that had filled my mind many times over the prior few weeks.


 

  "I'll need to question him on this when he gets back."  I said, my voice heavy with the weight of exactly what those words entailed.  Directly questioning Ethaniel in such a way would be like accusing him of betrayal.  That was a big step to take, and one that could never be undone.


 

  Snow shook her head.  "No, I don't think that would be advisable."  Her voice dropped, becoming so quiet I had to lean in to hear her, even with my sensitive ears.  "You're the king, and what you want to do is your decision, but perhaps it would be better to watch him for a time.  Ethaniel has served this country well, and many of the Knights would sooner side with him than you if things came to a split.  It would be best to be cautious here."


 

  I looked into Snow's black, almost pink, eyes.  There was no deception there, and I sensed no intent to trick or otherwise mislead me.  For all I could tell, she was being honest with me.  It was comforting to know that I wasn't the only who had noticed Ethaniel acting strangely.  


 

  "Who would you side with?"  I asked her, not entirely sure of the answer I might get.  We had become good friends, but Snow was a Knight, and she had always been loyal to the Knights.


 

  She grinned.  "I came to you, didn't I?"  With that, she turned and walked back the way she'd come, leaving me to my thoughts.  Malice sat by my feet, on her bedroll.  She had witnessed both interactions, watching in silence.  Sometimes it was easy to forget that she was even there.  


 

  "You see, other people know it too.  Ethaniel is a monster."  She reiterated her earlier sentiment, this time quietly, in cospiratory tones.


 

  I placed my hand on her head and messed her hair.  "I'll be certain to watch out for him.  You need to get some sleep.  We've another long day of walking tomorrow."  Malice stuck her tongue out at me before curling up under her cloak and falling quickly asleep.  I sat on my own bed roll, prepared to stay up the night, watching in silence.  I suddenly felt as though the entire world was stalking me, waiting for me to drop my guard for a second so that it might attack.  Little did I know that my paranoia was well justified.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Hours of darkness passed around me before a figure came silently through the camp in my direction.  The shifting cloak and stiff posture told me immediately that it was a Knight of Ethan.  I stood at his approach.  I could tell by the way he moved that he was coming on business.  He drew down his hood as he neared.  


 

  "Rampage," I identified him, and offered him a nod of my head.  I spoke in a low voice so as not to wake the others around me.  "What brings you to me so late at night?"


 

  Rampage bowed evenly before speaking.  "Our border patrol has captured something you'll want to see."  He said, looking urgently back the direction he'd come.  I pulled the strap on my scabbard, sliding the blade to the center of my back and nodded.


 

  "What is it?"  I asked, falling in behind him as he turned about.  Two of my guards fell in at my side, Black Patch Brigade soldiers who would have followed me whether invited or not.  It was their job.  I would have to individually order each of them to stay behind if I wanted them gone, and I had not looked closely enough to determine who each of them was.  Besides, their black cloak names were ever difficult to remember.  


 

  "It's better if you see for yourself, your Majesty."  Rampage was old blood.  He wasn't as old as Ethaniel, but he had served the Knights for a long time.  If he felt that there was something I needed to see, I was willing to take his word on it.  I followed him in silence as he lead the way past the edge of camp and out into the dark wood beyond.  


 

  The night air was crisp and fresh, and I drew great breaths of it, filling my lungs with the invigorating chill.  It felt good to move, and better still to breathe the fresh, untainted air of the open wilderness.  Far beyond the city, the air was free of smoke, and the smells of civilized life.  That particular stench, a smell that only appeared in places where men amassed in large numbers, was impossible to pinpoint, but impossible to forget as well.  I was happy to leave it behind.  


 

  I kept my eyes on Rampage's back, following the older Knight through the twists and turns of the deep forest.  I looked forward, but for the few times I glanced to the sky to check our position.  I wasn't sure where we were going, but we seemed be traveling a long way.  We walked for several minutes, and I was just about to ask Rampage how far out we were to go, when he stopped dead in his tracks.  


 

  I stopped as well, and that is when I heard the rustling in the woods.  It came fast, and I barely had time to react.  My two guards, the black cloaks that had been on duty that night, were not fast enough.  Blood misted through the air as they were struck, heads cleanly separated from their bodies.  I dashed away and to the side, coming in close to Rampage so that I might provide a line of sight at his back.  I wasn't sure what was happening around me, but I knew we were being attacked.


 

  I reached up and unlatched my sword.  Rampage shifted quickly.  I could hear him spinning about, and I followed his motion, believing an attack to be inbound from his side.  That movement saved my life, though not for the reason I'd anticipated.  Rampage's sword slammed down in the place I'd been standing only a moment before, burying itself in the ground with the force of the blow.  I fell back, bringing my massive sword to bear in front of me.  I caught sight of my attackers clearly for the first time then.


 

  Rampage stood facing me, his sword drawn, and to either side, and slightly behind me, stood two more Knights of Ethan.  I recognized them as Pride and Watcher. With Rampage, the three Knights surrounding me represented the oldest and most well decorated Knights remaining, other than Ethaniel himself.  


 

  "What is this?"  I demanded, my anger and sense of betrayal, making my voice more a growl than a human vocalization.  


 

  "You've destroyed us, Lowin Fenly."  Rampage called, his voice equally wrought with rage.  "You've brought the Knights to the edge of ruin, and cast the kingdom into a pit from which it might never crawl its way out."


 

  "Worse," Came Watcher's voice from behind me.  "You've forced us all into an exile from which we will probably never return.  The Knights of Ethan, the bravest and strongest warriors of the kingdom of men, are running away in self-imposed exile.  That's disgusting, and it's all your fault."


 

  Their words stung.  How close were they to the truth?  How much of the kingdom's fate was my responsibility?  How much of the Knights of Ethan's diminishing honor was upon my head?  I had to be honest with myself.  The Knights would probably have been better off without Lowin Fenly as their king.  Certainly I had done them no favors over the years.


 

  "You've been an enemy to the Knights many times.  I don't believe that has changed.  You're just an enemy wearing a different disguise."  This time it was Pride who spoke, his face set not in an expression of anger, but one of resignation.  


 

  "Assassination?  This is the way you reclaim the honor of the Knights of Ethan?"  I asked, my rage barely contained behind my reason.  Inside me, the Fell Beast stalked the limitations of the darkness of my mind.  It could taste the conflict; sense the bitter smell of battle lying heavily upon myself and the other three Knights.  It thrived on such turmoil.


 

  "You've left us no choice."  Pride spoke again.  "We either act, or we lose the rest of the honor we retain.  I'll not turn my back on my honor to follow a traitor, whether he wears the crown or not."


 

  "What of those men you killed?  What had they done wrong?  They were serving their country, doing their duty, and you cut them down in cold blood."  I gestured towards the two dead black cloaks.  I didn't know their real names.  I didn't even know their exact calling signs.  In the darkness I couldn't be sure which two had followed me.  They had died nameless.  It was wrong of me, but I found myself thinking, "Please, let neither of them be Liet."  No man deserved to die as they had, but the thought that it might be Liet, troubled me to no end.  


 

  "How do you plan on getting away with this?"  I asked, stifling my worry for Liet, and worst, my worry for those back at the camp.  How many more Knights of Ethan were in on the betrayal?  What if they had someone back at camp?  Would they hurt Malice to get to me?  Would they see her as a threat to them?  She certainly wouldn't accept my death in stride.  Neither would Snow.


 

  "You fell off a cliff while we were showing you a stock of supplies we found in the woods.  Accidents happen."  Watcher said, his voice unworried.  If the thought of killing me was bothering him at all, he didn't show it.


 

  "That's not a very plausible story."  I replied bitterly, knowing that my words would do little dissuade the three men intent upon killing me.  I did not believe they had made such a decision lightly.  I, however, was not prepared to die yet.  Kaylien was still waiting for me.  If I died, no one would be left to go after her.  Malice would have, if she'd been herself.  Snow might, for my sake, but she didn't even know my daughter.  Of course, the same could be said for me.  I had spent so little time with the girl before losing her.  I would fix that.  I had to survive in order to correct that mistake.  


 

  "It's plausible enough.  Few will have a problem with you disappearing."  Watcher spoke again.


 

  ". . . and my guards?"  I pressed.  


 

  "They followed you off the cliff.  After all, that is their duty."  Rampage finished.  


 

  "I won't let you kill me here."  I told them flatly, raising the tip of my blade to the ready.  "Who else is involved in this?  How many of the others?"  There were only eleven Knights.  Snow, Malice, Ethaniel and I made up four of them.  I knew I had not betrayed myself, of course, and I hoped those other three were not involved.  Of the seven others, five of them were old blood, having been Knights for at least a hundred years.  Two of them were younger than me, and one of those was not even joined with a Fell Beast.  It boded ill that all three of those surrounding me were among the oldest of the Knights.  


 

  Rampage simply smiled, forgoing an answer.  My heart hammered in my chest.  If there were others, would they go so far as to hurt Malice and Snow?  Wouldn't that ruin their cover?  Though, if those two died, would Ethaniel really question what had happened to us?  How much did my fate truly concern the oldest Knight? 


 

  "Are you thinking about her?"  It was Watcher again.  "That cunt-weapon instructor?  The one whose brain is addled?"  He taunted.  "You don't have to worry about her.  I'll take good care of her . . . real good care of her.  The boys and I have been watching her for a while now.  Seems she's forgotten quite a bit.  You teach her how to beg yet?  'Teach her how to make a man feel good?"


 

  "Watcher, hold your tongue."  Pride snapped.  


 

  "No.  I want him to know that after he's dead, I'm going to have a piece of his little bitch."  Watcher snapped back, a wicked smile on his face.  I felt the hackles on my back rise, yet I knew I had no hackles which to rise.  My hand clenched about the hilt of my weapon, and the beast within me tore at its confines.  


 

  "Kill them!"  It growled, and to my shock, I heard my voice echo the sentiment.  It tore from my throat, raw and primal.  "I don't want to kill you all, but I will."  I said, having to force the words through my throat in a normal voice.  I could not see the faces of Pride and Watcher clearly, but Rampage looked confused at my odd, and contradicting, set of outbursts.  


 

  "You think too highly of yourself, Noble.  While you're bitch is writhing beneath me, I'll be sure to tell her you cried and begged for your life while I cut your throat."  Watcher flashed forward, his body shifting into full speed.  There was no other signal.  As a group, my attackers fell upon me.


 

  I roared my rage and let the world slow around me.  The other three Knights were all skilled fighters, battle hardened and powerful.  What was worse, they knew my weakness, and knew how to exploit it to their advantage.


 

  I met Watcher first.  He came in, sword leveled to deliver a killing blow.  The Knights were not aiming for a prolonged battle, and were not fighting me one on one.  They intended to throw me off balance and kill me as fast as possible.  I couldn't allow that to happen.  Watcher was not ready for the length of my blade, or the speed with which I could bring it to bear.  I pulled the massive piece of metal through the air and brought it up between us in an arc that was fast, even in the slowed perception of super speed.  Watcher dove aside to clear the path of my blade, but Pride and Rampage were still coming fast.


 

  Rampage was on my right side, and Pride was on my relatively unprotected left side.  I brought my sword point to the right to meet Rampage, and spun my left shoulder to meet Pride's strike.  Rampage's attack was parried, and Pride's blade was knocked wide, deflected harmlessly off my shoulder.  It was a risky move, for it brought the blade perilously close to my body, but I had no other defense on my left.  


 

  MORE.  FASTER.  KILL THEM.  The beast raged inside of me, and I was swept up in the wake of its murderous intent.  My heartbeat quickened in my chest, and the world slowed down even more around me.  Behind the chaos of speed, and the raging of the Fell Beast, a quiet voice whispered.  Be ferocious, but be thoughtful.  Strike fast, but don't lose us.  Ferocious.  Fast.  Controlled.  The voice was so quiet I could barely hear it behind the roar of the Fell Beast welling up within me.  Listening to it, though, calmed my mind.  


 

  I spun my sword, cutting low, and sweeping wide around me.  Pride was forced to jump back, or lose his legs.  Watcher had to halt his advance, and Rampage attempted to block the weapon.  His sword could not stop the weight and power of my blow, and his blade deflected uselessly away as I struck him in his upper thigh.  Blood cascaded slowly into the air, the individual droplets rising like a macabre reversed rain.  I did not slow to watch them go.  


 

  Instinct took over.  I charged the injured man.  Rampage had no time to recover from his wound before I cleaved him nearly in half.  Pride and Watcher were charging at my now exposed back, but I knew they would do that.  It didn't matter.  I was faster than them.  I spun, shifting my momentum, a task like trying to push an entire castle wall when done at the velocities I had reached.  The buffeting of the wind caused the metal of my weapon to vibrate fiercely, a sensation I could feel all the way up my arm.  The bones in my arm, incredibly strong as they were, creaked with the pressure of my exertion.  The only thing that kept them from exploding into fragments, was the tight wrapping of my corded muscles, taunt as steel as they strove to keep my blade on course.  


 

  Watcher tried desperately to shift his stance from attack to defense as I spun, to their eyes, impossibly fast, my sword diving to attack, but he was too committed to his own strike.  His blade stayed out in front of him, but his forward momentum and the length of my own weapon were too much.  He skewered himself, the length of fine steel passing through his upper chest, just below his neck.  I began to tear it free even before his body had come to a stop on its fatal course.  Pride was still coming, and his blade was aimed for my heart.  


 

  My arm flexed hard, drawing in the massive span of sharpened metal that was my unorthodox sword.  The blade wavered in the air, bending and twisting against the forces of motion being applied to it.  Watcher's body flew away.  I felt something in my arm creak, and a sharp pain lanced through my forearm.  I recognized the sensation of bone shattering, even if there was nothing I could do to prevent it.


 

  My sword came up firmly between Pride and me.  Metal struck metal, and Pride's attack deflected harmlessly aside.  The other Knight fell back, now the only other living fighter in the clearing.  The world lurched back to normal speed.  Rage burned in the back of my mind, spewing forth from the darkness inside of me.  The bones in my arm snapped and groaned as they grew back together.


 

  "We weren't supposed to come to this!"  Pride yelled.  His deep brown hair hung long about his shoulders, limp and tired, much like the face of the man who it crowned.  His limbs, Fell Beast arms and legs, were scaled, another variety of the beasts I had never personally encountered.  I looked at Pride, standing across from me, miserable, tired, and worry-worn, and my anger began to burn off.  He was just a man.  A man pressed to his limits.


 

  "We were honored everywhere, Noble.  The Knights of Ethan, people spoke that title in awe and respect.  Now look at us."  Pride swung his sword in an arc, taking in the corpses, unmoving, and laying in filth, deep in an unknown portion of the wood.  "This is how far we've fallen because of your choices."  Pride threw his sword down.


 

  I let my weapon point fall.  "It never should have come to this, Pride.  Knight should have never fought Knight."


 

  Pride laughed, and it was a sound like a madman lost in the dark.  Outlined by the moon, he was a terrifying sight to see, some mindless creature cackling into the silver light of the moon as though he might frighten it with the fervor of his outburst.  


 

  "You slew us first, Noble."  He said, when his bout of laughter had finally subsided.  "You came for us first.  We were doing the king's work when you first began killing our brothers."


 

  "I just did what I had to do.  I did what was right.  Sometimes that meant . . ." I began, but Pride cut me off.


 

  "That meant betraying those who'd put a trust in you.  Even Lucidil, who had betrayed us . . . you killed him as well.  Noble," Pride spat the name I'd been given by the former king.  "you are a poison to everyone and everything that trusts in you."


 

  The words struck hard, cutting deeper than any sword could.  How many people had died because of me?  How many had I killed, and how many of my loved ones had suffered because of my presence?  It was easy for me to see the pain I experienced, but I did not often take time to consider the pain inflicted on those around me.  For all the good I had tried to do, in the end, the kingdom was left in ruins and many decent people were dead.  Wisp was dead.  Kaylien was lost.  Kye was dead.  Brutal, dead at my own hands.  Liet, his humanity was stripped away from him.  The list could go on and on.  I had killed so many, and didn't even know all of their names.


 

  Kaylien.  I stiffened my shoulders, and set my jaw.  I had done terrible things, but I could not stop.  I would get my daughter back, and I would have to continue to fight until I accomplished that end.  What did that make me?  I had become a monster, but I knew that I could not stop.  


 

  "I'll make no more excuses.  I've done terrible things, but I'm far from finished.  I have business left to attend.  You don't have to come along.  I never asked anyone to follow me.  Those who came with me have done so because they wanted to.  If you don't want to follow me, then don't.  Go back to being what you were before."  I kept my voice calm and impassive, though I felt neither of those things.


 

  ". . . what I was before?"  Pride laughed again, this time a sad, resigned sound.  "We can never go back, Noble.  There is no going back.  It's over for me."


 

  He exploded forward, his claws coming up to strike.  The motion was so fast that I barely had time to react.  I did not need long, however.  I was faster than he was.  The bones in my arm were mostly healed, even if they still needed time to firm up entirely.  They were repaired well enough to accomplish what was necessary.  I snapped my sword up, ripping it through the air before me.  Pride didn't even flinch as the blade tore through his body.  His form shattered in the darkness, the two separate, but still moving pieces, rolling away into the forest at my back.  I stood alone in the clearing.  The woods were silent, but for the dance of the wind through skeletal trees, and the slow, steady drip of blood from my sword to the ground.  


 

  Drip.


 

   I had murdered them all.  Three more names to add to the list of those I'd struck down with my own sword.  I could fool myself and call them evil, and perhaps they had contained their own evils, I thought, remembering Watcher's terrible threats, but in the end they were just men.  We were all evil . . . men.  We lived as we felt we had to, and did the things that we deemed necessary to continue our existence from day to day.  


 

  Drip.


 

  They had believed that killing me would allow the Knights of Ethan to return to a state of honor and prosperity.  They had believed that by ending my life, the kingdom would be a better place.  Who was I to say that they were wrong?  Certainly many others had felt much the same.  They had fought and died for what they believed in.  They were my enemies, but they were no less noble for that.  


 

  Drip.


 

  I bent down and cleaned my sword point on the edge of Rampage's cloak.  The fabric was destroyed, not salvageable.  Perhaps it was a disservice to him to do so, but I needed to clean my weapon.  I didn't want it to rust.  I still had a long way to travel with that blade, I knew.  The sword clean, I replaced it in my scabbard.  


 

  I moved to Watcher's body.  I unfastened his cloak from his broken form before removing my own garment, and throwing it over him.  The shifting fabric was still intact.  My sword strike had only slightly damaged the garment.  It could be stitched.  I threw the cloak about my shoulders, and felt as though I were being swallowed up in familiarity.  It was a ghoulish thing to do, robbing the dead, but I was tired of the blue cloak of a king.


 

  After redressing myself, I went to the bodies of the two fallen black cloaks.  I didn't recognize their faces.  I breathed a bitter sigh of relief.  At least Liet was still alive.  I had no right to find solace in that information, but I did, just the same.  I should have known their names, or at least their Black Patch Brigade designations, but I did not.  It was not generally necessary to refer to them individually, and it was only when directly ordering them to do something outside of their normal duties that their full names were needed.  I stepped away from their bodies.


 

  I would leave them all unburied.  I didn't have the equipment to do a proper job, nor did I have the time.  


 

  I looked to the sky to reorient myself, and began the trip back to camp.  I moved at a run.  There was a persistent pressure in my chest as I moved, and I felt a cold line of dampness running down my face.  I reached up with my only hand and wiped at the stubborn moisture falling from my eyes.  That cold wind, I told myself, always made the eyes water.  


 

  Camp waited for me.  I feared that I would get there and find that my betrayal had been complete.  I feared that I would find Malice and Snow killed, and the other Knights rallying together to dispatch the rest of the black cloaks.  What would I do then?  I knew I would kill them.  At least, I would try.  It would be smarter to run, but I couldn't do that if they'd killed Snow and Malice.  I would have to avenge those two.  I would kill all those who betrayed me, all of those who hurt the ones I loved.  It was empty, but it was all I had. 


 

  KILL THEM ALL.  The words echoed through my body, and I had to fight back the Fell Beast that welled up inside me.  I didn't really know what I would find when I got back to camp.  It was too early to jump to conclusions.  I needed to remain calm, remain Lowin Fenly.  Snow and Malice had to be alright.  They had to be.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  The forest flew by around me, a continuous gray-blue blur under the light of the moon.  I charged back into camp, my hand resting on the hilt of my sword even as I came to a stop amidst the horde of sleeping figures.  The camp was still.  Malice was lying where I'd left her.  I ran to her side, my eyes looking for the telltale signs of breathing.  Her chest rose and fell in a rhythmic pattern, and I breathed a sigh of relief.  


 

  I turned about, scanning the clearing in which we'd set up camp.  Some few of the black cloaks watched me, confused.  I'd entered camp past their sentries, which they'd seen, but I did not have guards with me.  They knew I should have had guards with me, but they were unable to question me directly, such was the nature of the magic binding them.  I would deal with that situation later.


 

  I looked for the other Knights of Ethan.  I couldn't see any of them, which was to be expected.  The rest of them should have been out on watch, since they did not need to sleep.  Everything was eerily quiet.  It seemed almost as if the events that had taken place in the woods had just been my imagination.  If it wasn't for the shifting black fabric I was wearing, I might have believed myself suffering from a particularly vivid dream.  I had expected to come back to find the camp in chaos, Malice dead, and Snow with her.  I had not wanted to find such a sight, but I found myself at a loss as I looked upon the almost serene vision before me.  


 

  I sat down at Malice's side, carefully so as not to wake her, and tried to decide what I would do next.  I had killed the three traitors, but were there others amidst the group?  I knew the black cloaks couldn't be subverted, but there were still the four other Knights.  That thought struck a chord inside me.  Only eight Knights of Ethan still remained, if I counted Malice, Snow, Ethaniel and me.  I had just killed almost a third of our remaining number.  What of the other four?  Silver, Cleave, Tower and Fenrick Wexol.  Silver and Cleave were old blood, though not as old as Malice, who, other than Ethaniel, was now the oldest of the remaining Knights.  Tower was relatively fresh to his Fell Beast limbs, and Fen had neither been given a name, nor taken the Fell Beast additions.  There had been much talk of taking him out to the ice lands to make him a more complete Knight, but with our reduced numbers, and the fact that very few still retained the knowledge of the process, it had never happened.  


 

  In a way, I felt bad for Fen.  He did not fit in with the common soldiers because of his black eyes, and he did not fit in with the other Knights, because he was, to them, still a trainee.  Of course, that didn't mean he'd necessarily been excluded from any plotting.  Who could I afford to trust?  Malice, I had complete confidence in.  I trusted her with my life.  I wanted to trust Snow, but by the same token, she had ever been faithful to the Knights.  She'd said she sided with me over Ethaniel, but would she side with me over her brethren in the Knights?  Ethaniel, he was an unknown quantity.  He had stood by me through all the roughest times, and had been in a prime position to destroy me on several occasions and never acted upon it.  He had proven himself reliable again and again, but he was also acting strangely.  Could I still trust the old Knight?  I would need to be wary.  Until that evening, I would never have second guessed any of the Knights of Ethan.  I had believed each of them was loyal to the grave.  


 

  I held a quiet watch through the dark, waiting for the dawn.  It seemed the light would never come.  When the first light of morning finally touched the horizon, Snow returned first from her scouting.  She drifted silently through camp, wearing a comfortable smile.  I stood up as she approached.  I'd had much time to think through the night, and I had decided what I was going to do.  


 

  "Snow," I greeted the white-furred Knight as she drew near.  "I want you to gather Silver, Cleave, Tower, and Fen.  I need to speak with them all before we leave this morning."  There must have been something in my face that betrayed the importance of the situation, because Snow's easy smile fell away.  Her expression was all business as she bowed tightly, and spun around to gather the others.  She didn't say so much as a word.  My suspicion crept up on me.  Did she know what was going on?  Did that mean she was a part of what had transpired?  No, I was being paranoid.  She would not have approached me with such an easy smile if she had known.  


 

  I crouched down to wake Malice.


 

  "Malice," I said, shaking her arm.  She jumped awake, staring at me confusedly. 


 

  "Huh?"  She said, blinking the sleep from her eyes.  


 

  "It's time to wake up, Malice."  I told her.  


 

  Her face took on a sour expression.  "I don't like it when you call me that.  My name's Laouna."  She complained groggily.  I hadn't realized I had made that slip until she reprimanded me.  She knew we'd called her Malice, but she didn't identify with it.  I was looking for companionship, I knew, and in my time of need, it had been Malice I had wanted to be there for me.  Laouna was loyal, but Malice would know what I should do.  Though they were one and the same, Laouna did not have the same insight that Malice had.  I missed my old friend and lover keenly at that moment.  


 

  "I'm sorry Laouna, but this is important.  All the Knights of Ethan are meeting this morning, except for Ethaniel, because he's not here."  I told her, as she went to work at rolling her bedroll.  


 

  ". . . and you want me there?"  She asked, stopping in her packing process to look at me.  "What happened to your normal cloak?"


 

  "I thought you'd want to be there.  I've retired the blue cloak."  I told her.


 

  "If it's important, then I do want to be there."  She said, beaming because she'd been invited to a private meeting personally.  I was primarily inviting her because she was a Knight of Ethan, whether she remembered that part of her life or not, and it wouldn't be right to leave her out of the matter I was about to breach.  


 

  Malice's expression turned sour.  "I like the blue cloak better."  


 

  "I don't."  I replied.


 

  She huffed.  "Suit yourself, but a king shouldn't dress in common clothes."


 

  "Of course."  I nodded.  That had been exactly my point.  I was done playing the part of king.  The Black Patch Brigade I couldn't be rid of, but I would have the other Knights of Ethan know that I was done with the charade.  


 

  Laouna looked confused, but after a moment she shrugged.  "At least we match now."  She said, strapping her repacked belongings on her back, and throwing the cloak on above them. 


 

  "Indeed."  I replied, distractedly.  We began walking towards the edge of camp.  Two black cloaks fell in behind us.  Liet and another that I had seen on the morning guard shift many times.  Their eyes burned with that bestial rage that lay in the eyes of all black cloaks, but other than that they seemed unconcerned that two of their numbers were missing.  


 

  "Liet," I addressed my old friend.  For a moment I thought he was not going to respond to me.  I had not talked to him as much recently, though I had still made the attempt to greet him every morning.  It had been a long time since I'd ordered him to respond to the name "Liet."  To my surprise his eyes snapped to mine, letting me know that he was listening.


 

  "My two guards from last night were killed protecting me."  I said, for the time for secrecy was past.  They would need to be replaced.  I didn't feel inclined to mention how quickly they'd died.  They would have fought for me if given the chance, and I believed that was enough.  


 

  "As was their duty, my King."  Liet said, his eyes never flickering.  I could have as easily said, "I used the last of the soap last night." and not gotten any less of a response.  


 

  I felt Malice stiffen at my side.  Suddenly she was tugging at the side of my cloak to get my attention.  I looked to her.  


 

  "What happened last night, Lowin?"  She asked, her eyes were full of concern.


 

  "We'll discuss that once all the Knights have gathered, but don't worry.  I am fine."  I tried to make my voice as soothing as possible, but Malice did not look particularly convinced.  If anything, she looked angry that she was being made to wait for further information.  I probably should have spoken to her separately, but I did not want to go through the details of the night's events any more than I had to. 


 

  "Liet, make sure the night watch is adjusted.  Also, if any of your men wish to offer words of respect to those fallen, we can have a service for those who've passed."  I knew the words would fall on deaf ears, but I would not allow the death of those guardsmen to go by with no notice.  They had died in service, whether it was a magically imposed service or not.  Their deaths weighed heavily upon me, perhaps even more so since I'd felt so much relief when it had been them, and not Liet who was dead.  I should have known Liet wasn't amongst them, since he was typically first shift, but not knowing for certain had been terrible.  The relief at seeing that none of the dead men were Liet had been a bittersweet emotional cacophony that I would have preferred to not experience.


 

  "That will not be necessary, my King."  Liet said, his voice unwavering.  I was unsurprised, but disappointed just the same.


 

  We reached the edge of the camp in short order.  The black cloaks were mostly awake, their gear being stowed and their equipment readied for another long day on the march.  As they prepared, they fell in together, grouping up, and interacting almost entirely without vocal communication.  They were naught but a horde of angry eyes, and barely restrained aggression, falling in at my back.  It was like having a ravenous beast on a chain just behind you.  I knew how long the chain was, and that so long as I stayed the proper distance away I was safe, but there was always that fear that the chain might break, or shift.  What then?  What would happen when the black cloaks broke free from their magical bindings?  Ethaniel had assured me that could never happen, but life, I'd noticed, rarely dealt in certainties.  There was always an exception.  Always.


 

  Snow appeared amidst the trees, four other shapes following her, like ghosts drifting through the woods.  I could tell Tower from the others, for he was tall.  He'd been nearly seven feet tall before joining with the Fell Beast, and had gained another foot from that process.  He was massive and imposing, though every time I'd talked with him he had been nothing if not shy, and reserved.  His height had made him an outsider, and his joining with the Knight's had finally given him a place to fit in, but some things never changed.  He would carry the stigma of his awkward youth with him for the rest of his days.  


 

  Silver, too, was easy to identify.  She carried a spear, and not a sword like most of the other Knights.  She was adept with the weapon, and could soundly dispatch most of her brethren if necessary.  The weapon assured that she would always stick out in a crowd, and that was before one even got a close look at her.  Beneath her hood, she wore her hair shaved to the scalp, but for a narrow strip down the center of her head, which was nearly shoulder length.  She wore that swept to one side.  It was said to be a style common amongst her people, but it was not one with which I was familiar.  


 

  Having recognized those two, it was easy enough to tell the other two figures apart.  The shorter figure was Fen.  Without the added height boost from the legs of the Fell Beast, he seemed tiny amidst the other Knights.  He was unremarkable, but for his shockingly dark hair.  It was like a starless night had settled on his head, shimmering in its depthlessness. 


 

  That left Cleave.  Cleave was a Knight of exceptional raw power.  He'd earned his name by splitting a large rock in half with no more than his sword and the force of his will.  The blade had been ruined, but it had been enough to earn him his title, and a healthy dose of respect from his fellows.  


 

  Malice had told me, before she'd lost her memory, that I reminded her of Cleave.  His technique with a weapon was poor, and he compensated with brute strength.  That had been long ago, while I was still training at Fell Rock.  My technique had improved over the years, though I had never reached the finesse of either Snow or Malice.  They were fighters of a skill unparalleled by any other.  I'd had little personal interaction with Cleave over the years, but had always felt a distant kinship with the man.


 

  Which of the four, I wondered, could I allow myself to trust?  I hoped that I would soon find out.  There was little I could do but confront them with what had happened, and try to determine whether or not they'd played any part in it.  I wasn't sure what I was about to get myself into, but I knew there existed a chance that the situation could get dangerous.  If all four of the others had been in on the previous night's incident, I could be placing myself and my friends in a perilous situation.  I just hoped Snow and Malice would be ready if anything went badly.


 

  I looked at Snow, and wondered again if I could trust the white-furred Knight of Ethan.  I hoped so.  I didn't believe I could defeat her in a one-on-one fight, and the thought of having to fight her made my stomach lurch for other reasons as well.  She was one of few I could count as a friend.  The other Knights drew up around me.  A heavy tension hung in the air.  Everyone was aware that something of importance was about to happen.  All eyes lay upon on the shifting black fabric I wore.  That, they knew, was a signal that something was amiss.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  "Rampage, Pride and Watcher are dead.  I killed them last night."  I began.  The normally calm faced Knights reacted as a group, their ranges of expressions running the gambit between shock, anger, and finally settling on confusion.  As I spoke, I noted that Cleave looked away from me, his eyes refusing to settle on mine.  Snow also looked uncomfortable.  There were questions, I could see them in the eyes watching me, but they were held back by a surprising show of restraint.  I went on.


 

  "Rampage came to me last night and told me that he had found something that I needed to see.  He led me, and two of my guards, far out into the woods, where Pride and Watcher lay in wait.  They fell upon my guards and me in the dark.  Both of the black cloaks were killed, but I survived the initial attack, at which time I confronted Rampage and the others.


 

  "They told me they were going to kill me because I had brought dishonor upon the Knights, and because I was a poison to those around me." I felt Malice's hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged it off.  The other Knights, all of them, Snow included, were no longer meeting my eyes.  What did that mean?  A deep fury burned inside of me. 


 

  "I'm done with this."  I spat the words in anger.  "I'm done killing other Knights.  Do you hear me?!" I yelled at them.  No eyes came up to meet mine.  "If this is not your ideal life, go find your own!  If you don't want to be here, then by all that is wrong with the world, get as far away from me as you can.  I'm tired of having to kill you.


 

  "How many of you knew what Rampage and the others intended to do?"  I tried to calm my voice, but the growling rage was still crawling up the back of my throat.  


 

  "Cleave?  What of you?  Did you know what was going to happen last night?  Were you part of their conspiracy?"  I demanded of the powerful Knight.  He had looked away first.  He stood in silence.  It seemed the entire world was silent.  


 

  "Damn it, answer me Cleave!  Did you know what was going to happen last night?!"  My hand twitched, the claws shifting between sharp and dull, a reaction to my fluctuating control of my emotions.  What would I do if he said yes?  What would I do?


 

  He looked up, and there was pain in his eyes, a deep and terrible pain that stemmed from somewhere inside of him.  I had my answer before I had his words.


 

  "Yes."  He said, his voice the growl of a Knight who had 'the voice.'  His shoulders seemed to slump.  "I knew what they intended, though I told them I would take no part in treason."


 

  "You knew, and you did not tell me?  You let me walk right into death?"  I hadn't expected a confession.  It took me completely by surprise.  I had anticipated an enraged confrontation in which he denied everything.  He had said "yes," and I had not struck him down.  Though every impulse in my body demanded that I do so.  Perhaps it was that sadness in his eyes that held me at bay.  


 

  "I knew, and I did not tell you."  Cleave said.  "I listened to Pride talk.  He remembered the days under the old king so clearly.  Things were better then.  There were so many of us, and even if the people were afraid of us, most of them at least respected what we were.  The kingdom respected the Knights of Ethan.  We lost that, and Pride . . . we, we blamed you.  I refused to strike out against you, but I was willing to let the others do what they wanted to.  I took the coward's path.  I spoke out for neither side, and therefore betrayed both."


 

  I watched his eyes.  They were full of pain and fear.  In that moment, he knew that I was going to kill him.  I wasn't going to do so, but he believed it with every ounce of his being.  He did not draw his weapon, or even move his hand to its hilt.  He stood their facing me, believing that I was about to deliver his death, and he did not so much as move.


 

  "Get your gear and go back to Kreo, Cleave.  You don't belong here."  I told him, looking away from him.  It wasn't that he had stared me down, but that I didn't wish to look into the eyes of betrayal and weakness any longer.  Cleave was dead to me.  


 

  ". . . but I am a king's man.  If I leave that would be treason."  He stammered over the words as he spoke.


 

  "I am not your king.  Get your gear and go back to Kreo.  I'm sure Lord Lheec will find a place for you there.  Tell him you betrayed me, and he'll probably throw you a banquet."  The words were bitter, but true.


 

  "I just . . ." He began, but I cut him off.


 

  "Go."  I said firmly.  He did not speak again.  I next turned my attention to Silver.  Her eyes were still downcast.  Silver, Tower, Fen and even Snow, hung their heads.  Did they all know the truth?  Did even Snow know the truth?  Would I have to send her away as well?  


 

  "Silver, did you know about the attempt on my life?"  I asked the woman with the strange hair.  She brought her face up, and her eyes met mine.  Her eyes were coated in a layer of moisture, though her face was firm.  


 

  "I had heard them speak out against you, but I thought it was meaningless words.  I told them they were foolish, and that it wasn't your fault things were the way they were.  I knew they hated you, but I refused to let myself believe they would ever act upon it." She said, her voice firm, only lightly underlined by a wavering.


 

  "So you knew they bore me malice, but said nothing?"  I asked.  My anger was still burning, but my confrontation with Cleave had taken the sting out of it.  In the end, he had been just a broken soldier, just a man trying to find the easiest path, even if it was a damned path.


 

  "I knew, and I never said anything, but Noble, I've always stood behind you.  I've always believed in you.  I fought near you in the great battle against the Hungering, the one where you felled the black drakes.  I know you're a good person, and I do not want to serve Lheec.  I would never intentionally betray you.  I just didn't want to believe the worst of the brothers I'd served with for so long."  There was a pleading in her voice, but it was not to be confused with begging.  She was a strong warrior.  It would be a great loss if she wasn't fighting at my side any longer.


 

  "You can stay or go as you please, but if you stay, I expect you to treat me as you would a friend, and let me know when you over hear something that could pose a threat.  Don't give me reason to confront you like this again." I finally said.  It wasn't an easy decision, but I hoped it was the right one.  I did not want to be rid of all my supporters.  I feared being alone, just Malice and I, with all the frightening members of the Black Patch Brigade.


 

  I turned to the massive form of Tower.  


 

  "Tower?"  I asked, knowing that it would be unnecessary to repeat the question again.


 

  "Never heard any planning, King Noble.  Knew they said some mean spirited things, but I thought they were just mean.  Wanted no part of it, sir, King Noble."  Tower spoke quietly, only meeting my eyes for a moment.  I could feel the honesty in his words.  He wasn't looking away because he was being dishonest, but because it was in his nature.  I'd heard he was a demon on the battlefield, but I'd never seen him fight.  It was hard to imagine the shy, giant warrior as fierce and terrible, even though he towered above all others.


 

  "Alright, Tower.  It is your decision whether to stay or go."  I told him, for if he did not wish to stay, I did not want him to.


 

  "I'll stay, if it pleases.  I never liked Kreo.  I prefer to be out here."  He gestured at the sky and trees with his hands, and then lapsed back into silence.  


 

  "Good."  I replied, before turning my eyes to Fenrick Wexol.  I was staving off speaking with Snow as long as possible.  I didn't want to hear what she had to say.  


 

  "Fen, what about you?"  I asked him.


 

  The youngest Knight jumped when I called his name.  "They never really spoke with me.  I swear I didn't know anything about what was happening, King Noble.  I don't want to go back to Kreo.  I want to keep fighting with you, and Tower, and the others."  His words rushed out, like a stream cutting through a narrow canyon.  


 

  "Then you can stay, Fen.  It is your choice."  I told him, before turning my eyes on Snow.  I took a deep breath to steady myself before asking the question I feared to ask.  


 

  "Snow, where do you stand?"  I sounded the words I feared to give voice to.  I had trusted her so many times, and put both Malice and my life in her hands.  What would show through for that trust?


 

  Snow did not meet my eyes.  "I'd heard them talk.  Rampage came to me, and asked me if I would back you if such a situation arose, and I told him that I would.  He spoke no more of it around me, but I think I knew what he was going to do, and I knew that Pride and Watcher would help him."


 

  It felt as though someone was clenching a fist around my heart.  Snow had known, and she had not told me.  Other than Malice, I had trusted no one more than her. 


 

  "You knew, and yet you did not tell me?  How long have you known?"  I asked, my words coming out far quieter than I would have liked.


 

  "A little over a month, now, I have suspected.  When it was announced that we would be leaving Kreo, that was the last time I spoke to Rampage on it, and that is when I told him I would support you.  I knew it was only a matter of time before he made his attempt."  Her voice was barely a wisp of its normal exuberance.


 

  I turned my eyes from her.  "Snow, take your things and return to Kreo.  A skilled sword master such as yourself will have no trouble finding a place there."


 

  I heard a sharp intake of breath from Laouna, and felt her hand upon my arm again.


 

  "Lowin, no."  I heard her say softly.  "You can't send Snow away.  She's my friend, and she's teaching. . ."


 

  I pushed her hand away.  "She's not your friend.  She's not my friend."


 

  "Noble, please. . ."  It was Snow this time.  She'd fallen to one knee.  "I know I should have told you, but Rampage was . . . he was my lover for many years.  I didn't want to see him die.  I refused to let myself believe he would ever act upon his words . . . he was always so boastful.  I just didn't want to interfere. . ."


 

  "Do you know what would have happened to Laouna if I had died?!"  I demanded, and the words surprised me.  For the first time, without thinking about it, I came to the center of my anger, the reason for all the rage I was feeling.  "Do you know what Watcher would have done?  Do you know what will happen to my daughter if I die?  Do you understand any of that?"  I drew my sword in one fell motion and smashed it into the ground with such force that it sunk several inches into the earth.  I roared into the sky with the rage that filled me, trying to vent some of it before it exploded in a murderous lust that I could not control.


 

  I felt as though I was standing in the midst of a great fire, the flames licking at the edges of my being, attempting devour all that was left of Lowin Fenly.  


 

  "I have fought so long to get here.  So little remains, and even now you betray me.  What have I done to you, Snow, that warrants such a betrayal of trust?"  I wanted her to meet my eyes, to tell me why she would turn her back on me.  She finally did, and her face was streaked with tears.  I had never seen Snow cry before.  


 

  "Please don't make her cry anymore, Lowin."  I heard a soft voice from beside me.  It was Malice, and she was crying as well, her eyes moist, and tears streaking her face.  


 

  "Noble, I will never betray your trust again.  If you give me another chance, I will prove my worth to you."  Snow pleaded.  "If you allow me to follow you, I will make you proud to have me as a companion once more."  She bowed further, until her forehead was touching the ground, her noble shoulders hunched over in supplication.  


 

  "Get up."  I ordered, embarrassed by her gesture.  I took no joy in seeing her bent over like that.  Snow, even if she'd betrayed my trust, was too honorable a warrior to ever bow in such a fashion to anyone.  "You can stay if that's what you want, but don't you ever bow to anyone like that again.  Do you hear me?"


 

  Snow got to her feet, and bowed her head lightly, before meeting my eyes again.  Her face was composed, though tears still ran streaks down her face.  The journey had only begun, and already it was wrought with betrayal and violence.  That boded ill for the future.  I found myself cast adrift from the Knights of Ethan once more, as though I was joining with the Broken Swords, Lucidil's band of rebels, all over again.  


 

  "Prepare for the road."  I called.  "We need to get moving if we're to stay on schedule."  The camp resumed its course, the black cloaks staying stoic and disinterested in the events about them, and the few remaining Knights of Ethan going about their business, all looking a little uncomfortable after the confrontation.  I felt a pressure on my arm again.  


 

  "Thank you."  I turned and saw that it was Laouna, still at my side.  "She is like my sister.  Sometimes I get angry at her, and sometimes she's mean, but I love her."  


 

  I sighed heavily, and tore my sword from the ground.  "I know, but she has a lot to prove before I can trust her fully again."


 

  "She'll do it.  Someday you'll tell everyone about how great she is because Snow is a good person."  The green-eyed girl said with vigor.  I could tell from the gleam in her eyes that she believed what she was saying. 


 

  I wasn't as certain.  I only hoped I had not made a terrible mistake by allowing her to stay.  If she had once been Rampage's lover, perhaps she still harbored a soft spot for his ideals.  It was a troubling thought, and one that I would have preferred not to have.  She had, I reminded myself, told Rampage she would back me.  I should be able to take solace in that knowledge, but it was overshadowed by the fact that she had never warned me.  


 

  Trust, once lost, was difficult to rebuild.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  We were four days outside of the port city of Risthis when Ethaniel finally found us again.  I had begun to worry about him, or more pointedly, I'd begun to worry about his absence.  The betrayal of the other Knights still lay heavily upon me, and it was not a distant stretch of the imagination to place Ethaniel at the root of their betrayal.  His tardiness did little to alleviate any such concerns.  


 

  "I expected you sooner."  I told him when he finally returned.  For a moment a hunted look passed over his face, and then it fled, to be replaced by the calm indifference his features normally wore.  


 

  "Things did not go as anticipated in Kreo.  Lord Lheec's forward scout arrived while I was still there.  Apparently he'd had men camped inside the borders.  He was already attempting to take over the city when I left."  The corners of Ethaniel's mouth went up almost imperceptibly.  "He was having a good deal of trouble when last I saw him.  The people have rallied around their king, it seems."


 

  Even I couldn't help but smile at that.  Things had worked out much as I'd hoped they would.  The longer the people of Kreo tied up Lheec, the better it would be for my men and me.  If Ethaniel had reached us again safely, it stood to reason we'd have enough time to get to Risthis, board our ships, and leave before news of the change of power ever reached them.  If it was discovered that I was no longer the active king, it could make our business in Risthis far more difficult.  


 

  "I passed Cleave on the road here."  Ethaniel said, breaking my train of thought.  


 

  I locked eyes with the older Knight.  I'd known he would need to know of the events that transpired, as there was no way to keep it from him.  I wasn't certain how he would take the news of the betrayal.  Part of my uncertainty was due to the deaths of his men, and part of it was due to the nagging question of his loyalty, or lack thereof.    


 

  "I did what was necessary."  I answered whatever accusation might lay behind his words as cryptically as possible.  I wasn't sure how much he knew, and I didn't want to get into any details until I was certain that all information had been presented accurately.  


 

  To my surprise, Ethaniel nodded.  "I agree.  You handled the situation well. Even Cleave agreed to that before I sent him on his way."


 

  I nodded, still feeling some guilt about discarding the Knight.  I'd let Snow stay, perhaps I should have offered the same to Cleave?  By casting him aside, I'd done no favor to his honor.  


 

  "I believe he was relieved to be going back to Kreo.  He was in high spirits when I met him on the road."  Ethaniel added, after a moment of silence passed between us.


 

  "Oh?"  I raised an eyebrow.  I wondered whether Ethaniel was telling me that merely to ease my worries, or because it was true.  It was probably true.  Ethaniel seldom said things out of any sense of sympathy.


 

  "Yes, we enjoyed a meal together, and split on good terms.  Cleave was always, for lack of a better way to put it, a coward."  Ethaniel said with a sigh.  "He's strong, and dangerous, but he never liked a situation that entailed risk.  He always put others between himself and danger, and though he fought hard when backed into a corner, he's only alive today because he let many others die in his place."


 

  I was shocked to hear Ethaniel speak of one of his men in such a light.  I'd never heard him say anything unflattering about the Knights of Ethan, or their service to the king.  


 

  "Why didn't you do something about him sooner?"  I asked, still incredulous that we were having such a conversation.


 

  "He was a Knight, and even as a coward he was still worth several normal men on the battlefield.  He followed his orders well enough, and since I knew his weaknesses, I could make sure not to place in him in positions where they would dramatically affect his performance.  A man who fears only for himself does not fight at his best.  I knew that about him."  Ethaniel said with a shrug.


 

  "The death of the others doesn't bother you?"  I asked hesitantly.  


 

  The old Knight shifted his stance, and looked away from me.  His black eyes became distant, as though watching something far removed.  I knew that look.  I'd seen it many times before on those who'd survived hard lives.  It was the look of someone gazing back over the years, a mix of sweet memory, and bitter shadows.  


 

  "They were good men, but they lost sight of why we fight.  I will miss their companionship, and their skills on the battlefield, but they chose their fate.  They made a challenge they were not ready to answer.  As a soldier, that's a mistake you should never make."  There was no bitterness or anger in Ethaniel's voice.  For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt as though I was talking to the old Ethaniel, the one I'd first met so many years before.


 

  It was time to ask the question I didn't want to ask, but it was only fair, since I'd asked the others.  I took a few breaths to calm myself.  I couldn't be certain how Ethaniel would respond.  He was calm at that moment, but I knew that terrible rage and darkness was still there inside of him.  I needed only to look at the gray eyes on his forehead to confirm that.  


 

  "Ethaniel, did you know that the others were conspiring against me?"  I finally got the words out, and to my surprise, my voice was even and firm.  I wondered where that strength in my voice came from.  Certainly I did not feel it inside.  


 

  Ethaniel looked at me, his two sets of eyes each conveying a separate set of emotions, but both had the old Knight's incredible intellect buried beneath them.  For all that he was a warrior at heart, Ethaniel had lived a long life, and he'd put his mind to good use over the years.  His reasoning and his intelligence were almost as dangerous as his sword and claw.  I felt that intellect levied at me in that moment.


 

  "The other Knight's would not talk to me about such things.  They know where my support lies, and they know what sort of reaction such talk would get from me.  So, to answer your question- no, they did not tell me of their plans, or even of their dissatisfaction with you as a king.  Even when I told them we would be leaving Kreo, not one of them opened their mouth in protest."  A look of anger passed over his features, but it fled in a moment, replaced by the sadness that had filled Ethaniel's black eyes for as long as I could remember.  


 

  "I was their leader, Noble, far longer than you were.  I know you feel guilty for killing them, and that the burden of your decisions weighs heavy upon your shoulders, but I feel that weight as well.  I should have seen all of this coming.  My men should have been able to come to me with their problems, so that they could be discussed honorably, and handled without the need to shed the blood of our fellows.


 

  "You think you have failed, King Noble, but it is I, First Knight of Ethan, that has failed this time.  If I was more myself, more the man I started out to be, these events may not have transpired."  


 

  To hear Ethaniel speak in such a manner terrified me.  I was seeing a side of the old warrior I had never seen before.  Looking at him, his shoulders hunched, as though the wings upon them were too heavy to bear, his eyes downcast, it was like looking at a defeated foe about to collapse upon the battlefield.  In that moment, I saw all the weight of the years upon the back of the old Knight, and I was starkly terrified that I might need to bear such a burden myself.  How heavy would that burden be in a life time?  In two life times?  A hundred?  


 

  "Those men are dead because they didn't have enough faith in their leaders, and it was my job to place that faith there."  Ethaniel said at last.


 

  "No, those men died because they made bad choices, Ethaniel."  I told him, suddenly feeling the need to bolster the seemingly fallen Knight, maybe for my own sake as much as his.  "You told me that yourself.  They carved their own paths."


 

  He looked at me then, as if just noticing that I was there, as though he'd forgotten I still remained at his side.  "Yes, choices . . . we've all had to make some hard choices recently . . . bad choices."  His voice trailed off, and his black eyes went distant.  His gray, smoke-filled eyes, however, seemed to bore into me.  They burned with malignant purpose.  


 

  "Ethaniel?"  I asked, his eyes snapped back into focus.  He straightened his shoulders.  


 

  "What's done is done.  We need to get to Risthis and get on the ocean.  The road, whether it be water or land, is just the change we need.  It will make us all feel more like our old selves again."  Ethaniel said.  He seemed to be trying to convince himself as much as me.


 

  "I hope so."  I replied.  I had carried the same hope about the entire trip.  So far, it hadn't held true. 


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  All told, it took is slightly more than two weeks to reach the port city of Risthis after leaving Kreo.   Telistera, the silver-eyed woman from across the sea, had made Risthis her home following my coronation.  She had taken it as her personal task to craft ships stout enough to survive the seas, and the dangers that existed beneath and above them.   No other had been so qualified for the job, so I had eagerly allowed her the resources she requested, though I held many concerns for Telistera's health.  She was strong, and an able fighter, magically enhanced by a technique peculiar to her people.  She had been instrumental in the fight against the Hungering, offering an insight that only someone who had lived through an invasion of their kind may have offered, however she was also nearing the end of her life span.  


 

  The magic that had given her amazing strength and stamina, and made her one of the most honored warriors of her people, had also taken most of her natural life span.  I knew when I gave her the task of building my ships that it might be the last task she completed.  She refused to say how much longer she had, but I knew enough of her kind, from her own stories, to know that her years were dwindling.  In those years that I'd known her, she had proven herself a good associate, and if I'd had the time to spend with her, I probably would have counted her among my very few friends.    


 

   I had only been able to visit Risthis once during the course of my time as king, and she had few opportunities to visit the castle.  Her work on the ships occupied most of her time.  My visit, two years before, had proven a strong reaffirmation that I had picked the right individual for the task at hand.  The ships were coming along well, untraditional, but obviously designed with many considerations that a shipwright who had never tried to sail the Great Salt Seep would have overlooked.  I only hoped that the ships would be finished, and that Telistera would be ready to sail when we arrived.  


 

  My hunting party arrived at the gates of Risthis slightly after midday to find them closed and armed men nested along the walls.  There had been no such security on my last visit, and immediately my suspicions were peeked.  


 

  "Risthis," I called up the wall to the men above the gate.  "Open your gates and allow your king entry."


 

  "Stand down," One of the men atop the wall yelled.  "We have received word from the capital that you have been disposed, and that the king is none other than King Lheec.  We are ordered to keep these gates sealed come fire or death, and we have the men to see that it happens."


 

  Ethaniel grunted at my side, and I looked to him and saw a dangerous glint in his eye.  It seemed he was as unhappy with the situation as was I.  How had Lheec managed to get a message to Risthis so quickly?  No human runner could have made the trip.  That left only one possibility.  


 

  Lheec must have sent the message by bird, but they were expensive creatures and had to be prepared ahead of time.  Carrier crull, as they were called, were used for fast messages.  They came in pairs, a bird and its mate.  When separated, the two birds would always fly back together as quickly as possible.  This trait had been exploited to make them excellent speed couriers.  The two birds were taken to different locations, with one person being a receiver, and the other a sender.


 

  The message sender had only to attach his message to the sender bird, and let it go, and that bird would find the other caged bird, no matter how far apart, or how well hidden.  Assuming the sender bird was not killed, it would always find its mate, and it would do so without ever stopping.


 

  The primary drawback to this form of communication was that the birds were rare, and very expensive.  Also, birds kept apart longer than two months tended to die.  Some died faster, and others took a little longer, but two months was a good average. The other problem came in the fact that the birds could only be used once in such a manner, and then they would have to be manually returned to separate locations before being useful again.  


 

  If Lheec had used such a method of message conveyance, it meant that he had anticipated not only my retreat from the capital, but also the direction of my retreat.  That did not bode well.  What else might Lheec have set up in my path if he knew what I intended to do?  I couldn't know, for my mind was not as devious as the old politicians.


 

  "I have never spoken with Lheec, but I assure you that when I left for this inspection, I was still the ruler of these lands, and indeed, until Lord Lheec is willing to face me and offer challenge, I am still your king.  Open up these gates, and allow me entrance."  I called up the wall, keeping my voice loud, but firm and controlled.  I wanted to meet the confrontation with as little violence as possible.  It was obvious to me that Lheec and the men of Risthis had conspired openly around me.  There was no other reason they would have one of Lheec's bird, and no other reason they would so quickly take a random message as fact, without checking the details of such a message for themselves.  


 

  A new man stepped to the front of the gate.  He was dressed in finery, and wore a distasteful smile on his face that let me know immediately that he was of the noble aristocracy.  There was no way of ignoring their particular variety of smugness.  Politicians and aristocrats, both were equally as vapid.  


 

  "These gates will not open to the enemies of the kingdom, Noble, and I have it on the King Lheec's good authority that your band of mercenaries are guilty of treason.  I have been ordered to defend this city from your ravages, and I have 10,000 men with which I plan to do just that."  The smug noble said.  A wave of cheers swept across the wall, followed by the sound of shield banging against sword.  My army was deathly quiet.  They did not fear, and they were not worried.  They were black cloaks, and I was their king.  They simply awaited my orders.


 

  "I want my ships.  Let me pass and give me my ships and this doesn't need to come to bloodshed."  I demanded in a cool tone.  My anger was building, but I was trying to stay my own hand.  They numbered 10,000, and were fighting from a fortified position.  If it came to a fight, many would die, and I couldn't be certain that I would win.  Unfortified, my men would destroy the 10,000 humans, but walls could make all the difference in the world.


 

  "We're not afraid of shedding your blood, traitor."  The noble called down, and another round of cheering came from atop the wall.  


 

  "Where is Telistera, I wish to speak with her."  I called, remembering that she should still be within the walls.  If I could speak with her, I hoped to at least find out the condition of my ships.  She might also be able to give me some indication of the situation within Risthis.


 

  "The witch has been imprisoned."  The pompous man smiled down at me, bolstered by his seemingly superior position.  "I've been instructed to offer you the same hospitality.  Come rest in my prison, and King Lheec has promised that he will allow all of your men to return to their former places of honor in his service.  He holds no grudges against them."  The nobleman turned his eyes on the others in my party.


 

  "King Lheec knows how hard it is to avoid the trappings of a charismatic leader, even when he is evil, and he extends his warm welcome to any who wish to defect and come back to the side of justice.  All you need to do is turn over the rebel, Noble.  We'll imprison him and you can return to Kreo as heroes."  His voice was sickly sweet, and heavy with temptation.  


 

  I looked to the men around me, at the Knights of Ethan, all of whom now stood just behind me.  None of them moved.  I met the eyes of each of them, and each held my gaze firmly.  I could see the anger behind the eyes of my fellows, a reflection of my own rage.  They were not going to betray me.  The Black Patch Brigade I knew could not betray me, even if they wanted to.  My men would stand firm, but I had to decide what we would do.  I looked to the sky.  


 

  It was four or five hours until nightfall.  In darkness, we would have all the advantage.  The black cloaks were enhanced magically to see well in the dark, and the Knights had excellent night vision.  We would be difficult to see, and far more lethal under the cloak of darkness.  I closed my eyes for a moment and gathered my thoughts.  When I opened them again, my conviction was set in stone.


 

  "You have six hours to open the gate, make my ships ready for sailing, and to release Telistera.  If you have not done all of those things at the end of those six hours, then under the true king's authority, I will declare you enemies of the country, and my men will destroy you mercilessly.  So speaks King Noble, Drake Slayer."  I called out to the castle walls.  I snapped around, letting my cloak twist with me.  As one my entire army followed suit and we marched back the way we'd come, until we'd fallen under the cover of the trees again.  No word of reply came from Risthis, and no more cheers sounded from the walls.  If they had hoped for me to bow to their pressures, they had just been surprised.


 

  I had a plan, and it was probably not what the army of Risthis expected.  We were 1000 strong, and if we could clear the gates, we would be unstoppable.  I did not want to spill more blood, but I would pursue my course through any obstacle.  I had come too far to be turned back.


 

  "We should send someone over the wall to let us in."  I heard Ethaniel's voice, and turned to see that he was just behind me.  


 

  I nodded.  "That's exactly what we're going to do.  Two Knights should be able to go over the wall, dispatch the guards at the gate, and open the doors for the rest of the army.  Once we're inside, I don't think Risthis will be as eager to resist."  


 

  The other Knights were gathering around, all looking ready for whatever might come next.  Even Malice was grim faced and silent, looking every bit her old self in the shifting cloak and padded leather armor the Knights of Ethan generally wore.  


 

  "We can't afford the men or the time it would take to siege the entire city.  We don't have enough men to cover the perimeter by any means."  I added.  "They've underestimated our abilities, and that's a mistake that no one should make with the Knights of Ethan."  I steeled myself for what I had to do next.  


 

  "I need two volunteers who believe they can sneak over the wall, and get that gate open.  It will not be an easy task."  I left it unspoken that I would have done it myself, if I'd been able to.  With only one arm the climb would be difficult, and more so if I was trying to make the climb without being heard or seen.  If I tried to force myself into the situation, I would only be a detriment to the success of the mission.  I knew it, and though it pained me, I would not risk doing the task myself merely to appease my own pride, when doing so might put all the others at risk.


 

  For the briefest moment I wished that I had taken the replacement Fell Beast limb Ethaniel had offered me on many occasions.  That moment passed quickly.  I had enough demons within me without inviting another.  While a second arm would make me more capable, the nightmare of what it brought with it -- the constant mental struggle between myself and the creature to which I was joined -- terrified me.  I could wish that I was more like the others, without the dark voices and terrible power that flowed through me, but that wouldn't be true either.  For all that I hated the darkness, I needed it to do what must be done.  I was not a brilliant swordsman.  I survived on the sheer magnitude of my strength and speed.  That was a bitter brew to swallow, but it did not make it any less true.


 

  As one, the Knights around me stepped forward and drew their swords.  They had all volunteered, even Malice.  I took a deep breath.  It would be up to me to decide who went, and who stayed.  If one of them died, it would be because I had ordered them into a fatal situation.  I had cast aside my crown, yet still I was the one leading.  It was not what I wanted, but I didn't see it changing any time soon.  I could vocally denounce my leadership, but that would not change the fact the others had grown accustomed to looking to me for direction.  Such a denunciation would only serve to make the others hesitant to follow my directions in the future.  The worse thing a leader could do was show uncertainty.


 

  "Ethaniel, Snow, you two will go."  I made the decision quickly.  They were my most capable and battle trained fighters.  If any two could manage the task at hand, it would be them.  I could ill afford to lose either of them, but at the same time I could trust such a dangerous task to no others.  


 

  All swords were returned to scabbards.  If there were any hard feelings about my choice, the Knights did not show them openly.  It was as though they were a different set of people from the ones I'd initially set out with.  They had once looked broken and dishonored, but they wore their pride again.  Perhaps the event a few days before had been for the better.  Whatever else, I had reestablished their faith in me as a leader, and if I was to be forced into that roll, it was better to have that faith, than not.


 

  "What will we do once the army is inside?"  It was Fen who spoke up.  He looked steadfast, but I could see the fear behind his eyes.  He had not seen combat in a long time, and had probably never had to fight other men, only the Hungering.


 

  "We will demand a surrender, and then we will recover Telistera, get to our ships, and leave this place behind."  I answered quickly and confidently.  


 

  "Who will sail the ships for us?  I certainly have no experience with sea vessels."  It was Silver who spoke this time.  Her question was a good one.  I had thought to hire on a captain, and a crew large enough to manage each ship until my own men could be trained to handle the tasks of running the ships.  I wasn't sure how difficult it would be to train the black cloaks.  They were stubborn, and would have to be dealt with individually.  


 

  "We will hire a small crew for each ship.  They will teach our men how to handle the ships as well.  That should be sufficient to get us going."  I didn't bother to address the hidden question of whether or not we would be able to hire a crew on such short notice, under the current situation, and if we could, how reliable that crew might be.  I'd brought enough gold to give many men a long and wealthy life.  Each black cloak carried a sack of gold, and the total sum should have been enough to hire a twenty man crew for each ship, with enough money for each to retire with their families, and never have to work again.  Whether I would have the opportunity to make use of that wealth or not, was another matter entirely.  


 

  "What if they don't surrender?"  Fen asked another question.  Silence fell upon us.  With the exception of Fen, we all knew the answer to that, and none of us wished to give it voice.  Though it was likely Fen knew the answer as well and simply didn't wish to believe it.  I could not disillusion him.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Night fell too quickly.  There was a general sense of tension amidst the Knights of Ethan as we waited for the time to strike.  Waiting to fight could be more difficult than the actual combat that might follow.  Once metal met metal on the field of battle, everything became a blur of motion and action.  Then, there wasn't time to worry.  Sitting in the tree line, watching the still city of Risthis, I almost wished we were able to fight them sword to sword.  Almost.  That wish was quelled by my lack of desire to kill more people that were only fighting for what they believed was right.  There was no real victory in such a slaughter.  I hoped that a minimum of blood would need to be shed.  


 

  As soon as full dark fell upon us, I ordered Snow and Ethaniel to depart.  They were to scale the wall, dispatch any guards that stood between them and the gates, and open our way forward, at which time we would charge into the city before the forces of Risthis could reorganize and rally around the breech.  It was a simple plan, but one that should be effective, assuming that Risthis really didn't anticipate that we were capable of scaling their walls with ease.  Obviously no one had informed the guards of my own scaling of the walls at the border fortress many years before.  Walls sometimes gave a false sense of protection.


 

  I watched the two cloaked figures slip across the open expanse between the tree line and the city, all but invisible if not for my eyes ability to track their motion, a streak of light moving through the black.  Even though I was taking no part in that raid, and perhaps more so because of it, I felt a sense of worry that I could not shake.  What if one of them died?  What would I do without Ethaniel or Snow?  Snow had betrayed me, but she was still valuable to my army as long as she was fighting for me.  My trust in her might be daunted, but that didn't meant I wished to lose her.  


 

  Ethaniel, for all that he was frightening and unpredictable, was also an asset.  He always had an answer, and his second set of eyes, when they worked, could provide valuable insight.  Of course, it seemed to me that it had been a long time since we'd last relied upon them for anything.  I'd been told, "I can't see that." so many times, that I had not even asked the old Knight to look in a long while.  It was more reliable to depend upon traditional scouts.  Still, his experience, and ability to fight through any situation, made him a valuable addition to those who still followed me.    


 

  "I'm nervous."  It was Malice, she spoke quietly behind me.  


 

  "We all are.  It's always like this before a battle.  Things will go smoothly.  Just stay close to me, and don't fight unless you have to."  I told her, trying to sound as confident as possible.  I still held a notion of protecting her from the horrors of battle for as long as possible.  I wondered how much longer that would be.  Would I be able to measure the time in years, or would I have to measure it minutes?


 

  "What if some of us die?"  Laouna's question startled me.  Her voice was little more than a whisper. 


 

  "If some of us die, the rest of us will have to go on, and try to remember those who have fallen.  That's all we can do."  I could hear the bitterness in my own voice.  There were too many people to remember, and no one could ever keep them all in their mind.  I didn't like to think about it.  Uin Delmor's face came abruptly to the forefront of my memory.  I remembered him because I had an uncanny recollection, and because I had formed a personal bond with him on the battlefield to which I'd lost my arm, but how many others had died that no one would recall?  


 

  Silence fell upon us for a while, though I couldn't say how long.  Time seemed to stretch out indefinitely, until every second seemed a day, and I wondered if the moment would ever come for us to move.  


 

  "They're taking their sweet time."  Fen said, his voice a little higher than normal.  I could hear the agitation and nervousness in his wavering words.  I looked at him.  He had one of his hands wrapped around his sword hilt, and his eyes were fixed on the gates.  From our position, we could clearly see the walls, though from the walls we would be invisible, hidden away in the tree line.  


 

  "It's still too soon, relax."  I replied.  I too was eager for things to get moving, even more so to see the gate begin to open, a sign that at least one of the people sent over the wall was still alive, but I didn't want to let my agitation spread.  Everyone needed to be calm and prepared.  For the Black Patch Brigade, that wasn't a problem.  For the Knights, the waiting was far more difficult.  Tower, Fen, Silver, Malice and I, all had to maintain our calm while we waited for the gates to go up.  Failure was a possibility, though I hoped it was an unlikely one.  Reduced by two of our best, the situation before us would be hopeless.


 

  "They're opening."  Silver whispered urgently.  All eyes snapped forward.  Indeed, the portcullis was rising, and the gates were swinging open.  


 

  "Forward!"  I called the order, and as one my men moved to obey.  We charged down the hill towards the city, as silently as possible while making a good pace.  In the darkness we would be nearly invisible from the city walls, poor targets for archers, though I doubted that would stop them from taking a few shots into our numbers.  


 

  I saw the arrows fly, streaks of light passing through the sky, but they were all poorly aimed.  If any of my men was to fall, it would be by sheer bad luck.  Ahead of me, through the gates looming up before my men, I could hear the sound of metal striking metal.  Ethaniel and Snow had engaged the enemy already.   Once the gate started to come up, there would have been no way for them to maintain stealth any longer.  I charged ahead, running as fast as I could without forcing my body into that state of unreal super speed which would send me too far out in front of my men.  In moments I was passing through the arched gate, and the black cloaks and other Knights were only steps behind me.  


 

  Ethaniel and Snow, I could see, were fighting off a growing horde of human soldiers, slowly losing ground to sheer numbers.  They blurred from target to target, leaving death in their wake, but there were too many of the enemy.  My men came up behind them like an impenetrable wall, forming a line, and joining their blades to the surging wave of defense.  Suddenly the men of Risthis were pressed, collapsing back.  The gate was lost, and my army was inside.  I surged to a high point, looking for a place from which I could be heard.  I stepped onto an interior outcropping of the wall, clawing my way through the mass of black cloaks eager to rip into the enemy army.  I climbed until I could see over the heads of all the men and women waging war on one another.  It was as terrible a site as war ever is.  


 

  "Your wall is breeched!"  I cried into the darkness, though it was quickly becoming brighter as torches were brought, to aid the human fighters.  "Stand down and no more men need fall this day."  I called out.  "My men, strike at no man that does not strike at you first."  I commanded my own army.  Slowly the fighting abated, until the two forces stood toe to toe, eyeing each other, and waiting for orders on what should be done next.  Risthis, it seemed, was not eager to fight any longer.  


 

  "Bring your leader here.  Let us talk.  The sooner this business is passed, the better for both of us."  I called out.  There was a stirring amidst the enemy army, and I saw a man dispatched, presumably to get the nobleman I'd spoken to before.  We waited in silence, the men of Risthis slowly backing away from the dangerous-eyed black cloaks they faced.  Every minute of delay was another minute in my favor.  The mere presence of the black cloaks was enough to incite fear, and fear made my army stronger, and theirs weaker.  When combined with being inside their walls, we were no longer at a disadvantage.  We had fewer men, but ours were better trained, more powerful, and far more dangerous.


 

  So far things were going as well as could be expected.  Men had died, I couldn't be sure how many on each side, but fewer had died, I was sure, than would have resulted from a full out attack.  That was one thing to be thankful for.  The fewer lives resting on my conscience, the better.  


 

  It took a while, but finally the noble who'd spoken atop the wall was brought to the front of his army.  He looked disheveled, as though he'd been carried from bed, and his smug smile was gone, to be replaced by a look of poorly concealed fear.  I stepped down from my perch and went to the front of my army to meet him.  For his part, he stood stiffly, back straight, in some semblance of honor, though it may have merely been a paralysis of fear.  I towered over him as I drew close, nearly two feet taller than the man, who I realized, was quite short when not atop a wall.  


 

  "I want Telistera freed and brought to me. Our ships are to be prepared to sail this very night.  If you give me what I want, I will be gone by morning, and you will need never see or hear from me again.  I am prepared to pay for the supplies, and the men necessary to crew my ships.  Do you understand?"  My voice did not offer any compromise, and I set my face in an expression of angry determination.


 

  The noble's jaw dropped open.  "That's not how you negotiate.  You can't just come in here and . . ."


 

  "This is not a negotiation.  This is the order of your king, who you have betrayed.  I have judged you and yours guilty of treason, and your punishment is execution.  I am willing to grant you all a pardon if you see to my orders immediately, but failing that, my judgment will be carried out now."  I locked my purple eyes on the dull brown eyes of Risthis' ruler.  He attempted to meet my gaze, but in a moment he averted his line of sight.


 

  "We will do as you say."  He conceded quietly.


 

  "What was that?"  I asked.  "I didn't hear you, and if I didn't hear you, your men might not have heard you.  I wouldn't want there to be any confusion in the hours to come."  I knew my actions were humiliating the little man, but I wanted there to be no question as to who had come out on top in our encounter.  I needed things done quickly, and without question.  To accomplish that, I would have to play the part of the tyrant once more.  I had done it many times in my role as king.


 

  "We will do as you say!"  The noble called loudly, this time so loudly that all of his men heard.  I felt the other Knights around me relax.  There was no sigh, no shift in posture, but there was a sense of tension leaving the air.  The fighting was done for the time being, and we had won.  


 

  "Have Telistera brought at once.  Have runners sent to see to my ships, provisions and crews.  I will be making my way to the dock now, and I want my ships being loaded when I arrive."  I ordered.  The noble practically jumped out of skin while turning to give out orders of his own.  He snapped at his men, taking his anger at me out on them.  I had no doubt that the circle of blame for the events at Risthis would be massive.  Inwardly, I breathed a sigh of relief.  The immediate crisis had been averted.  I would get my ships, and I would be away from Risthis, and Lord Lheec, and the land of men, before another dawn had crested the sky.  I didn't know that it was yet too early to feel relieved.


 

  By the time I reached the docks, they had already sprouted into a cacophony of action.  All the dock hands were running about, trying to get organized for loading the ships.  Supplies were being carted out of warehouses, and men were being pulled from their beds to man the pulley systems that would load supplies aboard the ships.  There, beneath the partial moon, I had my first chance to really look at the vessels that Telistera had built for me.


 

  There were three of them, taking up a good portion of the dock area.  The first of them finished was the one furthest out to sea, and it looked as though it might take sail at any moment.  The other two were slightly less organized appearing, since they would be loaded after the first ship, as it was easier to move the cumbersome equipment to the end of the dock, then back into shore, so that the cranes and pulley systems would be out of the way when the ships were ready to get underway.  


 

  They were massive crafts, large enough to hold a good deal of men each, but they still managed to be narrow bodied, designed with speed in mind.  The wood used to craft the hull had been chosen from a wide variety of options available.  Telistera had settled on a peculiar red hued wood that was half as heavy as traditional building materials, but nearly twice as strong, and far more resistant to water logging.  There had been many problems.  The wood was rare, and difficult to come by.  The strength of the wood had been a problem of its own, as conventional tools did not last long in shaping and manipulating the lumber.  Telistera had been forced to reinvent the tools of ship crafting as well as the basic design of the ship itself.  The end result, however, was a better understanding of wood working, a better set of tools that could be used well into the future, and three ships of a strength and design never imagined before.  


 

  In the darkness, the hulls of the three ships looked gray and blue, as did all else in the world, but the red hue of the wood gave them a decidedly darker cast that was almost ominous.  Just looking at the ships, however, one could see that they were something special.  Each had ten cannons per side, as well as two cannons in the bow and aft.  They were equipped with other weapons as well, though I knew little of them at the time.  Telistera had insisted that they would be necessary for crossing the sea, and I had not doubted the conviction that had been in her eyes.  She warned that she had seen all of her fellows lost to the creatures of the deep, and she didn't intend for that to happen again.  I wanted to say that I did not believe in such monsters, and in a way I did not, but there was no denying Telistera's belief in them.  I trusted her judgment on the matter.  Once, in a time that seemed forever gone, Brutal had spoken of similar beasts, and I had found the stories difficult to believe then as well.  Monsters of the deep, could they be any worse than those we found on land?


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I watched the preparations for a time, my black cloaks around me, waiting for their next set of orders.  The other Knights had split up and were seeing to preparations, keeping a watchful eye to insure that there were no deceptions from the ground crew.  I was just beginning to wonder if something foul had befallen Telistera, when I spotted her tall and imposing figure making its way down the main street of Risthis towards the dock.  People struggled out of her way as she came.  There was a look about her that sent any who crossed her path away in a hurry.  Watching her approach, her silver eyes reflecting the moon's light like silver-blue torches in the night, I could see why people would flee.  She was tall and attractive, but also powerfully muscled, and lethal looking.  Watching her move was like watching a powerful beast of the wild, beautiful, but deadly at the same time.  


 

  She pushed her way through the black cloaks as effortlessly as she did the other people, using her staff weapon to nudge aside any who were hesitant to move.  They eventually cleared way, but not without locking her with their terrible fiery eyes.  I could see that the only thing holding them back from attacking her was the bond of magic that entrapped them.  She came to a stop before me, her eyes full of thunder, her hair disheveled.  She looked as though she'd spent a few uncomfortable nights in a cell, and I guessed that was exactly what had happened.


 

  "Telistera."  I greeted her as she drew near, offering her a respectful bow.


 

  "Noble."  She returned the bow, though only slightly.  It was not a slight on her part.  Her people didn't bow, and she had never really taken to the custom.


 

  "I'm sorry about your accommodations these past few days.  I hope you were at least kept comfortably."  I doubted such was the case.


 

  "Jailers here have loose fingers, and believe they are entitled to more than they are, with regards to their prisoners."  Telistera said, her back stiffening, and a fierce look lighting her features.  "They will not make that mistake again.  Once I'd maimed three of them, they stopped making unwelcome advances, and once they realized that I was only staying in my cell at my own choosing, and not because of the strength of the bars, things went smoothly enough.  I figured you would settle matters when you arrived.  You did not disappoint me."


 

  "I'm sorry it took so long, and I'm sorry that you had to go through this at all.  Our world of politics and politicians knows naught but corruption.  They seem to feed upon turmoil, and grow strong upon the chaos of people suffering.  I look forward to leaving it all behind."  I echoed aloud the sentiment I'd expressed internally many times.  The mistreatment of my silver-eyed ally only furthered that sentiment.


 

  Telistera shrugged.  "It's done now.  I wouldn't think too highly of the voyage ahead.  It will not be easy.  The waves claimed many of my people, and what lies beneath the waves claimed many more.  The journey is long.  It took my people more than two years to cross the ocean. It will take us less time, but it will still take years.  You will miss the land."  She paused for a moment before adding.  "Even this land."


 

  "I suppose I will."  I admitted, though at that moment I couldn't imagine that I would.  


 

  "First ship is loaded, and there is crew aboard willing to make the trip for the gold promised!"  Fen's voice cut across the dock as he came running in our direction.  He looked excited, his face lit by the exuberance created by the motion around us, and the sea that stretched out forever to the horizon.  He looked as young as he was in that moment, no warrior at all, but a boy pulled from his life and cast into a role that he should not have had to fill.  I wondered about his family, and what they would think of where he was now.


 

  That thought, made me think of my own family.  I had not done so in years.  I had not seen them since before I'd left for my training as a Knight of Ethan.  I wondered if they even knew that I had become the king.  It seemed unlikely.  No one knew me as Lowin.  It had always been King Noble, Drake Slayer.  I thought back on my life, and realized that I had never missed them the way I should have.  There had been too much happening to stop and think about my mother and father.  I hoped that they were alive and well, but I didn't know.  Maybe someday, I thought, if I came back, I would check on them.  If.  


 

  Fen's voice interrupted my dark thoughts.  "The hold-master says she'll have the first ship ready to sail in a few minutes, and then we just need . . ." He was never able to finish that sentence.  He was still walking across the dock in my direction when a massive explosion tore through the air, and everyone stopped what they were doing immediately.  The noise was so loud that I couldn't determine from which direction it originated.  I looked back to Fen, and saw him lift his arm to point, and then suddenly he was gone in a blur of motion, and a splatter of red blood and mangled flesh.  With him went a piece of the dock, and about thirty black cloaks, also torn to bloody splinters.


 

  I looked in the direction Fen had been pointing and my heart sank.  I could see twenty trails of smoke snaking their way up into the sky, the telltale signs of cannon fire.  Risthis had fired upon us.  They had fired upon their own harbor.    


 

  "To the ships!"  I bellowed.  Dock workers were scrambling to get away, and the Black Patch Brigade stood stoically, waiting for death to take them.  At my order, every one of my men began to move.  In the chaos I could not see what was happening.  I didn't know who was alive, and who was dead, though I knew Fen was no more.  The Knight who had never really been one of us, and he never would be.  Rage tore through my body like a burst of fiery pain.  Suddenly I wanted to kill every one of the men of Risthis.  I drew my sword and started up the wood planking, heading towards the smoke trails coming from further up in the city.  I intended to kill them all.  In that moment, with the Fell Beast inside of me licking its drooling maw, I had all intentions of slaying every man in armor in the entire city of Risthis.    


 

  Laouna.  A voice whispered in my mind, and I stopped in my tracks.  Malice.  I spun around, looking back at the chaotic remnants of my army.  Where was Malice?  I didn't see her anywhere.  She had been near me before the explosion, but some of those strikes had hit very close to me.  


 

  "Malice?" I yelled, running back down the dock, all thoughts of revenge fleeing before the incredible fear of losing another person in my life.  Dock workers ran by me, terrified expressions on their faces.  Another explosion rippled through the air.  My body reacted on impulse this time.  The world slowed around me, even as I was spinning around to watch the next volley of attacks.  The metal shrapnel flew through the air at surprising velocity, even when slowed by my accelerated perception of time.


 

  I watched in horror as black cloak and human man alike were torn to shreds at the impact of the incoming fire.  I surged forward, trying to move as many as possible from the volley of death, knocking one out of the way, before dashing to the next, but there were twenty incoming rounds, and too many people to move.  I watched as a cannonball barreled into a group of children huddled beneath an open crate, the game of dice they'd been playing lay forgotten a few feet away.  I watched as a woman carrying a sack of grain tried in vain to push one of the black cloaks from the path of an incoming projectile before the flying piece of metal reduced them both to a bloody pulp.  They were too far away, and I was not fast enough to save anyone.


 

  Every face I looked at, I just wanted to find Malice.  She wasn't amidst the people on the dock.  I saw four rounds hit heavy on the second ship, three of them bouncing off of the hull to fall violently into the crowd of people still trying to get away.  The fourth tore through the mainmast, a lucky shot, but one that assured the ship would not be leaving dock.  The third ship, I saw, was aflame.  The sails had caught fire, and the crew was jumping from the sides.  Flaming cannon balls.  I watched it all in slow motion, everything happening like some sickening dance, poetic and terrible.


 

  I let the world slide back into pace around me.  


 

  "To the first ship!  Everyone to the first ship!  Cast off anchors, make sail!"  I called out, screaming until my throat bled.  It was time to go, or we would not be going at all.  If the first ship had not been the furthest out on the docks, it probably would not have been safe either.  I fell back into the depths of my speed, flashing around the dock, avoiding the places where it was collapsing into the sea.  I couldn't find Malice.  I couldn't find any of the other Knights of Ethan.  Black cloaks lay dead, or dying, all around me.  I let myself slow down again, thinking that in my speed I might be missing something.  Another explosion ripped the world apart.  


 

  Something heavy hit my body and I was spinning backwards, pressure on my chest.  I hit the ground hard.  The place where I'd been standing exploded before I'd even recovered my breath.  


 

  "We have to leave now!"  Telistera yelled above the ruckus while getting back to her feet.  It had been her that knocked me to the ground.  She grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the ship.  I looked back over my shoulder.


 

  "But Malice . . ." I started, but she cut me off.


 

  "We sail now, Noble, or we don't sail.  This is for Kaylien."  She was still dragging me.  I fell in behind her, reacting numbly.  I followed her to the ship, which was already pulling out of dock.  We grabbed a hold of a rope ladder as the ship began to cut through the outgoing tide, and climbed our way to the chaotic deck.  The climb was hard for me, but I barely noticed it. My mind was in shock.  The events that had just transpired seemed a confusing blur.  Even as the ship was clearing the dock I ran to the back of the ship and stood atop the railing, my remarkable eyes scanning the ruined tatter of the city's edge for some sign of Malice amidst the rubble.  


 

  Another explosion sounded, and another volley of rounds tore into the docks, smashing into the already ruined ships.  Fire was everywhere, and I could make out nothing amidst the mess of bodies and death.  Black figures burned, the smell of fur, and flesh roasting in flames filled the air, and black smoke billowed into the sky.  I stood atop the rail and watched the world burn.  The wind tore at my cloak, sweeping it out in front of me.  In that moment it seemed I could hear all the world screaming in anguish at the atrocity before me.


 

  "Malice!"  I screamed into the night.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  What fools men, who kill and maim each other, when each wants only to live and be happy.  As I watched the docks of Risthis burning, a fire so bright it was like a damning sun upon the horizon, I wondered if there was truly anything worth saving left in our doomed people.  Was humanity worth all that had been lost in its name? Despair held my heart, a force that clutched down until it seemed I would be unable to draw a single breath.  


 

  "Lowin?"  A voice called across the ship's deck, familiar and as enchanting to my ears as any sound I'd ever chanced to hear.  That voice was hope in the face of bleakness.  I spun, turning my back to the burning hell of Risthis, and my gaze locked upon the distinct green eyes of Malice.  She stood amidst the horde of confused black cloaks and sailors, like a beacon, a pillar of solidarity in a world that seemed on the verge of crumble.


 

  I ran across the deck to where she stood, darting between the remnants of my army still awaiting orders, and threw my single arm around her, lifting her to my lips until I joined my flesh to hers and kissed her with all the passion I could muster.  In that moment, I could think of nothing but the fact that I had come close, so terribly close, to having lost her again.  I kissed her as only a lover can, deep and passionate.  She replied, clumsily, in kind.   It was that clumsy effort that reminded me of her fragile mental state.  I pulled my lips from hers hesitantly.  Her cheeks were bright red, flushed with color, and her face wore a surprised, but pleasantly startled expression.  


 

  "I'm sorry."  I forced out an apology, understanding that I had crossed the line I'd set for myself, without meaning to.


 

  "I didn't mind."  Malice replied, her eyes downcast, the color in her cheeks heightening until it seemed all the blood in her body must have fled there.  "You can do that any time you want to."  She added after a pause.  


 

  I was too happy to see her alive to offer any more of an apology, or to make excuses for my actions.  I put my arm around her once more, and hugged her tightly to me.  The ship's crew watched the whole spectacle unfold before them, most appearing confused.  Knights of Ethan were not known to be emotional and affectionate, but I didn't care what they saw of me at that moment.  


 

  The black cloaks looked, as ever, hostile and more interested in Malice as breeding stock than anything else.  The human crew was busy trying to keep the ship running, but even they had stopped to watch the confusing scene unfold before them.  It was time to get things under control.  I hesitantly released Malice, though I did not move away from her.  I looked for familiar faces amidst the crowd, and saw a few.  I spotted Ethaniel.  His clothes were tattered in places, and his skin looked reddened, as though he'd been too close to a fire for a time, but he appeared mostly uninjured.


 

  "Ethaniel, I need a head count.  I need to know how many men we have left in fighting condition, and how many of us survived, Black Patch Brigade, human crew, and Knights."  I ordered him.  He came forward.


 

  "All the Knights, with the exception of Fen who died in the initial volley of enemy fire, are accounted for and suffering from no serious injuries.  It will take some time to figure out how many of the Brigade have survived, but just from looking at those on deck, I'd say we've lost close to 900 of them.  In the chaos, and the noise, they were unable to think for themselves enough to keep from being slaughtered."  He answered quickly.  It was obvious that while I was having my emotional moment with Malice, he had already been taking stock of the situation.  


 

  My relief at hearing no more of the Knights of Ethan had been lost, lifted a huge weight from my shoulders that I hadn't known had been there.  Upon hearing that 900 of the black cloaks had fallen, that weight returned.  I wondered if Liet had been one of them.  Again, I had no right to worry about him above the others, but that didn't change the fact that I did.  He had been a friend once, and I still believed that he existed somewhere beneath the layers of magic, and the hostility of the Fell Beast.  


 

  My thoughts turned once more to the fallen Knight.  Poor Fen.  He hadn't deserved to die the way he had.  It had been fast, but he hadn't even had a chance to save himself.  He'd never really been one of the Knights, and was gone forever before that could be changed.  What legacy did he leave behind?  At sea, we couldn't even properly show him his last rites, not that there would have been anything to bury.  


 

  "Sir," A voice spoke from behind me.  I turned to face the man who had spoken.  He was a human, older, with gray hair, heavily tanned skin, and the look of a well traveled sea farer about him.  


 

  "Yes?"  I tried to seem as unimposing as possible.


 

  "I was hired on as captain, but only half my crew made it on board ship.  There are ten of us, Sir, and enough to manage things for a time, but we can't keep the ship in order around the clock.  This journey is to be a long one, and we will either need to put in at a different dock to get more hands, or we'll need to teach your men how to run this ship."  He said.  He spoke confidently and managed to meet my eyes through his entire speech.  


 

  "What's your name, Captain?"  I asked him.  The fact that he did not outwardly project any fear he might be feeling made me like him.  I wouldn't have blamed him for being terrified.  He was to be stuck on a ship for two years with a group of men many considered monsters, and he only had half of his crew.  His home dock had just fired upon him, his other ten men were probably dead, but he was all business.  That took strength.  


 

  He shrugged a reply.  "They always just call me Captain, it's as good as any name."


 

  "Alright, then, Captain.  We'll train our men to manage this ship.  It's going to be a difficult process, since they're not inclined to learn things that don't involve fighting, but we'll see your men don't have to run the entire ship on their own.  I'll be relying on you for judgments concerning what is needed to maintain this ship since I have little experience at sailing.  Any questions that need an expert opinion, you can bring to Telistera's attention."  I gestured to the silver-eyed woman who was also watching the happenings with rapt attention.  "She is well experienced at sea, and is the only one of us all that has made this voyage before."


 

  Captain nodded.  "As you will, Sir."


 

  I shook my head.  "You can call me Noble.  This journey is going to be far too long for formalities.  If you have any needs, or your men have any requests, bring them to me immediately and I will see what can be done."


 

  "Aye, Noble."  He said, before offering a slight bow of respect, and running off to attend to his duties.  Ten human men.  I had hoped to have at least double that many for each ship.  Of course, only one ship remained of the original three.  My visit to Risthis had been devastating.  A strong yearning for vengeance burned inside of me.  I knew on some level that it was a hollow desire, but that did not lessen the want for blood to match that spilled by the foolish noble of Risthis.  It felt wrong that no one would pay for the death of the innocent Fen, and the hundreds of black cloaks, all once men of the kingdom, who had died in the fires on the dock.  What of the dock workers and ship crews?  


 

  "You're not thinking of going back, are you?"  It was Telistera.  She was now standing beside Ethaniel, both of them watching me intently.  I met her strange, mirror-like silver eyes.  Was I so easily readable?  


 

  "No, I won't go back."  I said, and it was the truth.  I didn't know if I'd ever go back.  Just the same, I still wanted vengeance.


 

  "I've seen that look on the face of others.  It never amounts to anything good for anyone."  She pressed her point.


 

  "I have other things to attend to.  Vengeance will have to go unserved."  I answered, and I could hear some of the agitation in my voice.


 

  "We should have a service for those that are lost."  Telistera offered in what I gathered was an attempt to shift my focus from revenge to something more constructive.


 

  I nodded.  I hadn't considered that.  Just because we were at sea, didn't mean we had to simply forget those who'd died.  "Once the matters of the ship are settled, I'll see to it personally."


 

  Telistera smiled, ever a sad expression upon her face, and turned to leave.


 

  "Telistera," I stopped her.  "Thank you for pulling me off the dock."  Had she not done so, I knew, I would be dead at the harbor of Risthis.  


 

  She didn't turn back to me.  "Your daughter needs you.  I think we all do.  You're the type of man that passes through the world, and it bends to accept you.  The rest of us can't make a difference, but I think you can, Noble.  I think you can make a difference for the better.  I've thought that since the first time I saw you."  She left with those words, on her way to try and make sense of the chaos of our departure.  


 

  I didn't understand what she'd just told me.  I would, I thought, need to ask her about those parting lines at some point.  That time would have to come later, as there was still much I had to do.  For my own peace of mind, I needed to see if Liet was among the still remaining men from Kreo who were milling about the deck with no definitive sense of purpose.  


 

  I took my first step, deciding if I didn't get moving, I might forever remain in place.  Malice followed in my wake, a silent, but welcome companion.  Ethaniel split from us, but it seemed to me that his gray eyes kept watching me. Just before his head turned away, I thought I saw a devilish mirth burning beneath their surface.  The old Knight was away before I could say for certain.  A chill ran down my back.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I sat staring at the swinging lamp, unlit though it was, as it traced a course back and forth through the air in time with the motion of the ship beneath me.  Laouna was fast asleep in one of the two beds in our small cabin, but I could not make myself sleep.  Two months aboard ship had done little to help me relax.  I had not seen land in a long time, and there was something stark and terrible about the endless flatness of the ocean spreading out in every direction.  It was as though the rest of the world was entirely gone, and only we remained.


 

  What was worse, Telistera became notably more agitated the further out to sea we went.  She watched the waters almost constantly, her eyes sliding along the turbulent surface of endless blue-green depths as though at any moment the very sea might spring up and attack.  If what she said of the beasts beneath the waves were true, then perhaps that was not such a great stretch of reality.  She had been watching the waters for the past month, saying that we had entered the deeps.  


 

  "They feed out here, beyond the shallows."  She'd told me one evening as I sat with her atop the deck.  


 

  "Perhaps we'll outrun them."  I'd offered, but she'd just shaken her head.


 

  "We can run for a time, but eventually the wind will die down, and they'll be there.  They always were."  Telistera's eyes had taken on a distant look.  Memories.  I had not breeched that topic again with her, and she had done little else other than sit on deck and watch the waters.  


 

  The black cloaks had taken a great deal of training, but they had become proficient enough to manage most of the ship's tasks with little human interference.  The human crew still worked beside them, but they'd settled into a harmony that seemed to work well enough, and while at full sail, the daily tasks of sailing became easier.  I took my turn at the chores, and I made sure the others Knights did as well.  There was a good deal of grumbling, but I felt we should all do our part to keep the ship in good working order.  We did not need a rift between the human crew and the Knights.  


 

  All told, there were 112 black cloaks left alive.  Liet had indeed been among them.  There were six Knights left, and ten human crewmen.  The ship was designed to comfortably transport a crew of 350, and under desperate situations, a crew of 400 could find places.  Our tiny crew of 128 made the ship feel empty, especially since the black cloaks rarely talked while on duty, and never spoke with anyone outside of their own group when off duty.  For the longest time, I had not known they talked amongst each other at all, but I had seen them talking once, a few weeks after our ship left port, and since then I had noticed it other times as well.  


 

  I had believed them only able to communicate with those who directly confronted them, but obviously I had been incorrect.  They had once given me the name Oath-breaker, so I should have known they had some way of communicating amongst one another.  I still understood very little about the magic that governed their behavior.  In truth, magic in general was a mystery to me.  I understood that all power came with a sacrifice, but I was not clear on anything beyond that.  I had asked Ethaniel about it once, but he'd not been inclined to discuss it, saying that, "Some things are best left unknown."  I wasn't sure if I agreed with that thought, but I also was no fan of magic, so I did not press the matter.


 

  Finding Liet among the crew had been a substantial relief to me.  I had resumed my daily talks with him, and found that he was still responding to his actual name.  At times, though I might have imagined it, it seemed that he was even making an effort to communicate with me as well.  Of course, that might have just been wishful thinking.  It was hard to believe that after so many years of trying the same things over and over again, he would finally start to come out of his shell.  


 

  A scream startled me from my thoughts, Laouna.  I flashed across the room and was at her bedside in an instant.  She was sitting bolt upright, her eyes opened wide in terror.  I sat on her bedside and wrapped my arm around her shoulders.


 

  "What's wrong, Laouna?"  I asked in as soothing a voice as possible.  Her body against mine was as stiff as a board, but as I spoke she turned to me, seemed to notice me for the first time, and I felt her relax into my embrace. 


 

  "I had a nightmare."  She said quietly.  ". . . it seemed so real though."


 

  "Do you want to talk about it?"  I asked.  It sometimes seemed that talking about such things chased them away more effectively.  A nightmare, kept to one's self, was bound to repeat.  I didn't know if that was true, but I'd heard it said before.  I relaxed, knowing that Malice would be alright.  I was certain she would tell me about her nightmare, and drift back off to sleep.  


 

  "I dreamed that there were these monsters, thousands of them, crawling across the land.  They all had red glowing eyes, but some of them were great black giants, with hundreds of the smaller creatures upon their backs."  She began.


 

  I felt a wave of cold pass through me at her words.  She was describing the Hungering, and the battle we'd fought in before confronting Lucidil.  It was the first time since she'd woken from her injuries suffered in the fight with Lucidil that she had ever mentioned any of those events.  I wasn't sure whether to be excited, afraid, or worried.  I wanted her to remember her life, and to become the Malice I remembered, but I wasn't sure I wanted her memories to start in such a terrible place.  


 

  "You were there, and you kept fighting those . . . things.  I was trying to tell you to stop, but you wouldn't listen.  I was afraid you were going to die, so I followed you.  I kept trying to help you.  You just got further and further away.  I couldn't keep up with you no matter how hard I tried.  I lost sight of you, and it started to rain this strange blue fire.  I was afraid of it at first.


 

  "Everything it touched burned away, but it seemed to be avoiding me, as though it were impossible for it to strike me.  Then I found you.  You were lying on the ground, screaming, and the blue fire was covering you.  I couldn't help you, Lowin."  She looked at me and there were tears streaming down her face.  I squeezed her shoulders.  


 

  "It's just a dream.  Those monsters are gone now, and I'm fine.  There is no blue fire.  You don't need to worry."  I told her, though those monsters haunted my dreams as well, and the blue fire had consumed me in my nightmares more then I dared to discuss.  It was rare that I would ever sleep and not see that battle against the Hungering and their black drakes.  The rain of blue fire, the feeling of my flesh burning away; memories that haunted both waking and sleeping.  


 

  "It was so real.  I could hear the sounds of people fighting, and smell the burning. . ."  She insisted.


 

  "Those are memories of the time before you woke up."  I told her, deciding it was better to be honest with her.  "That was one of the last battles we fought together.  We won, though, and we are both here now, so there is nothing to worry about.  Those things are past, and we are both safe."  I tried to fill my voice with assurance.  


 

  I felt her hand reach across my chest and touch my left shoulder, the place where it should have connected to my arm.  


 

  "That's where you lost your arm, isn't it?"  Her voice was just above a whisper as she asked.  


 

  I nodded, trying to push back the memory of that moment that surged forward.  "Yes, that's where I lost my arm."


 

  "I'm sorry I didn't save you."  Laouna's voice was sad, heavy with regrets she should not have felt.  


 

  "I made the decision that caused this injury.  There was nothing you could have done to change things, and I know you would have if you were able.  You don't need to feel any guilt about my arm."  I told her.  It was the truth.  I left out that I had lost the arm saving her life because that didn't really matter.  I had made that choice, and if I had it to do over a thousand times, I would make the same choice.  I might miss the arm occasionally, but I never regretted the decision that caused me to lose it.  


 

  "Ethaniel says that you could have a new arm if you wanted.  I've heard him tell you that a lot.  Why don't you get a new arm?"  She asked.  It was the first time she'd ever asked me that.  Ethaniel had many times, and Snow had pressed the point as well, but Laouna never had.  


 

  "Don't I do well enough with just the one?"  I asked, avoiding the question.  I didn't know how to explain it to her.  How could I tell her that I feared I might become more of a monster if I took another of them into myself?  I had tried to explain that to Ethaniel, but he either hadn't understood, or hadn't seen a problem.


 

  "You do, but wouldn't you be better with two?"  She pressed.


 

  For a moment I was silent.  I wasn't sure what to say.  "I might, but there is a price to be paid for strong arms.  I'm not willing to pay that price again."  I finally answered.


 

  "How much does it cost?  You have a lot of gold."  Laouna was sincere in her question.  My half-answer would not be sufficient this time.  


 

  "It's not money that it costs.  For a new arm, I have to give up a little piece of what makes me the Lowin that you know.  I've given up a lot of that already.  I want to try and keep the rest.  I'm afraid of losing myself."  I tried to explain again.  This time she seemed to understand.


 

  "I don't want you to go away."  She said, and put her arms around me.  


 

  "I'm not going anywhere.  I'll just have to make do with my single arm for now.  I think I'm doing well."  I replied with a smile, and gave her another squeeze.


 

  A loud knock sounded at my door, and I got up from the bed, hesitantly separating myself from Malice.  I crossed the dark room and opened the door.  Light spilled in from the hall.  Snow was standing in the opening.  She looked distressed.  I had not seen much of her since our voyage had begun.  I'd been avoiding her.  Every time I saw her, I was reminded that she had betrayed me.  That still stung, like a wound that had become infected.  The more of her I saw, the less of her I wanted to.  


 

  "What is it?"  I asked, unhappy to be disturbed in the middle of the night, whether I was asleep or not, and even less happy to see Snow.  


 

  "One of the Black Patch Brigade on deck is refusing to obey an order from Ethaniel."  She said urgently, 


 

  "They can't refuse. . ."  I began to say they couldn't refuse an order, but the look of concern on Snow's face silenced my words.  If a black cloak was refusing an order, then it was certainly a matter I needed to look into.  The ramifications of such an occurrence were profound, and quite possibly dangerous to the entire ship. 


 

  I took only enough time to grab my sword and cloak from my room.


 

  "Stay here, keep the door locked, and don't open it unless I tell you to."  I told Malice as I left the room.  There was fear in her eyes, though she seemed outwardly calm.  She nodded at my words.  I pulled the door shut and waited until I heard the bolt latch.  I fell in behind Snow who led the way through the halls.  There were no guards posted at my doors, for I had deemed them unnecessary so far out to sea.  For some reason, their absence, despite the fact that it had been that way for over a month, sent a chill of foreboding through me.


 

  Above me waited trouble.  I could only hope it wasn't as bad as I feared it might be.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  The deck was quiet as I came up from my quarters below, as it always was, but there was a notable tension in the air.  The active crew for the night had all come to a stop, eyes fixed on one location.  I didn't need to follow Snow any longer, for it was obvious where events were taking place.  I needed only follow the onlookers.  Black cloaks, Knights, and human crew alike had stopped to witness events as they unfolded.  Most troubling, I noted, was that the Black Patch Brigade had stopped in their work.  Under normal circumstances, if the magic governing their behavior was working as it should, they would have continued their tasks oblivious to the events around them.  


 

  There was electricity in the air, the crackling sensation of a fight about to erupt.  The crowd cleared way for me as I approached, and then all eyes settled upon my back.  I could feel the burning gaze of the black cloaks like hot coals on my flesh, but I ignored them and trudged on.  I found Ethaniel and the uncooperative member of the Brigade at the base of the main mast.  They were standing only a few feet apart.


 

  "Noble." Ethaniel greeted me, his right hand rested on his sword hilt.  His posture was aggressive.


 

  "Ethaniel," I returned the greeting.  "there is a problem?"  I tried to keep my own posture relaxed, but every muscle in my body was ready to spring.


 

  "Fener refuses to climb to the lookout tower for his shift." Ethaniel said.  I looked at Fener, Ten, in the ancient numbering system used to assign the black cloaks their identities.  His facial expression was set, and his stance was hostile, hand on sword hilt.  He looked like a wild animal that had been backed into a corner and was just moments from lashing out.  


 

  "Fener, is there a reason you're not willing to do your duty?"  I asked the fearsome creature we had just, perhaps foolishly, pressed up against a wall.  He had nowhere to run, and if the situation didn't find a peaceful resolution, Fener would have to fight.  I did not expect much of an answer.  My verbal cue should have been enough to make him jump to his task, even though I had not directly ordered it.  


 

  "It is too high."  He answered, in a voice both human and animal.  It was a clear and well spoken answer for all that it came out a near growl.  


 

  "I do not like climbing to the lookout."  Fener added before I could offer anything further.  


 

  Using his proper black cloak calling, and with the authority of the king, he should have immediately sprung to his task, but instead he had given a clear reason why he did not wish to do what he was ordered.  That was an unprecedented behavior for one of the Brigade.  


 

  "If you don't wish to do one of your assigned duties, then you should find someone who is willing to take your shift in exchange for another task that they do not wish to complete."  I offered, looking for a compromise.  I wasn't yet sure how to deal with a black cloak that was unwilling to do what he'd been told to.  I knew well the aggression of the Fell Beast that burned within them, and I wondered just how far the magical restraints must be slipping.    


 

  "Wait," Ethaniel stopped me.  "this is his task.  He has been assigned it, and he should be the one to complete it.  Order him, as his ruler, to complete his assigned work."  There was anger in Ethaniel's voice.  His control of the Knight's "voice" slipped a little as he spoke.  


 

  I wasn't sure whether Ethaniel was testing my range of authority over the black cloaks, or was being spiteful, but I did not want to give that order.  I wasn't sure what was happening with the magically bound warriors, but I did not believe that taking a stand on that point was a good idea.  If the Brigade was slipping its leash, I would only be giving it more reason to see myself and the rest of the Knights as enemies when the last of the restraints finally broke down entirely.  On the other hand, directly countering Ethaniel's order in front of the crew demeaned his authority.  I was angry that he had pushed me into such a place.


 

  I looked at Fener, meeting his eyes.  There was a burning hostility there, but it was tempered by intelligence, and something that might have been humanity.  His eyes were not like those I was use to seeing when looking at one of the Black Patch Brigade.  Something almost imperceptible had changed within him.  Had it changed in all of them?  If so, what did that mean for the rest of us on our long journey?


 

  "Fener, if I ordered you to do this task, with my authority as your king, would you do it?"  I asked him.  I felt the tension around me rise.  The hostile eyes of the black cloaks seemed to intensify their gaze.  For a moment I was certain, beyond a doubt, that violence was unavoidable.  


 

  "I would, my King."  Fener said, though his teeth were clenched and I could almost feel the animosity pouring from him.  The magic bonds apparently had not crumpled entirely.  I did not intend to stress them any further, however.


 

  "I will not give that order.  As your king, I recommend you find someone to switch duties with.  As long as the watch is maintained, there is no foul done, and no one will be punished.  Make sure you tell the officer in charge of scheduling who is to take your duty on the high watch, and what task you will be taking in return.  Is this understood, Fener?"  At my words, violence fled the air, though I heard Ethaniel swing about and walk away, his heavy steps letting me know that he was obviously dissatisfied with the way I'd handled the situation.  I would need to speak with him later.


 

  "I understand, Drake Slayer."  Fener said.  I nodded, and turned to return below decks.  "Drake Slayer," the black cloaks never called me that.  


 

  "My name is Yuen."  I heard, and I looked over my shoulder, trying to stifle my surprise.  The Fell-joined warrior had just given me his real name.  It was a name he shouldn't have remembered at all.  I knew that from working ceaselessly with Liet.  


 

  "Yuen, return to work."  I bowed my head slightly and turned to depart.  Yuen.  The black cloaks were changing.


 

  It was obvious that my hold was not lost entirely, but it was slipping.  What would happen when the magic binding the black cloaks faded entirely?  Why was it happening to begin with?  I had been assured by several different authorities on the matter that the magic binding the black cloaks would never fade, but if the magic wasn't fading, then the black cloaks were becoming resistant to its effects.  


 

  Either way, the ocean still stretched out far before us, and we were trapped aboard the ship with what could soon become a hostile force.  If the Brigade slipped their restraints, there was no telling what kind of troubles we could have.  Worse, they were all well armed and provisioned.  If they decided to fight, we would be outnumbered by well equipped warriors, and they would have the initiative.  Life aboard ship had just become more difficult.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Daily events settled into a strange rhythm.  The weeks drifted by slowly.  The black cloaks had settled into their own pacing, doing their work with as much vigor as ever, but there was no denying the changes happening amidst them.  They held conversations amongst themselves, enough so that no member of the crew could miss it.  They rarely spoke to anyone outside of their own, but they did occasionally.  They had gone to the Captain of their own volition and requested the watch be increased.  The Captain had come to me with the request, and I had allowed it.  They were watching for something, and I was not inclined to stir their hostilities by standing in their way.  Telistera had suggested an increased watch as well, and it seemed wise to fulfill both requests at once.


 

  Ethaniel had been livid when I told him what I'd done.  


 

  "You will allow more of them to walk armed around the ship at one time?"  He had almost yelled.  "They are the greatest threat that this voyage faces!"  


 

  "They have not been outwardly hostile or violent to any member of the crew yet, and I will not treat them differently from any other member of the crew until they give me reason to do so."  I'd told him.


 

  "You are a fool, Noble.  A damned fool."  He'd slammed the door to my room as he left, and I had seen little of him since.  


 

  He might have been right.  I didn't know what was happening to the black cloaks, and I was perhaps not being as cautious as I should have been.  I couldn't bring myself to treat them as lesser members of the crew, not when they were doing their part of the work and asking for almost nothing in return.  My weakness there, I knew, might come back to haunt me in the future.  


 

  I had kept up my conversations with Liet, though they had actually turned into conversations, and not one sided questioning as was the usual result of our time together.  Liet responded in rational, if not brief, sentences, and there was a spark of humanity in his eyes when he looked at me.  He had even preempted me once, and asked how I had been without me initiating the dialogue.  He had delivered the question in a cold and indifferent manner, but it was a change of pace I had not expected.  It was those conversations with Liet that made me put a, perhaps unreasonable, amount of faith in the black cloaks.


 

  When I looked into Liet's eyes, I could see the humanity shining out from inside of them.  The Fell Beast was still there, and it was powerful and deadly, but Liet was there as well.  The magic was failing, but as it left, it seemed that the part of the black cloaks that was human was growing stronger.  It made me wonder, when they had been created, which part of their being had been the most strongly repressed?  


 

  I had always assumed that it was the Fell Beast that had been locked furthest away, but perhaps it was the human free will that had been bolted most firmly beneath the trappings of magic.  The Fell Beast was all fury and power, valuable characteristics to a man with no other purpose than war, but a human could think, and would always try to find a way out of the shackles of slavery.  I was certain the Fell Beast part of them yearned for freedom as well, but which part of them would it have been most distressing to see begging for freedom?  The Beast?  The Man?  It was the man.  If we had seen a man imprisoned every time we looked at the black cloaks, could we have so easily sent them to die in our wars?  Could we have so easily ordered them to serve menial positions with no personal benefit?


 

  Of course, this was all just speculation on my part.  I didn't know for certain, and Liet had never indicated such.  For me, it became a matter of refusing to treat the black cloaks like lesser men because of what they were.  They had fought beside me through perilous situations, and seen countless numbers of their brethren fall to the fires of battle.  I would not treat them as an enemy, until they gave me some indication that they were, in fact, an enemy.  It might not be the most reasonable course of action, but it was the right course of action in my eyes.


 

  I was sitting in my cabin, contemplating the issue of the Brigade, when I felt a strange swaying in my body, and my stomach lurched ever-so-slightly.  I stood up immediately and turned to Malice who was lounging on her bed.


 

  "Did you feel that?"  I asked, making sure it hadn't just been me.


 

  "It feels like we've stopped."  She answered.


 

  "Yes . . . like we stopped."  I hadn't realized what that feeling had been until she'd put into words.  Our ship had just stopped.  Not suddenly, but gradually as thought it had just slowly drifted to a halt.  I'd been in motion so long, that it was disconcerting to not be moving.  I grabbed my sword and cloak and headed for the door.  Malice was immediately behind me, her own cloak and sword in hand.  I stopped.


 

  "You should stay below decks."  I told her.


 

  "I want to see what's happening."  She replied, and I could tell by the tone of her voice that attempting to force her to stay below decks might not be effective, and would waste a good deal of time either way.  I decided not to argue.


 

  The floor of the ship, on which Malice and I shared a room, was only was only occupied with the other Knights of Ethan, so the halls were quiet as we made our way to the upper deck.  When we got there, a good deal of the crew had already amassed.  There were at least fifty percent of the black cloaks on board the ship, as well as all the Knights and human crew.  I looked up to the ships sails, expecting to see some kind of damage, but all the sails were still there.  However, they hung limply on the masts.  


 

  It was then that I realized that there was no breeze touching my face.  I made my way to the railing and looked out over the sea.  It was as still as I'd ever seen it, for as far as the eye could see.  The sky was clear and bright, and the sun beat down, making what should have been a cold day, almost seem warm.  


 

  All thoughts and worries concerning the black cloaks fled in that moment.  We had a much more urgent problem at hand.  Telistera had warned that the winds might stop.  She'd also warned of what would happen when they did. No ship, no matter how well designed, could sail without wind.  For the first time since leaving Risthis, our ship had come to a stop.


 

  "They'll be coming."  I turned from the railing to face the speaker.  It was Telistera.  She was looking out over the ocean.  "They'll keep coming until the ship can sail again, or until we're sunk."


 

  "What do you think we should do?"  I asked the silver-eyed woman, stifling the sudden feeling of despair that threatened to overtake me.  


 

  "We need to prepare ourselves for attack, get the weapons ready to fire.  I built these ships specifically to fend off the monsters of the deep, and unfortunately we'll have to see if I've done a good enough job.  I'd planned for three ships working in unison, but we won't have that now."  Telistera said.  


 

  "Our ship is so huge.  Whatever is down there can't be big enough to fight a vessel of this size."  Malice said from where she stood at my side.


 

  Telistera smiled wanly.  "The largest of them bit one of our ships in half in a single pass."


 

  Malice went pale.  I had already heard that story, and though I believed Telistera, I could not imagine any creature so large actually existed.  While my trust for Telistera told me it must be so, my mind failed to fathom the reality of the situation.  I had seen the black drakes, and they were massive, but these creatures of the deep, if Telistera described them accurately, were far larger than those.  That such creatures could survive anywhere in our world seemed unbelievable.  


 

  "They move very slowly, and we will see them coming from a long ways off.  That is the only advantage we have.  If we can get the ship underway, we can outrun them.  If we can't get underway, we can use our weapons before they get dangerously close.  If we can hurt them enough, they might leave us be."  Telistera's words were meant as encouragement, but it was hard to think positively in the face of such a monstrous opponent.  


 

  "Maybe they won't come."  Malice said, echoing a thought that had just been teasing through my own head.  "The sea is massive.  Maybe they won't find us before the wind picks up again."


 

  I held that hope as well, but the look on Telistera's face dashed much of my confidence.  I could tell before she even spoke that such luck was unlikely, at least in her eyes.  


 

  "That is a possibility."  She said, but her eyes said that it was a remote possibility.  It was time for us to wait and watch.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  We waited, time passing in an exquisite parity of its usual fleeting self.  A day passed, and then another, and still no wind came to fill our sails.  The crew, even the normally stoic black cloaks, were growing agitated.  There was an unpleasant tension in the air, colored by a fear of the unknown, and Telistera's even more potent fear of the known.  She carried herself well, but those who had spent any time with her could see the unease resting upon her shoulders.  Her silver eyes, which were so difficult to read, held a strange, paranoid edge.  


 

  Our ship, though driven by those most would consider monsters, was crewed by those who'd started their lives as human men and women, and even the Black Patch Brigade, those of us least tied to what we once were, still held some semblance of humanity.  No man, woman or child could have faced that situation without some sense of fear.  We sat waiting to be consumed by a beast of legend come to life.  We were forced to accept that not only were sea monsters real, but that they might very well be creeping towards us from the endless depths in which we were trapped. 


 

  The third day dawned, the horizon blistered red and purple, the light casting ominous shadows across the surface of the deck.  The voice of the lookout in the high-watch called loud and piercing, shattering the quiet that had settled on the ship over the previous two days.  


 

  "Movement to port!"  He was a human man.  I didn't know his real name, but I knew him by face.  He was friendly, and a hard worker.  His crew mates called him Sticky, I'd been told, because he was so sure footed climbing up and down the masts and lines of ships.  I'd never imagined hearing such a terrible portent from a man named "Sticky."


 

  The crew made their way to the port side deck, everyone gathering and straining their eyes to catch a glimpse of what had caught the attention of the watch.  It was Tower who saw it first.  He pointed.  


 

  "I can see it, just barely.  It's still far away, but it's coming in this direction, no doubt about that."  His voice was grim, and his face seemed paler than it normally was.  Again, fear.


 

  "Sticky," I called to the high-watch.  "can you guess as to how long we have until it gets here?"  


 

  "An hour, maybe less.  It's hard to say, Noble.  It's easier to judge things moving on the surface of the water, this just looks like a bubble with only part at the surface.  If the water wasn't so still. . ."  His words trailed off.  


 

  "Telistera?"  I called.  Her voice answered from a little way down the deck.


 

  "That's it.  It travels just below the surface, but it'll come further out of the water as it gets closer."  She said, her voice had taken on an unearthly calm.  "We should man the port guns, and prep the sinker cannon."


 

  I'd heard of the sinker cannon, but I did not know what it was, or what it did.  I knew that it was a downward facing weapon that could fire below the deck of the ship but I wasn't sure about how that functioned practically.  Telistera had seen to its installation, and she was certain of its importance.  That was good enough for me.  


 

  "How can you be sure it will attack from port?  What if it swings around, and comes from another side?"  It was the voice of another of the human crew.  Who exactly, I couldn't' tell amidst the crowd.


 

  "It won't swing around.  It's not worried about strategy, and it's not afraid of us or anything else on this ocean.  It has no reason to fear.  It will not deviate from its course.  They never do."  Telistera's answer silenced any more questions.  


 

  "To battle ready positions, men."  I gave the order over the silence, and the crew exploded into motion.  The men on duty knew where they were supposed to be, and everyone got there as quickly as they could.  In doing their duty, they could take their minds off of the situation for at least a few moments. 


 

  The main mast was levered such that it could be folded down, and that preparation was underway.  I had never known why Telistera had designed such a difficult feature into the ship, but she had explained that it was to keep the mast from shearing off during an attack.  As the men prepared the ship for battle, the great mast tucked down, the sail folding away with it.  Without the sail up, the ship really did seem vulnerable, though I knew the windless fabric offered no real protection.  


 

  I felt a pressure at my side, and knew without looking that it was Malice.  In times of trouble, she was always as close to me as she could possibly be.  I turned to face her. She was looking out over the port railing, her hood pulled low so I couldn't see the expression on her face.  I felt no shaking in her body.  She was as firm at my side as ever she was.  The only indication that she was at all anxious was how close she'd gotten to me, but perhaps she was doing that for my benefit?  As that thought struck me, it occurred to me that maybe something of the old Malice was beginning to return.  


 

  "We've fought monsters before.  This one will be no different."  I told her, trying to infuse as much confidence into my voice as possible.  I spoke loudly, so all those around me could hear, though the comment was primarily for Malice's benefit.  Being in charge meant that I had to put on a brave face, even when I felt terrified inside.  Of all times, it was in the face of death that being calm was most important.  


 

  No one had ever told me that, but I had seen it in those around me throughout my life.  I had seen it in Tempest, the Knight of Ethan who had fought off the Shao Geok to save Kyeia and myself years before.  I had seen it so often in Malice, throughout the years, when we'd fought in battles that could have easily been our last, and even as she stood by me at that moment, apparently stoic and at ease.  That calm, Lucidil had possessed it, Ethaniel possessed it, all of the great men and women I'd known had mastered it.  It was my turn to try.  I wouldn't know if I succeeded, because there was no mark by which to compare, but if I did succeed, my men would fight better.  They would be stronger in the face of fear.  We all might survive yet another battle.  


 

  So, with fear biting away at my spirit, I stood with my back stiff, my shoulders firm, and my eyes fixed on the coming threat.  I kept my face as calm and indifferent as possible, and told myself, "This is just another battle, and you do not lose in battle.  You are unstoppable.  You will save Kaylien."  


 

  "I know.  Lowin never loses."  I heard Malice say, and for a moment I thought she was talking directly to my inner voice, but then I realized that she was actually replying to what I'd said a few moments before.  


 

  "Never."  I agreed.  At the horizon, and moving with slow but meaningful progress, the great bulge in the Seep was now obvious for everyone to see. 


 

  Time no longer passed slowly.  It seemed that the great swell moving towards us came with increasing speed as it grew nearer.  It wasn't until it began to draw close that I fully came to appreciate just how large it was.  Our ship was massive, but the swell that approached us, and whatever lay beneath it, was several times the size of our ship.


 

  The water, normally a brilliant blue-green under the light of the sun, was black where the bubble began.  A low rumble coursed through the water, and the vibrations hit our ship and made the timber groan in reply.  The depth of the sound was such that it made my bones shake inside my skin.  


 

  "Stand strong!"  I called out to the men standing on deck.  I had felt the bone chilling sound all the way to the core of my person, and I was sure everyone else had felt the same.  If ever they needed encouragement, it was then.  The mass grew larger, and suddenly the bubble broke, and something began to emerge from the water, still multiple ship lengths away from us.


 

  "Listen for Telistera's signal.  Do not fire until you have Telistera's word!"  I called out loudly.  They all knew what to do, but in times of stress people could make mistakes.  By reaffirming the orders, I was both establishing a verbal presence that let the crew know I was still leading, and reaffirming the orders, making sure that everyone remembered what they were supposed to be doing during the most stressful of times.


 

  A massive form erupted up from the depths of the ocean, stretching upward into the sky as though an entire castle, some impossibly large structure, was clawing its way up from the depths of the sea.  The ocean heaved in answer to its movement, and for the first time in a long while, the entire ship moved across the surface of the water, propelled by the wave produced by the demon creature emerging from the ocean waters.  


 

  Though I had seen many monsters in my life, I had witnessed none as terrible as what drew itself up from the depths of the Great Salt Seep.  Its body was a gray so dark that it was almost black, but for its underside that was a sickly gray-white.  It stretched as long as four or more ships the size of ours, and was wider at the mouth than any ship was long, bow to stern.  It had fins that were larger that our ship by far.  Stranger still, it had no eyes, but depthless pits along its fore-body, deep black holes, each large enough to swallow a smaller vessel, puncturing the skin like tunnels to the beast's insides.  There were six of these holes, three on each side of the creature's terrible head. 


 

  Around its mouth were appendages, long and reaching, like massive writhing snakes, but barbed with vicious claws that looked sharp enough to rend flesh, wood, and possibly metal.  It mouth, though, was the worst part of all.  As it drew closer it opened that orifice, and I looked into the depths of a horror I had never before imagined.  Its teeth were layered, each larger than two hands put together, and there were thousands upon thousands of them lining its mouth, and going back into the darkness of its insides.  By some mechanism of life that I have never before witnessed, those teeth churned about inside of the thing's maw, undulating in a fashion that I knew would devastate anything that came in contact with them.  The beast was bearing down upon us.


 

  "Men, make ready!"  I called out loudly so that my voice could clear the sound of crashing water, and that terrible bass rumble that I took to be the voice of the monster before us.  To their credit, no man had yet fired their cannon.  The ship had been tossed by the wave from the beast rising out of the water, but we still faced it on the port side.  I was relieved.  I had feared we would be turned in the suddenly turbulent waters.  Our cannons were ready.  We were just waiting on Telistera's word.  I looked to the silver-eyed woman.  She seemed surprisingly calm, but I could see the sheen of sweat on her brow.  She was terrified.  I thought no less of her for that.


 

  I was terrified as well.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I have never felt so completely powerless before, as I did in the face of that monster of the sea.  I drew my sword and stood transfixed as it approached, though I quickly sheathed my weapon again, realizing it would do nothing against the foe before me.  My strength would be as meaningless to that beast, as a leaf is to an autumn breeze.  I had faced opponents of such monstrous size that men considered them nigh indestructible, but the dragon of the ocean was a beast to rule all others.  


 

  Cavernous jaws, wide enough to engulf a portion of the ship, gaped off the port railing.  As they loomed nearer, I found myself suddenly certain that I was staring into the abyss of death.  A deep bass rumble sounded once more, and the world reverberated, shaking so hard that even my vision trembled.


 

  "Fire port cannons!"  I heard Telistera yell.  Her voice was followed by the explosive percussion of our ship's armaments.  They were twice as powerful as normal ship cannons, but would they have any effect against the enemy before us?  I would have my answer soon enough.


 

  I did not see the cannonballs in flight, but I saw the damage their impacts wrought upon the beast.  The heavy metal shot tore away massive pieces of flesh, many larger than any three or four men combined.  Where the leaden projectiles hit inside the creatures mouth, teeth shattered and skin ripped like fabric under a sharp knife.  Another bass note tore through the air, shaking the boat, and making me feel as though my bones were trying to jump out of my skin.  I knew that the cannon teams would be readying to fire again.  Time was getting short.  The creature was still drawing nearer.  It had not slowed in its progression.  Our weapons, for all the damage they had dealt, had not fazed our attacker.


 

  The sun was still low in the sky, and as the beast drew nearer, its massive bulk blocked out the light, so that it seemed suddenly dark.  Morning had become night in an instant.  I did not know how much time passed, but cannon fire shook the ship once more, again tearing into putrid gray flesh, and again not slowing the creature's advance.  Our cannons would get one, maybe two, more shots before it was upon us, and any further shooting would be done directly into the monster as it devoured our vessel. 


 

  "How did your people escape when this happened?"  I asked Telistera while we stood in the shadow of death, the smell of cannon powder filling the air, as well as a terrible rotting stench coming from the mouth of the beast before us.


 

  "Our people did not escape.  No ship that was targeted by those demons broke free, Noble.  Not one."  Her words were like the chiming of a burial bell, clear and infinitely heart rending.  


 

  The percussive sound of our cannons firing again filled the air, for a moment, dulling the terrible bass rumble that threatened to rend our ship apart before the creature was even upon us.  The gaping mouth of the thing now loomed overhead, and I could see with exquisite detail the undulating teeth within that terrible maw.  I felt a pressure at my side.  


 

  "Laouna, get below decks."  I yelled, realizing that I did not want her to see what was coming.  "Clear the deck!"  I called to the crew in general.  The creature was upon us, and being atop the ship was no longer a good idea.  The crew fled at my command, the few top-side cannons abandoned.  Those below deck might get another chance to fire, and we still had Telistera's secret weapon.  Would we get a chance to use it before our ship was consumed?  


 

  While the crew was running below decks, I noticed that Laouna was still at my side.  The sound of cannon fire echoed again, and I looked up, and toward the port rail.  All I could see was the terrifying jaws of the demon that wanted to consume our craft and everyone aboard.  I would not go below until everyone else was safe.


 

  "Laouna, get below decks.  Go to our quarters."  I told her again, this time more firmly. 


 

  "I'm not going to leave you."  She said.  


 

  "Get below decks, now."  I told her again, anger touching my voice.  I wanted her to be safe, or at least some place safer than where we stood at that moment.  I was certain we were going to die, and I did not want to see her death.  So long as I could believe that she was safely below decks, in our room, I could keep functioning, but if she perished before me, I knew I would lose myself entirely.


 

  "I don't want to die alone, Lowin." She pleaded, her eyes welling up with tears.


 

  "Below decks now!"  I shouted, that Fell Beast part of me coming through in my voice, making it a dangerous growl.  She started, looked at me with eyes wide with shock, and then turned and fled down the hatch amidst the crowd of crew members.  She was gone, and I felt little better for it.  Would those be the last words I said to her?  What if I did not see her again before. . .


 

  I made myself stop that thought before I finished it.  We would not die.  


 

  "Everyone off the deck!"  I yelled once more, though the last few people were already filtering below.  They did not need my encouragement.  The great jaws were descending, falling slowly through the air towards the ship.  What more could I do out in the open myself?  I looked around to make certain everyone was below, and then I retreated.  I stood at the door for a moment, and watched as the massive mouth of the creature collapsed upon our ship.  Those terrible teeth, churning and grinding, would soon be rending our vessel to dust and debris.  The entire ship shook as the powerful jaws took hold.  I closed the door and went below.  The creature's mouth had latched onto nearly a quarter of our ship.  


 

  The crew, black cloaks, Knights, and humans, lined the halls, those that were not manning cannons.  All eyes were on me, as though they expected I would have something insightful, or hopeful to say.  At that moment, I should have had something to give them, words, a smile, anything, but though I searched myself for some tiny morsel to hand them, I could find nothing.  


 

  "To the cannons, I want every cannon that can hit that thing, firing."  I said quietly, but it was loud enough.  People heard and they sprang to action.  I had only told them to do what was logical, but apparently it had been what they needed.  I looked for Malice, but I did not see her among the crew in the hall.  I made my way downward, to the bowels of the ship.  Telistera would be there, along with our one remaining, untried weapon.  The ship rocked ominously around me, and the sound of wood splintering echoed through the hull.  Would we stay afloat, or be dragged to the bottom of the sea?


 

  I found Telistera where I thought I would, in the very bottom of the ship.  She was near the firing mechanism for the sinker cannon, and I immediately knew something was wrong.  She was flustered, and for the first time ever, I saw outward panic on her face.  There were two black cloaks standing near her, watching her, and they too looked uneasy.  It was strange seeing them so.  


 

  "Telistera?"  I asked as I approached.  The hull groaned loudly around us, and a loud crack sounded from somewhere far away.  How much time did we have left?  I didn't know, but I guessed it wasn't much.  


 

  "The firing mechanism is locked from the outside."  Telistera explained, without me needing to prompt her at all.  "We locked it at the dock when we loaded it, for the safety of the crew there.  When we left, because of the trouble we had, we never unlocked it.  We can't fire the weapon.  She slammed her fist on the wood console in front of her.  The wood there groaned at her abuse, but did not give.  I only hoped the rest of the ship was holding up so well.  It was a strong ship.


 

  "Can this be fixed?"  I asked, trying to maintain my outward calm.  The news that our final weapon wasn't working, was a devastating hit.


 

  "The locking pins need to be pulled from outside the hull.  Until then, we can't aim, and we can't fire."  To punctuate her words, another loud crack sounded, and was followed by the sounds of surprisingly large amounts of water gushing into places that no water should be.  


 

  "Tell me what I need to do, and I'll go out and do it."  I told her.  It was a rash decision, but circumstances were dire.  I had no desire to leave the ship, but soon enough it would be destroyed, along with everyone aboard it.  I wasn't ready to lose them all.  Their lives were my responsibility, and more, if the ship sank, Kay would have no one left to save her.  


 

  "You can't go out there, you'll be eaten alive.  What will. . ."  The hull creaked loudly and another splintering crack sounded from somewhere distant.  


 

  "Tell me now, and tell me fast Telistera, how do I do what needs to be done?  Once you've explained it to me, get as many men fixing punctures as you can until I get the weapon ready.   Do you understand?"  I filled my voice with command, and Telistera nodded numbly.


 

  She pulled out a technical drawing from beside the wooden firing console and showed me the points that were secured by pins.  Three pins were in place to lock the cannon in its tucked away position, and one pin locked the firing mechanism from engaging.  I would need to remove all four, from the underside of the ship, before we could use the cannon.


 

  "Noble, you should send someone else.  With your arm you're not . . ." Telistera began, but I stopped her with an upheld hand.  


 

  "I'll not order anyone to do this.  When I have the pins undone, I will knock three times on the cannon barrel.  Listen for knocking, and fire when you hear it."  I told her firmly.  Unlike when I had sent Ethaniel and Snow over the wall at Risthis, this was a task that would likely prove fatal.  I would not order another in my place, not when I knew the risks.


 

  "We can't fire until you're well clear of the ship.  This blast is far stronger than . . ." She began, but I stopped her again.


 

  "Give me to the count of twenty, and then fire one way or the other."  The ship groaned all around us, and creaked loudly.  "Twenty, and no more."  I turned and started away.  I put on speed instantly, letting my body accelerate with every step.  I had to be fast.   Time was short.  I had to go back up on deck, and then go over the railing and down underneath the ship.  I was not an experienced swimmer, but that didn't matter.  I would do what had to be done.  I had to do it.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Deckward I flew, stopping only long enough to trade out my sword for a long knife, and to leave my cloak behind.  As much as I found comfort in my sword and cloak, I knew they would be no assistance to me in the depthless waters of the sea.  I fastened the knife sheath to my right leg, and tore forward again.  The world blurred about me, and within half a minute of my conversation with Telistera, I was approaching the final door that would lead me back out onto the exterior of the ship.


 

  I exited onto the deck on the starboard side of the vessel.  The ascension was a difficult one, with the boat rocking precariously, and the hull shaking with constant bass reverberations.  The scene on deck was a nightmare.  The sea monster was latched on to our ship, its hungering gape working at the wood.  I could hear the grinding of its teeth biting into the material of our ship, and wondered how much damage had already been wrought.  All told, nearly a quarter of the ship was already engulfed in the creature's rending maw.  If not for the exceptional strength of our craft, I knew that we would be destroyed already.  No normal boat would have withstood such a terrible fury.


 

  The massive dark pits, those holes in the creature's head that seemed to take the place of its eyes, were like voids staring into me as I gazed upon the ruin that was devouring the ship Telistera had built.  I was transfixed, but only for a second, and then I tore my attention free and made my way to the starboard railing.  I looked over.  


 

  The distance to the water below seemed immense from on high, but I did not hesitate.  I tossed one of the rope ladders over the side and plunged downward, using the rope only so much as I needed to keep myself from impacting the water with dangerous force.  That salty water was bitter cold as it touched my body.  It was the sort of chill that reached directly through your skin and into the muscle below.  I knew, should I survive, I would be hard pressed to shake that frost from my bones.  I took a breath and plunged beneath the surface.  The water, where it was touched by the sun, was clear and bright, though it descended forever downward, into a darkness so absolute, that it was impossible not to feel intimidated by the immensity.  Was there any end to that pit?  I wasn't certain.  


 

  I ignored the abyss, and dragged myself along the bottom of the ship, using my clawed hand and feet to make progress.  It was slow going, despite my best attempt to propel myself forward with haste.  I tried to use my body's uncanny speed, but it did not work right under the water.  The friction of the water around me made my movements imprecise, and wasted a lot of energy.  With practice I might master it, but I hoped my actions would need never be repeated.  By the time I reached the cannon, I was already growing concerned about my ability to hold my breath.  How long had I been under?  Maybe a minute, certainly no more than that, and a good deal of it wasted scrambling and trying to figure out how best to move.   It was surprising how long so short a time could seem.


 

  I found the first of the four pins quickly enough, and set to work on removing it.  It was one of the pins that locked the cannon into place under the ship, so that it couldn't swing out while in dock and snag on the relatively shallow ground below.  It was stuck tight, and I had to leverage my entire body against the ship to pull it free.  The ship shook and groaned while I worked, a protest at the abuse wrought by its attacker.  I looked toward the port side once, and saw the massive form of the beast from below, its white-gray belly stretching out until it was consumed by the relative murkiness of the water.  I did not look that direction again.  If it had been terrifying to see from above, it was more so in the world below the water.  I was in the creature's domain.


 

  The first pin came free, my lungs were beginning to burn.  I realized, with distress, that I would need to go up for air before I took out another pin.  I didn't want to, but my heart was beginning to pound heavily in my ears, and I could feel a sense of panic welling up inside of me.  I reached for the edge of the cannon mount, and was about to pull myself across the ship when something grabbed my ankle and tugged downwards.  


 

  In my surprise and terror, I lost my grip on the ship.  Before I was even certain what was happening, I felt myself being dragged into the icy depths.  I looked down.  There was a strange fish-like animal below me, with black eyes and a fierce mouth full of sharp teeth.  It looked like a natural denizen of the sea, larger than a man, a body with fins and a powerful tail, fins that were pointed and lethal looking, but the creature had arms, or at least some semblance of arms, at its sides, below its side flukes.  It had grabbed a hold of my leg with one of its pincered hands, and was carrying me into the waiting black below.


 

  I tried to pull my leg away, but the creature's grip did not give.  My lungs were burning even worse.  In desperation I drew my dagger and dived at the fish-man thing.  It took no notice of my struggling, at least until the moment my knife pierced its head.  I drove the blade in with all the force I could muster, and its foul black eyes rolled back in its head.  Its mouth, full of sharp little teeth gaped open, but it did not release its grip.  Its body was floating downward, and it was taking me with it.  I tried to swim away, but it was too heavy, even in the water.  


 

  There was a fire burning in my chest.


 

  I swung downward with all of my might, hacking at the beast's clawed appendage again and again.  Each stroke of my blade stole more air from my lungs.  The world was growing dim before my eyes.  Three more pins.  I had three more pins to free.  


 

  In the darkness there were spots of color.  


 

  Panic. 


 

  I gashed at my dead tormentor's arm again and again, striking my leg once in my mad dash to free myself.  Then, as suddenly as it had grabbed me, the thing's weight was gone.  It was too late.  I couldn't control the impulse overwhelming me any longer.  I felt my mouth open, and I breathed in hard, taking in a mouthful, then a lung-full, of the briny green liquid.


 



  Something peculiar happened then.  I should have died, but I didn't.  I felt the pain in my chest lessen, and the burning began to flee.  The colored spots fled from my vision, and then the darkness.  I found myself sucking in another lung full of water, and pushing it out.  It was difficult to do, but for some reason there was air in the water.  My lungs were drawing air where there shouldn't be any.  I was as a fish, drawing air from the cold brine.  Without knowing why, I was suddenly certain that this was another aspect of my body's unusual ability to adapt to hostile environments.   Certainly no other had ever experienced such a rapid change, but how else could I explain my ability to breathe water?  I swam back to the ship cannon, and set to work on the next of the three remaining pins.  I couldn't be certain what incredible break in fortune was allowing me to survive when I should certainly have died, but I would not let such good luck go to waste.


  I had to use my knife to pry the second pin free, and the next one.  I finally came to the last.  It seemed as though I had been under water for hours, but I knew it was probably closer to four or five minutes.  For the ship, being torn apart by the great monster of the sea, it might as well have been hours.  The last pin was the hardest to reach.  I was forced to wedge myself behind the cannon to find a grip on it, and when I finally did get a hold, it was difficult to get leverage to pull the pin out.  I pulled with all the strength I could muster, and was rewarded.  The final pin came free in my hand.  I tucked it into my belt-pack with the others, and pulled out my knife.


  I hammered on the barrel of the cannon three times to signal Telistera that it was time to fire, and turned to flee back towards the starboard side of the ship.  The cannon was already turning to fire at our gigantic attacker.  Something grabbed my ankle.  I looked down.  It was another of those monsters, like the one I'd just killed.  Again it started to drag me downward, slowly.  I twisted my grip on my knife, and swung to attack it.  Time was counting down.  How long before they fired the cannon?  Would I be far enough away when it happened?  I struck out at the fish-creature, and felt a hand grab at my hair.  I twisted in the water and came face to face with another of the wretched beasts.  Its mouth was agape, its black eyes, dark and soulless, bore into my face with obvious hunger.  I struck out violently, my knife tearing through the creatures head.  A gout of blood filled the water, and that creature jerked, spasming, and releasing my hair in the process.  It drifted downward and away.  The other creature, having seen what just transpired, tugged harder at my leg.  


  I began to bend down to strike at it.  A ripple passed through the water around me.  Time, how much time was left?  Pressure hit me, a force so strong that everything in the world rippled and distorted, and then a dull rumble was everywhere.  The entire sea about me seemed to be groaning and throbbing.  My ears rang, and then I was struck by a devastating force of pressure and everything fell away from me.  


  I struggled to remain conscious, but there was no way I could do so.  I felt myself being pushed through the water, as though thrown through the air, and then there was nothing but the absolute darkness of the great abyss.  My last thought, before total blackness consumed all thought, was that I had fallen to the bottom of the sea, and I would never return from that great darkness.


   


   


   


  There was a light in the darkness, and in front of that light was the hulking form of a Fell Beast, a dark outline against the brightness of the glow beyond.  It stood over me, back turned away.  A single arm stretched out from its right side.  Its left shoulder terminated abruptly, as did mine.  As I stirred, it turned to me and I caught a glint of a circle of bright red fur on its wrist.  


  "I'm dead."  I said, my voice a rasp.


  "Not yet."  A growling reply came, and then the illusion shattered, and I felt burning pain from all over my body.  The form of the Fell Beast vanished, and was replaced by the face of Snow, leaning over me, her features framed by the dim light of a torch.  


  "He's awake."  I heard her say, though her voice was almost blocked out by a loud ringing in both of my ears.  I heard movement from somewhere else, and I turned to look.  There were others in the room, but one of the shapes, blurry and indistinct to my eyes, got up and left as I struggled to make sense of what was happening about me.  Through the ringing hiss in my ears, I heard the door shut behind whoever had departed.  A hand on my shoulder brought my eyes back to Snow.  There was a look of relief on her features, unshed tears behind the pink-tinged windows to her soul.  I didn't understand her.  She had betrayed me to a situation that could have killed me, but there she stood, her features tortured by worry.


  "How do you feel?"  It was Silver who spoke, though I couldn't immediately see her.  Things beyond my immediate vicinity were blurry, difficult to make out. 


  "I hurt . . . ears are ringing . . . vision blurry."  I said.  I found that my voice was raspy, so dry that it felt like it was cutting my throat as I spoke.  


  Silver moved into my line of sight.  She looked tired.  


  "When we found you, we thought you were dead.  The impact wave from the cannon threw you a good way out to sea.  You were floating face down in the water.  When we pulled you aboard, and discovered that you were alive, there was so little of you undamaged, that we were certain you would be dead within the day.  Here we are, less than a single day later, and you're already awake."  Silver said, shrugging as if she couldn't make any sense of it, and didn't wish to try.


  At her words, the events leading up to my injuries came back clearly, and I sat upright in bed, my head spun as I did, and I almost collapsed back into the pillows and blankets from which I'd just risen.


  "The ship?  What's the situation?"  I asked, my voice no better than it had been.  The ringing intensified as I sat up.  I could feel my body burning, parts of me healing that I had not even known I could damage.


  "The beast is gone.  The wind recovered while we were making repairs.  We're underway again, though patching and pumping are ongoing.  Most of our emergency supplies for repairing the ship are used, especially tar and wood braces.  We're still taking on water slowly in some parts of the hull, but we've assigned teams of men to work the pumps to keep the water out.  As long as we keep our eyes on the problem, we should be able to manage it."  It was Snow who answered me this time.  I did not meet her eyes.  


  Someone handed me a glass of water, and I took it, looking up to see the face of whoever had done so.  My hand nearly froze halfway to the cup.  It was Liet, his fierce eyes, not as fierce as they generally were.


  "Thank you, Liet."  I said, taking the cup from the black cloak.  He nodded his head, but did not reply.  Liet should have either been on duty, or back in his quarters.  As one of the Brigade, it was not normal behavior for him to worry about my injuries, even if I was his king.  However, I found myself pleased that he was there.  There was one face that was not among those around.  One that I had expected, and that I wanted to see above all others.  My vision was slowly clearing, but Malice was not in the room from what I could tell.  I remembered my last words with her the day before, and winced.


  "You should keep resting.  You're not fully healed yet."  It was Silver's voice.  She had been trained in battlefield medicine.  She was the closest thing to a healer our ship had.  I downed my glass of water in a single heavy swallow, feeling the rejuvenating liquid course through my system.  I placed the cup on the table at the side of my bed.  I swung my feet out over the edge of the bed and stood up, though everyone watching seemed to wince as I did so.


  "I've rested too long already.  I want to see the damage to the ship myself."  My legs felt a little shaky, so I stepped lightly as I moved, making sure each foot was well planted before moving the next.  


  "As the ship's healer . . ." Silver began, but I cut her off.


  "You are well qualified to give advice, but I am far from the normal patient, Silver.  I heal better on my feet."  I used a tone of voice that had an edge of command to it.  


  Silver shook her head.  "Ethaniel was right.  You really are a damned fool."  She smiled, and that took the sting out of her words.  I couldn't count the number of times I'd heard that exact phrase from the first Knight.  I noted that he was not present, but was not surprised.  He had other business to manage.  Really, of those who'd gathered; Snow, Silver, Liet and Tower, only Silver needed to be there.  


  "How is the crew?"  I asked, perhaps belatedly.  I didn't think anyone had died, but then I couldn't know for certain.


  "The crew is fine.  You were the only person to suffer any injuries during the attack."


  ". . . we killed the beast?"  I queried with uncertainty.


  All faces looked uneasy at that question.


  Liet answered.  "It lives.  Injured, scared it away.  Silver-eyed woman says it would come again, but the winds will carry us beyond it."  His voice was gruff, but his answer was well expressed.  


  I looked at him for a moment.  We'd all seen the changes in the black cloaks, but never had they been so clear.  All pretense of what they'd been before seemed gone.  If the Black Patch Brigade had been keeping it to themselves that they were changing, Liet was quickly dispelling any such deception.  


  "Let us hope, then, that the winds do not waver again."  The ringing in my ears was beginning to fade, and I could hear the creaking of the ship underway.  It was a comforting sound.  


  "What should I see first?"  I asked Silver.  


  "There is very little that needs your personal attention, Noble.  The repairs are mostly finished, and the ship is sailing as normal.  Personally viewing the repairs will not make them hold any better."  She answered.  I knew her words were true, but I felt that I had not done my part to help the ship recover from the damage.  While the others had worked, I had slept.  That grated on me.  


  "Perhaps it would do well by the crew to see you up and about."  Silver said, after a short pause.  "We can start with the bottom deck.  Repairs are still going on there.  We'll work our way up to the upper deck from there, but if you get tired, or need to rest, make sure you let me know."


  I smiled, though the expression was far from heartfelt.  "I'll be fine."


  Silver looked skeptical.


  Snow seemed about on the verge to say something, but I turned my back to her and walked out of the room.  Silver followed me out, and then took the lead.  I stepped into place behind her, happy to let her play the guide.  My thoughts were a mess, and my body ached and burned as it righted itself.  


  I was not treating Snow fairly.  Or was I?  She had betrayed me.  It wasn't her betrayal that hurt.  It was that it was her who had committed the betrayal.  I trusted so few as much as I had her, and so her betrayal was much harder for me to overcome.  I wanted to be able to accept her again, but every time I looked at her, I felt resentment.  Would I ever see her as I once had?  I wasn't certain that was possible.


  Malice's absence wore heavily upon me as well.  I should have been overjoyed to have survived the great monster's attack, and that the ship had withstood, and that all the crew were well.  Instead, I felt as empty as I ever had.  Perhaps she had been busy.  There was much to do aboard ship, and if Malice was on duty, then she would have had to work instead of sitting at my bedside.  I knew that wasn't true.  Malice did as she pleased, responsibilities be damned.  Really, why should I expect her to stay at my bedside anyway?  It wasn't as though I owned her.  She was free to do as she wanted.  Certainly I had not been the most loyal to her over the years.  I'd had my nights with Snow.  


  It might be better for her to move on beyond me.  Certainly I had not made the lives of my friends and supporters any easier over the years.  All of these thoughts did nothing to lessen the pain that welled up inside of me.  My physical hurts seemed as nothing to the emotional turmoil that churned within.  


  I just wanted my life back.  I wanted my cabin in the woods, with Malice, and Kaylien, and Wisp.  Poor Wisp.  She was gone forever, another friend burned up in the flame that was my existence.  I wore too many deaths about my shoulders.  The weight of them all was greater than any other burden I had to carry.  


  My only hope for salvation, the only chance I had left to reclaim some semblance of my life, lay yet ahead of me.  I needed to find Kay, and be the father to her that I should have always been.  How old would she be when I finally found her again?  Fourteen, fifteen...old enough to marry in some places.  Too much time had been lost.  


  My vision sharpened to perfection, and the ringing fled from my ears.  I would carry on.  When I finally found Kay, at least I could tell her that I had never given up.  I had spent every moment since she'd been taken, trying to find her and bring her home.  I hoped that would be enough to help heal the rift that time had opened up between us.  I feared it would not.  


   


   


   


  The damages had been far worse than I'd imagined.  Snow had not over estimated the situation.  Our repair supplies were critically low, and our ship still had problems.  The sails had been entirely replaced.  Much of the rope used for tensioning and control had needed to be completely thrown away and refitted.  The hull had taken extensive patching.  We would not be able to survive another barrage of such damage.  On top of all of the damage, we only had two more shots for the sinker cannon.  


  Telistera's ship was an amazing testament to ship crafting.  That it had survived for so long against a beast of such terrible immensity and power, was proof of the silver-eyed woman's design choices.  That we all still lived was yet another proof.  It was difficult to find joy in those facts, however, when I considered that more than half of our journey still lay ahead of us.  A dark mood settled over me.


  I returned to my room, after my tour of the ship, at Silver's recommendation.  In truth, I felt fine.  My injuries, what were left of them, were mostly healed already.  I took her advice anyway, hoping to find Malice waiting for me.  I reached the door to our shared quarters with some trepidation.  My ears, ever acute, could pick out no sounds coming from beyond.  I placed my hand upon the wood surface, as if by will alone I might discern the contents of the room beyond.  What would I do if I opened the door and found our shared space to have become only my space?  


  That was a fool's question, I knew.  I would go in, and I would be alone.  I had not found myself without company in a long time, but it would be my own fault if I did find myself alone.  I had been harsh with my words too many times.  I had no right to expect anything else.  I reached down to the door handle.  The metal felt like ice against my palm.  I twisted it, and pushed the door open.  Darkness waited within.  


  There was no light on in the room, and even my sensitive eyes could not discern details in complete darkness.  I stepped inside the room, pulling the door quietly shut behind me.  My eyes could track motion, even in a completely dark place.  Other than the slight sway of mobile objects in time with the movement of the ship, nothing stirred.  I heard no breathing, and saw no telltale signs of living movement.  I walked to the lamp that set upon my desk.  I touched its base, and the magic that fueled it crept to life.  Light burst into the room, not a lot, but more than enough for me to see that my room was, for all intensive purposes, empty.  


  Both beds lay made.  Someone had even reassembled mine after I'd gotten up from my injuries earlier, but whoever that had been, there was no sign of them in the room any longer.  What I feared had come to pass.  I was alone.  Malice was gone.  


  I cried then, though I told myself it was a foolish thing to do.  It wasn't as though I would never see her again.  She was still aboard the ship, and she probably wouldn't stay mad at me forever.  At least, I hoped that she would not, but in that moment, I felt as alone as I had not felt since my time imprisoned.  That brought back more memories, memories that chipped away at my fragile mental state.


  I remembered Wisp, and how she had been so good with Kaylien, when the girl was still a baby.  She would have made a fine mother herself.  Of course, females of the Knights of Ethan were denied the physical necessities of child birth, but she still would have made a good parent.  I touched the scars on my face, the vertical lines that would forever remind me of my lost sister.  We had first met as enemies, but before her end, I had been as close to her as anyone else at the time, closer than most.


  I remembered first meeting Snow.  She had been an enemy at first as well, an agent of the kingdom I rallied against, sent to take advantage of my loneliness, but she had proved herself much more over the years.  Snow had fought hard with me, and proven an invaluable companion in the hardest of situations.  At least she had been such a companion, until she'd. . .


  I let that thought trail off.  It mattered little.  For the time being I was alone.  I had done a terrific job at chasing away those unlucky enough to get too close to me.  I was beginning to believe that it was in my nature to foolishly hurt those I was closest to.  Perhaps, I thought, it would be better for all involved if I kept my distance from others.  They had all done so much for me already, what more could I ask of any of them?


  A sudden rage took me, a fire burning from within, coursing from my heart and out through my flesh.  It was as though all the darkness locked within me was manifesting.  I grabbed the small magical lamp before me and tossed it across the room.  It shattered into dust against the wall, the light fading so that the darkness within me was matched once more by the darkness without.  I did not stop there.  I was overcome by a need to destroy.


  I tore my bed from the floor, where it was bolted, and tossed it through the air.  Bolted though it was, against my terrible strength there was no resistance.  With my claws I ran from wall to wall, thrashing and shredding the world about me.  Everything I touched, I broke.  Every piece of furniture, every bit of linen, every shelf and sheet I destroyed because it was the only way to answer the dark within me.  It asked, "Why does it hurt so much to be alone?"  I answered with another howl of rage, and more carnage.  I did not stop, could not stop.  


  I pulled the second bed from its bindings and flung it across the room.  It shattered against the wall.  Malice's things were gone.  Her pack, her spare clothes, the room was empty but for my few possessions, and I cared nothing for them.  I cared nothing for myself.  I destroyed, and I raged, throwing a tantrum like a child with the strength of a demon, and the stamina of twenty men.


  I did not stop my rampage until a knock sounded on the other side of my door, loud and urgent. 


  "Noble, are you alright?"  Snow's voice.  She had the nearest room to mine.


  Was I alright?  The room around me was still and black, in the absence of my fury, it felt as though I was back in the abyss, sunk once more to the bottom of the sea.  The knock at the door sounded again, more urgently.  


  "Noble, I'm coming in!"  The door creaked open, and light, terrible, revealing light spilled across the room and Snow saw it all.  She saw the devastation around me, and her eyes met mine.  Her expression changed from concern to fear.  What did she see when she looked at me?  She didn't see Lowin that was for sure.  No one would look at Lowin with such a terrible expression on their face.  She saw the truth.  She saw a man falling apart, lost in the grip of his own darkness, held in the fist of the monsters that drove.  


  "I'm fine."  I said, the words a growl, a voice that wasn't mine at all.  It was the Fell Beast.  It was Lowin.  It was something more.  It was something less than all of those.  It was a lie.


  "You're . . ." Snow began, but my rage flared.


  "I'm fine!"  I growled, feeling my throat rip at the guttural roar that erupted from me.  Snow jumped backwards, shutting the door.  I heard her footsteps move away quickly down the corridor.  


  "We're better like this."  I heard my own voice, though I hadn't realized I was speaking the words.  I stood amidst the fruits of my rage, destruction my only companion.  The anger fled from me, and was replaced by nothingness.  Rage could make a man feel full and powerful, but once it fled, he was left with less than he had before it consumed him.  It carved its place in the heart, and once carved out, it was difficult to repair the void that was left.  In fact, I wasn't certain it was possible at all.


   


   


   


  Weeks passed and became months.  I encountered almost no one during that stretch of endless time.  I was a prisoner, locked away by my own callous rage and self-pity.  I left my room long enough to keep myself alive, food and water runs, and no longer.  Snow and Malice I did not see at all, though a few times I thought I saw someone watching me from the corner of my vision when I left my room to obtain provisions.  I had no will to confront them.  It felt to me that some spark of what made me wish to live, had been snuffed out.  I was full of anger, little else.


  My room remained in ruin, and I slept amidst the rubble I had created.  In the darkness, surrounded only by broken things, I had time to reflect upon the mistakes and failures of my life.  I also had time to think of the future.  I was unsure what it held for me, but I knew that I needed to be ready to face whatever challenge next presented itself to me, if for no other reason, than so that I might save Kay.  


  As I lay staring up into the darkness of the room around me, a knock sounded at my door.  I wasn't entirely surprised by the sound, for I had heard the telltale footsteps coming down the hallway.  However, I had heard that same pattern many times, and no one had stopped at my door before.  I did not answer the person on the others side of the door.  


  The knock sounded again, louder, and more insistent.  For a moment I entertained the thought that it might be Malice, finally coming to forgive me for my harsh words, and foolish behavior.  I tossed that thought aside as quickly as it had occurred.  She would not come.  I had given her no reason to come back.  It was better if she did not.  She needed to find her own way, and to stay away from whatever it was I was becoming.  They were all better off without getting too close to me.  


  The door to my room opened, and light spilled in from the hallway, splitting the near total darkness of my destroyed living area.  I had made my resting place in the furthest reaches of the room, in a corner, and no light hit me where I lay, but I still found myself withdrawing from the burning glow of the lanterns that so angrily assaulted the serene peace of my dark retreat.  


  "Noble," It was Ethaniel's voice, perhaps the last voice I'd thought to hear.  I had not seen him in months.  "This madness needs to end.  The crew has become convinced that you've lost your mind."


  I felt eyes upon me, though I knew Ethaniel had only taken one step into the room.  He should not have been able to see me from where he stood, yet I knew he could.  Those gray, smoke-filled eyes of his were piercing the darkness, and locking on me.  I could feel them crawling across my skin, hungry, and full of ... something.  I couldn't be sure what I was feeling, but it wasn't the normal animosity I felt when Ethaniel's gray eyes were upon me.  I stood up in the darkness.  I was discovered already, and I preferred to meet Ethaniel on his own level.  


  His Knight's eyes found me as soon as I moved, and then two sets of eyes were watching.  


  "The human crew believes the beast that attacked our ship drove your mind away as well.  The Knights believe you're injuries have gone to your mind, and that you're beyond recovery.  Snow believes you've lost control of the darker parts of yourself, and that you're dangerous.  The Brigade, I don't know what they think is happening, but they know something is not right.   They've . . ." his words trailed off.


  "You need to be a king to these people.  I don't know what has happened to you, but I know you're not out of your mind."  He continued after a pause.  He was leaving something out.  There was some other reason he'd come to me, some reason he wasn't ready to tell me yet.


  "I want to be left alone."  I said, my voice was raw, unused.  I hadn't spoken since the night I'd destroyed my room.  I hadn't had any water in days, maybe a week.  My body needed little, but I was pushing those bounds.


  "No, Noble, you're not going to be left alone.  Your crew has given you three months.  It's time for you to stop acting like your actions don't affect anyone else.  Whether you like it or not, this ship relies upon your leadership, and right now that is needed.  We have a problem."  Ethaniel's voice seemed uneasy at the last, and that uneasiness spread to me.  The sulkiness I'd been basking in retreated.  


  "What kind of problem?"  I asked.


  "You should see for yourself.  It's on the deck."  The old Knight seemed intense, and I found myself caught up in that sense of urgency.  I crossed the room to him.


  "Fine, lead on."  I acquiesced.  I didn't need to grab my sword and cloak.  I had been wearing them for the past month.  I had put them on at some point, and simply never taken them off again.  I stepped out into the hallway beyond my room, and followed Ethaniel.  The halls were quiet until we reached the point where the main apartments met up with the primary walkway that traveled up to the deck.  Around the final stairway more than half the black cloaks were assembled, talking quietly amongst themselves.  When they saw Ethaniel and me approaching, they went quiet.  


  Their attention was focused squarely on me.  I could feel the probing questions that burned inside of them.  Is he sane?  Is he a man?  Is he a monster?  I knew in that moment that the black cloaks were as curious about my behavior as the other members of the crew.  Even if Ethaniel didn't know what they were thinking, it was obvious to me.  They stood aside as we approached, and I crested the stairs and walked through the doorway that passed into the wide open deck beyond.  


  The light outside, brighter than any I'd encountered in weeks, would have been too much for my eyes, if my eyes were not capable of adapting almost instantly to even the most extreme situations.  As it was, I felt a moment of piercing pain before they adjusted to the brilliant sunlight that spilled across the deck.  It was early morning.  All eyes on deck turned to me as I exited out into the open.  Tower, Snow, and Silver were on the deck as well.  Malice, she was standing next to Snow.  I caught a glimpse of her red hair for a moment before her hood was pulled low and she fell into Snow's shadow.  The pink-eyed warrior stood before her, almost protectively.  


  I winced inwardly, but tried not to let my pain touch my face.  I looked at all the faces watching me.  Each looked as though they anticipated I might turn into a beast right before their very eyes.  It was interesting how far, and how fast, a man could fall from king to monster.  


  I was uncomfortable beneath their accusing gazes.  In that moment, if I could have appeased their desires, I may have erupted into the monster they so suspected me of being, and dived into the sea, to swim away and never return.  It was a foolish thought, but with so many watching and waiting for me to make some sort of outburst, I felt every part the fool.


  "I don't see a problem."  I said quietly to Ethaniel.  


  "Look up."  The old Knight replied stoically, and I did.  My eyes scanning the lines of the sails, running over the well crafted white fabric, looking for some flaw, and then they locked on the problem.  When I saw it, I was immediately stricken with a sense of dread.  


  A body, seemingly small with the distance it hung above the main deck, swung from a rope tied securely about its neck.  It was one of the Black Patch Brigade, though I couldn't tell which one from where I stood.  It was obvious from the stretch of the neck, and leaden way which it swung, that whoever it was, was dead.  One of the Brigade had been killed aboard ship.  What that implied, and what it could mean for the rest of the crew, was difficult to decipher, but I knew that it was an ill portent.  


  "Who did this?"  I asked, my shock at the sight causing my voice to deepen and growl as it came out.  The words were loud enough that they carried for some distance across the silent ship, the ship that watched me as though I might explode into flames and kill them all at any moment.  Certainly the tone of my voice was doing nothing to disillusion them.


  Ethaniel shrugged.  "We've already asked, but no one is taking credit for it."  The old Knight looked troubled.  "The black cloaks haven't done anything yet, but..."  He let the sentence hang.  I knew the implications.  If someone had killed a black cloak, how long would it be before they took their retribution?  They were no longer as tightly restricted by the magic that bound them.  


  "We will learn who has done this, and there will be a swift and terrible punishment for it.  Do you understand?"  I called to the crew.  It wasn't an ultimatum I wished to give, but such a murder could cause the crew to split and cave upon itself.  If the black cloaks revolted, the rest of us would be hard pressed to keep them in check, and I wasn't certain that we could man the ship without them.  "I want the body taken down and given proper respects before it is cast to sea.  The service will be held tonight, and all nonessential crew members will be present.  No man or woman dies on this ship and gets any less than that.  None."  


  Those eyes, all those piercing eyes, they turned away from me then, refusing to meet the gaze I laid upon them.  I would need to talk to the crew.  I would have to find out who had killed the black cloak, and they would need to be punished.  Furthermore, I would have to carry out the punishment.  I couldn't leave a task like that on any of the others aboard ship.  That terrible responsibility would have to fall upon me.  


  My eyes sought Malice, but she was still hidden behind Snow.  Snow stood resolutely, her eyes locked on mine.  What did that stare mean?  What did her protective posture imply?  I didn't have the time to consider it.  I turned from the crew on the deck and made my way back towards the door through which I'd come.  The Black Patch Brigade waited there, and their eyes were still turned to me.  What did they intend?


  "Send Liet to me in my room."  I ordered as I drew near enough for them to hear me without raising my voice.  For a moment I feared they would say they couldn't, because he was the one hanging from the mast, but they nodded as a group.  I felt a wave of relief pass through me.  It seemed I spent a lot of time worrying about Liet's life.


  Ethaniel followed me down.  He watched the black cloaks warily as we passed through them.  He didn't trust them.  It had been some time, I thought, since he had trusted them.  I wasn't certain that I did either, but I wasn't about to let on that I was worried.  I would speak to Liet.  I hoped that he would have answers for me, though I didn't expect much.  I needed to know whether or not the black cloaks would take action.  The lives of those on the ship depended upon that information.  No matter what was changing within me, or what else might be troubling me, I was still responsible for the lives of those on the ship.  I would do my best to protect them.  


  It was Malice that I thought most of.  I missed her.  Every thought of her was like a poignant pain in my chest, so strong that I felt it might still my heart if she continued to avoid me.  Of the time I'd spent alone in the darkness of my room, it had been her who filled most of my thoughts.  I remembered the time before she'd lost her memories, and the times since.  I remembered the touch of her lips on mine, and the press of her body against me when I held her as she slept.  There was lust, but more than that, I missed her nearness.  Without her, I felt more alone than I had since before I'd become a Knight of Ethan.


  "What do you plan on doing?"  Ethaniel's voice tore me from my downward spiral of despair, and forced me to look at the current situation again.


  "I'm going to see if Liet will tell me what the Brigade are planning to do in answer to the death of one of their own.  From there, I can't be certain.  We need to find out who committed the crime, and see that they are punished for it.  It will help the crew to feel safe."  I explained, my answers summing up all that I had managed to conclude on the situation.  It was impossible to be any more specific until all the details were clear.


  "Do you really think Liet will tell you anything?  He's one of them."  The old Knight looked back over his shoulder at the way we'd come.  


  I wasn't sure, but I didn't intend to let Ethaniel know that.


  "He is a friend, whatever else he might have become.  He does not want to see harm come to this crew.  He will help us."  I did not feel quite as confident as I made myself sound.


  "Does this mean that you'll be taking hold of your responsibilities again?"  Ethaniel asked, his question more of an accusation than anything else.


  "I have little other choice."  The words sounded bitter to me, and I knew that the bitterness was a reflection of what I felt inside.  I still only wanted to be left alone, but I knew that I was in no position to leave the crew unattended.  I had done that too much already, and the evidence of my negligence was hanging from the mast.  


  "Snow believes you're becoming a monster."  Ethaniel said suddenly, his words seeming completely jarring, and out of place.  "I've seen your room now, and I have to say I'm impressed with the level of damage.  Are you still fit to lead?"


  I thought I detected mirth behind his voice, and I snapped my head around to look at the old Knight.  His black eyes held no emotion at all, but the gray eyes, smoking with black vapor, almost seemed to contain a terrible joy.  A chill crept down the center of my spine.  


  Was I still fit to lead?  That was a difficult question to answer, and not one I wished to consider.  My anger had been growing steadily more difficult to control.  I felt as though I rode upon a wave of blackness, and if I but slipped once, it would all come rushing out, destroying anything that lay in its path.  I had dragged all of the people who followed me into my world of problems.  It was my journey to find my daughter that had taken them from their relatively peaceful lives into the dangers of the unknown.  Every member of the crew who died did so because I had made the choice to save Kaylien.  How many lives would be sacrificed to save hers?  


  In my heart I knew that answer.  I would never directly ask another to die for Kay, but I would not stop until I'd found her.  Those who followed me, if they died, I would forever suffer for their loss, but I would go on.  I would save Kay.  I could not stop though I might have to carry the burdens of thousands of lives upon my shoulders.  


  "I have never been fit to lead, Ethaniel."  I answered.  "I am indeed a monster, and I become more so by the week."


  The amusement in the gray eyes flickered, and then faded.  The old Knight's expression was blank again, unreadable.  Whatever spark had been in his gray eyes for a moment, was gone so that it seemed I might have imagined that other look.  His black eyes never changed.  I wondered what had happened to the sad smile of the oldest Knight.  We were all changing, and I wondered if any of it was for the better.  


  "Yet lead you must, because no one else will."  Ethaniel said.  I nodded my head once, knowing that was the truth.  None of the others wanted to take the reins, and none of the others would be able to control the black cloaks, if even I was still able to control them.  That was questionable as well.


  I reached the door to my room, and pushed it open, letting light spill across the ruins of furniture within.  Every time I opened that door, though I knew it was impossible, I hoped to see the room as it had been months before.  I wanted it to be tidy, and for Laouna to be sitting atop one of the beds, a book in hand and an eager smile on her face.  I knew that was not going to happen, but every time she failed to appear, it hurt a little more.  


  "Would you have a lamp brought to me?"  I asked Ethaniel.  It was time to clean.


   


   


   


  I discovered not long after beginning the task of righting my room that none of the furniture was salvageable.  The completeness of the devastation visible once the lights were turned on was terrifying, even to me, who had perpetrated the destruction.  I began piling the shattered furniture to one side of the room, knowing that I would need to haul it away at some point, but satisfied for the moment to have everything in some semblance of order.  I was still working on this task when a knock sounded at my door.


  "Enter."  I called, putting down the jagged half of a nightstand I held in my hand.  The door opened, and Liet stood within the frame.  There was no one else with him.  He stepped through the entryway and pulled the door shut behind him.  He gave away no indication of his disposition through his posture or expression.


  "King Noble," He said, bowing his head slightly.


  "Liet, it's good to see you."  I wasn't sure how to breech the subject I needed to discuss, but I knew that he must also be aware of the situation.  I doubted that there was anyone aboard ship who had missed the spectacle on the deck.  I decided the time for intricate political maneuvering was past, not that I had ever been skilled in such fruitless manipulations to begin with.  


  "Regarding this incident, what sort of reaction should I expect from the black cloaks?"  I asked, not mincing my words.  I would not risk an unintentional miscommunication with such a vitally important topic.


  "There will be no reaction from the black cloaks."  Liet answered, his face not giving any indication of an emotional response to my question.  It wasn't the answer I'd anticipated, and I wasn't sure if I could trust it.  I felt there was something being left unsaid.  


  "You mean to tell me that with one of yours dead, none of the black cloaks are angry about what has occurred?  I'm not as big a fool as I often seem, Liet.  I know that you are all slipping free from the bonds of magic that have held you loyal.  That isn't a problem, so long as you do not cause trouble for the crew.  If there could be trouble, I want to know before it explodes around me.  We don't need to lose any more lives."  I insisted, trying to get the weight of the situation across to my once friend.  


  "There is no problem."  Liet's reply was as deadpan as it possibly could be.


  I sighed and shrugged my shoulders, feeling the weight of command as though it were physically manifest upon my back.  "Whether there is a problem or not, I will still be bringing justice for your dead companion."  I said, incredulous that the Brigade would feel nothing regarding one of their own being murdered.  There was the possibility that Liet was lying, but I had no way of knowing for certain.  


  "That won't be necessary."  The stoic soldier replied.


  "Of course it's necessary.  A member of the crew is dead, and until we find out who committed the murder, everyone is in danger."  Anger crept into my voice.  I couldn't help it.  Liet's lack of interest in the problem was almost as frustrating to me as the situation itself.


  "An investigation will not be necessary.  We killed her."  Liet said, and those three words rocked me backwards like a physical blow.


  I sat in silence for a moment, watching his face for some expression, some hint that he might be joking, or lying to me, but I sensed none of that.  A black cloak was dead, and the murder had been committed by her fellows.  That was not a situation I was prepared to handle.  


  "Explain."  I demanded, and I left no room for disobedience in my voice.


  Liet's eyes seemed to focus on mine, as though he was really paying attention to me for the first time since entering.  I could see his thoughts rolling behind his fierce, yet proud and strangely human eyes.  It struck me then that his eyes held more humanity then did any Knight's eyes.  They hid a hostile and dangerous instinct, but they were the eyes of a man for the most part.  Liet and the other black cloaks might be considered more human than the Knights of Ethan, though their bodies were far less so.  For a moment, I thought Liet was going to refuse my order, but then he spoke.


  "Her name was Wyile.  She was one of twelve females amongst us."  Liet paused for a moment.  He seemed to be struggling with what he wanted to say.   His voice had the gruff edge of the black cloaks, a human toned voice, but gravely with the influence of the Fell Beast rage.  "It is difficult to explain to an outsider, who does not understand what it is to be us.  You see, the females have power over the rest of us.  Since we've begun to wake up - the human parts of us - we've been overcome with urges, lusts that are difficult to control."  I did not comment, but I knew only too well the urges that Liet referred to. 


  Liet's eyes became feral, distant.  "I remember what it is to hunt the plains of frost, and to mate with any female whose path I crossed.  I remember the taste of fresh meat, and the satiation of warm lust.  These things drive my body, but. . ."  His eyes refocused, and the human intellect was there behind those glass surfaces again.


  "I can think as well.  I know that I must not take women against their will, and I must not kill and consume flesh for pleasure.  The part of me that is Liet knows this.  Still, I lust.  The females use that lust to maintain control.  Not all of them, but some allow satiation in exchange for power amongst our group.


  "Wyile was like this.  She had plans.  Dark intent.  She wanted the ship for her own, crewed only by our kind.  She gave her body to any who would listen to her.  She bred with all who would take up sword in her cause.  We were dividing.  The men were listening, if only to wet their lust, but they heard what she said.  Her promises were made on a currency stronger than gold."  


  As Liet spoke, I realized just how little I'd known of what was going on aboard my own ship.  I'd had no idea that the black cloaks were developing their own power system.  The implications were frightening.  Liet's story, delivered in his cool, detached voice, was almost unbelievable.  Had anyone outside of their own group known what was happening amongst the majority of our crew?  I doubted it.  Their quarters were separate from the others, and what they did behind their closed doors had always been their own business.  Liet continued.


  "Those of us with clear enough minds to think realized that this was a problem that was not going to get better.  We did not all want what Wyile wanted.  We were men of honor.  Many of us had been knights before becoming black cloaks, and we still felt loyalty to our king.  King Noble has treated us well, and we are not ready to betray him so easily, not ready to leave honor behind when we had only so recently remembered what it was to have that honor.


  "You vanished for a time, and we saw nothing of you.  Wyile began to spread word of her desire to act.  She saw your disappearance as a weakness, and wanted to strike while you were away.  She feared you. We all fear you."  Liet's eyes held mine while he said that.  "Drake Slayer, Old Wolf, Tireless Rage, these are the names we know you by.  Wyile remembered other times, wanted more for herself.  Oath Breaker, she called you.  Some of the others remembered.  She was giving her favors more freely, and drawing more into her plan.  We had to act.  Wyile was confronted.


  "She said that we betrayed our brothers, and that she offered us a better future then we would ever have while in service to the crown.  Her words were empty, and we knew it.  We would be trading a king who respected us, for a queen who only wanted to use us.  When she saw our intent, she offered us her favored currency; as much as we wanted of her, for as long as we wanted.  We chose justice, and delivered it.  We hung her body so that others would see the price of betraying our king, so that others would know Drake's Bane, and fear the might of the Old Wolf.  He Who Walks with Shadows."  Liet's voice trailed off as he spoke.  I had never heard most of the titles he'd listed.  Drake Slayer and Oath Breaker I knew, but the others I'd never heard in reference to myself.  I was curious about them, but knew it was not the time to ask.  I didn't know if there ever would be such a time.   


  I had to think.  I stood in silence, trying to figure out what I could possibly do in order to smooth over the situation.  How many black cloaks had been involved in the murder, and had they committed a crime, or done a service to the ship?  Certainly, if Liet was to be believed, they had stopped an outright rebellion.  I could not punish them for that, but how could I explain such a situation to the rest of the crew, who were already wary of the black cloaks?


  "Thank you for your honesty, Liet."  I said, and I was struck by a sudden feeling of responsibility for all that had transpired.  Had I not been sulking in my room, Wyile might never have decided to attack, and she might not have been killed.  


  "You can go."  I said to Liet.  I needed time to think.  He seemed about ready to depart, but he hesitated.


  "What will you do?"  He asked.


  "I'm not sure yet."  I answered honestly.  "I want all of your men at the funeral service this evening."  I added, after a moment's thought.  They had delivered their own brand of justice, and possibly saved the ship, but a life had been taken.  Whether Wyile had betrayed the crew in the end or not, she had served loyally for a time, and I would see her sent off properly.


  "We would have been there without being ordered, Drake Slayer."  My friend-turned-black cloak replied.  He spun and left quietly, leaving me to my troubled thoughts.


   


   


   


  I stood in my newly restructured room, taking in the sparse emptiness of the space.  There had been furniture for two to live comfortably before my shameful rage.  I had only taken a single bed, a desk, a chair, a cupboard for storage, and the lamp Ethaniel had brought after my return to regular ship life.  The furniture, other than the chair, which could be locked beneath the desk when not in use, was all bolted to the floor.  I'd disposed of everything I'd destroyed.  The room seemed overly large, and depressingly empty.  It had been a little too large for only Malice and I, without her, it was far starker.  


  I laid down on the bed, and let my mind wander.  Ethaniel had already stopped by twice, and Telistera had come once.  All wanted to know what I was going to do about the situation with the black cloaks.  I hadn't yet told them what Liet had told me the day before.  I would need to soon, but first I had to make a decision regarding what was to be done.  I was formulating a solution that would alleviate the fear of the crew, and still provide the answers people needed to trust the Black Patch Brigade.  I didn't want to create a rift amidst the crew members.  


  Of course, a rift already existed to some extent.  The Knights, the black cloaks, and the humans all kept their distance from one another unless their work required otherwise.  Telistera moved most freely amongst the crew.  The human crew and the Knights both communicated well with her.  Relative to the rest of the crew, I was closest to the black cloaks.  The Knights were loyal, but they did not speak to me often.  I knew my eccentric behavior was at least partially to blame for that.  The human crew kept their distance as well, preferring to only see me in the event of a problem.  There had not been any outward hostilities amongst the crew, with the exception of the executed black cloak, but the relationships between the crew members were far from ideal.


  I heard footsteps in the hallway beyond my door, my sensitive ears detecting the smooth and nearly silent motion of a Knight of Ethan, or one of the black cloaks.  I guessed it would be Ethaniel, returning to yet again press the issue of taking care of the business of the dead Brigade member.  I closed my eyes and waited for the inevitable knock as the footsteps stopped.  The knock did not come.  Silence fell, even to my sensitive hearing.  


  Whoever had moved along the hallway had halted outside of my door.  I sat up in bed, moving slowly.  I crept from my comfortable perch, my hand going to my sword hilt.  I didn't know what lay beyond my closed door, but I could think of no reason for a normal guest not to announce themselves immediately.  It could be another black cloak rebel, come to put an end to me.  I'd only heard one, though, and that seemed folly.  The black cloaks were strong, but no single one of them was an even match for me.  I was too fast and too strong.    


  A quiet knock sounded at the door, and some of the tension fled from me.  Someone with dark deeds in mind probably wouldn't bother to knock before entering.  I took a few steps back from the door, and let my sword drop down beside my desk.  I felt foolish for having clutched it so firmly a moment before and suddenly wanted nothing to do with it.  


  "Enter."  I made my voice crisp and clear.  The door opened, hesitantly at first, and then normally, as the figure in the doorway caught sight of me.


  "Laouna," I greeted her, bowing my head, as formal a gesture as I could manage.  At that moment there were a thousand things I wanted to say, and a thousand other things I wished to do, expressions of love and pleasure that could not be conveyed within the confines of such brittle things as words, but I was afraid to say or do anything that might frighten her away.


  "Lowin," She replied, returning the greeting, her eyes left mine and traveled the room.  "You got rid of my bed."  Her voice was sad.


  "I threw a tantrum and destroyed the furniture."  I said, embarrassed to have to explain my own immaturity, my own inability to control my emotions.  She was supposed to be the one of the two of us whose mind was still that of a child, yet it was I who had most acted the part.  "You had moved out, so when I replaced the furniture, I only took what I needed for myself."


  "Oh. . ."  She answered, her voice soft, almost fragile.  


  "I don't know if it matters to you, but I'm sorry for yelling at you.  I'm sorry for chasing you away."  I said, words I should have brought to her long before that moment.  I wondered what good they might do.  They needed to be said, one way or the other.  I watched her, hoping that she might take them to heart.  


  Laouna bowed her head, her hair obscuring her face.  "I just wanted you to miss me.  I left when you yelled at me, moved all of my stuff into Snow's room, and then you were hurt by the sea monster.  I felt so guilty for being mad at you.  I stayed by your side while you recovered, but when you woke up I couldn't bring myself to face you.  I ran back to Snow's room, thinking I would come to you later that night, but then. . ."  Her words raced out, and I began to form the bigger picture.  


  "Snow saw me destroying my room and everything in it, and you thought better of coming back."  The realization was painful.  I had indeed been directly responsible for Malice's long absence, but not for the reason I had originally believed.  My fury had driven her away.  "It was probably for the better."  I said.  I could hear the echo of pain in my own voice.  


  "Snow said I should be careful of you, that she'd seen something in your eyes that terrified her.  She wouldn't let me go back that night, and then it was like you were gone from the ship.  I was scared for you, and Snow was . . . is, scared of you."  Laouna took a step towards me, and my eyes shifted to follow her motion.  I felt a trail of moisture trace a line down my face.  Seeing her so close, I ached only to be closer.  


  ". . . but I can see now."  She took another step towards me, so close I could smell that scent that was only hers, a subtle aged wood scent, imparted by a pack of aged wood chips she kept in the bottom of her pack with her clothes.  She lifted her face, and her eyes came level with my own.  They were so green, so beautiful and deep, I could have fallen into them.  They were wet, like green mirrors reflecting my own image back at me.  "You're still Lowin."  She closed the last of the distance between us, her arms wrapping around me so tightly I feared she might crack my ribs.  I put my arm around her as well.  A pressure eased in my chest, and I sighed as if, for the first time in so long, I could finally release the terrible tension that had been twisted tight around my heart.  


  "I love you, Laouna."  I whispered the words into her ear, and I heard her lips echo the sentiment back to me.  Our lips met, warm, salty with tears, and we fed of each other's love in a moment of pristine serenity.  I felt her pull me, towards her, towards the bed that lay behind her.  I drew back, but she pulled more firmly, her strength denying me a retreat.  She seemed so slight, and so graceful, yet in her was a phenomenal strength.


  "I'm ready for this."  She whispered, a blush lighting her cheeks even as a ready passion filled her eyes.  "I want this, Lowin.  I've seen you and Snow, back at the castle.  I'd follow you some nights, after you thought you'd sneaked away.  I saw you on the practice yard, and I watched through her open door once.  I wasn't ready then, but I'm ready now.  I want you to do to me what you've done to her."  


  ". . . but you don't remember . . . you're still so . . ." I tried to rationalize, tried to resist the temptation, that burning need I had for the woman I loved.


  "I'm not a child.  I know I don't remember a lot, and I know you think you're protecting me.  I'm older than Snow, though.  I know you love me, but I want you to do more than kiss me.  I want to be together with you."  Her cheeks grew even warmer, until I could feel the flush of her skin even while her face wasn't pressed against mine.  "I want to be your lover." She whispered, and then we were falling onto the bed.  She was beneath me, having pulled me over on top of her.


  "I can feel how much you want this.  I want it too.  Please, Lowin."  She whispered the words in my ear as she ran a soft trail of kisses along my neck.  My desire was throbbing, a desperate burn in my anatomy that yearned so strongly for release.  Malice grabbed at the collar of her shirt and tore the fabric away, her impossibly sharp claws shredding the cloth as though it were the sheerest linen.  Her breasts, large and inviting, lay before me, pert in the relative chill of my quarters.  I had felt them against me in the night, but it had been years since I'd seen Malice's generous endowments in all their glory.  She was the perfect image of feminine beauty, her red hair framing her pale skin, rounded features peaked in pink temptation."  


  "Touch me."  She breathed, and it was such an invitation that I could do naught but accept.  I lay my lips upon flesh I had not dared touch in so long, and felt the tremble of eager anticipation against my skin.  Passion took over from there.  Clothes were torn aside to make way for our twin desires.  Foreplay was a concept for another time.  Her hips ground against mine, until I tore the fabric that bound me away and took her with a fierceness born of supreme desire.  


  Her femininity enveloped me, taking me in, and wrapping me tightly in the cusp of her inner most being.  I thrust as deeply into her as I could, as though I might find some way of becoming more in tune with her if only I could pierce her more completely.  I gave into her with a fire that only her body could ever hope to quench.  That first time in so long was not slow, not gentle, but a thing of passion and necessity.  I forgot my worries, and wrapped myself in her body, and she shook against me, quaking with her own passions.  When we'd finished, we started again, more slowly, more restrained, but with equal love and passion. 


  I had never made love with such intensity before.  That night, I found peace.


   


   


   


  "If you hurt her, Lowin, I'll come after you."  Snow said.  It had been a few days since Laouna had moved back into my room.  I had not seen the white furred Knight of Ethan until she confronted me in the hall that day.  There was fear in her eyes, but other emotions as well.  Longing.  Loneliness.  Frustration.  I felt sorry for her in that moment, but I still couldn't look at her without seeing betrayal.  


  "Good.  If I ever hurt her, I want you to kill me, Snow."  I replied, the words almost as much a surprise to me as they seemed to be to her.  I realized after I'd said them that I meant them.  


  "Lowin you . . ." Snow began, but I interrupted her.


  "If I ever hurt Laouna, kill me.  If I ever reach that point, it will be necessary to end my life.  She won't be able to do it, but you can.  So promise me that you'll do what is necessary, should I ever lose control of myself."  I spoke with conviction.  If anyone could defeat me sword to sword, it would have to be Snow or Malice, and Malice would not.  If I ever lost control of myself, she who once betrayed me would need to be the one to end the danger I posed.  


  She didn't answer.


  "I know you'll do what's right."  I told her, because I believed she would.  She felt something for Malice, possibly love, but at least a sister's bond.  I didn't know if she felt anything for me.  I had believed she might love me for a time, but her betrayal had made me doubt that.  I was laying a heavy burden on her, but she had brought it upon herself.  Her hasty words had been all the invitation I'd needed to lay such a heavy task at her feet.  Perhaps it was unkind of me, and perhaps I shouldn't have given such a trust to one who had betrayed me before, but I was ever one for rash decisions, and there was no going back.


  "I will do what is right."  She said, her voice quiet, the vehemence of her earlier statement gone.  


  I stepped around her, leaving her stunned in the hallway, but just as I brushed past, I heard her speak.


  "Am I destined to always be just out of reach . . ." Her words were quiet.  I don't think I was supposed to hear them, and I pretended that I did not.  They clung to my mind though, and I would remember them many times over the next few years.


   


   


   


  "The Brigade is acting strangely."  Ethaniel declared, as he came up beside me on a bright and clear morning nearly a year and seven months after we'd first begun our journey.  We'd been at sea so long that it was difficult to remember what it was like to walk on a surface that did not move and surge beneath your feet.  The ship was still sailing strong, and we'd not suffered any further losses of the wind, though we had come close on a few occasions.  The end of our journey, I knew, was growing close.  


  "I've noticed."  I answered the accusation in the voice of the Knight of many eyes, not meeting his gaze.  For nearly a week the black cloaks had been acting out of character.  I had not breached the topic with Liet yet, but I knew I would have to soon.  Ethaniel was one I knew would not let the matter drop, especially after the incident of the murdered woman.  That had been difficult enough to smooth over on its own.  Ethaniel had watched them closely ever since.  He was not inclined to believe that they had acted in the best interests of the ship, and that such a situation would not arise again.  I had spoken with Liet privately on the matter and made him swear that no further executions would be carried out without allowing the accused party to stand some form of trial.  Liet had agreed, had even seemed to approve of my decision.  Recently though, some dynamic had changed.  The black cloaks had a secret, something they were hiding from the rest of the crew, and that made me nervous.  We were so close to our destination.


  "What do you plan on doing?"  Ethaniel pressed, as was his way.  I rarely ever saw the old Knight unless there was a matter he believed I should be taking care of.  He hid away in his rooms and rarely came out.  His behavior had been strange and growing stranger by the day.


  "I will speak with Liet."  I said, turning away from the ocean and facing the horned and winged Knight who had served as the head of the Knights of Ethan for so long.  "What of you, Ethaniel?  You have not been yourself."  The conversation had been a long time coming, but I knew I needed to have it.  If the black cloaks must take accountability for their behavior, Ethan too needed to explain himself.  


  Ethaniel shrugged his wings and cocked his head to one side.  


  "This has been a long trip.  The endless sea is wearing on me."  He explained after a moment.  "It is Liet and the others of his ilk you should be concerning yourself with.  They are not to be trusted."  I felt the exact moment that he intentionally shifted the subject away from himself.  I saw it coming before he'd even let fly the first word of the subject change.  There was a subtle shift in his posture, an acute change in his breathing, difficult to discern, but obvious for those with sensitive hearing, and an intent eye.  I didn't doubt the conviction of his words, but it wasn't his purpose that rang ill with me, it was the evasion I felt being pushed before me.  The Black Patch Brigade weren't the only ones keeping secrets.  


  "There is little that can be done other to watch and wait, Ethaniel.  I have faith that Liet will bring me anything that I need to know.  He is still a good man."  I gave the same argument that I had used many times before, and I anticipated the reply before it even came.  I did not, however, anticipate the acidity with which Ethaniel declared it, and his sudden explosive rise in hostility.    


  "They are poison!  Liet is one of them.  Dirty magic, evil creatures.  Your trust in him will be your downfall, Noble.  You'll doom us all."  The Knight of four eyes nearly spat the words, his wings coming unfurled for a moment.  A shadow fell over me, cast by his imposing figure, and his eyes burned with a terrible rage.  I found myself taking a step backward, my stance going wide, and my body preparing for attack.  My hand reached for the draw on my shoulder harness that would bring my weapon within easy reach.  I gave it a tug.  


  Ethaniel stepped back, his expression cooling.  "I've warned you many times."  He said, and I felt the tension leave the air, though I did not return my sword to its tucked away position.  It was the first time in a long while I'd held it at the ready.  Ethaniel's black eyes were on my hand which rested easily upon my weapon's hilt.  The other set of eyes; I couldn't be certain what they watched.  


  "You're mistaken in who you should be listening to.  Liet is one of them, and that's where his interests and loyalties lie.  You'll make us all pay for your foolish trust."  The old Knight pushed, his words still bitter and full of anger, but his outward fury calmed.


  "Trust is a difficult concept, Ethan."  I used the shortened version of his name, a form of it I rarely ever addressed him with.  I tended to always give the other Knight the honor of his full name when addressing him, but this time I held that back.  The issue of the black cloaks suddenly seemed minuscule in the face of the four-eyed Knight.  He had almost attacked me.  Over the years it had come close many times, but in that moment, we had been closer to crossing weapons than ever before.  "Trust must be earned, and once earned; one must keep working to maintain it.  I do not trust the black cloaks, but I do not trust you either, and right now you're giving me even less reason to put any faith in your judgment."


  "That's not a good idea, Noble.  If you can't trust your advisor, then who can you trust?"  Ethaniel growled under his breath, and I didn't like the tone of his voice.  It was condescending.  There was mockery behind those words.  


  "This conversation is over."  I made my voice flat and authoritative before turning my back on the other Knight.  It was perhaps a foolish thing to do, but I no longer sensed the spark of violence in the other man.  I heard his footsteps moving away, and felt a wave of relief pass over me.  Ethaniel was dangerous.  He was not the man he'd once been.  Or had I just never seen him for the man he'd always been?  Either way, I needed to keep a closer watch on the oldest Knight.  


  I stood for a few more minutes, watching the endless horizon, and thought about returning to bed to see if Laouna was up yet.  I heard footsteps moving up behind me.  I turned, expecting to see Ethaniel again, or maybe just one of the crew passing on business, but instead I came face to face with Liet.


  "We should talk."  He said, his voice as stoic as ever, but I sensed a weight behind his words that hinted at something important.  I wondered if he had been listening in on my conversation with Ethan, or if his appearance was merely coincidence.  It didn't really matter either way, but I couldn't shake the feeling that his appearance was uncanny.  


  "Yes, we should."  I answered.  I would not be returning to Laouna's side any time soon.  A feeling of foreboding took hold of me.  Death was in the air.


  We found a quiet place on deck, a place far enough from prying ears that all other sounds would be washed away by the churn of the sea against the hull.  Liet, for all that he generally showed no emotion, looked worried.  There were subtle signals, things I only noticed through months of studying the behavior of the black cloaks.  Liet's motions were sharp, almost hostile in their military precision, and his eyes were alert and ever moving.  His posture was rigid to the point of extremity beyond a natural fighter's stance.


   Liet scanned the area around us multiple times, making certain that no one was within hearing range of us, and even then he looked uneasy.  His hand clutched the hilt of his sword, and for a moment my heart pounded like a hammer in my chest, and I felt my body automatically getting ready to thrust itself into the altered state of speed best suited to combat.  My old friend seemed to notice my tension, and he released the handle of his weapon.  I forced myself to calm again.  


  "My apologies."  He said, before taking a big breath.  "There has been a birth."  He blurted.  The words hit my ears and my mind worked them over, but they didn't make any sense to me.  I must have looked as confused as I was, because Liet spoke again.


  "One of our females has given birth to a child."  He explained more clearly.  I was taken aback.  The black cloaks were men who'd been given the bodies of Fell Beasts.  I had never considered that those bodies would still be capable of breeding.  Female Knights were stripped of the parts of their internal anatomy needed for breeding.  I'd assumed that the females of the Black Patch Brigade would be no different.  The reality of the situation struck me all at once.  I suddenly realized why the Brigade had not been surgically altered to keep them from having children.  


  The black cloaks were supposed to be tightly locked under the confines of magic.  Those responsible for their creation hadn't bothered to remove the breeding functions, because they'd assumed those instincts would be forever locked away.  If they were breeding, though, successfully, what sort of offspring were they having?  Were they birthing Fell Beast pups?  Were they having human children?  I didn't know, and I knew it wouldn't be right to ask.  Besides, Liet didn't look like he was finished.  


  I nodded.  "Go on."  The news was shocking, but it was far from terrible.  There had to be more.


  Liet shook his head.  He looked content with my reaction so far.  I wasn't precisely sure what he may have worried my reaction would be.  Certainly I was startled, but I couldn't make myself take the creation of a new life as an evil occurrence.  What it meant for the crew I did not know, and what the future implications might be for the black cloaks themselves, I couldn't say, but a birth was not reason enough to warrant the agitation that Liet seemed to be experiencing.  


  "The birth has brought our role as servants of the king under question."  Liet continued.  "Some of the men believe it is time we took this ship.  . . . believe we should make sail for some place where we can settle, start our own village.  They do not believe you and the others will allow that.  They do not trust you and yours.  They do not believe human kind will see us as equals.  All of our females are with child.  You see the problem?"  Liet finished.


  There were eleven females.  That they could all be pregnant and have hidden it from the crew for so long was a surprise.  That one of them had given birth and none outside the black cloaks was any the wiser, was also a shock.  I could understand their fear, and their desire to secure a future for their kind, but I couldn't let them take the ship.  That was unacceptable.  


  "The mother and her child, they are healthy?"  I asked Liet, deciding it was best to tackle one aspect of the problem at a time.  A new mother and child would have to take precedence.  


  Liet nodded.  "They are strong, mother and daughter.  She is like you, the girl, human child, almost.  She has light fur on her stomach and back, gray, strong claws, Fell eyes, but she is helpless like a human child.  Soft.  Fragile.  Sweet. Innocent.  Human features, though her legs are like the Beast, and her ears are pointed, large for a human child.  She is beautiful."  His voice grew soft as he spoke of the child.


  I wondered for a moment if it was his, but I could not bring myself to ask.  "Liet, I will not let any harm come to the child or the other black cloaks, if I can possibly avoid it.  I just need to get my ship to Telistera's land, and then your folk are welcome to it.  You have to make them understand that I will not stand in the way of their lives.  We are close now.  Let us finish this journey."  I tried to appeal to Liet.  


  His soft expression faded.  He was shaking his head.  "Can't, my King.  They have already decided.  That is why I've come to you.  You must take this to them.  You must make them see, or set an example.  That is what we understand.  Strength.  Power.  Go soon, I don't know how much longer they will wait.  Find Kivann.  He will lead them.  Convince him if you can, if you can't, kill him, or he will kill you."  


  "I don't want to kill any more of my men."  I told Liet, though I wasn't sure if the sentiment was for his ears, or if I was simply speaking my thoughts.  Too many of my own men had fallen at my sword already.


  "King Noble is good, but He Who Walks with Shadows, must do what must be done.  You have young to protect too.  Sweet.  Fragile.  Innocent.  Go to Kivann, speak, fight, win, and protect.  That is what my king does.  Protect."  Liet's voice was sure, confident in his convictions.  I wished that I felt so confident myself.


  I knew what I had to do, but I did not like that it had to be done.  


   


   


   


  Kivann was working the hull pumps for the early part of the day.  I waited until his shift was over, knowing that he would go from there back to the black cloak's commons area.  I did not know how far I would have to take matters, but I knew that it was important that whatever happened, happened in front of the others.  They needed to see that I would do what was necessary to maintain order, and to assure the ship reached its destination.  I hoped that words would be sufficient, though my talk with Liet had not given me much confidence in that regard.  


  The section of the ship in which the Brigade resided was left entirely to them.  None of the other crew, with the possible exception of Ethaniel, would breach the area that had become theirs since the trip began.  There was no set rule, but it was common knowledge that they had made their homes there.  I wasn't sure what to expect as I pushed open the door which separated the black cloak quarters from the rest of the ship, but it certainly wasn't what I encountered.


  Some part of me had believed that the fierce-eyed half-men would live in squalor, filthy and disorganized, a testament to the part of them that was Fell Beast.  The truth couldn't have been further from that.  The area beyond the door into the black cloak rooms was spotless.  Everything was pristine, and well organized.  It looked as though it had all been cleaned within the past couple of days.  There was no sign of a spider web or spot of dust anywhere.  Whatever else the black cloaks might be, they were tidy.


  I briefly considered asking for assistance with what I was about to do, but the thought passed as quickly as it came.  If I brought anyone else with me, and they were injured, it would be my responsibility.  Besides, I didn't want to give the impression that I had a fight in mind.  If possible, I still wanted to avoid a conflict that could result in more deaths.  


  I walked down the hall, my quiet footsteps seeming loud in the empty corridor.  Doors lined either wall, separate apartments, each large enough to bunk four crew members in an emergency.  I wondered if they lay empty, or if each was filled with the tidy quarters of another black cloak.  Were they all so fastidious in their cleaning?  I knew so little about them.  I felt out of place.


  It was a feeling that had assailed me as soon as I crossed through the door into the clean and well kept area the Black Patch Brigade had taken for themselves.  It wasn't that the cleanliness was off-putting, so much as a sense of not belonging.  I had come somewhere that I wasn't welcome to be.  I felt no outward hostility, and sensed that I had not yet been detected, but that feeling of not belonging did not fade as I walked deeper into the ship.  


  I was headed for the commons.  It was a large open area, with tables and facilities for cooking.  Liet had told me that would be the best place to find Kivann off shift.  I knew where the commons would be, though I had never actually been there.  The interior of the ship was divided into four sections.  The front two sections were the same, only mirrored.  This was true of the rear section as well, but it was the front section that was most important, as that was where the black cloaks had taken residence.  Knowing how the other side of the ship was arranged, it was not difficult to determine where I needed to go.  I followed the path I would take to reach the commons in my own section of ship, only I reversed the turns as necessary.  There were few turns to make anyway.  


  A door opened on one side of the corridor and a figure dressed in black stepped out, hood pulled down.  I recognized female features instantly, and remembered Liet had said that all the females were pregnant.  The black cloak female saw me, and her eyes went wide for a moment.  She stepped back into her room, and the door shut behind her.  I wondered if she was a mother to be, or if she was already a mother.  All of the females would soon have children.  Even having had Kay, the concept of children seemed alien to me.  I had been a terrible father.  


  I was curious about the black cloak child already born, but I would need to handle the situation with Kivann before I could make any further inquiries into the health of our newest crew member.  Even then, it was unlikely the black cloaks would be eager to accept my intrusion.  I was an outsider to them.  The actions I was embarking upon, I knew, would not help that situation.


  The sounds of voices drifted to my sensitive ears from further down the hall.  I was approaching the commons.  The jumble was too thick to pick any one voice out, but the conversation seemed light and was interspersed with laughter.  For all practical purposes, it could have been any group of people in the mysterious commons still further ahead of me.  Away from the scrutiny of the rest of the crew, it seemed that the Brigade, for all their seeming hostility and bleakness, were not so very different after all.


  I cleared the last of the distance to the black cloak common room with some trepidation.  I was about dark business.  I wasn't happy to be doing it, but it had to be done.  I would try my best to make them see reason, and if reasoning failed, I would resort to the universal language of violence.  It was, sadly, a tongue I spoke only too well.  


  I entered the commons.  The black cloaks around me were hardly recognizable.  Most of them, though not all, were dressed in normal clothes, likely taken from the supplies in the hold of the ship.  The few that were in cloaks wore theirs hoods down, and had their weapons off and laid to the side or on the tables before them where they sat.  The tables were full with men playing cards, and men drinking and eating.  I saw a few women amidst them, some dressed  in feminine clothing, a strange sight to see over their Fell Beast bodies, even stranger than such a sight on a Knight of Ethan.


  As the first eyes fell on me, a wave of quiet swept through them, moving from the first to notice, and outward, until the entire room had fallen to silence.  Before I had felt that I was some place I wasn't meant to be, at that moment there was no denying the significance of my intrusion.  Every eye in the room fell upon me, and though not all were hostile, those that weren't, were confused.  I had pierced a secret place, and the black cloaks were, perhaps rightly, agitated.  


  "I'm here to see Kivann."  I said, deciding the best course of action was to directly confront the problem, and get myself away as quickly as possible.  The tension level in the room rose immediately.  A table with eight black cloaks around it stood up as one.  I saw hands reaching for swords, and heard the sounds of steel on leather as weapons were drawn.  A few other warriors around the room stood and drew weapons.  One of those who stood was a woman, dressed in a pale sun dress, her bestial body seeming so unusual in the fabric.  She'd taken the sword of the armed man next to her, and held it defensively.  In her dress, I could see the bulge of her stomach, heavy with young.  


  A figure stepped from the group of eight, dressed in his black cloak, the hem of the fabric still damp from his work down in the pump rooms.  He was bigger than the others, a wall of a man, tall and imposing.  His hood was back, revealing a young face, with a firm jaw line, and hard gray eyes.  He held his sword with confidence, though all of the black cloaks did, his was a casual confidence that bespoke some talent with the blade.  His hair was short, roughly cut, and hung bedraggled about his face, giving him an ominous cast.


  I had not expected hostilities to rise so quickly.  I did not reach for my sword.  I had the advantage of speed.  If it became necessary, I could draw and defend myself before those around me attacked.  There was still a good amount of distance between myself and even the nearest of those who'd stood in Kivann's defense.  The pregnant female was the closest, only five paces away from me.  That distance could be closed quite quickly.  I didn't wish to cross swords with her.  I did not want to be responsible for the death of a mother and her unborn child.


  "King Noble, you are not welcome here."  It was Kivann who spoke, his voice had the gravely edge of the Fell Beast, but there was barely restrained hostility beneath it.  


  He had not introduced himself, but I knew the large man was Kivann.  He would not have stepped forward if he wasn't.  He was leading the others.  It had been he who first stood from the table.  The others had followed quickly, but his motion had begun before the others.  


  "This is my ship, Kivann.  I'm welcome wherever I might wish to be."  I answered calmly, keeping my voice steady.  My eyes traced the numbers of risen black cloaks.  Twelve had stood with Kivann, including those at his table and the female.  That made for thirteen possible enemies.  Others might support his cause, but they were not willing to do so openly.  There was always the possibility that some might be waiting for trouble to start before jumping in, but I did not believe that those with such a heart for subtlety would number high among the black cloaks.  They were driven by the same Fell Beast compulsions I felt driving inside of me.


  The beast inside of me already stalked its confines, growling and snarling, its vicious teeth gnashing at the prison in which I kept it locked.  It could sense death coming, and it wanted to be free.  I knew the black cloaks around me must be feeling the same impulse.  Violence, death, lust, these were the creature's primary driving forces.  


  Kivann stiffened at my words, his eyes filling with hostility as I claimed the ship as my own.  Liet had not been deceiving me.  Kivann wanted the ship, and he was doing a poor job at hiding that fact.  I could see his knuckles whitening on his sword hilt.  Anger, while powerful, could weaken the form of a good swordsman.  That tightening of grip would not help his grace with the weapon.  His anger worked in my favor.  


  "Why have you come, King of Men?"  Kivann spat the words with venom, emphasizing the word "men," as if to let me know that I was no king to the black cloaks.


  "You want my ship."  I kept my voice level, without accusation.  I was rarely good at establishing a point in a subtle manner, and with the Kivann, I didn't believe it was the best approach anyway.  "I'm willing to let you have it."  Kivann's grip on his sword loosened, and his expression became confused.


  "You'd give us your ship?"  He asked, a smile coming to his features.  "Fear.  Death has filled you with fear?" 


  "Once this ship reaches its destination, I will turn it over to you and yours, along with any remaining supplies."   I said, ignoring his jibe.  If I could get out of the situation without violence, I would have achieved my goal.  I hoped that Kivann would see the benefit of settling matters without any loss of life.  


  Kivann's smile soured.  "No.  The king commands.  We die.  Too long have we served.  We want this ship now.  You Knights and Humans, you can take the escape boats.  We'll let you have water, food.  We'll let you live.  No more."  


  I shook my head.  "I don't think you understand the situation, Kivann."  I began, not liking the direction the conversation was turning.  I would not lose my ship before we landed on Tett O Sut.  "This ship is mine.  I know your women are with child," at this a rumble of alarm passed through the black cloaks.  I knew their secret.  "and I am giving you this ship because I believe your services to the throne do not deserve to go unpaid.  I will not, however, be given ultimatums on my own craft."


  "You don't understand, Oath Breaker."  He used the mocking title first given to me by the black cloaks a long time before.  It had been years since I'd been called by that name, but it had never bothered me.  "We have served.   We shed our blood for you without our will.  We had no choice but to follow you to our deaths.  Thousands of our comrades, dead.  How many for this ship?  How many for the whims of Oath Breaker?!  You say that the ship is yours?  Whose blood soaks its planks?"  Kivann's voice rose as he spoke.  A few more men stood up, drawing their swords.  Kivann's message was powerful.  


  "You want to protect your women, and your new children.  I respect that, but I have a daughter to protect as well.  If this ship does not reach its destination, she will be left in the hold of the Hungering.  She has already been with them for nearly six years.  I will not be turned away now, Kivann.  Once I am on shore, you can have my ship, but not before then.  I will fight to the death to get this ship to my daughter."  I still did not move for my sword, but I knew my words might be taken as a declaration of war.


  "Then we will kill every human and Knight.  We of the Brigade take what is ours.  We will not be ignored.  We will not serve."  Kivann took a step forward as he spoke, and the others around me also inched forward.  There were seventeen including Kivann and the pregnant woman.  


  "Please, Kivann, no one needs to die."  I held my hands out palm up, my last attempt to plead for a peaceful solution.  "You can have what you want.  You've waited so long, you need only wait a little . . ."


  "Silence!"  Kivann sprang forward, and so did every other standing black cloak in the room.  


  My heart hammered in my chest, and the world slowed around me.  They were fast, and dangerous, but I was faster, and far more lethal.  I pressed forward, letting the resistance of the thick ship air whip at me, even as I drew my blade from my shoulder sheath.  The weapon came free easily in my hand, glinting like silver fire under the dim lighting of the ships interior.  Even slowed, Kivann was coming fast, his Fell Beast strengths giving him the ability to move with terrific speed.  His eyes though, were not equipped to handle the motion, and he was forced to maintain a line once he'd taken it.  I used the flat of my blade to turn his charge.  His momentum shattered against the side of my larger weapon, and he was thrown to the side, even as those around him attempted to reach my body with their steel.  To their eyes, it appeared that I vanished before them. In my slowed perception of the world, I could see the confusion forming on their faces even as I twisted my sword's line of motion with a powerful swing that knocked multiple incoming thrusts uselessly to the side.  I ran out wide and stopped as far from the aggressors as possible, allowing the world to resume a normal pace again.  I had managed to avoid matching swords with the pregnant woman. 


    "Take that as a warning."  I called across the room, and all eyes shifted from where I had been, to where I had moved.  "I can kill you if you make me do it, but I'd prefer not to.  You are my men. We have fought together through many situations.  Let us not shed each other's blood now, when we are so close to the end of this journey." 


  "You say you'll give us this ship when we reach land," Kivann spoke after righting himself and doing his best to appear that he had not been knocked easily aside.  "yet what have you ever done for us?  Hollow words.  Empty promises.  Give us this ship."


  "There are only two, maybe three months of travel left.  You would risk all these lives over so little time?  If you can take the ship by force now, couldn't you do the same in three months if I do not keep my word?  You have nothing to lose by waiting, but the lives of yourself and your fellows are forfeit if you make the choice to fight now.  I'm tired of killing my own, Kivann.  Let us end this without bloodshed."  I kept my tone firm, but spoke from the heart.  I did not desire any further death.  I couldn't believe that Kivann would risk the lives of his own men, knowing that his power was much less than mine.  The other black cloaks watched him expectantly.  


  "Three months will see all the young birthed.  Young make us vulnerable.  You wish to weaken us.  I'll kill you here.  We will take the ship today.  You've brought this to the crew.  You came here and brought war.  We might have waited. Now there are no options."  My heart sank at Kivann's words.  His will was set, and there was no turning him from his path.  


  "Let none say I did not try to stop this."  I said, loud enough so those around me could hear.  No new bodies joined Kivann's side, and I did not believe any others would.  If he defeated me, I did not doubt that they would help him achieve his ends, but by the same token, if I won, they would finish out their three months on ship without complaint.  They would let a test of might make their decision for them.  


  "We take him as one."  Kivann called, and then his men charged.  My body reverberated as it shifted into the depths of its power and speed, quaking to the very bones as every muscle knotted like steel to force the unnatural momentum I would need to stay alive.  Seventeen enemies, even if they were not Knights, could overwhelm even the fastest of men.  I had to get the odds down in my favor.  I charged the men closest to me, my blade leading the way.  My reach, thanks to Snow's specially designed weapon, was far beyond that of my opponents.  I drove my blade through the charge of the first opponent I encountered, and into his body.  The stroke should have killed him instantly, but he grabbed a hold of my blade.  I felt his muscles tightening on the weapon, and suddenly I was hard pressed to pull it free from him.  Normally I would have ripped the sharp steel out and moved on, but he was using his fearsome grip to end the threat posed by my weapon.  Blood frothed at his mouth from the fatal wounding, but he did not loosen his hold.


  Two more black cloaks charged in from the sides, one of them the pregnant female.  I released my sword with a hard shove of the weapon and leapt at the male on the other side, ripping his throat out with my razor sharp claws.  His swing, which he'd started before I'd even let go of my sword, had little force behind it by the time it struck the left side of my body.  The blade gouged, but did not cut deeply.  My blood joined the rest of the blood spattered across the floor.  I didn't need to turn to know the female was coming in for a kill.  I dived to the ground and rolled forward, skidding to a stop, and tearing long trails in the wood floor beneath me.  The pregnant female's sword was wedged into the ground where I had been just a moment before.  


  I tore across the floor as fast as I could and grabbed the dropped sword of the Brigade member I had just slain.  The first one I'd injured was still standing, my sword protruding from his chest, with both his claws gripped tight around the hilt.  He was no longer a threat, but until he died my sword would stay where it was.  I charged the next approaching group.  They'd been running since the beginning of combat.  Only a few brief moments had actually passed, but in that time much had changed.  They charged blade first at the last position they'd seen me, but I was no longer there.  I stepped between two of them, lashing out with two swings, severing an arm and a head before diving to the ground to avoid a claw swipe from the man whose arm I had just removed.  I ducked the claw, but the blow was too fast for his companion who was just behind me.  The powerful stroke tore into the already headless body and sent it spinning backwards into the next group of approaching enemies.  


  I righted myself and charged forward again.  I heard the sound of a string thrumming, and dodged out of reflex.  A barbed bolt tore into the flesh at my back before I could even spin to see where it had been fired from.  By the time I'd spun, I saw that two more black cloaks had charged in while I was occupied, and the bolt had been fired from only two feet away.  It must have been a blind shot, but it had been enough.  My momentum was still carrying me away from the shooter, even as I spun to face him, and I felt myself strike something warm and heavy with my now injured back.  Suddenly there were powerful arms locked about me, pinning my arm to my side.  


  I could see my foes approaching, but I was helpless to run, held tight as I was.  Another black cloak grabbed a hold of me, pinning me in place, and two others approached with swords drawn and ready to strike.  This all happened in a terrible slowness, a macabre dance set to my impending demise.  


  We don't die!


  It's not time.


  Two different voices sounded in my head, and I felt a surge of power coursing through my body.  I struggled against those holding me.  Someone twisted the arrow in my back and pain shot like fire through my limbs.  I channeled that pain away from myself, and thrashed about madly.  A sword streaked towards me, the blow a well measured stab set to pierce my restrained chest.  I thrashed harder, roaring into the suddenly claustrophobic room.  The hold on me slipped, but not enough to set me free.  I felt the blade pierce my lower abdomen, instead of my chest, but it was angled upwards.  


  I DO NOT DIE!




  We do not die.


  "I can't die!"  I screamed out in unison with two others voices, voices I would later realize were only heard by me. The Fell Beast and whatever else called from within, and though I struggled to stifle that darkness within, I felt myself carried away with it.  I had no choice.  I knew I must go with it or fall.  My body throbbed with energy.  My feet caught wood, the claws digging in firmly and I threw myself forward with all my strength.  Black cloaks fell away around me.  I was not done.  The world grew slower around me, the resistance of the air grew stronger, but I sludged through it.  The world was red, a blur, death and pain all around me.  Death.  Violence.  Rage.  Despite allowing the darkness free, I found myself fighting it as well, struggling to keep afloat, and then I was gone.  


  "Stop, you've won!"  That was the next thing I remembered hearing, many different voices yelled it unison.  There were hands all over me, pulling me away, claws tearing into my flesh.  My arm was straight, my hand clutched around the throat of a writhing female figure dressed in a sun dress, her clawed hands digging at my wrist, gashing huge lines of blood along my arm as she struggled to free herself from my grasp.  All around me the Black Patch Brigade, no longer fighting, struggled to set the woman free.  As I came to myself again, I released her, and she slumped to the ground, gasping for breath.  She was missing one of her legs, the limb severed below the knee.  Where the limb had gone, I did not know.


  The entire world around me was a mess of broken bodies and death.  Sixteen corpses, all devastated beyond reason, lay in pieces, ruining the once serene cleanliness of the commons.


  My body hurt.  I looked at myself.  I was covered in claw marks from those who had tried to pull me free from their female companion.  A sword protruded from my abdomen, and I was bleeding from dozens of cuts ranging in severity from minor to serious.  I pulled the sword free numbly, and let it fall to the ground.  My blood followed it, pooling on the floor beneath me, disappearing in the already massive flood of ichor upon the ground.  How much blood had I lost?  


  "You've won.  We will wait, Drake Slayer.  We will wait until the ship makes land."  It wasn't one voice, but many that spoke to me, trying to calm the beast that lay before them.  There was rarely emotion in the eyes of the Brigade, but now I could see the fear in them.  


  "Three months."  I said, my tongue moving thickly in my mouth.  My mouth was full of blood.  Was it mine?  I didn't know.  "These people are dead for three months."  I shook my head, and turned to leave.  I found it difficult to walk, but none of the black cloaks came to my aid.  I didn't expect them to.  I put one foot in front of the other, and then again.  I repeated that, forcing every step.  I needed to get to my room.  I needed Malice.  I needed someone to explain to me why I had just murdered sixteen people to win three months of time.  I needed someone to explain to me what sort of monster I had become that I had almost killed a pregnant woman.  


  I left bloody tracks in my wake.  


   


   


   


  I meant to walk to my room, but I found myself on deck instead.  The sky was gray above me, and in the distance the horizon appeared to end at what looked like a great black wall, occasionally lit by a flash of brilliant light.  The sea churned, and I wondered if it was somehow reflecting the turmoil I felt inside.  Did the sea sense my disquiet?  Was it struggling to quell the anger, fear, and sadness that burned inside of me?  I walked across the ship, ignoring the eyes that fell upon my tattered body.  I was cold, yet I burned all over.  My body was struggling to heal wounds.  I should rest, but I couldn't bring myself to face Malice.  She had stood next to me for so long.  I couldn't help but feel that, in my loss of control and brutality, I had failed her.    


  I could feel minor cuts and gashes sealing up, but there were so many injuries that even my powerful healing abilities were having trouble.  The wound in my gut burned, and I felt a tearing pain with every step I took.  The pain of my injuries fought back the numbness that was attempting to settle into my mind.  I walked to the railing at the edge of the ship.  A strong gust of wind grabbed my cloak and billowed it out to my side, revealing just how tattered the fabric had become in my fight.  My wounds burned as the fabric pulled on them.  I went to place my hands on the railing, and stumbled slightly when I realized that I had only one hand.


  I stood like that for a time, watching the storm come in.  It looked like a tempest of epic proportion.  Footsteps approached me from behind.  


  "Lowin, Tower said that. . ."  It was Malice's voice.  I spun to face her, surprised that she had come.  Her eyes went wide as they took in the wreckage before her.  I knew my clothes, black through they were, were soaked with blood.  Most of it wasn't mine.  


  "What happened?"  She cried out, rushing across the last few paces between us.  She didn't grab a hold of me, but instead she ghosted her hands over the wounds, afraid to touch the damage lest she cause me any further pain.  


  Tears formed in my eyes at her question, stinging to be released.  I kept myself from blinking, knowing that if I did I would betray my own weakness.  What could I tell her?  How did you explain to someone you loved, that you were a terrible monster who had just murdered sixteen members of your own crew?  I couldn't lie, and my silence would only hurt her worse.  


  "I've ended sixteen lives."  I said numbly.  "The black cloaks were going to revolt, so I faced them.  I tried to stop things from coming to a fight, but I couldn't.  I killed sixteen of them."  My words sounded like an excuse.  I was attempting to justify what I had done, but I knew my actions would never be justified.  I would wear that burden for the rest of my days.  


  She reached out to me, touching a section of my arm relatively free of damage.  "I know you Lowin, and I know you wouldn't have killed them unless you had to.  You're not an evil man.  Please don't look at me with those eyes."  She pleaded, and I didn't know what look she meant.  I could see the glassy reflection of tears in her green windows to her soul.  Was she crying because she feared her words were false?  Was she crying because she feared me?  No, it wasn't the latter.  I saw no fear in her eyes, only hurt.  


  "I'm sorry, Laouna."  I hadn't meant to make her cry, and I certainly hadn't meant to kill all those men.  My apology, my words that could offer no real compensation, was all that I could offer for all the wrongs I'd committed.  How many more times would I need to do such things before I saved Kay?  What would be left of me as a man when I was finally able to face my daughter again?  I didn't know, but I was afraid.  I was afraid there would be many more apologies, many more empty words that could never bring back those lost to my cause.


  What I feared most, was the darkness in my memory.  I remembered so much, so clearly, that the empty spots were the most terrifying part.  I had lost control of myself again, like I had in the fight with the black drakes.  In that moment of blind fury, I had become something more, and something immeasurably less, than a man.


  Panic suddenly seized me.  I reached up with my hand and touched my chest, pulling the fabric aside with ease, for it was torn to shreds anyway.


  "What's wrong?"  Laouna asked, seeing my sudden unease.  


  I ran my hand along my skin, and found that the fur that had stretched along my neck, at the line of my collar, had spread further down, creating a trail down the center of my chest.  I had changed again, like I had after the battle with the drakes and the Hungering.  I didn't know how far, but without looking I could feel the difference.  I reached around to my back, and I could feel the progression of fur up the center of my spine, not covering my entire back, but far higher than it had been before.  Those black spells, my loss of control, it was all costing me more than just my memory.  


  "I'm changing."  I said, my voice a harsh whisper, mixed with fear and the pain of all that had transpired.  "I'm afraid I'm losing myself."  I added, after a moment.  


  Laouna threw her arms around me.  "You're not changing, Lowin.  You're the same man I've always loved.  Do you remember . . ." She tried to assure me, and it seemed for a moment she was recalling something, but then it slipped away from her, and she sobbed and grabbed me harder instead.  Her embrace hurt.  Wounds reopened and began to bleed again.  I did not flinch away though, her closeness made me feel real.  However, her words and her love did little to quell the truth that lay before me.  I was losing myself, small pieces at a time.  Lowin Fenly was becoming something else.  I put my arm around the woman I loved, and closed my eyes tightly, as if I could make everything but the feeling of her body and mine vanish.


  Thunder rumbled through the sky, and I felt the first cold touches of rain.  The storm was upon us.


   


   


   


  My wounds healed over the course of two weeks, the severity of the major injuries taking a long time to completely become whole again.  I forced myself to rest as much as possible, but the storm brewing outside drew me inexorably to the deck of the ship.  It came in slowly, growing stronger every few days, until the rain lashed at the hull, a relentless torrent pelting the skin, and creating such a cacophony of noise as it drummed on the wood planking, that one could not clearly speak to a person standing directly next to them.  The sea churned and tossed, creating swells that the ship rocked uneasily over.  We had encountered such storms before, but none that lasted so long.  


  I was returning from the deck, the water sheeting off of my cloak, when I encountered Liet in the hallway leading to my room.  He was carrying a sword.  Not just any sword.  He was carrying my sword.  When he saw me, he stopped in the hall and waited for me to draw closer.  There was no hostility in his stance.  I had not seen my sword since I'd forgotten it in the black cloak commons weeks before.  I'd known it was missing, but I couldn't bring myself to go back and get it.  The metal gleamed in the hall lights.  It had been cleaned and maintained by the looks of it.  That scrap of metal, though a finely honed tool crafted with precision and care, had never seemed as ominous as it did at that moment.  Its existence was a grim reminder of the battle that had taken place on the other side of the ship.


  "I thought you might need this."  Liet said as I approached him.  He held the weapon out grip first.  I hesitated to reach out and grab it.  The leather wrapped hilt looked darker than it had been, as though it were stained with blood that could never be removed.  I stayed my hand.  A question burned in my mind.  


  "Is the woman, did she. . ."  I hadn't asked anyone yet.  I hadn't seen any of the Brigade in days.  I still did not know the fate of the woman that I had injured and almost killed.  I was afraid to know.  Had she died . . .  


  "She is fine.  We stopped the bleeding, and she is recovering well.  The child seems healthy, though we won't know for certain until it is born."  Liet answered the unspoken question, reading the intent in my features, and the words I was too great a coward to speak.  


   Cool relief swept through me.  It hardly helped the guilt I still felt, but it went a long way towards easing my mind.  I had feared the worst.  I reached out and took the sword hilt from Liet.  The weapon felt warm in my hand, as though it were alive.  I replaced it in the empty scabbard at my back, eager to get the feel of that tool out of my reach as soon as possible.  The Fell Beast within me stirred at the touch of the bindings of my weapon hilt.  It lurched forward in the darkness within me, testing the air.  The handle of my weapon reminded it of death, blood, and battle, things it craved as a normal man craved a willing woman.  


  "You look troubled."  Liet said, cutting through the brooding darkness that was threatening to creep up inside of me.


  I nodded.  "I am troubled.  What has transpired has left a mark on me.  It should never have escalated to that level."


  "It was always going to escalate to that level." Liet answered, almost before I'd finished what I was saying.  "They wouldn't have understood it any other way.  Battle.  Strength.  Dominance."


  "Why, Liet?  Why couldn't they see how close we were to done with this journey?  They died for three months of time.  Do you understand how terrible that is?  They could have had what they wanted if they'd only waited a little longer."  My voice rose as I spoke.  I had to bite back the anger that threatened to explode out of me.  I was angry at the Brigade for pushing me so far, but more so, I was angry at myself for letting things reach the point where sixteen men had to die.  


  "Some men, fighting men, do not understand patience.  It is difficult to wait, when what you want it right before you.  You let it eat at your heart, Drake Slayer, but the black cloaks hold no grudge over what transpired.  We know you did what you had to.  Fight to protect.  There you find honor.  Kivann fought to protect.  He had honor as well, but you won.  We accept that.  You should accept that was well."  Liet said, explaining things as though it were the simplest concept in the world.  I understood what he was saying.  I could make myself see his point, but I couldn't accept it.  


  "Sixteen more are dead, Liet."  That number was one that haunted me.  Any time it seemed I might put the experience behind me I found myself repeating that number in my mind, like a mantra of remembrance.  "Our crew keeps getting smaller.  The black cloaks are dwindling, and that's not fair.  You deserve the chance to make a place for yourself in the world."  I insisted, trying to get Liet to see my perspective.  


  My old friend didn't seem fazed.  "We will find our place, Drake Slayer.  The world waits.  We wait for the world.  You killed only our men, and there are too many of them anyway.  We have a bright future ahead without them.  All you've done is weed out bad leaders.  Weak.  Too quick to act."


  The ship tossed sharply beneath us, and we both reached to the wall to gain balance.  It had been happening so often over the last few weeks that it was almost second nature.  I heard footsteps, booted, coming down the corridor behind me, and I turned to look.  Telistera approached, moving swiftly down the hall, her arms outstretched to either side to maintain balance.  She looked troubled.  


  She acknowledged Liet and me with a nod.  She was dripping wet.  It was obvious that she had been out on deck recently.  I was not that wet.  My shifting cloak did not hold water, but Telistera was not so well uniformed against the elements.  She looked miserable in her sodden clothing, though the male part of me noted how well it clung to her sleekly muscled and feminine figure.  


  "Noble, we may need to take down the sails."  She said as way of greeting.  


  I nodded.  It had occurred to me the first time we'd entered a storm that it might be necessary to take down the sails in the event of really bad weather.  At the time, when I had brought the matter to Telistera, she had said that it shouldn't be an issue.  I wondered what had made her change her mind.  


  "Are they weakening?"  I asked, looking for clarification.


  "No, the sails are still strong, and we're still on course, at least I believe we are, as long as the instruments in navigation are reading accurately through the weather.  This storm, though, is getting worse.  I've never seen one like it before.  I'm worried that if the wind picks up too much more, we may lose a sail.  We don't have the fabric to waste if something catastrophic should occur."  She explained.


  "I see."  My mind was churning.  How much time would we lose if we had to take down sails?  Another thought occurred to me, and I spoke it as it did.  "What of the sea creature, will it find us if we take down sail and ride out the storm?  That would be a fate far worse than possibly losing a sail to the wind."


  Telistera shook her head.  "No, in this kind of storm the beast shouldn't be able to find us on the surface of the water, especially if we are drifting at the will of the storm."


  "How much longer do you think this tempest will last?"  I asked.  I had never encountered one that stayed strong so long.  I could tell by Telistera's expression when I asked the question, that I was not going to like the answer.


  "I've never experience one that did not blow out in a week or two, but I see no sign of it letting up.  I'd say we have another week of this, maybe less, maybe more."  Her answer was not encouraging.  A week longer on the rough seas did not sound appealing, especially if it was to be a week making no progress.


  "Do what you think is best for the ship."  I replied, giving her permission to take down the sails.  It was a difficult choice to make, but without the sails we would be left with no way of moving of our own accord once the storm was gone.  So far out to sea, we would be easy prey for the beasts that lay below.  We would have to draw sail and wait out the weather.  A blast of thunder roared through the ship, causing the wood to quake around us.  


  A look of concern hung over Telistera's features.  


  "Is there something you're not telling us?"  I asked the silver-eyed woman.  In that instant, as the thunder roared about us, she had looked as though she expected something more than merely the rumble of distant lightening.  


  She smiled, a somewhat nervous expression.  "It's nothing. . ."


  Liet cocked his head to the side, obviously picking up on the same unspoken signal as me.


  "It's something."  I said, pressing for more information.  "What is it about the thunder that has you so on edge?  Are you afraid of lightening?  There is no shame in that."  I had known grown men who quaked during lightening storms.  There was something raw and terrifying about the forces of nature.  They were to be respected, if not feared.


  "No, it's not lightening."  She began.  After a moment's pause, as if she was considering whether or not she should say anything more, she went on.  "When I was a little girl, my father once told me about these storms at sea that only happen every fifteen to twenty years.  He said they were bigger than any normal blow, and that they grew more powerful the closer to the center one came."


  "Usually, those storms stayed far out to sea, and my people never encountered them, but sometimes one would roll over land, and they always wrought massive damage when they did.  In the center of the storm, near the calm center, there is a strange type of lightening that he called a red streak.  He told me that a red streak will pierce a hole right through a home, or even through a stone wall, and leave a giant crater on the other side.  Once, when he was a young boy living in a fishing village, he witnessed a man getting struck by a red streak.  There was nothing left of him.  His bones and flesh were turned immediately to dust, and a crater was left where he'd been standing that was large enough to fit a grown man so deep that he couldn't reach the surface."  Telistera looked a little embarrassed.  "It's just an old story my father told me, but this storm has been going on so long, it brings back memories.  I'm sure he was just trying to keep me from going outside in the rain."


  "Then there is nothing to worry about.  We'll come out of this storm soon enough."  I said, forcing a smile and trying to sound encouraging.  Stories such as Telistera had been told by her father, generally had some source of origin.  It was possible that red streaks and monstrous storms such as those mentioned by her father were just another case of mundane events blown out of proportion through many retellings.  It was also possible that, like the legends of the great sea monsters, there was some truth to be found in Telistera's story.  


  She nodded.  "I know.  I'll go get a crew together to bring down the sails."  She seemed to relax a little.  Sharing ones fears could go a long way towards easing them, I had notice.  She departed, and Liet followed in her wake, obviously intent upon helping her with her task.  Apparently, he saw no need to finish the conversation we'd started.  Perhaps it was for the better.


  I stood in the hallway alone for a moment.  Red streaks.  The storm raged on beyond the confines of the ship.  I felt ill at ease.  


   


   


   


  Malice had departed to the commons to have a meal, and I sat alone in our room, pining over a stack of paper that I was considering turning into a memoir.  So much had happened to me since I'd joined the Knights, and I had always told myself that I would record it all at some point. My training as a keeper of records, a scribe, had left me with a strong sense of duty in regards to maintaining historical documentation.  As I sat down at my desk and picked up the quill to write, the ship surged heavily beneath me, and the capped bottle of ink rolled off of the desk and onto the floor.  Perhaps it was a sign that I should hold off writing until later.  It had been a week since Telistera's story of the red streaks, and still our ship was embroiled in the surging of the storm.  Our situation had gotten no better.  If anything, the storm was growing yet fiercer.  


  Telistera assured me that we were not loosing much travel time, since the storm was actually pushing us in the right direction, but I did not like the feeling of floating at the whim of such a squall.  I put down the quill I'd only so recently picked up.  It wasn't time to write.  Not then.  I knew, though, that I would have to start soon.  There was no one else who could tell the story that I had lived.  Too many events had happened that bore no other witness than myself and a number of dead friends who could bear no witness at all.  Who would speak for those who had died?  Who would remember their bravery if someone did not make a note? 


  I got up from my desk, recovered the ink well, and returned it to its drawer where it would be safe until the storm blew over.  It was foolish to even consider starting such a task while the ship still rocked and surged to the whim of the angry storm outside.  A knock sounded at my door, hesitant, quiet.  I had not heard anyone approach, but the sounds of the weather outside were loud enough to hide quiet footsteps.  I grabbed my sword from where it lay at the side of my bed.  


  "It's open."  I called.  Malice would have entered without knocking, a friend would not find it strange to be given entrance in such a way, and a threat would be at a disadvantage, coming into a room that they did not know the layout of, plus they would have to manipulate the door and whatever weapon they were going to use.  All of these considerations passed through my mind as I readied to greet whoever lay outside.  I was almost surprised at just how paranoid I had become.  


  The handle turned, and the door swung open revealing the impossible to mistake outline of Tower.  The massive Knight of Ethan had to duck to enter the room.  He wore his hood down.  His hair was long, light brown, and hung loosely bound down his back in two separate tied bunches.  Stray strands hung about his face, almost hiding his eyes as he bowed his head upon entering.  His face had a coating of very light stubble, and his jaw line was firm and strong, despite his obvious shyness.  He had an almost feminine cast to his features, a grace uncommon among men.  It was a face women could fall in love with, if they looked long enough after seeing his imposing frame headed in their direction.  


  "Tower," I greeted him, tossing my sword to the bed.  It was obvious he hadn't come to do me harm.  "What brings you here?"


  He hesitated, opening his mouth, and then closing it again, as though he knew what he wanted to say, but couldn't force the words free.  I waited.  I didn't know what it was like to be as shy as Tower was, but I could see that he struggled with social interactions and I wasn't going to chide him for that.  


  "I wish to speak to you regarding Snow."  He said, finally ringing the words out.  They came out quietly, but spoken with a solemn intent that I couldn't help but take notice of.  My curiosity was peaked.  What he could have to tell me about Snow that I didn't already know, was beyond me.  


  I held my hand out and offered him a seat on the bed.  He took the offered seat, and I sat down in my desk chair.  Even sitting, Tower was still tall and imposing without meaning to be.  The boat heaved in the sea, and I had to stop myself from sliding across the floor in my chair by grabbing the corner of the desk.  


  "Speak your mind, Tower.  I'll always hear you out."  I readied myself for whatever news might come next.  Tower, I knew, wouldn't come to me lightly.  


  "Sir, King Noble, I need. . . I wish. . . I would like to know what your intentions are in regards to Snow, King Noble."  Tower asked, his request coming out haltingly, and with far too many formal addresses.  Of all that he may have asked me or told me, those words were perhaps the last I'd expected to hear.  What were my intentions regarding Snow?  That was a good question.  She had been a dear friend, and a lover, but I wasn't sure where I stood with her any longer.  I couldn't look at her without seeing betrayal.  Was Tower asking for his own benefit?  Did he have some interest in Snow beyond the professional?  A pang of jealousy struck for a moment at that thought, but I pushed it away.  Snow was not mine, and never had been.  That had always been understood.  I did not love her, at least not as I did Malice.  Since her betrayal, I wasn't even sure if she was still a friend.  


  "Why do you ask, Tower?"  My curiosity got the better of me.


  "Sir, I . . . she is . . . what I mean, is that she's very nice.  Er, what I want to say is that, if you do not want her. . . No, I mean, if. . ."  Tower stopped, he looked frustrated.  His fists were bunched closed, but I did not want to stop him.  He opened his hands, apparently a conscious effort, and took a few deep breaths.  "King Noble, I think I love her."  He said, the words coming out in a burst, almost knocking into each other on their way out of his mouth.  


  I stifled the smile that wanted to come to my lips.  He had tried too hard to get those words out for me to squash them by taking him lightly.  Tower was serious, so I would treat the situation with the respect that it was due.  There were times for levity, but matters of the heart, I knew, should be handled with caution and seriousness.  Tower still needed his answer. 


  "I have no claim on Snow, Tower.  No man has.  If you love her as you say you do, you are free to pursue her until she indicates otherwise."  I told the young Knight, and for the first time since entering he lifted his head, his hair falling back from his eyes.  It is often said that we Knights of Ethan have eyes that are black and soulless, lacking the emotional connection of human eyes, or even the lively color of the Uliona, from who we steal our vision, but in that moment there was no denying the joy behind the two black mirrors to Tower's inner self.


  "Tower," I added, locking eyes with the young Knight.  "If you wish to pursue her, you must know that she is strong and independent.  She's not going to be caged, and you'll have to be bold to attract her notice.  She holds herself, and others, to a high standard."  In all the time I had spent with Snow, those few truths were what I had taken away from her.  I once would have added that she was loyal and trustworthy as well.  I would no longer give her such credits.  Perhaps to others those titles would hold true, in my case, she had been neither.  


  "Caging such a bird would be a crime, Sir."  Tower replied, looking bashful as he said the words, as if realizing only half-way through his speech that what he was saying was about as un-Knightly as possible.


  This time I did smile, though it was not a mocking expression.  "Indeed it would be, Tower."  


  Tower departed as quietly as he'd come.  I wondered what Snow would make of the young man's approaches.  I hoped that she would take him as seriously as he took himself.  It would be far too easy to hurt the young and shy Knight.  Even if Snow wasn't interested in him, she would need to be careful otherwise he might withdraw further than he already had.  It was not, however, my place to meddle in their affairs.  Bringing the matter to Snow would only serve to humiliate Tower.  He would have to do things in his own time, and in his own way.  


  Sometime later, the door opened, and Malice stepped back into the dimly lit interior of the room.  She wore her shifting cloak, and beneath it a full set of light armor.  Her hair was tied back, though not as severely as she had tied it back before her memory loss.  Still, she looked much as she had when I'd first met her.  The illusion was somewhat marred by the partial smile that always seemed to rest on her features, a change, I thought, that was for the better.  Malice's honest smiles had been too few and far between back in those early days.


  "I passed Tower on my way here."  Laouna said, pausing to see if I would have anything to add.  When I said nothing, she continued.  "He seemed a little flustered."


  "Did he?"  I asked, feigning ignorance, more for a spot of fun than for any intent to hide the truth.


  Laouna walked across the room and cuffed me lightly on the shoulder.  "There are only two rooms down this hall, and I passed him just before he reached Snow's door."


  "So he passed Snow's door?"  I asked, honestly curious.  I had wondered whether he would go directly to her, to make his feelings clear, of if he intended to wait.  It had obviously taken him considerable effort just to confront me on the matter.


  Malice cocked her head to one side.  "Yes, why?"  She pressed, her curiosity as tenacious as my own.  I snaked out my arm, grabbed Laouna by the shoulder and pulled her down into my lap.  She fell with little protest, wrapping her left arm about my shoulders she landed.  


  "I'll tell you this because I love you, and for no other reason.  I'm sure Tower would appreciate this information gets no further."  I told Laouna, my face just inches from hers.  


  She smiled, leaned forward and kissed me.  "No one will hear a thing from me."  The green-eyed beauty assured me, and I was helpless to keep anything away from her in that moment.  My heart fell into her eyes, and I would have given her every secret the world possessed, if I'd had them to give.    


  "Tower is in love with Snow."  I said, before explaining the conversation I'd had with the love-struck Knight.


  To my surprise, Laouna laughed.   "I already knew that Tower had feelings for Snow.  There are few who have seen him when he's around her that do not know that already."


  I raised an eyebrow.  "Really?"


  Laouna laughed again, put both her arms around me, and kissed me once more, her lips soft and welcoming against mine.  "You need to pay more attention to the things that are happening aboard ship."  She chided.


  "I suppose I do."  I answered, feeling a bit foolish.  I supposed keeping things a secret was a moot point.  


  A cloud seemed to pass over Malice's face, and her smile faded.  


  "I had a strange dream last night, Lowin."  She said softly.  "I didn't remember it when I woke up, but while I was eating supper, it started to come back to me."


  She'd been having more and more dreams since returning to my room. Sometimes they were just nightmares of the hungering, but other times they contained pieces of the memories she had lost.  I often had to wake her from vicious nightmares that left her thrashing about in the bed as though she were being physically assailed.  Once awake, usually the dreams would fade in a matter of minutes, and she would return to sleep, passing the remainder of the night in peace.  I rarely slept, and so I lay as silent witness to her torments.  


  "What did you dream of this time?"  I encouraged her to talk to me.  I always hoped that she might recover more of what she'd lost.  


  "I was in a dark place, and I couldn't see anything.  I heard someone crying, so I tried to move towards the sound, but no matter how close I came, the sound moved further away.  I began to panic, and run, because the person crying sounded like they needed help, but I couldn't get to them.  Suddenly there were lights everywhere, torches, and I could see.


  "I was in a cave, and there was a little girl in a cage.  She looked like you, Lowin, but her eyes were human, yet they were so purple that she couldn't have been human.  When she saw me she called out my old name, Malice.  I tried to run to her, but all these hands grabbed me and held me, powerful hands with claws, driven by burning red eyes.  I tried to break free from them, but I couldn't.  The little girl in the cage was carried away and I could do nothing to stop it.  She disappeared, and the light went away."  Malice delivered her story in a flat tone, but tears seeped from her eyes.  I lifted my hand and wiped them from her cheek.


  She seemed surprised.  She reached up and wiped the tears away as well, she smiled, an expression that seemed odd through the tears.  "I don't know why I'm crying."  She tried to explain, and laughed weakly.  I wrapped my arm back around her and squeezed her tight to me.  


  "You've just remembered Kaylien."  I told her, feeling a lump in my throat as I said my daughter's name.  "You've just remembered the person that we're making this journey for."


  Malice's smile faltered once more, replaced by a look of frustration.  "Why can't I remember everything, Lowin?  Every time I see that little girls face, my heart hurts, but I don't remember anything more about her.  What is wrong with me?  Why did I forget so much?"


  I kissed Laouna's cheek.  It was warm, and the salt of her tears flavored her soft skin.  "I don't know the answer to those questions.  All I know is that I love you, and we'll be together whether you remember what has happened in the past or not."


  Laouna tucked her head into my shoulder.  "Will you tell me about her, Lowin?  Would you tell me about Kay, and about Malice . . . I mean, me, before all of this?"


  I nodded.  "I'll tell you anything you want to know."  I began the telling of the story of Malice, to the woman that had been Malice.


   


   


   


  The entire world exploded.  I was in the commons with Malice, nursing a glass of fresh water, when suddenly the ship jolted so sharply that I, and the few other crew members in the room, were tossed into the air.  We'd grown use to the rigorous shifting caused by the monstrous swells of the storm raging above, but never had the boat been so powerfully struck.  My body reacted on impulse slowing the world about me, so that I was able to stop myself from striking the low ceiling of the commons.  I was still hard pressed to get my legs back under me before the ground surged up to meet me again.  As soon as my feet touched the floor, I sprung for Malice.  


  She was laying flat on the ground, a trail of blood trickling from her brow line.  My heart jolted in panic.  


  "Malice?"  I called her name as I ran my fingers down the side of her face.  Her eyes fluttered open, she blinked, and I saw her gaze focus on me.  Her green eyes were surprised, but sharp and clear.  I breathed a sigh of relief.


  "What happened?"  She asked, sitting up, and holding her hand to her head.  


  I held a hand out to her, helping her to her feet.  "I don't know."  I answered.  The ship listed heavily to one side, and I had to grab on to the nearest table to keep from tumbling over.  I waited for the angle of the ship to right itself, but it didn't happen.  The wood hull groaned.


  The others in the room were pulling themselves from the floor with the aid of anything that was bolted down.  Tower and Silver were there, as were a few of the human crew, including Captain.  I looked at the oldest of our human sailors, searching for some indication that he knew what was going on.  His face looked grim.  A moment later, a loud ringing sounded from above decks.  It was one of two bells located onboard ship.  One bell was to be rung in the event of an attack.  The other was only to be rung when it was time to abandon ship.  It was that second bell that I heard ringing.  I'd only ever heard it one other time, and that was when it was first shown to the crew.  I didn't know who was ringing the bell, or why, but I knew that matters must be serious.  


  "All hands to life rafts!"  Captain called out, doing what I should have done as soon as I heard the bell.  


  Malice, Tower, and Silver all looked at me, as if needing my command before following any other order.  I nodded once, and we moved as a group.  We let the few humans go before us, though it was a difficult process, since the ship was still tilted at an unusual angle.  A loud rumble rattled through the wood of the ship as the deck suddenly jolted beneath our feet again.  It wasn't as severe the second time, but there was no denying the amount of force that must have exploded against the hull to make such a terrible pressure.


  A human sailor fell, and went tumbling down across the deck back towards the bolted down tables and chairs of the dining area.  I caught him as he fell past me.  It was only as he rolled down the slanting floor that I realized that the list of ship was growing worse.  The man's eyes were full of panic as they met mine.  I lifted him, and set him back on his feet, making sure he had good hold on the ship again before I let him go.


  "Thank you, Sir."  He said, shaking where he stood. 


  I nodded.  "Get moving."  He snapped to the order and was crawling out through the door in a moment.  Once all the humans were safely in the hallway, the rest of us fell in behind them.  


  "Where are Telistera and the others?"  Malice asked.


  "I'm sure they're getting to the escape boats just as we are."  I answered calmly, though I understood her concern.  I was worried for the others as well.  We all knew what to do.  I would have to depend on them doing what was necessary to get free of the ship, even as we were doing the same.  The vessel was going down.  That was the only reason that second bell would be rung.  The craft that had been our home for nearly two years was sinking, and I was still months out to sea.  How would I ever reach Kay without the ship?


  I had to push that thought away.  Down that road of thought lay only desperation, and I couldn't afford such a bleak mindset at a time when I needed to protect those around me.  An explosion sounded, dulled by the hull, and a light tremble rolled through the deck.


  "Are we under attack?"  It was Silver who spoke.  


  I didn't know how to answer that question, so I didn't.  The answers, I knew, waited for us above.  It was a long trip up to the top deck, following behind the humans who had difficulty moving through the heavily slanted halls without the aid of claws and inhumanly powerful muscles.  The dangerous extent of our situation was not clear until we reached the world outside.  The wind whipped across the deck with a terrible ferocity, driving the rain against one's skin so hard, that it felt like needles piercing flesh.  To make matters worse, occasionally a massive ball of hail would fly down from the sky and crash into the deck, leaving a dent as it hit.  If such a ball of ice struck a person, it could severely injure or kill them.  Luckily, they were infrequent enough occurrences that they were not a continuous risk.  


  I turned to look in the direction in which the ship was listing, and staggered backwards in shock.  There was a smoldering black hole in the starboard aft section of the ship.  The hole was large enough to drop two complete carriages down, side by side.  The bell was still ringing, and I looked for the bell tower to see who had sounded the alarm.  I briefly saw a glint of silver hair through the open window in the small building.  It was Telistera.  


  "Man the life boats!"  I called out, having to yell at the top of my lungs to be heard over the torrent of rain.  I could see no sign of an enemy ship, or any apparent cause for the damage that had been wrought.  Some of the life boats were already being lowered, though on the surging seas it was a difficult task.  The black cloaks were working on several boats for themselves, and the human crew, with the aid of tower and Silver, had started on another.  Each boat could comfortably keep twenty-five men, and there were ten such boats.  


  "You should get to a life boat, King Noble."  I spun at the words, yelled just behind me.  They were difficult to hear in the storm.  It was Ethaniel.  I had not seen him since our last fight.  I felt Malice press close to me, and I turned back to look at Telistera, still desperately ringing the bell, calling to any who may not have heard the warning.  Did she know she'd rung the bell enough?  Why wasn't she abandoning ship as well?


  "Ethaniel," I turned to the old Knight.  "Please, see that Malice makes it aboard a boat.  I will be back in a moment."


  "No!"  Ethaniel and Malice called out together with the same angry retort.


  "You need to get safely aboard a boat."  Ethaniel barked.


  "I'm not letting you go off alone at a time like this."  Malice retorted angrily, their explanations, while completely different, were spoken at the same time.  


  Tower approached, his imposing figure like an immovable stature in the powerful wind of the storm.  "I'll go with you."  He said.  


  I nodded to Tower.  His strength, and his size, would make him an asset.  I didn't know what it would take to get Telistera out of the bell tower, but it couldn't hurt to have his muscle aiding the cause.


  I looked at Ethaniel and Malice.  "I have to do this."  I said.  "Tower will be with me.  We will be fine."


  Ethaniel shook his head, his facial expression still full of anger.  "You're a fool, Noble.  Hers is one life.  You would risk two for hers alone?"


  I pointedly ignored Ethaniel.  Malice looked worried.  She was worried enough that she hadn't even been bothered when I referred to her as Malice, and not Laouna.  I leaned forward and kissed her cheek.


  "Damn you Lowin, sometimes you really are a fool."  She said.


  I smiled.  "I can't help it."  I turned and walked away.  Tower fell in at my side.  Ethaniel would see that Malice was safe.  I had to hope he would do as ordered.  Of course, Malice could take care of herself, so long as she didn't do anything stupid like try and follow me.  I had confidence that she would be safe.  


  Tower and I ran across the deck towards the tower, the bell still blaring loudly through the darkness of the storm.  A bright red flash erupted in the distance, and a loud, concussive explosion sounded afterwards. The ship shook with the blast, though it had been quite far away.  I had seen only a flash of red, and only for an instant so fast that I was barely sure I'd see it at all, but my eyes, sensitive as they were to movement, held onto the traced path of that bolt.  


  I had seen lightening many times, spidering its way through the sky so quickly a blink might cause one to miss its passing, but the red streak was faster.  Telistera's father had told the truth.  The hole in the ship was the result of one of those legendary events.  No doubt remained in my mind.  What an unearthly power, that could rip our ship asunder with such terrible ease and speed.    Red streaks were real, and they were terrible.  I wondered if they were some form of magic, or just another monster of the natural world that lay unknown beyond the realms of men.  


  I don't know what triggered my next move, but suddenly the world slowed around me, and I found myself diving backwards.  A piece of ice the size two fists held together slammed into the ground where I had been standing a fraction of a second before.  I watched it shatter, exploding into tiny fragments of shining slivers, and a cloud of ice dust.  Sped up as I was, it was a beautiful destruction.  Whether it had been my hearing, or perhaps something I had seen out of the corner of my eye, I didn't know, but in that moment my preternaturally sharp reflexes had saved my life.  I let the speed carry me forward, flashing across the remaining distance to the bell tower, and scaling it as quickly as I could with one hand.  


  Tower sped forward as well, though he moved slowly through the abyss of speed in comparison, and I reached the top long before he did.  Telistera was ringing the bell for all that she was worth, a look of panicked desperation on her face.  


  I slowed down as I pushed open the door to the small room.  


  "Telistera, we need to leave now.  It's time for you to go as well."  I told her.  She jumped as I spoke, oblivious to my presence until that moment.  Her free hand kept ringing the bell.  The other hand was wrapped around the handle of her staff weapon.  


  "We must make sure everyone knows."  She said.  Her face was tear streaked.  I realized then that she wasn't just suffering the loss of our ship, but the loss of every ship she'd seen go down on her first voyage across the endless seas.  How many of her people had died in that damned journey?  How many did she feel directly responsible for?  Telistera was a warrior of her people.  They had put their faith in her protection, and in her eyes she had failed them.  I had seen it in her before, just beneath her silver gaze, a haunted look that never quite left.  I had seen that same look in my own eyes often enough.  I had given up on mirrors, tired of seeing myself, and what I had become in them.  Had Telistera done the same?  Did she see only her own failure to protect her people when she looked at herself?


  "Everyone knows, Telistera.  Please, we too need to leave now."  It was Tower who spoke this time.  His voice was uncharacteristically strong as he spoke to the silver-eyed woman, perhaps because he'd found his strength in action, or perhaps simply because it had to be to be heard over the crush of the rain pounding on the wood of the bell house.  


  Telistera seemed to come to.  Her hand stopped on the bell.  She withdrew it.  


  "Of course, I guess it's time to abandon ship."  She said, she looked empty, as though she had rung out the last vestiges of her spirit with the tolling of the bell.  


  We hit the deck running.  Tower dragged Telistera with him, holding her hand so she did not fall away.  We ran for the side rail of the ship, even as the deck slanted further into the sea beneath us.  I didn't know which boats we were running to, I just hoped we would find the other Knights there when we arrived.  My ears twitched, and the speed enveloped me.  


  I drew my sword and leapt into the air even as my conscious mind became aware of what I was doing.  My blade hit a massive piece of ice that had been barreling toward the unwary backs of Tower and Telistera.  The ice chunk split against my steel and smashed harmlessly to the deck to either side of them instead.  I rolled to my feet coming up in front of the other two.  To their credit, they did not slow pace.  We reached the railing, and found a boat still waiting below us.  


  I saw the other Knights of Ethan holding position for us.  Distantly, almost entirely hidden by the torrent of rain that caused my motion sensitive vision to be confusing, I could see what I assumed was another life boat further out to sea.  Would the fragile seeming little boats be able to hold up to the storm around us?  What if one was struck by a red streak?  I didn't know.  I didn't want to think about the consequences of abandoning our ship.  We had no other choice.  


  I saw the look of relief on Malice's face when I leaned over the railing to make sure there was a rope down which Telistera could descend.  I put the rope in the silver-eyed woman's hands, and made sure she was paying attention to me by touching the side of her face with one hand.  I saw her eyes sharpen, though I couldn't be certain they were focusing on me since they had no pupils, there was definite change in their attention.  I hoped that meant she was watching me.  


  "No one else gets off this ship until you are safely in the life boat, do you understand?"  I asked her, making sure she knew that Tower and I would be remaining on board until she was safely in the boat below.  I didn't want her doing anything foolish.  She nodded numbly.  She'd heard, though I still felt that she was leaving some part of herself behind with our sinking ship.  I watched over the rail as she descended.  Tower stood at my side.  As she reached bottom, and I saw Snow and Malice taking her to the back of the boat, I turned to Tower.  


  "Alright, it's our tu . . ." I didn't get to finish that sentence.  The world flashed red.


  I was burning hot, and then I was freezing cold, in between there was so much light that I felt my eyes might explode in my skull.  I felt something heavy hit me, and then I was surrounded by frigid water.  I struggled, thrashing about, trying to find the surface, but I couldn't find the direction that was up.  My eyes cleared, and suddenly I could see motion, trails of light falling downward, away from me.  I realized what I was seeing after a moment.  I was seeing fragments of the ship, blasted off by the red streak that had just struck, sinking into the ocean.  One object though, a streak of motion falling into darkness, was different than the others.  It was man shaped.  Tower, I realized with a start.  I abandoned my struggle for the surface of the water and swam downward.  I grabbed his limp body and tried to swim back up, but my sword, and his sword, our armor, and our clothes, were just too much for me to handle with only one arm to swim with.  I willed my claws sharp and tore the bindings of my sword, and then Tower's.  Our weapons fell away, and then I cut free the fabric of our cloaks, and the armor beneath.  Suddenly I could move upward.  I surged towards the surface with all the strength I could muster.  At some point I had breathed in, the water filling my lungs, but I was not dead.  As had happened before, my body was wresting air from the frigid brine.  


  I didn't believe that Tower would be so adaptable.  He wasn't moving in my grip.  The surface of the water opened up before me, and suddenly I was in the air again.  The bitter chill of the wind sunk even deeper than that of the cold water all around me.  I breathed out, and water sputtered out of my mouth, my next few breaths were a strange mix of water and air that caused me to gag and choke.  I was not suffocating though. I made every effort to keep Tower's head above the level of the water.  It was difficult in the turbulent waves, the giant swells constantly threatening to engulf me and my waterlogged companion.  I squeezed my arm around his diaphragm, and put as much pressure on it as I dared, willing him to breath.  Nothing.


  I tried again and again, still nothing.  


  "Damn it, you haven't told Snow that you love her yet you worthless tree of a man, breath!  You will damn well breathe!"  I squeezed again, and as if on command, he choked, vomiting out the sea that had filled him.  He thrashed for a moment, in panic, and then he stopped, calming.  I released him and he trod water beside me.  The sea surged beneath us, lifting us up higher than a castle wall with each crest.  I grabbed his shirt so that we would not be parted.  


  "I hurt!"  He yelled into the storm.  "I think I've been burned."  


  "You were almost dead, be happy you hurt."  I answered.


  "Thank you, Noble."  He said, after a moment of no other sound than the fury of the storm.  I was about to reply when my eyes caught sight of the prow of a small boat moving towards us.  


  "They're here!"  I heard a familiar voice yell, Snow I thought, and then there were hands reaching down to us, and we were lifted up into the relative dryness of a life boat.  I had never been so happy to see Ethaniel's face before as I was when his powerful arms tore me from the grip of the sea.


  "Damn fool."  He said, though it seemed to me there was some relief in his voice.  


  "You're right, I'm a damn fool."  I agreed.  I was a fool, but at least I was alive.


   


   


   


  Keeping our relatively small vessel afloat amidst the surging seas was a difficult endeavor.  We crested swells that spanned higher than buildings, and narrowly avoided further red streaks.  The explosions from those close strikes knocked our boat over on more than one occasion, leaving us all desperately scrambling to flip over our craft and get back inside.  When we were not fighting the waves or the red streaks, we were struggling to keep the water out of the boat.  It rained so hard that it was a near constant battle to keep our craft afloat.  


  I couldn't say how long the storm raged around us, whether it were only days, or weeks.  Underneath the black skies time was lost to the torrent of rain, and the constant need to keep moving.  Our boat contained all the Knights of Ethan, and Telistera.  In those very rare moments of calm, I wondered what had become of the others who had fled the ship.  Their boats, wherever they had gone, were nowhere near ours.  Had Liet and his people made it to safety?  What of Captain and his men?  I did not know, and no amount of worrying about it did any good.  I could only hope that they fared as well, if not better, than did we.   


  The storm ended.  It was a gradual transition.  One moment the skies were black, and then they began to lighten as the hours passed.  The rain trailed off, and patches of blue broke through the pervasive darkness, great rifts in the blanket of storm above.  The sea grew calm, and we slept.  There was no decision made to rest.  It was a simple matter of necessity.  None of us had closed an eye through the entire ordeal.    There was plenty of room for all of us to lie down, as the life boat had been meant to carry 25, and there were only seven of us:  Tower, Telistera, Snow, Silver, Malice, Ethaniel and myself.


  When I woke, it was late in the day.  The sun, a friend I had thought forever lost, was sinking below the horizon, and the brightest stars were already visible in the sky.  I sat up, noticing that I was covered in part of a shifting cloak.  As I moved to right myself, I felt a stirring to my left.  Malice sat up as well, curled under the cloak at my side.  Hearing the stirring, others began to get up.  Soon all of us were awake, staring out over the still sea, the bleak realization of our situation settling in.  There was no land in sight, and we were adrift without our sails.  Worse, we were still in deep water, and with no way to propel ourselves forward, it was only a matter of time until the creatures of the deep found us again.  


  "Do you know how far out from land we still are?"  I asked Telistera after we'd all sat in silence for a few hours.  The stars had settled in above.  Telistera looked up, as did we all.  The stars were in strange places in the sky.  We had come so far that even the familiar points of light that seemed constant above us, were no longer where they should be.


  "The ship's instruments indicated we had a month, maybe less, when last I checked, but it's impossible to know if they were accurate in the storm.  The ship is gone anyway, so our pace will be much slower.  These stars look familiar to me.  That means we are getting close to my home, but without the right equipment, I just can't say how much further we have to go."  Telistera explained, her expression crestfallen.


  "By ship, we are about three weeks out from shore."  Ethaniel said, and every eye in the boat turned to the old Knight.  His statement was a shock to everyone.  It was more the confidence with which he spoke, than the actual statement itself which was so surprising.


  "How do you know that?"  Snow asked, echoing the question that had been at the tip of my tongue.  


  "I studied the charts in great detail while aboard the ship."  He answered.  He pointed to the sky, to a bright green star just above the horizon.  "That is Teretal Tui'en.  We travel away from that star, and when it is beneath the horizon at this time of night, we will be at our destination."  


  His answer seemed legitimate, but it didn't settle well with me.  Ethaniel had never studied the chats that I knew of.  He'd spent most of his time locked away in his room.  The charts were kept elsewhere, and had they gone missing people would have noticed, particularly Telistera.  She had done most of our navigating.  I looked to the silver-eyed woman.  Her expression was difficult to read, but I felt that she was having the same thoughts as me.  Ethaniel was lying, but only partially.  He obviously knew something of the local stars, and the methods to navigate by them, but how had he learned?  His eyes could see far and wide, but being able to see a distance didn't necessarily give one an understanding of how long it would take to travel that distance.  Besides, Ethaniel had always said that his eyes worked only when they wanted to.  Under other circumstances, I might have pressed the point.  With just the seven of us on our small boat, it was not the time to make an issue.  Conflict could cost lives.  I would need to keep a close eye on Ethaniel.  My distrust of the old Knight was growing.  


  "We have oars.  We should begin paddling."  Ethaniel added.  


  "What will we do when the creatures in the sea come?"  Snow asked.  There wasn't fear in her voice, but I knew it was a question that lay inside of all of us.  Just because I could not hear the fear, did not mean that it wasn't there.  I was afraid, and I was sure the others were as well.  


  "They might not notice a craft as small as ours."  I answered.  My words were an attempt to give the others hope.  I didn't put much faith in them myself.  I did not doubt that the great sea monster would come again.  It was only a matter of time.  The further we got from the storm, the more obvious our presence on the surface of the water would be.  Being small might make it more difficult to find us at a distance, but then I wasn't sure how those behemoths of the sea found their prey.  


  "How are our supplies?"  It was Silver who spoke, her voice quiet.  


  Ethaniel answered.  "We have fresh water to last us three weeks, food to last a month.  If we ate and drank the way humans did, we'd only have a few days of both, but we have a slight advantage."


  We were lucky.  Even Telistera ate as we did, infrequently, and small quantities.  Of course, Malice had grown accustomed to eating more, and sleeping more than a normal Knight.  She had not done so during our struggle to survive the storm.  She had stayed awake with the rest of us, breaking her normal sleep cycle for the first time since she'd lost her memories.  It had not occurred to me before that moment.  I looked at the green-eyed Knight.  She didn't seem any worse for wear than the rest of us, and she was stoically accepting the fact that she would be eating only every couple of days, as well.  Would she feel as though we were starving her?  I worried, but I tried not to show it outwardly.  Her memories were gone, but had anything changed about her physically?  She seemed as strong and willful as ever.  She'd already been on light rations for a week.  Time would tell.  


  We broke out the oars and began to paddle, Ethaniel guiding our direction.  We had no choice but to trust his guidance since none of the rest of us knew how to navigate without equipment.  We were not men of the sea, despite the fact that we had spent so long on its surface.  We were fighting men, and that was what we did best.  If Ethaniel said he knew the way, we would have to believe that he did.  I could see no benefit in him misguiding us.  He was as much stranded as the rest of us.  Until we reached land, we were all dependent upon one another.  


  We paddled for what felt like forever, working the six oars constantly, only stopping when it was time to shift one person off of the paddles for a time.  This went on for an entire week, with only one break for a few hours of sleep.  The work was unrewarding.  No matter how much paddling one did, it always felt as though we were not moving at all.  The ripples of the passing of our boat were the only indication that we were changing position at all.  I watched Malice for any sign that she was ill affected by the sudden change in her normal patterns, but she did not complain.  She smiled little, though, and spoke rarely.  In a way, she was more like her old self than ever before.  If that were true, though, why did I miss her smile so keenly?


  We were eight days paddling when a dark spot appeared on the horizon, small, but growing larger.  We all stopped at once, drawing our oars from the water.    


  "What's that?"  Silver asked.  We all squinted to see, straining against the unending horizon, trying to make out whatever shape was breaking that line we'd been chasing for a week.


  I stood up in the boat and peered, trying to focus on the object.  It was still so distant.  Our craft drifted out of line, and I used my oar to right it so we could face the black speck again.  The dot began to take shape.  


  "Sails. . ."  I said, as I recognized enough of the object to make out what I was seeing.  I couldn't believe it.  "It's a ship!"  An almost euphoric relief passed through me, and those in the boat seemed to explode into an outburst of pleasure.  Silver's voice, though, broke the momentary joy we'd all been on the cusp of enjoying.


  "What kind of ship would dare sail this far into deep waters?"  She said, and her words doused the momentary excitement of the crew like a bucket of cold water dispels the warmth of a fire.  


  Telistera shook her head.  "My people don't sail this deep."


  Suddenly the ship on the horizon, which seemed to be sailing unerringly in our direction, no longer looked like salvation.


   


   


   


  As the approaching vessel drew nearer, Telistera became more and more troubled.  "It's one of our ships."  She said, as the outline of the craft became clear against the horizon.


  "Then you should be happy.  Your people are close at hand, and we're to be saved."  Ethaniel said, his voice dry, a hostile edge suffusing it.  


  "My people do not sail this far out to sea."  The silver-eyed warrior restated, her hands ringing the wood handle of her staff weapon.


  "You sailed all the way across the ocean.  Why is it so strange that others might sail out into the deeps as well?"  Ethaniel retorted.  He had a valid point, though I too felt that something was amiss.


  Telistera ignored the old Knight's reply entirely, which I thought was probably for the better.  


  "We don't know who they are, or what their business is out here yet. Whatever business they may be about, we couldn't do ourselves any harm by getting out of this life boat and back aboard a ship.  If they are willing to take us aboard, we might yet make Telistera's homeland.  The alternative is bleak."  I said, trying to calm everyone's agitation.  


  ". . . and if they don't intend to return the way they came?"  It was Silver who asked the question, but I had already anticipated it.  Indeed, that question had passed through my mind shortly after first spotting the foreign ship.  What was to be done if the crew of the ship was heading back the way we came, and had no intention of returning to Tett O Sut?  The ship might well be full of more survivors of the Hungering onslaught trying to break free.  What would we do if they refused to turn about?  We should acquiesce, return to our boat, and continue on our long and impossible path.  Even that possibility floated through my mind, I felt a searing rage take seat in my gut.  No, I would not be turned back, and I would not return to the boat that might never see me to my destination.  If I had to, I would make the ships occupants take me where I needed to go.  It was a painful realization to come upon, but I could not deny the knowledge.  I could lie to the others, but not to myself.  I was too close to fail.  


  "We'll have to take matters as they come."  I answered Silver, hoping my hesitance to answer did not so clearly spell out the inner workings of my mind.  What would the others think if we were forced into such a situation?  Would they still follow me, or would they rally against me?  What of Malice?  I clenched my jaw and pushed those thoughts away.  Speculation would not help the situation that lay before me.  I needed to focus on what was happening, and stop worrying about what might, or might not, happen in the future.  One could only prepare themselves so much for the eventualities to come.  After that point of readiness, further troubling over future events was counterproductive.  


  The ship loomed nearer, approaching until it began to slow as it drew within hailing range.  Its sails came down and an anchor was thrown out.  I could make out the shapes of figures moving across the deck, though I could not see them clearly.  The ship was less than a third of the size ours had been, but not small.  It looked like it had been to sea many times, aged and tired, but apparently well kept.  We took up our oars and paddled our life boat closer to the ship, progressing with caution.  They had traveled in a straight line out to us, and stopped before reaching us.  It was as though they'd known exactly where we were, and had come to find us.  That, of course, made no sense, and appearances could be deceiving, but. . .


  As our boat drew near, the crew of the ship came into sight for the first time.  They were hooded figures, moving quickly about their craft, with agile grace that was somehow familiar and strange at the same time.  Each of them was tightly wrapped in shabby hoods and cloth, obscuring any sign of who they might be.  A figure stepped to the edge of our mysterious salvation and cast a rope ladder over the side as our boat clattered to the side of the larger craft.


  "Do you need transport back to land?"  A strong female voice called down, the accent lilting and familiar.  It was the same accent that Telistera spoke with.  It didn't obscure the language as some foreign accents did, but it gave the words a distinctly alien cast.  The woman wore a brown cloak, as did the rest of her crew, the hood pulled low over her face.  I noticed that her hands were wrapped in bandages.


  "Our ship was destroyed in a storm.  We thought ourselves doomed to die at sea.  It is fortunate that you found us."  I called up, as I stood to catch the proffered rope ladder.  The woman dropped down another rope, a line to tie down our boat.  Tower caught it and set to work at securing our craft.  


  "You're indeed quite lucky we found you.  Few ships sail out from shore anymore, and none but ours come this far out."  The woman called.  "You are welcome aboard.  We will turn about and head for shore as soon as you are on deck.  I warn you though, keep your distance from our crew.  We have the creep, and it's highly contagious."  


  I heard Telistera's sharp intake of breath, but I had never heard of "the creep" before.  I was about to ask what "the creep" was, but Telistera shot me a sharp look that said I had better keep my mouth closed.  I was hesitant to move our people aboard a ship with a contagious disease.  The situation, however, was dire.  We needed a ship, and one had just so happened to fall in our path.  I would be a fool to turn down such an amazing turn of events.  Or, perhaps, I would be a fool to blindly accept such uncommon luck.  Either way, my goal was laid out before me, and I could not pass up an opportunity that would take me nearer my destination.  


  Telistera moved to the rope ladder, her weapon latched onto a clip on her back so she could scale the rope without it getting in the way.  I followed her up, and Malice came behind me, shortly followed by the others.  I watched the Knights as they climbed.  I could see the tension, the fear of the unknown, in the eyes of all of them, except for Ethaniel.  He seemed calm.  In fact, he seemed more relaxed than I had seen him in a long time.  His gray eyes, normally so dark and hostile, seemed almost at peace.  It was that, above all else, that put me most on edge.  I wasn't sure how a ship had just happened to come across us in the deeps of the great sea, but the situation felt wrong to me.  Ethaniel's calm acceptance, when he was generally the first to speak out against any activity he considered suspicious, raised my hackles.  


  As we came up on deck, the crew of the ship gave us a wide birth.  They didn't even really seem to notice us, other than that they stayed as far away from us as possible as they went about their jobs.  The woman, who I took to be the captain of the ship, kept her distance as well, though I felt as though her eyes were upon me.  I couldn't see them beneath her hood, and the bottom part of her face was covered by linen wrappings, but my skin prickled as though sharp points of ice were striking my bare flesh.


  "I trust you will make yourselves comfortable up here on deck for the duration of your stay.  I'd offer your greater hospitality, but with our condition I imagine you would be safest up here."  The hooded woman said.


  "We can't thank you enough for helping us out of our situation.  It is unlikely we would have survived if you hadn't found us."  I replied, offering a deep bow, but not quite taking my eyes from the ship's captain, or at least the ship's representative.  


  "The sea is a place of misfortune.  If those cast to its foul temper do not help each other out, we stand no chance at all in surviving its fury."  She replied.  Her voice was calm and her words surprisingly eloquent.  I was again struck by a sense of unreality, as though what was happening should not be.  


  "I am Noble, and these are my friends, Malice, Ethaniel, Telistera, Snow, Tower, and Silver."  I offered an introduction, since our host had not yet offered one of her own.  "We are bound for the mainland, returning our friend to her home."


  "Oh, returning a friend. . ."  I thought I heard a catch in her voice, as though she was mocking me, but it passed in a moment.  "I am Shay 'Fiiel."  The woman introduced herself.  She did not offer the names of any of her crew.


  "You are far out to sea, Shay 'Fiiel."  Telistera spoke up.  I winced a bit at the silver-eyed woman's bluntness.  My curiosity, however, kept me from speaking up.  


  "Yes, the bounty of the sea is much richer this far out.  There is risk involved in making money this way, but when you are afflicted with a disease that shortens your life by so much, the risk is acceptable for the pay off."  Shay 'Fiiel answered smoothly.  If she was insulted, she let no sign of it show through in her voice.


  I looked to Telistera, to see if she was satisfied with the answer.  I couldn't read the expression on her face, but she did not speak again. An awkward silence hung in the air.  


   "If there is nothing more, I will see to preparations to bring the ship back in to shore. . ."  The female ship captain said.  We raised no protest.  I wondered if the others felt as uneasy as I did.  The situation was too conveniently solved.  The strange crew went about their duties, making a wide arch around us.  I watched them flit about the deck, their sinewy movements familiar in some way that I couldn't place.  They were strong and agile.  Were these the bodies of men and women in the throes of a terrible disease?  I needed to know more about the creep.  


  I sat down on the deck, in a quiet, out of the way, place.  The others followed me.  


  "Telistera, tell me about the creep."  I asked the silver-eyed woman, in a quiet tone so that none would overhear.


  "In a moment, don't you think it is strange that our appearance did not raise any unusual notice from any of the crew?"  Telistera's whisper cut through the air.  It hadn't struck me until she said it, but she was right.  The ship was crewed by members of Telistera's people, and it was likely they had never seen a Knight of Ethan before.  We should have been a curiosity to them, yet no one paid us any mind.  At the very least Telistera, a legendary warrior of her people, should have attracted some notice.  There was nothing.  A chill passed through me.  I still wanted an answer to my question, though.


  "That is strange, and might be a matter worth bringing up before Shay 'Fiiel, but please, explain to me what the creep is."  I bade my silver-eyed companion.  She looked uneasy, but she explained.


  "Before the creep, our people knew nothing of disease.  In fact, until I learned of your people, I did not understand that there are many different types of disease in the world.  We lived for generations without ever growing sick.  We had stomach ailments, caused by eating bad food, and we had injuries, and the problems associated with treating them, but we did not have diseases that could be spread from one person to another.  The creep changed that.  It started in a coastal village.  A young fisherman went out to sea, and when he came back he had a strange green discoloration on the side of his leg."


  "Of course, everyone in the village was curious.  No one had seen anything like it before, so everyone came to see what strange thing had befallen one of their own.  Within a week, most of their village had already been infected.  They all showed signs of the green spot.  Things boded ill for the first man to be infected. The strange spot had spread all over his leg, and he was beginning to feel terrible pain in that limb.  He visited the village elder, the pillar of wisdom for his people.  When the elder could not help him, he left his village and searched for help elsewhere.


  "This spread the disease even further, and infected more villages.  Within a month, what had begun as a small spot on one man's leg, had spread to hundreds of people, spreading across their flesh and leaving them in terrible pain.  The man who'd first contracted the disease fared the worst.  As the green spots spread across his flesh, pain exploded beneath his skin.  They were already referring to this strange new plague as the creep, because of the way it crept from one person to the next, and then across their skin like some foul horde of insects.  People were wary of it, but it had not yet earned its place of horror.  My people had been growing increasingly distrustful of those infected with the creep, but they were still allowed to live relatively normal lives.  We required that they bandage their sores, and try their best not to come into contact with others who had not been infected.


  "The young man who had first gotten the disease took a turn for the worse.  The flesh on his leg ruptured into a mess of black puss and disease.  The bone had been eaten away entirely in places.  The limb was so foul, that when they went to cut it away, the knife met little to no resistance as the surgeon performed his grim task.  All those who were sick with the creep began to suffer the same symptoms.  My people made a difficult choice.  We declared those infected with the creep as pariah, and cast them out of our society.  We feared that a further spread of the disease might destroy us all.  It was a difficult decision to make.  It worked to stem the spread, but we never managed to completely eliminate the sickness.  Until this ship, however, I had never encountered anyone suffering from the disease."  Telistera finished her retelling of events.  I'd encountered many different sicknesses throughout my life, but none as bad as the one that my foreign companion had just described.  Her retelling left my stomach sour.


  I wasn't sure which part of her story was most disturbing to me.  The disease was horrific.  We had no sickness so terrible in our lands, but I was also startled by the calm way in which Telistera accepted that her people had banished those with the disease.  I understood why it was done.  What bothered me the most, I realized after she'd finished telling her tale, was that I might have done the same thing in that position.  For the sake of the people as a whole, some must be cast out so others could live.  Telistera's society was different from our own, but it seemed that it suffered from the same failings.  A small portion would be sacrificed to better the whole.  How was that any different than what Lucidil had once done to Kay?  He had given my daughter to the Hungering so that they would leave the lands of men in peace, saving hundreds of thousands of lives.  


  I hated Lucidil for that.  Had it been the right choice?  I grit my teeth and pushed that thought aside.  It was easier not to look at such an ugly question.  


  One of the crew of the ship approached the center mast, took hold, and ascended the wood beam with smooth grace, climbing as though unhindered by a fear of falling, or the strain of their own body weight.  My eyes were transfixed by the sight, and I noted that the others were also watching with some curiosity.  Our mast had a ladder, and our crew had never ascended so quickly.  


  "From what you know of the creep, do these look like men infected by a disease that is eating away at their bodies?"  I asked Telistera.  I was unaware of what the progression of such a disease did to one's body, but I couldn't bring myself to believe that it filled men with such vigor.      


  She shook her head in negative to my reply.  I looked to the others, and they also shook their heads, no.  None of the crew moved as though they were debilitated in any way.  In fact, most of them were unusually agile and precise in their motions.  I felt that we were being deceived, worse, I felt that there was something dangerous being hidden from me.  It felt as though there was a knife at my throat, and the only thing stopping it from cutting me, was that I didn't know that it was there.  However, leave a knife at your throat long enough, whether you see it or not, and it will cut you.


  "Ethaniel," I spoke to the four-eyed Knight.  His attention, which had seemed to be focused elsewhere, shifted back to me.  "I need you to keep track of our direction of movement.  You're the only one of us that knows how to track our progress.  I need to know if we start going off course."


  Ethaniel replied by bowing his head slightly.  He said nothing, but his eyes, all four of them, became distant again.  A wave of worry swept through me, but I swallowed it down and forced myself to stay sharp.  I had to trust that Ethaniel would do what was in our best interest.  


  "As long as we're on course, it would be foolish to do anything that might get us cast back out to sea.  Right now we have access to a ship, but everyone needs to remain alert to the possibility that the situation could become hostile at any minute.  I want us all to remain close together, and constantly vigilant.  I don't believe that Shay 'Fiiel is telling us the truth, and even if she is, that is no reason not to keep an eye open.  We'll avoid the crew unless absolutely necessary, so if there is disease aboard this ship, it will not spread to us."  I gave the others my orders, fully aware of the risk I was taking.  We could have returned to our life raft, but that was another type of risk, and one that I felt stood a greater chance of failing, than the one we were already facing.  The ship was an unknown quantity.  The small raft on the open waters was just a matter of waiting for death to find us.  We might survive in the raft if it was too small to draw notice, but otherwise we would be dead for sure.  I wondered, and not for the first time, what had become of the others.  Obviously they were not aboard the ship that had saved us.  Had they all been lost to the storm?  I thought of Liet, Captain, and the new lives born to the black cloaks.  They had not deserved such a fate.  I could do nothing but hope that they would find land safely, and hope was such a fragile thing.  


  "We could take the ship by force."  Silver suggested, freeing me from my cycle of worries, and echoing a thought I'd had earlier myself.  It was always an option, but as long as the ship was going in the right direction, we would not need to take such a drastic action.  I was about to open my mouth and state just that, but Ethaniel spoke up before me.  


  "They have turned us about in the right direction.  It would be foolish to fight them when they are just trying to aid us.  None of us can be certain of their motives.  Caution is our best option."  The old Knight said, offering advice that, for a change, seemed sound.  For some reason that only made me more wary of him.  Ethaniel had been only too eager to put down the black cloaks, but in the case of the strange crew and their captain, he was taking a radically different stance.


  "You don't usually suggest caution."  I said, deciding it was time to voice at least some of my concerns.  "Would you care to explain why you've had a change of heart?"  


  The gray smoking eyes above his Knight's eyes seemed to grow dark with rage for a moment as they looked at me.  However, when he spoke, his voice was relatively calm.


  "The situation has changed, King Noble.  This ship is not our own, and these people were kind enough to pull us from the very hands of the sea.  Unlike the Brigade, there is no reason to suspect them of having ulterior motives."  His reply was delivered too calmly.


  "No reason to suspect them?  You mean to tell me that you don't find it strange that they just happened to find our tiny boat amidst this entire expanse of sea?  It isn't suspect that they are sailing in waters normally avoided by Telistera's people, and you don't find it the least bit strange that, despite allegedly having a terrible sickness, the crew moves as though they are all well trained acrobats at the prime of their health?"  As I spoke, I had to constantly struggle to control the volume of my voice.  Anger gnawed away inside of me.  


  "Luck is with us for a change, and as for their disease, do we really know enough about it to make any judgments as to what state the crew should be in?  Perhaps those suffering the worse are below deck, and those managing the ship are only recently afflicted."  Ethaniel answered, again his reply seemed too smooth, too easy.


  "You knew they were coming."  I said the words as the thought occurred to me, and immediately wished I could take them back.  I wasn't afraid of Ethaniel, but my suspicions would have served me better if kept to myself.  Ethaniel's eyes, all four, shot open wide, though he hid the surprise almost as quickly as it appeared.  Had he seen the ship approaching with his eyes, or was there something more than that?  I didn't know for sure, but I felt certain that he'd at least known it was coming.  Of all of us, he'd been the only who'd not seemed surprised.  In fact, he had been calm through our entire ordeal.


  All eyes fell upon the old Knight.  "I may have seen the ship, with my far vision, but I didn't know for certain it would meet up with us.  My vision doesn't work like that, when it works.  I can see things far away, but I can't tell how far they are, or exactly in which direction."  This explanation did not seem as readily prepared as the last.  We'd caught him in something, though I wasn't sure exactly what it was.  I remembered a time when he had used his eyes to guide the armies of Lucidil.  It seemed that recently his vision had been far less cooperative. At least, he claimed it was.  


  "If you knew there was a ship, why didn't you tell us so that we knew to watch for it?"  It was Malice who asked.  There was an edge to her voice that I had not heard there in years.  My eyes snapped to her.  Her expression was firm and angry.  I knew that expression well.  Laouna had never used it.


  "If we had not crossed paths with the ship, you would have cursed me for giving you false hope.  I couldn't be certain we would even come within sight of the ship, so I did not intend to tell you about it.  What does it matter?  They found us, and now we can finish our mission."  Ethaniel's ire was rising.  I could hear the anger coming into his words, as his control over the voice slipped.


  "You withheld information vital to our survival, and you expect us not to be angry with you?"  This time it was Silver, she looked on the verge of rising.


  "I did what I deemed necessary."  Ethaniel growled his reply, and he looked like he might rise and draw sword.  


  "Enough."  I said, deciding to head off any conflict that might erupt if that line of dialogue was allowed to continue.  "For now we will have to bide our time and see what happens.  We are headed in the right direction, that's what matters.  We will have to settle these other problems at a better time."  Even as I spoke those words, I realized just how foolish they were.  If Ethaniel was somehow involved with the people on the ship - though I didn't know how that could be - and if they were a threat to us, he would not tell us if we were traveling in the wrong direction.  Our problem was more immediate than it initially seemed.  However, a fight between the Knights of Ethan and Ethaniel would win us nothing but a further loss of lives.  I would need time to think.  


  "We'll take shifts sleeping.  After all the rowing we've done, we're all in need of a break.  Once we're well rested, we'll decide what to do next.  I'll take first watch."  I announced.  


  "I'll stay up with you."  Snow volunteered before any of the others did.  


  "Alright," I answered.  "The rest of you bed down, I'll wake you in six hours."  


  The other Knights, and Telistera, lay down on the deck and curled up under their cloaks.  Malice lay at my side, a warm presence next to me as I sat and watched the movement of the crew aboard ship.  . . . so familiar, yet so unusual.  Snow watched from the other side of our sleeping companions, looking out in the opposite direction.  I didn't say anything, but I found it difficult to relax with her at my back.  I knew that was foolish, and that in our situation, I had no reason not to trust the other Knight, but I couldn't shake that feeling of betrayal that she stirred within me.  I sat with my eyes outward, and forced myself not to check back over my shoulder.  I needed to think.  There were many issues that needed to be addressed, and I felt that time was growing short.


   


   


   


  The hours drifted by, and though I was attentive, I never saw any member of the crew move in our direction.  For that matter, I never saw any member of the crew speak to another, or do anything other than the task they were assigned to do.  In a way, their actions reminded me of the black cloaks before they'd broken free from the magic that had bound them.  They went about their business with complete focus, and with no appearance of camaraderie.  They never even glanced at the other Knights, Telistera, or me.  The longer I watched them the stranger it all seemed, a dance in harmony, accompanied by silence.  The silence was broken.  A quiet song drifted to my ears, hummed so softly that even my sensitive hearing had to strain catch it.  The tone was familiar, a snippet from a dream that had been too real.  


  I turned, and saw that Snow was sitting with her white furred arms wrapped around her legs.  She was humming softly.  I'd only heard that song once before, yet coming from Snow it seemed to carry an entirely different emotional weight.  I listened to it for a time as she repeated the melody over and over again.  The pattern of music was simple, but beautiful, and for some reason it filled me with soothing calm.  I stood up from where I'd been sitting, moving carefully away from Malice so as not to wake her.  


  "That's a pretty song."  I told Snow as I approached.  She looked up at me, and smiled.  Her expression was sad.  


  "My mother use to sing it to me as I'd drift off to sleep.  When I'm worried, it always comes back to me again.  I don't remember much of it anymore."  Her eyes left mine and passed over the ship, watchful.  I turned to look back at my own side of the vessel.  All was as it had been.  Still, quiet.  The strange crew went about their work with a complete disinterest for their extra passengers.  


  "Sing it for me."  I told Snow, the impulse to hear more of the song springing from some deep need within me to be comforted, or perhaps to better understand the song that had haunted one of my vivid and surreal dreams.  It wasn't right of me to ask, but I had found the melody enchanting.  I turned back to the pale-furred Knight.    


  Snow's cheeks were cast lightly red as she answered.  "I couldn't, Lowin.  I don't sing."


  "You've done a good job at humming.  I'd like to hear the words, at least the ones that you remember."  I insisted.  I was glad she did not press me for any explanation for my sudden desire to hear the song, because I couldn't have given her one.  There are times in a person's life when they simply need something, more than food and drink, in order to go on.  At that moment, I needed Snow's song.  I needed the words to match the melody that swirled through my mind, easing away the troubles that threatened to rise up like some great monster and overwhelm me.  Listening to Snow hum the tune had made me relax, even if only for a short period of time.  It had been too long since I'd felt such relief.  Was the song magic?  I didn't think so, but at the same time, I knew that its harmonies were a different type of spell entirely.  No magic was weaved, but music could have its own variety of power.  


  Snow smiled shyly, an expression I had never really seen on her face.  For a second, a brief second, I forgot about her betrayal entirely.  She was my old friend again.  That moment passed quickly, and my foul associations returned to my mind, tainting the moment.  


  "If you insist, Lowin."  She said, before clearing her throat.  She hummed the melody once, and then she began to sing.


   




   In the morning, in the light,


 

  no more worries, no more fright.


 

  For the evening, close your eyes.


 

  Tomorrow comes with sunny skies.


 

   


 

  In your dreams, where heroes play,


 

  sword and shield, you safely lay.


 

  Sleep now child, rest and dream,


 

  in that place of fields green.


 

   


 

  Dream of dragons, dream of knights,


 

  dream of brilliant, wondrous sights.


 

  Dream of heroes, dream of flight,


 

  dream of wrongs, all set right.  


 

   


 

  No more fear, little one.


 

  Sleep my sweet, until the sun.


 

  Rest your head, and be at ease,


 

  drift and float on whimsy's breeze.


 

   


 

  In the morning, in the light,


 

  no more worries, no more fright.


 

  Eyes shut softly, peace and calm,


 

  no more troubles, night has gone.


 

   


 

  Someday, I knew, I would write the words to that song, as she sang them there, but in no way could I ever hope to write those simple words and attach to them the depth of emotion they carried in the way she sang them.  Snow's voice was not the greatest singing voice I'd ever heard, but it didn't need to be, because she was the embodiment of that song, at that time.  She lent an energy to the words that I didn't believe any other ever could.


 

  "There were other words," She explained as the song trailed off.  "I don't remember them anymore.  It seems like that was a long time ago, and I didn't think I would need to remember it all."


 

  I smiled.  "That was enough.  Thank you, Snow."  I said, as I turned and walked back to my post.  I took count of the other Knights, and made sure the area was clear, and then I sat down again, next to Malice.  Snow's song.  I would never forget it.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  "Noble, Ethaniel is gone!"  Those panicked words pulled me from sleep like a dousing of cold water.  I was on my feet, and reaching for my weapon before my eyes had even come fully open.  Of course, my weapon was gone, and as my vision cleared, I realized there was no immediate threat to my safety.  Tower was standing over me.  Even though I was on my feet, I still had to look up to meet his eyes.  


 

  "What do you mean he's gone?"  I asked, attempting to draw the fog of sleep from my brain.  I checked the position of the sun.  Two hours had passed since I'd finally been relieved of the watch.  Snow and I had been the only ones sleeping.


 

  "I took a head count less than five minutes ago, but when I checked again, he was missing."  Tower explained as calmly as he could.  He was obviously agitated, and I couldn't blame him.  Ethaniel had been acting strangely, and his sudden disappearance did not settle well with me either.   I scanned the deck looking for where he might have gone.  There was no sign of him.


 

  "Malice, I'd like to borrow your sword."  I picked her because she was nearest to me other than Tower, who, like me, did not have a weapon.  I wasn't sure what I was going to do yet, but I had no intention of doing whatever it might be without a sword.  Steel, cold thought it may be, is as warm a companion as any in times of strife.  "I'll need the scabbard as well."  She hesitated only a moment before unfastening the weapon and passing it to me.


 

  "Thank you."  I said as I took the blade from her and fastened its scabbard around my waist.  It was a difficult process with one hand, but one I'd grown familiar with over the years.  I placed my hand on the weapons hilt.  It was immediately comfortable and familiar to me.  That sword of fine king's steel was as tried as an old friend, one I had not seen in a while, but one I would never forget and could always trust.  It was a standard sword of the Knights of Ethan, and probably would have served much better in Malice's hand than in my own.  However, I would not send the others into danger if I did not have to.


 

  All eyes were upon me.  "I want you to stay here.  I'm going to find Ethaniel.  In the mean time, keep a close watch on one another.  No one leaves the group for any reason.  This whole ship, and everyone aboard it, sets ill with me.  Be vigilant."  I turned quickly, and walked away from the others, not giving anyone time to protest.  I knew some would want to.  They would tell me I shouldn't go alone, and perhaps they were right.  I'd never been great at taking the advice of others.  


 

  I moved quickly across the deck, passing along the wood planking while keeping my eyes open for any sign of Ethaniel's passing.  I approached one of the crew, cautiously moving in until I knew I would be near enough for them to hear me without having to yell.


 

  "Have you seen one of our men - a little taller than me, with wings - did he come by here?"  I asked.  The crew member did not even lift his eyes to look at me, nor did he turn in my direction as though he'd heard me.  He failed to acknowledge my presence at all.  


 

  "Hey, did you see a tall man with wings come through here?"  I repeated my question again, with more volume.  Nothing.


 

  I grabbed one of his shoulders, and turned the figure towards me.  There was no resistance, but the man did not look up at me at all.  He kept his hooded head bowed low.  The shoulder I'd grabbed on to was bony to the point of famine through the cloth, but firm and I could feel the muscles move as his arms shifted.  Sinew, bone, and muscle.  Once more I felt a sense of familiarity wash over me, but I put it aside.


 

  "Please, I just want to know if you saw our friend pass this way."  I released the shoulder, and the crewman turned away from me and went back to his job without a single word.  My ire rose, and I was assailed by a sudden urge to strike out in violence.  I had to restrain the impulse, though it was quite a difficult thing to do.  The urge to maim and kill raced through my blood, causing my hand to twitch towards my weapon.  It took a strong effort on my part to resist.  How much time had passed since Ethaniel had vanished?  Five minutes?  Ten?


 

  I realized there would be no answers forthcoming from the crew of the ship. They were no ordinary crew.  Whatever was wrong with them, I did not believe it was a sickness.  I walked towards the door to below decks.  I'd known it would probably be necessary, but I hadn't wanted to go that route until all others had been extinguished.  Ethaniel was not atop the ship, and the crew would not speak to me.  My options were limited.  I drew my borrowed sword as I approached the door.  


 

  I half expected the entry way to the ships interior to be locked, but the door swung easily open as I pressed it with the tip of my sword.  The latch was not fastened at all.  Someone had gone through, and not bothered to close it on their way by.  The door opened into complete darkness.  Where the last of the sun faded from the opening created by the door, so too did the light penetrating the level below the main deck.  The ship was eerily quiet on the inside.  I stepped into the dark, shutting the door behind me, though I did not allow the latch to catch.  I wanted to be able to get out quickly if it was necessary.  


 

  I briefly considered calling out to Ethaniel, to see if he would reply, but I did not believe that the other Knight had been dragged away against his will.  That would have attracted too much notice.  He had left of his own volition, and come below decks.  Why would he do that?  What secrets did the old Knight keep that he was unwilling to share with those who'd come so far with him?  I gripped my sword firmly and pressed on through the dark, listening for any sound of voices.  There was nothing.  The only sound was the quiet pad of my own feet upon the wooden floor.  I had a brief memory of the old stories about ghost ships I had read in my youth.  I shook my head, dispelling those thoughts as foolish.


 

  The air was clear and fresh, not the stale, sickly air I would have expected of a ship crewed by those with a terrible, wasting disease.  Everything was wrong about the ship and its crew.  Ethaniel was part of it as well.  He had changed, and had been changing even more recently.  He was not the man he'd once been.  There was a tie between him and the ship, him and the captain and her strange crew.  I couldn't imagine what the connection was, but I knew it was there just the same.  I pressed on through the dark.


 

  Footsteps sounded down the corridor from me, and I stopped in place.  Someone was coming in my direction.  My nerves began to jump, and I took a few deep, yet quiet breaths to ease the tension.  I held my position, sword at the ready.  The footsteps were soft, widely spaced.  It was a Knight.  Ethaniel? 


 

  The soft padding rounded a corner and my motion sensitive vision traced a winged outline moving through the darkness in my direction.  It was Ethaniel.  He stopped after a few more steps in my direction.


 

  "Noble."  He said, his voice giving me the last identification that I needed to be sure.  I did not lower my sword.  


 

  "Ethaniel."  I replied, uncertain how he had seen me in the complete darkness below decks.  The eyes of a Knight could not see in complete darkness, not without movement to trace.  Was it the other eyes that had betrayed my position or perhaps it was those dark pits on his face?  I understood little of what they were or how they functioned.  


 

  "Do you plan on cutting me down in cold blood?"  Ethaniel's voice was calm.  He wasn't worried, and he wasn't bothered that I had discovered him somewhere he wasn't supposed to be.


 

  "What are you doing here, Ethaniel?"  I ignored his questions.  I knew they had been spoken to attempt to throw me off, to make me panic.  Inside my mind, I could feel the Fell Beast part of me pacing the hollows of my darkest thoughts.  It sensed the onset of blood.  I stifled it.  


 

  "Since when is it my responsibility to answer to your paranoia?  Will you strike an unarmed man?"  Ethaniel's answer shot back.  His reply had been angry, but his voice had not held any of that anger.  It was as though he were reciting a rehearsed reply.  He lifted his hands.


 

  "You left us without so much as word, and stole away into the bowls of a ship allegedly carrying a crew of gravely sick men and women.  I believe that my paranoia is justified in this situation.  Besides, even unarmed you are more than a match for me.  You have experience, strength, and a repertoire of battle strategies that I cannot hope to compete with.  Now, what are you doing here?"  I asked the question again, more firmly.  Could I kill Ethaniel if it came to it?  Would I be strong enough to defeat him?  Not with one arm.  He was a better swordsman then me, and he was not burdened by the loss of a limb.  If it came to a fight, all my strength and speed would not amount to much.  At least in the close confines of the ship his wings would be of no use to him.  That did little to bolster my confidence.


 

  "You underestimate yourself, Lowin Fenly.  Your potential is far greater than mine, even if you are maimed.  Your strength and speed are boundless, and your determination is like a mountain."  The old Knight's reply struck me as odd.  I thought for a moment he was simply avoiding my question again, but he went on.


 

  "If you must know, I came to speak with the captain."  He said, and there was a certain sense of triumph in his voice.  I felt as though I'd just fallen into a trap of some sort, yet the nature of the trap was beyond me.  "I came to get charts for you and the others to study, so that you could rest assured that we are heading in the right direction.  Since my word is apparently not good enough anymore, I thought it would be advisable for you all to see for yourselves."  


 

  I lowered the point of my sword.  It was a good explanation, even if it didn't make complete sense.  The charts would be invaluable to us, though I still did not believe the old Knight.  Would he really come uninvited into the depths of a ship full of the sick just to acquire some charts?  I didn't believe he would, unless he was certain that there was no chance of him actually getting sick.  His trip had been quick, as well.  How had he known exactly where to go?  He surely must have gotten the captain's permission before taking the charts.  How long would it take to find the captain, get permission to take the charts, and then to get the charts?  Longer than he had been gone, I reasoned.  However, I had no solid evidence that proved anything he'd said was untrue.  


 

  "This ship is dark, and quiet.  Where are the sick crew?"  I asked, not willing to let the matter rest yet.  Too many questions remained, and too much rode upon getting to our destination safely.  


 

  "The disease spreads faster in the light, so the crew stays below decks with the lights out unless they are on duty.  When we came aboard, they moved everyone to the bottom decks, to assure none of ours would be near the sickness.  Those on duty have been instructed not to socialize or come too close to you.  Their coverings are standard practice.  As I said, the light irritates their condition, so they remain completely covered unless absolutely necessary."  Ethaniel explained.  Had he learned all of that in his short time with captain?  It seemed unlikely.  I was, however, at a loss to call him on anything else.  His explanations, while unlikely, were not impossible.  


 

  "Let us return to the others with the charts."  I said, defeated.  I put away the sword I'd borrowed, and turned about.  The path back was dark.  Ethaniel fell in behind me without another word.  The fur along my shoulder blades stood on end.  I knew Ethaniel had not drawn a weapon, but I felt no safer for having him behind me.


 

  He was lying.  The ship we were on was bad news.  I could feel it all the way to the center of my being.  Danger lay just below the surface of our situation.  I would need to be watchful.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Time passed uncomfortably aboard ship.  We saw nothing of the mysterious captain, and the crew avoided us as though we were the ones suffering from a plague.  A week dragged by, and then another, all the while we watched the charts to track our progress.  Whatever else the ship's crew might be, they seemed to be taking us in the right direction, if the charts were to be believed.  We crossed the border into shallow waters late the second week of travel.  The fear of the great monsters of the sea could finally come to a rest, but instead of relief, I was filled with a sense of impending doom.  I had not grown complacent because of lack of action aboard ship.  The mysteries still remained, and, if anything, I had become more agitated by the strange behavior of the ship's allegedly sick workmen.  It was two days after the crossing into shallow water that Silver had a run in with one of the crew.


 

  "King Noble, they're Hungering!"  She yelled, as she ran with her spear at the ready across the deck of the ship.  Her words ignited a fire in me the likes of which had not burned in a long time.  


 

  "What?"  I asked, standing, and instinctually preparing myself for a fight.  I was unsure what Silver meant, but just hearing the word "Hungering" after so long set me on edge.    


 

  "I went to make use of the head, and when I stepped out of the room, I knocked into one of the crew by mistake.  He fell over, and his hood came undone.  The crew is not human, King Noble.  They're Hungering."  Her eyes scanned the deck as though the crew might attack at any moment.  "I couldn't see all of him, but I could make out his red eyes, and that strange pale skin of theirs.  She held her spear at the ready.


 

  "You're probably mistaken.  The Hungering would never have allowed us to sail on one of their ships, besides, they don't sail normal vessels.  They use black drakes."  Ethaniel's voice cut in.  I ignored him.  


 

  Fury was soaking through my body, permeating to the center of my mind.  I remembered the bony shoulder I'd grabbed on my first day aboard ship, and the agile way which the crew members went about their business.  I remembered the strangely familiar, yet alien movements that I couldn't quite place.  It all seemed clear to me in that moment.  Silver was right.  The crew were Hungering. I crossed the ship, walking towards one of the deck hands that was still going about its job with complete indifference.  


 

  I grabbed the thing's hood as I drew within range, and pulled it back.  Its head was wrapped in linens, a strand going around its eyes to cover the red glow, making it nothing more than a feint shine, but as soon as the head was uncovered, there was no mistaking the creature that stood before me. The Hungering.  I expected the creature to attack, to strike out at me in some way, but it didn't do anything at all.  It kept to its task.  I stared on in horror.   


 

  I recoiled from it, the claws of my hand sharpening without any intentional willing on my part.  I was so close to striking it down, but instead I backed away.  It wasn't attacking me.  It hadn't attacked any of us and we had been aboard ship for weeks.  Though the impulse to kill burned through my veins, I would not strike down an enemy in cold blood.  Questions flooded my mind, needing an outlet.


 

  "What in the hell is this, Ethaniel?"  I called back across the ship.  The old Knight did not reply.  I spun to face him, storming across the open deck.  "What is going on?  Why are the Hungering taking us into land?  Is there a trap waiting for us at shore?  What is your part in all of this?"  I demanded, my ire rising with every question that occurred to me.  I was certain he had played some part in the events that were transpiring.  I reached for my sword.  It wasn't there.  It hadn't been there since I'd lost it to the great ocean depths.  The blade given to me by Uin Delmore was gone forever, vanished into a blackness that seemed without end.


 

  The door leading down into the ship interior opened at the far end of the deck, and the captain stepped forth.  She moved quickly, as though she'd been alerted to what was going on.  I turned away from Ethaniel and faced her.  The Knights were all standing. Those with weapons held them at the ready.  I stepped out in front of the other Knights, placing myself between her and them.  Such a feeling of hostility radiated from the woman that my skin felt as though it were crawling under her eyes.  She started towards me.  I widened my stance subtly as she approached, and prepared myself for an attack.  


 

  "What is this?"  I demanded as she came nearer, waving my hand at the crew around me.  


 

  "We're transporting you and your men into shore.  That's what you want, isn't it?"  She answered, her voice calm, but undercurrents of hostility radiated out from her.  She kept coming closer.  I refused to step back.


 

  "Your crew are monsters.  What are you?  You don't move like them.  What are you planning for us?"  I pressed, but I felt the situation was on the cusp of flying out of control.  The captain lunged forward, her body blurring with the speed of her motion.  I hadn't anticipated such quickness from the woman.  It took me completely by surprise.  Her hand latched onto my arm before I could even shy backwards.  Suddenly the crew of the ship were alert, moving towards my men, weapons I hadn't known they possessed, drawn.  Their hoods were pulled back, and their red eyes burned through the cloth coverings.  We were surrounded by hostile Hungering forces.  


 

  An image of Kay being dragged away by their red glowing eyes flashed through my mind, and with it came a phenomenal rush of strength.  I twisted my wrist with explosive force, breaking the hold the woman had on me and grabbing a hold of her throat, all in one darting motion.  Her hood fell back as I lifted her from the deck by her neck.  She was human in appearance, but her eyes were terrible.  I had seen such eyes before.  They were dark gray, and seemed to seep smoke from their corners.  They were the same eyes that Ethaniel had taken unto himself when he'd joined with creature known as the shadowlyn.  The woman differed, though, as she did not have any other eyes besides those gray ones.  The look of hostility in those smoking orbs was exactly as it was in Ethaniel's.  In my shock, my grip slackened, and the woman tore herself free and backed away from me.  She drew a saber from beneath her cloak.  


 

  "We're leaving."  I said, as I began to back towards the section of the ship to which our lifeboat was bound.  "Everyone, to the lifeboat."  The Hungering circled around, but they did not pursue.  The woman had pulled her hood back over her head as I released her.  She stood at the head of those creatures that comprised her crew, a dark force whose whim they obviously followed.  


 

  "We will still take you to shore, Lowin Fenly.  Come with us."  Her voice had resumed its calm tones, but the anger below it gave it a subtle growl.  


 

  "We've come far enough with you.  We'll find the remainder of the way on our own."  I said, the Knights were behind me, and I could hear them readying the rope to lower us down onto the lifeboat.  


 

  "You will die, smashed upon the rocks at the coast.  The tides of the coastal waters cannot be navigated by such a small craft."  The female captain said, and I could hear the ire in her voice rising.  


 

  "We do not die so easily.  I don't know what you intended, but keep your ship away from us here on out.  If we cross paths again, I will tear this craft apart, plank by plank."  I said, forcing the words to sound firm, even though a terrible chill ran down my spine.  She'd answered none of my questions, and I didn't believe that she would, even if I wanted to stay and ask them again and again.  My men, I believed, would be enough to take out her crew, and kill her as well.  She would have to be wary of my threat.  I did not believe she would pursue us any further.  I felt a tug at my sleeve.


 

  "The others have gone, it's just us now."  Malice's voice sounded in my ear.  


 

  I nodded, still not taking my eyes off of the woman and the Hungering crew that surrounded her.  "Go, I'll be right behind you."  Malice's hand released my shirt, and then I heard the sounds of her quickly navigating the rope.  I grabbed on behind her, and made my way quickly down the line, only taking my eyes off of the woman and her crew when my line of vision passed below the level of the deck.  I severed the rope with my claws as we struck bottom.  


 

  "Oars, paddle hard and fast.  We all know the direction now.  Stay to the charts, we should be able to make it into shore."  I ordered, and six of us grabbed oars.  I did not take one.  Instead, I looked at Ethaniel, who was staring at me, barely concealed hostility playing across his features.  His smoky gray eyes burned ferociously.  I wondered if the others had seen the eyes of the ship captain as I had.  They didn't seem to be paying any extra attention to Ethaniel, and that lead me to believe they had not.  I, however, could not get those dark eyes out of my mind.  The ship faded behind us, apparently having drawn to a stop.  


 

  I was leaving the enemy behind, but I had the sneaking suspicion that I had also allowed the enemy to come along with us.  He rowed with the others, seemingly as intent as them to get us away from the ship, but Ethaniel was nothing of what he seemed.  The situation was out of my control, and I wasn't entirely sure how long it had been so.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  We paddled tirelessly in the direction indicated by the charts until finally, for the first time since we'd begun our seemingly endless journey, land appeared at the horizon.  It had been too long since we'd last seen dry land.  There was an undeniable giddy excitement amongst us, though Ethaniel did not seem to be affected for either good or ill.  I had not spoken to him since leaving the Hungering controlled ship.  Indeed, little had been said by any of the crew, though days had passed.  Leaving that ship had felt like defeat.  I was certain that it had been the correct choice, but getting back in the life boat had been difficult for everyone.  I was just thankful the ship had not made an attempt to follow us.  I had believed that it might, but I never saw sails on the horizon.  That my threat had worked at all on the woman and her strange crew was bewildering.  


 

  Of course, I was beginning to realize that I understood very little of what motivated those strange creatures.  I had once been told that they lived to feed and expand, but I no longer believed that.  The Hungering were driven by some purpose that I couldn't yet fathom.  What could they possibly want with Kay, and why would they allow the other Knights and me to sail upon their ship?  I looked over my shoulder at Ethaniel.  His eyes were elsewhere, apparently far away.  He had answers.   His gray, smoky eyes were part of those answers.  I needed to confront the old Knight.  When we reached land, it would be time for him to tell the truth.  I would force the point if I needed to.  I was tired of the lies and half truths.  Was he an agent of the Hungering?  If so, he would have to be dealt with.


 

  The water became increasingly violent as we drew closer to land.  We could make out the shore, and the tree line beyond, massive mountains sprawling in the distance, but all of that faded to the tumult of the ocean.  We went from paddling for speed, to paddling just to keep our boat oriented and upright.  We drew nearer, and suddenly there were jutting rocks amidst the waves, knife like protrusions that were covered by water one minute, and exposed the next.


 

  The ocean surged around us and I felt a heavy impact on the hull of our boat.  The sound of wood splintering followed.  I felt our craft slide down the side of a rock, and we hit the water just as it was rising back up to throw us forward again.  The impact of boat on water tossed us into the air, and it was a struggle to land back in the relatively small confines of the craft.  Without any help from us, our lifeboat was surging forward.  The tide running inward towards the coast was dragging everything afloat along with it, and we were helpless to do anything other than hold on.  Rocks scraped the bottom of our craft, but I knew it was only a matter of time until the surge ran low and we hit something that could not be passed over.  I shifted my position in the boat, trying to get a better grip on my seat.  I glanced at the others who were all doing the same.  The pretense of paddling had been discarded.  The tide was taking us into land, but whether or not we would survive being scraped over the rocks was still to be seen.  


 

  The wave upon which we were riding crashed downward, but our boat did not follow it.  We struck a rock half way through the descent and we stopped with a tremendous force.  The boat split, the water etched reef cutting into it like a knife, and suddenly we were all being tossed into the cold sea.  I hit the protrusion that had split our craft as I fell downward.  It was an abrasive, cutting shard of stone.  I felt my flesh split and tear as I was dragged down, and then back up the length of the rock as the water rose once more.  Everything was a blur.  I paddled frantically, looking for the others, but it was difficult to see them amidst the swells of water, and the churning white caps created by the dangerous rocks beneath the surface.  


 

  "Malice!"  I called out as my head cleared the surface of the water long enough to draw breath.  My heart was racing.  I was terrified, but not for my own life.  I had confidence in my body's ability to heal.  I couldn't find Malice.  The others lay forgotten as I struggled against the current to try and find my green-eyed lover.  Where was she?  Had the ocean swallowed her into its grinding maw?


 

  In my haste to find her, I was not watching where the water swept me.  The wave I rode upon ebbed and cold stone tore into my right arm, sending a burning flash of pain through my body.  My mouth, which had been open to call out to Malice, snapped shut on my tongue and began to fill up with blood as searing pain lanced through the damaged flesh.  I spit out a mist of blood and a small chunk of flesh that had been the tip of my tongue.  The water surged hard again, tearing me off the rock it had just deposited me on, dragging me along its rough surface and taking away layers of skin as it did.  The cold, salty sea water was like liquid fire against my freshly opened wounds.  I felt myself lifting skyward, atop the crest of a great wave.  I struggled through the pain that enveloped me, trying to make some sense of the world that had fallen entirely into chaos.


 

  The water dropped below me, and I fell with it.  I was still nearly upside down, and facing the wrong direction.  I couldn't see what I was falling towards, and I knew that was dangerous.  I fought, letting the world slow around me as I struggled to use sheer speed to gain control of the situation.  Moving faster was not helping.  The water was pulling me along its course, and I could not get my body to correct.  I hit another rock.  It was smaller than the others I'd been bashed into, and it only clipped my left side as I was descending.  Still, I felt a deep gash open up along my hip.  I knew that if I could get my legs out in front of me, I would be able to control how hard I hit the jagged sections of reef, but I could not get my body to spin in the quickly churning waters. 


 

  "You will die, smashed upon the rocks at the coast."  The words of the woman leading the Hungering floated back to me.  Had they been a portent?  Was I doomed?  No.  I couldn't die.  I couldn't allow myself to die.  Malice needed me.  Kay needed me.  I couldn't let them down.  I fought harder.  My muscles strained against the water.  Another swell blossomed around me, lifting me back into the air.  A whirling current caught my torso and I felt my head being pulled under water.  It all appeared to be happening so slowly.  I tore at the water with my right arm, feeling the wounds on it split and open wider as I struggled.  I had to save the others.  I had to.


 

  The water fell away beneath me.  I was completely upside down.  My legs were out of the water, and my head was being held under by a strong current.  I twisted with every bit of strength I could muster, and finally I felt myself coming around.  I turned, orienting myself so that I could see where I was going, even if my head was still below the water line.  At that very instant, a gnarled, jagged rock came up to meet me, and I struck it face first.  There was an explosion of darkness, and then the ocean and its terrible currents went away.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I found myself standing at the edge of a lake.  It stretched out before me, meeting the tree line in the distance.  There was a light wind blowing across its surface, cool and refreshing.  I took a deep breath, and could smell that a recent rain had fallen.  That scent was mixed in amidst the earthy smell of the forest.  The sky was clear, and the sun was bright above me.  I could hear the song of birds, and the sound of the grass, and the leaves of nearby trees rustling in the light breeze.


 

  "You've come a long way.  You should sit and relax."  A female voice, peaceful, yet gravely and strangely-accented, spoke from behind me.  I turned to face the speaker.  I was facing a large wolf with fur as green as the grass upon which she sat.  There were strands of longer fur amidst her normal length coat that looked like the occasional long strands of grass that you would see in a field.  Her eyes were a deep golden color that seemed to shine with their own light.  


 

  "Whisper of the Mist," I intoned her name, as I recognized the female wolf that stood before me.  I had not seen her in many years.  She had died to give me the heart that still beat in my chest.  Her expression was calm, yet feral.  I felt a pang of guilt.  


 

  "Lord Lowin."  She greeted me, tilting her nose forward for a second, in what I took to be a wolfish bow.


 

  "Where am I?"  I asked her, for I could not remember coming to the lake in the woods, and I remembered only too well that she was dead.  I feared that I might be dead as well, though I did not want to ask that exact question.


 

  "You're not dead."  Whisper answered, and I could see a smile in her golden eyes.  


 

  "How did you. . ."  I began to ask, but she spoke before I could finish.


 

  "You should understand how I know, Lowin.  Isn't it obvious?  We are the same, you and I.  I am just the echo of another part of you, Lowin Fenly of the gods of man and wolf.  As is he."  She pointed with her nose, and for the first time I caught sight of another figure standing at the lake side.  He was a few feet away from Whisper and me, with his back turned to us, apparently looking out into the woods.  He was a hulking black figure, like a monstrous bipedal wolf-creature, with red tipped ears, and a circle of red at his single wrist, and ankles.  He was missing an arm, as I was.  I could not have forgotten that Fell Beast even had I tried, for I wore his legs, and his right arm still.  He was as dead as Whisper though, another life sacrificed to make me what I had become.


 

  I ignored the Fell Beast, the monster that haunted me far too often.  "Why did you do it, Whisper?"  I asked the question that had been on my mind for years.  Why had Whisper given her life to me, when it was I who had lost the combat between us?  By her own people's rules, she was entitled to my heart, my strength.  She had chosen to give her own instead.  


 

  "I won, Lord Lowin, it was my right to choose the prize."  Whisper answered without hesitation.  She had known what I was going to ask.


 

  "Why did you give your life for me?"  She hadn't answered the question I really wanted answered, the one that still troubled me at times, even years later.  There were so many lives lost for my sake, and I questioned all of them.  I had never had a chance to ask that question of any of the others.  


 

  "Because I knew you would do what I couldn't.  I saw the truth in your eyes as we fought.  I saw your strength and determination as I came in to make the killing blow, and I knew what I had to do.  There is a fire coming, and the Kaziem will be consumed with everyone else if you can't do something to stop it."  She answered, though it was difficult to understand her answer.  She seemed to believe I played a more important role than I did.


 

  "Lucidil put out the fire.  He got rid of the Hungering, not I."  I pressed, trying to understand, and fearing I never would.


 

  "The danger is not past, Lowin.  In fact, it is closer now that it has ever been before.  You must stand and fight where others would forfeit.  Others might have been able to do what you must, but they were not given the chance.  You must stand strong.  Protect your pack, protect us all."  Whisper of the Mist insisted in her calm, wise voice.


 

  "I'm afraid of what I'm becoming, Whisper of the Mist.  I'm so full of rage and I just can't hold it all inside.  How can I trust myself to do what is right, with all this anger inside of me?"  I pleaded for an answer.  At that time, Whisper seemed like a pillar of wisdom.  I hoped that she would have an answer to ease the demons that had been haunting me.  


 

  "You're trying to stifle an aspect of yourself.  You shouldn't.  That doesn't weaken it, it makes it stronger." Her golden eyes shifted to the Fell Beast.  "He is as much a part of you as am I.  If you try to shut him away, he will only fight more fiercely to get out. A man cannot stand divided against himself.  You are losing yourself, because you are denying yourself."  Her words made sense.  I could understand what Whisper of the Mist was saying, but I was not sure what to do with that information.  How did I embrace that dark aspect of myself without letting it run out of control?


 

  "That is a question you must answer for yourself."  Whisper answered the query I had not spoken aloud.  


 

  I looked to the hulking black furred figure, and then back to Whisper.  I felt a pang of pressure in my chest.  I was there, and so was Whisper and the Fell Beast, but Kyeia was nowhere to be found.  Was she not another aspect of me?  After all, it was her power that bound us all together.  


 

  "Of course she's here, Lowin."  Whisper again gave voice to answer the question I had not spoken.  She stood up and walked to the lake's edge, pushing her nose against the water so that it rippled.  "Look."


 

  I walked to the water hesitantly, afraid at what I might see beneath its surface.  I leaned over and peered into the water.  The face looking out at me was not my own, but Kye's.  I staggered back, and then fell to my knees and crawled back to the water's surface.  There she was again, looking back at me with the same look of wonder I knew must be on my own features.  A tear traced a line down the edge of my nose and fell into the water, sending a ripple through Kye's reflected face.  


 

  "She is always closest to you, Lowin Fenly.  You may never hear her, and you may not see her.  She is here too."  


 

  I smiled, and the face in the water smiled back at me.  Kye's smile.  I had not seen it in so long.  I drew back from the water's edge, my heart fluttering in my chest.  Would Kye smile at me if she knew all that had happened since her death?  Would she be happy that I had been with Malice?  Would she be able to smile if she knew what I had allowed to happen to our daughter?  


 

  "She loved you.  Do you really believe that would change?"  It was Whisper's voice again.  I looked up at the wolf.  Her golden eyes were higher than mine while I was kneeling at the water's edge.  Would Kye still find something to love in me?


 

  A howl tore through the air, a jagged, terrible sound that sent a shiver down my spine.  I turned to face the source of the cacophony of noise.  The Fell Beast was standing, now facing us.  His single hand was clutched over his chest, an expression of pain painted his face.  


 

  "HURTS!" He roared, froth flying from his mouth.  I stood and stepped back from the suddenly fearsome creature.  "WHY DOES IT HURT?!"  The beast screamed in rage, its voice barely intelligible.  


 

  Suddenly another howl sounded, this one from Whisper.  I snapped around to face her as she finished her soulful cry into the heavens.  Her eyes were full of pain, not physical, but emotional anguish.


 

  "I'm so sorry, Lord Lowin.  I'm so very sorry."  She said.  


 

  The world shifted and melted, and suddenly the woods were gone, and it was just me, standing alone in a great gray void.  I seemed to fall backwards out of my body, and I could see myself standing, right hand clutched over my chest.  I was falling away from myself.  I saw tears streaming from my eyes, yet I looked like such a fearsome beast in that instant.  Behind me, I saw a woman standing, pale hair shining in the void, her hand on my shoulder.  She had no eyes.  


 

  "Kye!"  I tried to call out, but I had no voice, for I was not in my body.  I fell through the gray and. . .


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I sat bolt upright, pain ripping through my body, originating from the center of my right hand.  My fist was closed around something hard and I had to force my hand to open, straining the muscles to their limits, though I wasn't sure what force I was struggling against.  My hand opened.  In my palm rested a small blue glowing crystal.  A binding crystal.  I dropped it and jumped backwards to my feet, as if the crystal was a monster that might strike out at me.  My feet caught in the sand, for I was on a beach, and I fell backwards.  Terrible pain roared through my body, and I felt my left shoulder explode with searing agony.  I fell to the ground screaming.  I couldn't hold the pain inside of me.


 

  Bone shot from the socket of my left shoulder, erupting forth as though it were a sword piercing my body.  Muscle and nerves broke from the joint and began to encircle the newly formed bone, followed by a layer of skin, and then a silky white fur.  I watched it in disbelief, barely able to keep my eyes on it through the pain that caused them to stream with tears.  I screamed again, though I didn't realize it immediately, as the terrible anguish was too excruciating.  Piece by piece my left arm rebuilt itself, first bone, then muscle, then flesh and fur, until my entire arm was grown back, coated in smooth white fur and banded at the wrist in a circle of black.  There were other figures all around me, standing in a wide circle, familiar faces, though I didn't see any of them clearly in that moment.  I knew them, but I only registered them peripherally.  


 

  The pain from my arm subsided as the limb finished regenerating, and I forced myself to my feet, the new arm forgotten in the tide of rage that was overwhelming me.  A single figure stood before me, wings tucked over his shoulders.  He bent over and picked up the blue crystal I had dropped.  Ethaniel.  


 

  "What have you done?!"  I demanded, my voice ripping through my throat with such ferocity that I could feel it reverberating in the air around me.  Those blurry shapes around me stepped back, as though physically struck by my voice.  I knew the truth.  I knew what had happened.  Ethaniel had just bound me to a second Uliona.  He had always wanted to do so.  He'd finally found his chance.    


 

  "I've made you whole again."  He answered calmly.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I flashed across the space between Ethaniel and me.  The world slowed, and I passed through it with ease, cutting through the thick resistance of the air as though it were barely affecting me.  My fur churned at the press of the wind, and the pressure sank through my flesh to the bones beneath, but I felt unstoppable.  I could feel power flowing into my body.  I could feel wounds stitching closed faster than ever before, and a terrible vigor filling every muscle contained inside my rebuilt frame.  I grabbed the other Knight by his throat and lifted him into the air.  His eyes barely had time to go wide as I did all of this.  I had been fast before, but with new energy flowing into me, I was even faster.  I let the world resume its normal pace around me.


 

  "How dare you bind me to another life!"  My hand was tightening, my claws growing sharper.  


 

  Ethaniel did not struggle against me.  He was motionless in my grip, his four eyes trained upon me with a mix of hostility and ambition.  It was the ambition that confused me the most.  There was no fear in him.  His lack of fear only made me angrier.  I threw him to the ground.  His massive body felt surprisingly light.  He was laying face down in the sand at the side of the ocean.  I knelt upon his back, grabbing the hair on his head with my right hand and turning it to the side so his face was not buried.  


 

  "Who have you killed to make me stronger, Ethaniel?  Whose life is forfeit for this?  Do I know them?  Do you know them?  Have you seen the face of the man or woman you've sentenced to death on my behalf?"  I feared that if I stopped speaking I might just kill the old Knight.  My anger was becoming a beat all its own.  The Fell Beast roared within me, and I struggled to stifle it.  The beast would not be quieted.


 

  "Does it matter who she is?"  Ethaniel said, his words strained.  "You were gravely wounded, and weakened by the ordeal coming into shore.  You've been unconscious for hours.  I did what was necessary to save my king.  If you think that is such a crime then . . ."


 

  "Be quiet!"  I yelled in a fury, terribly aware of the life of the woman that was draining into me.  I did not know her, but I could not help but picture Kye.  He'd known my wishes.  He'd known I would have rather died than be bonded again, yet he'd done it anyway.  That knowledge above all else incited the fire that burned in my heart.  I felt strength coursing into my body, and wondered whose life was dwindling at the other end of the bond?  Some poor Uliona woman was destined to fade until her life ran out as I became something far more dangerous than I already was.  Not even her eyes would be saved when I was done with her.  She would fade to nothingness, lost forever from the world.  The howling beast within me broke free from its bonds, yet I did not lose my consciousness.


 

  "I'm tired of your excuses.  I'm tired of your lies."  I said, my voice strangely quiet, even to my own ears.  I reached my new left hand up to the base of one of Ethaniel's wings and took a firm hold.  "I don't care that you think you've done the right thing.  I don't care."  I pulled violently, flexing my newly strengthened muscles with all the power I could muster.  There was a terrible, tearing, popping sound as flesh, bone, and cartilage tore and ripped free in my hand.  Ethaniel screamed.  It was a sound of utmost despair unlike anything I'd ever heard before.  It was certainly not a sound I'd ever expected to hear from the leader of the Knights of Ethan.  The Fell Beast reveled within, and I reached to try and quiet it.  I struggled to suppress its monstrous hunger, ignoring the advice given to me in my dream just moments before.  It would not be bound.  It wasn't finished.


 

  There were gasps of shock and fear from those gathered around, but none stepped forward.  I tossed the chuck of useless wing aside, and placed my now bloody left hand against Ethaniel's neck, keeping him pinned.  The arm felt strange.  It was mine, but it felt new, and untried.  I'd been without the use of that limb for so long, that the sensation of touch in those fingers seemed alien.  I removed my right hand from the old Knight's hair and grabbed a hold of the other wing.  The white fur of the new limb contrasted with the black of the old, making it seem like it wasn't even my own hands doing the bloody work before me.


 

  "Lowin, no.  You can't do this to me I'm . . ." Ethaniel spoke quickly, but I ignored his words.  My muscles flexed and flesh and tendons tore with a ripping sound quite unlike anything that can be described.  If one has never heard a living creature being physically torn to pieces, then there is no parallel of description possible.  Ethaniel's scream shook the air with the power of "the voice."  I barely noticed that he was using that particular skill.  I heard sobbing, and the sounds of footfalls running away.  Malice probably.  It was good that she was alive, and well enough to be upset.  I should have been horrified at what I was doing, and I was on some level, but my heart was numb.  I tossed the other wing aside.  Blood flowed down Ethaniel's back, soaking into the fabric of my tattered pants, and into my shirt.  The fur of my arms was sticky with it, my white arm was red.


 

  "Tell me the truth."  I demanded, my voice sounded far away.  "Tell me what is going on, and what your part has been in all of it."  There was no reply.  I looked down and saw that Ethaniel's eyes were closed.  All four eyes were shut and sweat beaded on his forehead.  He had passed out.  I could still feel the pulse of his heart through my hand on his neck.  The rage fled, leaving me empty and frightened.


 

  I stood up and looked at those around me.  Tower, Silver, Telistera.  I saw Snow laying a few feet away, her eyes closed.  She was still, but my eyes detected the slight movement of her chest as it rose and fell.  She was sleeping, deeply.  Probably injured at the same time that I was.  Telistera was gashed and beaten.  That held true of Silver and Tower as well.  The faces watching me were scraped and tired, and frozen in shock.


 

  "Did you know he had a binding crystal?"  I asked the three facing me.  They shook their heads negatively as a group. 


 

  "He said he was going to watch over you while Malice got some sleep, and then a few minutes later you got up.  We had no idea. . ."  It was Silver who spoke up.  She had a long gash that had already begun to heal along one side of her face.  Her clothes were bloody and torn.  Her hair, that peculiar strip down the center of her head, was disheveled, hanging in every which direction.  She looked scared.


 

  I nodded.  "Alright, I want someone to keep an eye on him.  When he wakes up, I want him watched.  He's not to go anywhere.  I'm not done speaking to him yet."  I looked to Tower.  "How is Snow?"  At my question, the look of fear fled from the tall Knight's eyes.  It was replaced by concern.


 

  "She's injured badly. She hasn't regained consciousness since we made it to shore."  He spoke calmly, if not quietly, but it was obvious that he was worried about the white-furred Knight.  


 

  "See to her.  I'm sure she will recover.  She is strong, and too stubborn to die on a beach in her sleep."  I told the other Knight.  I wasn't just putting on a strong face for Tower.  I believed that Snow would recover so long as she was still breathing.  She was a strong woman, and a fast healer.  


 

  I scanned the area around me.  "Which way did Malice go?"  I asked, when I could not find clear sign of her passing.  I needed to go to her.  


 

  "She went off into the trees."  Telistera pointed.  "If you're going to go after her, you should at least clean the blood off of your hands first."  The silver haired and eyed woman did not look happy.  Her eyes were awash with an accusing disappointment.  My loss of control had injured her faith in me.  She did not look well, either.  Her hair seemed to have lost some of its sheen, and her wounds did not look like they were healing as fast as the others.  Worry crept into the hollow left by my anger.  My friends, no, my travel companions, were suffering for me.  I would have liked to call them friends, but my actions would not allow that.  One did not treat their friends as I treated those around me.


 

  I looked down at my blood caked hands, and then walked to the shore line to rinse off in the ocean.  The water was cold, but it did the job.  The blood stains in my clothes did not come out.  I spent a few minutes working on getting the worst of the mess off of me, but eventually I had to give up the task as hopeless.  I stood up and walked into the forest to follow after Malice.  Telistera, Silver and Tower watched me leave, their eyes as troubled as my heart.


 

  The forest I entered was familiar and yet not.  I recognized some of the plants and trees, but many others were of varieties I had never encountered before, or were only similar.  Even the insect sounds of the woods were different, and the scent subtly so as well.  I felt as though I were walking through some terrible dream.  I looked down at my hands.  One was white, one was black.  The white fur was still pink tinged from my assault on Ethaniel.  I flexed my left hand.  White.  It was as though the limb were a ghost of the arm it had replaced.  I closed my left fist.  A life was being spent for that flesh.


 

  It took me some time to find Malice.  When I did come across her, she was leaning against a tree at the side of swiftly running creek.  Her eyes were looking outward and away.  There were no tears in them.  There was no smile on her face, only a hard, humorless expression.  She turned her head as I approached, and then pushed herself away from the tree until she was standing before me.  I drew closer.  There was a tension in the air that I did not like.  She looked less injured than the others on shore.  I was thankful for that.  


 

  I saw her motion coming the moment she initiated it, but I was so stunned that I did not even think to react.  Her fist struck hard on my left cheek, and I fell backwards, landing with a heavy thud on my back some few feet behind where I had been standing.  I felt my jaw crack and realign itself, the healing happening almost at the instant of damage.  


 

  "That was terrible.  What you did to Ethaniel was wrong.  What he did was an evil thing, and he should have been punished, but not like that.  You went too far, Lowin."  Malice's words were strained.  


 

  I pushed myself back to my feet.  "I know."  I whispered, as I dusted myself off.  There was little else I could say.  I had been wrong in the way I handled the situation.  I let myself be ruled by my anger, driven by the beast inside of me, and justice had not been properly served.    I was playing the part of the monster again, a role I only too easily took.  


 

  "I love you, Lowin, but you scare me sometimes."  She turned her back to me.


 

  "I scare myself, Laouna."  I replied.  "I don't understand how to control the anger inside of me.  When it wants to break free, it overwhelms me.  I feel as though I'm watching as my body does whatever it wants.  Ethaniel has bound me again, and I'm growing stronger.  I don't know what that will do to my control.  I don't think anyone knows.  No one has ever been bound twice."


 

  "You're a good person, Lowin.  I know you can control whatever is making you do these things.  I wouldn't feel this way about you if I believed you were really a monster."  Malice's voice was tinged with sadness, most the anger having gone.  The red haired warrior turned back to me.


 

  "I have another life on my conscience.  Another Uliona woman is dying now.  Ethaniel forced the binding, but it is I who will swallow up her life."  I felt crushed inside as I said the words.  "I don't want to live through this again."


 

  "You'll live on for Kaylien, and for me."  Malice said, her expression softening.  She moved closer to me, her eyes going over my face.  She reached up a hand and I flinched for a second, but she only passed her fingers gently over my skin.  "Your scars are gone."  Her gaze went distant.  "How will we remember Wisp now. . ."  A tear fell from the corner of Malice's right eye, and traced a single line down her smooth, pale skin.  


 

  I reached up and touched my own face, looking for the familiar scar lines that I had worn for years, since Wisp had cut them into my face when we'd fought while I was still in training at Fell Rock.  The scars were entirely gone.  A profound sadness filled me.  Though those scars had been given in anger, every time I had looked in a mirror, I had always seen them and thought of the good times I'd spent with Wisp and my daughter.  Wisp had been too good for the fate that had befallen her.  Another realization struck me.  


 

  "You remember Wisp?"  I asked, incredulous.  Malice had not mentioned her since her coma.  


 

  Malice nodded once.  "I think of her face, and I get sad.  I don't recall much, but sometimes I would picture her when I saw your scars."


 

  "I'm glad you remember her."  I smiled as I spoke those words.  "She always thought of you like a big sister.  I'm glad I'm not the only one who carries her still.  She was a good woman."  Silence descended.


 

  "You won't do anything like that again, will you?"  Malice asked, after we'd stood quietly, a breath's width apart.  I knew then that I was forgiven, and I wondered if finding her forgiveness should have been so easy.  Malice loved me, and perhaps that was her greatest flaw.  She would forgive me anything.  


 

  I shook my head, hoping that it was true.  "No, I will not do anything like that again."


 

  She put her arms around me, and I returned the gesture.  For the first time in years I held Malice in two arms.  If only that second arm had not come at such a terrible price.  Would I think of that life trickling away, eventually to be lost entirely, every time I held Malice with my new white arm?


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Ethaniel was awake when I returned to the beach with Malice in tow.  I hadn't been certain he would recover so quickly, but it was a relief to see that he was at least awake and coherent.  He was sitting up.  A fire had been built, and he was resting near it, Telistera not far behind him.  Snow was still laying quietly, Tower at her side, a vigilant sentinel.  I wondered if he'd had time to rest at all since reaching shore.  Silver was at the water's edge, staring out over the sea from which we'd come.  All attention turned to me as I drew near the fire and Ethaniel.


 

  His gaze locked on mine.  There was no anger in his black eyes, but the gray eyes were, as always, alight with their own inner malice.  Those gray smoking orbs were the key to everything.  They had changed Ethaniel from the brave, stalwart leader of the Knights of Ethan, into whatever it was that he had become.  I wanted to know exactly what that was.  I wanted to know why that woman aboard the ship with the Hungering, had the same eyes as he did.  I intended to have my answers.  I sat down, keeping the light of the fire between us.  


 

  "What are you?"  I asked, across the roar of the flames.  


 

  "You know, it took me years to track down the monster I bonded to take those wings, and that says nothing of the effort I put into fighting and killing the beast.  That battle was the closest I'd come to defeat since becoming a Knight . . . until today.  I knew you would be powerful, but I had no idea the extent of that power.  You impress me."  Ethaniel said, his voice as collected as ever.  


 

  "What are those gray eyes, Ethaniel?"  I asked again, doing my best to keep my anger restrained.  He was playing his usual games, avoiding my questions.   


 

  "The eyes were painful, but having those wings torn away was something else entirely.  A cut wouldn't have hurt as much, but that terrible pressure, and then the exploding agony as you tore the flesh away from me . . . that was something I won't soon forget."  He smiled as he finished speaking, a strange expression that sat unnaturally upon his face.  Was it madness that lay beneath the surface of his calm black eyes?  There was something trapped in there, but I could not tell what it was.


 

  "Why did that woman on the ship have the same eyes as you?"  I asked another question, ignoring his teasing.  The others around the camp had been watching closely, but as I asked that question, I could feel their attention becoming more pointed.  Until that moment, they hadn't known what I'd seen.  "Why did that woman in charge of the Hungering have the same eyes that you have, Ethaniel?  I've never seen another creature like the one you took those cursed things from.  What is the shadowlyn?  What is your connection to it, to her, and to the Hungering?  What have you become?"


 

  Ethaniel's smile fell from his face instantly, not passing to shock, but merely melting like the illusion that it had been.  His gray eyes smoldered.  There was hostility there, anger, but there was a clever cunning as well.  I did not fear the anger, but I feared that cruel intelligence.


 

  "I have been nothing if not loyal to a fault.  I have stood at your side, fought at your side, through every situation.  I have gone with you when others abandoned you, and stood between you and death on many occasions.  You repay me by accusing me of betraying you, and tearing the wings from my back.   In doing so, you not only take the flesh, but you take the freedom of flight from me, and that is something that I will miss dearly for the rest of my time.  I owe you nothing, Lowin Fenly.  I owe you nothing, King Noble.  Yet still I remain, because I will fight at your side until the bitter end.  That is the course of action I have chosen to take.  I will help you find your daughter, no matter what you inflict upon me.  I will see you to your goal."  Ethaniel's words felt like a dagger struck into my heart.  I did not doubt that they had been aimed to have just such an effect.  He was playing on my sense of loyalty. 


 

  "You're not answering my questions."  I said, my anger cooled by my own shame.  His words rang with just enough truth that they cut away at my facade of calm, and etched away at my righteous anger.  


 

  "I'm not going to answer your questions.  What will you do, Lowin?  Perhaps you will rip my arms away next?  My legs?"  He reached up and grabbed one of the long horns that protruded from his head.  "These?  They were hard won, and harder still to join with.  I suppose having them torn away would be a relief, though.  Doorways would no longer pose such a difficulty.  So, Lowin, what will you take away from me next?"  He stood, spreading his arms out wide.  "Don't be shy.  Show the others what a powerful man you have become."  He was playing to the audience around him.  


 

  "Say what you will, Ethaniel.  We both know that you are hiding a dangerous truth.  You say you serve me, but I know you serve something else.  I was wrong to take your wings as I did.  I regret doing it.  However, you are a danger to all of us, and you have betrayed me more deeply than any other I have ever known."  I held up my white furred arm and clenched the fist.  


 

  "You cursed someone to death so that I might have this arm back.  I don't believe for a minute you did it because you were worried about me.  You bound me to another life, that I will have no choice but to slowly eat away.  I will grow stronger, while the woman you've tied me to will grow weaker.  Every day that I feel more powerful, she will die a little more.  I don't even know her face.  I can't even thank her for what she has given me.  She will die alone and unremembered because of your actions.


 

  "You are a disease dressed in a Knight's armor.  I don't know what you intend for us, but I swear if I find that you've hurt anyone here, I will cut you down so swiftly that you won't have time to realize you are doomed."  The words all flowed from me in a rush, a torrent of things that I needed to say.  


 

  Ethaniel did not speak again, and uneasy silence settled over our camp.  I'd had the last words, but he'd defeated me.  I would get no information from him, no matter how hard I pressed.  Further violence would only serve to alienate the others, and he knew it.  The answers were slipping away from me again.  I was forced to act without all the information I needed to make a sound judgment.  I turned to Telistera.  She still did not look well, but I was counting on her.  


 

  "You know how to find the Hungering?"  I asked, though I already knew the answer to that question.  


 

  She nodded. "I know where they came from.  I can take you there, more, I can tell you how to get there."  Her face was grim.  "I may not make it all the way, so it will be important for you to know how to finish the journey without me."  


 

  I nodded.  I knew what she meant.  It was not something I wanted to think about, but Telistera was nearing the end of her life.  That was why she looked so run down, and wasn't healing as quickly as normal.  Those of the silver eye, her people's chosen warriors, only lived for twenty years at best, and she was near the end of those years.


 

  "What do you mean you may not make it?"  Malice's voice was wrought with concern.  It sent a rush of pain through my chest.  "You've healed from worse injuries before.  I'm sure you'll be fine.  You just need some time."  


 

  Telistera shook her head. "For one of my kind, I have lived a long time.  I wanted to come back here, to my home, before my life had run its course.  I've done that now.  I will stay with you as long as I can, but my end is soon upon me.  I can feel it rushing towards me.  My powers are waning."


 

  ". . . but, I don't want you to die."  Malice said, and for the first time in a while, she sounded more like Laouna than Malice.  I could hear the innocent inflection in her voice, and that innocence was suffering.  


 

  "It's alright, Laouna.  We all die eventually, and I have lived a good life.  I am not sad about it, and you shouldn't be either."  The silver-eyed woman insisted.  I clenched my teeth and forced my own emotions under control.  She had been an invaluable ally for a long time.  I did not want her to die either.  I knew, however, that the time was coming.  I would remain strong.  Perhaps that would give strength to the others.  To lose a companion in combat was hard, but to lose one to the ides of time, somehow that was harder still.


 

  Malice did not speak again, but she drew her cloak about her, and pulled the hood low over her face.  I moved to her side, and put an arm around her, looking out over the beaten remainder of the thousands that had come with me from Kreo.  Only six were left.  I wondered what had happened to all the others from the ship.  Had they made it to shore yet?  Would they ever?  The black cloaks, and their young, what had become of them?  


 

  Snow lay still upon the ground, Tower sitting at her side like a loyal dog.  I hoped that she would wake soon.  The longer she slept, the greater were my concerns for her.  Tower held her hand in his own, his eyes falling back onto the white-furred warrior's face as the camp settled and became quiet.  What if she died?  I forced that thought out of mind.  It was far too bleak a consideration to hold onto.  


 

  "Everyone get some rest.  I'll keep watch for the night.  I'm not tired."  There were protests, but in the end I convinced the others to sleep.  Even Ethaniel laid down, though whether or not he actually slept I didn't know, and didn't care.  I stayed by Laouna, and kept my eyes on the world around us.  We were in Hungering country.  It was time for us to be more cautious.  I hadn't lied to the others, either. I was not tired.  In fact, I felt as energized as ever.  I couldn't have slept if I'd tried to.  I didn't know it then, but I would never need to sleep again.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Snow rose from sleep four hours after the others had lain down.  She looked tired, and still had bruises and cuts, but otherwise she seemed well.  When she woke up, she stealthily extricated herself from Tower, who slept closely at her side and made her way across the camp to me.  She froze in her tracks when her eyes fell over the new limb stretching from my left shoulder.  She crept forward, as though she thought I might be a monster taken the form of a friend.


 

  Her voice was pitched so low that my sensitive hearing was only just able to pick it up.


 

  "How did this happen?"  She asked, gesturing towards my arm.  I motioned off to the side of the camp, indicating we should create some distance between us and the others so as not to disturb them.  I stood up and walked across the beach towards the rolling ocean.  When I stood at the very cusp of the water, so that every surging wave licked at my feet, and the sound of the water was all that filled my ears, I knew I had come far enough.  I told Snow of everything that had happened the day before, not leaving out any of the details for my own sake.  I was not proud of what had transpired, but I would not hide the truth either.


 

  Snow was silent for a time after I'd retold my story.  She opened her mouth, as though she were on the verge of saying something, and then closed it again.  The silence was heavy, a burden that seemed to rest squarely upon my shoulders.  It was a weight I'd brought upon myself, so I bore it stoically.  I spoke just to add something to the void left by my confession.


 

  "Tower was worried about you.  He stayed by your side the entire time you were out."  I spoke as casually as possible.  Snow seemed as eager as I to let the subject change.    


 

  She smiled wanly.  "He's a sweet kid.  He has always looked out for me, like a younger brother sticking up for his older sister."  


 

  That wasn't how he saw it, I knew.  I didn't think young Tower would be happy to hear Snow refer to him as a brother, but it was not my place to interfere between the two of them.  Tower would need to make himself clear to Snow, or be forever trapped in the image of the kind little brother.  


 

  "He's a good man."  I said, emphasizing the world "man" as I spoke it, though not so much that it would seem strange.  I could not speak on his behalf, but I would speak the truth as I saw it.  Tower was indeed a good man.  He was strong, intelligent, and dependable.  I was glad to have him fighting beside me.  If Snow would allow a place in her heart to open, she might find that he was willing and able to fill it.


 

  Snow stepped closer to me, so that our shoulders were almost touching.  "It's a really lovely night."  She said, looking up at the sky.  The stars shone clearly overhead, a great mat of absolute darkness, broken only by points of vivid sparkling light, spread atop the world.


 

  I suddenly found myself uncomfortable, standing at the beach's edge next to Snow.  I sensed that she was looking for something from me that I was in no position to give her.  What she needed from me could never be hers.  I had given it once to Kye, once again to Malice, and there was nothing left for Snow.  Since her betrayal, that truth was set all the firmer.  I still felt that stab of a trust broken when I looked at her.


 

  "You should get some rest.  You were injured quite badly on your way into shore, and we'll be moving out early, possibly before the dawn."  I said, trying to turn aside Snow's attention.  


 

  She took a step closer, and then her right hand reached out and took my left hand.  She smiled as she squeezed it softly in her own grasp.


 

  "We match now."  She said, and indeed our fur did have the same pure white color.  I drew my hand away from her.


 

  "Go, get some rest."  I pointed back towards the camp where the others still lay.  Snow drew her outstretched hand back as though it had been burnt, clutching it to her chest.  Her smile was gone.  She nodded her head, and turned to return to camp.  


 

  I watched her walk way.  We had always agreed that what lay between us was nothing more than friendship.  I wondered when it had become more to her.  I felt the sting of guilt.  I had let it come to that point.  I should never have gone to her on those lonely nights.  If she suffered, it was because of me.  That was yet another burden to add to the many others I would need to carry.  Which of us, I wondered, had most deeply betrayed the other?


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  "Give your sword to Tower."  I told Ethaniel, as we all prepared to move out.  I had not taken the weapon away from him the day before, but I had decided to do so during the long night.  The others had slept for nearly eight hours, an unusually long time for the group of Knights.  I had not interfered.  They'd needed the rest.  It was our first night back on dry land in nearly two years, and everyone was beat from a combination of healing serious injuries, and paddling for days without end to make it to shore. 


 

  Ethaniel, to my surprise, did not immediately complain.  He unfastened the weapon and handed it to Tower, who quickly put the sword about his waist.  It was only after the transfer was complete that the four-eyed Knight decided to speak.  


 

  "I am just as dangerous without the sword, King Noble."  He said.  "I give you the weapon, though, as a show of good faith.  I am still loyal to this cause."  His voice was calm and even.  


 

  "Then I see we don't have a problem."  I replied curtly, ignoring the old Knight's attempt to rile me.  Only Ethaniel and I did not have weapons.  Ethaniel, I felt, was safer without a sword.  With the terrifying power coursing through my body, I did not feel that I needed to carry a weapon.  Still, I missed my long sword, and not just because it had been a good weapon.  I had carried it as a reminder of the people I fought to protect, for it had originally been given to me by Uin Delmor, a man who'd fought and died to avenge his family.  Snow had the weapon rebuilt, retaining the core of the original blade, and had given it to me as a present when we left home.  That gave it sentimental value.  I would never have it back.  The ocean had taken it as its own, and there was no recovering what the ocean claimed for itself.  


 

  "That peak," Telistera explained as we began to walk.  She was pointing to a particularly jagged mountain in the distance, one that stood slightly above the others around it.  It was difficult to judge actual travel distance, since I couldn't be certain how tall the mountain we were seeing really was.  "there is a cave at the base that leads down into the Hungering tunnels.  There are entrances all along the mountain range, but that is the one which I am most familiar with.  If you keep walking in that direction, keeping the very point of the mountain in front of you, you should be able to find the cave opening on your own."


 

  I tried to shrug off the feeling of sadness that was attempting to take hold as Telistera gave directions as though she would not be there to finish the journey.  


 

  "Thank you, Telistera.  Do you know how long it will take us to get there from here?"  I asked, eager to know how much time remained before I might rejoin my daughter.  It was difficult to believe that I was so close to being with Kay again.  Of course, I was assuming that nothing had befallen her on her trip across the sea with the Hungering, or since.  If the Hungering had hurt her. . .  That thought trailed away.  What would I do if they had hurt Kaylien?  I didn't know.  I held firm to the belief that I would find her well, because they had given their word.  What if that proved not to be true?  I wasn't sure what I would do then.  Vengeance, certainly, but it would be a hollow and hopeless battle.  


 

  "Three weeks if we keep a strong pace.  We don't want to completely deplete our energy.  We still do not know what lies ahead of us."  Telistera said, and I could sense that she was attempting to give me advice.  


 

  I nodded.  "Three weeks.  We'll maintain a good pace, but I'll try not to run us into the ground."  I reiterated, letting her know I acknowledged her concern.  It was far too tempting to just begin running and not stop.  I didn't know my limits anymore.  I felt as though none remained, as if I could run forever without resting.  Somehow, the immense feeling of power inside of me did little but make me feel estranged from the others.  Were they growing distant, or was I pulling away from them?


 

  Telistera left me, taking the lead, though it wasn't strictly necessary.   As she left, Malice came up beside me, falling into pace at my side.  Her presence was always comforting. 


 

  "You're worried."  She said, after a time.


 

  "I am.  The closer we get to Kay, the more I feel that something terrible is waiting for us.  I. . ."  I let the words trail off because a realization was forming in my mind.  It wasn't an epiphany born from thin air, but a slow realization pieced together from everything that had occurred over the past few years.  


 

  "What, Lowin?"  Malice pressed.


 

  "I think the Hungering are waiting for me.  I'm beginning to believe that they took Kaylien just so that I would come here."  As I spoke the revelation aloud, I understood just how absurd it sounded.  How self-centered of me to believe that an entire race of creatures had orchestrated events just to draw me in.  I expected Malice to laugh, but she did not.  


 

  "What do you think they want with you?"  She asked, and from her tone of voice, I could tell that she was taking my suspicion seriously.  Knowing that Malice was willing to listen, and hear me out, even when what I suggested seemed strange, filled me with warmth.  I didn't deserve someone like her in my life.


 

  "I don't know what they want, and I could be entirely wrong.  Maybe there is something about Kay that they want.  Maybe I wasn't part of their considerations at all."  I said, doubting myself.  It was the ship with the strange woman and the Hungering that had first sent my mind spiraling in these new directions.  Why hadn't they done more to keep us aboard?  Why had they let us aboard at all, and why had they been taking us into shore?


 

  "They never attacked us.  They were taking us exactly where we wanted to go."  Malice voice echoed my thoughts, as though she were able to see inside my mind.  "That's what has you upset, right?"


 

  I smiled half-heartedly.  Her guess was uncanny, but it did little to comfort me that she saw the connection as well.  If they had taken Kay just to attract my notice, didn't that make it my fault that Kay was gone?  I shook my head to dislodge that thought.  It couldn't be me.  I didn't have anything that the Hungering would want.  Besides, they had already come to me, why would they need me to cross the ocean?  If they wanted something, they could have taken it while they were invading.  They'd had plenty of chances.


 

  "It doesn't matter what they want.  We're going to get Kay, and we're going to put an end to the Hungering."  Malice attempted to comfort me, her voice brimming with confidence.


 

  I looked at her, surprised by her assertion.  My goal had always been to find my daughter and bring her to safety, but I had never considered what that would mean for the Hungering.  Certainly I was in no position to destroy them all on my own.  Could they be reasoned with?  They spoke our language, so certainly that implied that it was possible.  The question was what motivated them?  What could I offer them that would end the threat they posed?  Stopping the Hungering was a daunting prospect.  Did I have a responsibility to do more than save my daughter?  


 

  I did.  So many lives had been spent to cross the sea that it would be a terrible slight to those who had fought for me to simply take Kay and leave.  That is all I wanted to do, but I knew at that moment that I could not get away so easily.  I owed it to everyone to do more than serve my own selfish purposes.  How could I ever look my daughter in the eyes if I let thousands of men die, and did nothing to honor those lost lives?  


 

  I had come so far, but it was only at that moment that I accepted that my fate involved more than saving my daughter.  I would have to save everyone, or die in the attempt.  The Hungering must be stopped.


 

  "Lowin?"  Malice's voice swept across my thoughts.  "Are you alright?"


 

  I shrugged.  "Yes, I just realized that we still have a long way to go."


 

  Malice leaned in and kissed me on the cheek.  "We've come this far.  There is no stopping us now."


 

  I hoped she was right.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  A great blue stone circle stood before me.  Its opening was large enough to pass a meager house through.  It stood amidst a clearing in the woods, with no other sign of man's presence around it.  I thought of it as a circle, but it appeared as little more than an arch, because the bottom edge of the circle was buried in a rock footer, made of the same blue stone.  I wasn't sure why I believed it to be a circle, and not merely a rock arch, but I had a vague sense that the structure was somehow vaster than what was immediately apparent.  The stone was blue, and smooth, so smooth I almost did not believe it was stone at all.  As I gazed upon it, I felt as though I were being drawn in its direction.


 

  Why would such a structure be standing all alone in the center the woods?  It looked like it should be the portal to a city, or an important piece of statuary, yet there was nothing else around it.  I noted that no plants had grown over it, and the smooth blue stone was unmarred by the passing of time.  Was it a fresh structure, perhaps something built by the Hungering as they routed Telistera's people?  Were those creatures even capable of such an artistic endeavor?


 

  "You mustn't go near it."  Telistera voice cut through my thoughts.  "Those rings are cursed."


 

  "Cursed?"  I asked, stopping in my tracks.  I had been moving towards the ring, though I didn't exactly remember when I had begun to do so.  I studied it more intensely, without moving any nearer.  I could make out no discernible sign of threat.  The rock was smooth, and the ring seemed solid.  I had heard of curses, and I believed in magic, but I did not think that word applied to the structure that stood before us.  


 

  "My village wasn't near a ruin like this, but I've heard that some villages used them as a form of punishment.  Criminals, those who'd been caught committing truly terrible deeds, would be forced to walk beneath the arch.  I'm not sure what happened to them, but I know it was not pleasant.  We call them ghost rings.  They say you can hear the voices of the dead if you stand too close."  I could see that Telistera was honestly troubled by the strange artifact.  Still, it was difficult to pull my attention away.  I took another step in the direction of the blue circle.  


 

  "She's right.  Don't get any closer to the ring, Noble.  It would be dangerous."  Ethaniel spoke up, and I stopped again, turning to face the old Knight.  How would he know anything about the artifacts of the Telistera's land?  


 

  "What do you know of this ring?"  I asked him, my curiosity overwhelming my common sense.  I'd received two warnings.  Under other circumstances, I might have heeded the advice of Telistera without hesitation.  The ring, though, called to me.


 

  "Do you remember when Lucidil attacked Fell Rock?"  Ethaniel asked, and I sensed, for once, that I was actually going to get an answer to one of my questions.  With the first Knight, answers were rare indeed.  


 

  I nodded for I had not forgotten that horror.  Lucidil had used an ancient and dangerous magic to transport his entire army across a great distance instantly, so that they could arrive by surprise at the fortress of the Knights of Ethan.  His attack had been incredibly effective.  He decimated half the remaining Knights in one move, and left the kingdom in a state of complete confusion.  He'd also broken one of the great magic prohibitions, and incidentally drawn a creature of darkness from the place between worlds.  That demon had killed Lucidil's army as well as the Knights, and had finally been stopped at a great expense of life.  


 

  "He used a traveler's gate to transport his men to the battlefield.  His gate was a temporary structure; it crumpled after his men retreated back through it.  Men have long lost the ability to master the energies and techniques necessary to use such power efficiently.  This ring though," Ethaniel explained, pointing at the strange stone structure.  "is from a time when man had mastered magic, and brought the greatest forces of the world under their own control.  This is an original traveler's gate.  It has stood here for thousands of years, unscathed by time.  They are nearly indestructible."


 

  I looked at the stone ring with a new respect.  "So it is dangerous because we might draw another creature like the lantern eye out if we were to pass through it?"  I asked.


 

  "That is the least of it.  No, it's really dangerous because almost none of these go anywhere, anymore.  The other side of this one is likely gone.  If you were to step through that ring, you would get stuck between places, forever.  That which goes into a broken traveler's gate, does not come out."  The old Knight was looking at the gate, his eyes distant.


 

  "It doesn't look like it goes anywhere at all."  I said, my own eyes scanning the circle.  The far side of the gate looked just like the other side of the clearing.  There wasn't so much as a ripple of distortion across the opening to indicate that what I was seeing was anything other than a circle of strange rock.  "Maybe it's just dead?"


 

  "No."  Ethaniel shook his head.  "They never die.  So long as the gate stands, it keeps functioning."


 

  "If they're so dangerous, why were they not completely destroyed?"  I pressed, still not sure I bought the old Knight's story.  I maintained little trust in his words.  Besides, where was he getting his information from?  I had read many books in my times, but I knew nothing of what he was speaking.  I could tell by the confused expression worn by Telistera that she was equally at a loss.  If any of us should have known more about the artifact, it should have been her, a native of the land.


 

  "They can't be destroyed.  At least, not by any means that we could muster."  Ethaniel replied.


 

  "Then what happened to the other end?  Why are the traveler's gates broken?"  I thought I had found a flaw in his logic.  Certainly if we couldn't break the gates, no other could.




 

  "The ancients were far more powerful than are we."  Was Ethaniel's answer, and something about it sent a chill up my spine.  "Look," Ethaniel walked in the direction of the gate, but off to the side.  He stopped when he was standing a few feet away from it on the left side, but level with the edge of the stone.  "look here."  He pointed at the gate.  I came forward hesitantly.  


 

  "I don't think you should get any closer."  Telistera protested as I moved forward.  


 

  "Lowin, don't."  Laouna said, but I shook my head, curiosity had long been a failing of mine.  I would not be satisfied until I had seen all there was to see.  


 

  "I'll be careful."  I said, as I drew next to Ethaniel.  I had not feared the ring before, but Ethaniel's story, true or not, had given me a hefty respect for it.


 

  "Look across the ring, from the side.  What do you see?"  He instructed, and I did as he asked. 


 

  At first, all I saw was stone.  I could still feel that tugging at my chest, as though the stone were trying to draw me closer, but I resisted that pulling firmly.  I was about to ask Ethaniel what he was trying to show me, when I saw it.  I had to get my head at just the right angle, but if I looked flat across the surface of the gate, from the side, I could see a shimmering black curtain at the opening edge of the stone.  I watched it for a moment, as it shifted and churned.  The strange, rippling blackness filled my heart with a terrible sense of despair.  I had to look away.   


 

  "A working gate would look similar, but it would be white.  The blackness means that this gate is dead.   That which goes in, will not come out."  Ethaniel said, moving back away from the gate. I followed him, doing my best to avoid looking as afraid as I suddenly felt.


 

  Even though I could still feel the compulsion of the gate, I no longer had any desire to draw nearer.  I had seen enough.  That blackness had been terrifying.  It had been as though it were trying to reach into me.  I felt shaken.  


 

  "We'll cut a wide path around any further stone circles."  I told the others, an informal order that clearly needed not be made.  "It would be wiser not to take any unnecessary risks."  There were no protests from my travel companions. 


 

  We set out again, back on path, but it was a long time before I felt the dark pressure from the ring leave me.  It was as though it kept watching me, expectantly, ready to devour me and my travel companions.  I felt as though I had just denied a monster the feast it desired.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  We drew closer to the mountains with every day of travel.  We ran day and night, only stopping when it was necessary for the others to recuperate from the hard pace.  I did not grow tired, no matter how far I ran.  I could run for two days at a hard pace and I felt only mild fatigue in my muscles that would quickly flee as we came to a stop.  My strength and energy seemed to be increasing with every step I took nearer the mountains.  I knew that, in truth, it wasn't the nearness to the mountains that was giving me strength, but the life of a Uliona woman, somewhere far across the sea.  I tried not to dwell on that fact.  The process, once began, was irreversible.  Ethaniel had doomed another innocent, and I would have to accept that burden upon myself, since I would reap the benefits.  To take the power and feel no guilt at all would be a crime unto itself.  


 

  Our first week of travel had gone the fastest, but Telistera was beginning to slow down.  She could still run for days at a time, but her pace was beginning to fall off.  I knew what it meant, and I could tell by the sadness in Malice's eyes that she was only too aware of the truth as well.  All of us knew what was happening.  Only Ethaniel seemed completely unperturbed.  His cold indifference raised my ire, but I had done my best not to come to any further confrontations with the old Knight.  He had begun to act strangely.  There was a certain excited exuberance about him that worried me.  He should have had nothing to be excited about, certainly the rest of us were more troubled than eager.


 

  "We should stop for a time."  I heard Malice's voice, soft and close, and I drew myself out of my thoughts.  "The others are tired.  We could use four or five hours of rest."  She finished.


 

  I looked at the others as I drew to a stop.  They looked worn.  It had been four days since we'd taken more than a brief break.  I'd promised Telistera that I would not push everyone too hard, and I had been on the verge of doing just that.  I looked at Malice's face, and I could see the fatigue written across her features.  Had she not come to me, I probably would have run for another day without even thinking about it.  


 

  "Of course, you're right.  We should have stopped hours ago."  I admitted, realizing that I was slowly losing touch with the others.  It was far too easy to get lost in my thoughts and just go on forever.  My travel companions dropped their packs in place and fell to the ground.  We were running across hills with only a light covering of brush and sparse patches of forest, and just about anywhere was a good place to rest.  The hill we'd just crested gave us a nice view of the surrounding area.  It was a good place to keep watch.  


 

  I was not certain keeping watch was entirely necessary.  We had not seen so much as a single sign of the Hungering since arriving.  The day before, we had passed through a large open clearing that Telistera assured us had once been a village of her people, but all that remained was an open field of grass.  There were no buildings, no wreckage, and no signs of war.  Animals had freely entered the clearing, wary of us, but apparently unworried about any other threat.  I had feared we would be fighting constantly from the moment we made land, but we had received no resistance at all.  There were no signs of the Hungering, and there were no signs of Telistera's people.  We had passed three different places that should have once had villages, but all of them had been like the one we'd seen on the previous day.  


 

  Had Telistera been one to joke, I might have believed that she was attempting to play a strange trick on us.  However, I knew the silver-eyed woman well enough to know that she was not joking, and I didn't believe she was intentionally deceiving us either.  For some reason, all signs of her people had been erased from the land, and nothing had been placed in their absence.  I felt as though we walked through an undiscovered world.  


 

  "I'll keep watch for the night."  I announced, not feeling much like sleeping.  Whether it was only my new energy, or a combination of that and my anticipation of finding Kay, I could not be certain.


 

  "Lowin, you can't.  You haven't slept since we arrived here.  I can take the first watch.  I feel good enough to stay up a few hours.  You get some sleep."  Laouna said, speaking up at me from where she sat on the ground, leaning against her pack. 


 

  "I'm fine."  I insisted.  I didn't believe I could sleep even if I wanted to.  All I really wanted to do was keep running.  My body burned with unquenchable energy, my mind writhed in eagerness at obtaining my long sought goal.


 

  "We don't even need a guard."  Tower said.  "There is nothing here.  We haven't seen any sign of danger since we arrived.  I don't know what lies ahead, but I don't think there is anything other than the wildlife here to trouble us."


 

  "I really am not tired.  I'll keep an eye on things while the rest of you sleep.  I'm sure Tower is right.  We could probably all sleep without worry.  This place is quiet, but I'll keep watch just to be safe."  I stated again.  Tower shrugged and laid down a few feet from where Snow had sat down.  Ethaniel was already sprawled across the grass, his pack under his head.  Telistera had lain on the other side of him, furthest from the camp. 


 

  "I'll stay up with you for a bit, at least.  You shouldn't have to watch alone every time we make camp."  Malice said, exasperated that the others had given up on trying to convince me so quickly.  They needed their rest, and I knew that Malice needed hers as well.  I also knew that my beautiful green-eyed warrior had her mind set on a course of action, and I would not be convincing her otherwise any time soon.  


 

  "As you like."  I acquiesced with a small smile.  Fighting it was useless, and I was not really so eager to deny her company.  My growing strength was leaving me feeling detached from the others.  It was only Malice that kept me grounded.  


 

  We sat for a time in quiet, watching the valleys around our hilltop with no real worry that we would be attacked.  Malice leaned against me, her head upon my shoulder.  Under the spread of the stars above, the world truly seemed at peace.  It was impossible to imagine that once the Hungering had passed through the area, massed in the thousands.  On that night, beneath those stars, it seemed as if the entire world consisted of only Malice and me.  The others were all but forgotten.


 

  I felt the warmth at my side shift, and looked over to see Malice standing up.  She reached a clawed hand down to me.  "Let's go for a walk."  She said quietly.  I took her hand, though I didn't need it, and let her draw me back to my feet.  She was strong, powerfully so.  It was easy to forget that when one's eyes were so quickly drawn to her beauty.  We walked beneath the stars, traveling down the hill and through the valley that surrounded it.  


 

  "You should get some rest."  I said to her, after we'd walked for nearly an hour.  She was in front of me, leading our way, but she stopped as I spoke, and turned to face me.  Her green eyes were bright, even in the dim light of the stars.  I could see the rise and fall of her ample chest, highlighted by my motion sensitive sight.  It was only at that moment that I realized why she had wanted to go for a walk.  Behind her eyes was a naked lust, and yearning that was hard to miss.  She didn't speak as she reached up and unfastened her cloak, letting it fall to the ground.  She knelt upon it as she pulled free the draw strings of her shirt and drew open the front of the fabric.  


 

  She removed her shirt, and set to work on her pants, unfastening her sword belt and removing the fabric with graceful precision.  I could feel my excitement rising.  It had been too long since we'd lain together.  My desire for her pounded through my veins like a hammer against an anvil.  I set about unfettering myself of my own clothes, as I watched her undress.  Her body was as beautiful as it had ever been.  


 

  Her Fell Beast legs blended into her silky white hips with artistic perfection, a contrast of terrible power, and terrifying beauty that defied comparison.  She drew her legs together as she cast away her pants, hiding that soft tuft of hair that concealed the mysteries of woman.  Her breasts were still tightly bound and wrapped, but even so constrained, they were not insignificant to behold.  I went to her then.  


 

  With careful haste I unfastened the knot holding back her ample bust.  As it loosed, she spilled forth from it, a fountain of femininity from which no man could possibly turn.  I cast aside her bindings, and revealed her to the stars in full glory, though not for long, as I was soon upon her, my mouth, my hands, my every exposed inch of flesh savoring in the touch of her skin against mine.  My hands searched her for the places that gave her greatest fire, and her hands returned the tribute.  We were a warming inferno upon a cold winter day, we were unending joy amidst a world of loss and regret, we were two parts made one whole.  


 

  Her hands upon my flesh were soon not enough to sate the hunger I carried for her body.  I pushed her to her back, and parted her so that I might, in so doing, draw us closer together.  The moment of connection was sublime, and every moment thereafter was greater still.  I gave into her time and time again, and we lay together in passion until all desire was temporarily sated.  


 

  We dressed in the aftermath of our lust, and began our walk back to camp.  Malice stumbled as we went, and I held on to her.  Our love making had been vigorous, and she had been exhausted before we started.  I lifted her into my arms, her weight so light that it seemed almost nonexistent.  She resisted but for a second, and then laid her head upon my shoulder and drifted fast to sleep.  When we reached camp, I nestled her into the grass carefully, and sat beside her.  


 

  I watched the starlight as it shimmered against her clear and pale face.  Her lips were turned up in the barest smile as she drifted through her dreams.  No nightmares plagued her that night.  . . . my Malice, my Laouna, my love.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I patrolled the hilltop, not because I was worried about attack, but because I couldn't force myself to sit still any longer.  The woods were not entirely quiet at night, but without the sounds of footfalls, the singing of the birds, and the voices of my companions, the night seemed endlessly silent.  The others appeared to be sleeping soundly, so I was careful not to wake them in my pacing.  I reminded myself that we would make better time once they were fully recharged and ready to run again.  It was unfair of me to ask any more of them than they had already given.


 

  A motion in the valley below caught my eyes and I stopped in my tracks.  I had seen various animals throughout the night, so I wasn't entirely surprised, but still I stopped to get a clearer view.  The stars were bright overhead, and my strong vision was able to discern a great deal of detail from the minimal amount of light available.  Still, it was my ability to track motion that first caught my attention.  I was surprised by what I saw.


 

  A human figure, female, attired in what looked like a flowing black dress, was walking through the forest below.  She had long hair, and from her slender features, I guessed her to be young.  Seeing her amidst the trees sparked a terrible yearning in my heart.  She was familiar.  Something about her was undeniably familiar.  Before I knew what I was doing, I found myself running down the hill towards the fleeting figure.  I reached the valley in seconds, and fell in amidst the trees grouped there, searching for the woman that had been far easier to see from atop the hill.  I moved in the direction I'd last seen her, carefully, slowly so as not startle or alarm whoever it was.  


 

  "Hello?"  I called out, thinking I must be close.  


 

  I saw the glimmering light trail that my Uliona eyes recognized as movement, the edge of a dress disappearing behind a tree ahead of me.  I dashed forward.  I restrained myself from using the full speed at my disposal.  I didn't want to terrify whoever it was.  A young woman alone in the woods at night probably would not be happy to have a man as terrifying as I appear in front of her out of nowhere.  


 

  "I mean you no harm.  I just want to talk to you."  I tried to reassure the other in the woods as I moved forward.  The outline of a young women stepped out from the trees even further ahead of where I'd just seen movement before.  She stopped and turned to me.  


 

  "Milady, if I could have a word.  My friends and I have. . ."  She turned and stepped back into the trees, and I found myself running forward again.  In the woods, where the stars did not shine so brightly, I could not make out any details of her features.  Why did she seem so familiar to me?  Who was she, and how was she keeping ahead of me so easily?  I ran forward, passing between the trees with ease.  I was mindful of the distance from camp that I was allowing to form, but I could not make myself turn away from the black dressed girl.


 

  I reached the tree by which she'd been standing, but there was no sign of her.  I looked at the ground but could see not so much as a single footprint or snapped twig.  How she had passed through the area without leaving any sign at all, was beyond me.  In the woods, one simply could not move without leaving something, especially not if one was moving hurriedly.  To stay ahead of me, she would have to be running.  


 

  I pressed forward, desperately trying to follow someone I could not see, and then she was there again, just ahead of me once more, watching from between two trees.  I could reach her in a dozen long strides if I pushed myself, but I stopped, and held my hands up to show that I was unarmed.  Of course, my monstrous claws, I realized belatedly, probably looked more fierce than any sword or bow. 


 

  "Please, don't run.  We can talk from here.  I will get no closer.  I just want to know who you are, and how you got out here all alone."  I pleaded with the girl in the black dress.  I didn't know what good that would do, but I was certain it couldn't hurt my cause.  She was agile, and moved through the woods as though she were part of them.  I might never catch her if she kept running, that was if I didn't use the advantages I had.


 

  She ducked back behind a tree, and this time I did not restrain myself.  Desperation clenched at me as I feared that I would never catch up with the elusive girl.  I was wrapped in the void of speed, scouring forward through the woods in an instant, slipping through the pounding resistance of the wind with little trouble.  I took only the twelve steps necessary to reach the place she had just been, before I stopped myself.  She wasn't there. I had arrived less than a second after she'd ducked back behind the tree, but there was no one there.  I stood alone amidst the foliage, in the darkness created by the canopy above.  A chill ran down my spine.


 

  I felt a pressure on my shoulder and jumped, spinning around.  The girl was there, just behind me, with human eyes, only lit with purple light like that which shone from my own.  I knew her then, beyond any doubt, I knew that face.  Her hair was pale and long, like her mother's had been, and her skin had that same flawless white purity, almost translucent.  She was no longer the little girl she'd been when I'd last seen her.  She'd grown and was now something between a girl and a woman, partially filling out her strange black lace dress, but still with the awkward innocence of youth.  As I took in all of her features, I was struck by the pain of lost time.  


 

  "Kaylien . . ." I lifted a hand and reached out to her.  I wanted so desperately to hold my daughter, and there she was.  


 

  Her eyes filled with tears, distorting the beautiful purple they held.  "I remember. . ."  She said, and then she vanished.  


 

  It was as though the wind struck her and carried her away.  She just distorted with the breeze, and then faded as though she had been a creature of naught but smoke and light.  My heart wept agony, and I crumpled to my knees.


 

  "Kay!"  I called, crawling to the place where she had stood just a moment before.  Nothing.  I couldn't feel anything.  The air was no warmer there.  The ground was untrod.  There was no sign that she had ever been there.  Was I dreaming?  No, I'd had many dreams over the years, and I could tell the difference.  I turned in place, looking all around me, searching for some sign that Kay was hidden somewhere nearby, but I saw nothing.  She was gone, and every trace that she had ever been was gone with her.  I searched the woods, combing back and forth, but she did not appear again.  


 

  Broken and with a heavy heart, I began the trek back towards the hill on which we'd made our camp.  In that moment where she had stood just beyond my reach, I had felt so very close to her.  In a way, I still did.  I felt as though she had somehow touched my heart, as if I was still connected to her.  I wasn't sure what to make of my experience in the woods, but I could not deny that something had happened.  I wondered if I should tell the others, or if they would think that I was losing what was left my mind.  Their confidence in me was already fading, I knew.  My outbursts and violent behavior were not helping that.  


 

  I would tell Malice, but I wasn't sure about the others.  Maybe once I'd told Malice, she would have some insight into what I should do.  She had a way of seeing things that I could not.  


 

  A woman's scream of pain tore through the night air.  I leapt into motion, following the direction the sound had come from, centering on it with my enhanced hearing.  There was no follow up sound, but I didn't need another one.  I knew which direction to run.  I dashed forward, using my enhanced speed and strength to carry me safely through the underbrush.  The voice had been all too familiar.  It had sounded like Telistera.


 

  The sound had not come from the direction of the camp, and had been far closer to me than it should have been.  What was Telistera doing out in the woods?  I drove myself onward, Kay not forgotten, but placed away until I had time to discuss all that had happened with Malice.  Telistera needed my help, and I would not let myself be distracted by phantoms in the night.  I would find Kay, but I could not let what had happened distract me.  Others still depended upon me.  


 

  "Noble!"  A voice yelled, coming from the same direction as had the scream before.


 

  "Lowin, where are you?!"  Malice's voice called, also coming from the same place, not far ahead.  I broke through the brush of the forest and came out into a small, grassy clearing.  I came to a stop.  The scene before me was terrible.  


 

  Hungering bodies littered the ground, ten or more.  Tower, Snow, Silver, and Malice stood, swords drawn, also in the clearing, though I noted none of their weapons glistened with blood.  Their eyes fell upon me as I broke the tree line, but in truth I only barely noticed them.  I came into the clearing only a few feet from the fallen form of Telistera.  The woman's body lay torn from neck to waist, her insides sprawled across the grass.  Her hair was no longer silver.  It had faded to a dull black, stained red in places by her own blood, and her eyes, transfixed open, were a shade of brown with the empty gaze of the dead.  A few feet away from her, my eyes fixed on another horror.  


 

  Ethaniel lay in a pool of quickly expanding blood, Telistera's lance protruding from his torso, near his heart.  He was still alive, blood sputtering from between his lips as he thrashed about on the ground.  As I watched, darkness seemed to pour from the top of his head, as if those gray smoky eyes of his were suddenly dripping out all of the vile void they'd contained.  I reached for a sword that wasn't there, and took an involuntary step backwards.  The others were doing the same, though they had swords, and held them at the ready.  All eyes were now on Ethaniel and whatever it was that was seeping from him.


 

  The smoke began to coalesce, forming into the vague shape of a man-like-creature, though black, and flowing, skeletal in appearance.  Its eyes turned on us, and I recognized them as the eyes that Ethaniel had worn for so many years.  I realized in that moment that I was looking upon the shadowlyn in its true form.  The demon, a creature that should have been dead, was pulling itself out of Ethaniel's body as the man lay on the ground, bleeding out.   


 

  The shadowlyn stared at us all, its dark eyes piercing like barbed arrows, and not one of us moved to do anything.  The scene before us was too unreal, too horrifying, for us to react in any way other than stunned silence.  In a flash the dark thing spun about and vanished, slipping back into the woods and out of our line of sight.  I was prepared to chase after it, but Ethaniel's voice stopped me.


 

  "Lowin, by all that you love in the world, Lowin, please, come here quickly."  The old Knight's voice was weak, shaky, but insistent.  I wasn't sure what I wanted to do.  Telistera lay dead, killed by either the claws of Ethaniel, or the claws of the Hungering, and the shadowlyn, a creature I felt was inescapably tied to the events that had transpired, was getting away.  The other Knights seemed as confused as I.  


 

  I don't know why I did it, but I walked over to the old Knight.  I believe it was his voice that compelled me, the desperate tone of a man who needed to be heard one more time.  Looking at him, I knew that he would not be recovering from the wound Telistera inflicted.  His heart was pierced.  If not for the lance plugging the wound, he would have died already.  He was wrecked; his once proud features were caked in blood, sweat, and dirt.  I knelt at his side.  The dark eyes on his forehead were gone, and when I looked upon him, for the first time in as long as I could remember, I saw the glint of blue in his black eyes.  I saw in him the fatherly figure I had first seen at Fell Rock so many years before.  Lying before me in a pool of his own blood was the lost Ethaniel.


 

  "Lowin. . ."  He reached out to me.  His bloody hand was clutched around something.  I held my own hand out and he unlocked his grasp and dropped a glowing blue crystal into my palm.  I was about to jump back, and yell at the dying man in anger, but he grabbed my wrist and held firm.  I was still angry, and disgusted that he would bring forth that hated crystal again, but I held my place.  It would have been easy enough to tear my hand from his grip if I'd wanted to.  


 

  "Listen, don't have long . . . so much to say."  He sputtered the words, blood forming in frothy puddles at the corners of his mouth.  "I've done so much wrong. . . The shadowlyn drove me.  At first I was in control, but it all slipped away from me."  He said, and tears formed in his eyes.  He blinked them away, and I saw his resolve firming.  His breathing was ragged.


 

  "Must keep the crystal, don't throw it away.  The only way you can save her, Lowin.  They wanted it back . . . were going to . . ." He coughed and blood misted into the air.  "They were going to take it back, Telistera found us."  Despair swept over his face again.  "I killed her, Lowin, I can never be forgiven. I've killed so many, everyone who knew about us. . ."  His words trailed off as more frothy blood filled his mouth.  "I went back and killed them.  There will be no more Knights . . . terrible things.  I've done terrible. . ."  His face contorted in pain, and he grew even paler than he had been before.


 

  I was confused.  He was saying so much, and it didn't all make sense to me at the time.  "Who am I trying to save, Ethaniel?"  I asked, trying to press for more information.


 

  The Knights had gathered around.  We all stood transfixed in confusion, horror, and sadness.  Ethaniel's eyes locked on mine, and his face filled with torment. "You must cut a hole into the heart of a strong Knight . . . pierce the crystal into the still beating flesh."  He spoke in bursts, his words coming between convulsions of pain.  The old Knight's body shook violently, and I thought for a minute he was going to die, but his grip on my wrist tightened.  "Pierce the heart.  It will break the binding, kills the Knight who does it, but breaks the binding.  Must be a Knight. . . The only way . . . knowledge is forbidden.  It's my only secret . . . my only . . .  I've betrayed you all so many times."  He smiled wanly.  "I kept that secret though . . . that one secret."


 

  His eyes fixed on mine, his grip tightened.  "I'm such a monster, Lowin.  We cast you into the fire, and drew you back, to make you strong but. . . I think I'm going to die."  He whispered the last phrase, and the light faded from his eyes.  His head fell backwards, and Ethaniel was no more.  The first of the Knights was gone in a moment so fast, and so shocking, that it didn't even seem real.


 

  His words immediately struck a chord in my memory.  Cast the vessel into the fire, draw it free, cast it in once more.  This is how we make it strong. Those words had once been spoken to me by a dying Hungering soldier.  Ethaniel's words had echoed them too closely.  What did they mean?  What had Ethaniel been trying to tell me in the end?


 

  We stood amidst a field of death.  The Hungering and our two companions lay broken and ruined.  I didn't know what to make of Ethaniel's final words, but obviously they had been important to him.  I held the blue crystal in my palm, and replayed his words in my head.  Was it possible to break my tie to the Uliona woman by piercing my own heart with the blue crystal I held in my hand?  Could I give back the life I was taking?  It would mean my own life, if Ethaniel's words were true.  


 

  A resolution was forming in my mind.  Once I'd gotten Kay back safely, I would free the Uliona from her bond, and give her back the life I'd been taking from her.  I would get Kay back first, but once that was done, I would do what was necessary. Ethaniel had said it would kill me, but in the end, I did not truly deserve to live as I was.  I was no longer human.  I had become a monster, and was growing more so every day.  Maybe in redeeming one life, I could leave a legacy worth remembering.  I felt a hand on my shoulder, and noticed that Snow was at my side.  How long had she been there?  I hadn't noticed her moving so close.  She stepped away as I stood up from Ethaniel's corpse.


 

  I took the blue glowing crystal and stowed it in my pack.  The other Knights stood in silence, and I knew they were waiting for me to say something, to make some decision regarding what had just happened.  I wasn't sure what I could do or say to help them cope with all that had transpired.  I was not prepared to handle all that had occurred myself.


 

  "Let us take care of our fallen companions."  I proclaimed aloud, but in my head I added ". . . again."  It seemed that we buried too many dead on this journey.  I walked back to Telistera and looked at the woman who had lived such a short life.  She almost didn't look like the same person.  Her time had been close to finished, but I did not believe she'd deserved to die as she had, killed by one of her own companions.  Ethaniel had been a slave to the shadowlyn, but that hardly made it any better.  What was the shadowlyn? 


 

  I felt a hand on my arm.  I began to shy away, thinking it was Snow again, but it was Malice this time.


 

  "Are you alright?"  She asked.  There were tears hiding behind her eyes, though I could see she was holding them back.  Her eyes seemed brighter than normal, as though they were almost burning with their own light.  Was it only the tears held back, I wondered?  


 

  I shook my head. "No.  I don't think I am."


 

  We buried our dead.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  "What will we do now?"  Silver asked as we stood at the foot of the two marked graves we'd created.  The headstones were local rock, roughly etched with the names of our fallen companions.  It was strange to think that the legendary Ethaniel, leader of the Knights of Ethan, who had lived for hundreds of years, would be buried in the middle of nowhere, below a poorly constructed headstone.  Of course, Telistera had been a hero to her people as well, and she received no better a burial.  It pained me to leave them both in such a sorry state, but there was little else we could do without spending significantly more time then we had available to us working on nicer accommodations.  In the end, I knew the dead did not care.  


 

  "We will keep doing what we've been doing.  Our mission has not changed.  We must rescue Kaylien and stop the Hungering from posing a threat to the rest of the world."  That was the first time I'd ever spoken the second part aloud.  To that point I'd always claimed to be on a mission to free my daughter, but now I had admitted that there was much more to the tasks ahead of us.  We would need to destroy the Hungering.  It would be pointless to save Kay only to have her killed when the Hungering returned.  After all, once all was done, I wouldn't be around to protect her anymore.  Malice would have to take over that responsibility, but I would do my best to ease the burden. 


 

  "What about the blue crystal?"  Snow spoke up, and as I took my eyes away from the graves to meet hers, I saw the same question resting in the eyes of the other Knights.  They all looked concerned.


 

  "We heard what Ethaniel said, Noble, and you did not throw the crystal away.  What do you intend to do once we have settled matters with the Hungering?"  Silver asked.  "We have served you well.  You have an obligation to tell us."  


 

  I looked to Malice.  She was not speaking, but I could see the worry behind her eyes.  I had not discussed anything with her yet.  She knew me though, and she must have known what I was thinking.  


 

  "I intend to do what is right."  I said.  I did not want to have the conversation being forced on me.  I had intended to tell no one of my intentions before it was time to carry them out.  I didn't want to spread that burden.  


 

  ". . . and what is right?"  Snow asked.  Her voice was strangely intense.  "You didn't choose to take anyone's life, Lowin.  Why should you die for them?  It is a cruel world, but haven't you suffered enough?"


 

  I shook my head.  "It's not that simple.  Do you think I'd make this decision lightly?  I have to live with the guilt of that woman's life if I do not give it back, and it would only be worse now that I know I can stop her from dying."  My reasons were selfish.  I didn't want any more innocent blood on my hands.  "I am a warrior, Snow, and I have lived a full life.  I have loved, and brought a child into this world.  I have murdered, and risen to the level of king.  How could I, who have done so much, deny another the chance to have their own experiences?  What kind of monster would I be to live on knowing that I could have saved an innocent?"


 

  Snow did not answer, and I swept my eyes across those of the others.  I could see the barely held back tears in Malice's eyes, but I was afraid to let my own eyes linger there.  Seeing her only served to remind me of how badly I wanted to live.  It seemed I had been fighting constantly since I'd joined the Knights of Ethan, and all I really wanted was to spend time with the people I loved.  That would not be an option.  I could feel the binding process strengthening by the hour.  For some reason, perhaps because it was the second time I'd been bound, the process seemed to be moving more quickly than it had before.  A Uliona woman was dying somewhere across the ocean, and I was growing stronger. 


 

  "What about Kay, what about Laouna, what about. . ."  Snow spoke up again, but her words trailed off.  What about who?  Whose name had been on the edge of her tongue?  What about me?  Had she been about to ask that?  Her words cut deeply, even if she didn't finish the thought.  I worried about Kay and Malice.  I did not want to leave them alone, but what other choice did I have?  I was in a position to give an innocent woman back her life.  What if that woman had been Kyeia?  What if that woman was someone else's Kyeia?  I could not deny her the chance to live and love as I had.


 

  I shook my head.  "Now is not the time to talk about this.  We've lost more companions on our road.  We should be remembering them now.  We have a great distance yet to travel, and there is still a great deal of danger ahead of us.  The Hungering know we're coming, and they haven't yet stood in our way.  That means that we are walking into a situation they've prepared for us.  That is what we should be worried about next."  I was eager to change the subject.  I didn't want to think so far ahead.  I still had time left.  I would find Kay, and I would hold my daughter once before I must face my destiny.  I thought I was prepared for that.


 

  "We're another week out from the mountains."  Silver said, her voice subdued.  She was allowing the subject to change, and I was thankful for that.  "We should be able to make better time from here on in."  She didn't add "without Telistera."  It was the truth behind her statement, but it went without saying.  She had been slowing us down towards the end of her life, but none of us would have ever said anything to her.  She'd fought with us too long, and too hard.  She'd been an excellent warrior, and a vital part of all that had transpired.  


 

  As I gave one final look at her headstone, I realized just how much I would miss the silver-eyed woman.  She'd been amazing.  Even weakened, she'd fought and defeated Ethaniel.  I was fortunate to have had her at my side for so long.  If nothing else, I was glad that she was able to return to her homeland to rest.  I knew that it had been important to her.  


 

  After a few more minutes, we gathered our gear and made to leave.  Of ten thousand, five, including myself, remained.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Malice came to me as the others were resting.  We'd been traveling for five days straight, and had reached the base of the mountains, though we had not yet found the caves.  I had decided it was best to let the others rest, for once we found the entrance to the cave system, it was difficult to say when we would next have an opportunity to sleep.  I still had not slept since Ethaniel had given me the binding crystal, and I wasn't tired.  I greeted Malice with a small smile, but that faltered when I saw that she looked agitated.  


 

  "Lowin, I'm bleeding."  I nearly jumped up from where I was sitting but she held out a calming hand.  "I'm not injured its . . ."  She looked back over her shoulder at the others in the camp before sitting down closer to me, so she could speak more quietly.  I didn't think it was too great an issue, as the others looked as though they'd fallen asleep.  "It's a woman's blood."  


 

  I was confused.  "But female Knights don't. . ."


 

  She nodded.  "I know.  I've been told.  I talked to Snow about it, and she says there is no doubt.  It started two days ago, and it hasn't stopped.  There is pain, but it's not that bad.  I started feeling strange after we were together last time, and then I began to bleed, a little at first, and then more.  It's slowed now.  I don't know what to do.  Snow said I shouldn't worry, but I don't know how this can be possible.  I'm scared, Lowin."


 

  I put my arms around her shoulders and drew her close to me.  I wasn't sure what to say to comfort her.  All female Knights were robbed of the parts of their inner anatomy necessary for breeding.  It was a terrible cruelty, but one that had been deemed necessary.  The Knights had been afraid that pregnancy would weaken their stock.  I did not agree.  In fact, I found myself strangely happy.  I kissed Laouna's cheek. 


 

  "I'm happy."  I told her.  She pulled back from me, her green eyes locking on mine.  I could tell she was trying to decide whether or not I was being honest with her.  "It means you're whole again."  I added.  Other than her memories, she was more a whole woman than she had been in two hundred years.  I could have pretended that I didn't know why the changes had happened, but I suspected the truth.  My bond with Malice, sealed by our physical intimacy, was making her stronger as I was growing stronger.  That was why the color had come back to her eyes in the first place, and that was why her body was healing the ravages wrought upon it by the Knights.  The body remembered what it was at its strongest, its most healthy, and hers was restoring that.  At least, that is what I suspected.  


 

  "If you're happy, then I think I am too."  She said, and her face lit in a smile.  I kissed her again, our lips touching in serene bliss.


 

  We made love then.  It was not a beautiful romantic thing, but a quick, intimate exchange of passion and lust, handled quietly, and with as little show as possible since our companions slept only a few feet away.  Malice fell asleep in my arms, but I kept my eyes open and watchful, the mountains looming overhead.  I could feel time slipping away from me.  Would I ever have another night like that one with Malice, I wondered?  My future hovered above me like a black shadow.  I held Malice tighter.


 

   


 

   


 

  The cave stood open before us, a gaping black maw that lead deep into the interior of the mountain.  All light seemed to vanish not far from its opening.  There were other cave entrances around, small, not large enough to move a group of people through easily, but that large entrance, I knew, was the main path.  It had taken us two days after reaching the mountains just to find the entrance, but our persistence had paid off.  Upon first seeing the ancient cave, I was immediately reminded of Telistera's story told to me years before.  For the first time the reality of the situation washed over me.  We stood at the base of the Rakaash mountains, in the homelands of the Tett.  Orthisius and Reamis had gone into the very same cave we stood before, and had saved their people, for a time.  They were characters of legend for Telistera's people.  We were about to follow their trail, and crawl into the depths of the world.  


 

  Of course, there was one distinct difference with us.  We were not fighting off hordes of the Hungering, despite the fact that they knew we were coming.  It was a difference that I felt held some major importance.  It was almost as though the Hungering were inviting us in.  I did not like that thought.  Surely we posed as much a threat as did Reamis and Orthisius, so why were the Hungering not interfering with us?  Was it because they had Kay?  Perhaps they were so confident in their stance because they did not believe that we could do anything while they still held my daughter.  


 

  I felt a tugging in my chest, as though I were being drawn downwards.  It was as if someone had tied a rope to my insides and was subtly pulling it from within the darkness that waited before me.  I felt that so long as I followed that pulling, I would not get lost.  Where, though, would I find myself?  What was tugging on my string?  Was I following some sense of Kay's presence down into the earth, or was it the Hungering who drew me downward?  I didn't know, but I couldn't deny the pull.  I took my first step into the cave, and heard the others fall in behind me.  


 

  "Do we know where we're going from here?"  Tower asked.  I looked at the tall Knight.  He stood steadfast, not far from Snow's left shoulder.  It seemed to me that any time I looked to him that was where I found the young Knight.  He was brave, and strong, but he had not yet told Snow of his feelings.  We were on the verge of descending into a place from which we might never rise, and I wondered whether he would ever get the chance.  


 

  "No one but the Hungering know these caves, but I think I can guide us well enough.  I can feel something calling me from down there.  I think if I follow that, we'll find where we're intended to go."  I tried to explain in such a way that it would comfort the others, but I could tell by the expressions that met me, I had failed.


 

  "What if that feeling is leading us into a trap?"  Silver asked.


 

  "I think we've already been lead into a trap."  I answered.  "Everything we've done for years has been pulling us into this snare, and now the only thing to do is to go to its center and see what happens."  Ethaniel had long been under the control of the shadowlyn, and whatever purpose had driven that creature had driven the old Knight as well.  Ethaniel had brought me where he wanted me, and I had gone along with him, thinking that it was the best course of action we could take.  I was too far into the trap to turn around.


 

  "It is not easy to walk calmly into death."  Silver said quietly.


 

  "If the Hungering wanted us dead, couldn't they have killed us by now?"  It was a simple question, but a poignant one.  There were too many of them for us to fight.  If they'd wanted to murder us, they could have overwhelmed our paltry number.  What was it that they wanted?


 

  "This whole situation worries me."  Snow said.  She stood with one hand on her sword hilt, her eyes piercing the darkness ahead of us.  "What will we do if we get down there and find out they've done something terrible to Kay?  Are you prepared for something like that, Lowin?"  Her words stung, but I could see that she wasn't asking to inflict hurt.  


 

  I looked to Malice.  I had told her of my encounter in the woods as we ran, and while she had not been sure what to make of it, she had believed it was important.  She'd told me to not tell the others for the time, and I had agreed it would probably be for the best.  That experience in the woods had reignited my sense of purpose.  I believed that Kay was still alive, and that she was somewhere not far away.  I wanted to tell the others that I was confident we would find my daughter alive and well, but even if I tried to explain my vision in the woods to them, it would only leave them confused and doubting my sanity.


 

  "I am prepared for whatever may come."  I answered finally.  I gazed from face to face of the companions that still stood with me.  I needed to give them one final chance to escape what was most likely a terrible death.  I feared to give them that opportunity.  I feared they would accept my offer, and leave.  Somehow, I still managed to speak the necessary words.  "I won't ask you to come any further if you don't want to.  We know the Hungering are below, possibly numbered in the millions.  Those who go into these caves with me are risking death.  I can't assure you that there will be any gain for the risk.  As Silver said, it is not easy to walk calmly into death.  That is what I'm asking of you."


 

  "I'll not let you go into the darkness alone."  Malice said, speaking as soon as my words finished.  


 

  "I'm going with you."  Snow's voice was sharp.  There was underlying edge to her tone that I could not make out.  


 

  "I go where my friends go."  Tower said, stepping nearer Snow.  I wasn't so certain he would have come without her, but I admired his courage anyway.


 

  "I've come this far already.  It would be a pity to turn back now."  Silver said, smiling.  Her strange strip of hair hung to the left side, covering part of her face.  She was not what many would call pretty, but her smile lit her features, and made her attractive.  I smiled back at each of my companions.  Dare I even think of them as my friends?  Certainly mere companions would abandon me in the face of that which I was about to confront.  If they were friends, I had done them a grave disservice by dragging them along with me.  If any of us survived the trials ahead, I would have to find some way to pay the great debt I owed them.  We'd come a long way together.  There wasn't much further to go.  


 

  "Let us show them what happens to those who try to trap the Knights of Ethan."  I called into the cave, hearing my voice echo through the emptiness.  We walked into darkness.  I thought we would not need to fight the hordes of Hungering that Orthisius and Reamis had encountered, but I did not fully understand the nature of my enemy.  That was a dangerous failing on my part.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Time is meaningless in the darkness where the sky has no claim.  Days after we entered, and I only guessed days because I could judge by nothing other than a whimsical sense of time passing, the rough-hewn floor of the cave gave way into a smooth, worked surface.  The going became easier, but our unease increased.  When the ground first changed, we took a moment to feel out our surroundings.  The tunnel seemed to shift from natural cave to crafted hallway, a structure of carefully carved stone.  There were even sconces upon the wall in which torches might be set.  There were no torches in them, but their presence was a curiosity.  Who had put them there in the first place?


 

  We fumbled through the dark trying to get a feel for our new surroundings.  My eyes could make out vague outlines of the area around me, an effect, I reasoned, of my constantly increasing abilities.  Combined with my hearing, I had a much more precise picture of our surroundings than the others who were walking through complete darkness.  Even had we thought to bring light, torches would not have stayed burning as long as we would have needed them to.


 

  The passageways wound and twisted together, spiraling off in different directions, some leading up, some leading down.  I always had a sense of which direction to take.  How long, I wondered, could a person walk lost amidst the tunnels without the aid of that constant pull?  I thought of the story of Reamis and Orthisius.  It had taken them a month and a half to go all the way into the tunnels and come back.  How much of that time had been spent lost, walking the same paths again and again?  


 

  A more terrifying thought, and one that had occurred to me on several occasions, was that whatever I was following might be leading me in circles.  I could not be certain what called me into the darkness.  Sometimes it seemed we turned back on our own path, or took a left one too many times.  However, we seemed to be making progress.  If nothing else, the change of the caves from natural rock to carved corridor seemed to indicate a positive shift in our surroundings.  Though there was also something ominous in discovering a perfectly sculpted corridor so far below the ground.  Who had built those passageways, and where had they gone?  Were the Hungering the source?  If so, I really understood very little about their society.  


 

  Someone bumped into me roughly, distracting me from my considerations.


 

  "Sorry."  Snow said, nudging me several more times before she got her bearings correct again and separated herself from me.  "This darkness must be getting to me."  She added.  Her voice seemed strained, tired, as though some great weight lay upon the shoulders of the white-furred warrior.  


 

  "We're making progress."  I whispered, trying to be encouraging.  We all spoke in whispers.  The caves were quiet, and anything louder than a whisper seemed too much for the space around us.  I could see the positions of each of the other Knights.  To my vision, even when they were standing still, I could see the nearly imperceptible rise and fall of their chests, and the barest shifts in their posture.  In the dark, they did not stand as confidently as they did out under the sun or stars.  Perhaps it was because they didn't feel the need to put on false confidence in the caves, or perhaps the darkness really was wearing upon them.  


 

  A vague scuffling sound caught my ears.  It was distant, and hard to catch, but it was immediately identifiable from the normal sounds of the cave.  I'd heard dripping, and occasionally the scurrying of an insect or rat, but this was more substantial, and yet far away.


 

  "I hear something."  I said quietly, and everyone went absolutely still.  I heard more scuffling, growing louder, coming from multiple directions.


 

  "I hear it."  Snow said, and a moment later the others could hear it as well.  The sound of metal on leather rang out around me as those with weapons drew them.  In the caves of the Hungering, it was probably safe to assume whatever was coming was not there on friendly business.


 

  "Spread out."  I instructed the others, and we all moved to create distance between us.  If something dangerous was coming, we would be able to fight it by tracking its movement with our motion sensitive eyes, but that didn't mean that we wouldn't be safer if we all gave each other some space in which to fight.  The stone corridor we were in allowed for a good deal of movement.  All of us could have stood abreast across it, with arms fully extended, and enough room to jump, even Tower.  If we had to fight, it was as good a place as any.  There had been a few very narrow and low roofed passages in the early tunnels, and I was just as glad we had not had to fight our way forward through those.  Pinch points like that could have stopped us indefinitely.  


 

  I took the foremost position, placing myself squarely between whatever was coming, and my companions.  I had no weapon, but my body was far less vulnerable than theirs, and I could at least make out some semblance of my surroundings in the darkness.    From fifty yards down the corridor, red glowing eyes began to appear.  I could tell they were pouring into the main corridor from side passages by the direction from which they came, but I was still alarmed at how fast they appeared.  The Hungering had arrived to greet us.  I could hear the sound of metal weapons clanging against chitinous armor.  They were not coming simply to greet us.  Whatever leniency had been allowed us to that point had just ended.  


 

  I had no time to consider what the sudden change in tactics meant because I was quickly swept up in the fire of the moment.  I rushed forward, willing my claws as sharp as I could make them.  I hit the Hungering front like an explosion, ripping through the first bodies before they could even draw up a defense.  I slipped into the speed of my motion, and the world fell to a crawl around me.  In the stillness of the slowed world, only those creatures closest to me stood out clearly.  That was all I needed.  


 

  With every lash of my claw my enemies fell away, spiraling through the air in bloody tatters, disgusting, slow-motion, artistic works of death.  I was fighting for those behind me.  That thought pushed me onward.  The Hungering surged forward harder, and I suddenly found myself losing ground.  For every one I killed, three more stepped to fill its place.  I could hear the sounds of heated battle behind me, and I realized that despite my lead into the fight, I was being forced backwards.  I couldn't afford to go backwards.  Kay lay ahead.  I roared in anger and thrashed through the enemies around me.  The Hungering crumpled away in waves.


 

  A squealing howl sounded through the corridors, echoing off the chamber walls in a confusing manor that made it difficult to tell from which direction it originated.  I recognized the sound immediately.  It was the howl of the six legged beasts the Hungering used to hunt the Knights of Ethan.  They were fast, and could outmaneuver a Knight if they were not cautious.  I searched the horde for the beasts, knowing they posed the greatest threat.  I found the first once quickly.  It was emerging from a vent in the ceiling, crawling down the rock as though it were on a level surface.  I leapt, soaring through the air in slow motion, preparing my claws to strike.  It never had a chance to react to my attack.  


 

  The last time I'd fought such creatures, I had not been as strong or quick as I had recently become.  I tore the six legged monstrosity's head from its body and twisted about in the air, so that I would be in position to push myself off of the ceiling when I landed there.  My legs struck and shifted my momentum.  I threw myself towards my next enemy.  Even moving as quickly as I was, it was difficult to change trajectories in mid flight, and I landed to the side of the next six legged beast, smashing into a group of Hungering.  I struck with both claws as I landed, killing whatever came within range.  I missed my original mark, however, and the creature was already away through the hungering mass, moving towards my companions.  


 

  I finished my roll to the ground, spending my excess momentum and shifting directions back the way I'd come.  I had to reach the creature before it broke through its own ranks and came upon my friends unprepared.  The Fell Beast within me raged, clawing at the cage in which I bound it.  I needed its strength, but I was afraid of it.  Whisper's words came back to me, "a man cannot stand divided against himself."I understood them, and knew what I should do.  


 

  That six legged thing, that bearer of death, was drawing closer to those I wanted to protect, and hundreds of Hungering stood in my way.  I needed more strength, and more speed, and there was only one thing I could do to get it.  I let go of the wall I'd built around the Fell Beast aspect of myself, and reached out to it.  The Fell Beast's rage dropped away, and in my mind I saw its fiery eyes.  There was still anger, and terrible power burning in those dark pits of its existence, but beneath that, I saw a shadow of myself.  It's about time you realized that we are the same.  Strength rippled through me, and suddenly the way ahead seemed clear.  I shot forward, claws rending those that came too close.  I didn't need to concentrate on every strike I made or every defensive move, my body knew what was necessary, and it reacted.  The Fell Beast part of me was all instinct and power, and with it firmly in hand, I was a stronger fighter.  The Fell Beast was dead, what I had been locking away all that time, was my own fear and anger at myself for using strength that I thought made me more of a monster.  I was what I was, and there was no time to fear that.  That revelation that I had kept locked away for so long, had been my greatest burden.  Suddenly freed from it, I found myself twice as powerful as I'd ever been before.  


 

  The Knight hunting creature parted the last of the Hungering line and dived at Tower, tackling him to the ground, but it only had a second on him before I exploded from the ranks of enemies around me and charged into it.  I hit it with such force that we skittered across the ground in a flurry of claws, teeth, and rage.  By the time we'd come to a stop, the creature was dead.  I leapt back into the battle, breaking the front line of the enemy and dealing death wherever I could lay claw.  The Hungering line began to fall back.  At my sides, the Knights fought on.  Malice and Snow swept through their forms, impenetrable walls of steel death, and Tower and Silver held their own as well.  I had little time to check, but I could see that Tower had sustained injuries in his short tumble with the six legged creature. 


 

  Still, we were making headway.  The progress was slow, and every minute of battle ate into the energy of me and the others.  I worried about the other Knights.  How long could they hold the pace?


 

  As quickly as it had begun, it stopped.  The Hungering began to filter out of the tunnels, until only a few remained.  One turned as it was about to crawl down a side passage.  


 

  "Remember, you live on at my discretion."  The creature said, its voice strangely serene and fluent in our language.  It ducked down a passageway and was gone.  


 

  I didn't know what to make of the creature's words.  What did it want?  If the Hungering really did control when we lived, and when we died, why had they not simply killed us?  Were they testing us?  I looked at the others.  Malice and Snow were uninjured.  Silver had a few small gashes, and Tower had several nasty gouges on his torso.  I guessed that they had come from when he'd been attacked by the Knight hunter.  All four of the others looked tired.  The attack had taken a lot out of them.  We'd been walking for days without rest, and their energy was low.  Even I was feeling winded, if not anywhere near at my limits.  What would we do if they came again?  


 

  The pressure in my chest tugged me onward.  I could feel that there wasn't much further for me to go.  Whatever was waiting for me was near at hand.  At the most, we had another day of progress through the tunnels.  That was, of course, if we met no further resistance.  


 

  "We should rest."  I said, knowing the others would need it far more than I.  I hated saying the words, but I couldn't run my friends into the ground.  I owed them more than that.


 

  "No."  Snow replied.  "We're too close now, and this place isn't safe. We need to finish what we've come here to do."


 

  "I agree.  Stopping now would be foolish.  We don't want to be attacked while we're at rest.  That would be worse than facing the enemy while tired."  Silver added her opinion.  I looked to Malice and Tower.  They both nodded their agreement, also stating that they were ready to go on.  As much as I knew they needed rest, their sentiment held true.  Resting at the wrong time could be a worse tactical move than fighting tired.  If the others felt they could go on, it was best to go on.  


 

  "Alright."  I agreed.  It was at that moment, that a faint white light filled the corridor.  Everyone prepared for the worst, swords coming up, claws leveled, but it took us only a moment to realize that the source of the light was the walls around us.  For the first time we could clearly see the corridor we were in.  Every surface of the walls and ceiling was covered in minuscule carvings that were lightly aglow.  The light was so slight that, had we not been in complete darkness for days, it might have gone unnoticed.  However, to those who'd seen nothing but black for as long as we had, the strange stone halls around us almost seemed bright.


 

  "Does anyone else find it strange that we were just attacked, and now they're lighting the welcoming torch?"  Silver asked.  


 

  I had been thinking the exact same thing myself.  They attacked us, and then they shone light on our path.  The strangeness of their behavior did little to ease my mind.  The light was a welcome change, but it also sat uneasily with me.  Knowing one's enemy, could aid in a battle, but in the case of the Hungering, it was impossible to determine what motivated them.  We were fighting an enemy that we knew nothing about.  


 

  "At least we won't have to stumble through the dark anymore."  Malice said, and the others laughed uneasily.  I wondered if we might not have been better off in the dark.  The Fell Beast part of me sat with hackles at a rise.  Danger, all around me was terrible danger.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  The miles passed, and the corridors turned into expansive streets as a great underground city of ruins opened up before us.  Of all the marvels I had seen in my life, no piece of construction compared to what lay deep beneath Tett O Sut.  Much of it was in ruin, either from disuse, or some form of attack I couldn't be certain, but there was no denying the level of craftsmanship that had gone into what remained of what must have been one of the greatest artistic metropolises of all time.  The buildings were made from an unfamiliar wood, though it was all incredibly well preserved.  Every inch of timber bore intricately carved designs so that no two pieces looked exactly the same.  To see it in ruins was heart breaking.  


 

  Who had created such art?  Certainly no humans lived so far below ground.   What did that leave?  Had the Hungering been responsible?  Were they capable of such levels of high art?  If they were, why had they let it all fall to ruin?  Why did they not carry any of that art or culture with them as they traveled?  The underground world we'd stumbled into raised more questions, and served to answer none.  If I had any expectations of what the Hungering's home might look like, what surrounded me did not meet them.


 

  As we progressed further into the city, more and more often I saw red eyes peering out from the buildings.  They glowed with fiery hostility, and I expected that at any minute an attack might come.  My body was tense and ready, and I could tell by the stance of my companions that they felt much the same.  All their faces wore a mixture of surprise, wonder, and resigned readiness.  The further we progressed, the more the city seemed intact.  Fewer buildings were collapsed, and more stood stretching up into the darkness of the cave high above.  Human buildings fought the forces that drew them downward, and that is how they looked to the observer, like a structure fighting to stand.  The buildings of that cave city seemed to be growing to the sky, as if they were effortlessly lifting their own weight towards the cave ceiling high above.  


 

  No two structures were exactly the same, but every building looked as though it had been inspired by the mind of the same artist.  How many years, I wondered, had it taken to carry all that wood below ground, and carve all those buildings?  The city below ground was the single greatest achievement I had ever witnessed.  I was awed by its splendor.  Had it really been the Hungering that built it?  I wished that Telistera was there.  If any of us would have known, it would have been the silver-eyed woman.  Somehow, though, I thought the answers to that subterranean city would have been beyond even her.


 

  I followed the pulling in my chest.  It had become almost painful.  I could tell my goal was near at hand.  The closer I came to it, the less I noticed the buildings and wonders around me.  Red eyes, thousands of them, watched our progression from all sides.  They did not attack.  I found myself running.


 

  I wasn't sure at what point I'd broken into a full run, but the pulling was so insistent I couldn't resist it any longer.  Side streets fell away as I charged forward.  The other Knights ran hard to keep up, and I believe they sensed that we were drawing near the end as well.  There was an excitement in the air born of our magical surroundings, and the impending end of our journey.  Wherever we had been lead for years, we were nearly there.  A wall stretched before me, and in the wall was a large, double doored gate.  The gate stood open, and beyond it was a brighter area of light.  That was where I was going.  I ran harder.  The Hungering began to pour out of the buildings.


 

  They did not attack, but they were gathering up behind us, and all around us, massing in numbers so large that they were filling up all the alleys and adjoining roads.  I ignored them.  My goal lay in front of me.  The end.  I was nearly there.  I charged through the open gates and into an area lit by ball of glowing light that hovered some fifty feet in the air.  The light was giving off a warm sun-like glow, and the area around me was filled with grass and trees.  There were plants of all kinds in full bloom, and a field of grass lead up to a white stone dais.  There was a figure clad in a black dress lying atop the dais.  My heart jumped in my chest.  


 

  "Kaylien!"  I called out as I dashed forward.  I covered the last stretch of ground between myself and the stone slab in a flash, blurring forward with speed.  There upon the stone was the same girl I'd seen in the woods a few nights before.  Her face was calm and peaceful, and I could see her chest rising and falling, as though she were breathing deeply in sleep.  Something was wrong though.  Her breath was too slight, each spaced too far apart.  


 

  "Kay?"  I called, and placed a hand on her arm.  She did not wake, but I felt a stirring in my mind and a twitter in my chest.  "What?"  I asked aloud, surprised by the sensation.


 

  "She's sleeping."  A voice said.  Actually, it was two voices speaking in perfect harmony.  I didn't move, but I looked up.  Standing at the other side of the garden, just a few feet from where my daughter lay, were two human looking figures.  I recognized one of them immediately.  She was a woman of average height, with short dark hair, and eyes of gray that brimmed with smoke.  I had only seen that face once before, but I recognized it for what it was.  It was the woman who had been aboard the Hungering ship that had rescued us after our vessel was destroyed by the red streaks.  


 

  The man next to her I did not recognize at all, but his he had two sets of eyes, both of them were gray and smoky, like the woman's.  One stood in place of his normal eyes, the others were on his forehead, in the same place that Ethaniel had worn his.  I knew those creatures for what they were.  Shadowlyn.  How many such monsters existed?  What were there ties to the Hungering?  Both of the figures before me were dressed in finery, the clothes of nobles.  The man wore a crown of bright silver metal that shone in the light cast by the false sun that hovered above the subterranean garden.


 

  I ran my fingers across Kay's face, feeling her skin against mine for the first time in far too long, and then I let my attention fall away from her, so that it might once again come to center upon the figures that stood before me.  Every fiber of my being was yelling a warning.  They were deadly, those two.


 

  "Why won't she wake up?"  I asked, my voice was low and dangerous.  


 

  "She sleeps because I am keeping her asleep."  The two answered, again speaking perfectly in sync.  "Besides, you wouldn't want her to waste more energy than she already has, would you?  It took you so long to get here that I'm afraid her time is running short."  


 

  Anger flared in me, held at bay only through considerable will.  "What have you done to her?  The Hungering said she wouldn't be hurt!"  I demanded.


 

  ". . . and she hasn't been hurt, not by me certainly.  It is you who pose the greatest threat to her right now.  Even as we speak, you're eating into her life force like a starving wolf eats at a dead animal."  The two replied.  


 

  "What do you mean?"  My confusion and surprise was such that the facts lying bare before me were impossible to put together on my own.


 

  "Who did you think you've been bound to this entire time?  Didn't you find it the least bit strange that the bond took hold so fast, and has been filling you with power so quickly?  Even I did not anticipate that you would steal her life with such an insatiable hunger.  You are remarkable.  We knew, when we discovered she had the Uliona power, that she would bond well with you, but how could we anticipate such an unprecedented event?"  The two spoke as one.  


 

  I heard gasps of shock from behind me.  The reality of what had been said struck me like a war hammer.  I felt my knees go weak.  I looked down at Kaylien, her pale features, and her tightly closed eyes.  She was the Uliona girl whose life I was bound to.  I was stealing the life out of my own daughter.  She looked so fragile, and so alone.  It all made sense to me in that moment.  That was how I'd seen her in the woods.  The bond between us, already strong from being parent and child, had been made stronger by the binding process.  Through that, Kay had been able to project herself to me.  It was the same way Kye had always known when I was in serious danger, and had come running.  That pulling I'd felt, drawing me into the cave, and down into the earth, had been my parasitic bond with Kaylien.  Had she been calling for help, or just unwittingly drawing ever nearer the man who was killing her?  


 

  "Why would you do something so terrible?"  I growled across my daughter's sleeping body.


 

  "Terrible?  TERRIBLE!?"  The two figures both yelled angrily in reply.  "Do you think you can understand what terrible really means?"  The hate in their eyes smoldered.  "You have seen my city, human?  I know that there is nothing so terrible in this world as humanity and their offspring. 


 

  "You want your daughter's life.  I want something as well.  You will listen to what I have to say, and then you will agree to my terms.  If you do not, I kill everyone in this room, and then devour the world.  Let me tell you about your people, Lowin Fenly."  Hungering were streaming into the garden room as the two spoke, crawling over the walls, and filing in through the gate.  We were surrounded.  The two shadowlyn creatures, which I was beginning to think of as one entity, stood in front of us, and thousands of the Hungering surrounded us.  The shadowlyn was the king of the Hungering I realized only too late.  I had traveled for years in the company of my greatest enemy.


 

  I had no choice but to stand and listen, though I wanted nothing more than to leap across the distance between myself and the shadowlyn and rip their throats out.  I took my daughter's hand in mine, and stood my ground.  


 

  "Say what you will, but be quick.  I have something I need to do."  With the blue crystal in my pack, I could give my daughter back her life.  I just needed to assure that she could be gotten to safety after I'd done so.  I only needed an opening.  Kaylien, I thought, I'm sorry that your life has been so terrible.
 I hope you can forgive your father some day.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  "Humanity created me, Lowin.  Long ago they practiced magics different than those you use now, and they had reached a pinnacle of mastery, by their own judgment.  They believed that through power, they could obtain absolute mastery over every element of their lives.  Perhaps they were correct, but they did not understand their own flaws.  I was a result of their fooling with powers they did not fully comprehend.  Back then, I was a single entity, small and bewildered by the world I found myself suddenly born into.  I was so weak that I could barely maintain my own existence.  They considered me a failure, and so I was released, and left to my own devices.  They were careless with magic."


 

  As the shadowlyn spoke, both of its bodies gestured and inflected in exact harmony.  "I did not hate them for that.  In fact, I did not hate at all.  I didn't understand human emotions, or human ambitions.  I was a pure being.  I knew nothing of violence, and war, of death and torment.  I wanted to learn what the world would teach me, so I drifted through it, watching and taking in everything I could.  Everywhere I went I found mankind fighting one another, killing one another, over things I didn't understand, for reasons that seemed to make no sense, yet still I did not learn anything of war and death, though I saw it everywhere.  I drifted further from my creators, looking for purpose in myself, and in the world.  That is when I found my children."


 

  The eyes of Hungering around us flashed from red to blue, and then back to red again, as though in answer to the story being told.  


 

  "They were almost entirely blank, but in them I saw such incredible potential.  They had strength, and power, and were open to be molded by whoever was willing to give a pattern to them.  By this time, I had wandered the world for thousands of years, and I had many stories and visions in my mind.  I wanted to paint them all.  I wanted to create something that would last, and so I reached to these empty children, these Hungering, these Cave Fay, and I connected.  I began to build two cities; one above ground, and one below.  I connected them with magics that had been bestowed upon me by my creators.  I think, at that time, I understood something of pride, and I wanted for my creators to feel that pride in what I had learned.  I wanted them to look upon my works, and see that I was not a failure.


 

  "I sent an emissary from my people to the humans, but it did not return.  I felt the moment it stopped, though at that time I had not the power to see what it saw.  I sent another, and another, and then a hundred more, but each time they vanished, cut off from me forever.  I felt each loss, and wondered what had happened.  That is when humanity came to see my creations.


 

  "They came not with artists and researchers, but with generals, and armies.  I didn't know what war was.  I didn't understand death.  They taught me.  They destroyed my city above, and then they destroyed my city below, and killed my children, every one of them that they could find.  I tried to hide them.  I tried to fight back, but they kept coming."


 

  "'Why,' I asked, 'Why are you doing this?'"  They did not have any answers.  They came to take what was mine because they wanted it for themselves.  They came to take, yet they destroyed.  What would be left to take after everything was destroyed?  They killed almost all of my children, and I fled deep into the rock, in shock and dismay.  I understood war.  I understood death.  I had learned.


 

  "I spent millennia in hiding, trying to gather what was left of my children together.  We tried to rebuild my city.  That is when something amazing happened.  A human child stumbled into my caves, and fell deep into a vent.  He was injured, dying, when I found him, but not yet gone.  He reached out to me and said, 'Please, help me.'


 

  "I was going to finish him.  I was going to snap his fragile spine and leave him to die, as his kind had left so many of mine, but as I drew close to him I felt myself being drawn into him.  On impulse, I let it happen, and suddenly I discovered something I didn't think possible.  I had a body, and with that body came power.  What was more; I knew everything the child had known in life.  I knew of his family, his friends, the turmoil of existence.  I knew it all.  Humanity had changed in the time I'd been away from them, but their plague still existed upon the land.  Suddenly I found myself filled with an unquenchable lust for revenge.  I could see deep into the world below ground, and there I found more children, like the Hungering.  I called to them, and they answered.  There were other things sleeping there too, but they were too deep to reach.  I took what I could find.  We surged up from the earth, and fought to take back what was ours.  Nothing could stop us.  I learned only too soon that an army must feed, and that no food is more abundant than that created by war.  I let my children feast.


 

  "Then came Orthisius and Reamis, and I learned the folly of keeping so weak a host.  My power had been increased, but when those two reached me, they killed me easily, though not before I had nearly destroyed them and all their followers.  They cut my body into three pieces, crafted boxes from the remains of my beautiful city, and cast them in three different directions.  They thought I was dead.  I thought I had finally learned of death.  However, those three pieces of me were not dead.


 

  "It took me a long time to learn how to separate myself from a body, far longer than it had taken me to learn how to join with one, but I pulled free of that dead flesh.  I found myself in three separate places, and in need of new hosts.    I discovered, through trial and error, that a host must be willing or I could not properly form a connection.  These two bodies were willing."  Each of the shadowlyn's bodies pointed at itself.  "For the power I offered, they had no problem with playing host.  The third body, Ethaniel, he was different.  I thought I had him, but he used a bonding ritual that was archaic and brutal.  It left me weak.  It took me a long time to overcome his will, and he never stopped fighting.  When he was killed by the silver-eyed witch, I was able to easily leave his body since it had never been fully mine to begin with, but his hesitance and his personality were a constant battle to control.  I nearly lost him multiple times.  When he was killed, I was almost glad to be free of him."


 

  All those terrible eyes settled on me.  "That brings me to what I want from you, Lowin Fenly."


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  "You are a being unlike others of your kind.  Your potential for power is nearly unlimited.  When I first learned of your existence, I knew that you were possessed of something I wanted.  Just being near you, I can feel the energy, and the potential to create, and destroy.  I want your existence.  I want you to give yourself to me, freely.  I want to bring the three parts of myself back together in one place."  The two speaking as one said.  A cold chill ran down my back.  


 

  "I am not unwilling to deal.  For your body, I will give your friends their lives, and I will break the bond to your daughter.  With your life, I will have the power to do that.  Her lifespan will be diminished, but at least she will have a chance to live.  Furthermore, I will leave humanity to its own devices for the next hundred years.   In that time, those you care about can have lives of their own.  Your daughter could even have a family, and children.  All I ask for is that you give me what I want, willingly."  The wall of Hungering around us surged as though they might burst forward and attack, but they subsided.  


 

  I could hardly believe what was happening.  The choice laid before me by the shadowlyn was a terrible thing.  It was offering me the lives of my companions, and the lives of countless others, but only until it decided to attack and take the world for its own.  If I gave it my life, I would be giving it the power to do as it pleased.  Neither of its choices amounted to a victory.


 

  "What if I refuse?  What will you do to us?  Will you kill us now instead of waiting until later?  What of my daughter's children, and her children's children?  At some point, you will rise up out of the ground and sweep them all away. You're bargain is empty.  It gives us some more time, but in the end it still means death for my people."  I retorted. I was trying to think of some way out of the situation.  I could think of nothing.  Kay's hand, which I still clasped in my own, felt cold. 


 

  "For your people death is inevitable.  Humanity is not happy unless it's killing and ruining each other.  Look at Lucidil. Nothing stood in the way of his ambitions.  He tread upon any foolish enough to block his path, even the woman he claimed to love.  Lord Lheec wanted the throne so badly that he made the people suffer just to claim it.  He conspired against a rightful king because he wanted that power under his thumb.  When you refused him that power, he took things into his own hands, and would have killed countless thousands to wrest it from you.


 

  "Ethaniel served the human kings for years, doing his bidding even when he knew that what he was doing defied his morals.  He allowed the binding process that cost an innocent life each time it was used because he knew it would strengthen the human kingdom's standing in the world.  The atrocities he'd witnessed, and failed to stop, would shock you, Lowin.  Should I tell you of how he let his own sons be sold into slavery because the king felt that their presence interfered with his duty as a soldier?  How about the story of how he killed the human woman who had sired those children at the king's orders?  Certainly he didn't tell you those stories himself.  In fact, I think I might be the only one left who knows those tales.


 

  "What about you, Lowin?  You stand here before me, defying my will, when you yourself are just another symbol of what is wrong with humanity.  You have chased your daughter across the world, allowing people to die so that you can save one life.  You took money the people needed to recover from the war, and used it to build ships to get here, and you bankrupted your own kingdom just to get one last strike in at Lord Lheec.  What of Brutal?  Did he deserve to die?


 

  "No, Lowin, humanity is already dead.  It is just waiting for me to come and sweep it away and start fresh.  Wasn't this country beautiful as you passed through it, Lowin?  Wasn't it peaceful, and calm?  That is what the world will be like when I'm done.  There will be blood and death along the way, but when it's over, there will be serenity and peace."


 

  Never before had words pierced me so deeply.  Whether they were magically weighted, or simply perfectly aimed, I felt them like deep wounds.  His examples were perfect.  In each situation I could see the evil of man, laid bare for me to look at.  We were a terrible menace, humanity.  


 

  Laouna's smile flashed through my mind, and I looked down at my daughter's face.  They were beautiful, wonderful people.  I loved them dearly.  The world was full of other people like them, and those people had others that they loved.  Humanity was ugly and disgusting sometimes, but there was good in it as well.  I remembered holding Malice in the dark, and the feel of her skin against mine.  I remembered the innocent smile of Kye, so long dead, and I remembered the stern face of Wisp as she'd scolded me for not being a good father to Kay.  


 

  There was too much good in humanity to let it all die.  I would not be the harbinger of the death of humanity.  I bent down and kissed my daughter's cheek.


 

  "I love you, Kay."  I whispered into her ear.  I felt warmth flow into me.  Somehow, I knew she heard me.  I flashed forward, hoping that I would not be condemning us all to a terrible death.  


 

  The world slowed around me as I pulled at every resource of speed and strength I had at my disposal.  I had never moved so quickly before.  I reached the woman first, with her single set of shadowlyn eyes.  I could see the male jumping backwards.  He was faster, but the female body had no chance.  I tore her in half with two vicious lashes, and she fell to the ground, writhing and gurgling on her own blood.  The Hungering mass surged forward, but I did not slow.  I charged at the four-eyed male. 


 

  He brought up a sword and deflected my first strike.


 

  "What will you do, kill me?  Even with these fully bonded bodies it will only take me a year or two to break free from the flesh.  When I come back, I will hunt down and kill everyone you love, Lowin.  I will start with your daughter."  His voice rang through the void of speed, as though his words were aimed directly at my mind.  I had no time to look, but I knew the other Knights would be fighting as well.


 

  I ignored the shadowlyn's taunt and attacked again.  He was fast, and skilled.  His blade whirled and twisted perfectly through patterns I'd never seen before.  He had thousands of years of experience in his mind.  I would dodge a strike, only to find that it was a feint, and I needed to dive off my center of balance.  He was not fighting to kill, I realized, after three such moves.  He was buying time, and I knew that time was exactly what I did not have.  The Hungering would be wearing down Malice and the others.  I had to kill the beast with the smoking eyes.


 

  Our fight continued with me constantly pressing in for a kill, and the shadowlyn continually turning my strikes aside, and offering counter blows of his own, but he would not strike to kill me.  He would not even strike to cause me serious harm, though the openings for him to do so were many, I knew.  I could sense every time my guard slipped too low, and knew, each time, that death was only a flick of the creature's wrist away from me.  In every instance the shadowlyn backed down, refusing to take the opening.  He would fight me until my friends were dead, and I could no longer resist his advance, and then I would have nothing left to do but to hear him out, and either give him what he wanted, or lose my daughter and everything else.  I could not allow the situation to fall back into that corner.  


 

  I glanced over my shoulder long enough to see the others fighting a harrowing battle against the hordes of Hungering warriors.  They were being overwhelmed by sheer numbers, a magnitude of enemies that that they could not hope to turn aside no matter how well they fought.  How long before one of my companions was killed?  How long before Malice was struck down?  I could not allow that to happen.  A plan formed in my mind.  


 

  The shadowlyn feinted with a thrust, a blow that even the weakest trainee swordsman would be able to avoid.  I saw the feint, but instead of retreating as my common sense told me to do, and falling away so as to avoid the follow up blow, I pushed myself forward with everything I could muster.  The shadowlyn saw my intent too late.  I felt the sword point pierce through my upper torso, skimming my heart, and ripping through my left lung and out through the back of my left shoulder blade.  Now I was too close for my enemy to escape, and his weapon was tied up beyond his ability to retrieve it.  I grabbed the shadowlyn with my white furred hand, picking him up by the neck.  I squeezed with all my strength.  


 

  "You fool!"  His voice screamed through the void of speed.  I ignored him and kept squeezing, though his hands clawed at my arms in desperation.  "I will kill everything that means something to you.  You will suffer beyond imagining for this!"  His voice growled through my mind, dark and menacing, the scream of a creature whose rage was a beast unto itself.  I did not relent.  The muscles in my arm strained, my hand tightened, and then his spine snapped and the flesh of his neck tore away under my grip.  His body fell away in two pieces, head and torso.  I collapsed to my knees, wheezing with every breath.


 

  The shadowlyn was dead again.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  I struggled back to my feet, grabbing the sword and tearing it from my chest.  I felt my body healing the damage even as I stumbled back to the stone slab on which Kay lay.  I had never suffered so severe a wound before, but as I felt the flesh knitting back together, I knew I would recover.  All around me, the burning red eyes of the Hungering shifted to blue.  The creatures turned and walked away, suddenly uninterested in the events happening before them.  My companions, who had just been involved in a struggle for their very lives, found themselves poised for battle in the midst of an enemy that no longer seemed to notice they were even there.  Malice ran over to Kay, and stood over her, a look of confusion on her face.  I leaned on the dais, my blood pooling around my elbow.  I felt weak.  Even though I was healing, the wound was severe.  


 

  "Kay."  I called my daughter's name as I took a hold of her arm.  She did not reply.  Her breathing had become more rapid, and a sheen of sweat was on her skin.  She felt far away.  I felt the edges of my wound knitting closed.  "Kaylien."  I said her name again, but she did not open her eyes.  How much life had I taken from her so far?  How much remained to her? 


 

  "I know this girl."  I heard Malice say.  "I know her, Lowin."


 

  I nodded.  "This is our little girl. We raised her together, with Wisp.  Though you and Wisp are the two who really raised her.  I was not a very good father."  I reached to my pack and cut the straps from it with my claws, letting it fall to the slab in front of me.  I knew what I needed to do next.  The other Knights had gathered around.  Tower and Silver were both bleeding from several wounds, but Malice and Snow seemed tired but unharmed.  They were phenomenal fighters.  I could think of no better people to leave my daughter with.


 

  "Oh. . ."  Malice said, and I saw light dawning on her face.  "I remember her.  I remember holding her and I remember. . . Lucidil took her away from us.  I. . ."  Her words faded, and I could tell she was struggling through her memories.  I wasn't going to interrupt her.  I had something I had to do.


 

  I reached for the pouch that had the blue crystal in it.  My fingers found it readily, shaking in anticipation of what I must do next.  I felt frayed fabric.  There was a jagged rip across the bottom.  Panic bit into me as I unfastened the tie to the pouch and reached inside.  It was empty.  I staggered backwards.  


 

  "No. . ."  I said, and fell to my knees, searching the ground.  It must have fallen out when the sword pierced me, cut by the blade as it went by.  Realization struck, with desperation following soon after.  The sword hadn't pierced there.  When could I have ripped my pack, how many miles of road lay between myself and the place where I'd lost the crystal?


 

  "I have it, here."  I turned as I heard Snow's voice.  She was standing with the blue crystal in one hand.  She had a knife in the other.  "I took it when I bumped into you earlier.  I'm sorry, Lowin.  I knew you'd worry. . . I didn't know your daughter was the one. . . I had no idea.  I wasn't going to let you die.  I couldn't. . ."  Her pink and black eyes shone with tears.  


 

  "Give me the crystal, Snow."  I reached out my hand, relief flooding through me.  I could still save Kay.  That euphoria I experience as I realized I might still serve one last cause clouded my perception.  I saw Snow, but I did not really see her.  Perhaps I never had really seen her.  


 

  Snow took a step backwards.  "No, Lowin.  I'm sorry, but I love you.  I know what you plan to do, and I can't let you."  There was a blur as her hand accelerated, and then she dropped to her knees, blood gushing from her chest.  I flew to my feet and charged across the distance between us even as I saw the hand holding the crystal thrust up towards the fresh wound.  I was not nearly fast enough.  All the power in my body could not move me with any more agility, though I would have given anything at that moment just to have started moving a second sooner.  An explosion of blue light tore through the air, rippling out from Snow's body.  I saw the pink and black eyes go dark, like two shimmering coals, and then the wave hit me with such force that I was knocked to the ground. 


 

  "Snow!"  Tower's voice cut the air, one of the most pained sounds I'd ever heard.  The Knight of white fur slumped the rest of the way to the ground and lay terribly still.


 

  "Daddy. . ."  A weak voice sounded from behind me. 


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  Let me start the beginning of the end, the way I ended the beginning - with a burial.  We buried Snow in the woods not far outside the cave of the Hungering.  We were too far from home to do anything more for her.  Time wasn't something we had in quantity, but we took some anyway.  I found a suitable headstone after a great deal of searching.  It was a white, crystalline rock.  Together with Tower, Silver, and Malice we carved and worked the rock to pay Snow the respect she so well deserved.  The stone bore the inscription:


 

   


 

  Snow,


 

  she was our song.


 

   


 

  In the morning, in the light,


 

  no more worries, no more fright.


 

  Eyes shut softly, peace and calm,


 

  no more troubles, night has gone.


 

   


 

  It was foolishly sentimental, but I couldn't think of anything more poetic to write.  That song of hers has never left me.  I will teach it to Kay some day, and I'm sure she will teach it to her children.  Perhaps Snow had siblings of her own that also will carry on that sad tune.  In the end, I really knew very little about the woman who had spent so long fighting at my side.  I'm still ashamed of that.


 

  I will never forget all those who died to bring my daughter back to me, and as many of them as I knew, I've recorded in these pages.  The countless members of the black cloaks who died weigh heavily upon me still.  So few of them will ever have a name, and yet they gave so much.  I know I have forever lost my chance to make things right with the dead.  I most regret the way I treated Snow towards the end of her life.  I never completely forgave her betrayal, and in the end she gave everything for my happiness.  What harm would those words have done me?  "I forgive you."  What harm?  What a fool I am, and always have been.  


 

  Tower left shortly after we finished burying Snow.  I don't know where he went, or what his intentions were, but he took his sword and departed.  I fear the worst for him.  When Snow gave her life, I believe it broke something in that young Knight.  I have not seen him since, and I don't know if I ever will again.


 

  We took the two bodies of the shadowlyn, and put them into boxes we crafted from the elaborately designed wood of the creature's fallen city, much as Orthisius and Reamis had done long before us.  With the help of Silver and Malice, I took the bodies and cast them into the broken traveler's gate, Telistera's ghost ring, that had beckoned me so strongly when first I'd encountered it.  It still called to me.  Getting close enough to throw the boxes in was a harrowing experience.  They tumbled through the air and vanished at some invisible point just before the beginning of the stone entry way.  I don't know where they've gone, but I hope it's some place from which they will never return.  


 

  I don't know who is worse, in the end, the shadowlyn or me.  Every accusation it had made was true.  I had done terrible things over the course of my life.  I hope I will need do no more.  


 

  I am a monster.  I wasn't born as such, but I became one.  I hope that someday I can find my soul again in the love of Laouna, and my daughter, Kay.  If there is any hope for man, it is in the hearts of those who would love him despite all of his many failings.  That is where I'll continue to search for myself.


 

   


 

   


 

   


 

  LAOUNA~           


 

  Lowin wanted me to write an ending for his book.  He says, "If we don't tell this story, who else will?"  Sometimes I look at the man he has become and it scares me.  He is so strong and dangerous.  I get scared, but then I remember how tenderly he holds me, and how soft his voice is when he speaks to Kay, and I know that I have nothing to be afraid of.


 

  I've recovered most of my memories, but I don't think I'm the same person I was when I first met Lowin.  I can smile.  I remember the terrible burden of loneliness I carried.  I don't feel that anymore.  Kay chases out any such illusions with her warm smiles and her quick laughter.  She reminds me of her mother, Kye, and I can say that without feeling any jealousy.  I once was very jealous of Kyeia, but she was a good woman.  Kay will be a good woman too.  She has her father's stubbornness, but her mother's subtle strength.  I love her very much.  


 

  I'm pregnant.  It's a terrifying experience, but Lowin is excited, and Kay is hoping for a little brother.  I never thought I'd find myself in this kind of situation, but I'm not unhappy.  Is Malice really a good name for a mother?  I asked Lowin, and he smiled and said that it was one of his favorite names, so of course it was.  That made me happy.  


 

  We're living with the black cloaks.  We had feared that they died, but we stumbled upon their village not long after we disposed of the body of the shadowlyn.  A great many of them did perish in the storm, and on the vicious rocks, but all the females survived, and a fair number of the males, including Liet.  They welcomed us with open arms when we found them.  With their help we've built a cabin for ourselves and another for Silver, who has stayed with us the entire time. 


 

  I don't think we'll ever leave this land.  There is too much to lose, and nothing to gain.  Kay has had trouble with her memory, but she remembers us.  She remembers Wisp too, and the day that Wisp was killed.  Those memories trouble her, as well as the memories of Lucidil, and being turned over to the Hungering.  She still tosses and turns with terrible nightmares.  Other than that, she is a wonderful, bright girl.


 

  Lowin smiles a lot.  I remember most of my time with him, and he's never smiled as much as he does now.  I know he misses our friends, and that he carries a lot of guilt over all that has happened, but Snow was right.  He does deserve some happiness.  I'm glad that we've finally found it.  
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